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· Education is a major vehicle for upward social mobility;

· Education determines the quality of life of the individual and of society.

(The Discovery Program – Israel Arts and Science Academy, 1996

Preamble: Samaritan Catholic College. 

Samaritan Catholic College was created in 2000 from the amalgamation of two Marist Colleges –Redden Catholic College, Preston, with St Josephs’ Catholic College, North Fitzroy, an inner-city 7-10 secondary school which was one of Redden’s feeder schools. Samaritan’s feeder catchment area stretches from Coburg in the West, Fitzroy/ Collingwood in the south and Resevoir in the north. There are up to 20 primary feeder schools. There are 750 students enrolled at the College.

A decision was made to utilise the North Fitzroy campus as a Year 9 campus with an altered curriculum emphasis. Staff were cognisant of the focus on this crucial year in the development of adolescent boys as part of our developing a concept of a coherent ‘narrative’ in the education of our students. 

We feel it is important for the Senate Enquiry to give our account of a development of a gifted programme from a disadvantaged, multi-ethnic school perspective, since, as the Catholic Education Office submission and Gifted Literature generally points out, one of the major problem areas for gifted education is that of the inner-city, northern, western and other disadvantaged areas of the city - the non-English speaking background of many families, higher rates of unemployment and relatively poorer education of parents within our families. Samaritan is a systemic school run by the Marist Brothers. 

Tehe community at Samaritan comprises many ethnic groupings – Italian, which the student body had been largely comprised of in the past, Lebanese and other Arabic groups (currently about one fifth of the school) and Asian, in particular, the Vietnamese.  We are the first Catholic Secondary school in Victoria to offer Arabic as a subject, and, as well teach Vietnamese. Many schools have shied away from teaching community languages – we feel that it is an important component in our concern to accommodate the needs of students and obviously LOTE is one component in the identification of gifted and talented students within minority groups.

We have adopted Bright Futures
 as the foundation document for building our programmes.  

Below are some of the components of our programme that we feel are important to present to the present enquiry. 

Changing the Culture

Whilst accommodation must be made for students who would score highly on IQ tests – inviting acceleration and individualised treatment, much of the thrust of a Gifted and Talented programme at this stage of our development is to address the challenge of  changing the culture of the school – not only to encourage achievement and commitment from an ever widening group of students, but to attempt to change class room practice. The extra-curricula programme has that as a focus. As well, the establishment of standards of dress and behaviour has been a focus with the amalgamation. Newly introduced have been the opening school mass in the Cathedral, a speech night in Dallas Brooks Hall and so on, attempting to give a genuine sense of occasion and pride in our College and accomplishments. 

There is a tendency of our boys to knock the school, yet remain passive to the challenge of changing the culture. Partially that seems to be a problem of our ethnic groups as well as the lower SES of our clientele. The advertising of the accomplishments of the boys to the school community and the wider community is seen as integral to the process of changing expectations and belief in ourselves. 

The necessity to build continuity in the long term into programmes. 

One of the problems that schools face can be seen in the loss of inspirational teachers from a particular subject area, Gifted education in particular or personnel involved in extra-curricula activities and the subsequent discontinuation of programs that had been built up through the involvement of those teachers. It is possible to trace the movement of particular teachers through various schools and the exemplary programmes they had instigated only to see those same programmes having been either downgraded or collapse after their departure. Samaritan Catholic College has been concerned to build into programmes the possibility of continuity by the creation of the position of Coordinator of Extension Programmes. This will mean that the existing activities such as chess and debating have a chance of building into a tradition and with the growing attraction of representing the College in inter school competition, the talented students are being attracted to participate, and the ‘tall poppy’ or ‘nerd’ syndrome will have a chance of being dispelled.  

Identification

Traditionally, Catholic schools have put many resources into the remedial area. Often the complaint has come from educators, that the teacher designated as the Gifted teacher is somewhat an appendage to the Special Education faculty. In our mind the definitions of Gifted can be daunting to schools such as ours. Whilst we know from group testing from the former schools from which we amalgamated that whilst students might score relatively well in the general ability area, they were often on lower stanines in the maths area, but more particularly in the language area. This is attributed to the ESL nature of our clientele, the style of teaching in some of our feeder schools, as well as the attitudes towards education of students electing to come to the school. We are in the process of finding instruments alongside class assessment and observation with which to gauge student ability. We will take note of the mechanisms for testing in Bright Futures.

As a result of the amalgamation we have established a transition teacher role. The appointee is expected to liaise with the feeder schools and begin to identify incoming students and their needs. 

Until a policy is developed over the long term, when it is envisaged to keep files on students throughout their school career, some of the initiatives for identifying students include teacher recommendation for invitation into some of the competitions that have been targeted. 

We are having translated into Vietnamese, Chinese and Arabic some of the Gifted materials from Bright Futures – especially the parent instrument on observing gifted characteristics in their child, as well information on Gifted and Talented perspectives. 

In many ways the attitude of students often fosters underachievement (rather akin to Groucho Marx’s “I wouldn’t belong to a club that would have me!”). Outlined below are the ways we are attempting to overcome this syndrome. The major area that we are addressing in fostering underachievement is in the class room and the reliance on work sheets rather than considering teaching to the higher level skills. One way of addressing this is through our literacy programme. In Year 7 and 8 an Integrated Studies approach has been introduced. Teachers working in this area had felt that the proliferation of subjects and teachers for a student coming from primary school was daunting and militated against achievement. The Year 7 coordinator is primary trained and understands the methodology of working within an integrated framework
. 

The place of Extra-curricula Programmes in the Gifted and Talented context

We have felt that Extra-curricula activities would help change the ‘culture’ of the school from a relatively passive and apathetic student body to one where students would participate in initiating and taking leadership roles in programmes involving clubs and other extension activities. This has been assisted by:

· Joining the Association of Catholic Colleges (ACC) a grouping of 14 boys’ colleges that has a paid coordinator. Initially the ACC offered a variety of sports, but now offers Chess
, Debating and is developing a whole Music  programme. This has meant that we are competing against sometimes quite well established schools. The ethos of the ACC is not about winning per se and the cooperation that is developing amongst these schools means school to school contact (for example we have taken our chess teams to some of these schools out of competition). It will mean in the long term our gifted and talented students have a chance to meet in camp or workshop situations such as music workshops. There is no reason why the concept couldn’t be applied to areas such as forums concerned with political, science and technology issues. 
· The appointment of the Coordinator of Extension Programmes was to combine the extra-curricula component with a gifted and talented focus. There is a committee of interested teachers who will contribute to developing a policy for the College as well as give input into curriculum concerns in the development and dissemination of extension possibilities within subject areas.  

The place of Competitions and activities within a gifted and talented programme.

Competitions per se are not a substitute for a Gifted programme – so many schools identify their contribution to Gifted programmes as constituting entering Tournament of minds, or  Future Problem Solving. However, neither is intrinsically Gifted as such, and certainly doesn’t constitute a coherent programme in any way although they might engage bright kids and contribute to the achievements of a school. 

One way to encourage students to enter a competition is to contract them to submit the work in lieu of other work in the particular related subject – failure to do so will result in a fail in the same way as would happen with normal class work. It is possible to redeem in the same way, but once undertaken, work must be completed. The students will have access to the expertise of teachers in a particular area in withdrawal situations subject to teacher approval. Our experience has been that the students recommended have delivered work that demonstrates the qualities of commitment and intelligent work habits for which they had been recommended. 

Over time we will develop report formats which detail some of these activities as an example of higher level achievement – certainly for some students there will be a range of activities undertaken for some of which certificates or awards will give public recognition for their achievements. The school has a policy of awarding Lavalla Awards in front of the school assembly for students who have demonstrated estimable qualities – academic excellence is one of those qualities.  

A Catholic school has a commitment to ideals of social justice and the like, and one way to have students actively engaged is through clubs. A Politics Club has been created out of students who attended the Amnesty International Conference, as well as a group of students who competed in SCRAM, (an inter-school competition where the teams have to mediate on a contentious issue) and groups involved with Centenary forums on Rights and the Constitution. The Club will serve as an umbrella organization covering Environmental, Human rights and other issues. In the middle school teachers have volunteered to foster the interest of students so that they are not overwhelmed by the senior boys. This is an illustration of extra-curricula activities leading curriculum; some of the issues will find their way back into the class room – and next year Politics will be offered as a subject for the first time, and there will be sufficient numbers of students to make it a viable option. 

In the same way training and focus can be given in the lower years with identification of students so that in the future we may have teams entering E-Teams, and other competitions related to commerce. This will encourage capable students to enter those subject areas and raise the profile of those subjects as well.

There is a tendency for bright students to opt for the Maths/Sciences to the detriment of an effective presence of the Humanities
. We find it difficult to offer History. By entering interested and bright students in the History Association competitions as discussed above it may be possible to engage students in the study of history. We have found teachers across the board are very willing to work with students in the short term – given interested students, it means that a teacher is not teaching from structured content as dictated by the text book or work sheets but can embark upon open ended and higher level skills. We are working on the theory, as well, that these modes of teaching will find their way back into the class room. 

As well as the above, Samaritan has a Computer club, and ad hoc writing groups which meet, again, with the purpose of entering writing competitions as part of their English or relevant subject courses.

Music

One of the former schools which became Samaritan, Redden Catholic College, was successful in gaining a grant from the Schools Commission for musical instruments over a couple of years. Opting against band instruments, the instrumental program didn’t flourish and the music department did not grow or gain respect. In the amalgamation the College did inherit the remnants of the band from St Joseph’s College. The difference in outlooks between the two schools can be exemplified by  the realisation that the band could serve as a community focus for ceremonial  occasions as well as encouraging students to learn a skill that has demonstrable educational benefits. These factors make this worth noting in the context of establishing a culture to make a strategy to encourage Gifted and Talented students:

· The acquisition of a Head of Department of the highest competence.

· Each student in year 7 has to undertake an instrument for one term.

· Whilst this is not unremarkable in itself, it has resulted in a training band, ensuring the future of the principal band with increasingly competent students.

· In addition a training band has been created in the feeder schools.

· Ensembles to perform chamber music have been created and students are 

undertaking music at VCE level and it is hoped that some will gain entrance to the VCA.

· There is an annual music camp.

· The band has a central place in the life of the school and is exposed  at community functions and competitions, and next year it is hoped to take the band to America to a fellow Marist School.

· The ACC has introduced programmes to encourage music through our 

selection of boys’ Schools, thus taking the emphasis off just sport into other areas. 

· In the near future it is intended to make the college a focus of excellence by

bringing students from country and surrounding areas for workshops and camps. 

Multicultural activities

· The publication of a Multicultural Magazine, which will take in probably a dozen languages (although not aimed at ‘multicultural’ content as such) we see as important to give us a sense of identity and pride in who we are. Whilst this is unremarkable in itself, the fact that students who study ethnic languages will form part of groups formed to discuss how to write for whatever purpose they have elected to write does, in our mind, constitute exposing students to exemplary practices in writing, linking it as well to English or a subject related to the task undertaken. So often students obtain an A in their respective LOTE  areas, but in no way might be considered ‘gifted’; often their ability to perform in the language of their parents is not related to genuine intellectual ability (or linguistic, for that matter)  – we feel that by encouraging this sort of contribution to the College the student is exposed to ‘real’ writing in a way that their respective ethnic language school doesn’t contribute to. It is one way of accommodating the Ethnic Gifted student.

· We have  school community with a rich cultural and linguistic expertise. This includes such teachers from Italian, Arabic, Tagalog, Greek, and Vietnamese backgrounds. We are developing programmes to develop the respective ethnic groups contribution to the school. For example, the Greek students have met to work on writing, they will debate in Greek against one of the Greek schools; our Vietnamese students will meet with local writers. One of our local Priests writes poetry and has set up the course in Vietnamese at LaTrobe University, whilst one of our parents has published in Vietnamese and represents writers in Melbourne at National conferences of Vietnamese writers. This will encourage students to move beyond what can be too often a ghetto mentality that teachers often remark upon. 

· We are to hold meetings in Vietnamese and Arabic with families to discuss educational issues. It has always been a problematic area as to how to involve these families in any school. Since the College makes an endeavour to have parents represented on its various committees, the absence of these parents is less than satisfactory. 

VCE/University extension

The possibilities of offering VCE over three years has meant, as with most other schools, the possibility of accelerating capable students into Unit 3 and 4 subjects. 

We attempt to identify students who would benefit from doing a first year University course. In 2000 two students undertook such courses. We have to give more consideration lower down the school to identifying and preparing students for that possibility. 

Relationship with the academies

We have established informal connections with the Australian Catholic University and  the University of Melbourne with a view to encouraging Post Graduate work on specific problems in disadvantaged multi-ethnic schools – to build a positive connection with what obtains in the academies and schools. Since the ACU trains some of our teachers, it makes sense to discuss needs and draw on the expertise of their lecturers. We are involving other schools in these discussions, working toward practical solutions to problems as well as encouraging research within our schools. 

Cluster group

Over the two years of existence we have established close contacts with our 20 or so feeder schools. Few of those schools have addressed the question of Gifted and Talented and we are attempting to work towards establishing ourselves as a Mentor School with staff being trained to be facilitators in the Bright Futures programme. Whilst that is a big ask, we see it as necessary to raise expectations generally through our Northern region and for the obvious reason that we will be attracting more able students amongst our intake. 

The psychological barrier of being on the wrong side of the tracks is a very real one and quality education offers students a way to overcome this attitude. Most schools lose students at the end of Year 8 and 9 to scholarships – it is our aim to make the school  and what it can offer sufficiently attractive to prevent this drain and to attract students to Samaritan. 

Professional Development

· Teachers attended the National Conference on Boys’ Education in Brisbane in 2000. 

· Teachers attended a Conference on Middle School Education in 2000.

In some measure the concerns of both these conferences are informing the development of curriculum in the Middle School as well as the development of curriculum at the Year 9 campus. 

· Two teachers will attend the Bright Futures Professional Development offered by the CEO, as well as five teachers to attend the Biennial Gifted conference in Melbourne this year. 

· Staff have been inserviced on learning styles.

· As part of inservicing on Harassment we have engaged the services of one of the leaders in the field in tackling the problem of bahaviour management to build positive attitudes to learning and teaching. This will impact on the ability of teachers to teach to differentiated curriculum. 

· The College is aware of fostering Career paths for teachers – a Gifted focus, with studies undertaken at the universities is being encouraged. 

Conclusion

Whilst it is early days yet, we feel it is important to show what a disadvantaged school in the Northern suburbs is attempting. We would make the following recommendations:

· That consideration of funding be made available for innovative projects in Gifted education in recognizably disadvantaged areas.

· That consideration be given to making available scholarships to teachers in disadvantaged schools to undertake post-graduate work in Gifted Education

· That Tertiary institutions be encouraged to target specific problems for research in the implementation of Gifted and Talented programmes in disadvantaged Schools. 

· This  should include the  exploration of  ethnic differences in learning styles and behavioural characteristics of students. 

· An exploration of the relationship between the  Primary feeder school and Secondary schools, transition and continuities and Gifted and talented education. .   

    Ken Jamieson

Coordinator of Extension Activities

� Bright Futures (Deparment of Education, Victoria, 1998)


� For a case study of a school using this approach see Implementing Cross-cuuicular Approaches in Schools edited by Leonie Kite (Australian Curriculum Studies Association, ACT, 1996)


� Chess has been well documented as an aid to developing the intellect.


� Statistics of a 30% failure rate at University in these areas point to the necessity to rethink strategies in course selection. 
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