Primary Review – Final Report and Middle Schools
The Report opens with a quotation from a lecture by Rowan Williams in 2008. Interestingly this serves two purposes I think; firstly to highlight the disconnection between the professional and political dialogues; and secondly it more importantly ‘offers a view of what education is all about which is worthy of consideration in its own right.’ (page 13)

If you're going to be a decision-making citizen, you need to know how to make sense and how to recognise when someone else is making sense ... You need to know how to share forms of argu​mentation. When people don't have methods of argument in common, they can't have intelligent disagreement, they have a fight... Education is a training in what you can trust and what you can share ... We sometimes over-emphasise the role of education in teaching you to be suspicious; important though that is, to teach people how to be suspicious ought also to be to teach them something of what they can trust; what meaningful action together is like; how arguments and priorities and visions can be communicated; how common languages can be shaped ... Faith and hope are at work, and they're at work in the training of reason ... Faith as the capacity to trust arguments which can be shown to be trustworthy; hope as the conviction that it is possible to act collaboratively in human society, not just with endless rivalry and jostling for position; and I'd like to think that charity comes in somewhere as well - charity in the sense of a generous aware​ness that there are different ways of making sense, different sorts of questions to ask about the world we're in, and insofar as those questions are pursued with integrity and seriousness they should be heard seriously and charitably.
Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury, at the University of Cambridge, 21 February 2008.
Link to whole lecture here; http://www.archbishopofcanterbury.org/1722
In this paper I have sought to identify themes and aspects of the Cambridge Review Final Report which have relevance for the middle school movement. Some are of direct relevance and specifically mention middle schools, other aspects highlighted offer supporting arguments and research.
I have used italics to show quotations from the Review Report and page numbers relate to the Report unless otherwise qualified. I have also added quotations from the supporting research papers and links which will lead you to these documents.

At 480 pages, followed by detailed proposals and recommendations, it is not a short read – but nonetheless it is very readable and it is refreshing to read analysis which draws very clearly on the commissioned research. While the report praises some aspects of government policy there is a trenchant critique of the effects of a centralised state view of learning and a level of accountability, bent on obtaining compliance, that could be seen as casting heads as supervisors of a state system rather leaders of their schools!
The report rejects the apocalyptic view of a broken society in which schools and childhood is in a state of crisis. While there are legitimate concerns the general findings from the reviews research suggests that primary schools are in ‘good heart’ – and doing a good job which is valued by children and parents. 

Chapter 12 questions the possibility of a single set of aims for all stages of schooling as proposed in the QCA big picture – suggesting that the Rose review which was staffed by QCA mad such an approach inevitable. It sets out an interesting set of 12 aims which in their detail differ from those of the Rose Review (Rose claimed they were broadly similar – The Review rejects this claim). These 12 aims are then overlaid by 8 domains of knowledge, skill, enquiry and disposition in an interlocking framework.
There is an interesting discussion of pedagogy in Chapter 15 – and recommendation for a move from centralised imposition to the use of a wider range research based teaching repertoires and principles. 
Chapter 8 contains a very clearly presented analysis of the linkages between, poverty, deprivation and achievement that should be required reading. This and the following chapter on SEN then raises concerns about the deficit approach of labelling children.

Key recommendation for middle schools – No 107:
Page 503 - 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.
Specific Issues of potential interest to middle schools:
Transfer and transition
The Report discusses concerns about a slowing of momentum on transfer at 11. It makes some suggestions for improving this, and goes on to say:

p.93 – 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. 

( see the research from the Community Soundings 2007 – “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.”   http://www.primaryreview.org.uk/Downloads/Int_Reps/1.Com_Sdg/Primary_Review_Community_Soundings_report.pdf  )

p. 372 – Other children echoed Plowden in expressing a preference for a gradual progression via middle schools which offered better resources then primaries in Year 6 and 7. However the submission from the ACSL commented that middle schools also suffered a learning dip, though between Year 4 and 5, rather then in Years 7 and 8. This view is supported by evidence from the USA and New Zealand as well as England.
The evidence referred to in the later part of this quotation comes from - Primary Evidence Dossier; analysis of evidence from international studies into transfer from primary to secondary school. QCA 2006 - available at:

http://www.qcda.gov.uk/libraryAssets/media/FINAL_Primary_Evidence_Dossier_section_8_-_International_review_of_transition_from_primary_to_secondary.pdf
Page 368 – Transfer at age 11 has deep historical roots – having “its origins in the1926 Hadow committee to make 11 the age at which elementary pupils moved from junior into senior school. Eleven was chosen because it was the minimum school-leaving age at the time, and considered it coincided with adolescence.”

Barriers to the flow of learning
This passage offers an interesting perspective on the structure of the key stages and their effects on progression:

 Page 369 – 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.
A middle way
p. 368 – The Report offers a brief historical account of middle and then all-through schools.

Desirability of Semi-specialist and specialist teaching for Upper Primary Years

The separate booklet produced by the Primary Review for schools contains these passages:

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.

Primary teachers’ subject knowledge is their greatest vulnerability, according to research and inspection evidence going back decades. Many attempts have been made to plug the gaps by using subject ‘co-ordinators’, ‘consultants’ and ‘leaders’. But in 1998, with the arrival of the national strategies and the sidelining of noncore subjects, the government made clear it had lost confidence in teachers’ ability to deliver both high standards in the ‘basics’ and a broad and balanced curriculum. (CPR Booklet – page 36)
How is this to be achieved? First, it is important to stress that the Review is not calling for an end to generalist class teachers. Rather the strengths of that holistic approach can be extended through training more teachers as, for example, specialists and semi-specialists. Then schools would have the option of staffing the early primary years with generalists, moving to a generalist/specialist mix in the upper primary classes. Another option is to employ an extra teacher for a given number of classes (see case study) allowing staff the chance to build up real curricular expertise – an approach already adopted by some schools in England. (CPR Booklet – page 37)

Page 433 – requires “ a willingness for primary schools to think beyond the class- teacher default and accommodate a continuum of teaching roles, for which the 1992 proposal of generalist – generalist consultant – semi-specialist – specialist remains appropriate. 

See Alexander, Rose and Woodhead (1992). Curriculum Organisation and Classroom Practice paras 139-50 – available at http://www.robinalexander.org.uk/docs/curriculum_organisation.pdf
See also recommendation of Willams review for a specialist Maths teacher in every primary school - Independent Review of. Mathematics Teaching in Early Years Settings and Primary Schools (2008) – available at: http://publications.teachernet.gov.uk/eOrderingDownload/Williams%20Mathematics.pdf
Chapter 24 – Conclusions and recommendations.
Page 501 – 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 – No 94. Like the class teacher system and the structure of the school year, the ages and stages of primary education have historical provenance rather than, necessarily, contemporary currency. The old infant/junior structure persists largely unchallenged, but the more recent experiment in 8–12 and 9–13 middle schools seems already to be in terminal decline. However, we heard strong arguments in favour of the latter arrangement from teachers, and from parents who were worried about their children growing up too soon. (The considerable concern about the starting age for compulsory schooling has already been discussed.)
Page 503 - 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 506 – no 128 …a fully generalist approach may be maintained for the early primary years with a generalist/specialist mixture in upper primary.
