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1.
INTRODUCTION

1.1 The New South Wales Teachers Federation represents 65,000 teachers in public pre-schools, schools and TAFE colleges throughout New South Wales.

1.2 The Federation holds that the most appropriate form of schooling for all students is in a comprehensive school.

1.3 Examples in this submission come mainly from New South Wales, but the conclusions are applicable to Australia as a whole.

1.4 It is the Federation's view that segregating gifted and talented students into selective schools or classes is based on:

a) Political and emotional responses to individual needs that lack any rigorous research base

b) An insufficiently broad view of the purposes of education for individuals and society

c) The absence of an acceptable definition of the term "gifted and talented".

2.
ABSENCE OF RESEARCH BASE IN CURRENT POLICY MAKING

The past decade has witnessed an unprecedented increase in the number of selective schools and selective classes within comprehensive schools, yet the available research suggests that they are not increasing the academic performance of these students, their self-esteem or their perceptions of, and ability to function in, the society in which they live.

The Federation agrees with the point made in the Australian Education Union’s submission  to this Inquiry about the importance of the paper by Craven, Marsh and Print, "Gifted, streamed and mixed-ability programs for gifted students:  Impact of self-concept, motivation, and achievement" (Australian Journal of Education, Vol 44, No. 1 2000, pp. 51-75).  This paper's importance attaches not only to the results of the research conducted by its authors, but also to its survey of recent literature and research about gifted and talented students.

Both the literature survey and the authors' own research suggest that not only does selecting out gifted and talented students not produce any marked improvement in their academic success, but may impede their progress on factors that are indicators, as well as possible causes, of future academic success, such as academic and other forms of self-concept, and motivation.  The paper points out (p. 58) that there have been similar findings regarding self-concept in relation to accelerated students as there are for students in selective settings.

This, combined with the effect of removal of gifted and talented students on comprehensive schools, is a strong indicator that under the current arrangements no-one benefits.

The increasing specialisation of schools (particularly secondary schools) has contributed to the ghettoisation of neighbouring comprehensive schools.  Difficulties in predicting enrolments, falling enrolments and the low self-esteem of students in affected local comprehensives have contributed to a decrease in educational opportunity, rather than the provision of choice as is so often claimed by politicians.

The paper by Craven, Marsh and Print also points out that some studies into the academic effects of selective schools and classes have failed to take into account the initial academic ability of students in those settings.  In NSW for some time now both the media and the government have tended to look at and compare the academic results of selective schools with those of comprehensive schools (particularly in relation to the Higher School Certificate) without making allowance for this vital factor.  This has had the effect of reinforcing in the minds of the public the unfounded view that selective schools themselves have produced the results.  This then supports the political decision that led to the increase in selective schools, which in turn again reinforces public perceptions.  Breaking this cycle will take a certain amount of political will and courage.  At the moment, however, it appears that political expediency is winning over sound policy development.  

The Federation recommends that current approaches to the education of gifted and talented students should be reassessed, based on a thorough examination of available research.

In 1997, the Federation called on the NSW Government to reverse the trend to selective and de facto selective schools in NSW.  This was based on research conducted over a period of time beginning with that carried out by J Sampson on behalf of the Committee on the Education of the Talented Child, which was established by the NSW Minister for Education in 1975.  The Committee's research found no significant differences between the secondary school examination performance of pupils of selective schools in the Sydney Metropolitan area in 1969, and that of pupils of similar background and ability in comprehensive high schools.  

Neither Sampson's research nor any subsequent research has been used as the foundation for planning the education of gifted and talented students or any other students.  This situation is outrageous.  In no other professional area would action be based on anything other than the most recent sound research.  

Since 1998, and in the face of increasing specialisation of secondary schools, including a substantial increase in the number of academically selective classes in primary schools and academically selective secondary schools, the Federation has been calling on the NSW Government to conduct a review of schooling in NSW in conjunction with the Federation and parents groups.  The government has consistently refused such calls and indeed has continued restructuring schooling in NSW without any research base.

Since the State Government has abrogated its responsibility in this regard, the Federation has established and funded, with the P&C Association of NSW, an Independent Inquiry into the Provision of Public Education in NSW.  The Inquiry will be chaired by Professor Tony Vinson of the University of NSW, who has an impressive reputation in the field of public policy.  The Sydney Morning Herald editorial of June 14 applauded the establishment of this Inquiry and noted that Professor Vinson "is well suited to his new task" and that "his findings will deserve attention." 

Included in the terms of reference of the Inquiry is the social and educational impact of State Government policies since 1988 regarding the structure of public education, and this will include selective schools.  Evidence for the Inquiry will be collected from a range of sources including current research, government policies, written submissions, testimony at public hearings, public meetings for informal contributions and visits to schools and colleges.

The NSW Government has given its support to the Inquiry and it can only be hoped that it will take the results of the Inquiry into account in future educational policy development.  It is worth repeating that this Inquiry is necessary because of the failure of the NSW Government to conduct such a review itself before embarking on radical changes to the public school system.

3.
PURPOSES OF EDUCATION

Academic success is just one measure of the extent to which an education system is achieving broader educational aims.

It has long been the Federation's view that the purposes of education include educating young people to be active citizens and to prepare them for quality participation in all facets of adult life. 

Public education is a major factor in creating and maintaining the social cohesion of a civilised and democratic society.  Public education should ensure that all members of society have access to quality education and training.  It embodies the spirit of egalitarianism and reinforces a sense of local community.  The education of all citizens regardless of background or ability demonstrates learning to live together and respecting differences.  This is crucial for social cohesion and the health of a democratic society.

The values underpinning public education should embrace cooperation instead of competition, concern for society's overall needs without just focussing on individual needs, a democratic culture and practice and a true mix of students from different backgrounds and abilities.  Public education is a defining institution for our young people.  It is where their values are formed and abilities and interest encouraged.

Such a view of the necessity of inclusive education is of advantage to each individual student in that it provides a sense of belonging and a greater understanding of the  injustice of social and economic divisions.  It is the basis of a pluralist and peaceful nation.  Such understandings allow young people to function as responsible and compassionate citizens, with respect for others. The health of society is of value to each and every citizen.

The general Terms of Reference of the Independent Inquiry into the Provision of Public Education in New South Wales, mentioned earlier, include: 

1. What are the purposes and values of public education in society?

2. What are the resources and structures needed to achieve these purposes and values?  

and the Focus Issues include:

· How should Australian society develop participatory, critically-minded and just citizens

· How do we guarantee that all children in every school have an equal opportunity to learn and fully develop their capacities?

· How do we ensure that the principles of social justice are guaranteed within the system and that public education strengthens the influence of these principles across society?

· How does Australian society best respond to the needs of students with particular characteristics within the totality of provision?

· What is the educational planning mechanism needed to achieve the purpose and values of public education?

The further research that Craven, Marsh and Print called for (pp. 70-71) should be extended to include longitudinal studies of the effects of selective schooling that are not confined to measures of academic and vocational success.

4.
DEFINITIONS OF GIFTED AND TALENTED

It appears that the only definition of gifted and talented that is actually used to determine the type and setting of a student's education is one based on the number of positions available in selective settings.  There is certainly no objective measure of gifted and talented that has any practical application.  The operational definition of gifted and talented appears to be whether a student gains a place in a selective class or school.

It follows that, as the number of places available in the burgeoning number of specialist schools increases, the number of those considered gifted and talented increases.  It also follows that the barrier for inclusion among the gifted and talented is continually being lowered.   

If there is no generally accepted objective definition of gifted and talented, there is very little justification for segregating students into specialist and selective schools.  Even the research conducted by Craven, Marsh and Print does not attempt to define the term.  It takes, without comment, the definition cited above:  success in achieving a place in a selective school or class.  It is a sobering fact, though, that the test for entry to selective schools in NSW does not include any assessment of students written ability.  Does a gift for writing not count towards a definition of academic talent?

It is far more sensible to argue, as many have, that students’ talents fall along a continuum and that decisions about any divisions along that continuum are purely arbitrary, contingent on factors that have nothing to do with giftedness or talent.  

5. 
CONCLUSION

There are no workable and validated definitions of gifted and talented.  There is no sound research that segregating gifted and talented students (by any definition) has positive results.  There is research that suggests it is more likely to be counterproductive.  Because of this, and in the knowledge that there is more to education than individual success in particular fields of endeavour, it is unjustifiable to devote scarce government resources to gifted and talented students per se.

Current approaches to the education of gifted and talented students should be reassessed, based on sound research, which is already available.

Research shows the most appropriate form of education for all is the comprehensive public school, where the full range of abilities is catered for.  For this to occur, schools and teachers need resources and support commensurate with the task, and this is where government resources ought to be directed.   Such resources include:

· Smaller class sizes to allow teachers to provide for the individual needs of students

· Professional development for teachers to develop and/or improve the skills necessary for providing individualised education for all students from the full range of abilities, including the gifted and talented

· Inclusion of courses in initial teacher education that assist beginning teachers cater to the full range of abilities, including the gifted and talented

· Improved funding for the resources necessary for the provision of an excellent education for all students.

