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Preamble

The future is not what older people think, but what younger people do (Nicholas Negroponte)
I spent four months in Britain as a Visiting Fellow at St Mary’s College, Durham University.  It is England’s 3rd oldest university. I had lectured in Teacher Education in Durham in the 1970’s, and was, again, connected to its thriving Faculty of Education after a 25-year career in Teacher Education in Western Australia. As an advocate of middle schools, one aspect of my research between October 2002 and January 2003 was to investigate the present “state of the art” of middle schools, and the philosophy of middle schooling, in England. My key question centred on whether, and if so how, their needs were being met:

Middle Schooling: Does it meet the needs of the young adolescent, or is it just a passing fad?

A sobering first impression for me, was reasoning given by the Chairwoman of the Northampton Council Education Committee for the closure of their middle schools in 2001:

The education achievement is significantly below what it should be… we concluded the three-tier system is the problem. The system has had its day. Nobody is being trained to be a middle school teacher anymore … (Olwyn Loud, BBC News online, 27 June 2001).

The opinion of the Head of Faculty at Durham University was also that “Middle schools aren’t working … but I’ll put you in touch with …” (Professor Richard Gott, Personal Communication, 1 October 2003). His offer of making connections was the springboard for this paper, where I focus on the rise and fall of middle schools through a review of the historical literature and current reflections of teacher educators. I then progress to my own investigations of the education of young adolescents, and by whom it is currently being supported and implemented.
The Rise of Middle Schools in the 1960’s and 1970’s – What is the Evidence?

In the post-Sputnik era of the 1960’s and 1970’s, the concept of middle schools was in its ascendancy. Professor Mike Byram (Director of Doctoral Studies in Education, Durham University) talked of his experiences at Sheppey School on the Isle of Sheppey at that time: 

[The] school was founded by Cyril Poster who had experience in the area of Leicester where there was a strong philosophical reason for middle schooling when comprehensivisation was occurring (circa 1960’s). Sheppey was a community college where I was also responsible for languages and adult education. Upper school was 13 to 18 years with four middle schools of  8-12 year olds … (Prof Byram, Personal Communication, 8 October 2003). 

In the 1960’s, the progress of Middle schools was also reported locally in Bradford, Yorkshire (Adams, 1968, Summer; Prosser, 1968, May), in Eynsham, Oxfordshire (Deans, 1968, Summer), and generally (Benn, 1973, May; Gillespie, 1968; Grooms, 1967; O’Connor, 1968, April; Ross, 1968, Summer; Schools Council, 1969). More specifically, the curriculum was under scrutiny (Burrows, 1969, September; Hetherington, 1968, Summer; Johnson, 1968, October). Conferences on the middle school were held in Exeter in 1968 and in London in 1969. Worchester County Council (1968) set up a working party to report on middle schools. There were strong advocates, such as Curtis (1969, May), who urged that middle schools be given a “flying start”, rather than “chasing objectives”. The National Association of Headteachers (1967) produced a pamphlet on the middle school. 

1970 was a watershed, where the Department of Education and Science (1970a, 1970b) officially, and positively, “launched” the middle school. Hertfordshire County Council research (1970) made a philosophical shift by linking “middle schools and the “middle years of schooling”. From the late 1960’s, research focused upon: teachers for the “middle years” (Ginsburg, 1977; Rosen, 1968); teaching in the middle schools (Howard, 1968; Marjoram & Booth, 1971, October); the education of middle school teachers (Barnett, 1972, January; Greaves, 1976; Rosewell, 1972) and their “in-service training” to meet the physical and organisational demands (Willcock, 1968); and the “pattern for the future” (Williams, 1972, March). In 1973, Brighton Education Committee Working party reported on their middle schools. A range of books had now been written on middle school and the middle years (Overly et al, 1972; Owen, 1974; Partridge, 1966). The University of London (1973) reported on “the organisation of 9-13 schools”. The journal Forum (1973, Spring) devoted a whole issue to “middle years of schooling”. In 1974, according to Rod Bramaid: 

… boundaries were redrawn schools (Maud Report) and schools were “going comprehensive”.  As a consequence the rural areas like Northumberland had to rethink organisation, because money was required. At the time there were over 500 middle schools in, for example, Northumberland, Leicestershire, Sussex and some in Somerset. In terms of middle school organisation every one “did their own thing” 9-13 in Northumberland; 9-12 and 10-13 in others (Rod Bramaid, Lecturer Newcastle University and Advisory Teacher, Personal Communication, October 9th 2002)

By the mid-seventies, the National Union of Teachers (1975) provided its perspective on “middle schools”.  Syllabuses for a middle school were under discussion (Bryan, T., November, 1976), with books on the curriculum and teaching (Klingele, 1979; Lounsbury & Vars, 1978; Raggett & Clarkson, 1974; Schools Council, 1975), and improving middle school guidance (Stamm & Nissman, 1979). Research and commentaries on middle schools continued (Barrett, 1978, April; Burrows, 1978; Edwards, 1972; Gannon, 1975; Gorwood, 1978, April; Kefford, 1973; Murphy, 1971, Summer; Vaughan, 1975, March) in terms of: 

· their growth (Bryan, J., 1977, January; Higgins, 1970, Spring); 

· their educational value in the “Middle Years” (Badcock et al, 1972); 

· their social significance (Blyth, 1977); and 

· “attitudes to middle schools” (Hargreaves & Warwick, 1978, April), 

with an urging to “let them grow” (Brooks, 1979, September). 

At the turn of the seventies, there was a growing number of evaluative case-studies on practices in middle schools (eg, West Flegg Middle, Norfolk, 1978, November). A headmaster’s wrote on the challenge of changing a secondary modern school to a middle school (Educational Administration, 1977-78, Winter). There was also counter comment on the “end of the middle?” (Doe, 1976, November); challenging speculation about “middle years without schools” (Coltham, 1978, April); “middle school for the middle way” and “trying to have our cake and eat it” (Maclure, 1975, April, July); as well as implications of “falling rolls” in middle schools (McGuinness, 1978, Spring). 

Such action research set the scene for more critical appraisals in the 1980’s. Educators were concerned about the development of the middle school, its ideology and practices (Blyth, 1984; Hargreaves & Tickle, 1980; Leslie-Dakers, 1980; NUT, 1979; TES, 1981; Taylor, 1982; Wallace, 1980, July). Hargreaves and Tickle (1980) concluded that, because the traditional system was of such strong standing, there was little room for middle schools and the ideology of middle schooling.

Critical Evaluation of Middle Schools in the 1980’s - The Beginning of the Fall? 

[In] 1981 the Cockcroft Commission provided the foundation list of all the topics for an ideal curriculum … Every LEA provided monies for outstanding practitioners to take the “Bible of Cockcroft” into the classroom. Cockcroft was a fundamental catalyst for change [and] was the basis of National Curriculum conception (Rod Bramaid, Lecturer Newcastle University and Advisory Teacher, Personal Communication, October 9th 2002)

Although research themes from the 1960’s and 1970’s persisted, its nature in the 1980’s was more penetrating and diverse in the bid for accountability in the middle years of schooling (DES, 1983; East Sussex Education Committee, 1980; NUT, 1984). The nature of researching was also changing where the views of all ‘middle school’ stakeholders were increasingly being considered. This applied especially to action research and the need to find synergies between theory and practice. Investigations were diverse and included:

· the culture of different middle schools and levels of collegiality between teachers (British Educational Research Journal, 1981); 

· the issue of inclusivity and identification of the most able students (Bentley, 1981); 

· the social and emotional outcomes for young adolescents (Metcalfe & Metcalfe, 1981, November); 

· students’ level of “control over their academic outcomes” (Kilburn, 1983, November) and 

· students’ experiences as nine-to-ten year olds in middle school (Houldsworth, 1983). 

Research also interrogated curriculum management and organisational patterns of change (Brown, 1983; Downton, 1983; Drakeford, 1981; Garson & Taylor, 1984; McGrady, 1983); as well as the particular behaviour patterns of a deputy head (Robinson, 1985, May) and the role taken by head teachers in “changing times” (Small, 1984).

The Middle schools debate continued in the mid-to-late eighties.  There were those who were sceptics (Ellis, 1983; Haes, 1983, 1984; Wallace & Tickle, 1983) as well as eminent supporters of the melding of primary pedagogy with the subject specialisation of secondary school (eg, Hargreaves, 1986; King, 1989). There continued to be local and national surveys of middle schools (DES, 1985; Henley, 1984, November) with associated critical commentaries (eg, Enright, 1984; Williamson, 1986, Spring). Investigations continued to delve into teacher attitudes towards the middle school concept (Taylor & Sayer, 1983, 1984); and middle school teachers’ perceptions of their career paths, particularly women (Grant, 1987). Different forms of intermediate schooling (Bryan, 1984; Stillman, 1984, November) and associated psychological developments of students (Stewart, 1984) were investigated. By 1987, there was a recognition of the need for a “whole school approach” to meet special needs of students in the middle school setting (Etherington, 1987, August); and for pastoral care per se (Hargreaves, 1987, 1987, November; Thacker, 1985, February). The curriculum was being further dissected in terms of quality resources (Moor, 1987, August); with the adoption of topic and thematic organisation of the curriculum (Conner, 1988). Both primary and middle schools were investigated in relation to Mathematics coordination (Stow & Foxman, 1989, June). The impact of the computer and technology on schooling was increasingly identified as a significant outcome of primary and middle schooling (McKechan, 1983, Autumn; Davidson, 1987, Autumn). There was also a push to introduce radical approaches in foreign language learning into the middle school curriculum (1990); and for teachers to publish reflections on instructional improvement in the language arts (Strahan, 1990). To accommodate curriculum concerns for authentic evaluation in the 1980’s, a key textbook was written on assessment in both primary and middle school (Shipman, 1989). 

At the systems level, the first National Curriculum was produced in 1987. According to Ron Bramaid:

… it was monolithic with a key focus on mathematics and science. There was a revamping of the exam system. Educators termed this period “Baker days”. There was a move to relate funding to Age Weighted Public Units (AWPU) … so we began to ‘watch this space’. There was no middle schools value given, just the traditional x = primary; x+y = secondary; and x+y+z = 6th form. Consequently, there was a bid by Local Education Authorities (LEAS) to move the top end of middle schooling to secondary to bolster intake and funding. By the late eighties, with the local management of schools there were implications for funding if middle schools were to be maintained (Bramaid, Personal Communication, October 9, 2002) 

Middle Schools in the 1990’s – Fall? or Challenge of Middle Schooling Philosophy?

At the systems level in UK in 1992, the Teget Report recommended the introduction of Standard Assessment Tests (SATS). Bramaid considered that the government had “shot itself in the foot with its growing involvement and responsibility for testing”. Students were tested at Stage 1 (Age 7); Stage 2; Stage 3 and Stage 4 (which is equivalent with Western Australia’s Level 2, Level 4, Level 5-6; and levels 6-7 respectively). This posed “a threat to the validation of Middle schooling and their student learning outcomes, since students were measured a year before entry to middle schools and a year after they had moved to secondary education. The whole reorganisation resulted in “great demoralisation of teachers where a significant number retired early” (Ron Bramaid, Personal Communication, October 9, 2002).

Despite changes at the systems level, middle years research pertaining to the involvement of all stakeholders continued in the 1990’s.  There were case studies concerning parental involvement and consultations in middle school (Roberts, 1989; Barrell, 1991, April). A report from the Assistant Masters and Mistresses Association You make me feel human again suggested a sense of well-being amongst teachers in middle school settings (Wilson, 1990). Research was extended to general interactive behaviour where Boulton (1993a, 1993b) studied middle school students’ abilities to distinguish between aggressive and playful fighting behaviour. Core aspects of the curriculum were under scrutiny. For example, reading comprehension was explored in middle school in response to the challenge of protagonists’ views on the demise of literacy (Casteel & Rider, 1994, February); and the benefits of applying a remedial approach to mathematics with middle years students was explored. An edited book on strategies to deal with controversial issues in middle schools was published (Troyna & Carrington, 1988). One author questioned the intent behind the development of partnership links between a university and a middle school (Calvert, 1992). Over all, the strengths of middle schools were being articulated (Enright, 1993, Spring). Gorwood (1994) went so far as to challenge the traditional primary school to “learn from middle schools” about curriculum organisation and practice. 

There were a growing number of advocates in Teacher Education urging the implementation of constructivist approaches to learning in the middle years.  Dr Lynn Newton recalls:

I completed a ‘junior primary extension to my Durham PGCE in the 1980’s which equipped me for middle schooling in Northumbria. My PhD study was school-based. Lectured at Newcastle in ‘middle schools’ and more recently involved in Primary science at Durham. [I am] a most inveterate protagonist for constructivist science (Dr. Lyn Newton, Durham Primary Science Program, Personal Communication, 12 November, 2002) 

Notwithstanding, there was a pervading sense of opposition to the survival of middle schools especially where two cultures of schooling were being melded: 

The cultural inheritances of secondary schools (e.g. specialism and discipline)

 and primary schools (e.g. generalism and relationships) was tending to impede the development of middle schooling (School Council, National Board of Employment, Education & Training, 1993).

In June 2001, the local education system in Northampton proposed to streamline “from its current three-tier hierarchy … where middle schools would be cut out, with their staff facing an uncertain future” (BBC Education News Online 27 June 2001).  The Head-teacher of All Saints Middle School commented:

This scheme seems to cut the knife into middle schools. In my school there will be a staff-room of 20 instead of 27. It will mean people will have to move schools, even if they don’t want to … some heads of departments are unlikely to get the same positions in other schools. I feel sorry for the children because children are what it is all about … parents don’t understand they will be going to schools of 1,200 or 1,400 … some children will not survive in a school of that size unless they are carefully taken care of and this will be difficult to arrange … (Head teacher, Moray Gompertz, BBC News online, 27 June 2001)

The response of the Chairwoman of the Northampton Council Education Committee (alluded to earlier) was that: 

[staff] not the children would face major disruption. The education achievement is significantly below what it should be… we concluded the three-tier system is the problem. The system has had its day. Nobody is being trained to be a middle school teacher anymore …  the education system is always run for the benefit of the children. We are carrying out a skills audit among staff asking what sector they would prefer to work in and there will be staff development and retraining  (Olwyn Loud, BBC News online, 27 June 2001). 

Is the Phoenix Rising from the Ashes in a Renewed Landscape of Learning in 2002-3?

At the societal level, O’Neill (2002) challenged  the “culture of suspicion” created by the UK government: 

We [educators] have all found our reputations and performance doubted as have millions of other public sector workers and professionals. We constantly hear we can no longer be trusted … which damages ‘real work’ …  [need] to provide “intelligent accountability (O’Neill, 2002, p.43, p.49 & p.58). 

The National Curriculum – Could it accommodate the Middle School in 2002-3?

From my analysis of the National Curriculum Handbook for primary teachers in England www.nc.uk.net key stages 1 & 2. Handbook for secondary teachers in England www.nc.uk.net key stages 3 & 4, I found no logical reason why the concept of middle schooling could not be accommodated within this framework.  I found a general consensus amongst British Teacher Educators, that any form of innovation continued to be limited by the "back to basics” mentality of 1989. The main reasons continued to be the “political push for subject specialisation, and numeracy and literacy conceptualised in a limited way” (Dr Sue Beverton, Director Durham PGCE). According to Professors Peter Tymms, and confirmed by Carol Taylor Fitz-Gibbon, both of the CEM Centre at Durham University:

The middle years construct of schooling was gradually being phased out, not on educational grounds, but by the timing of the accountability measures. Under the implementation of the National Curriculum, middle schools do not have an official “testing point” for entry or exit (Prof Tymms, Personal Communication, 5th October 2002)

Andy Nicholson, Headmaster of Bungay Middle School confirmed that the National Schools Forum:

… is 450, but getting less and less because the MS philosophy does not quite fit the structure/curriculum and is “inconvenient”. The fact that Stage 3 kids transfer better, the Educational argument has less and less effect (Personal communication, 5 December, 2002).

Discovering Best Practice in Middle Schools in Suffolk and Northumbria 2002-3 

I discovered and visited thriving middle schools in Suffolk and Northumbria. I was interested in ‘hearing the voices of the major stakeholders”. It was a pleasant journey of discovery.

Suffolk Middle Schools – Best Practice

Serendipity - I discovered SUFFOLK county through a pamphlet – where the Northern and Western areas have 40 middle schools (Range of 250-700 students), where “all teachers have a commitment to the 9-13 age group. Every middle school is part of a pyramid structure, having close liaison with its Primary and Upper/High school colleagues … and good working relationships between middle schools with the sharing of expertise and resources (Lesley Daily Journal, 21 November 2002).

A recent summary of OFSTED findings stated that in Suffolk Middle Schools: “Pupils go to lessons wanting to learn … The quality of relationships in schools is good and the personal development of pupils is strong” (Suffolk County Council, Pamphlet, 2002).

According to Iain Rodgers, an OFSTED Executive, Suffolk Council “conducts itself in an exemplary way” (Personal Communication, 8 December, 2002).  Dr Barry Darch organised my visits to four middle schools, which catered for young adolescents in different contexts. These included his school, Pakefield Middle School; Bungay Middle School, a well refurbished school with 450 students, with a “tenuous intake” of a third from Norfolk; Worlingham Middle School, renovated with all the modern attributed of a middle school, including a new library spanning two buildings. Mostly rural intake of 450 students, 300 have school dinner each day, where 40 have free meals; and Beecles Middle School (450 students with 30 staff), where the “town is our cachement area and the children walk or cycle. There is a mix of social classes, some are very deprived” (Christine Douglas, Head teacher, 6 December 2002).

I had ‘conversations’ with a variety of stakeholders about their experiences with the middle years’ curriculum and pastoral care. All the head teachers were highly supportive of middle schooling philosophy and somewhat critical of the National Curriculum and accountability demands, as Andy at Bungay commented:

I am a pragmatist. I’m aware what ‘real education’ is about; the style of curriculum my school is expected to follow; the Staff I have; and the National Curriculum and associated accountability SATS tests (League tables are not helpful, except as an indicator of school. They are not measuring ‘how to think’).  I don’t want to be taken apart. It is very risky to mess up a lot of kids. I don’t take risks – too cynical and aware of the demands placed on my teachers. Mitigating to the system and considering our weaknesses. Our strength is in that we have strong support from parents. We also play to our strengths … and our teachers are now ‘subject specialists’ not ‘generalists’. At Stage 3, this model made more intellectual sense [to me], with a strong pastoral welfare model (Andy, Headmaster, Bungay MS, 5 December 2002).

Mike at Worlingham was also an advocate of middle schooling with a somewhat different background and life-career experience:

My first practice in a state school (as an English public schoolboy) was a ‘defining moment’, which influenced the way I wanted to teach children. Computer literacy, clusters of teachers for each age group. Our curriculum is a primary child-centred model with all the advantages of secondary resources D/T, art, music, French, home economics (human and material) with special teachers for the inclusion policy. Our evaluation is developmental and [we thrive] on our Christmas musical concert to different groups and raise money for charity. We have plays where staff and students play their parts. Mike Devereaux, my deputy head was involved in action research on boys’ education compared with girls (Mike Crofts, Head teacher, Worlingham MS, 4 December 2002).

Barry at Pakefield came from a north-east university setting:

I was a Durham graduate. I have an interest in gifted education, but I prefer to look at attainment groupings than ability. Our kids are streetwise. We have a mission statement and the children set targets for the year and extra curricular things they do. We are partners in learning in this school. I have a lot of respect for Vygotsky’s ideas of scaffolding  … I firmly believe in the part played by emotional development in constructing knowledge (Dr. Barry Darch, Head teacher, Pakefield MS and Chair of Headmasters’ Association of Middle Schools, 6 December 2002)

Dave Singleton, the Acting Deputy at Beecles, put his philosophy into action, giving me a strong sense of a “community of learners” in action and the value he placed on their feedback to me on life in the middle school: “My ambition is to change young adolescents’ minimalist ambitions and goals for life. I have arranged a tour of the school for you with Julia and Jade, two of our year 8’s” (Dave Singleton, Exchange Teacher from Bungay MS, Acting Deputy Head at Beecles, 6 December, 2002).

Jade, a Year 8 student at Beecles who gave me some of her impressions about school and their outreach as ‘citizens’, escorted me round:   

We have special yellow badges” and we have a special area for eating.  Each Friday we have a special assembly in the Drama theatre. We have a special daily bulletin board, with “amusing things on it”. For Languages we get stars for oral efforts - any colour.  … “Our library has a scanner for books”. Citizenship – UNICEF and Children in Distress “Love in a Box” - are important to us (Jade, Year 8, Beecles MS. 6 December 2002)

I spent time with Jane, a senior teacher, who had recently returned from a professional development course:

[I’ve been] inspired by a course with a professor from Newcastle University, I’m moving now towards thinking about multiple intelligences. We want to take up the challenge and demonstrate a level of performance above Key Stage 3. I try in my teaching to demonstrate and make verbal the way my mind is working in class. The power of Modelling! I’m teaching other teachers to be reflective (Jane, Senior teacher, Beecles Middle School, 6 December, 2002).

Sally, a postgraduate student on practice at Beecles, commented on the strengths of her choice of teaching middle years: “I am an English graduate and delighted about the ‘variety of job opportunities that a middle years PGCE offers me” (PGCE student from Homerton, at Beecles MS, Personal Communication, 6 December 2002).

Barry Darch arranged for me to observe and feedback to Ken, a science teacher at Pakefield. I wrote in my diary:

The science teacher at Pakefield MS asked me to observe and comment on his lesson … he admitted afterwards that this was an early attempt at middle school science teaching. He was excellent in his constructivist approach. His ‘middle schooling’ confidence and positive affirming interaction’ proved to be a winner and the students did very well too as ‘scientists’ (Lesley’s Daily Journal, 6 December 2002).

The visits to the four Suffolk middle schools gave me a clear overview of different situational contexts and different student needs in relation to being young adolescents with different ability levels, and from diverse SES and/or rural/ urban contexts. As well as the immediate situation, I was able to assess how the wider implications of the National Curriculum and the over accountability of OFSTED had affected leadership styles; school decision making; curricular organisation; the persistence of middle years teachers in implementing change with due consideration of the intended outcomes for the adolescents (as learners, citizens and individuals) and the community.

Northumbrian Middle Schools –Best Practice in 2003

In Northumbria, given its rural nature, according to Mike Byram and Rod Bramaid, it was more financially expedient to create and maintain the middle schools, than to set up secondary schools to cater for the 11-18 year olds in every village.  I wrote: 

At last, I visited John Daniels, one of Professor Byram’s PhD students. He is Headteacher of Richard Coates Middle School (Church of England Foundation, 1719) in Ponteland a residential area (beyond Newcastle Airport) (Lesley’s Daily Journal, 10 January 2003)

John Daniels, Headmaster of Richard Coates Middle School hosted my visit and provided a fulsome account of the school: 

We had a recent full OFSTED inspection. Note our CREATION theme on our Gymnaesium wall. You’ll find plenty on the walls because of the recent inspection.  We have children of other faiths – Muslims and Hindus are comfortable to attend assemblies. We have a wide catchment area, from students who are mostly rural to those coming from the city.  We have community connections with the church and the townsfolk. The Band and sport/fitness/management of behaviour help to create links. We also have a Buddy system with another middle school. We run a ‘motivation and achievement through sport’ programme. Our ‘Comenius’ Project linking us to other European schools is popular. Our mural depicts the history of Ponteland and everyone contributed (John Daniels, Headteacher, Richard Coates Middle School, 10 January 2003)

I talked with two senior students, Sarah and Daniel about middle school experience:

I like it at the school because I have two younger brother and sister. I can look after them. I live about twenty minutes by car from the school (nearer Newcastle). I like those teachers I can relate to well … if you have any problems.  Ponteland High School is my next school. It is not C of E. We will have the values. (Sarah, Richard Coates MS, 10 January 2003).

I live close, next to a farm and I come by car. I like it because it has huge grounds/ and a nice area. About the Comenius Scheme 2000-2002 – I liked Vos best … and with France I should like to go again. Most teachers are quite good.  Help you learn. I like those who have a sense of humour …and personality. Some are extremely well organised, some in between and others well … it doesn’t seem to bother me (Daniel, Richard Coates MS, 10 January, 2003)

My final Northumbrian school visit was to Alan Sample, who was both Headmaster of Prudhoe Highfields Middle School and a university lecturer at Newcastle University:

I’ve never forgotten what Doug Bamber, my tutor said “whether primary and secondary or middle schools, nothing matters except there are good and bad schools”. I was in Rochdale in a three tired system which closed down, then went to Bradford (Secondary 11-16). It was there I started in initial teacher training (Bradford College had a 3 year BEd). I then went to Northumberland and did a BPhil and Masters. With networking, I got involved with Key stage 2/3. Rod Bramaid and Ian Thompson retired. I was it (Alan Sample, Personal Communication, 13 January 2003).

.

We feel children come in at 9 years with a need for security with one class teacher, who is responsible for 30 students in a variety of subject areas. Beyond this age group - Need for specialists. Specialists can (unlike Primary be available for the younger children. Specialists in French; Sport; ICT; Music.  Drama – EBENEZER 2002 Play (Staff took part – one of the boys was suspended … and I stepped into the breach). Music – variety of different types of bands (catholic - rock to classic). PE – Sport strong (woman PE specialist). … “How to do it” – must be backed by empirical research (Alan Sample, Personal Communication, 13 January 2003).

The teachers implemented a two-strand system of curriculum preparation:

For example, the Year 5/6 Team – has planning provision for Literacy; Maths; Science; History; Geography; RE. BUT Management of Curriculum is the responsibility of a subject leader (work with Year 5; 6; 7;or 8 teacher in different subject areas). Everyone is a manager (except for a couple of part-time temporaries). We have integrated ICT within the curriculum and have a specialist teacher and a technician. Ownership makes each teacher accountable and proud of his/her achievements. We need to monitor standards to ask Why better? Or vice versa – need a number of objective assessments (Alan Sample, Personal Communication, 13 January 2003).

.

OFSTED were very impressed by the engagement of our Year 8’s and how they were involved with the younger ones. All final years are prefects and are given limited supervision responsibilities. Some are “buddy” readers with the year 5’s. Some Group 8 are “buddy” mathematicians tutored by the maths teacher  on how to do it (Alan Sample, Personal Communication, 13 January 2003).

University Partnerships

In parallel, I became aware of the proliferation of university-school partnerships with a focus on upper primary and early secondary education (Key Stage 2/3/4). Alan Sample highlighted the strength of establishing University/School partnerships. He explained the concept of “Partnership Promotion Schools”:

Concept of 5-6 schools in a regional (partnership) with a university, who demonstrate exceptional practice, whilst mentoring student teachers. In “our area” – 1 nursery; 4 primary schools; and 1 middle school are promoted, where the PPS encourage other schools to participate. Involved in joint training – in effect a “buddy system” (Alan Sample, Personal Communication, 13 January 2003).

There was also the development of new education degrees and post-graduate qualifications, with an emphasis on the added achievement of QTA (qualified teacher status). These innovations were evident at Newcastle University: Homerton College, Cambridge University; and at the new Queens Campus of Durham University at Stockton on Tees. To cater for the growing demand for new teachers in Northumberland, Rod Bramaid talked of the accommodation in teacher education at the University of Newcastle where:

Our student teachers are expected to be able to do everything primary teachers do and specialists to Stage 3 and with some even to beginning of Stage 4 … [thus] creating highly flexible teachers capable of teaching and encouraging “younger and older” children (Rod Bramaid, Lecturer Newcastle University and Advisory Teacher, Personal Communication, October 9th 2002)

At each of these universities there was a growth in the involvement of Head teachers of Middle Schools (eg, Prudhoe); and exemplary teachers, in the working life of the university education faculty and partnership schools (eg, Durham University School of Education Partnership Day at Queens Campus, Stockton, 12 December, 2002).  This served to promote a common basis for promoting middle schooling philosophy and practice and the enculturation of pre-service teachers. 
Alienation and Disengagement of Youth (14-19 years) – Is intervention in the middle years the answer?

At a broader level in UK, there was the continuing concern for older youth (14-19 year olds) especially in areas like Tyne-Wear where there are many third generation unemployed. Bentley (1998) expressed the dilemma in terms of the loss to British society and to the individual:

Tackling underachievement in the wider spheres of life – the labour market; - relationships; - civic engagement. This is why it matters so much, not so much for its economic cost but because effective learning is the central route to a more enriched, fulfilling and integrated life for individuals and higher quality of life for all (p. 73).

I was invited to attend a think-tank conference Tyne and Wear Learning Partnership - Innovation, engagement and life-long learning with Professor Bill Williamson who gave the keynote address. He linked the need to develop partnerships with the wider community to encourage the building of learning communities to help alienated youth to be actively engaged in work and leisure. He emphasised the importance of:

Values: RESPECT (reciprocity)

Learning for a purpose: RELEVANCE

Learning as a social experience: MEANING

Learning as personal growth: IDENTITY

Learning as cultural experience: FUN

Learning as discovery: REFLEXIVITY (there is ‘always a way out’ but ‘only if you begin to sense it’ (Satre)).

Learning as discovery/control resistance.

In creating education for life for youth in the context of learning communities, he urged the partners in the Tyne Wear enterprise to: 

· Be realistic demand the impossible. 

· Puncture the dominant discourse. Create new possibilities for learning and society, and the skills to allow you to do it.

· Build on experience through “communities of practice”.

· Be catalytic (eg, Birmingham – emotional/behavioural disordered – learning school – experiences, reflection, learning, action. Mentors with core commitment to values.

· Uphold Bentley (1998) as a visionary with all schools as “libraries, youth clubs, IT centres. Schools as HUB in the wider society. (eg Blythe linked to the cultural ambience of the region with the Baltic Centre.

· Sustain the personal and professional development of educators. (Noting that the British Inspectorate, by transforming to professional development, would help people to grow and build achievements in a caring context).

· Rebuild and revision the social institutions of learning education communities, work and systems of governance and; finally to

· TAKE DOWN THE WALLS that inhibit change both internally and externally.

At a practical level, this resulted in Angi Rae, his Durham University colleague, establishing community/school links in a number of pilot schools. I recorded in my daily journal:

Yesterday afternoon I went out to Sedgefield Community School (Tony Blair’s Constituency) which is for 11 - 16 year olds with a 6th Form College on the same site. Interesting that they have a "Family Learning Through Sport" program which was both practical with coaching [provided by] Sunderland Football (soccer!!)  Club with theory on healthy living. This involved both students and their parents - at least one had to turn up for the student to be involved. e.g. The parents’ homework this week was to involve the students in a discussion on steroids, which hopefully would lead into a more general discussion on drugs. This seemed to be a useful program for young adolescents in avoiding high risk behaviour and to empower his/her parent as a valued partner (Lesley, Letters Home, 20 November 2003). 

Mindful of the published works of Bill Williamson (1998), Cyril Poster (1982), and Tom Bentley (1998), which are definitive in the field of community schooling, I had witnessed the implementation of 'middle schooling’ philosophy in a non-designated middle school.  Such programs are pivotal, especially in depressed counties, in promoting these young adolescents’ engagement for life as learners, citizens, and whole functioning individuals in work and leisure. 

Conclusion – The Phoenix of “middle schooling” is Rising from the Ashes in England 

Such are the educational trends in England, where the engagement of adolescents in life-long learning begins in the middle years. Middle schools that I visited in Suffolk and Northumbria were best practice schools for young adolescents by any standards. The building of ‘creative learning communities’ in secondary schools in the depressed areas of the North East is paramount for the young people in the future. In terms of a philosophy that places the needs of the adolescent first, the phoenix of “middle” and “community” schools is rising from the ashes in a renewed landscape of learning. Pioneers like Sir Arthur Clegg in West Yorkshire in the 1960’s, Eric Midwinter in Liverpool in the 1970’s, and Cyril Poster in Leicestershire envisioned these pathways. What is required is ongoing action research into the implementation of middle schooling in UK and its efficacy in the education, and pastoral care, of young adolescents for the 21st century.
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