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Abstract
This paper is a reflection on the process of investigating the School’s practices for our
most able learners and a review of approaches that are best suited to the needs of
gifted and high potential learners. The title is adapted from Michael Cooney’s book
about his work as speech-writer for Julia Gillard.

Key Terms
Gifted Students
Gifted students are those whose potential significantly exceeds that of students of the same
age in one or more domains: intellectual, creative, social-emotional and physical.
High Potential Students
High potential students are those whose potential exceeds that of students of the same age
in one or more domains: intellectual, creative, social-emotional and physical.

Body
The landscape of gifted education in Australia is, at best, fragmented. There is no federal
mandate or funding for gifted education with the responsibility for addressing the needs
of gifted students being left to states and territories (Jolly and Walsh 2018). The New South
Wales Department of Education has recently released the first update to gifted education
policy in the state since 2004 (DET 2019). All states and territories refer to Francois Gagne’s
Differentiated Model for Giftedness and Talent (DMGT) – See Appendix A (Centre for
Education Statistics and Evaluation 2019) as the key resource for understanding giftedness
and the process for translating natural abilities into talents. However, very few teachers are
familiar with the DMGT and fewer still have had any experience in using the model in their
teaching practice. This is further complicated by the fact that initial teacher education courses
in Australia provide no mandatory training in gifted education for beginning teachers.
Therefore, it is possible to undertake a career in teaching without having to devote any
thought to the needs of gifted students. This position is summed up well in the statement,
‘there is no consistent approach to the education of gifted students across Australia’ (Victorian
Parliament 2012, cited in Jolly and Walsh 2018).
Up until 2017, the situation described above was the experience of the author, 22 years as a
teacher and very little consideration of the needs of gifted students. This situation changed
with the creation of the role of Head of Academic Enrichment and Extension and a brief to
focus on investigating and improving curriculum offerings for our most able students. This
was framed in the School’s move to full-coeducation and the opportunity to investigate all
aspects of School life. This was not a statement about what was currently in place being
inadequate, more an opportune moment to review educational practices in all areas of the
School.

Initial investigations into the School’s practices for our most able students revealed a number
of common and well-established practices. Many opportunities for academic extension were
presented as in-class optional extras or out-of-class excursions. There was little evidence
of differentiated classroom practice and the existence of some misconceptions about
highly able students. The language of giftedness and differentiation was not readily used
in discussions about teaching and learning; where discussions about highly able students
did exist, it tended to be framed around streamed classes, based on academic attainment.
A gifted and talented policy did exist, but it was not widely known about and not enacted.
There was no staff training in gifted education.
As part of this investigation, a team of staff enrolled in Elevate, a professional learning
program run by the Association of Independent Schools (AIS), in conjunction with the
Innovation Unit. The focus of Elevate is high potential learning and participating teams
were invited to participate in a disciplined innovation model to investigate high potential
learning in their schools. The first stage of the Elevate process was to empathise with the
user experience; this involved collecting data about the student experience and focusing
on students that the team considered to be of high potential. An interesting element of the
Elevate process was the lack of any reference to giftedness. This in and of itself seems to
add to the general lack of clarity around what is meant by giftedness and a lack of comfort
for teachers to use the term.
The Elevate process allowed the participating Barker staff to see high potential in different
ways. We tested a set of hypotheses about certain groups of students and drew three
significant conclusions:
1.
2.
3.

Many of our most successful students, in terms of academic achievement, still reported
to be under-challenged.
Many students of high-potential were bored and were underachieving.
Some students who were of high-potential were seeking academic fulfilment in areas
outside of their school-based subjects.

The initial investigations into the School’s approaches for its most able students, along with
the conclusions of the Elevate group, prompted the introduction of a series of measures to
improve the academic environment for our most able students and to better equip staff to
understand and to respond to giftedness.
One of the unforeseen challenges of this process has been arriving at definitions of
giftedness and high potential with which staff are able to work. The recent update to the
Department policy has provided some much-needed clarity in this area (DET 2019).
The most significant development has been the introduction of planned professional
learning for staff to learn about gifted and talented theory and practice and to undertake
classroom-based research. This has been facilitated in groups of 10-12 staff led by Mrs.
Bronwyn Macleod from Aldea Education. Research indicates that teacher attitudes toward
gifted students are often negative, but improve significantly with appropriate training (Jolly
and Walsh 2018). The program has helped staff to understand how to interpret test data, the
importance of pre-testing to identify what students already know, the complex picture of
the identification of gifted students and the different approaches to planning and delivering
a differentiated curriculum.
Another step has been the reintroduction of external placement tests for students entering
the School in Year 7 and the grouping of students in classes based on ability. Historically, Year
7 students have been placed in House groups in all classes except English and Mathematics,
where students have been grouped based on academic attainment determined by internal
testing. The aim of the new approach was two-fold: to put a focus on student ability as
much as student achievement; and to acknowledge the research that indicates that ability
grouping for gifted students can be an effective practice. The conclusions of the research in
this area are still debated and the success of such programs will depend on effective

curriculum differentiation and appropriate assessment practices (Centre for Education
Statistics and Evaluation 2019). The School has allocated staff that have received training in
gifted education to lead this program and the results thus far have been pleasing, without
being conclusive.
The future success of such programs will depend on adjustments to teaching practice in other
areas, most notably assessment practices. Traditionally, all students, regardless of ability,
have completed the same summative assessment tasks and this restricts any benefits of a
differentiated curriculum. It has been pleasing to see some departments begin to experiment
with differentiated assessment practices and this change will need to be expedited to take
advantage of the decision to group students by ability.
The focus on high ability class grouping has allowed us to discover more about the learning
characteristics of gifted learners. In relation to the highly able students, teachers have always
known that they learn faster than other students and are capable of learning more complex
material. With this in mind, staff who have been teaching the Year 7 high ability classes
have been asked to seek opportunities to provide greater complexity, greater abstraction
and, where appropriate, more opportunities for students to conduct independent research.
(McCoach et all. 2017, cited in CESE 2019). However, what staff are discovering is that students,
regardless of ability, need a certain level of explicit teaching techniques such as scaffolding
and worked examples especially in the early stages of learning new content. Rosenshine
(2009) comments that gifted learners will be able to move through this content faster,
but still require this foundational instruction. Furthermore, students of high ability will likely
develop talents asynchronously and still need very explicit instruction in some curriculum
areas. For example, some students that present as highly able can master content quickly,
but are poorly organised and are not adept at writing. This is not altogether surprising, but
the experience has added to our collective understanding of how to teach gifted learners.
The process of discussing the needs of our most able learners has inevitably led to
consideration of acceleration practices. Acceleration is considered to be one of the most
effective educational interventions available to gifted learners (Rogers, 2007) and yet at
Barker we have very limited experience of using subject acceleration to advance the needs
of gifted students. The work of the Iowa Acceleration Institute identifies 20 different methods
of providing acceleration for gifted students (Assouline 2016). Since 2017, we have had some
great success with the use of mentoring as a form of acceleration. This has been most often
used with Year 11 students who have been paired with high-ability ex-students with similar
interests, but we have extended this to younger students working with older aged peers.
In some cases, this has provided opportunities for students to engage in advanced paced
learning, but most often it has simply provided an opportunity for gifted students to gain a
perspective from an older aged peer who has travelled a similar path and is now studying in
a field that the younger student can see themselves entering in the future.
If negative views of acceleration exist, they usually stem from two misconceptions about
gifted learners. One is that students should not be accelerated for social and emotional
reasons and the second is that offering acceleration to some students is going to result
in more parents demanding it for their children. Neither of these reasons are supported
by the research on acceleration and, like all interventions for the gifted, are going to be
determined by the quality of the implementation of the program that is put in place (Centre
for Education Statistics and Evaluation 2019).
Despite significant progress in the awareness of Barker College staff about the needs
of gifted learners and the introduction of some programs to support the needs of our
most able learners, staff attitudes towards gifted learners remain mixed and in conflict
with the research around giftedness. This has been confirmed by having a sample of staff
complete an attitudes survey, Opinions About the Gifted and their Education (Gagne 1991)
– See Appendix B. There are some apparent contradictions in the results; staff seem to
acknowledge the special needs of gifted learners and yet show concern for acceleration and

grouping practices. This should not be surprising given the picture of the gifted education
landscape described at the start of this paper and the lack of attention that the School
has paid to gifted education prior to 2017. From the point of view of the author, these
results provide some confirmation of the challenges facing this School as it looks to deliver
the best educational outcomes for all students and the importance of basing educational
interventions on a strong evidence base and then supporting those interventions with wellsequenced professional learning.
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Appendices
Appendix A – Gagne’s Differentiated Model for Giftedness and Talent
Appendix B – A sample of results from Barker College staff who completed a survey about their attitudes to
gifted students and their learning.

The specific educational needs of the gifted are too often ignored in schools

A greater number of gifted children should be allowed to skip grade

Children who skip a grade are usually pressured to do so by thier parents

Special programs for the gifted have the drawback of creating elitism

Most children who skip a grade have difficulties in their social
adjustment to a group of older students

The gifted need special attention in order to fully develop their talents
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