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Introduction

In a time of increasing global competitiveness in which knowledge has replaced resources as the engine of development, the quality and appropriateness of education provided to all students has become a major political issue.  Schools are being asked to not only produce students with the competencies needed to be productive in a rapidly changing knowledge-driven age but also to develop students into good citizens and responsible adults.  

In meeting this rapidly changing, and constantly rising and at times contradictory demands from an ever growing number of stakeholders, the quality of school programs and their output is being judged by new international and national standards. 

In this new educational environment it is more important than ever before to provide a curriculum that has the capacity to motivate, captivate, inspire and excite our nations best and brightest as our most valuable resource in the knowledge driven society.   The familiar model of teaching involving all children in classroom learning the same concept at the same time in a didactic teacher led class is not conducive to optimal learning.

In this submission I would like to address a number of issues regarding the preparation of teachers (both pre-service and in-service) who must develop differentiated programs for their gifted children in their mixed ability classrooms.  What is at issue here is how we assist teachers to take individual children from where they are performing now to a higher level of performance in the context of a classroom which has a wide span of abilities and levels of achievement.   Research from a range of reports (see Braggett 1997) indicate that for teachers to create a responsive differentiated program for their children the following conditions need to be met.

· Competent teachers trained in providing multiple learning environments in their classrooms

· Teachers who can measure  and report gains in student performance

· Supportive principals and school communities

· Adequate resources for teaching and learning.
Experience in this area

Over the last 30 years I have been involved with teacher education programs in the area of gifted children. This has included conducting training programs for teaching staff and teacher trainees, and working with various schools wishing to develop policy and practice to assist children who can progress at a faster rate and manage a more complex learning environment than their peers.  This involvement has also included conducting initiatives such as the Science Talent Search in Victoria, the Tournament of Minds in Queensland and weekend enrichment workshops for children in both the ACT and Queensland.  

Currently I am conducting classes for teachers interested in gifted children and supervising school-based research for the Gold Coast Edward de Bono Centre for Thinking.  I am also working with individual Government and private schools seeking to implement long term programs to develop teaching and learning strategies to develop creative and higher order thinking skills in their students.

The Impact of this Experience

(a) Teacher Education 

Experience at University of Melbourne, University of Canberra and now Griffith University has revealed very similar trends.   Classes for teachers or undergraduate teacher-education students in the area of gifted children are mostly taken in the form of elective subjects.   Over the last five years at the Gold Coast campus of Griffith University less than 5% of the undergraduate students completing the Bachelor of Education (Primary) degree program have completed the elective subject “Gifted and Talented Children”.  Partly this is due to the students having only 3 elective subjects in a 32-subject degree and partly this is due to the perceived attractiveness of elective studies in areas such as behaviour management and the use of computers in the classroom.   I give occasional “one off” lectures to final year education students at the request of some subject convenors.  This provision of classes for undergraduate students is in sharp contrast with provision of compulsory classes to assist undergraduate teacher education students with catering for students with learning difficulties.   Some undergraduate students and postgraduate students complete a research project or thesis in the area of gifted children under my supervision, typically 5-8 each year.   While this contact with issues associated with gifted children can be augmented by student practice teaching in schools, the overall training that is provided to students to allow them to plan and implement a differentiated curriculum that caters for the bright children in the class is inadequate. 

Teachers seeking to upgrade their qualifications from a Bachelors degree to a Masters degree or seeking professional development in the area of gifted children’s education can complete an intensive spring school at Griffith University in the September school holidays.  This course has run since 1988 and regularly attracts around 25 teachers each year.  Over the thirteen years that this course has run approximately 325 teachers have completed the subject with a small number of these (15) going on to complete an honours or masters degree thesis. 

As a result of this course work and research experience the graduating teachers have been able to introduce differentiated programs for their students in their classrooms.   

One of the major problems that teachers say they face is that they experience the training program with teachers from other schools rather than with groups of teachers at the same school.   This can often mean that many ideas and initiatives are introduced in just one classroom and not supported across the school or continued from class to class as students move through the school.   Some schools on the Gold Coast have realised that this is a problem and have developed partnership agreements with the University to train their staff.  One example of this partnership approach is presented below as a brief case study.

(b) A Case Study of a School Seeking to Develop Thinking Skills of Students

One school that has been working to overcome this problem of isolated professional development is the private school A.B.Paterson College on the Gold Coast.   

A.B.Paterson is a relatively new school now 10 years old and with an enrolment of 1090 students from pre-school to year 12.  The Principal of the school, Mrs. Dawn Lang, recently completed research studies on teaching and learning trends in Australia and overseas, and concluded that students in the school needed to receive an appropriate differentiated program throughout their school life.    She concluded that this would require a major effort in the in-service education of the entire teaching staff.  Further, she realised that this training needed to be set in a coherent framework or philosophy of learning that would be both understood and supported by parents and the local community.

Considerable time has been spent over the last three years in assisting teachers at A.B.Paterson to develop excellence in teaching and learning practice through the adoption of the so called “Smart Schools” model (Perkins 1995). This model created by Dr. David Perkins of Harvard University, aims to have students develop a deeper understanding of what they learn so that they are more capable of applying knowledge and becoming independent learners. This approach has particular significance for more able students.  In this approach teachers need to plan their classroom work from a different perspective.  

The focus is on including the achievement of higher order thinking skills in their planning rather than concentrating on teaching content.  When approached in this way the content of the lesson is the vehicle for teaching students the more important elements – how to find, apply and use knowledge to solve real life problems and to create new knowledge.

This change in pedagogy meant that teachers had to be convinced that it was acceptable to rationalise the curriculum to cover necessary material well, rather than all the material they have included in the past in a superficial way.  It also meant that teachers would have to play more attention to the different levels of achievement of individual students in the classroom and create programmes that could reflect what students can do, not merely remember, by emphasing process rather than content.

To achieve these professional development goals the school has entered into a partnership agreement with Griffith University.   The teachers in the school have enrolled in a Graduate Certificate program that will be conducted in the school by University staff and selected senior staff in the school.  This approach provides both credibility and rigor to the professional development program and also gives the teachers recognition for their achievements.  Staff, as part of the enterprise bargaining agreement for the school, has now endorsed these arrangements.  

Measuring the impact of this “whole school” approach will be commenced in 2001, when all teachers will be required to use the “teaching for understanding” method for daily planning.  Already however, there are some very encouraging signs.

Teachers across the school are not only using a common curriculum framework across the years 1-12, but are also operating under the same rationale for encouraging children in the school to develop higher order skills by working on an individual or small group project basis.

The school has purchased sufficient computers to allow at least 5 computers in each class and connected to the Internet to facilitate project work and group work.  (Russell, 2000) Experienced consultants have been employed (such as Tony Ryan, Ann Baker and Elisabeth Mason) to run staff training activities in the area of planning a differentiated curriculum.  Students are encouraged to present their projects and findings to other groups in the school and to the community at large.

Conclusions and Issues for the Committee to Consider

1. The present support for teacher trainees to develop differentiated curriculums for all children in their class (including the gifted) is inadequate.   Universities and Teacher Registration authorities need to be alerted to deficiencies in this area and modify teacher-training courses accordingly.

2. Schools need to develop both a rationale for the creation of differentiated curriculum for their entire program and a plan to promote the professional development of staff in classroom procedures and techniques to enable students to progress at appropriate rates.

3. Education authorities and School Councils need to ensure that there are sufficient resources (specifically including computers) and training in the use of these resources in mixed ability classrooms.

4. Education authorities and School Councils need to invest in the professional development of staff in the area of assessment and reporting of student progress.  Unless teachers can successfully assess what gains students have achieved there will be little confidence in new approaches to teaching and learning.

5. Universities need to be more open to new arrangements for the professional development of teachers.  In the past a university could provide classes for 3 hours a week on the university campus over a semester and then hope that this would meet the professional development needs of teachers in different schools.  This is no longer the case.  There needs to be more partnership models for professional development of teachers between individual schools and universities in the gifted area and other areas of school development.
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