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To the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee,
Re:
The education of gifted and talented children

Please accept my comments in regard to the current inquiry into gifted and talented education.  Please accept that although I am a teacher with the Education Department of Western Australia, these comments are made in my capacity as an Educator and not on behalf of the Department.

I have been involved in the development and implementation of a gifted and talented  program since 1994.  It has provided immense reward for me as an Educator.  I have enjoyed the challenge of introducing new learning technologies and the trialing of different learning methods.   I do believe that students who are gifted and talented are at risk if their needs are not catered for.  Specialised programs should be available for gifted and talented students and should not be determined by their socio-economic status or geographical location.  The idea of allowing all gifted and talented students access to these types of programs may be facilitated via online learning.  I would like to give the Committee some information on the program that I am currently involved in.

ATP Online (A secondary school program for gifted and talented students)

ATP Online (Academic Talent Program Online) is a program delivered by two metropolitan schools located in Perth, Western Australia to students in rural/isolated areas.  It provides an integrated program across two learning areas and caters specifically to students identified as gifted and talented.  It is an initiative by the Education Department of Western Australia.

Background
In 1994, the Education Department initiated a revamp on the existing academic extension programs in schools.  Schools were invited to submit a proposal/model of a program that was integrated, student centred and outcomes based.  The aim of the program was to cater specifically to the needs of gifted and talented students.  Schools were identified on the basis of these proposals.  Some schools were appointed as Humanities schools (offering an integrated English/Society and Environment program) and others Maths/Science schools.  One school was given the opportunity to introduce an Academic Talent Program in all four learning areas.

The proposals were put together by classroom teachers and school based administrators, based upon their own professional experience and used the draft student outcome statements and the idea of outcome based learning as their starting point.

The success of two schools in (Kelmscott SHS and Governor Stirling SHS) in their development and implementation of their respective programs led to the expansion of the program to provide for students in rural/isolated areas.  The idea was to give these students the opportunity to participate in a metropolitan program that specifically catered for students identified as being gifted and talented.

ATP Online 

The program formerly known as 'telematics' began in 1996.  Delivery was limited to a small number of schools.  

How is the program delivered?

Students are timetabled into groups of four (technical limitation means that generally no more than four locations can be grouped together). They have two contact sessions with their assigned teacher and other students and are given time in their own schools to work independently.  The contact sessions take the form of the traditional classroom incorporating a variety of activities including discussion, brainstorming, clarification, evaluation and role play.  Students interact via a computer (MAC), whereby once students are connected to the teacher's computer, the computer screen provides a 'whiteboard' where information can be viewed and accessed by participants (telematics).  Students also have an audio link, so interaction is maintained verbally and visually via the computer.

Students are also assigned non-contact times. During non-contact times, students access information via a online instructional program. ATP Online utilises WEBCT, an interactive instructional program that enables students to access course materials, keep in contact and interact with their teachers and other students enrolled in the program.

Today

The program caters for approximately 85 students across Western Australia and is delivered into 41 secondary schools.  Currently, the program utilises two electronic delivery methods.  The MAC based 'Electronic Classroom' and the internet based program 'WEBCT'.

Benefits of the program

There are a number of benefits of the program:

1. Group sizes are generally small, allowing more individualised instruction thus allowing teachers to more effectively gauge the progress and achievement of students.

2. The structure of the program is designed to enable teachers the flexibility to decide the best way to cater for the needs of the students.  

3. Small classes sizes have also allowed teachers to trial alternative learning methods. Student negotiated assessment and subject matter has been particularly effective.  Other ideas have including problem solving, the use of portfolios for evaluation and multiple intelligences.

4. Students who are considered gifted and talented often experience isolation from their peers (especially in small or isolated areas) The program allows students to work and communicate with other gifted and talented students.  

5. Students are exposed to alternative learning technologies, providing a range of knowledge and skills in the use of technology that are transferable into other areas.

6. Traditionally, students who are 'bright' and living in small or isolated areas are sent off to Perth.  This program allows students to access a program that caters to their needs and keeps them close to their families.

7. The program is delivered by classroom teachers.  Teachers of the program are utilising ideas and strategies trialed in the classroom and transferring them into another form.  

Issues

There are a number of issues that impact on the effectiveness of this program.

1. Student access to technology

Students in Western Australia may be restricted because their school does not provide/cannot provide adequate access to the learning technologies utilised by the program.  Also, the current state of phone lines (especially for internet access) in Western Australia has meant access can be unreliable and thus impacting unfavourably on the learning potential of our students.

2. Professional Development of Teachers

Although our teachers are highly motivated and dedicated, there has been little or no provision for the professional development of teachers.  This is due mainly to funding restraints and the inability to acquire teacher relief.  It seems that most groups in society recognise the need for students to access specialised programs but fail to see the need to provide adequate training for teachers.  Our teachers have expressed concerns about the idea that they are supposed to be delivering a program catering to the needs of gifted and talented students but are unsure whether they themselves have the knowledge and skills to do this.

3. Costs

A program of this nature does procure costs.  The main concern with funding is to do with the use of learning technologies to deliver the program.  We aim to utilise the internet to deliver the program more effectively.  This would mean our students will need access not only to a functional, reliable work station but also to access to the internet.  We are planning a phasing out of some of our existing technologies over the next 12 months.  This plan is completely dependent on the provision of adequate funds and other resources.

There is also pressure to maintain appropriate teacher/student ratios. This has meant that some students are not able to access the program due purely to numbers.  

4. Testing

Although the testing procedure has improved over time, there are still concerns that the students who are identified may not actually be gifted and talented.  It is possible that some students are indeed gifted but are not necessarily able to demonstrate this giftedness.  The challenge for our program is to best cater for the individual needs of all students identified through the testing procedure.  It is important to note also that some students do not respond well to this type of online program as it is still too isolating and students find it hard to work independently.

Future Directions

There needs to be a strong commitment by the Education sector in providing for gifted and talented students.  This can only be achieved by:

1. The provision of adequate funding

2. The provision of professional development for teachers so that they can adequately address the needs of gifted and talented students.  

3. If the future vision of education lies in the utilisation of learning technologies to facilitate the learning process, it is essential that pressure be applied to the communication industry to ensure a cost effective and reliable service.

I also believe programs like ATP Online provides direction not only in the trialing of new learning technologies but also in providing strong educational outcomes for students at educational risk, especially in regard to gifted and talented students.

Thank you for your time,

Lisa Bell
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