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Submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education Reference Committee

The Education of Gifted and Talented Children

Terms of Reference

(a) a review of 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:

(i) the means of identifying gifted and talented children,

(ii) whether access to gifted and talented programs is provided equitably, and

(iii) investigation of the links between attainment and socio-economic distribution; and

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

Disclaimer

This submission has been prepared by Dan Bolton as a member of the secretariat of the Queensland Catholic Education Commission. It draws on my own personal experience in education and refers specifically to my own views and opinions. The submission does not have the endorsement of the Queensland Catholic Education Commission, my employer, and does not express their view.

Defining and measuring giftedness

Historically the gifted and talented in our schools have been largly ignored or treated with neglect because it was assumed that these students would achieve at high levels simply because they have higher abilities. In the past twenty years more attention has been focussed on the individual achievements of all students in the population, including the gifted and talented. In terms of individual learning and personal growth, we have come to believe that each student has the right to expect that their academic achievements will be fully developed.

Gifted students are generally defined as those who have the capacity to achieve at extremely high levels across a range of study areas or curriculum areas.

Talented students are generally defined as those students who have the capacity to achieve at an extremely high level in a single study area or area of the curriculum.

While there has been a number of single measures used or proposed for use in the identification of gifted and talented students, in more recent times a number of indicating factors are used.

Parent referral is generally considered to be the single most reliable identifier. Because talented young people do not want to appear to be different, they may often hide their ability to gain self esteem and peer group acceptance. Parents see their children in the most natural state. They can observe the intensity of the interests and motivators that occupy their own children. This insight is invaluable though it runs the risk of accusations of subjectivity of judgement on the parents’ part.

Teacher referral is a less reliable identifier though open-minded teachers will often pick up clues that even parents miss. Many analysts of identification of gifted and talented students are critical of the self-fulfilling prophecy interaction that may cloud teacher judgement. Teacher overestimation appears to be the main inhibitor of teacher identification judgements.

A range of standardised tests appears to be a common checking technique once other identifiers have been employed. One that is used extensively in Catholic education is the Raven’s Matrices test. Others used are the Learning Preference Scales, the Frasier-Talent Assessment Profile, the Richmond Test of Basic Skills and the Collis-Romberg Mathematical Problem-solving Profiles.

While we generally consider that the gifted child has exceptional abilities in a number of cognitive area and the talented child has exceptional capacity in a single cognitive area, there is increasing evidence (Gardner, 1983) that has expanded the concept of human potential within a framework of several cognitive capacities. We are now more disposed to think of giftedness in terms of multiple intelligence.

Problems associated with giftedness

Many believe that giftedness is only associated with the prodigy or the genius. These form only a small proportion of the range of gifted in our schools. This difficulty often encourages the gifted to be slotted into the ‘strange’ or unusual category of student. By itself, giftedness often makes a child more observing and sensitive. Combined with covert suspicion from peers and teachers, the gifted child may suffer from self-esteem difficulties. This may cause the gifted child to avoid overt attention and hide their giftedness. Those gifted children who succeed at school may be only a small percentage of gifted students. Many are hidden by a reluctance to self expose.

Another common belief is that the gifted only come from the higher socio-economic status families. There are gifted children in all socio-economic and cultural groups. Schools play an important role in nurturing the gifts of all students across a range of socio-economic status families. 

Gifted students are part of a group which is only properly cared for when the curriculum is inclusive of their needs and supportive of their learning uniqueness. Schools first need to recognise, accept and understand the gifted student then provides access to curriculum, expertise, specialist facilities, enrichment, extension and focussed development.

Provision for gifted children

Generally provision for gifted children has been spasmodic, scattered and non-systemic. Rarely has there been a continuous and sustained effort at systematic identification and provision for gifted children. Many brilliant programs have been initiated and been sustained in the short term, only to die a lingering death due to transient personnel. It appears that enthusiastic initiatives cannot be sustained because the enthusiasm is a characteristic of a single person or a small group of people who move on to other duties.

Another difficulty with provision for the gifted is a lack of Commonwealth funding. The submission-based funding initiative from the Commonwealth in the early nineties allowed for seed activities to be initiated, but these seed activities could not be sustained when the funding ceased. With the number of groups that need special provision in schools, many of the groups supported through funding, schools resume the attitude that the gifted will achieve simply because of their giftedness.

Despite these difficulties, many isolated initiatives continue to thrive and fluorish. Currently in the Queensland Rockhampton diocese two one day workshops for students – junior secondary or middle schooling with emphasis on the planning. The workshops will cater for approximately 20 students each day. Partnerships with the Central Queesnland University is also being sought. Previously the Brisbane archdiocese maintained a sustained enrichment program for gifted and talented children that was eventually forced to lapse due to funding shortages.

Implications for education policy and administration 

One suggestion that frequently arises when regarding provision for gifted children is the notion of special funding. The argument put forward is that gifted children are as educationally disadvantaged as those from a background characterised by poverty or students with impairments. The difficulty with sustainable programs for gifted provision would be alleviated with a positive expectation of recurrent funding provision to support these programs.

One suggestion is that provision should be made through the Strategic Assistance for Improving Student Outcomes program from DETYA. The specific purpose of this program is to ensure that educationally disadvantaged students reach their educational potential. The program provides annual funding to allow systems to initiate specific programs catering to the specific needs of students from disadvantaged target groups. But provision under this program would need to have any funding to support provision for gifted children tagged and quarantined. The needs of the larger educationally disadvantaged group are so great that additional funding would be absorbed in meeting their needs unless its purpose was specified for gifted provision.

In terms of policy, for disadvantaged groups to achieve equitably, it is frequently necessary to discriminate favourably in their educational provision. Social justice affirms striving to achieve one’s full potential. Policy should support the vital role that schools play in nurturing the gifts of all students. Both school systemic policy and national policy should be committed to acknowledging the schools’ job of executing this fundamental role in the development of the achievement of gifted students.

For systems and schools it is suggested that policy directions affirm the notion that programs for gifted students be holistic rather than patchwork. Part-time withdrawal may be occasionally interesting and challenging but in itself, is not suitable for a student who is academically able. Programs within schools cannot be exclusively dependent on one or a small group who are enthusiastic. Pre-service provision in the education of teachers in the education of gifted children must be mandatory. For teachers already in service, professional development activities which explore identification and provision for giftedness should be systemically mounted. All teachers should be not only aware of giftedness but firmly grounded in strategies to maintain student engagement in the curriculum at the appropriate level.

These activities might include but not exclusively include:

Special classes for gifted students (full time rather than withdrawal);

Independent study for gifted students;

Contracting and negotiated curriculum;

Acceleration;

Mentoring;

Enrichment camps and classes;

Community immersion;

Peer tutoring;

and

Cross-school clustering.
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