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            FOREWORD

         

         Since establishing Independent Thinking in 1994, we have worked hard to share with educators around the world our belief that there is always another way. The Independent Thinking On … series of books is an extension of that work, giving a space for great educators to use their words and share great practice across a number of critical and relevant areas of education.

         Independent Thinking on Transition addresses one of the biggest elephants in the room when it comes to seeking to raise achievement for all children in all of our schools. We have created a system that deliberately throws a massive bump in the road for children to navigate at a time when they are still young and vulnerable. Rather than helping them move smoothly through their educational childhood and into adolescence and young adulthood, we throw everything up in the air just at the point when they were starting to make sense of the world around them and their place within it.

         Of course, many young people deal with this process like any other rite of passage – a challenge, possibly unpleasant, but just what you have to go through. After all, my parents did before me, and their parents before them.

         But, as ever, there is another way.

         Drawing on his experience in all sorts of schools in various parts of the world, including establishing a 3–18 all-through school in a former pit village in Nottinghamshire, Independent Thinking Associate Dave Harris shares insights, tips and ideas for primary and secondary schools, encouraging and inspiring them to work together to make the whole process of transition not just less of an iiordeal but an altogether more positive and constructive event for all concerned.

         A head teacher I met once described trying to get primary and secondary schools to work together on better transition practices as being like ‘mating a cat and a dog’. With this book we can all come together to address the elephant, cat and dog, and create an altogether better animal for our young people.

         IAN GILBERT
LINCOLN
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1
            FIRST THOUGHTS

         

         ‘We have a brilliant transition programme,’ proudly claimed one secondary school leader I met recently. I held my breath in anticipation of finding the educational holy grail I had been searching for. ‘We have two great days in early July when the primary kids visit us and do a forensic science project.’

         My heart sank.

         This is not brilliant transition. In fact, it probably isn’t transition at all.

         I have been working in the area of transition for over 15 years, creating one of England’s first all-through 3–18 state schools in the early 2000s. Back at that time, I wrote a book called Are You Dropping the Baton?, which focused on ways of improving the transition from primary to secondary education.1 In it, I painted a positive picture of what schools can achieve when they work closely together. However, it is with great sadness that I can see the gap has not narrowed over the past decade. Indeed, there are many signs indicating that it has in fact widened. We are now staring into not a gap but a chasm, one that claims more victims every year.

         Surely, enough is now enough. The time for action is here. In this short book, my aim is to succinctly highlight the issues causing this problem, and then to offer some straightforward and practical solutions to remove them. The book is organised into four main sections: in Chapter 1 (The Chasm) we explore what the problem is and its effect 2on learning; in Chapter 2 (Bridging the Chasm) I propose a seven-step process to improve transition; in Chapter 3 (Success Factors) we consider other features that affect transition; and in the appendices there are materials to support the ideas put forward in the book. 

         The secondary school I mention on page 1 may have designed and executed a couple of fun days for their new pupils, and this is probably something worth doing. But if we believe it is solving the transition problem then we are fooling ourselves. At the very best, this type of event helps pupils to feel positive about their new school and enables them to become familiar with some new faces, names and rooms. However, it does nothing to develop coherent learning and progression, and in some cases it might even be construed as false marketing.

         There can be a big difference between what a secondary school puts on during days like these and the diet of lessons served up once the children are on roll. I am not suggesting that fun learning events should be avoided, but we need to be clear that their role is simply about smoothing the bumps as young people deal with some of the many differences they will find between the two types of institution.

         Let’s get the language straight from the start. These types of event are not about transition but induction – inducting pupils into new places and procedures. Transition, on the other hand, needs to be a much longer, more detailed and ambitious process. Indeed, in its perfect form, transition begins on entry to primary school and finishes when the child leaves secondary school.2 The following figure summarises the two approaches.

         
3INDUCTION

         
            [image: ]

         

         TRANSITION

         
            [image: ]

         

         While evidence suggests that any change of school is a time when transition issues need to be addressed, for the purposes of this book I will focus on the issues experienced by pupils as they move between primary and secondary school.4

         
            1 D. Harris, Are You Dropping the Baton? From Effective Collaboration to All-Through Schools – Your Guide to Improving Transition (Independent Thinking Series) (Carmarthen: Crown House Publishing, 2007).

            2 See D. Harris and J. West-Burnham, Leadership Dialogues II: Leadership in Times of Change (Carmarthen: Crown House Publishing, 2018), section 1D.

         

      

   


   
      
         
5
            CHAPTER 1

            THE CHASM

         

         Before I take you on a short history lesson of the education system to help you understand the thinking – or lack of it – behind the current system, let us first agree on what the outcomes of a successful transition process might be.

         Back in 2008, the then Department for Children, Schools and Families produced a report on transition in which they defined the following key indicators of pupils enjoying a successful transition:

         
            1 Developing new friendships and improving self-esteem and confidence.

            2 Settling so well in school life that parents have no concerns.

            3 Showing an increasing interest in school and school work.

            4 Getting used to new routines and school organisation with great ease.

            5 Experiencing curriculum continuity.1

         

         Over a decade after this report was published, we would find it hard to disagree that a pupil exhibiting these traits has experienced a successful transition (although the phrase ‘showing an increasing interest in school and 6school work’ might have caused a few raised eyebrows in primary schools). 

         The basic needs of transition have probably not changed a great deal in 50 years, let alone 10. While the report suggested that a good number of pupils interviewed scored favourably on all five criteria, my own experiences would lead me to be less optimistic that we’re getting it right. Most of the young people I encounter report few issues with items 1 and 4 (the areas on which many schools focus) but they are definitely not scoring high when it comes to areas 3 and 5. In a recent interview that I carried out with pupils one year after transition, under 30% thought that learning was more interesting than at their primary school.

         I believe that the current focus on accreditation and testing in many parts of the world has driven secondary education into a traditional enclave where the test has become the goal rather than a tool in the process. To counter this, I would propose that the list on page 5 could be updated to include two more measures:

         
            6 Understanding that education is more than just the exam grade achieved.

            7 Understanding that you are never too old to enjoy learning.

         

         How does your school measure up to these criteria today? What are you doing well? What could you improve? Where do you start?

         According to a study by Marlau van Rens and colleagues, the most obvious but least used place to start is by asking young people themselves:

         
            the involvement of children in decision-making by giving them a voice has been an area of growing interest … The  7 absence of any direct consultation with the children involved in the transition process demonstrates the low priority given to this aspect of transfer. It should be possible for secondary schools to learn from children by asking incoming students about their thoughts about the transition, and ask recently switched students about their experiences and what they can suggest to smoothen the transition for other children.2

         

         In England, at least, student voice has been forced into the backseat in recent years as ‘teacher talk’ has been given its place front and centre. But in transition, as in many other aspects of school life, we would do well to give children and young people a platform from which to speak about their experiences and a commitment that we will listen to them.

         But how have things come to this? As is so often the case, in order to move forward more effectively, we need to look at the past.

         A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE PRIMARY AND SECONDARY DIVIDE

         As with all things education, let’s start with the brain. After all, the more education is focused on the neuroscience of learning – the small electrical changes at the heart of all we do – the better we will be at designing an education system that is genuinely fit for purpose. With this in mind, 8let’s get something clear from the start: the traditional splitting of education into primary and secondary has absolutely nothing to do with the brain. It should do, but it doesn’t. The historic reason for separating education into distinct phases is firmly rooted in practicalities. 

         In the past, education was a very local affair, often based in a single room close to the homes of its pupils. Children of all ages were taught in the same space, usually in lines, with the youngest at the front and the oldest at the back. Without becoming carried away by romantic reflections on the good old days of education, we can at least picture an educational environment focused, by necessity, on engagement, and not on the data-driven, achievement-focused system now seen in many parts of the world.

         My own grandmother, a bright, intelligent woman, talked with passion about her time in her school in Neen Sollars, in rural England in the early 20th century. She described how the line between learner and teacher was frequently blurred, the pupils often learning as much from one another as they did from the teacher. General topics would be discussed by the whole class, then individual work would follow, with older children often supporting the learning of younger ones. Work was set at a variety of levels to support the different learning needs – differentiation before it had a name.

         I was always impressed by her detailed knowledge of the geography of the world: she knew every country, capital city and major river, despite having never left her home in deepest Shropshire. She explained how, in her first weeks at school, she sat near the globe at the front of the class and, within days, an older pupil was enthusiastically sharing its hidden secrets. Each time a new pupil arrived at the school, the introduction was repeated and expanded, and her knowledge and interest increased. By the time she left 9the school she was leading the whole class in geography. These days we would call such an approach a ‘spiral curriculum’, in which learning is revisited regularly and expanded on each time (there is more on the spiral curriculum in Chapter 2).

         This type of school is called a ‘one-room school’ and, although there are many rural communities where such schooling still exists, in general it is an approach that has disappeared from the educational landscape in many parts of the world. As transport improved, larger schools were possible, and following the principles of a burgeoning industrial society, larger was seen as more efficient. Bigger schools meant that the model of teaching all the children together was growing increasingly untenable, and so a method was needed to separate them into different classes.

         The obvious way to achieve this was by age, which also helped to moderate noise levels for the older pupils, allowed for the introduction of smaller furniture for smaller children and provided the opportunity for a very different curriculum for the youngest pupils. As workforce requirements broadened through the Industrial Revolution and the growth of the British Empire, the need to provide a wider ‘specialist’ curriculum grew. Housing all of this provision under one roof often proved impractical, and so different sites for different ages developed. These are the seeds from which grew two separate organisms – the primary and secondary schools with which we are now familiar.

         It is a law of nature that when systems grow in isolation from each other, it is almost inevitable that they will develop different approaches, attitudes and beliefs. This is certainly true of primary and secondary education. In 10many places they have evolved separately for over 100 years with little regard to the needs of young people.

         The situation is further exacerbated by the argument that primary-age children learn best in one way and secondary pupils learn best in a different way. Too often these assumptions have little basis in the facts. Of course, the brain of a 3-year-old and an 18-year-old have different levels of maturity and will respond in different ways to stimulation, but the neuroscience of learning suggests that the variations between the two are not as great as our school systems would suggest.

         I asked paediatric neurologist and Independent Thinking Associate Dr Andrew Curran for his opinion. Does the brain suddenly change to learn in a different way at the age of 11? From a neurological perspective, is a sharp transition between two very different environments the best way to learn?

         He was very clear. The brain does not suddenly undergo a transformation at a set age. First, brain development happens at different rates for every child. Ideally, any alterations in the environment to accommodate changes in the process of learning should be done as needed and not at some arbitrary age. Second, while many changes happen to the brain between infancy and adulthood, they all require a gradual change in environment, not an abrupt one. In fact, viewed from a neurological perspective, the ‘jolt’ experienced by young people as they pass from primary to secondary school could hardly happen at a worse time – and, for many, it is an experience from which they never recover.11

         ARE ALL-THROUGH SCHOOLS THE ANSWER?

         The answer to this question is very much ‘it depends’. I am passionate about all-through schooling, having been something of a trendsetter by bringing together what had been three separate schools – infant, junior and secondary – in a former pit village in Nottinghamshire. Furthermore, I have visited numerous all-age schools around the world, many of which have impressed me with their vision and practice when it comes to getting transition right. But there have also been too many that saddened me. These schools seemed to think that the only reason for having all the phases on one site was to make it easier for parents. Rather than using their geography to improve transition, these schools often perpetuated the barriers between the ages, failing to make the most of their opportunity to produce a smooth learning journey for their pupils.

         One school visit encapsulated my frustrations with the way the different phases can fail to work together in a complementary way. As usual, I began my tour with the youngest pupils and walked through the school in chronological order, finishing with the oldest learners. The infant classes were a joy to behold. I saw motivated, happy children working at their own pace, sometimes on their own and sometimes in groups. I saw pupil–teacher co-construction of learning, with the infants deciding with their teacher what tasks they would do and in what order, and even peer assessment as the children helped each other to improve their work. Such practices filled me with hope for the development of high-quality, independent learners across the school, and I could barely contain my excitement as I anticipated what I would see next.12

         Sadly, rather than the infant section being the start of a wonderful journey, it proved to be the beginning of a tragedy. As I walked through the school, I observed that early enthusiasm replaced with tedium: the older the pupils, the more sedentary and passive they became. I saw less group work as the learners’ age increased, and I saw little or no evidence of co-construction or peer assessment. The typical classroom contained a teacher at the front talking. Most of the older pupils seemed disinterested in their work (with a handful appearing to be asleep!). The palpable excitement for learning I had found among the infants was replaced by boredom in the oldest pupils. My frustration was compounded when I asked the head teacher what her aims were for the school. She quickly replied that it was to produce ‘happy, motivated, independent learners’. Really?! That was what the children had started with, yet the school seemed to be systematically driving out that happiness, motivation and independence.

         I am a scientist by training, so I began to investigate how one school could contain such wildly different approaches to teaching and learning. I interviewed the infant teachers who were, in my opinion, some of the most talented and imaginative teachers I had ever observed. Their passion for the type of active learning they had developed was intense. I asked them how often they were able to share their work with the teachers of older pupils in the school, and the answer was a sad but almost inevitable ‘never’. They were not even allowed to use the same staffroom as the other teachers, making them feel as if they were not ‘real’ teachers, and they were not invited to whole-school staff meetings, let alone being asked to lead them.

         This is an important early message: co-location of schools does not always lead to improved transition. Indeed, the all-through school I established had schools split across three sites in the town. A school is more than a building; a 13philosophical closeness is much more important than a geographical one.

         IS IT REALLY THAT BAD – AFTER ALL, SOME YOUNG PEOPLE ACHIEVE SUCCESS?

         I have often heard people (and not just politicians) protest that the current system can’t be that bad because they – or someone they know – did OK. They might point out that they genuinely enjoyed the abrupt process of transition and found the sudden change of school to be beneficial. I suggest that this is akin to arguing that smoking isn’t bad for your health because Great Aunt Maud lived to be 100 and smoked 20 cigarettes a day.

         Put simply, transition should not be about survival; it should be about engaging in an exciting new phase of learning.3

         Most of us have grown up with a change of school around the onset of adolescence. ‘When are you off to big school?’ is a standard question we are asked. It is part of our culture, so perhaps we accept this as a rite of passage and a normal part of growing up. But maybe we need to look beyond this tradition and ask ourselves whether it really makes sense.

         14Imagine a world where the same approach is made in family life. A world where, on the morning of a child’s eleventh birthday, he or she is expected to move to a new family on the other side of town. ‘We’ve enjoyed being your first family, darling. Good luck in your new home – hope you settle in quickly. And do come back and visit us, won’t you!’ Madness, and yet this is our preferred method for schooling.

         What is surprising about this is that over the years many studies have emerged with the same message: transition from primary to secondary school is causing damage to many children. And there is plenty of evidence of a dip in both educational achievement and the well-being of some pupils.

         For example, researchers from the University of Dundee carried out an international review of research in this area. They investigated over 4,500 records, including 14 in-depth studies in the UK and United States. While there were obviously differences between the findings, some common threads also came to light. With regard to educational attainment, the report’s authors highlight:

         
	All 14 studies that focussed on educational outcomes provided fairly robust evidence that there was a decline in pupils’ educational outcomes after they moved to secondary school.

            	
Eight of these studies used either examination scores or standardised test scores to provide evidence of decline in grades achieved by the pupils after the transition to secondary school, with three providing evidence of a decline over a number of years … However, whether this decline was as a direct result of the transition to secondary school is less clear …15


            	
Some studies reported declines in motivation, school engagement and attitudes towards some subjects, and increase in absence and dropping out. These could potentially explain the reasons for decline in grades, or vice versa.4


         

With regard to the impact on the well-being of pupils, the authors noted the following:

         
	A small number of studies found either no negative outcomes or some positive outcomes for a small number of pupils …

            	Other studies found negative impact of transitions on wellbeing including increase in school misbehaviour, decline in feelings of school belongingness and connectedness, poorer social and emotional health, and higher levels of depression and anxiety.

            	
Increase in pupils’ anxiety during transitions was associated with decreased connectedness to school and decline in perceived school belongingness over time.5


         

There is certainly a problem, and the vital issue of belonging is right at the heart of it.

         Shamila Vaz and colleagues set out to investigate the concept of belongingness – how much a pupil feels they belong in a specific school environment. In particular, they considered how the level of belongingness affects the success of transition. Their conclusions are unsurprising:

         
            Findings of the present study offer an empirical foundation for the need for school-based initiatives aimed at increasing 16 belongingness in secondary school. The literature suggests that among youth in transition, those who are able to develop a better sense of belonging in school are more likely to have better outcomes, both in school and beyond.6 

         

         This gives weight to the idea that any process which helps to increase familiarity and engenders a sense of belonging will produce a more successful transition.

         It is clearly the case that some young people quickly come to feel that they belong in the new school, dealing with the process of transition well enough to continue on to great success. Perhaps a combination of home life and peer support is at play here too, but transition quickly vanishes as an issue for them. For other students, however, it is the start of a disconnect in their schooling from which they never fully recover.

         While most observers do not dispute the existence of these two types of experience, the relative percentage of pupils in each group is a moot point. Teachers have given me estimates ranging from 10–35% for pupils who have experienced a long-term negative effect. However, if you consider how many children make the transition from primary to secondary each year, even if the number affected is at the low end of the predictions, this is still a very serious problem and one that we must resolve.

         
17WHY MIGHT PROBLEMS OCCUR WITH TRANSITION?

         As I have described briefly a little earlier in this chapter, the primary and secondary phases of education have been allowed to develop in isolation – which has resulted in some stark differences.

         The list below is not meant to be emotive – do try to read it without letting your hackles rise! The differences are not meant as a judgement but simply as an observation of what is typical in most schools. Nearly all the primary and secondary teachers I have met simply want to do an amazing job and have excellent relationships with their pupils. That is not in question. What we are looking at here are the limitations placed on those relationships.

         
            [image: ] Buildings

            
               [image: ] Primary: Often cosy, with a family feel.

               [image: ] Secondary: Often large and impressive, with the ‘wow factor’ evident in many new builds.

            

            [image: ] Decor

            
               [image: ] Primary: Bright, colourful, often pupil generated and celebratory in nature.

               [image: ] Secondary: Displays are often commercially produced and examination focused.

            

            [image: ] Arrival in school

            
               [image: ] Primary: Parents often accompany their children into school and help add to the ‘family feel’ that pervades. Teachers are often around to welcome pupils, often led from the front by the head teacher. The tone for the day is set: this is a safe and happy place where we all enjoy learning.18

               [image: ] Secondary: Parents are generally not encouraged into school, at least not without an appointment. The primary initial interaction with staff is often around checking uniform and procedures. The tone for the day is set: the adults are in control and will ensure that pupils are engaging in their core learning.

            

            [image: ] Lessons

            
               [image: ] Primary: Most lessons are taught by one teacher. In general, when there is a change in teacher, the teacher comes to the pupils, who remain in their own classroom.

               [image: ] Secondary: Pupils have between five and eight different lessons each day, most occurring in separate parts of the school.

            

            [image: ] Learning

            
               [image: ] Primary: Interconnected learning is common, with more than one topic being covered in the same piece of work. Group work and project work are familiar methods of delivery and the co-construction of learning (pupils helping to design their own learning) is also a regular occurrence.

               [image: ] Secondary: Lessons are usually individual affairs, and usually linked to previous learning in that subject rather than to learning in other subjects. Classrooms are frequently more teaching oriented, with the focus being on delivering the syllabus.

            

            [image: ] Trust

            
               [image: ] Primary: Pupils are often given responsibility from an early age. The older pupils in the school may be given important whole-school tasks and trusted in a variety of ways.19

               [image: ] Secondary: The oldest pupils are sometimes given important roles, but younger ones are often afforded little or no trust. When pupils do have the teachers’ trust, it tends to be earned rather than given.

            

         

         These differences have a cumulative effect, adding up to create an atmosphere specific to each phase. It is not about one necessarily being better than the other, it is just different. I have visited many wonderful schools over the past decade, but I could usually identify the age of the pupils from the ‘feel’ of the building. Of course, some changes become necessary as a result of raging hormones and the needs of older pupils, but many are just a by-product of the two systems developing in isolation.

         The reflections above are based on my own experiences from many years spent in schools in the UK and worldwide. Jane Tobbell provides a more academic perspective on the transition between two ‘typical’ schools in the table on pages 20–21.7 While no attempt is made to suggest that these findings are true for every transition, the table provides a checklist against which to compare your own situation.

         Consider my list and the list from Tobbell’s research on pages 20–21. How does your school compare? Do you recognise your school in either or both lists? Are you happy with that? If you could, would you make any changes? Perhaps there is another way?

         To further highlight the illogical nature of the transition process – and throw up some interesting perspectives and questions that we might not have thought of before – let’s 20compare two very different education systems. In recent years, I have worked extensively in both England and Slovenia, countries that usually appear in the top 20 PISA rankings, but which arrange their schooling in very different ways: 

         
            
               

	Primary X
            
                        
                        	Secondary Y



	Physical space
            
                        
                        	Physical space



	
                
                           
                           ● Each class has a dedicated classroom.

                
                           
                           ● Each child has personal desk space.

                
                           
                           ● Each child has a space to hang their coat and bag.

                
                           
                           ● The children stay in their classroom for most lessons.

                
                           
                           ● There is a playground where activities are provided for the children and supervised by adults.

                
                           
                           ● The school houses 400 pupils and 21 teachers.


            
                        
                        	
                
                           
                           ● The students meet in a tutor group room at the beginning and end of each day.

                
                           
                           ● The students move rooms every lesson. They do not enter classrooms until they are invited by the teacher and are expected to form an orderly queue outside the class.

                
                           
                           ● The students carry their coats and bags around with them; there is no space for their belongings.

                
                           
                           ● At break times students hang round the school grounds. Teachers are stationed at entrances to prevent access.

                
                           
                           ● The school houses over 1,000 pupils and over 100 staff members.21





	Teaching and learning
            
                        
                        	Teaching and learning



	
                
                           
                           ● 40% of time is taken up with study of maths, English and science.

                
                           
                           ● The remainder of the time is devoted to religious education, history, geography, art and design, information technology, PE.

                
                           
                           ● Teachers are generalists, trained as primary school teachers.

                
                           
                           ● One or two teachers lead the class for all topics.

                
                           
                           ● The teacher determines the amount of time spent on a subject, which varies.

                
                           
                           ● Study is often topic based – for example, a class might study the Egyptians, which involves history, geography, IT, religion and art and music.

                
                           
                           ● The pace of the day is determined by the teacher and is divided into whole class, group and individual activities.

                
                           
                           ● Children are expected to have a book to read and time is devoted to this at registration and at the end of activities.


            
                        
                        	
                
                           
                           ● The day is divided into six separate lessons determined by a timetable. End of lessons is signified by a bell.

                
                           
                           ● The students have maths and English lessons five times per week.

                
                           
                           ● The rest of the lessons are divided equally between the remaining subjects, which include two foreign languages, design and technology, music, history, geography, PE, combined science, personal and social development, religious education.

                
                           
                           ● Teachers have undergraduate degrees in their specific subjects and are trained to teach those subjects.

                
                           
                           ● Each lesson tends to follow the same format.

                
                           
                           ● The teacher presents the subject material and the class engages in individual activity.

                
                           
                           ● The lessons are structured by a textbook.22
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