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Introduction

This response to the Inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children is made on behalf of the schools and systems operated by the Lutheran Church of Australia.

It has three sections:

1. Lutheran schools and the education of gifted and talented students.

2. Responses to issues of definitions of giftedness; problems associated with giftedness; current provisions and implications for policy and administration.

3. Recommendations.

1. Lutheran schools and the education of gifted and talented students

1.1 The Lutheran Church of Australia (LCA) operates 81 primary and secondary schools and 28 Early Childhood Centres, the large majority of which provide programs specifically designed for gifted and talented learners. A small number have developed the status of leading edge Gifted and Talented schools encouraging other educators in Lutheran and non-Lutheran schools.

1.2 The seriousness of LCA commitment to this particular provision is evidenced in its support of students and teachers through activities such as the organisation of a major conference ‘Acknowledging the Needs of Gifted Children’ (August 1997) for teachers in both government and non-government schools, its promotion of activities especially suited to gifted and talented students, such as Future Problem Solving and the Tournament of Minds, its encouragement of teachers to undertake post-graduate training in gifted education,  and its monitoring of practice through surveys such as that conducted in 1999 – Special Needs Programs in Lutheran schools. 

1.3 Lutheran education uses a number of theological perspectives to guide and shape school culture as well as curriculum construction and delivery. Its Gifted and Talented programs are situated in a perspective that acknowledges the broad range of talents – seen as gifts of God – in the human character.  In this way its schools have a dual responsibility: to search actively for the unique gifts of each individual student, and to encourage gifts and talents to be used in the service of others.

1.4 Resourcing  Gifted and Talented programs in Lutheran schools reflects problems evident in the general school scene. In the 1999 survey of Special Needs Programs in Lutheran Schools under resourcing of gifted education vis-a-vis other special needs was clearly identified as a limitation in their provision: ‘provision for gifted education was more ad hoc and less generously funded than for remedial education programs.’ 

2.
Responses to issues of definitions of giftedness; problems associated with giftedness; current provisions and implications for policy and administration

2.1       Definition

· Traditional concepts of ‘gifted education’ or ‘the gifted student’ operated on the assumption that ‘giftedness’ was a single dimension of easily identifiable qualities, closely allied to if not synonymous with a logical/analytical intelligence, most often measured by IQ tests.

· Societal reservations about the concept of ‘giftedness’ have led to a lack of willingness to engage in the complex task of defining giftedness. It is sometimes felt that social justice may be better served by a refusal to acknowledge – and a preference to avoid defining – our understanding of giftedness in our schools.

· Theory and research in recent decades have led to a new series of conceptual frameworks:

· Giftedness is multi-faceted, and reflects Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences

· Giftedness is not an on/off phenomenon, but rather a continuum of abilities, so that students may range from moderately gifted to exceptionally gifted, depending on identified level of operating in the relevant field of activity.

· Giftedness is not a ‘blanket’ phenomenon, so may be found in some aspects of a single student’s activities, but not necessarily others, eg, gifted foreign language students may not be gifted mathematicians.

· Giftedness and talent are two discrete concepts, the first reflecting potential, the second achievement within a given field.  Francoys Gagne has provided one of the most influential models of giftedness and talent, with ‘giftedness as the ability to perform at a level significantly beyond what might be expected from one’s age peers, in any domain of human ability.’  By contrast, Gagne defines talent as  ‘achievement at a level significantly beyond what might be expected from one’s age peers.’ Thus giftedness focuses on potential, talent on performance.

· Earlier definitions that failed to include aspects such as creativity, emotional intelligence and leadership skills have been superseded, and gifted education programs need to acknowledge  this in their identification and program planning procedures.

2.2
Problems

The underlying problem faced by both policy makers and gifted students in Australia results from the espousal of perceived egalitarian ideals and a cultural mindset of profound unease with ‘further privileges for the already privileged.’  The perception that gifted students already have a head start on their peers, and that they – in a world of limited resources – are least in need of specific assistance, has led to a situation summed up by Professor Brian Start, of the University of Melbourne:  ‘Gifted children are the most disadvantaged grouping in our schools today.’ 

Specific problems are many and varied:

· Lack of financial support for programs of gifted education, because they are perceived as elitist

· Unwillingness of some senior administrators in education departments and in schools to facilitate special provisions for gifted students

· Lack of well-trained teachers, given the limited attention to gifted education in pre-training teacher education programs

· Lack of clearly defined policy on the acceleration of gifted students who are working well in advance of their chronological age

· Inadequate research on identification measures, and limited measures used in schools to identify gifted students

· Insufficient opportunities for students to work on programs designed to meet their needs at an appropriate level to their abilities, leading to boredom, lack of challenge, under-achievement

· Classroom problems for busy teachers, sometimes threatened by the presence of gifted students, and unable to meet the specific needs of individuals well above the normal classroom ability range, too often leading to the setting of additional ‘busy work’ to occupy these students.

· For gifted students, the feeling of difference from their peers, and a sense of being stigmatised and ostracised. Fear of unpopularity leads often to masking and deliberate under-achievement, rather than face the loneliness that gifted students frequently experience.

· A loss of talent at the national level is an inevitable outcome, if gifted students – for any or all of the reasons suggested – fail to achieve their potential.

2.3
Current Provision

Inadequacies in current provision have been suggested in 2.2 (Problems), but some specific aspects may be highlighted.

· Lack of parity between the provisions for, and public attitudes to, Gifted and Talented Education programs and Special Needs Programs has created great inequities in the treatment of the two groups of students.  In cases where gifted education is subsumed within Special Needs Programs, it is usually the Cinderella sister, and rarely given sufficient provision or attention.

· There is some provision for research and coordination of gifted education on a national level through the work of the Gifted Education Research, Resource and Information Centre, at the University of New South Wales, but this needs considerable expansion and additional resourcing. 

· Teacher education courses do not give sufficient time to the needs and education of gifted students as a mandatory part of pre-service courses for all teachers.

· Teachers in schools at all levels are not provided with the necessary time allocations or budget resources to establish and maintain adequate gifted education programs.

· While there are now a number of institutions that provide good post-graduate courses for teachers interested in gifted education, there is a lack of sufficient support (financial and in terms of time provision) for teachers to undertake these courses, and to attend conferences, workshops, guest lectures by international experts, and so on.

· There is insufficient recognition of the special difficulties of gifted students in rural schools, where lack of numbers may make provision and contact with peers difficult, given problems of distance, travel costs, lack of community facilities such as libraries, museums, galleries, theatres.

· Current provisions do not supply the necessary benchmarks to inform decisions about coordination within and among schools or the kinds of local school policies that are needed.

2.4
Implications for Policy and Administration

These implications may be considered at a number of levels

· government

· school administration

· classroom teaching

2.4.1 Government level:

(a) Policy   

Clear and comprehensive national and state policy documents are needed to act as guidelines for the development of comprehensive gifted education provisions throughout the nation.  It is vital that Australian society recognises the value of these programs and their importance to our national well-being, as well as the equity issues that affect gifted children.

(b) Funding

Any expansion of programs, teacher education, research provision will require a considerable willingness on the part of Commonwealth and state governments to make this investment in Australia’s future.

(c) A national centre to advise on policy, coordinate research, provide resources on a nation-wide basis, promote international liaison, encourage visits by overseas experts and the dissemination of their expertise throughout the country, is needed. The basis for this centre already exists in the Gifted Education Research, Resource and Information Centre, at the University of New South Wales, which could be developed and resourced sufficiently to undertake this work even more effectively than at present.

(d) Urgent research is required on identification instruments, so that schools are working confidently with an identified group of students and with the flexibility to extend provisions as needed.

(e) Programs of teacher education should address more fully the issues involved in gifted education, and purpose-designed courses of training should be mandatory for all pre-service teachers, not just as elective units, or subsumed within other Special Needs courses.  Post-graduate specialist courses should be extended and more teachers encouraged to participate in these.

2.4.2
School level

(a) An atmosphere of encouragement for gifted education should be developed in and by school administrators, so that teachers feel confident of official support for the policy.

(b) Schools should become involved in the issues within gifted education, and establish specific policies to work with students according to their needs, whether these be for accelerated progress, withdrawal classes, or classroom enrichment programs.

(c) On a specific level, time should be made available for specialist staff to work in a variety of purposeful ways with gifted students according to need  e.g. in withdrawal classes, through accelerated progress and/or compacted curricula, by a mentor program, in co-curricular programs, and by full staff in-service in methods of extending gifted students in standard classes.

(d) School administrators should encourage interested staff to undertake post-graduate specialist training in gifted education, and give tangible support with fees, time release, etc.

(e) A specific budget for gifted and talented education is needed in each school, to provide resources to cater for specific requirements.

(f) Schools should establish appropriate strategies for the identification of gifted students, and work closely with teachers, parents and counsellors to provide optimal programs for identified students.

(g) An atmosphere of valuing and support for the gifted would help to reduce the dangers of ostracism and isolation referred to earlier in this submission.

(h) Appropriate extra-curricular activities and provisions should be made for gifted students, both on the school campus and by involving community resources.

2.4.2 Classroom level:

(a) Teachers and other students need to develop a positive attitude of affirmation towards gifted students, and a growing sensitivity to the problems they face.

(b) More awareness of the possibilities of extension  programs within the standard classroom should be developed.

(c) Teachers will need to be flexible and accepting of withdrawal programs for the gifted, where these are used, despite the disruption to class routines. Acceleration programs also require a special sensitivity on the part of teachers concerned.

3.
 Recommendations

3.1  
That the Department of Employment, Training and Youth Affairs, possibly through MCETYA, develops a comprehensive national and state policy to establish a framework for gifted education provision throughout the nation.

3.2 That the policy referred to above be situated in a rationale that recognises the principles of equity for gifted students and the link between gifted education and the national good.

3.3 That a national centre working possibly in collaboration with the Gifted Education Research, Resource and Information Centre, at the University of New South Wales, be established to advise on policy and research priorities, promote international liaison and support states in resourcing of gifted education.

3.4 That the current Commonwealth Targetted Programs/Strategic Outcomes structure and resourcing be expanded to include Gifted and Talented Education, giving it parity with Special Needs.

3.5 That guidelines for the administration of Targeted Programs/Strategic Outcomes: Gifted and Talented component have detailed reference to professional development for teachers in gifted education including participation in post-graduate courses, focus workshops and conferences.

3.6 That pre-service teacher education programs have a mandatory Gifted and Talented unit with a focus on identification, problems of giftedness, programs and program delivery.
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