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OVERVIEW

This paper provides an overview of the issues related to the special educational needs of gifted and talented children within the Serpell community, and seeks discussion on how to formalise an appropriate policy.  

In the same way that we assist children with learning difficulties, Serpell is now recognising the special needs of intellectually gifted students.  The School Council has a unique opportunity to recognise and formally espouse its position in this regard, and it is recommended that such needs be recognised appropriately in the School Charter that is currently being developed.

Serpell PS has increased its focus on gifted and talented education in recent years but there is still so much more that could be done.  It is appropriate that a statement be included in the Charter so that our policy initiatives can have a firm foundation for years to come.

This proposal is consistent with the recently released Government paper “Public Education – the Next Generation”.

Practical support is available from the Gifted Education Unit of the Department of Education, Employment & Training (DEET), as well as from teacher and parent support networks in the area.

WHAT IS GIFTEDNESS?

Gifted children come from a variety of backgrounds.  They are children capable of high performance with demonstrated achievement and/or potential ability in one or more areas of learning.

The important point to make here is that not all gifted and talented children are easily recognised as such.  Their potential is not always reflected in their school work or through school assessment procedures.

Some factors suggested as distinguishing gifted and talented children are attached.

HOW IT GIFTEDNESS IDENTIFIED?

Identifying gifted students at primary school level is critical if they are to develop their talents to the full potential.

IQ testing by psychologists or trained teachers is the best method of confirming giftedness.

However, how can a school know when to test whether a child is gifted?  Gifted children who hide their abilities may be unwittingly overlooked by teachers unless the teacher is very experienced and/or trained in this area (see attached article from The Australian, 18.8.00 which also indicates the perception problems experienced by some gifted girls in comparison with boys).  

In the absence of formal testing, Department of Education staff and specialist psychologists suggest that parents of gifted children are very well placed to detect giftedness.

Due to the special educational needs of gifted and talented children, there is a special need to train teachers to identify giftedness so that more formal testing can be carried out.

INCIDENCE OF GIFTED CHILDREN

The normal definition of giftedness suggests that approximately 5% of the population will fall into such a category.  Within Serpell PS, it is highly likely that more than 5% of students will be gifted.  This statement is based on the above average achievement of our children as measured by CSF assessment, LAP/AIM tests, and recent data from Uni of NSW maths & science competitions.  

Education Department estimates are that about 10% of students will benefit from subject or grade extension as they are able or already working at above grade level.  In our school population of nearly 800, we may have as many as 80 students who would benefit from special consideration.

A compelling factor is that, for various reasons, we may not have identified all children in this group.

SPECIAL NEEDS OF GIFTED AND TALENTED CHILDREN

For children to reach their full intellectual potential there needs to be a nurturing environment.  There also needs to be a positive acceptance of high ability in the school community otherwise children may not want to excel for fear of “standing out from the crowd”.

They have particular learning requirements.  Dealing with the needs of gifted and talented children is not a simple matter of allowing them to work at their own pace in their current grade.  They need structured work so that they can cover the correct CSF work.  They need challenging work otherwise they could get bored, and possibly disruptive.  Some children may regress, and thus under-achieve.

Gifted education programs in schools should provide students with the opportunity to work at a more rapid pace, to study material of a more complex and abstract nature and the opportunity to work and meet with their “peers”.

Grade advancement not always the best answer.  A range of options may be needed depending upon the circumstances of the child.

The consequences of not providing for the needs of these special children might include:

· lower academic expectations

· reduced learning motivation

· lower achievement and productivity

· unfulfilled academic potential

· educational frustration and boredom.

SERPELL PS INITIATIVES TO DATE

In 1999, there was a combined Grade 1 & 2 class led by Ruth Minahan.  Several Grade 1 age children were advanced to Grade 3 in 2000.

In 2000, Serpell PS has a coordinator for Gifted and Talented – Michelle Upton.  Michelle’s role is to coordinate various programs, activities and professional development in this area.

Within a number of classes, some gifted children are being given vertical streaming opportunities where they work on subject material at a higher grade level, either by actually attending the higher grade for that subject, or working within their own class using higher grade instructional material.  A number of children have been accelerated to a higher grade.

Gateways is a program for gifted and talented children.  A number of Serpell students participate in this program.  This is run at other school campuses requiring travel and disruption from normal school programs.  It also involves substantial extra costs for parents, who may have several gifted children in the family.

A large number of Serpell teachers have attended relevant training in 2000.

There are a number of other initiatives being undertaken at Serpell.  The point to note here is that there is no formal policy that gives direction to these activities.

Also of concern is the very low budget allocation of $3,000 for gifted & talented education in 2000.  There is so much more that can and should be done in this area.

EDUCATION DEPT POSITION ON GIFTED EDUCATION

The Bright Futures policy of the previous Victorian Government recognised giftedness.  That policy embraced and encouraged excellence in all forms of intellectual, academic and creative endeavour.  

Although a formal policy statement by the current Victorian government will be issued later this year, the recent Government review titled “Public Education – the Next Generation” (PENG Review) includes a review of curriculum matters.  At page 39 of the report, it includes the following statement:

For some students, the curriculum will include programs designed to make sure they catch up in any area where they are falling behind, through such proven intervention programs as Reading Recovery and Making a Difference.  For others, the curriculum will encourage them to extend in areas where they are capable of performance beyond expected levels for their age, and especially where they exhibit particular talents.  For all students, the curriculum will ensure that they are challenged and extended to achieve the highest standards of which they are capable.  (Italics added for emphasis)

This clearly indicates that it is our responsibility to ensure that all children, including gifted and talented children, need to be extended and challenged by the school curriculum.  It also infers that gifted and talented children require special attention similar to children with learning difficulties.

The Department of Education has a special unit covering Gifted Education.  It provides support to teachers through local gifted education networks, professional development and a range of programs (see www.sofweb.vic.edu.au).

SERPELL PS SCHOOL CHARTER

Serpell PS is currently writing its Charter for the next triennium.  To ensure that education for gifted and talented children is given due recognition, it is highly desirable that an appropriate statement be included in the Charter.

It is within the authority of School Council to recommend such a policy.  Council can take great comfort from the position outlined in the PENG Review which supports this.

Recommendation

It is recommended, as a minimum, that the following statement be included in the new Charter:

Serpell PS recognises the special educational needs of gifted and talented children in our community.  Our curriculum will encourage them to extend in areas where they are capable of performance beyond expected levels for their age, and especially where they exhibit particular talents.

The curriculum will ensure that they are challenged and extended to achieve the highest standards of which they are capable.

Ideally, Serpell PS should consider making gifted and talented education a charter priority.  An example of this can be found at Laburnum Primary School (Blackburn).  An extract from their School Charter is attached.

Although Serpell PS has already implemented some initiatives as proposed by Laburnum PS, it is still worthwhile formalising these and others in the Serpell School Charter.  The Laburnum model is one that could be used by Serpell PS.

FUTURE ISSUES

A number of practical issues arise from the adoption of such a policy statement.  These relate to:

· identification of gifted children – general teacher training, parent consultation

· formal testing of children – teacher training with testing instruments

· development of practical educational programs and other initiatives– e.g. curriculum differentiation, vertical streaming, grade advancement, GATEWAYS, etc

· recruiting of specialist teachers and/or training of current teachers in this area.

The existence of implementation issues should not give cause for concern in the adoption of an overall policy statement and charter priority.  DEET and local teacher & parent networks are available to support the policy implementation in a very practical way.  There is also an enthusiastic core of parents within our school community who would work to help make this initiative a success.

Most importantly, this policy is in the best interests of our children.

REFERENCE MATERIAL

Further information can be obtained from:

1. DEET internet site – www.sofweb.vic.edu.au where there is an extensive section on Bright Futures initiatives for gifted and talented children.

2. Bright Futures: A Guide for Strategic Action to Support Gifted Students 2000-2005 (issued to all Government Schools).

3. Bright Futures Resource Book – Gifted Education Section, DEET

4. The CHIP Foundation – www.chip.edu.au PO Box 9, Camberwell, 3124 Tel: 9889 4800

5. Maroondah Gifted Children’s Parents Association – Jo Freitag Tel: 9725 0849 

Email: rfreitag@primus.com.au 

6. Gifted Resource Centre – PO Box 423, Canterbury 3126. Tel: 9723 5266

7. Victorian Association for Gifted & Talented Children – PO Box 814, Mulgrave 3170

Tel: 9486 9888

8. Gifted Education Section, DEET – Liz Robinson.  Tel: 9637 2302;



 Email: robinson.liz.j@edumail.vic.gov.au 

9. ARGUS (Avenue Resource for Gifted Understanding and Support)  C/- The Avenue Neighbourhood House Inc, 48 Blackburn Road, Blackburn, 3130; Tel:  9878 8056, Fax:  9874 2745  Website: http://www.vicnet.net.au/~argus  Email argusgt@hotmail.com
10. Other interesting websites: www.britesparks.com
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