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Submission to the inquiry into the education of gifted and talented children

The structure of this submission is a brief commentary under each of the three main terms of reference, accompanied by supporting documentation.

Although I will not be available to testify directly to the Committee in 2001, I would be pleased to expand on any part of this submission via teleconference, email, or similar electronic means from Oxford. 

May I wish the Committee every success in its deliberations over this vital issue for Australia’s intellectual future.  I shall look forward to its final report in June 2001.

Yours sincerely,

Dr. John Geake

Senior Lecturer in Gifted Education

Head, Gifted Development and Education Unit

Department of Learning and Educational Development

Faculty of Education

The University of Melbourne  VIC  3010

from December 2000

Professor John Geake

Westminster Institute of Education

Oxford Brookes University

Harcourt Hill

OXFORD  OX2  9AT

UK

ph: +44 1865 488588

email  jgeake@brookes.ac.uk

Introduction

By way of introduction, I would like to state my position on gifted education, viz., that high intelligence and giftedness is present in any large population, regardless of socio-economic status, and as such, gifted education should be an important part of mainstream compulsory education.  That is, children who are academically gifted, through no fault of their own, deserve to have their special learning needs met in an appropriate manner by suitably trained teachers, either in regular or special classrooms, as a central part of their daily school experience.  

Psychometrically this involves around 10% of the entire school population, so the need is considerable.  Gifted children typically have a strong passion for learning, and while this passion may be acknowledged through enrichment activities (typically after school hours), it is not satisfied outside of a fulltime differentiated curriculum.  Fortunately, this does not necessarily require additional resourcing, as proposed under Criterion (b) below.

This position is summarised in the following lecture slide:

Overarching Aim

To have giftedness accepted as another ‘ordinary’ difference.

Axiom

High abilities, giftedness and talent will be found in any large group of unselected children, regardless of their socio-economic or other demographic classification, due to the multiple-gene basis of intelligence.

Policy

Meeting the learning needs of gifted and talented children through the provision of appropriate education is a social equity issue.

Operational Definition

Gifted students are those who can benefit from a gifted education program.

Specific Aim

The learning needs of gifted students should be met within the mainstream curriculum.

(a) 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

The education of gifted and talented children in Australia has certainly progressed towards a greater degree of mainstream acceptance since the 1988 report of the Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children.  To that end, the recommendations of that Select Committee have been regarded by the gifted education community as articulating a desirable set of goals.  

To the extent that gifted education is still shunned by many teachers and schools, that the Commonwealth has been unable to enact any of these previous recommendations has been a constant disappointment to those who see considerable educational benefits arising from the proper education of the academically gifted and talented.

I have provided a summary of developments with respect to each of the 1988 Select Committee’s nine recommendations in the following article (attached):

Geake, J. G. (1999). The Report of the Senate Select Committee on The Education of Gifted and Talented Children: A Ten Year Report Card. Australasian Journal of Gifted Education, 8(1), 57-59.

(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,

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

(iii) investigation of the links between attainment and socio-economic distribution.

Extensive behavioural and neuropsychological evidence shows that gifted children are different from their peers in at least two characteristic respects:

1. gifted children differ qualitatively in their cognitive functioning, ie, they think in different ways, especially about abstract problems; 

2.  gifted children demonstrate advanced mental maturity, ie, they think more like children who are chronologically older.

I have summarised some of this evidence, particularly regarding the first point of qualitative cognitive differences, in several recent international conference keynote presentations, available on the web at:     http://www.edfac.unimelb.edu.au/LED/GDE/brain.html
A briefer article written for secondary school principals is also attached.

Geake, J. G. (2000). Knock down the fences: Implications of brain science for education. Principal Matters, April, 41-43.

The obvious conclusion is that children who think differently require, and deserve, a suitably differentiated curriculum, including differentiated pedagogy and assessment.

The second point regarding advanced mental maturity also has implications for curriculum and school organisation.  The greatest impediment to the efficacious education of all students whose mental ages happen not to fall close to the average (including gifted children), is the current age-lockstep school organisation, whereby academic level is determined by chronological age.  Whereas there are general developmental markers which indicate progress in children’s growth, there is no compelling evidence that levels of school work is best tied to such markers.  Rather, the historical legacy of age-lockstep progression both holds back the mentally advanced, while propelling those not so able into school experiences of often much resented incomprehension.

The solution is to take a significant leap forward in the quality of schooling for all students and introduce vertical curriculum organisations, in which level of work is selected through criteria of readiness and interest, and not through age alone.  I have made a submission on the topic of vertical curriculum organisation to the recent inquiry into school education in Victoria Public Education – The Next Generation (attached).

My experience with vertical curriculum organisations has been mainly with secondary schools in economically depressed regional and rural areas of NSW.  Given the success of these arrangements for meeting learning needs across a full range of individual differences, I find it bafflingly disappointing that some of the more intransigent opponents of gifted education are those who profess to champion the educational cause of the economically disadvantaged.  Gifted children from economically disadvantaged areas are doubly disadvantaged, and their predicament is only exacerbated by those, including teachers, who would deny their very existence.

This raises the vexatious issue of identification, and its seeming dependency on definition.  My approach is pragmatic, and for some while I have promoted an operational definition of giftedness as applying to those students who could benefit from a gifted education program.  The circularity is deliberate – the strategy is to label programs, not children.  The long-term goal is to support schools in offering more challenging curricula, while encouraging many of their students to engage in such programs, at least on a no-fault trial basis.

There may be some merit in the British Government’s requirement, under their Excellence in Cities program, that every school identify some 5-10% of students who may benefit from a gifted education program.  I vigorously oppose those who argue that working class or rural schools do not contain any gifted children.  To the contrary, the multiple genetic basis of intelligence explains why levels of intelligence is distributed within any population, and why a certain percentage of any population will be endowed with a high intelligence.  A genetic intellectual endowment is best conceptualised as a predisposition for high-level learning.  It clearly is the task of education as practised in every school in Australia to deliver opportunities and experiences which match such high-level predispositions.

 (c) Consideration of what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be in supporting the education of gifted and talented children

Support by the Commonwealth for the education of gifted and talented children could occur at three levels:

1.  support for individual gifted children and their families; 

2.  support for teachers of gifted children;

3.  support for schools. 

First, to support gifted and talented individuals, an Australian Scholars Scheme, similar to that in the USA, could support individual gifted and talented children and their families throughout their secondary school years of education. Such a scheme would involve a relatively modest Commonwealth outlay to provide continuing rather than one-off support for needy gifted students by grants to both their families and schools (attached).

Geake, J. G., & Milner Davis, J. (1997). An Australian Scholars scheme. Australasian Journal of Gifted Education, 6(2), 44-45.

Second, support for teachers to undergo professional development in gifted education could be readily provided by the Commonwealth via specific bursaries or targeted HECS exemptions for enrolments in designated specialist postgraduate courses of gifted education at PG Certificate, PG Diploma, or Masters level at an Australian university.  As gifted education is not a mandated area for certification, the long-term viability of many of these professional development courses is under a cloud with the prospect of the lifting of the HECS quarantine for educational PG awards.  Bursaries or similar could partly address the issue of equity of access for teachers.

Third, support for schools to adopt a form of vertical curriculum organisation to better cater for all children, including gifted and talented students, would be a proper and much welcomed role for the Commonwealth.  One-off grants for school-based development days for the specific purpose of implementing vertical curriculum organisation could be offered over a limited period, say, three years, with a formal evaluation to occur after a further three years of operation.

Last, I would like to draw to the Committee’s attention some recent developments in government support for the education of gifted and talented children in Great Britain, as detailed in the House of Commons Education and Employment Committee Fourth Special Report: Government’s Response to the Third Report from the Committee, Session 1998-99: Highly Able Children, 29 June 1999, details of which I have left with Senator John Tierney’s office.  In sum, this British Government inquiry has concluded that the education of gifted and talented children is a social equity issue, and thus has located this new policy within their Excellence in Cities Programme.  One year on, the professional development component is under way, together with the resourcing of centres of enrichment to service clusters of schools in designated cities throughout the UK.  Perhaps developments in Great Britain could be used to benchmark progress in Australia.  In any case, developments there can be monitored on the web at: http://www.standards.dfee.gov.uk/excellence/index.html.

