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Nigel Wyatt 2008
Middle Schools – a system fit for the 21st Century

Now is a good time to reflect on the relevance of the middle school system to the future educational needs of our children. Evidence on middle school effectiveness has come from the completion of the three year cycle of school inspections in which all schools in the country have been inspected. The educational landscape has altered fundamentally in important ways:

· The introduction of a new secondary curriculum

· The introduction of the first 14 to 19 diplomas this year

· The discontinuation of SATs and single level testing at KS3

At the same time there have been a number of national concerns about the impact of reforms on the school curriculum, pupil engagement and child development.

These key issues for our current system include:
· How we enable young people to flourish and develop into healthy, fulfilled adults – and how we enable children to manage the pressures on them from modern society.
· The narrowing of the curriculum in many schools, especially in relation to the distorting effect of assessment at age 11 which particularly affects upper primary.

· The national concern about deteriorating academic progress after transfer at age 11 and the impact of school transitions on pupils’ social and emotional development.
· The need to make more appropriate and personalised provision for pupils aged 14 and upwards that has relevance for them.
· How to increase motivation and engagement in Key Stage 3.

In this paper we will outline some of the important concerns about our current education system and show how the middle school system is ideally placed to address them.

1) Meeting the needs of Adolescents - The importance of the middle years
There has been increasing concern about how we best meet the needs of children between the ages of 8 and 13. This was well expressed recently by Ed Balls:
A generation of British "tweenagers" - children aged between eight and 13 - are at risk of losing interest in school and experimenting with drugs and alcohol as the problems traditionally associated with teenagers come into effect earlier, a minister warned yesterday - Ed Balls the Guardian, Tuesday November 20 2007
Balls is not the only one, however, to be concerned about the ways in which the pressures from modern society on children in their middle years are affecting the ways in which these children grow and develop. The issue was also clearly articulated by parents who responded to the community events held as part of the independent Primary Review led by Professor Robin Alexander:
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: the Primary Review regional witness sessions P.39)
These concerns are well founded and bring us back to the central argument for the continued existence of middle schools – that they are best suited to the needs of children and healthy child development.
The evidence from this one strand of the Primary Review’s evidence suggests that standards may have been too readily equated with quality, and that it is time to start exploring the difference between them. We hope that these interim reports will encourage such discussion.’ (Professor Robin Alexander – Primary Review Community Soundings press release: Taking the Educational Temperature)
Our present narrow focus on what is easily measurable has led to a distorted view of the purposes of education. There is more to a sound education and schooling than test results. Education leaders, politicians and parents all have concerns about the pressures placed on a generation of ‘tweenagers’ to grow up too quickly and the distorting and negative effects that these can have on healthy development. As we go on to discuss, the English middle school system is designed to cater specifically for the needs of these children.

What do we know, then, about the needs of ‘tweenagers’ - the 8 to 13 age group? 
A rationale for middle school education.

Young adolescents (9 -14 year olds) grow and change physically, intellectually, emotionally and socially at a rate greater than at any other time in their lives, except from birth to age three. In recent years, brain research (including findings from the Foresight report 2008) and other studies have given us a wealth of information about what these young adolescents need and how they learn best. Their rapid cognitive and social transformation calls for their environment to give corresponding opportunities for intellectual and relational advancement, to a greater degree than can perhaps be provided by a traditional primary school model. English middle schools, with their subject specialist teaching and close teacher-child relationships can give the security, stability and challenge that is critical for the growing self-confidence of the young adult.
The middle years period encompasses the transition from the world of the young child to that of the young adult. It is distinctive of this time in their development that pupils work out for themselves who they are and what they believe.  
To understand what pupils in their middle years need in order to be successful learners, we have to understand the key characteristics of young adolescents. These include:

· Rapid and uneven physical, intellectual, social and emotional growth and development

· Increasing self-consciousness, uncertainty and self-doubt

· Intense curiosity and a wide range of intellectual pursuits, few of which are sustained

· A need to belong and contribute, which will take unhealthy forms if they can’t find healthy ways to fulfil this

· A need to feel respected, especially when they are being guided to make appropriate choices

· A preference to interact with peers during learning activities

· A preference for active over passive learning experiences

· A strong sense of justice and an alertness to anything perceived as unfair
The 1967 Plowden Report recognised these distinctive features of the middle years. Commissioned to investigate amongst other things, the traditional transition at 11 that had persisted largely for historical reasons, the report administered wide-scale teacher, parent and pupil surveys and drew on child development literature including the works of Jean Piaget. It recommended the adoption of a three tier system of schooling to fit best with the distinctive stages of child development. This report formed the conceptual basis of the English middle school movement that emerged during the 1960s– a system not based on administrative convenience, but rather on what we know about children and their development.
What advantages does the middle school system offer?

· Access to specialist teachers and specialist facilities from age 8 or 9 - children enjoy working with a range of teachers and are ready to use technology rooms and science laboratories.

· A relatively small and secure environment, where they are well known, in which to thrive and develop.

· Staff who can specialise in teaching Key Stage 3 – with the specialist rooms and facilities required.

· A planned and smooth transition from the world of the primary classroom to the wider opportunities of an upper school.

· Pupils arrive at their upper school keen and eager for success at a time when traditionally, disaffection and disenchantment begin to affect secondary schools in the two-tier system.

Above all the middle school provides wider opportunities for young adolescents within what are still relatively small institutions. This enables their intellectual and emotional needs to be well met within secure and clearly defined boundaries. 

2) The distorting effect of assessment at age 11 and the narrowing of the curriculum in many schools – particularly at upper primary.

The recent report of the Education Select Committee gave voice to growing concerns about the distorting effect of high stakes assessment at the end of Key Stage Two and the effect that this is having on the narrowing of the curriculum for many children at the end of their primary school education: 

MPs warn that national SATs tests distort education

National SATs tests have distorted the education of millions of children, depressing their chances of going to university or getting a job, and should be radically reformed, MPs say.
Children are fed a limited educational diet focused on getting them through the tests rather than improving their knowledge and understanding, the Commons children, schools and family select committee says.
Barry Sheerman, chair of the Education Select Committee, said mass testing of 11- and 14-year-olds in English, maths and science was "skewing" their education. "It is now the government's duty to carry out a root and branch reform of the system." (Guardian, Tuesday May 13 2008)
This concern is echoed by Christine Gilbert in the HMCI Annual Report for 2008.

Survey inspections found that in some schools, overemphasising preparation for the national tests in English, mathematics and science, especially in Year 6, restricts the time available for activities that can most interest and challenge pupils: speaking and listening in English, using and applying mathematics, and scientific investigation. Pupils’ attainment can then become narrowly based. More generally, focusing too much on the three core subjects can have negative effects on the curriculum in terms of breadth, balance and pupils’ enjoyment. (HMCI Annual Report 2008 page 27)
Contrast this with the place of the SATs within a middle school system. The tests come during the middle of the child’s passage through the middle school. They have a less distorting effect because:

· Middle schools have generally retained a broad and balanced curriculum for Years 5 and 6 – extending the range of specialist teachers, rooms and resources available to them when compared to primary or first schools.

· The KS2 SATs are not such ‘high stakes’ measures of school performance in middle schools – they are one of the indicators of progress made by children between Year 5 and Year 8, but are not the final measure of progress during children’s time at the school.

· Middle schools can use the KS2 SATs formatively – they are able to use the information from the tests to guide future teaching for the child.

· Often middle schools are able to make productive use of the Summer Term in Year 6 by starting on Key Stage 3 courses – one of the factors evident when looking at progress made between Year 5 and Year 8.

The National Middle Schools’ Forum’s view is that when comparing the effectiveness of the three tier system with other forms of schooling, we must compare whole systems – not pay overdue emphasis to particular points along the way. So we should look at progress from 5 to 16 when comparing systems, rather than focus on achievement tests that are placed to mark progress in a two tier design, such as the KS2 SATs – as their significance is altered  in the different systems.

3) The evidence of regression on school transfer at age eleven.

In their recent survey of progression across the transition from primary to secondary schools, HMI found that while schools placed great importance on a smooth transfer, the educational progress of many pupils was either halted or reversed. 
“Continuity in the curriculum and progression in learning as pupils move from primary to secondary schools are long standing weaknesses of the education system.” - Changing Schools, HMI 2002

It is commonly asserted that in three tier (or middle school) systems pupils are disadvantaged because there are two points of transfer – at 9 and at 13. 

In fact the evidence from research suggests that transfer before and after early adolescence (ages 9 -14) is less damaging to academic and emotional progress. A leading British researcher in this field is Maurice Galton – he undertook an overview of the available research recently for Suffolk County Council. Galton was unable to find evidence for accumulative dips in attainment and in wellbeing in three tier systems. In his conclusion he states that::

 “…the evidence supports the view that delaying the move from the elementary school helps to reduce dips in transfer. [author insert – this finding concurrent with logic that transfer improves as pupils grow older] There is less of a case for arguing that the dips are cumulative so that pupils attending a three-tier system of schooling are permanently disadvantaged” (Suffolk County Council, School Organisation Review, 2006 p. 45).  
A further method of conceptualising post-transfer dips is given by Jenny Symonds (Faculty of Education, University of Cambridge) in her paper ‘Comparing Transfer ‘Effects Between Two and Three Tier Systems’ (title abridged). Symonds proposes that transfer at the vulnerable time period of age 11 (near the beginning of early adolescence) may result in greater psychological and attainment decline than two transfers put together in a schooling structure that is more developmentally appropriate, such as a three tier system.

This idea of is illustrated in the graph below, where middle school attainment matches the two tier attainment before and soon after the transfer periods:

(Graph reproduced with permission from the author – Jenny Symonds)

4) The need to open up alternative curriculum provision from 14 upwards.

The shape of the education system for 14 to 19 year olds will change radically with the introduction of the first Specialised Diplomas this year.

Next Steps for 14-19 Reform

Mr Balls today gave MPs a progress check on education reforms for teenagers. Last month saw the start of some of the biggest changes to the school and educational system in a generation, including the first year of pupils starting secondary school who will remain in education and training until at least 17 under new legislation going through parliament. 

He also told MPs the latest figures from local consortia show that around 12,000 young people started Diplomas this September.

(Ed Balls, DCSF Press Release, October 2008)
The introduction of the new diploma routes marks a fundamental change in policy designed to increase engagement and relevance for young people. 

How would you design a school system that was ideally equipped to make the most of the 14-19 reforms?

· Before the age of 14 we would want to have schools that are dedicated to the provision of a broad and balanced curriculum for all pupils – and that are suited to what we know about the developmental needs of children between these ages. 

· Then from the age of 13 or 14 we could envisage schools designed to cater for greater autonomy as students begin to take different routes – that offer a supportive culture and ethos.

This would be a good description of the current middle school, three tier system in this country. A system ideally placed to deliver the 14 to19 reforms.

5) How to increase motivation and engagement in Key Stage 3.

“Too many pupils make insufficient progress in Key Stage 3. The pace of learning slows and, on average, pupils only improve by one National Curriculum level in the core subjects during the three years to 14.”

- Annual Report, Her Majesties Chief Inspector, 2001

Young people’s lack of success in the classroom can lead to disengagement from learning. That disengagement can lead to other, more serious problems. It is striking that 42% of all permanent exclusions throughout schooling occur in the first three years of secondary school.

- Transforming Secondary Education, speech by Estelle Morris, Secretary of State for Education, March 2002

The rates of disaffection and exclusions are lower in middle school systems. The success of middle school systems in creating positive and purposeful climates for learning is clearly shown in the summary of Ofsted inspections (see page 12). What middle schools are strikingly good at is developing positive attitudes to learning among the pupils they serve. The behaviour of pupils is better, as is attendance. Not only do middle schools give younger children opportunities to engage with specialist teaching and better scientific and sporting resources than most primary schools, but they also prevent the daily negative influence of disengaged older adolescents who are close to finishing compulsory schooling. 
As Estelle Morris went on to point out in her speech the social consequences of disengagement are high and can be seen in the literacy levels of the young people in our prisons and the increase in street crime among 11-14 year olds.

6) Does reorganisation raise standards?

When middle school systems are reorganised the claim is always that this will raise standards. In fact the reason that most three tier systems are reorganised is due to declining numbers of pupils in the local areas, and the consequent rise in the proportion of surplus places.

Whether standards have risen in these areas is difficult to determine as the actual reorganisation is only one of many factors influencing changes in data on progress over time. However perhaps we need to take a wider perspective on the effects of reorganisation. The story of Peers School in Oxford is illustrative:

Peers school in Oxford is one of the 638 "failing" secondaries that schools ministers have in their sights. Last summer, only 19% of its pupils got five GCSE grades at A*-C, including English and maths, easily the lowest in Oxfordshire and well below the government's 30% threshold for acceptability. 

Peers, though, was always fighting against the odds…When Oxford's middle-school system was abandoned in 2003, Peers faced the upheaval of reverting to an 11-18 school. It was one whammy too many. 

Chris Dark, who succeeded Clarke in 1998, recalls how nearly 700 children joined the school in three days, of whom nearly a third had acute levels of need. The school's approach had been based on giving autonomy and responsibility to an older age group, and it wasn't prepared for the challenge of dealing with less mature pupils. In his moving and honest contribution to Roberts's book, Dark says: "For me, at that time, the demands outstripped the capability and I have not felt at ease about it since." 

Perhaps some of the politicians, local authority officers and civil servants responsible for the succession of upheavals that afflicted Peers should feel uneasy, too. (Peter Wilby, The Guardian, Tuesday June 24, 2008)

School reorganisations are complex and difficult to manage. The schools caught up in the changes need to not only consider having the right staff and buildings, but also how they will fundamentally change their cultures and ethos to reflect the needs of their new entrants.

7) The effectiveness of middle schools

All schools in the country have now been inspected by Ofsted under the New Inspection Framework introduced in September 2005. What does the inspection evidence show about the effectiveness of middle schools as compared with other forms of schooling?
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Given the relatively small sample size, middle schools perform broadly in line with the outcomes for all schools. 31 middle schools were judged to be outstanding by inspectors across the country.

There is however a striking difference between the outcomes for the judgements about the effectiveness of personal and social development for middle schools compared to secondary schools. Middle schools do very much better in this area – which goes back to the very opening concern about the way in which schools can meet the needs of  ‘tweenagers’.
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Conclusion

Early adolescents experience certain social, emotional and intellectual changes unlike those at any other time point in their lifespan. These changes precipitate specific needs for this age group, such as increased intellectual challenge, the widening of social horizons and considerable emotional support and understanding from those around them. This is widely recognised by politicians, educational practitioners and by research scientists. Since the time of the Plowden report (1967), English middle schools have evolved to directly address the needs of this age group, in comparison to primary and secondary schools whose structure originated historically from the Victorian era and was not based on scientific child development research. 

With regards to structure, arguments for cumulative dips in the three tier system are made theoretically and are without empirical evidence, whilst research indicates the positive effects of delaying the age of transfer and negative implications for scheduling this at the start of early adolescence. The effect of SATs testing in Year 6 is linked to increased pressure and a narrowing of the curriculum for primary school children. Comparatively in middle schools it serves as a progress marker whose results are used to inform a further two years of tuition, unlike the ‘start from scratch’ approach that is still pervasive in many secondary schools. Furthermore, middle schools are expertly placed to manage the formative years before the 14-19 curriculum, as here, children can begin to explore their emerging adult identities in a safe environment that is better equipped than most primary schools. These practical features of middle schools, in addition to their capacity for increased personal and support in comparison to secondary schools, as witnessed nationally in OFSTED reports, are likely to positively influence children’s motivation at Key Stage 3 and reduce their risk of future disengagement with schooling. 

Despite these positive features of middle schools, some counties have reorganised from a mixed or three tier system to a two tier system. This wide scale disruption is shown to have a negative impact for some schools, particularly those with high social disadvantage whose children would perhaps most benefit from middle school’s increased provision of emotional support. As it stands there is no conclusive evidence that reorganising raises standards, so any attempt at this must be balanced with the risk of cost to childrens (and to teachers’) wellbeing. 

In conclusion, at a national level middle schools are broadly shown to be as effective as other forms of schools – with the crucial advantage that those important and formative years between 11 and 13 are spent in schools which better cater for early adolescents’ personal and social development.
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