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Submission to The Primary Revue 
Structures
We have, in the majority of the country, a system that has developed for historical reasons around a change of schooling at the age of 11. Research by Galton and others shows that this transition at 11 is often problematic for pupils, hindering the progress in their learning.

The National Middle Schools’ Forum would urge that we explore the needs of ‘middle level learners’ in the development of a system that better matches what we know about the stages in child development. Our education system should reflect what we know about the way children grow and develop. We can distinguish three distinct phases with different needs:

1) Early Years – 5 to about 9
Characteristics: First steps in formal schooling and the acquisition of basic skills.

Requirements: A relatively small, nurturing environment focused on the needs of this vitally important first stage young children.

2) Young child to young adolescent – 8 or 9 to around 13

Characteristics: Equipped with basic skills and growing self confidence, children at this stage are ready for a wider exploration and a growing sense of the nature of individual disciplines. This is the stage in which children begin to consider who they are and what they believe, as they move from the world of the young child towards that of the young adult.
Requirements: A broad and balanced curriculum delivered by a range of more specialist teachers with access to a range of specialist facilities. Pupils at this stage are ready to work with a wider range of teachers. Their exploration of self requires a relatively secure and stable environment in which they are well known.
3) Young adolescent to Young adult – 13 to 19
Characteristics: Self aware, more autonomous, young adults begin to choose more specialized routes that will lead to future adult life.
Requirements: Larger institutions which foster growing self determination and responsibility and that can offer the choice of a wide range of routes to young people.
There is an increasing tendency for the effectiveness of schools to be narrowly judged by attainment in national tests. While this is clearly important, our national system must also be judged by the way in which it supports the healthy development of its pupils through institutions designed to meet the developmental needs of our children.
We would propose that these needs be met in one of two ways:

1. In some areas of the country we are lucky enough to have middle school systems which are purpose built to cater for these three distinct phases in development. There is a strong case for extending this system. We should be designing school structures around the needs of children – not some arbitrary system based upon historical accident.
2. A growing awareness of the needs of middle level learners is leading to interest in what we might term ‘virtual middle schools’ as the distinctive needs of pupils at this stage are recognized and schools work together to ensure a smoother transition between the primary and secondary school.

Clearly the first of these options is preferable and the availability of primary capital funding now presents the opportunity for authorities with vision to begin to develop middle school systems with renewed vigour. The second offers an approach in which the culture and ethos of the upper years of primary and the first two years of secondary school might be developed, through a better appreciation of the needs of middle level learners, to ensure a more natural progression for pupils. The community of middle school practitioners has unique experience to offer in either case.
From the middle school perspective we often see, in systems with transfer at 11, two worlds with very different cultures which are evident in the expectations and ethos of the classroom. The traditional primary school cannot offer upper primary pupils the range of opportunities they require and its 10 year olds have little in common with 6 year olds, while Year 7 pupils have little in common with the needs of 16 year olds. 
Snapshots of primary aged pupils from typical middle schools:

· Year 5 pupils who move confidently around a well equipped technology workshop, making full use of the machinery available, while they solve the problem of making a toy with a moving part.

· A Year 6 pupil who finds writing difficult, using a Bunsen burner and other apparatus in the Science Lab to measure and plot the cooling of a beaker of water.

· Year 6 pupils in the top maths set, taught by a specialist Maths graduate, start their KS3 course in Maths in June following then completion of their KS2 SATs.

Middle schools offer a distinctive perspective and body of experience in meeting the needs of middle level learners. The National Middle Schools’ Forum would welcome the opportunity to debate these issues further with the Primary Review. 
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