Senate Inquiry

Education of Gifted and Talented Students

Catholic Education Office

The Catholic Education Office includes in its mandate the provision of inclusive equal educational opportunity for all students, the recognition of the needs of gifted students and the provision of appropriate pedagogy for these students of high intellectual potential.

The 1983 document “Educational Provision for Children with Special Needs: The Education of Gifted and Talented Children in Catholic Schools” auspisced by the Catholic Education Commission of Victoria remains to this time a seminal document underpinning the policy and practice of this Office.

Included in the principles underpinning the statement is an acknowledgment that in terms of equity and justice, Catholic schools seek to provide for both the common and generic needs of all students alongside the individual needs of specific children.

Current Provision

Professional Development

The Catholic Education Office offers training in Bright Futures for Primary and Secondary teachers This training is offered on an individual basis or at school level to whole school communities. Bright Futures is an entry level Program designed to provide a basis for on going development of gifted education practice and policy within individual schools. Bright Futures training is based on the premise of a whole school approach so that planning processes and strategies for gifted are within the overall plan of the school. 

University links

Increasing numbers of teaching personnel from Catholic primary and secondary schools undertake further gifted studies in Monash University Gifted Education Certificate Course and off campus study through both Charles Sturt University and University of NSW.

Discovery Program

Discovery is an after school hours mathematical and scientific thinking skills program designed for students in disadvantaged areas.  It is developed and implemented by DEET (Department of Education, Employment and Training Victoria) and is a cross-sectoral program through which students and teachers from the three school sectors engage in shared experiences and input. 

Discovery is conducted for students in years 7, 8 and 9 and requires a three-year commitment. Such a commitment impresses on students the requirement for sustained effort in order to achieve outcomes.

Discovery requires significant resources in terms of teacher planning time and session times after school hours. In disadvantaged areas families are increasingly unable to fund the program or in some cases even make a contribution towards equipment, resources and excursions.

If education is the key to upward mobility and the development of thinking, discerning citizens, gifted students require not only recognition of their potential, but also a milieu in which endeavour is supported and provision made for individual difference.

Such students require encouragement, acknowledgment of their talents and a school culture that promotes, sustains and develops excellence.

Extra Curricula programs

Catholic primary and secondary schools are well represented in such gifted programs as Tournament of Minds, Future Problem Solving and interactive programs such as Horizons conducted by DEET.

Cross sectoral linkage

Linkage with DEET continues to give access to a unique cross-sectoral colleageality of professional development opportunity.  While Discovery is one tangible aspect of cross sectoral cooperation, the collaboration between the three school sectors in gifted education in Victoria, Catholic, Government and Independent is manifested in significant ways and an outstanding example of how such interaction can benefit all gifted students irrespective of where they attend school.

One such initiative is the organisation by DEET of the International Gifted Conference, which is jointly run by the three school sectors in conjunction with the Victorian Association for Gifted and Talented Children. The biennial Conference has run successfully and attracted international national and local participation and continues to raise pertinent challenges, current research data and sound pedagogical examples of best practice in the field of gifted education.

The Catholic Education Office in the Archdiocese of Melbourne is host to the Library Collection of the Victorian Association of Gifted and Talented Children (VAGTC).

The VAGTC Library is housed at James Goold House in East Melbourne which is a central venue for members and is regularly accessed by parents and teachers and students and is indicative of commitment to the education of gifted students across the school sectors.

Gifted Networks conducted by DEET are open to all participants from across the sectors and are attended by teachers and parents from the Catholic sector.  A number of self starting Gifted Parent Groups have emerged in recent times and these too tend to be regional and with cross sectoral representation. 

Gifted Support Group (GSG) process is an innovative and successful measure designed to provide gifted students and their families with a process targeted at improving educational outcomes for identified gifted children. The Gifted Support Group meets termly and works collaboratively with families to ensure educational goals are met, according to student need and available resources at school level. The GSG structure is unique to Catholic schools and provides schools and families with a forum in which to discuss issues and provide transition support and on going monitoring of educational and social /emotional goals. 

Current Issues

Equity

Education of at risk students with educational, familial, medical ,and or  social emotional disadvantage. 

Of extreme concern is access to programs and educational advantage to children from minority groups.  The socio cultural aspects of giftedness including the middle class Anglo centric testing mechanisms currently used as identification tools tend to mitigate against identification of some students of high intellectual potential.

Also of concern are the social cultural issues of students in Northern and Western suburbs.  Traditionally middle class schools responding to parent expression of interest have catered for their gifted students through extra curriculum elective programs.  Such advantages are not always available in poorer schools.

A growing awareness of the needs of minority groups within schools is leading to questioning by many schools of how giftedness is viewed and the response required by the school community.

Programs

While there is ample offering in terms of add on, after hours and holiday programs conducted mainly by Universities and private consultants, these are available only to people and families who can afford to pay for them.  Such programs are costly and prohibitive for low income families.

A key issue is that creative and well-designed activities should be available to all within the regular classroom curriculum.  While after hours or withdrawal programs offer an opportunity for interaction with like-minded peers, they can but should not be seen as compensatory for stimulating curriculum delivered by well trained classroom teachers.

Underachievement

The underachievement of significant numbers of students continues to be of concern. Such students either deliberately underplay their talents or become so accustomed to being under challenged and bored that they eventually drop out of school altogether. This underscores the need for stimulating and challenging classroom curriculum designed to offer the gifted student challenges and the opportunity for life long learning engagement. Current research indicates that achievement at secondary school correlates well with achievement in post school settings whether in tertiary study or in the workforce.

Acceleration

Accelerative practices continue to be offered in the Catholic school sector The range includes:

· early entry to school

· acceleration in one or more key learning areas

· grade skipping

· access to University courses while still enrolled at school

· early entry to University

Pre service teacher training

The need for further professional development in pre service teacher training to include Giftedness is essential.  The awareness and level of parental knowledge of parents regarding the potential of their offspring increases dramatically each year.  Graduate teachers therefore require a thorough grounding in the basics of what it means to teach a gifted child and the concomitant implications for curriculum development.

Recommendations

· That the Senate Inquiry takes seriously the obligation to provide funding particularly for students in disadvantaged areas in the areas of:

· Professional development and training for teachers.

· Support for programs such as Discovery which are labour intensive but which offer disadvantaged  gifted students educational opportunity to explore beyond the regular curriculum the world of thinking and creativity.

Concluding Remarks

The Catholic Education Office welcomes this opportunity to comment on the current issues surrounding this developing area of need pertaining to all schools and in particular those enrolled in Catholic primary and secondary schools.

The Catholic Education Office continues to offer inclusive programming for gifted and talented children through further development of professional debate and discussion, ongoing support of the Gifted network structure and housing of the Gifted library on the Office premises.

Gifted and Talented students by their very nature require some extra resourcing if their educational needs are to be met in an equitable and just manner. the need for current Australian based research is paramount, as is the continuing requirement for addressing the needs of gifted and talented children in their educational settings.
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