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A SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE INQUIRY INTO THE 

EDUCATION OF GIFTED AND TALENTED CHILDREN

Since the 1988 report of the Senate Select Committee on The Education of Gifted and Talented Children, a number of enrichment and acceleration programs has developed in primary and secondary schools across Australia.  In South Australia, the establishment of the Students with High Intellectual Potential  (SHIP) program within specially selected State schools has generated an expectation that State universities will provide further opportunities for gifted students to develop their skills and interests.  There is also encouragement from the private school sector where gifted students are looking for a challenge beyond their schools’ curricula.

In South Australia, Flinders University has led the way by providing programs of enrichment/extension for gifted students studying at secondary level.  However, as SHIP students have reached senior secondary school, the onus has been on all State universities to provide acceleration for academically gifted school students.  Both teachers and parents of gifted and talented children have appealed to the universities to provide programs that will allow these students to develop in areas in which they demonstrate special aptitude.

Given the Commonwealth Government’s role in tertiary education through its financing of universities and given the 1988 Select Committee’s recommendation that the Government fund the development of appropriate learning materials and learning opportunities for gifted students, it would appear there is sufficient rationale for the Commonwealth Government to fund universities to accommodate these students.  The Select Committee also advised that the Commonwealth Government provide gifted students with “more support at a national level, to overcome the disparities in the standard provision from locality to locality”1.  One could  argue that Commonwealth Government intervention, which was deemed a necessity to counteract the ad hoc nature of the provision of State education for gifted children, should now ensure that the same does not occur with the State universities.  Gifted students should be afforded the same opportunities to develop their skills irrespective of their “gender, racial, cultural or socioeconomic backgrounds, physical or sensory disability or geographic location”2.

With the current funding arrangements for universities, it cannot be assumed that all higher education institutions have adequate resources or the appropriate research base to meet the needs of gifted children.  Certainly some universities are better placed than others to adopt a mentoring role, but all need to be in a position to offer a progressive system of education if equity for gifted children is to be achieved.

There are a number of ways in which the Commonwealth Government could intervene to provide leadership and policy development roles in gifted education.

1.
There needs to be clarification concerning what percentage of the population is included in the Select Committee’s definition of “gifted”.

Are we talking about .01%, 1%,  10% or more of the Australian population?  Is provision to be made for the highly gifted or is it only for the exceptionally and profoundly gifted3?  The support required to educate gifted students will depend on the extent of their “giftedness” and whether  there are other factors (eg. physical or psychological disabilities) to be accommodated.  It is also an issue for universities that highly gifted school students may be up to ten years younger than those school-leaver tertiary students for whom the educational and social practices of universities are primarily designed.  Whether an appropriate age-range for access to university-level programs of extension or enrichment also needs consideration.

If the Government is truly committed to assisting gifted children towards reaching their potential, then it must address the social development as much as the intellectual development of these individuals.  It also needs to be very clear about its objectives.  In wanting gifted children to “be in a better position to contribute intellectually and artistically at an international level”4, does it anticipate that they will all study at university?  How will it know if and when a gifted child reaches his/her potential?

2.
It is important to set in place processes by which all gifted and talented children may be identified.

Accepting recommendations from teachers and school principals in itself may be problematic as their expectations/perceptions of students’ academic/intellectual potential may be influenced by both their own and their students’ socioeconomic status.  A qualitative study conducted by Adelaide University5 suggests that students attending schools in low socioeconomic suburbs experience little encouragement from their teachers to access higher education.  The majority of students appear to be channelled into employment from the age of 15 or they are advised to enrol at TAFE.

While the Select Committee accepted that “…it is not currently possible and probably never will be, to identify the gifted from the rest of the population with exact accuracy”6, there still needs to be strong agreement/consensus as to what measures do hold validity.  Perhaps a number of indicators need to be examined before a child can be regarded as “gifted”.  Once this has occurred, every child in every school must have access to the means of meeting these indicators so that identification is not solely left to the vigilant teacher or parent/guardian of a gifted child.

3.
We need to guarantee that all educators are aware of and proficient in identifying and nurturing gifted children.

Even though many universities now include gifted education subjects in their teacher training courses, much of the emphasis in this area is piecemeal and relegated to elective status.  Government funding needs to establish a strong pedagogical foundation in each university to ensure that gifted education is included as a core part of teacher training.  It is also important that the message teachers are receiving is consistent with current research based on the Australian experience of gifted children and the methodologies to deal with them.

4.
There must be a sound research base upon which all gifted education practitioners can draw.

In 1997, the University of New South Wales (UNSW) established the first research centre in  gifted education in the southern hemisphere, the Gifted Education Research, Resource and Information Centre (GERRIC).  Though the Centre has provided a leadership role both in the research and methodology of gifted education, it is funded through the normal operational grants that UNSW receives.  This is contrary to the spirit of Recommendations 6 and 7 of the Report whereby a national research centre was to be established with the interests of gifted education Australia-wide in mind.  Once a university has ownership of a body of knowledge, unless otherwise mandated and funded, all research becomes the intellectual property of that institution.  No matter how well-intentioned and well-serving the researcher, the interests of that institution must predominate and may of necessity impede the free circulation of knowledge and information.

PROFESSOR PENNY BOUMELHA

Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Education)
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