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Provision for the most able students: acceleration or enrichment?

Provision for able pupils should have a clear focus and a clear sense of direction and progression if it is to have lasting benefit. The real test of any programme to cater for the needs of exceptionally able pupils lies in the future attitudes and achievement of the pupils concerned. In particular, pupils benefiting from such a programme should leave school with greater competence in, and more commitment to, those subjects in which they have a special talent than would otherwise have been the case.

‘Acceleration’ may be defined as: 
· any strategy whereby individual pupils, or groups of more able pupils, are systematically fed standard curriculum work months or years ahead of their peers thereby

1. putting their learning out of phase with that of their peer group (permanently)

2. creating a potential vacuum – and the inevitable question ‘What next?’ when the available standard work is completed before the age of 16 or 18.
It is an approach which needs to be handled with great caution.

The superficial attractions of acceleration are:
· it is an easy way of satisfying those who insist on measurable or documented outcomes (eg DfES)

· it is a response to demands that there be some tangible returns made by external agencies who provide additional funds (EiC)

· the necessary materials seem to be easily available

· it satisfies parents

but most commonly of all

· because no other strategy is readily available for the most able pupils.

‘Enrichment’ may be defined as any strategy that seeks to serve the needs of able pupils in ways which avoid (1) above. Within ‘enrichment’ there is a need to distinguish between:

· enrichment for added breadth. This supplements the standard curriculum with additional work  unrelated to the standard curriculum (recreational subject-related activities,, after school clubs, competitions etc) 

and

· enrichment for added depth. This routinely expects from those for whom it is appropriate a higher level of technique in, a greater depth of understanding of, and a willingness to reflect on standard curriculum material. It is enhanced by supplementary topics which lay stronger foundations for subsequent learning in a planned and systematic way, but which do not pre-empt standard curriculum work from subsequent years.

Enrichment for added breadth has long been successfully employed as a strategy for motivating and challenging able pupils. It is however by its nature a piecemeal approach. By contrast, enrichment for added depth can be planned and incorporated as part of the scheme of work. Instead of importing topics unrelated to standard work, extension tasks are provided which enrich the official curriculum by requiring deeper understanding of standard material (e.g. in mathematics, by insisting on a higher level of fluency in working with fractions or ratio or algebra).

Although acceleration seems an easy solution, it will not necessarily bring the benefits intended. Able pupils must learn to set themselves high standards. They should learn to insist on understanding what they are taught and strive to get ‘routine’ tasks completely correct. This is not usually possible when work is accelerated. The intensity and style of teaching and learning change markedly at 16 – 18. It is important that, at this age, when young minds are ready to move up a gear, they should be actively engaging with those subjects in which they have a marked strength. This is not possible if the subject has been studied at an earlier age in a more superficial manner. Exceptional talent inevitably draws attention to the individual possessing it. However, every young person needs space to develop away from the limelight. Hence we should hesitate before encouraging strategies which remove individuals or groups from their natural cohort.
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