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The Education of Gifted and Talented Children

(A)
Catholic Schools in NSW and the Role of the Catholic Education Commission

1. The Catholic Education Commission was established by the Bishops of NSW in 1974 and is responsible to them for coordination and representation in Catholic education in NSW at a state level. It therefore has the authority to represent to the Senate Committee the co-ordinated view of Catholic school authorities on the matter of the education of Gifted and Talented students. 
2. The Commission also provides leadership in Catholic education, through service to dioceses, religious congregations and parents. It functions through consultation with diocesan directors, religious institutes, principal and parent associations. The Commission has no authority to become involved in the administration of any diocesan system of schools or of individual schools, be they part of a diocesan system or schools of a religious institute. 
3. Catholic schools in NSW are conducted by eleven diocesan school systems in the case of systemic schools and by religious institutes in the case of congregational schools.

4. In 2000, there were 229,502 students and 14,095 teachers in 589 Catholic schools in NSW. Of the 589 schools, 423 were primary, 126 were secondary, 32 were primary/secondary combined and 8 were special schools. Of the 229,502 full-time students, 123,129 were in primary schools, 106,033 were in secondary schools and 340 were in special schools.

(B)

Nature of Catholic Schools


5. Like all Australian schools, Catholic schools are accountable to governments and their local communities for meeting the teaching and learning requirements of the state. They also have distinctive goals and features which derive from a core of philosophical and theological truths which are central to their character and mission. The responses by Catholic schools to changes in society and government policy, including policy on the education of Gifted and Talented Students, are shaped by Catholic beliefs, values and traditions.

6. Catholic schools are typically comprehensive schools which develop and deliver teaching and learning programs based on a philosophy and policy of inclusivity, not segregation. There is an expectation that children in a comprehensive classroom in a Catholic school present the full range of talents and needs, from the least to the most able,  regardless of their socio-cultural and socio-economic backgrounds.

7. Catholic schools take seriously their responsibility and commitment to educate all children to their full potential.

(C)

Previous Engagement with Gifted and Talented Strategies

8.
The Catholic Education Commission, NSW has participated in a series of initiatives in the education of gifted and talented children since the early 1980s when a national focus first evolved. In particular, the Commission:

· participated in national studies (1983) and seminars (1982, 1984, 1985) and the development of a national association (1985);

· constituted a working party on the education of gifted and talented children for NSW Catholic schools (1984);

· involved itself in the 1988 Senate Select Committee Enquiry into the Education of Gifted and Talented Children;

· participated in state reviews (1990) and strategic development (1991) and the NSW Ministerial Advisory Committee (1991-5);

· coordinated National Equity Program for Schools (NEPS) funding to support diocesan initiatives in 1993-1995;

· contributed to a MCEETYA meeting on gifted and talented (1998).

9.
At a Diocesan level in NSW, targeted activity took place in the 1990s in response to Government policy and modest funding support through NEPS. Initiatives included:

· Development of policy/guidelines documents;

· Identification procedures and professional development support using distance education models (Armidale Diocese);

· Mentor programs for students (Lismore and Parramatta Dioceses);

· Materials for parents (Armidale Diocese);

· Resources for students in the area of technology (Sydney Archdiocese);

10.
Since the mid-1990s, in the absence of a Commonwealth funded program targeting gifted and talented children, dioceses have maintained and developed the following initiatives:

· Classroom teachers sponsored in Certificate of Gifted Education at UNSW;

· Gifted and talented network meetings and action research projects;

· Diocesan-developed professional development program for classroom teachers;

· Workshops, festivals, camps, enrichment days for students in the performing arts, writing, debating, history and sport;

· Participation in Tournament of Minds activities; 

· Acceleration, for example, commencing HSC  in one or more subjects in advance of their cohort, and concurrent enrolment in school and university;

· Through the National Professional Development Program and the Quality Teacher Program, development of inclusive pedagogies.

(D)

Implementation Issues

11.
As a result of its lengthy experience in the area of education of gifted and talented students, the CEC is mindful of the numerous and well-intentioned efforts at both Commonwealth and State level to initiate policy and program support for such students. It has to be said, however, that very little durable benefit has resulted from the discontinuity of policy and initiatives, at both national and state levels, over the past twenty years. There needs to be a more comprehensive and longer-term commitment by government and by education authorities. To maintain the momentum and expertise of personnel and programs at diocesan and school levels sustained, coherent and focused policy is essential. These have been the key ingredients underlying the success of other national policies within the same period, for example, the education of girls, or the development of Vocational Education and Training in schools.

12.
Any policy framework for the education of gifted and talented students needs to begin with a firmer consensus  and more convincing commitment to some of the key underlying issues:

· identification of gifted and talented students;

· recognition of the diversity of students’ gifts and talents;

· recognition that gifted and talented students require structured support;

· agreed range of appropriate options;

· longitudinal evaluation of program effectiveness.

13.
Given their comprehensive nature (described above), the particular issue for Catholic schools is to adopt a systematic and sustained approach to meeting the needs of gifted and talented children by:

· developing a flexible curriculum which attempts to meet individual needs and extend achievement;

· ensuring that identification processes are inclusive of all students;

· providing professional development and ongoing support for teachers, parents and students.

14.
Acceleration of students is done with attention to their social and emotional as well as academic needs. At a subject level in the secondary school, this appears to most commonly occur for Maths, Science, Music and Drama where students may complete two subject years in one subject year. There is no comprehensive overview of the extent and effects of other accelerative practices, for example, early entry to school and grade skipping.

15.
NSW curriculum and assessment is done within a standards referenced framework which has relevance when considering differentiated curriculum for gifted and talented students.

(E)

Some Future Directions

16.
The priority for NSW Catholic schools is provision of professional development opportunities which will assist classroom teachers in being able to identify gifted and talented children, and then adopt appropriate pedagogy to meet their individual needs, regardless of socio-cultural and socio-economic backgrounds.

17.
There is Diocesan interest in building on success in using ICT as a means of reducing the effects of isolation and small subject enrolments to better connect and support gifted and talented children who are in comprehensive classrooms. This strategy would assist in reducing some of the difficulties faced by classroom teachers in meeting the individual needs of gifted and talented children and would encourage children’s self esteem and high achievement in specific fields of talent.
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