SUBMISSION OF MIDDLE PARK STATE SCHOOL

On

The Education of Gifted and Talented Children

This submission provides perspectives and information from a state school in Queensland.  The school has 712 primary aged students attending with a teaching staff of X. Previously the clientele was middle class, however recent trends reveal a greater cross section of socio-economic groups within the school population. This has increased demands on the school for a higher level of support to address quality educational outcomes for all students. 

The submission addresses:

A. 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;

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:

1. the means of identifying gifted and talented children

2. whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably 

3. investigation of the links between attainment and socio-economic distribution

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

CONTEXT

According to research (Renzulli) 10 – 15% of the population is gifted.  This translates to our context as 106.8 students who need provision.  With a school budget of $1000 in 2000 (Annual Operation Plan for Middle Park State School), that provided funding at the rate of 9.3 cents per gifted child. This year 2001, the budget has been increased as a result of parent/teacher lobbying to 37.4 cents per child.  The school funded the Resource Teacher’s salary out of the flexible staffing allocation.

A Gifted and Talented Resource Teacher is employed under flexible staffing funding at .4 per fortnight. Hypothetically, if all available time were dedicated to contact time this would translate to 6 minutes per child.  This precludes time for professional development of teachers and administrators, administration, parent interviews and planning.

Resources to support the program have been found from a variety of ‘buckets of funds’ with a resultant compromise to other programs.  Whilst the support of G&T programs has previously been funded through specific State government initiatives, there is no funding currently  dedicated to this type of initiative.

As a result, the commitment by the principal of Middle Park State School has been to fund the G & T program within the school’s standard resource allocation.  This initiative has succeeded to date through the very good will and enthusiasm of both the Resource Teacher and the entire teaching staff, who have willingly engaged in strategic planning sessions and professional development outside of school hours. As the school is only 12 years old, with a growing population, there is intense competition for allocated funds.

Funding was not available at a local or State level for the Gifted and Talented Resource Teacher to participate in a study tour (2000) to China by personal invitation from the American based ‘Ambassador Program’.  A great opportunity for professional development and showcasing an example of an Australian program for the gifted and talented was missed due to lack of funding.

A committee of interested parents has been formed to assist in the development and implementation of the school’s G & T program and a comprehensive action plan has been decided upon. Even so, at this stage, funds have only been committed for a period of two years, with a degree of uncertainty after that time. 

SECTION A: 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

Whilst the report of the Senate Select committee on the Education of Gifted and talented Children stated that:

gifted children should have their gifts extended by their schools

there has been little evidence of support in the way of funding at Commonwealth and State levels for empowerment of teachers in their pedagogical skills, student and parent support.

ISSUES  IN RESPONSE TO THE RECOMMENDATIONS OF 1988:

1. There has been no national coordination of a policy for gifted and talented eduction of Australian students.

2. Pre-service training in gifted education remains an optional course of study.   Interested individuals return to post graduate studies, which are generally privately funded and completed in their own time frequently while full time teaching.

3. Professional development in the education of girls, Aboriginals and disadvantaged has been on an ad hoc basis.  Society in general still embraces a mis-conception that the gifted are those who experience an easy rite of passage.  It is still not appreciated that giftedness and talent is represented in all socio-economic levels; that 50% of children of high intellectual ability underachieve at school (Pirozzo in the 1988 Senate Inquiry:  5.14);  nor that Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence approach addresses some of the domains of giftedness previously neglected in marginalised populations including Aboriginals.

4. There has been little sustained funding made available in Queensland while acknowledging the programs of Zigzag, Cygnet and Unicorn.  GATEWay was funded by the State and that allocation for funds is now under review.  There is a lack of a coordinated long term planning for programs.  It is suggested that for successful implementation of school-based programs for gifted education have a suggested time line of 3-5 years.  There is a history of good ideas being abandoned before there is a chance for success to be evidenced.

5. If these exist, the writers are not aware of resources available for isolated gifted children.

6. The writers are aware that ‘Gerric’ directed by Miraca Gross from the University of New South Wales has services available for identification and extension but it is a case of ‘user pays’ to access such programs and services.  

7. No response

8. No response

9. There is no known access to vacation schools, seminars or workshops which are funded at a Commonwealth level for gifted and talented children.

SECTION 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:

1.  the means of identifying gifted and talented children

2.  whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably 

3.  investigation of the links between attainment and socio-economic distribution
Our school program operates according to the policy for the Education of Gifted Students in Queensland Schools as set out by Education Queensland.  A comprehensive program has been developed using the policy guidelines, which is underpinned by researchers such as: Renzulli, Clark, Frasier, Maker and Sternberg.  More recent research including the work of Gardner and Gagne is included.

Our program also utilises the research and work of Australian experts in the field (Eddie Braggett, Toni Noble, Helen McGrath, Stan Bailey, Michael Pohl, John Langhre and Miraca Gross).

ISSUES:

· Lack of funding for local gifted and talented initiatives

· Ad hoc approach to implementation of gifted programs in classrooms

· Need for a concerted professional development and training program to raise awareness and teacher skills

· Funding needs to be matched to the degree of other special needs programs

· Addressing the misconception of elitism

· Lack of regard for teachers professional standing to provide professional development and training under reasonable conditions

· Need for consistency in policy development across Australia to address the mobile population

· Equitable access of gifted and talented children to early school entry (financial and attitudinal obstacles) 

· Lack of funding for ongoing professional development

SECTION C: consideration of what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be in supporting the education of gifted and talented children.

ISSUES:

· National public awareness campaign addressing the myths associated with giftedness and talent;

· Training and professional development for teachers involving national conferences and local individualised training;

· Support for parents in the form of information sessions and counselling to foster a partnership between school and home and so encourage parental involvement; 

· That the special needs of gifted children be properly addressed to support the notion of the “clever country”;

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS:

· That professional development and training be based on the principles of EFFECTIVE LEARNING AND TEACHING to underpin training in the principles and strategies of gifted education;
· That professional development and training be financially supported at a coordinated National level.  Without professional development, current teaching practices will not change;

· That greater opportunities and career paths be accessible to teachers to properly address the special needs of gifted students;

· That a compulsory element of gifted and talented education be included in all pre-service education for teachers in Australia;

· That funding be made for an adequately resourced, full time position for teachers experienced/trained in gifted and talented education for the delivery of a quality service to all school populations;

· That a Nationally funded tertiary institution be established as a centre for research;

· That a National network be established to ensure access to current research, both within Australia and Internationally.
