26 February 2001

The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business

and Education References Committee

Suite S1.61 Parliament House

CANBERRA   ACT   2600

Dear Sir or Madam,

The Education of Gifted and Talented Children 

Thank you for the opportunity to make another submission to the Senate Committee.  The School made one to your previous inquiry (Commonwealth of Australia (1988) The report of the Senate Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children, Parliamentary Paper No. 111, Canberra).  In the following submission we have chosen to illustrate the role that the Commonwealth could play in enhancing the education of gifted children by outlining the elements of the programme provided at The University High School for children.  In this way we hope to make it clear that such programmes in general require not only additional teaching resources but also teachers who have the special skills necessary to conduct such a programme.

University High School is a co-educational State High School in Melbourne with a student body of approximately 1200 students.  The School has wide socio-economic, cultural and ethnic diversity.  In 1981 the Director of Education in Victoria established a programme for the gifted school students in the State.  University High School was selected to deliver that programme which was the first of its kind in Australia.  The Acceleration Programme, as it is known, is based on Accelerated Learning for the first three years of high school with students completing the last two years in the VCE School.  Over the years the programme has been featured on 60 Minutes, has been written about at length, and has been visited by numerous delegations of teachers from Victoria, interstate and overseas (New Zealand, Japan and the United States of America).  The programme is still running with much success, and is currently under the management of Ms. Bronwyn Valente (Principal) and Ms. Eileen MacLaren (Co-ordinator).  Although it is now entering its third decade, it still retains a good proportion of practising teachers who were there when it began, namely,Ms Anne Miles (SOSE), Dr Frederick Benson (French), Mr Con Andreou (History), Mr Graham Coles (Music) and Mr Eric Phillips(Music).

The curriculum is accelerated across those Key Learning Areas where these higher cognitive skills allow students rapid advancement in English, Mathematics, Science, Technology, Studies of Society and the Environment, and Languages.  In the subjects Music, Physical Education, Art and Sport, students take classes at a level appropriate to their individual abilities and physical development.  The University High School Programme is fully sequential.  It is cohort based for the first three years, providing each participant with a supportive peer-group environment, rather than the alternative of offering acceleration through ‘withdrawal’ from the classroom (see Parliamentary Paper No. 111, Ch. 4 for a discussion of other alternatives).

Since the 1988 Senate Select Committee Report, University High School has continued to provide a rich learning environment for the students in the Acceleration Programme.  The introduction of the Melbourne University Programme for High Achieving Students (MUPHAS) in 1993 has enabled talented and gifted students to study subjects at first-year University standard while still at High School.  Our students have studied French, History, History and Philosophy of Science, Latin and Mathematics and have been extremely successful.  The School continues to have a very active Music Department which provides students with the opportunity to participate in many and varied musical activities and events.  The extra-curricular activities in the school have been extended to include for example the following.

· Mathematics Competitions and Mathematics Enrichment activities provided by the Australian Mathematics Trust in Canberra.  These activities have been very effective in identifying talented problem solvers and, as a result, one of our students represented Australia in the Mathematics International Olympiad in 1995 and 1996.  His success has acted as a model for others and now we have another student who is in the top twelve problem solvers in Australia (see the discussion on the general point about the potential beneficial spin-offs from competitions on p. 73 of the 1988 Report).

· Chess Club.  Our students have represented Victoria at the National Schools Competitions for the past three years and have been placed in the top three places on each occasion.

Identifying gifted and talented children

Each April the School offers Grade 6 children the opportunity to apply for the Programme.  The School used to conduct its own test but now we use The Independent Testing Service of Australia (ITSA).  The test consists of four parts, namely, Scholastic Aptitude, Reading and Comprehension, Mathematics and Spelling.  Interviews are given to the short-listed applicants and their parents;  and information is also sought from the parents and from the applicants’ classroom teachers.  A class of 26 students is selected by June each year.

Access to gifted and talented Programmes is provided equitably

We stress here the singular nature of the University High School which strives to be many things to a variety of students rather than obliging them to follow one particular pattern.  Our curriculum statement on the University High School web site emphasizes this in the following terms:

“The experienced staff and the Council of The University High School constantly evaluate and resource a curriculum which enables students to become individuals with confidence in themselves and the future and with the necessary skills to experience success.”

Hence the students in the Acceleration Programme are another element in a school feeding from in excess of 50 primary schools, containing students from in excess of 40 different ethnic backgrounds, and containing students from a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds.  Such a diversity in the student body and such a celebration of individuality provide the perfect setting for students who have often had to camouflage the fact that they are “different”.

The Accelerated Learning Programme at University High School is provided equitably for the following reasons:

· the Programme is advertised in the local newspapers and in the education times;

· a letter is written to all Primary Schools in Melbourne asking Principals to encourage their bright students to apply;

· the Programme is advertised in the School Newsletter;

·  gender balance is encouraged;  

· students from any part of the State may apply;  and

· socio-economic background of the applicant plays no part in the selection process.

Investigation of the links between attainment and socioeconomic distribution

There has been no study done within the School to investigate whether or not there are links between academic achievement and socio-economic background.  All that we can report is anecdotal evidence that there have been several instances of students from lower socio-economic backgrounds and students in families of recent migrants who have done exceptionally well academically.  For example, three years ago the top student in the State was from The Acceleration Programme  and his family were recent migrants to Australia. But there are other examples to illustrate the point that, within the School, the direct link between attainment and socio-economic group may be a weak one i.e..there are gifted students in the Acceleration Programme from across the spectrum of socio-economic groups.

Consideration of what the proper role of the Commonwealth should be in supporting the education of gifted and talented children

It is recognised that secondary education is a matter for the States.  Nevertheless, it is also recognised that the Commonwealth may play an indirect guiding and supportive role in the overall provision of education for gifted high school students.

· Gifted and talented students have special needs and it is important that the Commonwealth support accelerated programmes, particularly in the State School System, so that children from lower socio-economic backgrounds may have the opportunity to gain access to this type of education.  For bright children from lower socio-economic backgrounds this type of programme may be their only chance of gaining an education suitable to their needs;  the elite private schools, even with the possibility of scholarships, are not a satisfactory alternative for such students.  If the private school option is largely non-existent and if the mainstream classroom may lead to difficulties, then for this group of talented children, a place in a well-funded special programme would be to their benefit, their school’s benefit and, ultimately, to the nation’s benefit.

· The Acceleration Programme at University High School was initially supported by the State government through the provision of extra staff members to cover the teaching of the curriculum.  This support was then reduced to one staff member but, recently, no extra provision has been made.  This diminution of resources brings the successful implementation and delivery of the curriculum of the Acceleration Programme into conflict with the allocation of resources for mainstream classes.  Clearly, this is not a satisfactory state of affairs if the provision of an excellent acceleration programme is deemed to be desirable.

· All children develop intellectually, emotionally and socially at different rates.  Students who are gifted are all advanced intellectually and require a special classroom environment.  Sometimes their emotional and social developments lag behind their intellectual development and, by having these children together for three years, gives them an opportunity to help each other to progress.  Many have been quite isolated in Primary School and sometimes they cope by becoming introverted and sometimes anti-social.  It is important, therefore, that schools are in a position to provide special learning environments for such children but they can only do so if special resources are provided.  The Commonwealth Government has an important role to play in raising awareness of these issues and in helping to provide finance to help overcome them.

· In order to provide the variety of extra- curricular activities required with existing resources, dedicated and committed teachers have to give of their free time both in the preparation and in the implementation of these activities.  It is demanding on teachers to continue to support this enriched learning environment which is essential for gifted and talented teenagers.  The Commonwealth is encouraged to recognise this reality when supporting the educational environment of gifted children.

Yours faithfully,

Bronwyn Valente
Eileen MacLaren

Principal
Acceleration Programme Coordinator
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