Councillor [first name] [surname]
[Address 1]

[Address 2]

[Post Town[
[Post Code]
Thursday, May 04, 2006

Dear Councillor [name]
BEDFORDSHIRE MIDDLE SCHOOL HEADS ASSOCIATION (BMSHA) – RESPONSE TO: ‘Organising for Excellence: Bedfordshire Review of School Structures’
As we approach the end of the consultation phase, I am writing as President of the BMSHA to give County Councillors in Bedfordshire the views of the Local Authority middle schools. We are aware that many councillors are being approached by concerned parents who are worried that their child may be caught up in a period of very significant disruption because of re-organisation. We would ask you to carefully consider the views of middle schools prior to making your decision. Furthermore, I would be very happy to meet with you if you feel that you would like to explore the issues set out in this letter and that you find the contextual information to be of value in discussions with colleagues, schools and your constituents.
To avoid any doubt, the association is completely in favour of the retention of the status quo and so is the vast majority of our parents. The current system should be retained and can be improved without re-organisation. 

There is some suggestion that results at 11 and 16 could be better if children transferred at 11 instead of 9 and 13. The problem with this is that we don’t always measure the things that we really value! I have endeavoured to provide this information that has so far been overlooked in the analysis of data. Research also shows that middle schools are best placed to provide a broad and balanced curriculum and excellent pastoral support at just the right time in the development of the child as a young person. 
Statistical feedback from OFSTED demonstrates that middle schools inspections are particularly striking for 9-13 middles in all those areas relating to ethos, culture, pupils’ attitudes to school and behaviour. These are important areas for parents and communities and directly impact upon the aims of the LA draft paper on its vision for Children’s Services. They are also in striking contrast to national concerns about the growing disaffection of pupils in traditional secondary schools.
We believe that given clear leadership from the centre, with targeted support, middle schools would provide the key stage 2 results expected without having to ‘deform’ the curriculum in Years 5 and 6, which is prevalent in many primary and junior schools. 

Middle schools could close down the rich experiences they provide for primary age pupils (MFL, Dance, Drama, Learning Technologies, specialist staff and facilities, extra time for Humanities etc) and then focus on hot-housing for SATs. We would be much the poorer for such a solution to ‘raising standards’ – we must look beyond this and establish what is really important in a child’s education and what we value. Every school; primary, lower, upper, secondary,  would assert a broad and balanced curriculum that is both excellent and enjoyable but we challenge any primary or junior school to match the middle school experience.
Those authorities that have reorganised their middle schools systems do not show a marked difference in their rate of improvement of their results. The authorities which have retained their middle school systems shows rates of improvement that are in line with or above that achieved overall nationally and are in line with those achieved in the group of authorities which reorganised. Bedfordshire schools are currently performing above the average of all schools nationally - we would be happy to point you towards the data and research underlying these assertions. 

Indeed, where will GCSE results will be in 4 years time given that the rates of improvement at key stage 2 in Bedfordshire middle schools is above that of all schools nationally. The rate of improvement from 2002-2005 in aggregate scores is 9.4 in Bedfordshire (the national average is 5.0). We believe that the ‘step’ change so often referred to in the consultation may already exist within the County system.
Furthermore, children could be caught up in any re-organisation with ensuing disruption and uncertainty. It would be unlikely, in our view, that the very small rural school would be sustainable in a re-organised structure. This could lead to closure with very young children having to travel several miles to the nearest primary school. We would refer you also to the original basis of re-organisation in the 1970’s – much of what was said back then is still very true of children and young people today. In fact it could be argued that with accelerated maturation that the 9 to 13 age range as a phase is even more relevant in today’s society.
Middle School systems are ideally placed to deliver the new government proposals for the education of 14 to 19 year olds – our system could almost be designed to meet these new demands. Upper schools can take full advantage of the move to new vocational routes and new examination structures, while middle schools can specialise in the delivery of a broad and balanced curriculum for all. The move to a two-year Key Stage 3 will only add to this strength. Indeed many County schools have resolved to implement a condensed programme of study which effectively ‘frees’ Year 9 in the upper school for vocational and conventional studies (e.g. 3 year GCSE programmes, accelerated GCSE/ ‘A’ Levels etc.).
The SATs standards agenda is interesting when the contextual added value data is challenged. There is evidence that shows that some feeder schools results may be on the high side making added value a challenge! This experience is common amongst schools that share the primary years e.g. infant to junior; lower or first to middle. In ‘through’ primaries it is not such a problem. Schools within and across learning communities are increasingly aware of this issue and we are working together to resolve the disparities – we don’t need to re-organise to achieve this! 
Furthermore, research shows that pupils in middle school settings make greater progress during Key Stage 3 than in systems with transfer at 11. Evidence from Ofsted inspections demonstrates the value that middle school systems add to the lives of their pupils, over and above test results. Analysis of inspection grades consistently show that 9 to 13 middle schools have the highest proportion of schools achieving good or better for such important areas as culture and ethos, and the development of social, moral, cultural and spiritual values. 
The following brief analysis helps to exemplify these points. The following statistics are examples taken from OFSTED inspections and show the percentage of middle schools inspected that were satisfactory or better in each of the following aspects:

How high are standards? 

Pupils’ attitudes to school – 100% (Primary 92%; Secondary 79%)
Pupils’ behaviour – 95% (Primary 86%; Secondary 73%)

Personal development and relationships – 100% (Primary 87%; Secondary 80%)

How well are pupils taught?

Teaching – 83% (Primary 73%; Secondary 74%)

Learning – 85% (Primary 71%; Secondary 70%)
How good are curricular and other opportunities?
Quality and range of learning opportunities – 67% (Primary 51%; Secondary 50%)

Provision for social, moral, spiritual & cultural – 91% (Primary 81%; Secondary 67%)

Child protection & welfare – 79% (Primary 73%; Secondary 69%)

Breadth & balance of the curriculum – 55% (Primary 34%; Secondary 33%)
How well does the school work in partnership with parents?

Management of Pupils – 92% (Primary 80%; Secondary 75%)
One of the arguments which is often advanced against 9-13 middle school systems is that the pupils transfer shortly before they are due to take their KS3 tests in Year 9. It is argued that transfer at 13 disadvantages pupils because there will be some regression in their learning on transfer to another school and that splitting KS3 into two parts will inhibit pupil progress. Research absolutely refutes these arguments. Pupils in 9 to 13 middle school systems make better progress during KS3 than in systems where pupils transfer at 11, suggesting that transfer at 13 is accompanied by less regression in a pupil's progress than when transfer takes place at 11. Neither does there appear to be any demonstrable negative effect from splitting the study of KS3 across two phases of schooling.
We need to be very careful about accepting the argument that longevity in the secondary phase makes all the difference to outcomes. For example, Bedfordshire’s Sixth Form results do not compare favourably with Sixth Form Colleges (statistical neighbours) despite the students attending our upper schools for 5 years (Y9 to Y13) compared with two years in an FE or Sixth Form College environment.
As mentioned, the middle school system was introduced because it better matches the different stages in a child's development. This remains the great strength of the system. It is now becoming clear that the system is also best placed to deliver the new shape of education to come in which ‘Every Child Matters’.

Important thought this is, the proportion of teaching judged to be good or better by OFSTED over time in 9 to 13 middle schools is only bettered by sixth forms.

Finally, we make the following assertions:

· More effective transfer arrangements and higher standards in SATs would be achieved without reorganisation, for example, with investment in ICT platforms and agreed common approaches; including the targeting of the 3 or 4 middle and upper schools finding SATs and GCSE results or sustaining success more of a challenge. 
· An effective Local Authority could improve recruitment to the 3 phases and personnel support generally – all organisations are challenged to establish a high quality workforce and there has been little strategic thought about this to date (lots of data collection, little action). The BMSHA has already been approached to support an exclusive middle years ITT course.
· There are ways of reaching agreement about accountabilities across schools for the standards achieved by pupils without reorganising the school system in line with key stages. Some learning communities are discussing moves towards closer collaboration through federations and executive arrangements to release the capacity within schools to work strategically together. 
· Overall, does this reorganisation really make sense to the communities we serve, including those rural areas that treasure their local lower school and by parents generally who see the great common sense of 9 to 13 provision?
· The background and data provided by 4S and the LA gives a partial view of standards in our schools based upon the narrowest of measures and the merest glimpse of the real successes of the 3-tier structure. We would ask that 4S looks again at the statistics, particularly those provided through OFSTED inspections and we would urge the consultation to refer to the evidence of success and the rationale for middle schools as provided through the National Middle Schools Forum research (nmsforum.co.uk).
Colleague headteachers have been asking parents and pupils for their views. We are now saying that the response to surveys is very high, and remarkably so, and that parents are very close to 100% support for the middle school and retention of the status quo. There is no evidence that restructuring would improve standards – the real option is to retain and improve the current 3-tier structure. 
Thank you
Yours sincerely

Michael Lavelle

President - BMSHA
cc. All Bedfordshire Middle Schools
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