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19 June 2000

The Working Party

Public Education – The Next Generation

Accountability and Development Division

Department of Education, Employment and Training

Level 2, 2 Treasury Place

GPO Box 4367

MELBOURNE    3001

I would like to take up your invitation to participate in the open conversation about Public Education – The Next Generation with the suggestion that the Working Party consider the more widespread adoption of multi-age class groupings in public schools; in particular, in primary schools, by an increase in the number of composite classes; in secondary schools, by the adoption of a Vertical Timetable Organisation (VTO) as the rule rather than the exception.  In sum, Victoria should rid itself of the restrictions of age lock-step progression, a system of some antiquity whose rigidities compromise school effectiveness and student learning outcomes.  In its place, Victoria should adopt a system of class organisation based on ability and interest, thus maximising positive student attitudes towards life-long learning.

The argument summarised below for abandoning school organisation based on student birthdays per se is motivated by my strong commitment for public education to address the specific issues of school retention, while meeting the learning needs of students whose intellectual abilities and learning dispositions place them, through no fault of their own, outside of the present mainstream.  

These suggestions fall under your key issues:

1. Opportunities for innovations and excellence;

2. Continuous improvement in school effectiveness and enhancing student learning outcomes;

3. Student welfare and student services;

and are predicated on the following data from recent studies in brain sciences (cf. my article, Knock Down the Fences! Principal Matters, April 2000) that have implications for education:

· intra-personal characteristics of learning are mostly genetically determined after the age of 3 years (ie, differences in the processes of learning, such as motivation, inter-personnel communication, attention, metacognition, tend to be genetically mediated more than differences in the selection of the content that is actually learnt);

· the extremes of intellectual ability are characterised by qualitatively different cerebral organisation, viz, more extreme lateralisation, especially in boys, as imaged by PET and EEG (these brain studies suggest that these children think as differently from the norm as, say, a quadriplegic child moves differently in her wheelchair);

· whereas both extremes of ability display enhanced brain laterality (brain functions located more on only one side or other of the brain than distributed between the two brain hemispheres), the academically gifted children differ profoundly from the autistic learning impaired children by the efficient cerebral communication between the various parts of their brains involved in the task at hand; 

· this ability is in turn mediated by relatively more mature frontal areas of the cortex which are responsible for cognitive control, metacognition, and working memory, but to name a few important cognitive functions which determine success at academic pursuits.

These data can be read in conjunction with observations from the Reading Recovery and Maths Recovery programs that the spread of individual differences in intellectual ability and disposition to learn covers about 18 months from low to high in a normal mixed-ability Reception class.  Notably, this spread increases each year of schooling thereafter to where at age 17 there is over a decade of spread between the highest and lowest abilities (of course a lesser spread is seen in VCE results because not all 17 year-olds are still at school).

That is, possibly as many as 20% of children in our schools do not have their learning needs optimally met by having to endure an age-determined curriculum, because they fail to receive education at an appropriate level of challenge.  Probably about 10% are underchallenged, at least in some areas of the curriculum for which they display a particular talent, and probably about 10% are over-challenged, at least in one area, and often in many.

Consequently, to educate all of the next generation, government schools must cater for extremes of learning needs, including gifted children, in the regular classroom.  The converse, that government schools do not make special provision for gifted students, can only exacerbate the undesirable ‘brain drain’ to the non-government school sector.

Fortunately, mainstreaming the gifted does not require a massive injection of special funding, since the learning needs of gifted students can often be catered for by the curriculum designed for average students a year or two older, modified with an emphasis on higher-order learning objectives. (For example, a 12 year old who thinks mathematically at the level of a 14 year old should be doing 14 year-old level mathematics, and not being made to wait 2 years while her classmates ‘catch up’).  That is, to be most effective, gifted education needs to be located deliberately within the mainstream curriculum, and not presented as a fringe enrichment activity.

For gifted children it certainly is the case that the SEAL programs (and MUPHAS) do an excellent job for those fortunate enough to be chosen from those fortunate enough to reside close enough to the SEAL school.  Nevertheless, it has to be said that gifted children who happen to live in urban areas not served by SEAL programs, much less in many regional and rural areas, do not have this opportunity.  Thus the provision of ‘universal’ gifted education is very much an equity issue.

Consequently, for these several reasons I would argue that the way forward for public education is to de-couple school learning experiences from chronological age, and instead to link curriculum topics with student interest (obviously within the guidelines of the Board of Studies), and levels of difficulty with student abilities and prior experiences.

In practice this has been achieved in many secondary schools with the introduction of a vertical timetable wherein students, counselled by teachers, and within the parameters of VCE requirements, choose subjects based on topic and level rather than age per se.  

My research at Southern Cross University in NSW, and previous studies by others at the University of New England, supports extending the use of VTO in schools because it affords benefits for all students, and their teachers.  

First, it has to be said that under a VTO the majority of students still take classes which are very similar in standard and scope with those in their previous age-based Year curriculum.  The point is that the majority is not disadvantaged under VTO.

However, students who find the age-based lock-step progression increasingly too difficult or irrelevant to their life interests can take a more horizontal curriculum that still satisfies the prescribed hours of the Board of Studies.  Schools with VTO report that for such students, success rather than failure at school reduces negative and disruptive behaviours in class, and thus overall increases the likelihood of their staying on at school.  

These schools also report that gifted students take classes at higher levels (often with older students) with a more academic focus, so rather than finding school-work boring, they are also appropriately challenged.

The main benefits for teachers are classes which are more homogenous in ability, but more importantly, classes whose membership is, to some extent, chosen voluntarily.  The incidence of student work refusal (“Why do we have to do this?”) is noticeably reduced under a VTO regime.  Other benefits for teachers include the increased opportunity to teach in their areas of interest and specialist expertise.  The trade off which affects teachers’ workload is an increase in student counselling, especially at the beginning of each semester.

Importantly for the school community, VTO avoids pejorative labelling as happens with streaming – there are no A or D classes under VTO, just classes of different themes and levels, eg, Maths Around the Home, Automotive Maths, Introductory Algebra, Advanced Algebra, and so on, all on the one timetable line. 

Another advantage for the school is the inclusion of subjects such as School Band, or Advanced Cricket Skills, within the timetable, rather than such activities having to run before or after regular school hours.

VTO has had particular success in regional secondary schools where youth unemployment is rife, and where schools have needed to respond by providing vocationally-oriented subjects within their senior curriculum.  The Working Party could contact the principals of Toormina HS, Kyogle HS or Lismore HS in Northern NSW for detailed information of schools which have introduced a VTO.

If learning in educational contexts is to be a lifelong pursuit, then the most important outcome for school education has to be a love of learning, fostered by positive learning experiences during school.  Positive learning experiences are, in turn, underpinned by successes at learning which address actual learning needs on an individual basis and at a level of challenge which gives the learner a sense of achievement.  I sincerely believe that multi-age ability and interest groupings such as VTO can better achieve such outcomes than the horizontal age lock-step organisation which was devised two centuries ago when public education had neither the universality nor the complexity of its present and future remit.

In conclusion, may I wish the Working Party the courage to recommend bold new directions for the public education of future generations of Victorians, and set an example for education systems in Australia and beyond by linking educational experiences, not to demographic variables such as age, but to actual individual learning needs.

Yours sincerely,

Dr John Geake

Senior Lecturer in Gifted Education

Faculty of Education

The University of Melbourne

