Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee.

Inquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children.

Submission by the Australian Secondary Principals Association Inc.

The Australian Secondary Principals Association Inc (ASPA) is the national professional association which represents principals, assistant principals and deputy principals of about 1800 government secondary schools in every state and territory across the nation.

The Australian Secondary Principals Association (ASPA) is pleased to provide this submission to the Committee specific to the terms of the Inquiry.  The Executive of our association is aware of the present inquiry but has had limited opportunity to fully consider the issues and the terms of reference. 

The lack of time to prepare a longer and more detailed submission has also resulted in the inability of the association to consult more widely with its members about this topic.   However we have attempted to capture the essential matters relating to the terms of reference and are confident that we have done so.  We acknowledge that there will be more detailed submissions from individuals and organizations around the country on this topic.  This submission is a considered albeit brief view of key leaders of public secondary schools.

The brevity of the response should also not be taken by the Senate Committee as an indication of the sense of importance we place upon the matter of the education of our gifted children.  For many years this was an area of very little interest or information in public education and ASPA applauds the original raising of the matter and now the Committee for the interest and initiative in exploring this complex and important topic a decade later.

As with previous submissions, ASPA members welcome a chance to appear personally before the committee should such an opportunity arise.   It is in personal appearances that clarifying questions, anecdotes and examples can be used to reinforce the points made in a written submission.

Responses against the terms of reference.

A review of the 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.

ASPA Response.

It is the view of ASPA that there has been encouraging progress in some areas over the last 12 years in the broad area of gifted education in our public schools. 

Gifted children and the need to cater specifically for their needs is now a legitimate topic of conversation in most secondary schools.  These conversations vary widely across the country and in which schools is often a function of the geography of the school or in recognition of an expressed need by a parent on behalf of their child.   Parents, seeking support for their gifted child have often provided the stimulus for school and system response.

The conversations in many schools are however, often limited to the very difficult questions of: 

1. How best to identify these students. 

2. How many of them are in the school. 

3. Does the school cluster and group these gifted students separately and provide a special program or do they ensure that they are mixed amongst the whole student cohort and provide role models and success exemplars to other mixed ability classes. 

These are profound questions and often at the base of many school level discussions about policy application, school management practices and curriculum delivery.  In ASPA’s view there are still residual views held by some teachers and school leaders about the elitism of identifying and catering separately for gifted students.  The question of advantaging already (so called) advantaged students still arises.  

A school’s ideology and actions to support gifted students will invariably show in its organizational structures.  Some still have a distance to travel.  In an increasing number of schools however, gifted education is mainstreamed to the point that they have developed their own policies and practices which recognize these children and they attempt to provide specific curriculum or delivery in order to constantly challenge their learning.  Gifted children are regarded as those who have special learning needs and the principles of social justice and equity demands that schools recognize and address their learning needs.

All state and territory education departments acknowledge the learning needs of gifted children. Separate policy statements have been prepared and most public schools have accepted these policy directions and attempted to expand them to meet the particular context of their schools.  It is ASPA’s understanding that there is wide variety in the levels of system support for gifted education across Australia.  Irregular and non-recurrent funding models have not helped the smooth acceptance of policy platforms.

It is ASPA’s understanding that while these policy statements have been accepted by most schools the wide variety of responses to them at the local level reflects the above point about funding levels.  Different state system responses have seen the expansion or the introduction of specialized schools who cater for gifted children.  These are known as selective high schools or schools that run system-endorsed and supported programs for gifted students who are selected for school entry, often by a range of objective performance and subjective suitability criteria.

The programs run by these schools have been developed and refined over the last 5-8 years with a lot of sharing of good practice across state and territory boundaries.

There are extensive networks of teachers at local and system levels who exchange views and practices about gifted education.

The tertiary sector also has developed several excellent research departments with graduate and post-graduate programs available.  Flinders University in SA and the University of NSW are two that are known.

Increasingly, gifted education has been the focus of conferences and seminars at the local, state and national level, international conferences about gifted education are held annually around the world. 

There are strong parent and support groups established and associations of gifted educators and parents provide a strong local and state input into recognizing and catering for the needs of gifted children.  It has been noted that parent support has been a major factor in driving this agenda.  State/territory systems have responded to constant and effective educational lobby groups to develop the policies and practices noted above.   

ASPA notes also that some schools have used a focus on gifted education to provide an effective marketing tool to attract enrolments.  This has been an observed feature in a landscape of public and private schools increasingly concerned about their enrolments and their public profile.  For a school to claim that they cater specifically for the needs of gifted children is a powerful marketing tool to parents and caregivers who have the educational interests of children held deeply and who recognize the learning potential of their gifted child.   ASPA cannot provide an informed opinion as to the effectiveness of these programs from school to school or the validity of the marketing claims but strongly suspects there are considerable variations between institutions and between claim and practice.

Consideration of whether current policies and programs for gifted and talented children are suitable and sufficient to meet the 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, and 

(3) Investigation of the links between attainment and socio-economic distribution

ASPA Response:

Identification of gifted children

ASPA notes that a large amount of energy and research has gone into the question of identification of gifted children.  The issue has been debated intensely in those schools who are charged by their respective systems with the responsibility of providing an educational program for selected students.  Selection criteria and protocols with the inevitable delineation required for limited places in schools who provide system endorsed programs has been a vexed matter over the years.  The use of external testing and evaluation agencies such as the ACER is increasingly common.  Specialized schools and education systems have developed reasonably effective means of selection and identification over the years with increasing reference to research findings, a battery of wide ranging objective testing techniques and interviews.

A not unsurprising but disturbing consequence of testing procedures for competitive entry into specialized schools for gifted students has been the emergence of a thriving associated industry of private coaching organizations for entrance testing.  This underlines the extent to which some parents will go to ensure their children have the opportunity to have their giftedness catered for effectively.  There may be other reasons such as maximizing overall educational opportunities.

It is ASPA’s view that as well as the need to select students for entry to specialized school or programs, the identification of levels of giftedness of students in any school results in a major commitment of effort and time and a deep understanding of the nature and needs of the gifted child.  For a school to seek unrecognized giftedness as a possible cause of student behaviour or learning reluctance from individuals is a major step forward.  It assumes teacher professional development in this particular area and of very high quality. Schools therefore desperately need access to economical, simple, effective and reliable information and testing techniques and methods in order to address this matter.  Agencies such as the ACER are often expensive and their materials have commercial restrictions on them.  

Many formal identification and testing techniques rely heavily on activities which require literacy skills and other cognitive based activities in print form. It should be noted that such techniques are often culturally and socially exclusive and can overlook a number of students. (see below: socio economic distribution)  The recognition of other indicators of potential giftedness relies heavily on informed and sensitive teachers and supportive parents.

Once identified, the educational options and processes that are recommended to support the learning of gifted students are highly congruent with good teaching and learning. Educational practices of curriculum differentiation, extension, acceleration and the like are effective learning strategies for all students.  

Identification becomes a major school issue when some students are excluded from school specialised curriculum offerings as a result of testing/identification.  This is an issue for selective schools and competition for limited places.  However, if a school already has well established curriculum differentiation in all their mainstream classes, students who miss selection for special places may not be too seriously disadvantaged.  Put simply, all students, no matter what their level of giftedness is, if at all, are distinctly advantaged in a school or a class where the teacher already provides a modern and challenging curriculum which is differentiated in delivery style and methodology.  ASPA regards this part of the debate to be more about school organizational structures and a quality curriculum delivery, than about identification of gifted children per se.

Equitable Access to Gifted education programs

ASPA notes with some concern that there is a large disparity in access to programs to support gifted children across the nation.  Unfortunately, these issues are related not to giftedness or special programs but to the physical location and hence the culture and context of the school.  There is strong anecdotal evidence which would be easily verified by research, that schools in lower socio-economic areas do not generally have programs that cater specifically for gifted children.  For these schools, it is more about resourcing issues, poverty, rural and regional schools, and school organizational structures than it is about gifted education.  Analysis of the cultural and social backgrounds of students in specialized classes for the gifted show a distinct skew in favour of some cultural or social groups and the complete absence of others.  ASPA notes this as a major concern.

Catering for special learning needs of any students is resource demanding. Catering for gifted students is also resource demanding in tangible resources and in the all important human resource.  Schools in areas of educational disadvantage (and there are many in our country despite the rhetoric) are invariably in areas of low or no employment, transience, social difficulties or cultural isolation.  It is rare that you find programs aimed at the education and support of gifted children in these schools.  One important reason is that the parent community in low SES environments is less empowered and less confident in asserting the learning needs of their children.  

Access to gifted education programs is not equitable, (nor for that matter is access to high level computing systems or elite sporting options).  Even the simple consideration of the importance of identification and support for gifted students is a matter which is well down the list of priorities in disadvantaged schools.  Poverty, and all the social complexities that surround it is the dominating issue in such schools.

ASPA believes there is much to be done by all levels of educational authority in this country to focus on these issues and provide guidance and support for gifted students who are in every school but whose presence and needs are rarely recognised and even more rarely catered for effectively.  This could well be more about supporting the school as well as the students; one often must precede the other.

Links between attainment and socio-economic distribution.

The quality and verifiable research on the distribution of children who are truly gifted is unequivocal.  Giftedness knows no boundaries of socio-economic status, culture or gender.  Whatever validated measure of giftedness is accepted and applied, (assuming there are no cultural or literacy barriers to performance as described above), there is an even distribution of ability from the highest to the lowest.  While not the only measure, IQ is a useful instrument to make the point. The vast majority of children (90%) lie within two standard deviation points each side of the mean of intelligence.  At one end of the distribution there is a very small number of truly gifted children.  Simple statistics will indicate how many are likely to be present in a school population.  5% of students have an identifiable degree of giftedness or talent, 1 in 200 is truly academically gifted whereas the profoundly gifted child is likely to be 1 in 10,000.  Extrapolation to school populations at each year level can complete the picture.  The harsh reality is that some of our most gifted students remain unrecognized in sometimes less than ordinary classrooms

ASPA respectfully cautions the Senate Committee against thinking simply in terms of normal school attainment in relation to gifted students.  Levels of attainment and success are often measured against criteria which reflect the prevailing culture and norms of the school or social context of the time.  True giftedness may express itself in learning and outcomes that do not fit these norms and may in fact challenge many of them.  Stereotyping of gifted students as studious and compliant has been proven to be quite unfounded, gifted students may have very limited social or organization skills, some can behave outrageously.  This point should be related to the section about the difficulties associated with the identification of gifted children

Assessment of the quantity and quality of the learning and of the learning outcomes of gifted students may require a different paradigm.  This presents challenges for schools in relation to student placement, grade allocation, curriculum offerings, class groupings and the like.  There are many organisational challenges to be overcome for schools to deal effectively with identified groups of students for any purpose. The temptation for schools and organizations in the case of students of high intellectual potential is to think that they will be able to succeed despite the fact there are not special programs for them.  Another view, often expressed, is why should a school add to the advantage these students already have by their giftedness?  The elitist issue raises its head again, unfortunately it can be a prevailing view in some schools.

Consideration of what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be in supporting the education of gifted and talented children

ASPA  Response

There are a number of areas that ASPA considers the Commonwealth government can play a significant role.  These are itemized (but not expanded significantly) below.  ASPA would be pleased to expand on these at an appropriate forum in the future.

1. Setting a national perspective.

It is ASPA’s view that the Commonwealth can provide real leadership in the area of gifted education.  We have observed the political agenda in operation in the national debate about VET and literacy and numeracy and recognize the example and stimulus for local activity that Commonwealth funding and priorities can have at the local level.  We believe the same can be achieved in the area of gifted education.  We would argue strongly against a deficit model as the reason for Commonwealth activity and interest in gifted students.  The national literacy debate was flawed in this regard, raising serious community concern whilst singularly failing to recognize Australia’s clear leadership in literacy levels across the English speaking world. Australian education systems need positive encouragement and clear directions to move more quickly and effectively to advance the status of gifted education.

2. Benchmarking of policy and application

ASPA suggests one way of setting a national perspective (from 1 above) would be the example of a gifted education policy benchmark and the publication of best practice across the nation.  Sponsoring a national conference in order to achieve this may even be considered.  The issues of gifted education certainly transcend state boundaries. ASPA would be delighted to assist with the organisation of such a conference.

3.  Testing and ID mechanisms

Schools need simple and effective measures to determine the levels of giftedness in their cohorts or for individual students. This is not about blanket testing or gross screening mechanisms to isolate those who are gifted, it is about a series of reliable and economically accessible testing instruments to confirm, diagnose and detect.  Once again, best practice exemplars would be useful, more so however would be access to ACER quality tests which are sensitive to the issues of culture, poverty and other potential disadvantage and can screen these aspects from the results.  Consistent evidence is emerging that professionally trained teachers or those who have considerable experience working with gifted children can, with great accuracy, identify the characteristics of a gifted child in an ordinary classroom.  We should use this skill more.

4. Support and promote research findings

Increasingly educators in schools are more receptive to research findings which are grounded in their every day practices and are seen as relevant to their work.  The quality outcomes and accountability agendas place emphasis on application of data to school policy and practice.

Regular publication and dissemination of research findings and appropriate school responses would be a valued activity from the schooling sector.  The constant exposure of research material on the education of the gifted would be widely supported by schools and parents alike.

5. Raise awareness in teacher training/ tertiary study

While there may well be jurisdictional issues to overcome, it is ASPA’s understanding that apart from a few teacher training institutions, the concepts and theory about gifted education are rarely discussed or if they are, it is one lecture/essay or tutorial at best.  The negative issues associated with discussion about gifted students in a school environment (elitism for example) would be much less of a problem if teachers were informed fully and trained well in the implications of teaching the gifted child. Gifted education components should be integrated into education courses across the country.

6. Professional Development 

For the very reasons above, there needs to be a wider emphasis on professional development for teachers on matters associated with the education of gifted children.  While this is essentially a state/territory issue, the Commonwealth could provide framework models, exemplars, funding stimulus and the like to ensure this aspect is clearly on the agendas of local systems.  

Teachers who take special classes of gifted children need special support and training to cater for the enormous demands that a class of gifted students can place on the teacher and to an extent, the school.  In every jurisdiction the need to continually support the professional development of teachers emerges as a major issue.

7. Additional programs and competitions

The Committee will be aware of course of the range of national tests and competitions which is held for school children across the country.  For gifted children, these tests and competitions provide and opportunity to engage with learning and educational challenges at a very high order. Nearly every school with a gifted education program would have the entry to a range of tests and competitions as an essential part of the curriculum for these children.  So do more.

Instead of Westpac or the University of NSW (or even McDonalds) sponsoring these types of activities, the Commonwealth could raise its educational profile by running its own.  These would be complementary to but independent of the existing range of tests and competitions held across the country.  If the Commonwealth were to do such a thing it would place it in a very strong moral position to seek support from the states for the matters referred to above.

The “Australian Commonwealth’s Competition and Participation Program for our nation’s Gifted Children” does have a nice ring to it.

A useful analogy with the Australian Institute of Sport can be drawn here.  Through a range of selection and testing programs, potential elite athletes can be identified, supported and trained to their performing peak.  Consideration may be given to the model extending to a “Talent Search” for our gifted children. The University of NSW does this in a limited form already.  Just what waste of intellectual talent in our country can only be guessed at, this process would also support those children who may never be identified due to social or cultural disadvantage.

8. Supporting parent networks and associations

ASPA made the point earlier that parents of gifted children have been a powerful and effective lobby over the years.  All parents want the best for their children; parents of gifted children often have these needs very well defined and the processes for asserting them well developed.  This is natural and a positive thing, it places appropriate pressure on education systems to respond to the needs expressed.  The commitment these parents can make to support the education of their children is very impressive.  Active parent support groups are in most states and territories and they surround each school community that has a special program for the gifted.  The Commonwealth should consider ways of both supporting the infrastructure of these parent groups but seeking also their ideas as to how the educational program can be further developed and supported by them, in the schools which their children attend. 

Terry Woolley

National President 

Australian Secondary Principals Association Inc

22 March, 2001
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