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SUBMISSION BY THE COMMONWEALTH DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION, TRAINING AND YOUTH AFFAIRS TO THE SENATE EMPLOYMENT, WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS AND EDUCATION REFERENCES COMMITTEE INQUIRY INTO THE EDUCATION OF GIFTED AND TALENTED CHILDREN

INTRODUCTION

The Commonwealth Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs (DETYA) supports the optimal educational development of all children, whether identified as gifted and talented or not.  All children have a right to maximise their educational potential and education systems accept they are obliged to help them achieve this.  The Commonwealth supports this objective and provides funding aimed at enhancing the quality of each child’s educational experience.

An expression of this aspiration is contained in The Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-first Century.  In April 1999 the Commonwealth, State and Territory Ministers of Education met and agreed to address areas of common concern set out in the Declaration, thus making an historic commitment to improving Australian schooling within a framework of national collaboration.  The first national goal states: “Schooling should develop fully the talents and capacities of all students.”  (A copy of the Adelaide Declaration is attached for reference at Attachment A).

With their strong focus on student outcomes, the national goals provide a framework for measuring performance in key areas in a nationally comparable way.  Through the Ministerial Council on Education, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA), comprising Commonwealth, State and Territory Education Ministers, national benchmarks are already agreed for primary and lower secondary literacy and numeracy, and performance measures are being put in place in areas such as science, vocational education and training (VET) in schools and the participation and attainment of young people.  During 2000 student literacy outcomes were published for the first time against agreed national benchmarks.

The full expression of the first national goal goes beyond the achievement of minimum standards as reflected in benchmarks.  It is, of course, extremely important to establish and report on benchmarks and the Commonwealth Minister for Education, Training and Youth Affairs, the Hon. Dr David Kemp MP, has noted, “Literacy and numeracy for all is the absolute bedrock of a good education system.”  But in relation to students who are gifted and talented, the goal should mean that their particular capabilities and needs are recognised, understood and catered for in all subject areas so that their gifts and talents can flourish and reach optimal levels.

Unless gifts and talents are successfully identified and cultivated in an encouraging environment, Australia stands to lose a good deal.  We need to lend support to those young people who have the potential to enrich our national life in future in all spheres, including business, the professions, science, the humanities and the arts.

The Government’s commitment to improved student outcomes was expressed by Dr Kemp in the following terms:

“The Government’s main objectives for schooling derive firstly from our desire to see a strengthening of the educational foundations of our democratic society, and secondly from our belief that the quality of our education is the surest guarantee that Australia will meet the challenges of competition in the global economy and provide our citizens with jobs and opportunities in the years ahead.”

To supplement this submission DETYA commissioned a literature review on the education of gifted and talented children.  The review, prepared by Professor Miraca Gross and Ms Bronwyn Sleap of the Gifted Education, Research, Resource and Information Centre at the University of New South Wales appears as Attachment B to this submission.  It canvasses and discusses recent research findings on issues such as policies concerning gifted and talented students in Australia other countries, conceptions and definitions of giftedness and talent, identification of gifted students, curriculum, acceleration and socio-affective issues such as self-esteem and motivation.  DETYA commissioned the review to inform its own submission as there are currently no programmes within the Commonwealth education and training portfolio specifically directed to the education of gifted and talented children.  It is hoped that the information in the review will be useful to the Committee in its deliberations.   

SOME IMPORTANT ISSUES IN THE EDUCATION OF GIFTED AND TALENTED CHILDREN 

Gifted and talented children, to achieve their full potential, need to be allowed to give expression to their abilities free from any pressures to underplay, neglect or even conceal them.  A nurturing and supportive school environment is essential, including teachers who have received training in identifying and responding to gifted and talented students.  Ongoing communication between the school and the student’s family is another important factor.

These students need scope to progress in their work at a faster pace and in greater depth than other students.  Over time school authorities have debated and applied various methods of providing appropriate learning settings and opportunities for gifted and talented students.  These include special self-contained classes, separate schools, special classes for particular subjects, resource centres providing classes out of school hours, including weekends and holidays.  The terms generally used include “enrichment classes”, “withdrawal groups,” “acceleration and grade skipping” and “streaming”.  Some schools have arrangements with universities whereby gifted senior school students are offered university subjects.  These arrangements offer students learning experiences beyond the school curriculum and are designed to stimulate interest in subsequent study choices.  DETYA is commissioning a project which will document these arrangements in Australia.

The Commonwealth acknowledges that the administration of school systems is the responsibility of government and non-government school jurisdictions and that it is a matter for them to devise a policy that meets local needs and circumstances.  While the Commonwealth has a keen and legitimate interest in the performance and outcomes of the Australian educational system, it does not seek to be prescriptive about ways and means.

The literature review at Attachment B highlights that Australian school education authorities, like those in other countries, are concerned to develop appropriate responses to the education of gifted and talented children.  Authorities accept broader, more multi-faceted concepts of giftedness than in the past and employ a variety of means for identifying and assessing students’ potential.  The training and professional development of teachers in identifying and responding to gifted and talented students are considered critical to ensuring the success of programmes.  It is recognised that a student’s personality and school and home environments can enhance or diminish their chances of realising their potential.  There is concern to ensure that gifted students from disadvantaged and minority backgrounds receive attention and that underachievement, which appears common among the academically gifted, is remedied.

The literature review lends support to acceleration as an effective technique for academically gifted students.  Acceleration can take several forms including early entry to school, grade skipping, compacting the curriculum, completing two years of a subject in one subject year, individual tutoring or mentoring in advanced subject matter, concurrent enrolment at school and university or participation in specifically designed early entrance programmes at universities.  Radical acceleration appears to benefit exceptionally (as opposed to moderately) gifted students.  It may take the form of a series of carefully planned and monitored grade skips and/or entering university several years early.  The review concludes:  “Contrary to the concerns of many teachers, acceleration has a strong research base, and thoughtfully planned and well monitored acceleration results in strongly positive academic and social outcomes for gifted students and does not result in social or emotional maladjustment” (p56).

On the issue of ability grouping for gifted and talented students the literature review concludes that there is sufficient research evidence to state that ability grouping leads to academic gains.  Further, academic gains are greatest where ability grouping programmes are full time.  It appears that teachers’ concerns about possible negative outcomes are not supported by research.  The review’s authors consider that Australian programmes that involve ability grouping (at present principally in New South Wales, Victoria, Western Australia and South Australia) should be encouraged and expanded.

On the question of the effect of ability grouping on students’ self-esteem the literature review concludes that it is not clear from available research whether it raises or lowers self-esteem or makes no difference.  The authors observe that “self-esteem appears to be linked to motivational orientation, with students who are task-involved (motivated to learn for the love of learning) displaying higher self-esteem than students who are ego-involved (motivated to learn for the purpose of displaying superior achievement)” (p69).  

They also note that self-esteem in gifted students can be depressed by a perceived need to underachieve to gain acceptance by peers or when students receive false feedback about their abilities or achievements from classmates or teachers.

As well as examining overseas research the review outlines (pp69 ff) current Australian research noting that there is significantly more activity in this area than at the time of the 1988 Senate report.  It includes an ongoing longitudinal study of the intellectual, academic, social and emotional development of Australian children and adolescents of IQ 160+ by Professor Miraca Gross of the University of New South Wales.  The study currently includes 60 students from seven States and Territories, which represents 30 per cent of the theoretical population with this level of ability.  The findings to date indicate that carefully monitored radical acceleration works well for these extremely gifted students who tend also to be far more emotionally mature than other children of their age.  

Other recent Australian research mentioned in the review includes a study by Professor Michael O’Boyle at the University of Melbourne into the neuropsychology of mathematical giftedness and sex differences in the brain and their implications for educational practice.  A study by Carrington and Bailey of the University of New England into the attitudes of pre-service teachers towards gifted students found, among other things, that primary pre-service teachers generally considered the average student more desirable than the gifted, with a clear preference for students not to be studious.

The literature review gives a summary (p76 ff) of education policies for gifted and talented students operating in each State and Territory, commenting on the wide variation evident.  In some instances State Coordinators have had no qualifications or training in gifted education, a situation that would be unusual in say, special education coordinators of services for intellectually and physically disabled children.  It notes that attitudes to identification procedures also vary.  Reliance is sometimes placed on teacher nomination.  The review points out that where teachers are not trained or inserviced in gifted education, teacher nomination, used alone, results in over-representation, among children nominated as “gifted”, of moderately bright teacher-pleasers from professional families within the dominant culture.

The review outlines (p82 ff) undergraduate and postgraduate training in gifted education in Australian universities.  In the authors’ opinion, while the situation has improved significantly over the last twelve years, it is still far from satisfactory.  They propose “trainee teachers should be able to take at least one subject specifically dedicated to the education of gifted and talented students in their undergraduate degree.  If Gagne’s definition of gifted and talented students as comprising at least 10 per cent of the population is accepted, teachers have gifted students in every class they teach”(p85).

The Commonwealth has signalled its support for excellence in school achievement through various initiatives which recognise outstanding students’ efforts and which enable them to serve as role models for others.  These initiatives are discussed later in the submission.

In the interests of students as growing individuals, it is important that their personal development is not stunted or limited by a narrow emphasis on intellectual, academic or artistic attainment alone.  It is evident that the future contributions to society of gifted and talented people will be greatest when they have a broadly-based and well-rounded understanding of contemporary issues and social factors as well as some generic skills, such as adaptability and capacity for teamwork.  The development of these attributes is necessary if they are to work well with others in a variety of settings.

Gifted and talented students need encouragement from the wider society as well as sound educational programmes.  Some commentators have noted that in Australia the enthusiasm for sporting achievement exceeds that accorded to other forms of excellence.  In 1978 and 1980 Professor Miriam L Goldberg, then Professor of Psychology and Education at Teachers College, Colombia University, New York, visited Australia under the auspices of the Commonwealth Schools Commission.  Her report, Issues in the Education of Gifted and Talented Children in Australia and the United States (Commonwealth Schools Commission, Canberra, 1981), noted that ”…despite increased efforts on behalf of educating gifted/talented students, the spectre of elitism continues to haunt Australian educators” (p10) and that “…ambivalent attitudes were most often voiced with regard to the intellectually or academically gifted, and rarely, if ever, when talking about children talented in music, dance or drama” (p11).  

She also mentioned instances where special provisions were made in mathematics and foreign languages for those who showed aptitude while there were virtually none in history, literature, science or across all subjects.  She speculated that “It is almost as if the distinction is based on some unstated criteria for judging which abilities may legitimately be considered ‘special,’ and which are ‘common’ and expected of everyone….It thus appears that singling out individuals for special attention because of their more advanced status in areas in which all are expected to succeed is viewed as denigrating to those who are ‘left behind’.  But in areas in which no expectation for general success is held, singling out the talented is less often viewed as unfair or uncomplimentary to the rest.”(p12).

While it is highly likely that this ambivalence has lessened considerably since 1980 as evidenced by State Education Departments’ and non-government school authorities’ activities in the education of gifted and talented children, the Committee may wish to explore this issue.  That is, is there still a concern among educators that the Australian egalitarian ethos risks being undermined by instituting substantial programmes for the gifted and talented?  The Carrington and Bailey study mentioned above suggests that some negative attitudes may persist.  The literature review, in discussing the disbanding of ability grouping for gifted students in many US schools in the first half of the 1990s, notes “the reasons for this were not educational but socio-political in nature, and related to the ever-present tension between the desire for equity and the need for excellence in any nation’s educational system” (p60).

Certainly the high media profile given to young Australians’ successes in international maths and science Olympiads and publicity surrounding outstanding results in Year 12 examinations suggest that gifted and talented students are receiving some degree of recognition and implicit, if not explicit, approval from the wider community.

COMMONWEALTH INITIATIVES 

A brief historical overview

Some early Commonwealth initiatives relating to school education were in the areas of science and Asian studies.  While it is true that knowledge in these two subject areas may be judged as useful for all students, it is likely that only a small number would have been expected to show strong aptitude and to pursue these disciplines to tertiary level.  There was a belief that it was in the national interest to foster academic achievement in science and Asian studies.

In 1964 the Secondary Science Facilities Scheme was introduced.  It was based on a perceived need to enhance the teaching of science in secondary schools, both government and non-government, through the provision of science laboratories and science teaching equipment.  This was an historic decision as it represented the Commonwealth’s first support for schools, as distinct from students, as well as its first venture into state aid for non-government schools on a national scale.

In 1969 the Commonwealth funded as its first national curriculum development project the Australian Science Education Project (ASEP) which was to develop learning materials in science for the first four years of secondary school.  ASEP materials were still being used in schools in the mid 1980s.

Also in 1969 the Commonwealth appointed an Advisory Committee to investigate the Teaching of Asian Languages and Cultures.  It was asked to address the apparent lack of emphasis on Asian studies and languages in Australian education at a time when links with Asia were becoming increasingly important.

The same year saw the introduction of a three year programme to support secondary school libraries.

Earlier, in 1965, the Commonwealth had introduced a scheme of secondary scholarships, modelled on the established Commonwealth University Scholarship Scheme.  The secondary school scholarships were designed to encourage students to complete the last two years of secondary schooling and continue on to university.  It was an entirely competitive scheme (no means test was applied) providing 10,000 awards per year based on the results in a national scholastic aptitude test.  This scheme continued to 1973 when it was replaced by the Commonwealth Senior Secondary Scholarship Scheme which comprised both a basic grant and a means-tested allowance.  (This latter scheme was replaced in 1974 by the Secondary Allowances Scheme which was designed to assist families with limited financial resources to support their children in the last two years of secondary school).

The Commonwealth Schools Commission was established by the passing of the Schools Commission Act in 1973.  The legislation provided that the Commission would have regard to (among other things):

“the desirability of providing special education opportunities for students who have demonstrated their ability in a particular field of studies, including scientific, literary, artistic or musical studies.” (Section 13, 4, g)

Notwithstanding this provision the early thrust of the Commission’s work tended to focus on assistance to disadvantaged groups and gifted students were not included in this category.  However, in 1976 a paper produced by the New South Wales government for a meeting of Directors-General of Education saw fit to describe gifted children as the most disadvantaged of all.  The paper did not generate much by way of specific policy commitment at that time although the Commonwealth Department of Education observed that the education of gifted children was becoming “a greater focus of concern among teachers and parents.”  A paper submitted by the Commonwealth Schools Commission noted growing disquiet as to whether present provision met these children’s needs appropriately.  Despite this, priorities were still seen as lying elsewhere.  There was a prevalent view that the needs of gifted and talented children could and should be met in the ‘normal’ classroom through individualised instruction.  In practice this often proved difficult to achieve (Braggett, pp2,6).

In 1980 the Commonwealth Schools Commission published The Education of Gifted Students: A Discussion Paper.  It was followed in 1981 by Professor Goldberg’s paper referred to above.  In the Foreword to the 1981 paper the Commission’s Chairman, Professor Tannock, stated that the Commission had established a consultative group to advise it on this area.  In 1984 the Advisory Group on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children sponsored a National Workshop on Gifted and Talented Children from Populations with Special Needs to examine the concept of giftedness as it relates to Aborigines, girls, the disabled, the isolated, children from non-English speaking backgrounds and those from low income families.  The Discussion documents were published in July 1985.

Chapter 7 of the 1988 Report of the Senate Select Committee “The Education of Gifted and Talented Children” deals with the role of the Commonwealth in gifted education.  It notes that from 1982 to 1985 the Commission allocated over $400,000 to thirty-six projects in the field of gifted education under its Projects of National Significance (PNS) Programme.  In keeping with the Commission’s role the projects consisted of investigatory and demonstration projects, and the publication of resource materials, the proceedings of seminars and working groups and documents providing advice on exemplary practices and policies.  The Advisory Group was disbanded and the gifted education element in the PNS programme discontinued after 1985.  The Commission’s submission to the Senate Select Committee indicated that it was timely for systems and authorities to make continuing provision for gifted and talented children.

The Commonwealth Government presented its response to the Senate Select Committee’s report in a Ministerial statement by the then Minister for Employment, Education and Training, the Hon J S Dawkins, MP, on 23 May 1989.  The Minister stated that the Government considered that its original objective of fostering and stimulating activity, debate and interest in the needs of gifted and talented children had been achieved.  As a general principle, it was a matter for school and system authorities to continue to make provision for gifted and talented students from the general resources made available to them.  Mr Dawkins noted that most systems had put programmes in place for gifted and talented students and the Commonwealth believed all should do so.  The Government supported the general direction of the Report’s recommendations, in particular those dealing with the professional development of teachers, the development of appropriate teaching and learning materials, and expanding the availability of relevant curriculum information.  Since that time State and Territory government and non-government school authorities have implemented a range of initiatives for gifted and talented students which are outlined in the literature review referred to above.  Universities are conducting research and providing pre- and inservice training for teachers.  There is useful information available to all on government and university websites in a way that was not envisaged in 1988.

In recent years the Commonwealth Government has frequently stated its support for quality education for all students so that all have the opportunity to develop their latent abilities to the fullest extent possible.  While there is no specific programme funding directed towards gifted and talented students as such, there have been a number of initiatives aimed at acknowledging and encouraging excellence in achievement.  These initiatives are described in the following paragraphs.

Current relevant Commonwealth initiatives

National Literacy and Numeracy Plan

The goals set out in The Adelaide Declaration on National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-first Century (see Attachment A), agreed to by all Education Ministers in 1999, emphasise the role of schooling in developing fully the talents and capacities of all students and ensuring that students attain high standards in the agreed key learning areas.  The National Literacy and Numeracy Plan endorsed by the Commonwealth and States and Territories, builds on and strengthens these commitments.  Sound learning in the basics, embodied in the setting of minimum national standards as benchmarks, is essential to supporting high achievement.

The literacy and numeracy benchmarks agreed by Ministers for Years 3,5and 7 do not attempt to describe the whole of literacy or numeracy learning, and do not seek to reflect the full range of student achievement.  They represent important and essential elements of literacy or numeracy at a minimum acceptable level.  The focus on literacy and numeracy for all students is a crucial starting point in the wider spectrum of nationally agreed goals for schooling.  These goals include challenging all students to achieve their capacity through high expectations, catering to the full range of student abilities and fostering excellence in achievement, while ensuring that all children attain a minimum acceptable literacy and numeracy standard.

In relation to gifted and talented students, the importance of challenge, high expectations and, in particular, the avoidance of pressures (societal, peer or other) to “dumb down” needs highlighting.

New measures and better reporting and accountability

Beginning in 2001, the legislation under which the Commonwealth provides funding for schools includes new requirements for reporting and accountability linked to the National Goals for Schooling in the 21st Century.

When the National Goals were adopted in 1999 Education Ministers also made a commitment to nationally comparable reporting of educational outcomes in six areas covered by the goals: literacy, numeracy, student participation, VET in schools, science and information technology.  A MCEETYA task force was set up to do the work needed to identify measures, agree on definitions and pave the way for collecting the data needed.  Its work is still continuing.

The Commonwealth, along with States and Territories, has played a key role in establishing national goals, benchmarks and performance measures through MCEETYA.  The Commonwealth has now provided for the new, output-focussed approach to reporting and accountability to be reflected in its own programmes for schools.

The States Grants (Primary and Secondary Education Assistance) Act 2000 introduces a new accountability framework for Commonwealth schools funding.  The legislation requires grantees to make certain commitments and contains provisions governing failure to meet those commitments.  The key principles of the framework are:

Commitment to national goals and targets: education authorities are required, as a condition of funding, to make a commitment to the National Goals for Schooling and a commitment to achieve any performance measures (including targets) as a condition of funding.

Commitment to report: education authorities are required to agree to report against performance measures (including targets) as a condition of funding.

Meeting the obligation to report: failure to report may lead to financial penalties.

Meeting the obligation to achieve targets: failure to achieve performance targets will not lead to financial penalties, but it may lead to administrative action aimed at assisting authorities to meet the commitments they have made.

Australian Students Prize

The Australian Students Prize is designed to give national recognition to academic excellence and achievement in secondary education, particularly in senior secondary years.  The prize comprises a certificate and payment of $2000.  Introduced in 1990, five hundred prizes are available nationally each year.  Allocation of Prizes between the States and Territories is based on each State/Territory’s relative share of the Year 12 population.  Prizes are also awarded to students who won medals as part of Australia’s team in the International Mathematics and Science Olympiads (for information on the Olympiads see below).  Students are nominated for the prize by State and Territory Ministers for Education to the Commonwealth Minister.  Selection of students is determined by each State or Territory Minister, on the basis of information provided by their own State assessment boards.  The names of Prize winners are announced in the national press once all awards are finalised.

Projects funded under the Quality Outcomes Programme

The school component of the International Mathematics and Science Olympiads is supported by DETYA with funding of $875,000 from 1999-2000 to 2001-2002.  It is directed to the Annual Olympiads Programmes in Mathematics, Biology, Chemistry, Physics and Informatics.  Talented Australian students are supported by the provision of high quality extension work and advanced training.  Each year, following an extensive selection process, an Australian team is selected in each discipline to compete in the relevant International Olympiad.

In 1996 DETYA funded the Catholic Schools Office Armidale for a project called Parents as Lifelong Teachers of the Gifted.  A multi media kit was developed was developed in recognition of the vital role parents play in the education of their children.  Published in 1998, the kit consists of a video, book and tape and provides information for parents of gifted and talented children who may be disadvantaged by living in relative isolation in rural Australia.  (The kits are available from the Department of Curriculum Studies, University of New England, Armidale, NSW 2351, phone 02 6773 5081).

Teacher Development

An important aspect of improving the educational experiences of gifted and talented students is equipping teachers to provide an appropriate learning environment.  In September 2000 Dr Kemp launched Teachers for the 21st Century, a Commonwealth quality teacher initiative designed to improve teacher quality and increase the number of highly effective Australian schools in order to maximise student learning outcomes.  Over the next three years the Government will provide some $80 million to:

· lift the quality of teaching through targeted professional development and enhancing professional standards;

· develop the skills of school leaders;

· support quality school management; and

· recognise quality.  

The Commonwealth plans to introduce a national system of recognition and reward through Awards for Innovation and Excellence to reinforce and acknowledge good teaching skills and practice.  

Initiatives under Backing Australia’s Ability
In January 2001 the Government issued a major innovation statement, Backing Australia’s Ability, which contains some important measures to support the teaching of science, mathematics, technology and innovation skills in schools.

Working with the States and Territories, the Government will provide $34.1 million over five years to support the development of online curriculum resources, services and applications for Australian schools.

The Government will also contribute $130 million over four years to government schools to foster the development of students’ scientific, mathematic and technological skills, develop school based innovation and build supportive school environments in those States and Territories where the Enrolment Benchmark Adjustment (EBA) is triggered.  This funding for school based projects will give schools more flexibility and allow them greater creativity in engaging students in these important disciplines.

Students at school will also benefit from the retraining and professional upgrading teachers will be able to undertake with the assistance of the new income contingent loan scheme for postgraduates.  The loans scheme will also assist other professionals considering a career switch to teaching.

As part of the National Innovation Awareness Strategy , a new programme called Smart Moves will raise awareness of science and technology innovation in regional and rural Australia.  It will inform students, teachers and the general community and should lead to an increase in the uptake of careers by young Australians in cutting edge science and technology fields.  It will involve among other things, the production of web-based student and teacher resource materials , the presentation of in-school demonstration lectures by teams of young science communicators to secondary students and the development and delivery of teacher professional development programmes to update knowledge of scientific and technological innovation and careers, and ways to incorporate this information into school curricula.  The Government will contribute $3.7 million over four years to Smart Moves and a further $3.2 million is being sought from the private sector.  The National Innovation Awareness Strategy is being administered by the Commonwealth Industry, Science and Resources porftfolio.

                                                          ***********

In addition to the mathematics and science Olympiads mentioned above DETYA also funds several initiatives that reward students showing outstanding achievement in the humanities/social sciences.  These are described in the following paragraphs.

National History Challenge

The National History Challenge promotes the study of Australian History in schools for students in Years 5-12.  The national History Challenge encourages students to conduct research around an annual topic.  Significant numbers of students are involved in historical research and personal study.  The challenge increases students’ awareness of history and its importance to our national culture.  Awards are made in a number of categories.  The History Teachers Association of Australia manages the National History Challenge.  The theme for the 2001 National History Challenge is “Making a Nation.”

The Simpson Prize

The Simpson Prize is a national essay competition honouring John Simpson Kirkpatrick, the man with the donkey, whose bravery and compassion embodied the ANZAC spirit.  To date it has been open to Year 9 students, but the 2002 Simpson Prize will be open to Year 10 students as well.

The Simpson Prize helps provide a focus for young people’s interest in our ANZAC history.  For the 2002 Simpson Prize, students will write an essay on the statement: “The Anzac spirit was born at Gallipoli in 1915.  Since then it has been demonstrated over and over again – not only by Australians in war but also by those whose contributions have been in other fields.”

Discovering Democracy Achievement Awards – Year 10 Students’ Prize

As part of the Discovering Democracy Achievement Awards in 2001, there will be a Discovering Democracy Students’ Prize for Year 10 students in each State and Territory who write the best essay on the history of Australian democracy.  Eight State/Territory winners will be selected for a “behind the scenes” look at democracy at work in Parliament House, Canberra.

                                                       ***********

Country Areas Programme(CAP)
The Country Areas Programme (CAP) assists schools and school communities to improve the educational outcomes and opportunities of students who are educationally disadvantaged because of their geographic isolation.  The CAP provides an additional $20 million annually to State and Territory education authorities to assist eligible schools to provide quality education to students in geographically isolated areas.  These education authorities have the flexibility to allocate funds according to the priorities identified by them, utilising their knowledge of local need, provided they comply with CAP guidelines.

While the CAP does not specifically target gifted and talented students, these students benefit from the programme when they attend schools that attract CAP funding.  This is because those schools may utilise CAP funds to support activities that enrich and foster relevant curriculum appropriate for the educational needs of geographically isolated students.  Gifted and talented students also benefit from the utilisation of CAP funds that support school excursions, visiting professionals, the provision of non-core subjects such as drama, languages other than English (LOTE), music and sporting events.

Measures for Indigenous Students

Commonwealth support is provided to Indigenous students through the Indigenous Education Strategic Initiatives Programme (IESIP) which funds education providers.  These funds have been used since 1990 to support a wide range of curriculum development, cultural awareness activities and related initiatives to maintain Indigenous cultures and languages and have benefited students who are gifted and talented in these areas.

Income support and other assistance is provided under ABSTUDY to enable students to attend specialist courses at government schools, including specialist courses in the performing and visual arts.

Voices of Youth

The National Youth Roundtable is a key element of the Commonwealth’s Voices of Youth initiative which seeks to involve young people in government and encourage participation in their communities.  The Roundtable consists of 50 young Australians aged 15 to 24 who meet twice a year to discuss issues of importance to them.  They also meet Government Ministers and report to government on the outcomes of discussions.  

Another component of the Voices of Youth package is the provision of funding for the YMCA National Youth Parliament.  The YMCA convenes state-based Youth Parliaments and a National Youth Parliament.  These forums provide the opportunity for young people to learn about our parliamentary system, and to develop skills in debating, team work, leadership and research.  Commonwealth financial support for the National Youth Parliament assists with travel and other costs to encourage a broad range of young people to participate.

Funding for the National Youth Roundtable and the National Youth Parliament assists able young people to develop their self confidence and leadership skills and meet with their peers from all over Australia in a mutually supportive environment.  They have the opportunity to express their views about contemporary social issues and to influence the process of government policy formation.

Rock Eisteddfod Challenge

The Rock Eisteddfod Challenge originated in Australia in 1980 as a tobacco, alcohol and other drugs prevention vehicle in the form of a performing arts competition for secondary schools.  The Challenge has since grown to involve over 400 schools and 40,000 students annually throughout Australia.  The event which is supported by both the Commonwealth and State governments, has been successfully exported overseas to New Zealand, the United Kingdom and more recently the United States.  The three components are as follows:

· The Flagship – Dance/Drama competition: each school forms a team of 11-18 year olds to create an eight minute production on a theme of their choice set to contemporary commercially available music.  Schools meet at a professional venue to perform before their peers, families and a panel of experienced judges.

· The Commonwealth Youth Affairs National Battle of the Bands Competition: This competition, sponsored by DETYA, provides the opportunity for Australian student songwriters and musicians to write, produce and perform original music.

· Student Ambassadors of Australia and New Zealand: From time to time the Rock Eisteddfod organises a tour which offers students the opportunity to perform in front of audiences in other countries.  In January 1999 over 100 students, teachers and parents and crew travelled to Singapore, the United Kingdom and Washington to promote the event.    

The Challenge provides an opportunity for students who are gifted and talented in the performing arts to develop and test their skills.  In addition there is the non-competitive CROC Eisteddfod funded by DETYA which is aimed at students in remote and rural areas.  It provides students, especially Indigenous students, with the chance to participate in a range of performing and visual arts events and workshops.  Teachers report educational spinoffs such as improved attendance at school and these are being evaluated by the winners of last year’s contract, Indigenous Festivals Australia Ltd.  Festivals have been conducted in Weipa, Moree and Kununurra.

International comparisons

As stated elsewhere, encouragement for the full development of students’ gifts and talents is integral to the Commonwealth’s interest in promoting excellence in school education.  To this end, the Commonwealth supports Australia’s participation in international studies which provide comparative data on student learning outcomes.  The two most important of these are the Trends in Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS) and the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA).

TIMMS

TIMMS is conducted by the Boston-based International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement and assesses the maths and science performance of 9 and 13 year old students in around 40 countries.  TIMMS aims to identify curriculum, instructional and other variables (such as student background) related to differences in student achievement in school level maths and science.

Australian students showed up well in the TIMMS study conducted in the mid-1990s, and also in the so-called TIMMS-Repeat (TIMMS-R) which assessed 13 year olds only in 1998.  In TIMMS-R, the results of which were released in December 2000, Australian students performed above the international average in both maths and science.  In science only Chinese Taipei did better; Australia performed at the level of Singapore, Japan, Korea, Hong Kong, England and Canada.  In maths Australian students were outperformed by students from Singapore, Korea, Chinese Taipei, Hong Kong and Japan, being placed in a second group along with the Netherlands, Canada and the Czech Republic.

Australia is expected to take part in the next TIMMS cycle, TIMMS 2003, provided that the States and Territories agree.  Australian participation in TIMMS is managed by the Australian Council for Educational Research.

PISA

Australia is one of 32 countries taking part in PISA.  PISA assesses the reading , mathematical and scientific literacy skills of 15 year old students every three years from 2000.  Each cycle has one “domain” as its major focus of assessment.  In the case of PISA 2000 this was reading literacy.  Around 8,000 Australian students took part in the first assessment in July-August 2000, with results due to be published in late 2001.  Preparations are already in hand for the second cycle, PISA 2003.  PISA is conducted internationally for the OECD by a consortium led by the Australian Council for Educational Research.

MCEETYA Ministers have agreed that, for the time being, information from Australia’s participation in PISA will provide the measure of student performance in science for the purposes of national reporting in the context of the National Goals for Schooling.

CONCLUSIONS

It is self-evident that Australia should do its best to nurture the gifts and talents of its citizens if it is to keep pace with the rest of the world and maintain a decent standard of living for the population as a whole.  This should begin with fostering the abilities of children from the time they enter formal education and, where feasible and appropriate, even earlier, in the pre-school years.

The best way to achieve this goal remains a matter for debate.  Experts in the field in Australia and overseas have differing views on methods of optimising the education of gifted and talented children, for example through acceleration.  DETYA supports the general principle that all students deserve to maximise their potential and the education system should always help rather than hinder the achievement of that objective.  This submission has described a number of Commonwealth initiatives such as support for Olympiads and prizes which are designed to send a clear message to the entire community that excellence in educational achievement is highly valued.  

The literature on the education of gifted and talented children, both in the USA and Australia refers to a perceived tension or even, in the words of Professor Abraham J Tannenbaum of Teachers College Columbia University New York, a conflict between two basic democratic principles.  Speaking at the 1995 Gifted Education Seminar at the University of New South Wales, Professor Tannenbaum named those principles as the principle of the preservation of excellence and the principle of the preservation of egalitarianism.  He characterised this conflict as follows: “The idea that being excellent represents some kind of individual advantage and perhaps violates the equality principles that we love to espouse.  To espouse the equality principle, may, in effect, mask or in other ways decrease the meaning of excellence in our society.”  He proposed a “Bill of Rights for the Gifted” which included such rights as “gifted children have the right to be identified as gifted at the earliest possible age; gifted children have the right to a differentiated education that is uniquely appropriate for them; gifted children have the right to be educated by teachers who are specially qualified to teach them.”

DETYA takes the view that excellence and equality need not be in conflict.  It should be possible for educators to achieve both.  Especially since the 1988 Senate Select Committee Report appeared, school authorities appear to be making greater efforts towards meeting this objective.

Reinforcing this is the perception that parents’ expectations have increased.  A survey of Australian Government Primary School Principals released in February 2001 noted that “parents want the full range of programmes that they believe will benefit their children.”  One principal is quoted as saying: “This is a relatively high achieving school with few children below average.  However, the school still needs learning support if it is to meet parents’ desired outcomes.  Catering for very high achieving students requires support to ensure that they perform to their optimum.”(p17).  Another stated: “Our learning support team can only target the highest priority needs in Literacy because of the limited time available.  We cannot begin to address Numeracy needs or consider special programmes for gifted and talented children” (p26).

Concerns about resources are inevitable given the economic constraints within which all Australian governments have to operate.  It takes imagination and ingenuity to make the most of what is provided.  Certainly all those concerned about the education of young Australians need to move beyond a futile debate about whether excellence and equality are incompatible aims.  In DETYA’s view it is timely for all parties to acknowledge that there is no need for excellence and equality to be mutually exclusive.  It is in the national interest that we should make efforts to encourage and assist all students in realising their potential by the best means available, informed by competent research.
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