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1.
PROCESS USED TO DEVELOP THE SUBMISSION

The Association of Independent Schools of South Australia represents 88 non-government, non-Catholic, schools in the State with an approximate enrolment of 38,000 students.  These schools represent a wide range of educational philosophies and religious affiliations and socio-economic profiles (including 19.3% of families on School Card).

All schools were invited to comment on the issues for gifted and talented children.

A reference group of principals and teachers was formed to provide advice on this submission.

Many independent schools have a particular focus in their curriculum for students whom they consider are gifted and talented, particularly the intellectually and academically gifted and those with musical and sporting talents.  This approach occurs across schools with different socio-economic backgrounds, educational philosophies and religious affiliations.  Much of what occurs to support these students is due, in large part, to the considerable efforts of principals or teachers within individual schools.  Currently, there is no centrally coordinated program to assist gifted and talented students or those teachers with an interest in their progress.  No resources are available through Commonwealth or State programs.  In other specific programs (eg, literacy), the independent sector is entirely dependent upon the Commonwealth for the provision of Targeted funds.

Each of the Terms of Reference of the Inquiry has been addressed in this submission.

The points made in this submission are based on the following underlying principles:

· Every child has an entitlement to receive a high quality school education.

· Every child is entitled to a basic level of public funds and access to support services to enhance their access to school education and choice of school, regardless of the school they attend.

· Schooling must address the diversity of needs of children;  and issues relating to equity as they are influenced by access, location, resources and other factors that generate educational disadvantage.
2.
A REVIEW OF THE DEVELOPMENTS SINCE THE 1988 SELECT COMMITTEE INTO THE EDUCATION OF THE GIFTED AND TALENTED

2.1   
The sector acknowledges the support of the Commonwealth under the National Equity for Schools Program:  National Priorities Element which was established in 1995 to fund the Establishing Pathways Project.   (This program was terminated in 1996 and replaced by Targeted Programs that had no Gifted and Talented project.)

This project, which produced the publication, “Establishing Pathways:  Strategies:  Meeting the Needs of the Young Gifted Child”, focussed on the needs of young gifted students in independent schools across South Australia.

Their needs were addressed by offering professional development opportunities to staff and families, identification of students and the establishment of cluster groups among schools in southern Adelaide.  Schools targeted by the program were characterised by a low socio-economic profile of their families. An index of disadvantage was used to identify these schools.  Other schools were invited to participate on a fee-for-service basis.

No funds have been made available to the sector for projects in relation to gifted and talented children since 1995.

2.2   In reviewing the recommendations of the report of the 1988 Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children, it is apparent that much of the work required at national, State and local levels continues to be under- resourced and lacks a policy focus. Given the Prime Minister’s recent innovation statement (Backing Australia’s Ability) this deficit approach is unsatisfactory. The Commonwealth has funded programs for students with other special learning needs through Targeted Programs;  however, gifted and talented children are not included in this national policy, nor have their particular educational needs been a focus or received funding.  Many of the 1988 recommendations still need to be implemented or considered in 2001.
The response of State Education Departments to the issues associated with gifted and talented children depends on their particular policy priorities, rather than a response to a nationally coordinated approach to the education of gifted and talented students.

Within South Australia, some independent schools and their teachers have benefited from the strategies developed in the SHIP Program of the South Australian Department of Education and Training.  However, the independent sector in South Australia does not have direct access to State government  funds from this project.

3. THE MEANS OF IDENTIFYING GIFTED AND TALENTED CHILDREN

3.1  Gifted and talented children are not an homogenous group.  It is now recognised that a variety of approaches may be used to identify them.  Gagne (1993) distinguishes between gifts and talents, and recognises innate abilities and the importance of motivation and personality in learning outcomes.  Questions around how to identify gifted and talented children, which tests should be used, and the cultural or contextual bases of particular tests are areas that still require further research and debate.

3.2    There is no universally accepted definition of gifted and talented nor means of identification.  Gifted and talented programs are sometimes labelled as elitist, and therefore receive limited or no funding support.  This has hindered the development of appropriate programs and strategies to cater for these students at school.  

3.3   Schools and psychologists often have conflicting views of what constitutes giftedness in a child and consequently how that child might be educated.

3.4    Parents are often knowledgeable about their own children but can be treated as interfering or even aggressive when trying to have their child’s needs acknowledged.  The inclusion of parents in the identification process needs to be considered as part of a more comprehensive strategy.


3.5  
This lack of clarity about identifying gifted and talented children often means    
that:

· gifted and talented students are not catered for in the classroom because teachers do not have the skills nor a frame of reference to identify them;

· as a result of not having their educational needs met, these students often experience difficulties fitting into  classroom activities.  They may present as extremely creative or with a strong sense of humour;  conversely, they may develop behavioural or antisocial problems such as lack of co-operation, introversion or a gang-leader mentality.  Many of these behaviours concern or challenge their teachers;

· there are no provisions nor structures to manage the transition of students with gifts and talents between school settings.  For example, many students are identified in preschool as being gifted and are recommended for early entry.  However, they often underachieve or fail at school because their educational needs are not met by current curriculum or school structures.

4.
WHETHER ACCESS TO GIFTED AND TALENTED PROGRAMS IS PROVIDED EQUITABLY

4.1    Access to gifted and talented programs is dependent on State government and, in the non-government sector, individual school initiatives.  This group of students are a valuable national resource who do not have their special educational needs met.

4.2   Research  identifies a range of strategies used to cater for gifted and talented students, including acceleration, various forms of ability grouping, differentiated curriculum and early entry to school.


In 1994, Dr Karen Rogers, Professor of Education at the University of St Thomas, Minneapolis, presented the findings of a meta-analysis of this research which clearly showed that some of these strategies improved the learning outcomes for gifted and talented students.  There is no coordinated approach in Australia for researching appropriate curriculum methodologies for gifted and talented students.

4.3 Despite this, schools still adopt a wide range of strategies and educational philosophies, unsupported by research, when managing the curriculum for gifted and talented students.  There is also a lack of preservice and inservice training in gifted and talented education for teachers, limited school-based resources and general lack of focus and dissemination of information from government and non-government  agencies.

4.4 
Early entry to University for these students happens on an ad hoc basis, with some students gaining credit for courses and others merely attending lectures. Currently, there are no clear structures for this access to University courses for the most able students to occur.

4.5 
There are significant issues for gifted and talented students in the other equity target groups, such as Indigenous, NESB, isolation and disability.  These are associated with the low expectations of teachers for these groups of students, low school retention rates and lack of identification of these students because of social and cultural factors.  The needs and policy issues of gifted and talented students are not addressed by the current Commonwealth Targeted Program, established to focus on educational outcomes for the above groups of students. 

4.6 
Anecdotally, there is some evidence that those gifted and talented children  who do not have their educational needs catered for experience significant social and emotional problems.  These lead to at risk school behaviour, increased risk of suicide and detention, and a higher proportion of psychiatric and behavioural problems.

4.7 The current emphasis on accountability through assessment and reporting against national minimum standard benchmarks (particularly in literacy and numeracy) may hinder the development of gifted and talented students reaching their full potential, as teachers may “teach” to the test.

4.8    Many schools currently have focus teachers in literacy and numeracy, special education, ESL and Aboriginality.  Improved teacher skills in these areas have resulted from specific Commonwealth initiatives to ensure that the educational disadvantage of certain target groups of students has been highlighted and special measures have been taken to improve their educational outcomes.

Gifted and talented students have similar special educational needs;  however, only limited programs are available through school authorities to assist these students.

4.9  
Considerable expertise in the various education sectors is not being coordinated at a national level.

5.
INVESTIGATION OF THE LINKS BETWEEN ATTAINMENT AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC DISTRIBUTION

5.1
The  absence of policy measures and resources in this area means that many of the costs associated with the identification, and the provision, of appropriate curriculum for  gifted and talented students are met by the students’ parents.  This is a significant burden to all parents and often means that students from low socio-economic or other disadvantaged groups are unable to have their educational needs met.

6.
THE PROPER ROLE OF THE COMMONWEALTH IN SUPPORTING THE EDUCATION OF GIFTED AND TALENTED CHILDREN
6.1
AISSA considers there should be should be a nationally coordinated approach to manage the challenges of children with gifts and talents.  This means that:

· As a matter of equity, this group of children should be acknowledged to have special educational needs so that appropriate policies and initiatives can be adopted to manage their education from pre-school onwards in an informed and consistent way.

· A national MCEETYA task force should be established to consider the issues around the identification of gifted and talented children; appropriate preservice and inservice training for all teachers; and appropriate and consistent curriculum educational pathways for them.

· Research should be undertaken (funded by the Commonwealth) to establish the most appropriate means of identification of the various categories of gifted and talented children, and the efficacy of the current methods of catering for students with gifts and talents in the education sectors, including curriculum and schooling options.

· Commonwealth funding should be made available to school education authorities to deliver professional development for teachers and managers.  In the process of gathering information for this submission, schools have indicated that the Commonwealth’s current arrangements for distributing funds through the Targeted Program to support other equity groups – eg, Aboriginal, disability, etc – have enabled the various authorities to establish support structures and allocate resources which identify and effectively support these disadvantaged students.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

· Gagne, F. (1993), “Constructs and Models Pertaining to Exceptional Human Abilities”, International Handbook of Research and Development of Giftedness and Talent, New York, Pergamon.

· Rogers, K.B. (1994), Providing Differentiated Curriculum and Instruction for Gifted Students.  Paper presented at Conference of the South Australian Association for Gifted and Talented Children, Adelaide, South Australia.

· Senate Commission Report, 1988.

26 February 2001  LB/DL                                                           8
1spof0060


