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The Association of Independent Schools of Queensland Inc. (AISQ) welcomes the opportunity to participate in the Inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children through the submission process.  AISQ is not a system, however, many schools look to The Association for support, leadership and collective policy guidance.  The Association has provided a high level of ongoing support for its member schools in this area and it is hoped that the views of member schools are faithfully reflected in this document.

The energy levels of teachers, students and parents when educational programs are pursued that acknowledge the potential of all students, and most independent schools in this state make a determined effort to celebrate such success.

In general, comments in the submission have been organised to parallel the structure of the terms and reference and its extensions.
(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 Association of Independent Schools of Queensland Inc. (AISQ) has supported the education of gifted and talented children in member schools since the 1988 report of the Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children.

Limited but ongoing support was available to schools, commencing 1993. During this time contact teachers were nominated in more than 100 schools. Professional development was provided for these contact teachers in the form of 1-2 professional development days in each semester, resource folders, network meetings and newsletters.  AISQ has provided professional development over the last eight years for approximately two thousand teachers from State (small scale), Catholic (small scale) and Independent Systems (supporting Recommendation 4, 1988 report of Select Committee).

Activities for gifted children were established. These were in the form of workshops for Under Eights’ Week and Days of Excellence for Primary and Secondary students.  Future Problem Solving was established in some independent schools. 

AISQ together with Education Queensland developed the Unicorn Project (a project for selected schools interested in gifted and talented education) from 1996 to 2000.  Each Unicorn school nominated a coordinator (full-time or part-time teacher) and volunteer staff attended inservice on a variety of gifted education topics after school.  While no funding was provided for  coordinator or staff inservice, some teacher relief money was made available for individuals and small groups to prepare units of work for classrooms.

Support will be made available for 2001 and the above mentioned programs and  workshops will be continued.  As well a more in-depth support program will be set up as an extension of the Unicorn Project for a small number of committed schools. 

(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, and

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

Schools are responsible for developing their own policy and programs.  AISQ is not a policy making body. It does not dictate to member schools the definition of giftedness, how to measure it or how to provide for gifted children. Where funding is available, AISQ will continue to provide guidance if AISQ schools so desire.

Defining and measuring giftedness 

Students in AISQ schools may be identified in a variety of ways. These are IQ tests, achievement tests, peer nomination, self nomination, parent nomination and teacher observation. There is however a trend for teachers to observe more widely and inclusively.  In an enriched classroom, gifted children, when motivated will have that extra spark that sets them apart from the rest of the class. Sometimes underachievers can be identified. The paradigm is shifting slowly from IQ testing to a far broader concept. However, IQ testing may be necessary before some schools will recognise that a child is gifted. IQ testing is also popular in schools when selecting children for a special program because it can be a justification for selection.

To maintain this broader, more inclusive approach, it is considered that between ten percent and twenty five percent, not two percent of a population will be gifted. 

Also the work of Howard Gardner has affected schools in general. His theory of Multiple Intelligences has been widely accepted and teachers are preparing units of work for students to cater for more than logical/mathematical and verbal/linguistic  intelligences. 

Problems associated with giftedness (defining and measuring giftedness)

Research attests to the fact that teachers are sometimes inaccurate at selecting all of their gifted children for special programs.  For example, they may choose the well-mannered, neat, quiet student in preference to the more creative, divergent thinker who may present as the class clown. Or they may choose the troublemaker to join a withdrawal program simply for a “moment’s peace”.  Teachers need to be trained to  identify and provide for these gifted children. This education should be a compulsory component of preservice at University.  At present there is minimal or no gifted preservice available for teachers in training. 

Another problem associated with testing is that tests can be biased against indigenous people, ESL students, the disabled gifted, underachieving students and students from low socio-economic backgrounds. To overcome this problem and be more inclusive some AISQ schools used a variety of measures as well as Frasier’s TABs Descriptors, Raven’s Standard Progressive Matrices and Whitmore’s Checklist. However, this can prove to be very onerous particularly if large numbers of students are being tested. Also so much time may be spent on testing that the real work of providing for these children is put on hold. 

The Unicorn Project originally focussed on schools with high percentages of children at risk, from targeted groups such as those mentioned above.

Current provision for gifted education

While not compulsory, some schools elected to use A Model of Curriculum Provision for Gifted Education, a product of the Unicorn Project. This defines four strands of differentiation, moving from very general activities such as sports days, camps, competitions (Strand 1), to withdrawal programs such as thinkfests, maths challenge days, science fairs, selected children (Strand 2). These two strands are for all children. Children participating in these activities can be identified for special extension work.  Gifted children can then be catered for through classroom differentiation (Strand 3) and further extended as individuals or in small groups through acceleration, mentoring, study of real life investigations or dual enrolment at a higher level institution (Strand 4).  Schools often found it easy enough to move through Strands 1 and 2 but for various reasons found Strands 3 and 4 more difficult to execute.

 Because the preschool, primary school and secondary school are often on the one campus in many independent schools, children are granted early entry to school and are sometimes accelerated or subject skipped with a minimum of fuss. Some secondary students have had dual enrolments with a University. A small number of schools have created a special gifted class to accelerate children through their year level work. Other schools have small clusters of gifted children in the one class. These children do either extension or enrichment work.

Some independent schools have developed an Honours Program across the school. Children are given extension work instead of more of the same in the classroom. At a later time in the year the children are withdrawn for further extension. 

Some children have accessed the Virtual School for the Gifted (Victoria). Some children cannot access it because of costs involved, but those who have had access are very positive about the programme.

Problems associated with giftedness (current provision) 

The following are some anecdotal “myths” which reflect public opinion about gifted children. 

All children are gifted.

Gifted children should succeed without any help.

The child can’t be gifted. He might be good at maths but can’t write his name.

It is elitist to provide for gifted children.

Extension work is not allowed if work is not completed, messy, or student is misbehaving.

Gifted children should not be given work from the next year level because there will be nothing to teach them in the subsequent year.

Sometimes these directly or indirectly effect whether gifted children are provided for in the school setting.

Students can be given independent projects which are not challenging enough, not matched to their learning style or interest. This has been a problem in the past and teachers need to be educated how to cater for the gifted children so they don’t become bored, misbehave and possibly underachieve. They also need to be aware that catering appropriately does not mean more of the same.

It is important that schools with vertical timetables don’t see this as the only way to cater for bright children, neither does having a chess club in the school or catering for multiple intelligences constitute a gifted program. These strategies are useful strategies but need to be part of the total provision.

With the increasing popularity of Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences, it is important when teachers are developing units of work for their classes that higher level thinking skills ( Bloom) are superimposed on the various intelligences.  Other techniques can be used as well such as de Bono’s Six Thinking Hats, learning styles, creative and critical thinking skills.

Whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably

The Commonwealth has initiatives such as The Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-first Century.  The first goal states that Schooling should develop fully the talents and capacities of all students.  As an equity issue, the needs of gifted students have been neglected.

They have not been considered in further initiatives such as the Commonwealth programmes for Schools which caters for Literacy and Numeracy, Languages, Special Learning Needs, the School to Work Programme and the Quality Outcomes Programmme.  At AISQ, there have been pockets of activities within some of these programmes and thus opportunities for teachers to learn about gifted education strategies and for student outcomes to improve dramatically.  Through these activities and others mentioned above, AISQ tried to fulfil National Goal 1. 
(c) consideration of what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be in supporting the education of gifted and talented children.

AISQ administers Commonwealth funds for Commonwealth Programmes for Schools.  As mentioned earlier, pockets of activity have provided opportunities for children and teachers in gifted education.  However, a program could be more successful if it became a mainline activity in its own right.

The Unicorn Project could be developed further to create and provide new programs for children, and maintain existing withdrawal activities such as Days of Excellence, Under Eights’ Week, Future Problem Solving and Tournament of Minds with less financial stress.  Teachers could be encouraged to differentiate their classrooms to provide for all children regardless of ability, achievement, race, socio-economic situation. 

AISQ could continue and further develop large-scale professional development to a wider range of teachers and in-depth support for enrichment coordinators in target schools.  New schools and nearby link schools could be set up to encourage growth and expansion. 

A counselling service could be set up to support parents and provide advice.

More generally, funding could be provided to Universities to offer preservice and inservice courses on gifted education for teachers. Moreover, tertiary institutions could become places of research as well as training.

Recommendation 1, 1988 report of the Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children, suggests that the Commonwealth Government make a clear statement that special educational strategies be provided for gifted children throughout Australia. It is important that the needs of this group of children be recognised and that subsequently they be provided for in schools.

Gifted education throughout Australia could be documented, published in hard form or put on a website for all states, and overseas countries to access.  Good work accomplished in Australia can then be made available internationally and Australia be recognised as the clever country.  
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