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Inquiry into the education of gifted and talented 

children.
Introduction

The Department of Education, Employment and Training welcomes the opportunity to present a submission to the Commonwealth inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children.  The submission addresses the discussion points and issues identified by the Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee under the headings

· Defining and measuring ‘giftedness’

· Problems associated with giftedness

· Current provisions for gifted education

· Implications for education policy and administration.

The submission makes recommendations for future action around these points.  In doing so the submission addresses the role of the Commonwealth in supporting the education of gifted and talented children.  

The Victorian Government has made a commitment to ‘build a comprehensive support structure that will allow our schools to provide all children with improved levels of learning.’  (Australian Labor Party, Pathways and Standards – Labor’s commitment to the Victorian Community, 1999, p2).

The report from the review of state education in Victoria, Public Education – The Next Generation (PENG) released in 2000 provides the context for this submission.  The PENG report states

For some students. . . the curriculum will encourage them to extend in areas where they are capable of performance beyond expected levels for their age, and especially where they exhibit particular talents. For all students, the curriculum will ensure that they are challenged and extended to achieve the highest standards of which they are capable. (PENG, p39)
The Victorian Government is committed to providing all students with a fulfilling and challenging education.  In this context the Government recognises an inclusive definition of ‘giftedness’.  This embraces and encourages excellence in all forms of intellectual, academic and creative endeavour and acknowledges that:

· it is difficult to isolate a single definition of giftedness that encompasses the broad spectrum of human abilities and accounts for culture, class, gender and domain

· generally, the types of definitions that have been proposed by researchers and education authorities move towards a broad concept of giftedness over a wide range of human endeavours

· there are varying degrees of giftedness, not only in traditional academic areas but also in areas such as art, music, leadership and sport

· gifted students have particular learning requirements and need to be nurtured to ensure their potential is fully developed.

The coordinated approach to the education of gifted students in Victoria emphasises the following key strategies:

1. Identification and assessment of gifted students

2.
Development and provision of appropriate programs for gifted students

3.
Curriculum development

4.
Professional development

5.
Links with key education strategies

6.
Communicating and networking. 

The support document A Guide for Strategic Action to Support Gifted Students will be provided to Victorian schools early in 2001.  This document is designed to provide a framework for action at the school level.  Schools have responsibility for developing programs to meet the needs of gifted students.
Response to Issues and Discussion Points Identified by the Australian Senate Committee 

Defining and measuring ‘giftedness’

( The history of public attitudes to giftedness and developments in defining and measuring giftedness. 
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The change of attitude in the education community to the provision of gifted education in schools is indicated by the outcomes of the Victorian annual School Census collected over a number of years.  It is significant that the number of government schools offering gifted programs has increased from 30.5% in 1995 to 74.2% in 2000.

(Refer Table 1).

( Recent developments in defining giftedness, and their relevance to planning special provisions for the gifted.

The aim of gifted education in Victoria is to identify the needs of gifted students and to develop and provide programs that address these needs.  The focus is on the variation in ability within the range of giftedness and the implications of this for programming.  It is critical that any definition of giftedness used to assist schools to identify gifted students is inclusive of all groups that make up the education community.  These include groups such as:

· Koorie students 

· students from backgrounds other than English

· students from isolated and rural communities

· students from low socio-economic backgrounds

· students with disabilities and impairments 

· girls and boys.

The Victorian Gifted Education Professional Development Program has been offered to teachers on a train the trainer model over the past three years in Victoria.  The program encourages teachers and their school communities to workshop their beliefs and understandings around the education of gifted students and to reach a shared position from which to develop a whole school plan to provide for gifted students.
The Victorian Government’s inclusive policy on gifted education is designed to ensure that giftedness is recognised and fostered in specific vocational areas as well as the traditional academic areas.

The Victorian Government’s policy has a deliberately broad definition of giftedness to ensure maximum acceptance and inclusion.  The aim of the policy and associated documents is to provide a useful framework to support action at the school and classroom level.  The most recent of these documents is A Guide for Strategic Action to Support Gifted Students that will be circulated to schools in 2001.  (See Appendix 1).

( The relevance of theories on different types of intelligence. 

Through the Gifted Education Professional Development Program teachers are encouraged to examine theories on different types of intelligences.  Teachers are advised to utilise a range of theories and models to ensure that all students with high potential are identified and to ensure that all possible areas of underachievement or learning disability are identified. 

( Any distinction between ‘gifted’ and ‘talented’; the distinction between potential and performance.

( The adequacy of definitions in official documents in guiding policies on provision for the gifted.

Definitions used should be reflective of a multi-dimensional society. Splitting hairs about the definition of gifted versus talented can mask the real issue, which is to provide a challenging education for all students.  As noted in 

Public Education:  The Next Generation Report (PENG) of the Ministerial Working Party, Department of Education, Employment and Training, Victoria

…the curriculum will encourage [students] to extend in areas where they are capable of performance beyond expected levels for their age, and especially where they exhibit particular talents.  (PENG, 2000, p39).

It is important to note that the emphasis in schools and systems on measuring ‘performance’ without also focussing on ‘potential’ may prevent an accurate picture of many brighter students’ actual achievement.  This can result in gifted students who have already met pre-determined benchmarks not receiving adequate education provision.  The issue is of significance in relation to both state and Commonwealth testing and benchmarking.  

The Gifted Education Professional Development Program encourages teachers to pre test for prior knowledge to ensure students have the opportunity to learn new knowledge and skills.  Significantly the Victorian Government noted in the PENG Report that:

. . . for all students, the curriculum will ensure that they are challenged and extended to achieve the highest standards of which they are capable.  (PENG, 2000 p39).

Victorian teachers have found Howard Gardiner’s model of multiple intelligences useful in helping to vary approaches to teaching and learning.  However, the widespread use of this model is not necessarily accompanied by an understanding of gifted education.  Many teachers use the model in isolation believing that in so doing they are catering for gifted students.  Simply applying this model does not ensure curriculum is appropriately challenging and may mask possible areas of underachievement or learning disability in a gifted student. 

( Problems of identifying gifted children; the adequacy of present methods of identifying them; the adequacy of present actions to identify them; whether attention to identifying gifted children is given equitably to all groups in society.

Gifted students from low socio-economic areas, rural communities, non-English speaking backgrounds and Koorie communities are less likely to be identified as gifted despite research indicating that giftedness does not respect these boundaries. 

Teachers still express concern about whether their methods of identification are effective.  The redevelopment of the Gifted Education Professional Development Program to be undertaken during 2001 will lead to an advanced module focussing on the identification of gifted students from under represented groups.

The School Census 2000 showed that teachers were more likely to use a range of identification methods than in previous years.  This census also shows a significant swing among teachers toward seeking advice from parents when identifying gifted students.  In the School Census 2000 teachers listed parent nomination as the most commonly used method of identification of gifted students compared with teacher nomination in 1995.  This is an important move as many parents still contact the Gifted Education Section, (GES) Department of Education, Employment and Training, (DEET) Victoria to say their children are bored at school.  Over one thousand contacts were made to the GES during 2000.

The limited number of education psychologists and guidance officers with specific training in gifted education is an issue for schools.  The GES runs specific professional development training for this group.  In term four last year the first of a series of professional development activities targeting education psychologists and guidance officers was held.  Over fifty psychologists attended and all indicated the need for this to continue. 

Another issue pointing to the need for extensive professional development and increased support to educational psychologists is teachers misreading ‘inappropriate’ behaviour.  When a gifted child is unable to work in an allocated group a teacher might incorrectly read the situation as just a behaviour problem and put considerable energy into ‘correcting’ the child’s behaviour.  The problem may in fact be that the level of work provided is inappropriate.  

A teacher may focus on inappropriate behaviour without understanding and providing for the social and intellectual needs of the child.  The student may work well in a group of intellectual peers and may then learn to work in a mixed group. The gifted student may need to learn the appropriate social skills while working with intellectual peers.  Having developed these social skills the student is better placed to transfer them to other learning situations.

The Framework for Student Support Services in Victorian Government Schools is the overarching system for strengthened student welfare and support services in schools.  In 2000 significant funding was allocated and distributed, via School Global Budgets, for all secondary schools to allocate staffing positions for Student Welfare Coordinators (SWCs).  The SWCs have a significant responsibility to support their schools in promoting the wellbeing of students.  This includes reducing if not eliminating harassment and bullying and victimisation.  In this context it is essential that teachers are skilled in identifying gifted students.  An under challenged gifted student is potentially a student ‘at risk’.  This is particularly evident in the middle years of schooling. 

As noted above the GES has provided an extensive professional development program to support teachers to identify gifted students.  (see Appendix 2).  Over the past three years 2500 teachers have participated in the program.  It is intended to continue and expand this teacher professional development.

A national collaborative project to develop a range of culturally and socially inclusive checklists and identification instruments checklists is vital.  This would ensure that schools across Australia are provided with clear and practical advice on the identification of gifted students from linguistically, culturally and socially diverse backgrounds.  This would provide consistency across states/territories in the identification of gifted students and would help alleviate the schooling problems that families encounter when they move across state/territory boundaries. 

( Possible effects on the gifted child denied special attention, such as academic underachievement or social/emotional maladjustment.

Many gifted students require an individual learning plan.  Feedback from parents, teachers and principals received by the GES indicates that although schools may identify the need for an individual learning plan for a gifted student, they lack the skills to develop and implement it effectively.  A set of protocols to guide schools in developing and implementing individual learning plans would be a valuable resource.  This could be complemented by a national professional development strategy to support teachers to gain the skills needed to:  develop and implement learning plans for gifted students; identify gifted students from diverse backgrounds; and plan and implement appropriate curriculum

Failure to acknowledge and meet the needs of gifted students can result in behavioural problems.  The GES has received over 1000 calls from parents over the past twelve months.  Without intervention serious emotional and social problems can develop.  Early intervention with trained education psychologists and teachers would help alleviate this. 

Problems associated with giftedness
( Possible misunderstanding of issues to do with educating the gifted.

The review of gifted education in Victoria, undertaken during 1999, shows that while attitudes to gifted students are changing there remains a 'tall poppy' syndrome that discriminates against these students.  Negative community perception of high intellect continues to be a contributing factor to the Australian ‘brain drain’.  In schools this is particularly reflected in the field of science.  This is a critical issue for schools in relation to Australia’s growth and development.  To counteract this perception the GES runs a range of high profile activities that support and promote the education of gifted students.  These include Twilight Seminars and the Biennial International Conference on the Education of Gifted Students.  The Centre for Science and Technology (DEET) coordinates a range of initiatives to encourage students to continue with science.  A number of these focus specifically on gifted students.  (See Appendices 2 and 4).

A commonly held view among teachers that ‘you don’t have to worry about the bright kids’ can contribute to students being penalised for being bright.  At the school level this problem can translate into bullying, harassment or exclusion of bright/gifted /studious students by some peers and teachers. 

In terms of the problems associated with giftedness and possible social/emotional maladjustment the Student Welfare Branch (SWB) of DEET receives a number of calls from families where this concern is raised.  Gifted students can sometimes be isolated or ostracised because they are perceived as 'different'.  The SWB response in these cases is to advise parents to contact the Gifted Education Section (GES) for support and advice about identification and curriculum support and to direct them to the anti-bullying packages, including a website developed by SWB.  Anti-bullying programs and policies are a clear Ministerial initiative and priority.
Extensive publicity, communication and networking needs to be implemented across Australia to address inaccurate and damaging perceptions of gifted students and to encourage our brilliant and creative minds to stay in Australia.  This could be through a national publicity strategy to value and promote intellectual excellence in the way that sporting and creative expression are valued. 

( Provisions for teacher training (preservice and inservice) to accommodate teaching the gifted.

Many teachers find it difficult to run three levels (accelerated, remedial and middle levels) of academic work within a ‘mixed ability’ class, generally teaching to the middle and lower levels.  Preservice training does not adequately skill teachers in this area.

A lack of understanding of high ability can lead teachers to insist that gifted students complete the standard class work before attempting work that challenges them.  This challenging work has to be undertaken as extra work.

With an increasing emphasis on reaching benchmarks teachers are concerned that outcomes and standards specified for a particular year level are met.  This may overshadow the need to pre-test to establish students’ prior learning and ability. There is a great need for professional development for teachers in the areas of curriculum differentiation, assessment and reporting and in particular how these critical elements are linked.  This will promote teaching all students at the level appropriate to their ability.

Teachers need support to have confidence in working with gifted children.  This has implications for preservice and inservice training.

A significant issue is the lack of preservice training for teachers in the education of gifted students.  Research conducted in 1999-2000 indicated that pre-service teachers held negative perceptions of gifted students, particularly gifted girls, compared with other students.  (Carrington & Bailey 2000).  Ideally all pre-service teacher training courses should include at least one unit that addresses the education of gifted students. 

Current provisions for gifted education

( History of special provision for the gifted including Commonwealth initiatives; actions on the findings of the 1988 Senate Select Committee report.

There has been little or no specific funding for the education of gifted students from the Commonwealth Government for at least the last seven years.

( Description of the current situation, and the different approaches to special provision for the gifted - for example, selective schools, accelerated cohort within the comprehensive school, withdrawal groups, differentiated curriculum within the regular class…

( The advantages and disadvantages of the different approaches. 

The Victorian Department of Education, Employment and Training (DEET), coordinates a number of projects relating to gifted education.  These primarily operate from the Gifted Education Section.  (See Appendix 2).

Networks

In Victoria there are over fifty active local gifted education networks open to teachers and parents from all school sectors.  Teachers run the networks on a voluntary basis in addition to their regular teaching load.  In 2000 the government provided network coordinators with 3 days CRT release to support this work.  The networks are integral to the effective support of gifted students in Victorian schools.  The 2000 Census showed a strong correlation between teachers’ involvement in local gifted networks and the provision of programs for gifted students in their school.

Select Entry Accelerated Learning Program 

There are currently 19 Victorian schools offering this program which allows students to complete their six years of secondary schooling in five years.  A number of other secondary schools have expressed interest in establishing this program.  Currently there is an inequitable spread of schools offering the program with notable lack in most rural regions and the northern and western suburbs of Melbourne.

Student Programs

A number of statewide programs are offered through interactive technology and particularly target isolated and rural gifted students.  These programs include an interactive satellite program Horizons, As The Crow Flies, Virtual Mentoring and the International Student Project.  In addition the GES coordinates the Young Researchers Club, Careers Days for Gifted Students, Connections and the Discovery Program.  (See Appendix 2).  While these programs are valuable they are not a substitute for regular classroom provision. 

In response to feedback from teachers and parents and information collected through the Annual School Census the GES is working to encourage teachers to move away from an ‘add-on’ and ‘special events’ mentality to appropriate ongoing provision throughout the day in every classroom.  Focussing on student diversity will assist teachers to be more effective in meeting the needs of all of the students in their care. 

Needs Grouping for Specific Instruction 

The focus teaching group model developed by The Early Years of Schooling lends itself well to meeting the learning needs of all students including gifted students. Resistance to grouping is felt more strongly at the primary level than the secondary level despite very positive research findings regarding this strategy.  However, the model for instructional purpose advocated by the Early Years of Schooling is very effective for all students.

( Description of the policies of the various education authorities; discussion of any discrepancies between policy and practice, and the reasons for discrepancies.

Data from the 2000 Census shows a correlation between teacher participation in gifted education professional development and the school’s support for the education of gifted students (Refer Table 2).  These schools are more likely to have a gifted coordinator (75% versus 43% in schools with no trained teachers); a gifted policy (55% versus 26%); and to have gifted students mentioned in school charter (74% versus 42%).  Where there are three or more teachers trained provision for gifted students increases significantly.  Where five or more teachers are trained the commitment is even higher. 
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Table 2

Percentage of schools with a gifted coordinator, gifted policy, charter priority, inclusion in charter compared with their involvement in Gifted Education Professional Development and Curriculum Day PD.
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The most popular choice of gifted education professional development was the Gifted Education Professional Development Program closely followed by local gifted education network organised events. Other professional development choices now account for less than 20% of all gifted education professional development undertaken. 

Ongoing in depth professional development for teachers is a very powerful change agent. Networks provide a very good model for provision of professional development, local advice and practical support.

Differentiated Curriculum 

The GES supports schools to provide for gifted students throughout the school day in the normal classroom setting.  During 2000 draft curriculum units were developed for gifted students in English and science.  These units will be trialled during 2001.  There was a huge response from teachers to the call for expressions of interest in trialling the units.  Over 500 teachers from over 170 primary and secondary schools are participating in the trialling.  This indicates a strong need for development of this type of material for teachers.  Of note is the high percentage of country schools participating in the trialling (54%).  

Appropriate professional development in curriculum planning for gifted students would be of great value to all teachers.  A national strategy that builds on this innovative work in curriculum by providing extensive professional development in curriculum planning would greatly enhance teachers’ skills.

( The adequacy of present provision for the gifted, including …and flexible provision.

( Arrangements for giving the gifted early access to tertiary education; the participation of the gifted in tertiary education.
Flexible progression from year 10 is common practice in Victorian secondary schools.  This is connected to early entry to VCE and to tertiary enhancement (undertaking a university subject as part of VCE).  Victorian schools will be encouraged to consider other options that allow for advanced vocational opportunities for students with high ability in these areas.

Currently, opportunities for flexible progression in lower secondary and primary schools are limited. Attention to this in combination with early identification and intervention would reduce the incidence of gifted students underachieving as they move in to the Middle Years.  The GES continues to liaise closely with the Early Years and Middle Years of Schooling Branch of DEET to advance work in this area.

( Compare and contrast provision for the gifted with provision for other special needs groups.

A significant impact has been made when the Commonwealth has supported special needs groups, for example girls and aboriginal students.  It would be appropriate for the Commonwealth to provide funding in a similar way to meet the needs of gifted students.

In contrast to the significant amount of funding to support students at the lower 10% of the standard distribution graph of intelligence there is no specific Commonwealth funding to support and extend students in the top 10% of the student population. 

It is an ideal time for the Commonwealth to build on the interest in gifted students and the growing acceptance by school communities that this requires specific provision and ongoing support.

It is appropriate that when state/territory education systems develop exemplary programs for gifted students, the outcomes from these programs be shared across states/territories.  This may require some funding support from the Commonwealth.

( Whether access to special programs and support is provided equitably to all gifted children including (for example) the rural and isolated, those from ethnic minorities, those from areas of socio-economic disadvantage.

Rural and isolated students

It is tempting to see the knowledge economy exclusively in terms of the new, high tech industries that are most obviously based on the manipulation and brokering of knowledge.  However, it is important to recognise that developments in technology and the critical application of knowledge are fuelling growth and change in all industries.  Information and communication technologies (ICT) are the tools of the knowledge economy.  New work practices and the increasing use of more sophisticated technology mean that high levels of skills are required at all levels from manufacturing to management.  The Victorian government is committed to 

building a learning society of well educated and skilled citizens; to maximising Victoria’s competitiveness in information and communication technologies (PENG, 2000). 

The GES has established programs designed to utilise learning technologies and to address the issues of isolation and limited access for rural gifted students.  These include Horizons, Young Researchers Club, As the Crow Flies, the International Student Project, and Country Connections.  

(See Appendix 2). 

Gifted students may provide a challenge to Distance Education provision. Gifted students using this service may be rurally isolated, but could also be in hospital or participating in home schooling.  The Commonwealth Government’s new On-line learning strategy would be an ideal place to address this challenge and meet the needs of these children.  On-line learning for gifted students would also provide support for gifted students in the regular classroom.

A comprehensive Ideabank of teaching and learning activities has been established in Victoria to link the P – 10 curriculum with teaching and learning strategies.  These have been submitted by teachers from across Victoria and provide a valuable resource to assist teachers in helping students to achieve learning outcomes.  The ideas can relate to any type of learning technologies or link with key DEET initiatives.  The activities are submitted On-line and subject to a stringent quality assurance process before becoming ‘live’ on the site.

The GES organised a professional development program for exemplary teachers of gifted students to write and submit lessons for gifted students. These lessons can now be accessed through the website http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/futures/index.htm.  

Socio-economic Disadvantage
There is concern that a number of teachers and principals perceive giftedness as a middle class phenomenon.  For example, a principal from a school in Melbourne’s western suburbs recently commented that there were “no gifted students on this side”.  This is in stark contrast to the many requests for help from teachers, parents and education psychologists working in the region who have identified gifted students as facing a significant disadvantage.  As previously discussed this relates to teachers lack of skill in identifying gifted students from diverse backgrounds.

( The adequacy of research on gifted education and its uptake by the teaching profession.

To ensure that teachers are well informed regarding the education of gifted students it is essential that high quality Australian data is available.  To achieve this it is necessary to increase the amount of research undertaken and improve the links between academic research and school practice.  Tertiary institutions in collaboration with schools should be encouraged to undertake action research into the needs of gifted students.  

Implications for education policy and administration
( The suitability of benchmarks provided by Australian and international best practice to inform planning for gifted education.

Currently benchmarks focus on achievement not potential.  This provides insufficient data to plan for gifted students.  The response to benchmarks tends to be on bringing the bottom group up without extending the top group.  Much of the extension that is provided appears to be ad hoc, nonsequential and disconnected from the normal classroom curriculum.  Gifted programs should be well planned, sequential and differentiated.  They must be connected to the class curriculum if there is to be a positive and lasting impact on gifted students and hence performance against benchmarks.

( The adequacy of present funding and administrative arrangements to execute policies on gifted education.

Commonwealth funding to support the education of gifted students needs to include a component for the management at state/territory level of the implementation of the recommendations outlined above.

It is essential that the Commonwealth provide funding and opportunities for collaboration between the Commonwealth, states/territories and relevant national bodies to share expertise and maximise the effectiveness of any resources developed.  

The GES initiated a collaborative project between three states in the development of a parent information pack.  This type of collaboration makes good sense in a specialised area such as gifted education.  
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