EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Never before in Australia has the education of our citizens been so important in building a civil and prosperous society. The education of gifted and talented students is a key element in meeting this challenge. OECD countries, most notably the United States and the United Kingdom are committing increasing resources to gifted and talented education. They are recognising the increasing importance of nurturing gifted and talented students not only for maintaining a competitive advantage in a global knowledge based economy but also for creating a just and civil society.

The education of gifted and talented students is core business of public education systems. The responsibility to assist all students to maximise their potential, no matter what their background or socioeconomic status and whatever their particular abilities, is carried on behalf of the community by public education. Public systemic provision can achieve quality for all students in ways that are not available to, or within the charter of, non-government independent schools.

Gifted and talented education is not just about maximising academic success.  The NSW Policy for the Education of Gifted and Talented Students recognises that giftedness and talent occur in many different fields, including the creative and performing arts, social and leadership skills and sport.

Over the last twenty years there have been significant developments in the area of gifted and talented education. Definitions of giftedness and talent have expanded and become more sophisticated. Work with gifted and talented students has revealed a need for more and better identifiers for disadvantaged groups and for students with a range of talent. 

This submission sets out the Department’s experiences over the last decade in implementing its policy on gifted and talented education. The submission also seeks to push the debate forward by highlighting the continuing policy challenges and emerging issues facing education systems in gifted and talented education to assist the Committee in its deliberations on future national policy directions.

Gifted and Talented Education as a Central Aspect of Public Provision

The education and training sector reflects the changing economic environment, characterised by increasing emphasis on specialisation and differentiation to meet demand. Education in Australia is becoming increasingly competitive and students are becoming increasingly proactive in selecting education experiences to maximise their opportunities and improve their chances of success.

Public education is increasingly emphasising choice, opportunity and specialisation within a high quality systemic framework. This emphasis underlines the centrality of gifted and talented education in effective public schooling.

The question of differentiation in public provision, that is, the range of educational services provided by schools and systems, is a question that highlights the fundamental relationship between excellence and equity in NSW public schooling. Equity, defined as ensuring fairness in the processes for and outcomes of all students, necessarily entails ensuring that all students have opportunities to pursue their abilities and interests and to reach their potential.  This is also the underlying premise of gifted and talented provision.

As our understanding of equity has evolved beyond the notion of a minimum guarantee to include an emphasis on the pursuit of excellence and effectiveness, the comprehensive model of school provision has also evolved. Comprehensive schooling is about providing for individual needs through the systemic coordination of schooling.

NSW has achieved this very successfully in catering for giftedness and talent.  The range of resources and approaches for gifted and talented students across a broad range of domains are set out comprehensively in the submission. Some of the more innovative recent developments in the organisation of public education supporting gifted and talented education include the Collegiate Education Model and Building the Future, An Education Plan for Inner Sydney.

Socioeconomic status, gender, cultural diversity, Aboriginality and geographic location are dimensions which all impact on educational, sporting and performing arts achievement. The Department has a number of strategies in place to support these dimensions.

There are some significant policy challenges that have emerged since the last Commonwealth inquiry into provision for gifted and talented students. The changing national education policy environment, particularly the current Commonwealth government’s policy approach to education has challenged public education’s ability to cater for gifted and talented students.

The Commonwealth Government’s current approach is premised on an ideological position that favours independent rather than government school systems and on the view that increased competition will improve educational provision. The NSW Department of Education and Training is not averse to competition as an element within a cooperative framework, nor to de-centralisation of schooling responsibilities within an approach that also recognises the benefits that coordination and integration can provide.

By seeking to undermine both the public and the systemic aspects of government schooling, the Commonwealth is weakening the very elements that have provided genuine opportunities for gifted and talented students. While gifted and talented students are not exclusively in government provision, it is clear that only government provision can ensure that all gifted and talented students are accorded fair opportunity and that the requisite resources are fruitfully applied.

Special Ability or Social Advantage?

Education both ameliorates social disadvantage through equalising access to opportunities and, as a positional good, confers social advantage through rationing credentials and access to economic opportunities. These issues are reflected in the specific policy context affecting gifted and talented education. On the one hand, there is the view that specialist programs for students with exceptional gifts and talents is elitist and only confers additional advantage on those who are already highly advantaged. On the other hand, in face of increasing social and economic competitiveness, where social advantage is brokered increasingly by individuals’ educational credentials, facilitating success for all is seen as the most important lever for a community or an individual to achieve social and economic equity. Gifted and talented education is an important aspect of public education’s role in ensuring equitable opportunities.

The current Commonwealth Government’s policies have substantially exacerbated these tensions against the interests of gifted and talented students. In funding policies for school and higher education over the last six years, the Commonwealth competition model of educational provision has heightened the role of education as a ‘sifter and sorter’ of access rather than as a facilitator of increased and broader access. This can only exacerbate socioeconomic stratification in schooling and increase the emphasis on schooling as a positional good.

In such an environment, educational resources committed to students who are gifted and talented are often seen as an opportunity cost for disadvantaged groups. The emphasis on education’s role as a positional good or as a source of potential advantage in a vocational and broader socioeconomic race, shifts the emphasis of schooling away from the process of realising all students’ potential and toward schooling as competition for resources. This approach puts pressure on the resources available for supporting gifted and talented students.

Competing for the “equity dollar”

These tensions find a specific expression in the organisation of funding programs. Debates over educational programs often include a tension between the perceived incompatibility of striving for “equity” and striving for “excellence”. The tension arises within the broader context of policy frameworks that treat program initiatives as though they apply to discrete groups of students, rather than to students with many and inter-related characteristics. Initiatives for gifted and talented students, for instance, are developed and implemented as though they can somehow be implemented independently of initiatives for girls or students of low socioeconomic background. 

This demarcated approach to targeted interventions has often led to an emphasis on assisting specific lower achieving students rather than assisting students who are under-performing. The purposes of specific programs are often not seen as maximising students’ ability notwithstanding social/cultural circumstances but about helping struggling students to achieve the higher standards. Gifted and talented students are often not seen as being part of the educationally disadvantaged. 

The policy debate needs to move on from notions about competing interests. In a democratic society there is an underpinning belief in the equal value of all citizens and a commitment to quality schooling for all as a means of fulfilling the entitlement of all to develop their full potential. Equality is not necessarily about uniformity. All interests need to be given equal consideration. Resources need to be maximised for all students and ample support provided to enable them to learn effectively.

Teacher Education

Teacher education is crucial to meeting this challenge. The provision of high quality graduates, who can identify and cater for the needs of the full range of students is critically important to society.

In response to Commonwealth funding cuts to higher education since 1996, there has been significant pressure on universities to downgrade some important areas of delivery to better support programs which promote their institutions to the fee-paying market and which encourage industry support. Teacher education has been particularly effected.

State governments have little influence over institutions’ internal allocation of funding and employers have limited capacity to influence questions of quantum of training places, or the balance or quality of provision.

NSW sees the issue of teacher supply as fundamental and would like to work more closely with the Commonwealth to develop collaborative planning and funding models that more adequately address the needs of the state in terms of number, quality and balance of provision. This will be crucial to ensuring gifted and talented education issues are more adequately addressed in teacher education courses at universities.

Identification strategies for giftedness and talent

There are considerable challenges to be faced to ensure giftedness and talent are identified across the broad spectrum of the student population and across the range of domains of giftedness and talent. Current processes for identifying gifted and talented students rely heavily upon parents’ and teachers’ perceptions of student performance. Teachers need to be able to develop student potential, not simply reward exceptional performance.

Teachers also need tools to enable them to identify under-achieving, gifted students. These students may be under-achieving in one curriculum area or in several. Too many of these students are from under-represented groups of gifted students, e.g. Indigenous, isolated, non-English-speaking background and low socioeconomic status students. Gifted students with disabilities may also be more readily identified when such tools are available to all teachers. Difficulties in some aspects of learning experienced by students with disabilities often serve to mask other aspects of learning in which they may be exceptionally gifted.

This is a national issue, which requires a national response. Commonwealth resources need to be directed towards research and development of the necessary identification tools, to ensure that the potential of many gifted students to contribute to the welfare of our society will be realised.

Selectivity versus mixed groupings

Systems need to look at creative and innovative ways of catering for the needs of gifted and talented students. Providing diversity in options for catering for the full range of giftedness and talent among students is the best approach. The success of selective schools and accelerated progression within all schools, sporting high schools, performing arts schools and senior colleges in NSW shows the structural potential for nurturing and offering opportunities to excel in particular areas of expertise through links to a range of outside expertise and with the vocational education and training and higher education sectors.

The major structural policy challenge, however, is with catering for academic giftedness and talent. The continuing dilemma facing education systems is about balancing the need for providing an appropriate learning environment for highly gifted students and allowing for the opportunity for these students to benefit from mixed ability settings and vice versa.

While ability grouping is effective especially in low socioeconomic status communities, it can have the potential to residualise the system if taken to the extremes and becomes a critical mass within the system. Academically gifted and talented students can, however, also stand to benefit from opportunities to work in mixed ability groups, where they can provide leadership and consolidate their learning.

Technology

The effective utilisation of information and communication technology is an emerging issue for gifted and talented education in that it presents opportunities for greater support and innovation in a range of settings.

There is potential benefit in the development of national on-line curriculum with a gifted and talented perspective. This will support teachers in providing a more appropriate, differentiated curriculum for these students. The development of the necessary outcomes and materials could be the focus of a national project.

National reporting

The current national reporting framework on school education needs to be expanded to focus on high aspirations for all students across both academic and non-academic fields. A breadth of indicators is needed so that a range of educational achievement can be reported including performing arts and sporting achievements. These indicators would need to be supported by more specific targets and understanding at the local and state levels.

Recommendations

1
Public Education

That the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee explicitly recognises the importance of a strong and diverse public education system as the basis for comprehensive provision for gifted and talented students.

2
Teacher Education 

That the Committee recommends to the Commonwealth that it should provide incentives for universities to put more resources into pre-service initial teacher education and more content hours on gifted and talented issues so that all universities providing initial teacher education ensure courses engage student teachers in the issues of teaching gifted and talented education within the courses’ compulsory core, including the teaching method components.

3
Supplementary Resourcing for Library Books and Musical Instruments

That the Committee recommends to the Commonwealth that it should provide a supplementary national pool of funds for schools to extend library collections and specialist instruments to assist them to cater for the needs of all students.

4
Technology

That the Committee recommends to the Commonwealth that it facilitate the establishment of an on-line learning network and a national on-line curriculum with a gifted and talented perspective within the framework of the national Schools Online Curriculum Content Initiative.

5 National Reporting

That the Committee recommends to MCEETYA that it consider the development of national high achievement targets for gifted and talented students across all areas of the National Goals for Schooling in the 21st Century.

6 Nationally Agreed Definition of Giftedness and Talent

That a nationally agreed definition of giftedness and talent be developed which has international cogency to facilitate national collaboration in the development and sharing of strategies and resources which have general applicability.
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