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Introduction 
It is forty years since the publication of the Plowden Report into primary education in this country. The publication of the final report of the Cambridge Primary Review marks this occasion - presenting the conclusions of an independent four year study of primary education in this country. 

The report draws on more than 4000 published sources, both national and international, together with: 28 specially-commissioned research surveys; 1052 written submissions from leading organisations and individuals, ranging from 1 to 300 pages in length; nearly 250 soundings, seminars, conferences and other meetings in different parts of the country; thousands of e-mails; and an extensive trawl of official data. (Cambridge Primary Review: Press release)
The review was not funded by government and offers a completely independent view. The Review members met with groups of parents around the country to hear their views – and one of these was in a middle school area in Northumberland.

While it was the recommendations regarding early years that got most attention in the press, the report makes interesting recommendations for the final two years of primary school education that sound remarkably like the provision available to all middle school children:

1. That children in Years 5 & 6 should have the benefit of some specialist teaching.
2. That upper primary age children should have access to specialist teaching facilities such as a workshop, science laboratory, art and music rooms as well as specialist rooms for special educational needs provision.

3. That the rigidity of the government’s key stages is a barrier to pupil progress.

In their discussions with parents around the country the Review members were impressed by the arguments of some who sought a return to the middle school system because they saw it as catering rather better for the developmental needs of children. This combined with the above has led to the key recommendation:
Key recommendation concerning middle schools – No 107:

Local authorities responsible for England’s remaining first and middle schools should not lightly dismiss the case for their retention based on the developmental benefits for their pupils. (Page 503)

Extracts from the Final Report of the Cambridge Primary Review
Taking each of these key recommendations in turn:

1. That children in Years 5 & 6 should have the benefit of some specialist teaching

The change of schooling at age eleven arose for purely historical reasons – it was the minimum school leaving age in 1926 at the time of the Hadow Report. The generalist role of the primary teacher, who is expected to teach everything to their classes, has a similar historical background:

The model of the generalist teacher in primary schools has been in place since the 19th century when it was introduced to cut costs. This system should now be revised with the introduction of more specialist teachers, some of whom could be shared between schools. It acknowledges that this would be expensive. (CPR Booklet, page 36)
The report argues that this generalist teaching role is no longer sufficient and that the subject knowledge of primary teachers is one of the often cited weaknesses of primary schools in Ofsted reports. The report concludes:
Recommendation no 128 …a fully generalist approach may be maintained for the early primary years with a generalist/specialist mixture in upper primary. (Page 506)
Access to specialist teaching in Years 5 & 6 is one of the key attributes of the middle school approach.
2. That upper primary age children should have access to specialist teaching facilities such as a workshop, science laboratory, art and music rooms as well as specialist rooms for special educational needs provision.

Specialist teaching in middle schools is complemented by access to a range of specialist teaching spaces and facilities not normally provided in primary schools:

Witnesses also complained of the limited availability of specialist facilities for science, art, music and children with special educational needs…as the functions of schools diversify, additional specialist facilities become necessary. (Page 501)
It is clear to middle school parents and staff that children of upper primary age are ready for the wider opportunities that a middle school can provide. They benefit from working with a wider range of teachers, and thrive in the more practical approach possible in a middle school’s specialist teaching areas.

3. The rigidity of the government’s key stages is a barrier to pupil progress.

Part of the work of the Review was to consider the effects of the different ways of organising schooling:

While the Review’s research survey in this area did not find any conclusive strengths or weaknesses associated with any particular structure, it highlighted concerns that in England the historical divisions between infant, junior and adolescent education deepened after the introduction of the national curriculum. The key stages risked creating a lack of continuity and flow in learning, compartmentalising early years, primary and secondary curricula and teachers  - divisions accentuated by phase specific training…
Strict adherence to the key stage structure was cited by some local authorities as a barrier to sustaining the momentum of learning. (Page 369)
It has often been argued by those seeking to close middle schools that the lack of alignment with the National Curriculum’s key stages means that middle schools are at best inconvenient and at worst fatally flawed. It is clear from the findings of the Review that the problem is rather with the key stages themselves – whose rigidity leads to a lack of continuity and act as a barrier to progression.
4. Meeting the developmental needs of children
The Review contains interesting evidence about the nature of childhood in the modern world, and paints a broadly positive picture of the contribution of schools to the healthy development of our children. However they do give serious consideration to views that were expressed to them by both children and parents:
“Interestingly, parents in a number of other soundings commended a return to the middle school system to reduce the trauma of primary–secondary transfer and segregate younger children from the influence of teenagers. Contemporary anxieties are in this case prompting a desire to reinstate a pattern of schooling with which an earlier generation had decided to dispense. The middle schools may have disappeared but the anxieties have not, and for this reason we suggest that the issue is of much more than local interest.” (Community Soundings Report – 2007)
Nevertheless those parents, teachers and pupils who believe that middle schools offer a more developmentally appropriate environment for children aged nine to 13 should also be heeded, and they were among the witnesses to the Review. (p.93)
However, we heard strong arguments in favour of the latter [middle school] arrangement from teachers, and from parent who were worried about their children growing up too soon. Page 501 – No 94.
In many ways this is the most important and compelling of the arguments for a system of middle schools – yet one which is little heard. The national obsession with league tables and test results has left little space for the discussion of the developmental needs of our children.
Conclusion

It was the Plowden Report, forty years ago, that recommended the introduction of a system of middle schools in this country. The new Cambridge Primary Review provides fresh evidence for the importance of the middle school system and an opportunity to highlight the achievements of the middle school community. 

In 2010 we will be celebrating 40 years of middle school education in this country – it was in September 1970 that the first wholly middle school systems opened in Southampton and in Stoke on Trent. This is therefore a good time to celebrate the strengths of the middle school system and also look forward to the contribution middle schools can make to education in the 21st century.
The full report is published by Routledge:
Children, their World, their Education: final report and recommendations of the Cambridge Primary Review, 608pp, Abingdon and New York: Routledge, ISBN 978-0-415-54871-7.





















A brief summary of the findings of the Cambridge Primary Review which are of relevance to middle schools, prepared by the National Middle Schools’ Forum – the national organisation for middle schools.
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