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It is in some senses “stream of consciousness” writing, and picks up on pieces I have written recently, but not published. There will be repetition, however, I hope that is not such a bad thing.

Part One:

In essence, then, I am arguing that many gifted children in Western Australian schools in the State, Catholic and Independent systems are significantly disadvantaged to the point of suffering short, medium or long term social, emotional, intellectual and career damage. The more gifted the child is, the more likely that there will be significant negative effects.

Gifted children have been identified internationally and without question, as having special needs. The research is extremely extensive. The research clearly supports the argument that many gifted children do suffer significant disadvantage in our school systems unless they are provided with an appropriate curriculum. I use the term curriculum in the broadest possible sense.

Unless the curriculum is modified to meet the needs of gifted children in essentially the same way as it is modified to meet the needs of children of very low ability, or children with learning or other disabilities, significant disadvantage will occur.

Essentially, the curriculum’s content, the teaching processes, the types of product expected, the speed of progression through the work, grouping strategies adopted, and the general learning environment must be adapted to meet the needs of children with special needs.

This is not disputed by the education department. It is not disputed by those who write the acts, the regulations, or the policies. However, it is not often evident in practice. In such cases, the schools or teachers (for a range of very good and very poor reasons) are abrogating their responsibilities, and are disobeying directives. 

Here, I must make it very clear that I know that there are many teachers and administrators who are exceptionally competent and who provide children with special needs (including gifted children) with and outstanding education. In the case of gifted children, however, there are too many others, who do not. Best practice tends to be ad hoc, and reliant on the good will, commitment and skill of a relatively small proportion of teachers.

Training – both pre-service and in the form of professional development, is limited or non existent.

Gifted children are very often significantly disadvantaged and the disadvantage can be manifested in many ways. Interestingly, in the Education Department’s own TAGS file, there is a section reviewing provision for those identified as the “disadvantaged gifted”. This group includes the very highly gifted. Thus, amongst a disadvantaged group, there is a disadvantaged subgroup.

I imagine by now, you have the sense of my argument.

I look forward to speaking with you further, as this is an issue that is not going to go disappear. It is very real and all aspects have been extremely well documented locally, nationally and internationally over many years.

I meet personally with too many teachers, too many principals and administration staff, too many parents and too many students who all tell me the same thing. The research is clearly supported by my own experience.

For your interest (to offer the argument that I am a credible witness) I offer a summary of my Curriculum Vitae. I believe that I can speak with authority on this topic.

In January 2000, I accepted the position of Director of the Wyvern Centre for Extended Learning at Wesley College in South Perth. My brief is to coordinate all special needs provision throughout the school. A focus of the Wyvern Centre is managing provision for the underachieving gifted, who are recognised by the school as being a disadvantaged group.

I am also the director of JRBailey & Associates - A consultancy group providing a range of services to systems, schools, teachers, parents and students. The consultancy has a focus on managing effective change in schools and developing best practice in the classroom. My own special interest is in managing special needs provision for students at educational risk of failure and underachievement and I specialise in providing support in the area of best practice for gifted and talented students.

I have extensive and current teaching experience (18 years) in primary and secondary schools in Western Australia, England and Canada. I am a sessional lecturer in gifted education at Notre Dame University and have spent most of my teaching career developing and teaching programs that focus on catering for individual differences. I have experience teaching, and developing programs for, Education Support (intellectually disabled) students and am also actively involved in the area of advocacy for appropriate identification and provision for students with specific learning disabilities, including ADHD students.  

I recently completed a term of four years as president of the Gifted and Talented Children's Association of W.A. and am currently the Convenor of the Affiliation of Professional Education Associations (APEA) which represents some 60 professional education associations. I am a member of the WA Institute of Educational Research (WAIER) and of the Learning and Attentional Disorders Society of WA (LADS). 

My qualifications include a BA Dip Ed (UWA, 1978), BEd (UWA, 1986) and MEd (UWA, 1993). I was a visiting scholar at Cambridge University in 1994 where I conducted extensive research on appropriate provision for children of high ability. I was recently invited to begin a PhD (UWA), however have decided to postpone this study until a later date. I have conducted significant local research into effective provision for children of high ability in Western Australia. 

I co-wrote the current Education Department of Western Australia’s “Gifted and Talented Policy and Guidelines” document, and was contracted by the Department to conduct research reviewing the effectiveness of, and the extent to which, the Talented and Gifted Students (TAGS) program was implemented throughout the state.

Not only do I have a strong theoretical knowledge of the area, but have extensive experience in policy development and strong practical classroom experience. Further, I have another set of experiences to draw on, as I have advised and counselled over one thousand families of gifted children in Western Australia - primarily over the last five years. 

Part Two:

Policy and Provision for Children of High Ability in Western Australia: An Overview

1960 - 1976...   The beginnings

In the early 1960s, there was a change from selective, single sex schools towards comprehensive, co-educational secondary education and the rapid growth of government secondary schools. This, says Mossenson (1981), occurred because of a perception that an academic elite was being created and that this was socially (and politically) undesirable. Many educators and community leaders raised doubts about the ability of comprehensive schools to provide the same quality of education to their most able students as had selective schools. Consequently in 1965 A. Boylen, the Director of Secondary Education, initiated a scheme designed to ensure that the academically talented students distributed throughout the comprehensive school system were able to achieve to their potential. He established a committee to work towards gaining a better understanding of the needs of gifted and talented children, and to suggest a variety of measures which might contribute towards a solution (Biggins, 1968).

In 1967, Boylen was replaced as Director of Secondary Education by Dr D. Mossenson, who responded to the issue of maintaining high standards by proposing that schools establish specialist music and art departments. Between 1969 and 1975 nine schools established specialist centres for music, art, mathematics, dance/drama and foreign languages. In 1969, the Dettman Report was presented and it made reference to the need for appropriate provision for children of high ability. It recognised the role of acceleration by recommending that very able children be allowed to begin the secondary curriculum at the beginning of year seven (Nash, 1995).

1976 - 1983...   Mossenson and the Gifted and Talented Project Group 

In 1976, Mossenson became Director General of Education and formed a Departmental committee to investigate the needs of gifted children in Western Australia. For two years the committee investigated many aspects of educating the gifted, and in 1978 Australia’s first Departmental policy on the education of gifted and talented children was published. It de-emphasised widespread formalised testing, recommended that the planning of appropriate provision should serve children in all years, emphasised enrichment, and viewed acceleration with suspicion.

Several pilot schemes designed to provide for the education of gifted and talented students were implemented at the regional level in metropolitan and country areas. The schemes operated for both primary and secondary students and were characterised by the wide variety of approaches which were adopted.

In 1979, Mossenson chaired the newly established Advisory Group on Gifted and Talented Children. He argued that the critical question confronting educators of the gifted in Australia, was how to build provision into the mainstream of educational practice and how to legitimise that provision within the school system. In 1980 he created the Gifted and Talented Children’s Program Project Group which was to monitor, overview, develop and co-ordinate activities and Departmental initiatives on behalf of the gifted. Mr G. Atkinson was the superintendent of education with responsibility for “monitoring, evaluating and directing the Departmental effort on behalf of gifted and talented students” (Education Department of Western Australia, 1981, p. 1).

In 1981, a second policy document was released (Education Department of Western Australia, 1981). New Departmental initiatives were driven in part by the knowledge that “boredom, disenchantment and alienation exist among gifted and talented children. These young people, faced with a not entirely appropriate curriculum and subject to organizational and administrative procedures geared towards the average, have been obliged to participate in educational programs that lack intellectual challenge and stimulus” (p. 2). 

The policy directed that “The organizational structures and patterns appropriate to the exceptional needs of the target group will consist of school-based programs from pre-primary through the early primary years, partial withdrawal programs for the middle years, withdrawal programs for the upper primary years and special placement with provision for accelerated progress in the secondary years” (p. 4). 

A wide range of programs operated in the early 1980s. Some had been established as early as 1968, and many were the initiatives of individual principals and teachers. Several significant programs were initiated by the Project Group, including the Special Interest Centres (SPICE) and Full Time Extension Courses (FUTEC). Some 22 SPICE centres were established between 1981 and 1983, each serving between 15 and 20 contributory schools. At the secondary level, eight senior high schools were chosen to develop the Secondary Special Placement Program (SSPP) in 1981, with another joining in 1982, and another in 1985. It was expected that the top 1.5% of each of years 8, 9 and 10 would have access to programs. It was hoped that the top 1% of students in each of years 11 and 12 would have appropriate provision made for their education.

Braggett (1985) suggests that the period 1980 to 1983, under Superintendent Atkinson and the Special Project Team, witnessed “the development and implementation of a unique Departmental initiative, unparalleled anywhere else in Australia” (p. 169). This was a period which saw a radical, centralised approach, state wide selection procedures and a move away from so called “egalitarian” considerations.

1983 - 1986...   Beazley, Kelly and the Academic Extension Branch

In February, 1983, the Labor Party was elected and in March it appointed the Beazley Committee to inquire into the state of education in Western Australia. In August, a second review committee was established. This was chaired by Kelly and was required to report specifically on issues affecting gifted and talented students. The Kelly Review was released in late 1983, and the Beazley Report in April of 1984. During 1983 and 1984, a series of Departmental Evaluation Reports were undertaken by the Research Branch. The Minister of Education at the time (the Hon. R. J. Pearce), considered these three main sources of information before determining the new Departmental policy (Bailey, 1994). 

In July of 1984, Pearce released a synopsis of the new policy. There was a move away from the term Gifted and Talented, and the Project Team was renamed the Academic Extension Branch (AEB). By this time, M. Harslett was the director of the Project Team, and he took charge of the AEB. School based provision was seen as the basic means of meeting the needs of gifted and talented students. This provision was to be supplemented with a range of special system level programs for students from years 5 to 12. These included: Primary Extension and Challenge (PEAC), Secondary Extension and Challenge (SEAC), Secondary Special Placement Programs (SSPP), Special Focus Programs (SFP), and Mentor Programs. 

Subregional committees, comprising representatives from head office and district office, as well as principal, teacher, parent and community groups, were set up to advise on the establishment and maintenance of the various Departmental initiatives (Education Department of Western Australia, 1985a).

In March, 1985, a third draft policy was released. It affirmed the Department’s commitment to the Beazley recommendation that every school should have a policy of provision for gifted and talented students. It stated that provision for gifted and talented students “must begin during early childhood with continuing and flexible provision being made through to year 12” (Education Department of Western Australia, 1985b, p. 4). The AEB was expected to conduct research, maintain evaluation programs and be informed of world wide trends and initiatives in the area of education for the gifted and talented. 

All schools and departments were required to articulate their policy of extension for academically able students. Guidelines were developed and these emphasised flexibility in programming, awareness of learning styles, and use of enrichment and acceleration according to need. The organisational structure was to provide for enriched and accelerated progress. The multi-dimensional nature of giftedness was emphasised and it was recognised that it might well be appropriate for a student to be catered for in a normal program for one subject while enrichment and/or acceleration may be appropriate in other subjects. The policy recognised that, “There is almost universal agreement among educators that the standard curriculum is not suitable for our most able and talented students”(Education Department of Western Australia, 1985b, p. 1).

1986 - 1994...   Better Schools, Unit Curriculum and Devolution

In January 1986, the Department released a new policy restating the position that academically talented students have the right to an appropriate education designed to meet their special needs, and that it was the responsibility of the school system to develop and implement appropriate provision. All new and revised curriculum materials prepared by the Department were expected to incorporate provision for talented students. Support services were to be made available to assist teachers develop and implement school-level provision for talented students.

During 1987 new management structures for the administration of Government schools were being developed and were described in the policy document Better Schools. These emphasised the devolution of responsibility for educational provision from the centralised system-level position to the districts and schools, so that schools became the focus for the administration and delivery of education (Bailey, 1994). 

The concept of Unit Curriculum was also being developed during 1987 and it was hoped that this would create flexibility and opportunities for students to progress at their own rate. The goals of Unit Curriculum paralleled the stated aims of the Secondary Special Placement Programs as outlined in the 1981 Departmental policy. It was argued that gifted and talented students should be able to progress through the secondary curriculum at a rate and to a depth suited to their intellectual ability (Education Department of Western Australia, 1981). The Select Senate Committee report (1988) stated, “It will be interesting to see the evaluation of the Unit Curriculum to assess whether its apparent potential for meeting the needs of gifted children is borne out in practice” (p. 17).

In mid 1987 the functions of the Academic Extension Branch began devolving to district structures and Harslett’s role was redefined as Consultant rather than Superintendent. The administration of the PEAC program was devolved to school and district structures. They have continued to function, however, each district operates as an autonomous unit. As is to be expected, programs and organisation vary tremendously in terms of student selection, goals, teaching style, courses offered and evaluation. It was the Department’s expectation that the SSPPs would continue to operate in 1988 without curriculum, counselling and guidance support and without central supervision. It had been recommended by the Academic Extension Branch, that the SSPP be phased out as soon as a viable and credible alternative was developed.

The transition of system-level provision to district structures was expected to take two years, commencing in 1988. It was agreed that principals and district superintendents were to be cognisant of Ministry policy for the education of academically talented students. Consequently, principals were to indicate in their School Development Plan how they were going to identify and provide for their most able students. Superintendents were to take Ministry policy into account when deploying staff.

In 1992, the State Advisory Committee for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students was established and has been meeting on a quarterly basis since then. A number of sub-groups have been working on a range of issues, for the purpose of making recommendations. The committee was expected to consider the implementation of policy for the education of gifted and talented students, look at the strategic and operational planning for the implementation, and to review programs and provisions. A draft policy was developed early in 1993, and an explanatory paper was produced a year later.  

1994 - 1997...    The Strategic Plan and TAGS review

In 1994, the Department initiated a Strategic Plan for the education of its gifted and talented students. The three-year plan was to support the implementation of the new policy, to consider recommendations made by the State Advisory Committee for Gifted and Talented Students, and to review the development of programs for gifted and talented students. In mid 1994, J. Cook was appointed Superintendent Special Duties - Gifted and Talented. 

During his tenure, the new policy and guidelines were released and he established panels of educators who developed a number of curriculum frameworks, which were intended to ensure appropriate provision for gifted and talented students in the SSPP schools. The term “SSPP” had evolved during the previous three years, to include all special program schools, including LOTE, Music, Art, Dance, Theatre Arts, and the schools providing what was described as “Academic Extension”. The Academic Extension Programs (AEP) were renamed Academic Talent Programs (ATP) with their focus on developing talent. New testing procedures (for student selection) were developed and new programs created. 

A file of material (a TAGS kit) - designed to support schools (initially primary schools) in their quest for appropriate provision for ‘Talented and Gifted Students’ (TAGS) was developed. This was a Department initiative funded by the Commonwealth Department of Employment Education and Training (DEET). 

Also at this time, the new policy document, begun in 1988 and developed in the context of the Ministry’s Social Justice policy, was released (Education Department of Western Australia, 1994). There were two statements with accompanying guidelines. Statement 1 read:  “Planning will occur at system and school level to ensure that all gifted and talented students achieve optimum educational outcomes” and statement 2 read: “Monitoring will occur to ensure the educational needs of gifted and talented students are being met” (p. 1). By this time, responsibility for ‘gifted and talented’ had been taken out of the Social Justice Branch and placed in the Operations Branch, under the stewardship of N. Jarvis, Executive Director (Schools). Superintendent J. Cook left the position at the end of 1994. 

At the beginning of 1995, a Gifted and Talented Unit was established to implement the Department’s policy and strategic plans. The position of Superintendent was ‘downgraded’ to manager, and M. Fazio was placed in an acting position until late 1995, when David Wood was appointed as the manager of the Unit.

During 1995, a review of the PEAC program was conducted. It was decided that the program would continue as the main supplementary provision in primary schools. Resourcing continued at a similar general level to the previous year, however funding was based on the numbers of all year 5, 6, & 7 students in each district. In early 1995, the TAGS kit was presented to co-ordinators (interested primary school staff) from all districts, and these representatives were provided with funding to enable them to in-service schools / staff in their districts, and in some cases, to provide resources to their district. Copies of the TAGS file were made available to all primary schools in the State. A version more suited to secondary schools is in the process of being developed.   

Also in 1995, and as a consequence of the recommendations made by the State Advisory Committee chaired by M. Harslett, the SSPP (ATP) schools began offering special placement to year 8 students in either a science / maths program or a humanities program. Thus, gifted year seven children who were offered a place in a Secondary Special Placement Program (ATP) had to choose one or the other, but could not receive special provision in both areas.

In 1996 the Department established working parties to review identification procedures and to create a set of teachers’ guidelines to accompany the TAGS kits. The Department’s Strategic Plan for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students was in the last year of its scheduled three-year operation. No further plans were in place. Late in 1996 a state-wide gifted and talented conference was initiated by members of the Education Department, the Gifted and Talented Children’s Association and the Professional Association for the Education of the Gifted.

The main thrust of the Department’s strategic plan was to emphasise that the most important provision is that which must occur within the classroom. School based provision was seen as the key to provision for all students. Programs such as PEAC and SSPP, were seen as important but supplementary to that which must be provided in all classrooms on an ongoing basis. 

It was determined that the School Development Plans, which were required in all schools, were to make provision for children of high ability, and principals and superintendents were required to monitor the development of such provision. It was seen as essential to the success of the plan that both principals and superintendents acted if appropriate provision was not occurring.

This tended to occur only when the said principals or superintendents accepted the philosophical and educational basis for arguing that gifted children had special needs and needed a modified curriculum if they were to achieve to a level commensurate with their potential. Unfortunately, too many principals and superintendents did not accept that position.

At this stage, a major contract was awarded to Mr J. Bailey to review the state-wide implementation of the TAGS initiative. All state schools were surveyed and the results of the review were presented to the Education Department. The review was never released, and the author is still (I understand) bound by rules of confidentiality so is not able to discuss them. [I would be very keen to see the committee pursuing that avenue of enquiry].

During these years very significant positive outcomes were experienced. Large numbers of teachers were provided with professional development. Policy and guidelines and the TAGS files were dispersed widely. A public profile was developed.

Although this was a very positive learning experience, there was also a down side. The quality of the professional development was very variable, as many of the presenters were “TAGS Co-ordinators” who had volunteered (or been volunteered) to fill the position. Many had very limited specialist knowledge and experience in the area of gifted education, and objected loudly to being proclaimed as “experts” by the Department. Their role, often after very limited professional development and support was to in-service colleagues and develop strategy.

1998 - 2001...    The Current State of Play

During the last three years, there has been a significant decline in the profile and resourcing of gifted education in the state system. In 1998 Dr Gary Pears accepted the position of curriculum improvement manager - gifted and talented with the District Service Centre. He replaced David Wood and Ms Suzanne Cooper who were at this stage responsible for central management of gifted education. Dr Pears had as a major responsibility, the management of the Secondary Special Placement Programs operating out of eight or so state high schools. 

The District Service Centre, which had responsibility for the Curriculum Improvement Plan and supporting District Education Offices was closed very suddenly in 1999 as a direct result of budget cuts. Dr Pears’ position was also cut.

In early 2000 Mr G. Kincaid accepted a position in central office. Only a portion of his responsibilities related to the area of gifted and talented education, and the core business of that component is the management of the Secondary Special Placement Programs. The Primary Extension and Challenge programs (PEAC) continued to be run at District level, and were the only supplementary support offered to schools. Their ability to service all gifted students in need of supplementary provision is severely limited. Staffing has remained fairly constant over the past few years, though there are more management positions in place of teaching positions. 

A major disadvantage of the organisation of PEAC is the quota system, whereby districts with vastly different numbers of gifted students looking for places have the same level of support. Consequently, in some schools it has been possible for students identified as being in the top 20% or so in terms of ability, to be offered places in programs. Others in different schools, who may be at the 98th or even 99th percentile are not able to be offered a position.

The formal process of identifying gifted students has also been eroded, such that many teachers are asked to identify the students who are gifted in order to offer them a place in the programs. Unfortunately, many teachers are not expert at identifying gifted students, and so, inappropriate provision occurs on a regular basis. 

The PEAC program has never been formally evaluated. Several reviews have occurred, but these did not look at quality of provision, but rather the cost-effectiveness of the program. Excellent individual managers have evaluated their own programs of course, but again, there is no systematic understanding of the nature of the provision. The quality of provision is highly variable.

One outstanding area of provision that has developed in recent years has been the Telematics program – now known as “ATP on-line”. This on-line program catering for gifted students in areas not serviced by specialist programs is an outstanding concept, and could be supported much more vigorously.

It has been generally accepted by management, that the Curriculum Framework and Outcomes approach being adopted state-wide will provide the answers to gifted education. Certainly, best practice as defined by the Framework and Outcomes approach is absolutely in line with best practice for all students with special needs, including gifted students. Interestingly, most “special education” teachers have been using a Frameworks and Outcomes approach to teaching for decades.

However, this is not the answer. It is merely a positive step towards ensuring that gifted students do receive an appropriate education.

Local research by the author of this submission suggests that approximately 80% of schools do not have a gifted education policy in place, do not have formal identification programs in place, and do not have formal programs in place.

While there may well be a clear understanding of the theory, and positive presentation of policy at the systemic level, there is no clear demonstration of good practice in most schools.

And now?

As early as 1968, in a review of school organisation in Western Australia as it related to gifted students in high school, Biggins (p. 38) said:

But teachers know well that in the normal classroom the child of superior ability can also suffer from the ordinary curriculum, the normal classroom methods and the normal classroom pace. When his school achievement is set beside his potential he is likely to be revealed as the most retarded of all pupils. If there is to be provision for individual differences, there must be some provision for him.

The Senate Select Committee (1988) reporting on the education of gifted and talented children in Australia said that gifted children in Australia are probably among the most disadvantaged educational groups in Australia. Committee member Colston (in Bailey, Braggett & Robinson, 1990) stated:

In general, I found that education authorities understood the need to cater for the gifted and talented, but the will to provide special programs was often not matched by performance.... If students show promise in tennis, football, cricket or athletics, our Australian ethos demands that special provisions be provided to hone and improve their sporting skills. Until community attitudes accept that those who are gifted in various fields of intellectual endeavour should be similarly afforded special attention, educational provisions for the gifted will languish behind what is ideal. (p. 21)

The Western Australian Department of Education has developed policies which have been well grounded in general theory, and which adopt most of the important general recommendations of the writers who work in the field of educating gifted and talented children. However... theory and policy must translate into practice. There is a very weak link between Department policy and schools’ practices. 

In the Independent School System, there is no coordinated approach to turning theory into policy and policy into practice. Practice tends to be approximately of a similar quality to that demonstrated by the State system. 

The Catholic System tends to have a more active resistance to developing special provision for gifted children and so, is more likely to disadvantage such students.

Where special provisions for gifted and talented children are not clearly articulated, where there are not clear directions to act, where resourcing is inappropriate and where systematic implementation is not apparent; any provision that occurs, does so through the efforts of individuals, and reflects their ideas, values, abilities and experiences. Lack of information and training leads to much poor decision making, even by supportive and committed individuals.

Braggett (1985) believed that many of the difficulties which were apparent in the early and middle 1980s stemmed from Departmental inadequacy. He suggested that the speed and manner with which the program was implemented caused significant friction, that not enough in-service education was provided for teachers and that communication was not always effective. He argued that such innovative programs have always tended to rely on the strong advocacy of a few committed individuals. Consequently, the personality dynamics of school staff and administration determined the relative quality and type of provision in each school.

At the moment, too many schools and too many teachers in the state, independent and catholic education systems are not making appropriate provision for very able children. This is having a devastating effect on the social, emotional and intellectual development of many exceptionally able children. For many other children of high ability, the effect may be less dramatic, but still means that tremendous levels of frustration and underachievement exist.... Not the formula for future success. 

Schools have the responsibility to ensure that they are making effective and appropriate provision for all children in their care. Probably, the ‘top’ 20% of children in most classes are underachieving. Certainly most children in the ‘top’ 10% are underachieving, and what of those in the ‘top’ 1% to 5%... what do they receive from our schools? The exceptionally and profoundly gifted are regularly and severely disadvantaged in most situations. Appropriate provision should not be dependent upon the individual drive of a minority of teachers and administrators.

The Department has policy and implementation procedures in place. But do the schools? In his evaluation of school based provision for gifted and talented children in Western Australia, Treharne (1980) said:

First and foremost, the principal and teacher can make a personal decision to recognize that gifted and talented children do exist and that they exist in far greater numbers than most school-based staff would acknowledge.... The responsibility for a breakthrough lies with the willingness of the principal and teacher each to re-examine their own belief system. (p. 24)

An evaluation of the current situation would suggest that this has not yet occurred.

Research by Forster (1991) attempted to determine how policy had become practice in the area of gifted education in New South Wales. She considered the issue from a management perspective and found that:

Providing for gifted and talented children was not a priority, was not systematic and was not routine. Specifics were lacking through the policy process, resulting in the ad hoc nature of provision for gifted children which varied according to individual initiatives. (p. 21) 

While there must be improvements made at the school level, there must also be strong central control. If policy exists at the system level, why has provision not ‘filtered down’ to the majority of classrooms? Why has the devolution process created by “Better Schools,” not resulted in better provision... or better schools? As Harslett says, “Most happens in schools, for gifted and talented children, where there is strong system-level direction, support and initiative. Where this is lacking, provision is ad hoc, fragmented, weak and relies upon the enthusiasm of individual teachers and school heads” (1987a, p. 1). 

Braggett (1985) observed that during the early 1980s Western Australia led the way in centralised provision for gifted and talented children in Australia and became the first state to develop a Departmental policy for such children. Harslett (1987a) described Western Australia as a leader nationally and perhaps internationally, in the field of education for gifted and talented children. Policies were well defined, support services were in place, resourcing was available, new curricula were being developed, and research was occurring.

Unfortunately, this style of provision does not easily fit into the philosophy of Better Schools with its devolution of responsibility for educational provision from the centralised system-level position to districts, and ultimately, to schools. It is my contention, however, that some provisions need to be centrally managed and resourced to a much greater extent than others. 

This is especially true when the provision in question may not have popular appeal. It would seem that being intelligent is reasonably acceptable, but making special educational provision to support that intelligence is less acceptable. Many people still believe that very able children can and should ‘make it on their own’. Many people still believe that it is wrong for children to achieve to their potential if that means being ‘smarter’ than someone else. In the physical, creative and social domains, we actively and enthusiastically support the nurturing of excellence through, for example, special groupings, a different curriculum and levels of expectation, and special resourcing. The development of intellectual excellence, however, does not generally receive the same support.

Policy must be well planned and well articulated, it must be systematically implemented and well supported, it must be present throughout the system and must be appropriately resourced. Good leadership at each level in the system is essential as is constant communication between levels, and there needs to be accountability at each level... from classroom teacher to Minister for Education. 

Specifically, there must be: 

· support for the provision and commitment to it, 

· general continuity of scope and sequence from K - 12, 

· a well defined purpose, 

· appropriate resourcing,

· effective and appropriate programs, 

· a high level of expertise in management, 

· high quality teaching (and teacher training), 

· a very high degree of flexibility, 

· well planned identification and evaluation structures.
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Part Three:

Acceleration: An Essential Component of Good Practice for Gifted and Talented Students 

A great many possible support structures and programs for gifted children do exist, however, Nearly 20 years ago, Treharne (1980) in his evaluation of school based provisions for gifted and talented children in Western Australia observed that inappropriate teaching attitudes, curricula or school management structures often resulted in significant levels of underachievement (and a range of negative emotional and behavioural outcomes) by gifted and talented children. He said: 

First and foremost, the principal and teacher can make a personal decision to recognise that gifted and talented children do exist and that they exist in far greater numbers than most school-based staff would acknowledge. The responsibility for a breakthrough lies with the willingness of the principal and teacher each to re-examine their own belief system. (p. 24) 

It is important to recognise that many principals and teachers do a magnificent job, as indicated by very satisfied and challenged students. However, Treharne’s comments of twenty years ago still describe too many teachers and principals in our system today.

Background:

Feldhusen (1989) argued that: 

Gifted and talented youth need accelerated, challenging instruction in core subject areas that parallel their special talents or aptitudes. They need opportunities to work with other gifted and talented youth. And they need highly competent teachers who both understand the nature and needs of gifted youth and are deeply knowledgeable in the content they teach. (p. 10)

Most writers (e.g., Borland, 1989; Cox et al., 1985; Daurio, 1979; Davis & Rimm, 1985; Feldhusen, 1989; Maker, 1986; VanTassel-Baska, 1992) agree that not only should the content of the curriculum material be varied to provide a greater degree of complexity and sophistication, at a faster pace (acceleration), but programs should be flexible in terms of entrance and exit. Consideration should be taken of students' learning styles as well as their interests and aptitudes, and teachers should be trained and inserviced in such a way as to ensure that the best possible quality of teaching is available.

Braggett (1985) suggested that many difficulties (in implementing change) stemmed from departmental inadequacy. He suggested that the speed and manner with which programs were implemented caused significant friction, that not enough inservice education was provided for teachers and that communication was not always effective.

In 1978, the Education Department of Western Australia published Australia's first Departmental policy on the education of gifted children. The emphasis was on enrichment, and subject acceleration was viewed with suspicion. Grade acceleration was not considered desirable, and appropriate only as an exceptional course of action. Other aspects of the initial policy and subsequent provision were exceptional, even by world standards. 

Harslett (1986) observed that enrichment programs have tended to be more accepted in school settings than have programs of acceleration. He observed that against all research findings, the principals of the Secondary Special Placement Program (Academic Talent) schools in Western Australia generally seemed to favour enrichment rather than acceleration. He suggested that this might be because schools find it very difficult to manage provision for subject acceleration. An easier solution tended to be enrichment, which had the advantage of reflecting the dominant position of egalitarianism rather than apparently supporting a style of education often perceived (unfairly) as elitist.

In the case of some gifted children (especially those who are exceptionally or profoundly gifted) a lack of acceleration, and particularly, lack of radical acceleration, has been demonstrated to cause intellectual, social and emotional disturbance (Gross, 1992; Rimm & Lovance, 1992). Noble and Drummond (1992) observed that some gifted students find that early entrance to tertiary programs provides them with a more optimal educational, psychological and social environment than high school, but stress that this is dependent on the move being well planned, appropriate, and desired by all concerned.

There has been, however, an active avoidance of the practice of acceleration by much of the educational establishment. Many parents, educators, psychologists and counsellors urge students to stay with their agemates and progress at an equivalent rate regardless of ability, motivation, or special needs (Boag, 1990; Gross, 1992; Harslett, 1986; Jones & Southern, 1992; Noble & Drummond, 1992; VanTassel-Baska, 1992). This practice has caused a range of social, emotional and intellectual disadvantage to occur. The disadvantage can be significant.

Southern and Jones (1991) cite their research, which suggests that the majority of coordinators of programs for the gifted are philosophically against the practice of acceleration and do not use the practice as a routine strategy. This position is common in the Western Australian situation at present (1998).

Probably more has been written about the effectiveness of a range of acceleration practices as they affect gifted students than about any other single educational intervention. The debate about acceleration has continued for around 50 years and is well documented. Reviews of the literature dealing with acceleration continue to be published. However, acceleration and its ramifications are still poorly understood by a great many educators.

It is essential that accelerative options be developed in the context of:

· A Differentiated Curriculum, 

· A Supportive Learning Environment,

· Appropriate Grouping Strategies.

Curriculum Differentiation:

Curriculum Differentiation (to make different) is the cornerstone of good teaching practice. As all children are individuals with different needs, so must all provision be individualised to the extent that it can be. This can only be achieved within the limits imposed by the many constraints placed upon the teacher’s time and strength, by the extent to which they are supported, and by their level of expertise.

Children of high ability require provision which is qualitatively and quantitatively different to the regular curriculum. However, the degree of differentiation needs to be driven by the needs of individuals. Every child has different capabilities, interests, and needs. The brighter children are, the greater the divergence from mainstream expectations. Exactly the same applies to those children who are physically talented, or intellectually disabled, or who have learning difficulties or disabilities. It seems to be stating the obvious to say that children with special needs need special provision.  

Three key components of curriculum differentiation are:

Content: The curriculum needs to be more sophisticated and more varied. It should challenge students to develop abstract ideas, develop relationships and apply knowledge to life situations. Less emphasis should be placed on repetitive work.

Process: Higher level thinking processes need to be nurtured. Blooms taxonomy for example, provides the basis of a sound program. A range of questioning techniques can be adopted. New thinking strategies need to be taught for the purpose of using information. 

Product: There is a greater need for the product to serve a real purpose and for the student to see the purpose in achieving the expected outcomes. Solutions should be able to be generalised and should be presented where possible to a real and interested audience.

Content, process and product need to be developed within the context of a supportive, nurturing, flexible classroom environment. They need to be supported by appropriate grouping strategies and by some form(s) of acceleration. The Lock-Step structure of our system needs to be broken, and flexible pacing, supported by challenging and enriched programs, needs to be provided to all children.

Acceleration:

In essence, acceleration involves movement through the standard syllabus (or through parts of it) more quickly than the norm, than expected, than average... Appropriate acceleration should be supported by an appropriately differentiated curriculum. More and still more of the same, should be avoided.

Flexible pacing (either faster or slower as needed) is a practical, effective and completely appropriate form of provision for all children. Acceleration in one or more forms should be a normal procedure in all classes for some children. Acceleration is a practical, effective and completely appropriate form of provision for children of high ability. It is supported by the Department of Education in all recent policy statements and general documents but tends not supported by many individuals. 

If a program of work has been finished quickly and early, there are many options which can be implemented. These can be developed by teacher, worked out with parents or school support staff, developed with the principal, or negotiated with the students themselves. Students’ negotiation (where maturity allows) is a very powerful tool. Students may continue to work through the curriculum as a form of extension. They may work on a related topic which is pursued in greater depth as a form of enrichment. They may work on their own unrelated special interest topics. There are unlimited possibilities.

Usually the lack of support is based on a misunderstanding of the facts. Acceleration may take many forms. For example:

· Early entrance (primary, secondary and tertiary)

· Grade skipping

· Cross setting - generally subject specific (moving to a different teacher as needed)

· Cross grading - different year level placement for specific subject(s).

· Vertical timetabling - Multi age grouping

· Telescoping (of a whole program)

· Compacting ( section by section)

· Progress by omission - where pre-testing confirms mastery 

Too often, it is assumed that acceleration refers only to year skipping, and too often such provision has very negative connotations. Almost any teacher can describe a situation where a child has been skipped a year or two and suffered (in some way) as a consequence. However, there are simple rules for year skipping. If the process is well managed, the experience will be entirely successful (socially, emotionally and intellectually). The research is grounded in practical experience is very strongly positive.

Some form of acceleration should be used in every classroom. Any program which allows a student to work more quickly through the regular curriculum, or to miss parts of it out is accelerative in nature. When some form of acceleration is used in conjunction with appropriate grouping strategies and a differentiated curriculum, very positive outcomes can be observed.

Effective in-class acceleration usually obviates the need for year skipping which may only provide short term benefits. Year skipping should be considered if the aim is to leave a class or to avoid (jump) a class where it is accepted (in all honesty) that the student will not receive an appropriate education. It would be considered preferable to remain in a class with a good teacher of very able children, rather than consider year skipping into a class with a teacher who is not supportive of a differentiated curriculum and accelerative practices.

One of the less well understood characteristics of gifted children relates to a tendency for them to mature physically earlier, and to reach social and emotional milestones earlier than many age peers. Their accelerated emotional development combined with a powerful intellect, may mean that they prefer and need the company of older children. Schools need to take this into consideration when making decisions. Too often, one hears a teacher telling a child that they shouldn’t be playing with the older children, and to return to their age mates. Too often, however, a gifted child will find that age mates are much too young for meaningful friendships to develop.   

In some instances of exceptional or profound giftedness, radical acceleration (several years skipped) may be the best (or only) option. In such instances, decision makers require specialist advice.
Year skipping can only be successful if due care has been taken. If poor decisions have been made, or poor teaching occurs, for example, the programs can not work. Key variables include:

Ability: Is the student intellectually capable of succeeding at the higher level?

Quality of teaching: Does the proposed new teacher to support the concept of acceleration and is he or she committed to the development of a qualitatively differentiated curriculum. It would be a significant advantage to have several members in the new class working at an accelerated program. Work at the next year level of a standard curriculum is not enough. If it is enough, the child probably should not have been accelerated into a higher year level. Does the proposed new teacher want the student in their class? This is almost the single most important variable to consider. Also important is the attitude of subsequent teachers. 

Social and emotional maturity: Which is the preferred peer group of the accelerant? Does the child want to make the shift and does the child look forward to interaction with an older group of peers? Also consider parent, teacher, psychologist and peer input when determining the child’s level of social and emotional maturity.

Physical indications: Not particularly important if full discussions with parents and older children has occurred. Full discussions of some short term implications during puberty is important. All children are different, and physical maturity need not be age related.

The child’s wishes: Does the child wish to accelerate. 

Continuity of provision: There must be a formal policy of support from one year to the next. The policy must have the support of significant staff. Long term plans need to be in place.

Support by peers - old and new: This is especially important in the proposed host class. Some groups may not be supportive, especially if the teacher is not entirely supportive of the concept.

The parents’ wishes: Parent(s) must be happy with and supportive of the decision to skip a year.

Consequences of inappropriate provision:

A range of inappropriate social and emotional behaviours can begin to manifest themselves if general provision is inappropriate. The more able the child and the more inappropriate the curriculum, the more significant the problems are likely to be. 

Inappropriate behaviours (often presenting as poor social skills) may present in response to inappropriate provision - where confusion, boredom, frustration or rejection is evident. Gifted children may seek attention by playing up. They may become rude or aggressive. They may become compliant or withdrawn. Self-esteem may also be damaged. If the child’s ability (one’s capacity to think and reason, to form opinions and make judgements) is not respected then the child may believe that they are not respected or cared for. 

A range of inappropriate attitudes and work habits can begin to manifest themselves. Underachieving gifted may “learn to be lazy”, and may not develop necessary work habits and skills. Or, they may learn to be perfectionists. If their temperament drives them to please and to perform and if the work is too easy, the child may begin to expect to achieve perfect results all the time. Another very unfortunate and all too common response is the hiding or “masking” of their ability.... to “norm reference” so as not to appear different. Many children of high ability have learned to hide their ability because too often, demonstration of that ability will cause embarrassment, ridicule and ostracism. Unfortunately, other students are not the only source of such denigration.

Conclusion:

It is difficult to generalise about the position in Western Australia at the moment. Over the past four years a tremendous input into the education of gifted and talented students has occurred. However, programs such as those required by gifted and talented students have always tended to rely on the strong advocacy of a few committed individuals. Consequently, the personality dynamics of school staff and administration determines the relative quality and type of provision in each school.

The quality of provision ranges from outstanding to very poor. If provision is inappropriate, all students will underachieve. More able students will underachieve more, as the difference between what is learned and their potential for learning is greater. As more able children learn more quickly than do those less able than themselves, the degree of underachievement may continue to grow. Almost all gifted students in our schools are underachievers. Clearly, it is a mistake to assume that because a student is “getting As” they are achieving to their potential. They may still be significant underachievers.
It is the principal of the school, in conjunction with their administrative team and senior staff who can make the difference. Appropriate provision should not rely on the advocacy of a few committed individuals.

As Treharne (1980) said,

First and foremost, the principal and teacher can make a personal decision to recognise that gifted and talented children do exist and that they exist in far greater numbers than most school-based staff would acknowledge. The responsibility for a breakthrough lies with the willingness of the principal and teacher each to re-examine their own belief system. (p. 24)
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Part Four:

In conclusion:

The committee has suggested the following issues for discussion, and I make brief reference to them here and in much more detail in the main body of my submission.

(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;

In essence, I would argue that little of substance has occurred at the school and classroom level since that . 

The Senate Select Committee (1988) reporting on the education of gifted and talented children in Australia said that gifted children in Australia are probably among the most disadvantaged educational groups in Australia. Committee member Colston (in Bailey, Braggett & Robinson, 1990) stated:

In general, I found that education authorities understood the need to cater for the gifted and talented, but the will to provide special programs was often not matched by performance.... If students show promise in tennis, football, cricket or athletics, our Australian ethos demands that special provisions be provided to hone and improve their sporting skills. Until community attitudes accept that those who are gifted in various fields of intellectual endeavour should be similarly afforded special attention, educational provisions for the gifted will languish behind what is ideal. (p. 21)

(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; and

In general, programs designed to meet the special educational (and social and emotional) requirements of gifted children are not suitable or sufficient.

Policy on identification, as defined by the Education Department of Western is quite acceptable. The practice does not match the rhetoric. More emphasis on similar requirements in the Independent and Catholic systems is essential.

Access to gifted and talented programs is not equitable. Access ranges from outstanding to non-existent, at all levels – kindergarten through to year twelve and in all “systems”.

Although the links are well known they are rarely spoken about. This may or may not be significant. I do not have a well-formed opinion at this stage. 

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

Without question, the Commonwealth should play a major role in supporting the education of gifted and talented students. Apart from questions of what is right - social justice, equality of opportunity, etc, there are very simple economic and political reasons.

Gifted children – with the right support are much more likely to grow into gifted adults, who are emotionally and socially well adjusted, successful and happy. (the goal each of us has for our children). Importantly, by definition, the degree of “success” could well be locally, nationally or internationally significant. It could also be lucrative in terms of economic or social benefit and could be outstanding publicity for the quality of our educational and social systems.

Conversely, gifted children with the wrong support are much more likely to grow into gifted adults, who are emotionally and socially poorly adjusted, unsuccessful and unhappy. Not the sort of person anyone would want with a grudge against society. The harm such a person could do (especially in this age of communications technology) could be catastrophic.

Best practice for gifted students is best practice for all students. Effective identification of students with special needs, modification of the curriculum according to need, adjusting the speed of progression through the curriculum and ensuring that respect for individual differences is an integral part of each classroom, has to be good for all students and especially for all students with special needs.

One effective way of enhancing provision for gifted and talented children is by raising the profile of such provision. A major concern of many professionals working in the field, of many parents of gifted children, and of many gifted children is that being gifted is still likely to result in ostracism, isolation and an inappropriate education. Many teachers as well as students perpetuate a range of injustices – not always large, but never the less, significant. 

In some ways, our education system reflects some of the worst aspects of our society. It is still so often the case that the concept of “egalitarianism” for example, is introduced to explain how it would be unfair to offer an able student a special program. “They already have so much”, “Do you really want the gap between the brighter children and the less able to widen”, What really counts is equality of outcome, not equality of opportunity”, Three quotes (to me) from a teacher, a superintendent of education and a principal.

The Commonwealth can have a significant effect on the education of the gifted by addressing the following issues, for example:

Providing significant levels of recognition and reward for those schools and teachers (and particularly the specialists in gifted education) who are doing a genuinely good job. This should not be by simple nomination, but through a much more rigorous procedure involving practicing specialists in the field of gifted education, and especially parents and students (not one or two) who are very knowledgeable about the nominated person or school.

Providing significant funding for accredited courses for pre-service teachers at the various tertiary institutions that train teachers. Requiring all teachers to study in the area. This is a significantly large population of students, many of whom are going through our education system undetected, or misdiagnosed as ADHD, or socially maladjusted, or immature, or….  Large numbers underachieve significantly. Historically, there has been extremely limited opportunity to study anything about gifted education in any more than a cursory manner. Most courses – if they exist – are in (or have been in) the form of a subset of a unit of special education. Very little opportunity to study at a higher level (masters or Ph.D.) is possible as there has been and is limited opportunity for supervision, and no real advantage to specialising in the area.

Arising from the formal terms of reference, the Committee offers the following discussion points and issues of likely interest to assist those intending to make submissions. The Committee encourages interested parties to make submissions on points within their knowledge and interest. The list is in no particular order and is not meant to be exhaustive.

Defining and measuring ‘giftedness’

Specific points are:

( The history of public attitudes to giftedness and developments in defining and measuring giftedness.

Generally, as discussed, the public (and this applies to the educational fraternity) are not inclined to be supportive of gifted children. Consequently, the “traditional” approach to implementing new practices (since the Better Schools” program of the mid 1980s) has been the “grass roots” model. I argue that this can only occur when the practice concerned has “popular appeal”. Gifted education does not have popular appeal, and as such, we need a more centralised or “top down” approach to managing change. 

( Recent developments in defining giftedness, and their relevance to planning special provisions for the gifted.

Although the theory of what giftedness is all about is well developed, practice languishes far behind. This is especially true in the context of the “Lock Step” model of progression which most schools and teachers adopt. The curriculum and speed of progression is still (even though we are working towards implementing the Frameworks and Outcomes” approach to education) largely determined by time of year and age of student. 

( The relevance of theories on different types of intelligence.

Very relevant and very popular at the moment. Should only be considered one aspect of good practice in every classroom for every student. Multiple Intelligences is not some magic answer – it is useful and a small part of best practice.

( Any distinction between ‘gifted’ and ‘talented’; the distinction between potential and performance.

This is not really a critical issue, though much time is spent discussing the implications. The Education Department of Western Australia has adopted the model developed by F. Gagne. In essence it suggests that giftedness describes potential and talent describes the extent to which the potential is realised. Giftedness is innate (essentially genetic) and talent is affected by the environmental influences of home, school and society. It is also affected by aspects of the affective domain such as degree of motivation, perseverance, learning style preferences etc.

( The adequacy of definitions in official documents in guiding policies on provision for the gifted.

I believe this is not an issue. Perhaps the extent to which such documentation etc has reached key people and influenced them is important.

( Problems of identifying gifted children; the adequacy of present methods of identifying them; the adequacy of present actions to identify them; whether attention to identifying gifted children is given equitably to all groups in society.

A major area of concern. It is very possible to identify gifted children (as with most children with special needs). However, it is essential that identification and subsequent intervention is early. Early intervention is critical.

Too many educators and other decision-makers are inappropriately concerned about “labelling” individuals. It is not the labels which cause problems but the management of the whole process of identification and intervention. Labels don’t even need to be public knowledge, but can still guide interventions. This applies to many aspects of our society, not just the identification of academic potential and performance.

At the moment, our methods of identifying gifted children have the most significant emphasis at the end of primary school. By this stage, many gifted children are a mess. They do not present well, and are very unlikely to be selected into a gifted program or offered other support. Many others have simply stopped achieving, have “masked” their ability in order to “fit in”, or have never learned how to study or take a risk, or accept a challenge, because throughout their primary years, they’ve always been able to “cruise”. Other gifted children become perfectionists, and certainly, many are very depressed young people.

Clearly, many others perform superbly, supported by family and by outstanding schools and teachers. However, the likely-hood of receiving a good or outstanding education is a bit of a lottery, and this is inappropriate. Outstanding programs for gifted children depend on the advocacy of a relatively small number of teachers and principals. Best practice should not be so ad-hoc.

At the end of year 4 many students in the state system sit tests to identity those “eligible” to study at a PEAC centre. At one time, all students sat the same tests and this meant that there was an increased likely-hood of more gifted students being identified. Individual schools may choose to develop alternative programs and some do outstanding jobs. Some schools offer extension programs in the early childhood years, but these are in the minority.

Now, fewer schools offer the standardised testing, and often only selected students are given the chance to “sit the tests”. In many schools, teachers identify the students who will be offered places. This is particularly unfair, in classes where it is “not cool” to be bright. Too often, very bright boys will deliberately underachieve to conform, and the title of gifted goes to conforming students…. Often girls, and often those not part of the “in crowd”… thus perpetuating the myths of giftedness. Gifted or very bright students attending schools in “disadvantaged” areas are most at risk of remaining unidentified and unsupported. 

Problems associated with giftedness

These include:

( Possible misunderstanding of issues to do with educating the gifted.

( Possible effects on the gifted child denied special attention, such as academic underachievement or social/emotional maladjustment.

This is covered in much more detail elsewhere, but is a critical aspect of your enquiry. Many myths surround the issue of “giftedness”. Academic underachievement is central to any enquiry.

Briefly, the question of social and emotional maladjustment must be addressed. Simply - gifted children are different (as is each of us from another), but are not inherently “maladjusted”. In fact, generally speaking, gifted children are socially well-adjusted and competent individuals. The exceptions are caused by a range of factors (as is the case with the “rest of us”) including neurological, other medical, and environmental. Inappropriate schooling can turn a normal gifted child into a child demonstrating a whole range of inappropriate behaviours and emotions. 

Masking or norm referencing is one response, resulting in the child who eventually doesn’t even realise they are so very bright, but is aware that they are in some way very different.

Minor inappropriate behaviours can often interfere with learning, leading again to underachievement.

The so called “nerds” or “weirdos” are too often the result of an unforgiving, inappropriate educational system. So often, when a child is young enough, these manifestations of stress and confusion will disappear as soon as a child is placed into an educational context that supports his or her giftedness. If such a change does not occur early enough, the child may never recover. This is fact and this happens to often in most of our schools.

Depression and suicide (luckily rare, but recognised) are clearly documented responses by some gifted children to confusion, anger, ostracism, isolation, and/or the recognition that their individuality is simply not respected as it should be. 

Current provisions for gifted education

Possible discussion points:

( History of special provision for the gifted including Commonwealth initiatives; actions on the findings of the 1998 Senate Select Committee report.

As discussed in body of submission.

( Description of the current situation, and the different approaches to special provision for the gifted - for example, selective schools, accelerated cohort within the comprehensive school, withdrawal groups, differentiated curriculum within the regular class…

( The advantages and disadvantages of the different approaches. 

Each of these and many other approaches are used in different ways in different schools with different degrees of success. There is no real opportunity for teachers, those training the teachers and decision makers, to know where to go to see best practice in action. Perhaps the earlier recommendation – to provide recognition for best practice – would assist in this regard.

( Description of the policies of the various education authorities; discussion of any discrepancies between policy and practice, and the reasons for discrepancies.

Discussed in the body of the submission.

( Compare and contrast policies and practices in different States and Territories; overseas; and as between the government, Catholic and Independent sectors.

This has been done – the information is available, but who is able to make use of it. People such as myself are not in a position to make a difference. If it was our job, and others supported us, all the information could be drawn together. This is particularly true in the sense of the different approach adopted by the three sectors. In terms of theory and policy, the Education Department of WA is way ahead.

( The adequacy of present provision for the gifted, including access to appropriate educational delivery, social support structures, and flexible progression through the school years.

Fine in theory, poor in practice. Individuals do a great job. We shouldn’t be relying on individuals.

( Information on what the outcomes and achievements of special programs are. Discussion of how effective they are.

This would be extremely useful, but will not be done, unless there are people to do it!

( Compare and contrast provision for the gifted with provision for other special needs groups.

Too often there seems to be an “us against them” attitude. No-one working in the field of gifted education wants to “take” from other groups. But there is a need for equity. Equality of opportunity does not mean sameness of opportunity. We cannot and should not treat all people the same. Programming must be developed on a needs basis, and funding must be appropriate to the costs of best practice.

( Whether access to special programs and support is provided equitably to all gifted children including (for example) the rural and isolated, those from ethnic minorities, those from areas of socio-economic disadvantage.

Clearly they are not, and more effort is required. If good or excellent practices were available in all schools, such groups would not miss out.

( Provisions for teacher training (preservice and inservice) to accommodate teaching the gifted.

Absolutely central to creating change. Affirmative action is necessary.

( Arrangements for giving the gifted early access to tertiary education; the participation of the gifted in tertiary education.

Clearly one obvious and relatively easy option. Should not be considered a major issue. See my thoughts on acceleration. Most likely to be offered in the form of specific subject acceleration rather than early entrance to university. It is very easy – in theory – to allow a student to pursue special interests as far as they can. In some cases early entrance is essential. This is rare.

( The adequacy of research on gifted education and its uptake by the teaching profession.

The body of research literature is vast. The uptake by the teaching profession is not.

Implications for education policy and administration

( The suitability of benchmarks provided by Australian and international best practice to inform planning for gifted education.

Depending on source, absolutely suitable. There are almost unlimited examples of best practice around the world, and many locally and nationally.

( The adequacy of present provisions for the gifted; what should be done more or differently.

As discussed.

( The adequacy of present funding and administrative arrangements to execute policies on gifted education.

Absolutely inadequate.

( Analogies with arrangements for other types of special education.

Closely related – as it relates to:

the need to offer early identification and diagnosis of special needs

the need to create a nurturing and respectful classroom and school which recognises and support individual differences

the need to design and implement a differentiated curriculum which allows an adjustment to the content being  taught, the learning processes and the expected product

the need to adjust the pace of progression through the curriculum – to suit the needs to the individual.

the need to monitor and evaluate any interventions

the need to ensure short medium and long term planning and continuity of provision

( Teacher training needs (preservice and inservice).

Absolutely central (as discussed)

( Arrangements for giving the gifted early access to tertiary education.

One option with many models to consider.

( The implications of all this for funding.

Recognise the need and spend the money. It will be returned in spades.

( How research needs should be satisfied and funded in context of research on education generally.

All research should be locally based. This is much more cost effective. We have easy access to international research. Some significant scholarships could be available to those who have already demonstrated significant local involvement. (Is my hand up?)

( The appropriate role of the Commonwealth in supporting education of the gifted.

The Commonwealth must see its role as central. The issue of gifted education does not have popular appeal (as discussed) and so strong leadership is required. As the myths are broken down, and validity of appropriate provision is recognised, so can we be sure that state and local agencies can continue with the good work. 

Thankyou for your patience.

I look forward to reading your findings.

Should you have any desire to speak with me further, I would be only to pleased to arrange a meeting.

Sincerely,

John Bailey.

John Bailey
Page 1
26/04/2001

