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Introduction:





In 1986, I was one of the “witnesses” to the Senate Committee on Education and the Arts (Reference --- The education of gifted and talented children) and my submission was reported in the official Hansard report of 20 May, 1986.  At that time I had recently begun a formal evaluation of the acceleration program for gifted children, at University High School in Melbourne.  Such a program was most innovative for Australia, and also it was very rare for an evaluation of a program for gifted children to be data-based, since most such programs were usually “described”in glowing terms, which had little value for policy making.





My evaluation covered thirteen years, that is, the period from the program’s inception in 1981 to 1993.  The evaluation was originally submitted as a Ph.D. thesis to Melbourne University, and later was expanded.  The thesis was highly praised by my American examiners, and as requested at the last Senate Committee enquiry, a copy of the expanded version*  was sent to the Parliamentary Library at Parliament House in Canberra.  I have checked that this copy is still in the Parliamentary Library, so it is available if members of the committee would like to refer to it.





Since completing the evaluation I have retired from the Victorian Ministry of Education, and am involved in private practice as a psychologist specialising in assessment and counselling of gifted children.  My work is divided between my personal practice, and the same work at the psychological clinic in the Gifted Unit of the Department of Learning and Educational Development, Faculty of Education, University of Melbourne.  Over the years I have interviewed, assessed and counselled hundreds of gifted children and their families, and with each case I usually have contact with the school concerned. In this way I have gained a great deal of knowledge about what is going on in Victorian schools, in the area of education of the gifted.





My present submission will cover information gathered from my contact with children, parents and schools, and also a summary of the main findings of my evaluation, and their significance to education of the gifted.  I shall not follow all the terms of reference given by the Senate committee, except for point (a) and (c). 





* Murphy, B.,  (1994).  Evaluation of  a Program of Accelerated Learning for Gifted Children, at University High School in Melbourne, Australia. 


(a)  A review of developments in the education of gifted and talented children since the 1988 report of the Select Committee on the Education of Gifted and Talented Children.








Since the 1988 report of the select committee on the education of gifted and talented children, there have been significant developments in the field, in the state of Victoria.  Many of the private schools have created withdrawal groups for gifted children (with varying degrees of success), many others rely on their streaming procedures, and still others have policies of individual or small group extension work.  In all the state primary schools and the Catholic parish schools, which I have contacted through my clinical work, there seems to be a readiness to accommodate a gifted child’s special needs, and no-where have I met with hostility.  However, there is an almost universal disinclination to accelerate a single child through a school, with which sentiment I agree entirely, since a big part of my practice is concerned with counselling children who have been accelerated beyond their social and emotional capabilities.  








Regarding the state secondary schools, the University High School acceleration program has survived until the present day, through three changes of state government.  The UHS program has been judged to be so successful, that it has been copied in a number of Victorian state secondary schools, with the UHS co-ordinator giving much needed guidance.  This same co-ordinator was with the UHS program from 1981 until February, 2000, when he took early retirement.  The length of time in the position is itself an endorsement, and another outstanding teacher has now been made co-ordinator.  An unobstrusive measure of the success of the program has been the fact that parents of children who have been through the program are so pleased with it, that many of them send their younger children to try for selection.  








The obvious success of this program raises the question as to what is the best way to cater for gifted children in secondary schools, and I am dealing here only with state secondary schools since private schools can achieve similar (but not the same) effects by “streaming”, which is not countenanced in Victorian state schools. The first attempt by the Victorian Education Department was to set up withdrawal enrichment groups for one day a week, gifted children being drawn from disadvantaged Western suburb high-schools.  This was judged to be unsuccessful, since the children had to make up work missed on the withdrawal day, and the teachers in the home schools were not sympathetic.  The consensus of opinion seemed to be that enrichment programs should not be only for gifted children.  Then the decision was made to set up the acceleration program at University High School, along the lines of the Study for Mathematically Precocious Youth in the U.S., with important differences.  The S.M.P.Y. caters for Mathematics only, and it is run out of school hours, in week-ends and vacations, so that it does not have the same adminstrative problems as the U.H.S. program.  Also the U.H.S. program accelerates in all subjects.  








I will not describe the U.H.S. program, since this was detailed in the 1986 Ministry of Education submission, but in the next few paragraphs I shall briefly summarize the theoretical concepts behind the setting-up of the UHS program, and whether, according to my research, those theories were borne out, and what are the posssible links with current practice in education of the gifted.  I must emphasize that my research finished in 1993, and therefore does not apply to the U.H.S. program at the present time.  This submission is not an evaluation of the U.H.S. program for information about a particular program, but merely using a data-based evaluation to provide information about education of the gifted in general.








The main theoretical concepts underpinning the University High School program are the concepts of giftedness, ability grouping, and acceleration.  A further concept underlying the whole program is that, because of the ideal conditions supplied by the program, all the children will be happy and well adjusted emotionally.   








1.  Theory of giftedness:








That is, what did the architects of the U.H.S. program mean by “gifted children”?  Assuming we are discussing  children gifted intellectually, what does any educator mean by “gifted children”?  Defining giftedness is a problem.  It is easy enough with adults---a gifted adult is one who has achieved something original and remarkable in a particular field, usually only in one field.  But with children it is more difficult because they have not had time to achieve anything remarkable.  So we have to fall back on the truly difficult concept of “intelligence”, or even more difficult “intellectual potential”.





One of the large controversies about intelligence concerns the nature of intelligence, whether it is general or whether it is in specific areas only.  Certainly most brilliant adults are brilliant in one area only, and most prodigies are prodigies in one area only.  Yet most children are identified as gifted by an intelligence test and are expected to be brilliant in every field.  Many educators of the gifted think of giftedness as involving multiple qualities including non-intellectual qualities such as persistence, motivation, and experience, and most researchers think that identifying giftedness by a single intelligence test is invalid.  Intelligence test scores are notoriously poor predictors of achievement in adult life, probably because of the qualities mentioned above.    


Despite this, identification of a particular child as gifted usually depends on that child’s ability to achieve at a particular time, and intelligence tests are a tried and true method of testing that ability.  For the UHS program an intelligence test was used, but used in a battery which included a test specially devised for them by A.C.E.R., and a creative essay.  Interviews were also used, in order to make sure no child was accepted into the program who would be harmed emotionally by the program.





 


2.  Ability Grouping:








The implicit theory behind the use of ability grouping, and why it is used by educators of the gifted, is that gifted children are held back in mainstream classrooms, that they cannot work at their right pace, that the influence of their peers makes them pretend not to be interested in their work, and that sometimes boredom leads to delinquency or even depression.  Detractors of ability grouping for gifted groups claim that it leads to elitism and/or to feelings of isolation.  They claim also that gifted children, by reason of their giftedness, might have high self-esteem in a mainstream group, but if placed with a gifted group where they could be the least gifted in the group, their self-esteem could drop dramatically (known as “social comparison theory”).








3.  Acceleration:








As with ability grouping, gifted children are bored with the work of the normal classroom, spending hours with work that is too easy, and which they already know.  Acceleration allows them to proceed at their own pace, thus maintaining motivation and allowing unusual achievement.








Most teachers are against accelerating a single child several years above their chronological age, because of emotional distress and social problems.  Also a single child is up against the controversy about the nature of giftedness and whether it is ideal for a child to be accelerated in all subjects.  Most secondary school teachers know that bright children are usually very bright either in Maths./Science or in the Humanities, not in both.  They might be very proficient in all subjects, but brilliant in the one area only.  








Critics of acceleration claim that it always leads to emotional maladjustment.  U.H.S. aimed to overcome the social difficulties by accelerating the children in a group, so that there were twenty-five children all in a similar situation, and all younger at V.C.E.  However, U.H.S. adhered to the “general intelligence” theory and accelerated in all subjects.


Summary of Evaluation Findings:





 


In my evaluation of the U.H.S. program I used the statistical technique of structural equation modelling to analyse the causal mechanisms underlying the program.  In the following paragraphs I have given extremely brief answers to research questions, the answers based on my LISREL analysis.  I would refer any reader to my evaluation which can be obtained from the Parliamentary Library.








Q.  Was the total selection test score a good predictor of achievement at V.C.E. level?  Would an intelligence test have been sufficient on its own?  Would any one test have been sufficient on its own?  Did the interview serve any purpose?








A.  The LISREL analysis showed that the total selection test score was a significantly good predictor of achievement.  No single test (including the group intelligence test and the individual intelligence test, WISC-R) predicted achievement at all. 








The best way to look at the efficacy of the interview is to look at the attrition rate for the program, since the interview is meant to avoid children who might drop out of the program because of emotional disturbance.  Attrition is the bug-bear of longitudinal studies, so much so that often researchers do not include an attrition statement in their research reports.  This means that sometimes a favourable view of a program cannot be accepted since the children “dropping out” are likely to have been the ones who did not succeed. 


 





The attrition rate for the U.H.S. program was unusually and incredibly low which was probably due partly to a very strong group feeling which developed in each year group.  It also suggests that the interview was a very good adjunct to the selection process.








Q.  Did the ability grouping lead to feelings of isolation in the school, to feelings of elitism, to emotional disturbance due to social comparison theory?  Given their designation as gifted children, and their “ideal” school situation, did all the children achieve superlatively?  Did they achieve at a higher level than their mainstream peers?  








A.  There was very little isolation, and what there was, was quickly lost once they were dispersed at V.C.E. level.  The children were with their cohort for three years and gained very strong support from their fellow members.  There were no feelings of elitism after the first few weeks, but this was mostly due to the sensible attitude of the school’s teachers, who treated the children in the same way as any other children, for example, Form 8 F instead of Form 8 A or 8 D.  There was a little unhappiness in a few cases because of social comparison, mostly from the students whose special ability was for Humanities subjects instead of Maths.  Since these students were very much in the minority, they sometimes felt a little inferior.








The achievement level was varied as might be expected, taking into account those factors already mentioned--motivation, persistence and perseverance.  In line with most overseas studies, some children achieved brilliantly, most children achieved extremely well, and some children achieved less well in some subjects.  The latter was almost always in the Humanities.  Possible reasons for this are (i) the majority of the children in the program excel in the Maths./Science area rather than the Humanities area, (ii) Maths./Science subjects are much easier to accelerate than Humanities subjects, because the latter subjects need a certain amount of social and emotional maturity.  This was found with the S.M.P.Y. program in the U.S. where an attempt at setting up a similar program in Humanities failed.   








Some of the mainstream children achieved more highly than some of the accelerated children, almost always in Humanities subjects, probably for the reasons outlined above.  Also, as well as missing a year, the accelerated children studied many more subjects at Years 10 and 11 than the mainstream children, the aim being to provide great breadth of learning as well as high achievement.








Q.  Were all subjects equally easy to accelerate?  Did the acceleration allow the children to work at their own speed, thus without boredom and frustration?  Did the acceleration process itself induce emotional disturbance? 








A.  Mathematics in particular seems to be easier to accelerate than most other subjects, and this is borne out by overseas studies, and why it was chosen for the S.M.P.Y. program.  The children were never bored or frustrated.  The acceleration process did not appear to induce any emotional disturbance, but see the next question. 








Q.  Was the aim of happiness and emotional adjustment achieved?  What effect did the program have on the children’s personalities, for example, did they all become “horrible little swots” (as one teacher predicted)?





 A.  No child left the program because of emotional disturbance; two children (out of 329) needed to take time off from school for psychiatric treatment.  Both had serious home problems and both came back to U.H.S. to complete their schooling.  








A most unexpected effect of the program was apparent from personality tests and qualitatively from interviews, that is, a marked and statistically significant personality change in the students over the duration of the program.  The children changed from being rather repressed and conforming and very conscientious, to becoming somewhat rebellious, not very conscientious and very independent and creative, (the opposite of “horrible little swots”).  At the end of their schooling they were not concerned with high marks as such, but only as a means to an end.  Each cohort developed a very strong group ethos, similar to a family feeling, and this probably contributed to the final result.  According to the results from proxy control groups, the personality change cannot be attributed to maturation, to very high intelligence or (to any extent) the social climate of the home school.  It was a most striking result and must be explained in terms of the program itself.  A similar result  was found in a smaller American study.








Conclusion:








What conclusions can be drawn from the preceding results about education of the gifted in secondary schools?  It is difficult to generalize from the U.H.S. program, since the school itself is a particularly fine school with a very relaxed and accommodating social climate, and the program had an outstanding co-ordinator for 20 years, followed by a similarly oustanding one at present.  However, there seems little doubt that acceleration programs of this model are a very successful way of providing for the special needs of gifted secondary school children.  Consideration could possibly be given to instituting separate programs for Maths./Science and for the Humanities, or for Maths. alone or English alone, in which case the selection test(s) could be directly related to the desired outcome, as with the SMPY.  However, this would entail such administrative difficulties that probably no state high school could afford it.








One of the most important advantages of programs such as the UHS program is that they can be set up in state schools, and because they are in state schools, children of low socio-economic status have the same access as any other child.  Many of the children in the U.H.S. program had not been seen as very intelligent by their parents, until teachers suggested that they try for the program.  Also, such programs give the gifted state school child access to some of the same advantages available to gifted children in private schools.


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





The role of the Commonwealth in supporting the education of gifted children can only be financial support, particularly to help with administrative and secretarial duties.  In the United States, co-ordinators of programs such as the above, have this as their sole job.  At U.H.S. the co-ordinator has duties in the mainstream of the school as well as teaching in the acceleration program, together with the truly enormous load of adminstrative duties attached to the acceleration program.  Also, all her spare time is taken up with answering parents’ phone calls, dealing with children’s problems and teachers’ problems.  Financial assistance to ease these burdens would be of inestimable support to the education of gifted children.














					Betty Murphy, M.A., Ph.D., M.A.P.S.	
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