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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

The transition from primary to post-primary education has been recognised as a crucial stage
in young people's schooling career. Young people's experiences of the transition process can
influence their subsequent academic and social development and difficulties during the
transfer from primary to post-primary school can contribute to later educational failure. The
transition from primary to post-primary education has been the focus of a good deal of
research internationally with studies focusing on students' social adjustment to their new
school as well as changes in the learning environment (see, for example, Hargreaves and
Galton, 2002; Eccles et al., 1993; Gutman and Midgley, 2000). In Ireland, research has begun
to emerge on young people's experiences of the transition process (O Dalaigh and Aherne,
1990; Naughton, 2000; O'Brien, 2001). However, most existing research focuses on the
psycho-social adjustment involved in making the transition from primary to post-primary
school, with only a few studies addressing issues related to curriculum and learning in a
systematic way (Galton et al., 1999; Lord and Harland, 2000). This study sets out to examine
the experiences of first year students in terms of both their adjustment to post-primary
education and their perceptions of the curriculum and learning within junior cycle.

The following section places the study within the context of existing research on the
transition from primary to post-primary education in Ireland and internationally. The
objectives of the study are outlined in section two while the way in which the study was

carried out is described in section three.

1.1 Research on the transition from primary to post-primary education

This section outlines the existing research in relation to: student anxieties and expectations
about moving to post-primary school; personal and social factors influencing the transition
process, including parental support and student personality; organisational and institutional
factors shaping the transition, including the move to a bigger school and a different approach

to discipline; and academic factors affecting the transfer to post-primary school.

1.1.1 Pre-transition anxieties and expectations
Anticipating the move to post-primary school is found to cause a certain amount of anxiety
for the majority of prospective first year students. At the same time, most of the students are

looking forward to moving into the ‘Big School’. In Ireland, O’Brien (2001) explored the
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issue of pre-transition anxieties and expectations using essays written by students in the sixth
class of primary school. These essays suggested a tension between feeling excited about
going to post-primary school and feeling anxious; a similar ambiguity was reported by
Naughton (2000) and by Hargreaves and Galton (2002) in the British context. The main
anxieties centred on fear of being bullied, changes in friendships and relations with teachers.
Lucey and Reay (2000) and Naughton (2000) suggest that students’ conceptions of post-
primary school are greatly influenced by the horror stories and ‘urban myths’ about 'rites of
passage' communicated to them by their peers. A number of organisational factors, including
disciplinary procedures, timetables, more difficult work, increased homework, having several
teachers and subjects, and changing classrooms were also found to contribute to pre-transfer
anxieties (Naughton, 2000; O'Brien, 2001). Girls are found to express more anxiety than boys
about transferring to the new school (Hargreaves and Galton, 2002; O'Brien, 2001; Knox,
1987). O’Brien (2001) reports that students in designated disadvantaged schools appear more
reluctant to transfer to post-primary school and were worried about more difficult schoolwork
in the new school. Concern about post-primary school was also expressed by those students
who did not secure a place in the school of their choice.

In spite of anxieties about making the transition to post-primary school, research has
found that only a minority of students experience serious difficulties once they have moved to
the new school (O'Brien, 2001; Hargreaves and Galton, 2002). The kinds of students who

experience the greatest difficulties are discussed in the following sections.

1.1.2. Personal and social factors influencing the transition

There are various personal and social factors that affect students’ transition experiences and
their adjustment to post-primary schooling. These factors include family background, student
personality and self-confidence, the process of adolescent development, interaction with peer
groups and teachers, bullying, and preparation for transfer (Franklin and Madge, 2001;
Galton, Gray and Rudduck, 2003; Hirsch and Rapkin, 1987). The following sections discuss

these factors in greater detail.

Family background
The relationship between socio-economic background and educational outcomes has been
well documented internationally. Students from lower income and minority ethnic groups

have been found to be potentially more ‘at risk' in making the transition to post-primary



school (Gutman and Midgley, 2000). Over and above the effect of objective socio-economic
characteristics, parental support has been found to be a crucial factor in facilitating young
people’'s successful integration into post-primary education (Anderson et al., 2000). The
nature of authority structures within the family also influence the transition process. In one
US study, the opportunity to participate in family decision- making was predictive of better
adjustment to junior high school while young people whose parents did not involve them in
decision-making fared more poorly (Eccles et al., 1993). Similarly, Lord et al. (1994) find
that adolescents’ perceptions of their family environment influence their adjustment to junior
high school. Young people who report a democratic family environment tend to have higher
self-esteem and are more positive about their experiences of school. Successful adjustment to
the new school was associated with parents’ support of their child’s autonomy, the quality of
the affective relationship between the parent and adolescent, and parents’ investment in

providing opportunities for their children outside of the home (Lord et al., 1994).

Student personality and self-concept
A number of studies have indicated the consequences of the transition to post-primary
education for students' view of themselves and their academic abilities. Wigfield et al. (1991)
explored young people's specific self-concept in four domains (Maths, English, social
activities and sports), along with a more global measure of self-esteem. They found that, in
the United States, self-esteem scores declined across the transition to junior high school, but
increased again subsequently. Self-concept in relation to specific performance domains (such
as Maths and English) also diminished due to changes in the school and classroom
environments to which students were exposed. However, while young people on average
became more negative in their view of themselves during the transition process, some groups
of students were relatively 'protected’ from this decline. Lord, Eccles and McCarthy (1994)
argue that greater confidence in one’s academic, social and athletic abilities in the sixth grade
IS
associated with gains in one’s self-esteem following the transition to junior high school. Sixth
grade self-esteem and academic ability predicted both the extent to which adolescents
reported liking junior high school and parents’ rating of their children's adjustment to the
transition. Students' perception of their social skills was the single best predictor of successful
adjustment.

Gender differences are also apparent in the relationship between self-concept and

adjustment to the new school. Girls are found to report more feelings of depression than boys
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over the transition process (Hirsch and Rapkin, 1987). Lord et al. (1994) discovered in their
study that perceptions of one’s own physical appearance was a more important predictor of
increasing self-esteem for girls than for boys while self-consciousness about classroom
performance was a more important predictor of declines in self-esteem for boys than for girls.
Thus, for girls transition difficulties tend to relate to their social relationships while for boys
difficulties tend to centre on academic issues. Girls and boys are found to respond to the new
school environment in different ways: while boys become more competitive, attention and
status-seeking, girls tend to retreat into girls' only groups, avoiding contact and social
comparisons with boys (Jackson and Warin, 2000).

It should be noted that aspects of young people's self-concept are not fixed and are
responsive to the home and school environment. More positive self-ratings are associated
with experiencing academic achievement, having positive interactions with teachers and
receiving parental support (Lord et al., 1994; Ross and Broh, 2000; Smyth, 1999). In other
words, students who have received support and encouragement at home and school tend to

have more positive views of themselves and their abilities.

Adolescence

Adolescence is seen in western cultures as a bridge between childhood and adulthood.
(Naughton, 2000). Adolescence is a time of self-discovery, emerging independence, and
physical and emotional growth and young people’s experiences at the time, including in the
educational sphere, can have life-long consequences (Gutman and Midgley, 2000). The
biological and physiological changes associated with early adolescence coincide with the
changes in the social and learning environment that characterise the transition to post-primary
education. Eccles et al. (1993) suggest that the mismatch between the needs of developing
adolescents and the restricted opportunities afforded them by their social environments,
including their opportunities to participate in classroom decision-making, may contribute to

transition difficulties.

Relationships with peers

The transition from primary to post-primary education means the disruption of friendship
patterns if, as commonly occurs, students from the same primary school transfer to different
post-primary schools. This is especially important as peer groups come to assume a more
prominent role in the lives of adolescents (Gutman and Midgley, 2000). Lord et al. (1994)

argue that early adolescence, which coincides with the transition from primary to post-
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primary schooling in many western countries, can also be characterised by an increased
emphasis on physical appearance and social presentation. Confidence in one’s competence in
peer relationships and social skills is, therefore, particularly important for young adolescents.
Crockett and Losoff (1984) found that the importance of friendship and peer groups increased
over time and investment in social networks took up a considerable proportion of
adolescents’ free time.

In a new school setting students need to re-negotiate their friendships and social
networks. This issue is often more salient for girls than for boys. On moving to secondary
school, girls tend to stay in primary school-defined groups while boys mix in broader groups,
for example, through communal games of football (Hargreaves and Galton, 2002).
Interactions with friends may be beneficial to children’s learning as they may feel more
comfortable in the learning environment and less subject to competitive pressure (Demetriou
et al., 2000). School policy to retain students in friendship dyads or groups appear, therefore,
to reduce anxiety around the transition process. However, difficulties may arise if there is a
tension between the student's learning goals and that of the group; a student within an anti-
work peer group may find it difficult to resist the pressure of their peers (Demetriou et al.,
2000). Moving into post-primary school also involves a change in status for students who
move from being the older students in their primary school to being the youngest students in
their new school. Being the youngest in the school and knowing very few classmates may
cause a heightened concern about their status in relation to their peers (Eccles et al., 1993).

This change in status is often seen as making students' more vulnerable to bullying by
their peers. Fear of being bullied is a common focus of anxiety before students make the
transition to post-primary school (O'Brien, 2001). However, this is not just an 'urban myth'
since bullying in terms of physical, verbal or indirect aggression is a feature of many school
contexts (Ma et al., 2001). Bullying is seen as one way in which young adolescents manage
peer and dominance relationships as they make the transition into new social groups. Thus,
bullying may be used for displays of dominance whereby boys target other boys (Pellegrini
and Long, 2002). Rates of bullying are generally found to decrease after the initial transition

into post-primary schooling.

Relationships with teachers
A number of studies stress the importance of teacher support to students in the transition
process (Hargreaves and Tickle, 1980; Gutman and Midgley, 2000). Eccles et al. (1993)

suggest that a transition into a less supportive classroom will have a negative impact on
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adolescents’ interest in the subject matter being taught in that classroom. The decline is
especially problematic during early adolescence when children are in particular need of close
relationships with adults outside their homes. However, relations between teachers and
students at post-primary level are often quite different from those at primary level. Because
of the increased number of students and the separation into different subjects, teachers are
less likely to know students personally within secondary schools (Lord et al., 1994) and the
relations between teachers and students often deteriorate after the transition (Eccles et al.,
1993). Furthermore, teacher expectations may be lower for some groups of students,

especially those from lower socio-economic backgrounds (Gutman and Midgley, 2000).

Preparation for transfer

While individual student characteristics may be predictive of successful adjustment to post-
primary school, the way in which the transition process is handled by schools is also a key
factor. Anderson et al. (2000) argue that adequate preparation is key to a successful
transition. They maintain that there is a need for a planned, multi-faceted and long-term effort
which involves parents, children and school staff. Hargreaves and Galton (2002) have found
that the prevalence of structured programmes to facilitate the transition has increased since
the 1970s in Britain. Such programmes may reduce student anxiety about making the
transition (Berliner, 1993; Reyes et al., 1994). However, such initiatives are only likely to be
successful if they engage with students' own concerns: ‘their value lies in bringing the largely
imagined world of the secondary school into the ‘known’ experience of the Year 6 child’
(Lucey and Reay, 2000, p. 202). Furthermore, transfer programmes have often been found to
neglect issues to do with differences between primary and secondary school in curriculum,
teaching methods and learning goals (Hargreaves and Galton, 2002).

1.1.3 Organisational and institutional issues in the transition from primary to post-primary
education

Students encounter a range of, almost universal, organisational changes as they transfer from
primary to post-primary schooling. These changes are largely reflective of the different
organisational and administrative context of primary and post-primary schools, their differing
educational aims and philosophies, and their differing physical and social environments.
Among the main adjustments to be made by students are changes in the physical environment
and school size, the number of teachers and subjects, the longer school day, the structured

timetable, the way in which subjects are taught and the nature of rules and discipline. These
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changes correspond with the move from a child-centred primary school system to a post-
primary system characterised by teacher and subject differentiation. As one study noted, the
move is from a generalist environment, in terms of both the physical classroom environment
and teacher background, into one with a more specialist subject focus (Ferguson and Fraser,
1999).

The prospect of going to “big school’ presents children with a dilemma central to the
experience of ‘growing up’; that in order to gain freedom and autonomy from adult
regulation one must be willing to relinquish some measure of the protection which that
regulation affords. (Lucey and Reay, 2000, p.203)

Primary/Post-primary divide

Central to the distinction between primary and post-primary education in Ireland is the
discrete organisational, administrative and training systems of the two sectors. The
separateness of school buildings, fundamentally different pre-service education for teachers
at both levels, separate teacher representative bodies, separate curriculum and assessment
planning (OECD, 1991) are all contributors to the gulf that exists between the primary and
post-primary sectors in Ireland (Naughton, 2000). In its 1991 Report, the OECD commented
on the ‘often quite distant’ relations between the sectors, with poor communication and flow
of information. This contrasts with the greater emphasis on structured programmes to
facilitate the transition in other educational systems (see, for example, Hargreaves and
Galton, 2002, on the British context).

Similarly, the long-term traditional separation of the primary and post-primary sectors
in Ireland is identified by Burke (1987) as being responsible for difficulties experienced by
pupils in transferring from one level to the other. Burke argues that difficulties relate to the
new subjects taken by students, more structured time-tabling, having more teachers, different
teaching methods and differences in the underlying philosophy of the two sectors:

One of the root causes of the transition problem is the fundamental differences that
exist between the philosophy underlying the traditional approach to education, which is
still the dominant philosophy of second-level education in Ireland, and the thinking
behind the new approach at first level [child-centred, informal and progressive].
(Burke, 1987, p.6)
In a similar vein, O’Brien (2001) comments, in general there is “a gulf in the curriculum and
the approach to learning between first and second levels’ (p.85). In particular, the distance
between the culture of ‘care’ in the primary school and the academic and exam-oriented
culture of post-primary education was seen as a major obstacle to successful transfer.

Furthermore, several commentators have referred to the impact of differences in the nature of



pre-service training provided to teachers at primary and post-primary levels (Naughton, 2000;
Burke, 1987). The need for co-ordination, or at least commonalities, in the training of
primary and post-primary teachers is raised as a means of addressing these issues (Burke,
1987). These commentators refer to the situation as it related to the 1971 primary curriculum;
it is possible that the difference in approaches between primary and post-primary schools
may become even more marked when the 1999 revised primary curriculum, with its emphasis

on the child as active learner, comes fully on stream.

Information flow between primary and post-primary schools

The issue of the nature and extent of information flow from the primary to the post-primary
system and the extent to which such information is accessible and utilised has received scant
attention in the literature, particularly in Ireland. In the UK, McCallum (2000) looked at the
range of information transferred from primary to secondary schools: such information
included meetings between heads of first year in second level and primary school students
during the year prior to transfer; the use of transfer sheets filled in by the primary school
teacher covering areas such as comments on attitude, behaviour, attendance, comments on
social circumstances, statements of special needs and any talents or expertise; samples of the
student’s work, written narrative reports and record of achievement folders, as well as
assessment test results. The research showed wide variability in terms of the accessibility of
such material to secondary school staff; in some schools, all teachers had access while in
others, access was restricted to heads of departments, tutors or those working with special
needs students only. In addition, the extent to which such information was used in assigning
students, ensuring curriculum continuity and meeting special needs varied widely; overall, a
great deal of the information was not used, with a resulting lack of curriculum continuity for
students. Some schools simply conducted their own assessment tests upon entry and failed to
use any of the information received from the primary schools. Overall, the study found that
there was little acceptance of other teachers’ assessments of students.

Galton et al. (2000) similarly found that many secondary principals never looked at
the transfer documents that were passed on from primary schools, maintaining that secondary
teachers could more efficiently ascertain a child’s ability in their specialist subject without
reference to primary records, particularly since these were often regarded by secondary

teachers as vague and sometimes misleading.



Physical environment/school size

A key aspect of the post-primary school which may represent a major area of change for the
student is the physical environment of the school; its size, location, facilities and appearance.
Naughton (2003) observes that, owing to their community-based function, primary schools
tend to be smaller on average than post-primary schools. Economies of scale also demand
that resources be concentrated in larger units at post-primary level. The smaller primary
system is generally perceived as being more supportive and ‘intimate’, while the larger post-
primary setting is seen as more informal and less personal. Similarly, Burke (1987) noted that
parents often perceived the larger size and organisation of the post-primary school as a factor
that made it less personal and more formal. Some parents believed that it was easier for
students to go unnoticed at post-primary level than was the case in primary school because of
the greater number of teachers in contact with their child, as well as the larger size.

Many studies have observed the initial feelings of confusion and loss as students
become familiar with the layout and structure of their new school (O’Brien, 2001; Jackson
and Warin, 2000). However, most studies found students adapted quickly and without any
serious difficulties to the larger post-primary school. The layout of the post-primary school,
and, in particular corridors, stairs and signs, have been found to be important in facilitating
this adjustment (Bryant, 1980 in Lucey and Reay, 2000).

Schools also vary widely in the nature and comprehensiveness of their facilities, both
academic and sports-related, which research has shown to play an important role in the
process of adjustment to the post-primary school, as well as to levels of engagement and
ultimately educational success and attainment (Galton et al., 2003; McCoy, 2000; Smyth,
1999). Pupil participation in a range of ‘non-curricular’ activities, such as music, drama and
extra-curricular sports, was found to be particularly important in promoting retention within
the educational system (McCoy, 2000). However, levels of resources available for the
provision of such activities vary across schools, with schools which are less likely to be able

to draw on additional ‘voluntary’ funding from parents at a disadvantage.

Structure of the day
The transition to a more subject-centred curriculum also requires students to become familiar

with highly structured timetables." In particular, the use of a timetable requires that students

! While timetables may be used at primary level, they are unlikely to be as structured as those used at post-

primary level where students are required to change teachers and often location at set times.



become organised to a degree that was not necessary in the more student-centred primary
setting. Most Irish studies (see, for example, O’Brien, 2001) have found that, while the
timetable might be daunting for students initially in terms of finding rooms and being
organised enough to have the correct books for their classes, the majority of students come to
terms with the management of the timetable within the first few weeks.

Students typically must also adapt to a longer school day upon entering the post-
primary school. This was identified as a particular problem for students attending schools in
more remote rural areas. O’Brien (2002) found that parents of students in small rural schools
had concerns for their children leaving the familial environment of their primary school and
travelling sometimes on local transport, others on school buses, to their new post-primary
schools. This necessitated longer days in order to travel on top of the already longer post-

primary school day.

Rules and discipline

Some studies have also pointed to changes in the nature of rules and discipline as students
move from the primary to post-primary system. In a recent Irish study, O’Brien (2001) found
that half of the students in her study perceived the code of discipline in their post-primary
school to be harsher with more rules to observe than at primary level. Rules relating to
uniform and style were also seen by students as being monitored more strictly at post-primary
level and were generally seen to be more restrictive than at primary level. In line with Drudy
and Lynch (1993), post-primary schools are held to be characterised by a culture of control

and a greater level of formality than transferring first year students are accustomed to.

1.1.4 Academic factors affecting the transition from primary to post-primary school

Much of the international research on the transition from primary to post-primary education
has focused on students' social adjustment to school life rather than on their experiences of
learning (Galton, Morrison, Pell, 2000). However, for students, the transition means being
confronted with many new academic subjects, having several teachers rather than one and, in
many cases, experiencing different teaching methods.

A central issue emerging from existing research is the lack of curriculum continuity
between the primary and post-primary levels. Observation of classroom practices in Britain in
the 1970s indicated little continuity in terms of curriculum context or teaching methods. In
subjects such as Maths, students were faced with new terminology and new way of carrying

out procedures (Galton et al., 2000). The introduction of the National Curriculum in Britain
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was found to change the nature of primary teaching with senior classes in primary schools
becoming more like secondary schools had been in the 1970s (Hargreaves and Galton, 2002).
However, a lack of continuity persisted between primary and secondary levels, with different
content and language in some subjects, a repetition of familiar skills and knowledge in some
cases and little attempt to find out what pupils had actually done at primary school
(Hargreaves and Galton, 2002). In spite of improvements in transfer procedures between
primary and secondary schools in Britain, curriculum and teaching methods have remained
largely unchanged and induction programmes rarely discuss the new ways of learning and
styles of teaching evident in secondary school (Hargreaves and Galton, 2002). Similarly, a
study of curriculum in Northern Ireland indicated a variation in the knowledge and skills of
pupils transferring from different primary schools, some pupils entering secondary level
without the expected skills and some repetition of material previously covered by pupils
(Harland et al., 2002). Low attainers were less likely than high attainers to feel their primary
school had prepared them well for their secondary studies. A similar discontinuity between
the primary and secondary levels has been documented in the North American and New
Zealand contexts (Walsh, 1995; Ward, 2000).

Teaching methods were also found to differ between primary and post-primary levels
with a shift from an emphasis on student involvement in discussion to one where students
were expected to listen to the teacher (Stables, 1995). Compared with primary school, there is
more emphasis on setting exercises based on the textbook or worksheets and few
opportunities for group discussion or hands-on experimentation; there are more adult-
dominated teacher-pupil exchanges with the emphasis on imparting information (Hargreaves
and Galton, 2002). The transition has been characterised as a move from a pupil-centred
environment to a more structured, teacher-dominated one (Ward, 2000). In the Irish context,
it has been argued that, in spite of curriculum reform, little has changed in teaching methods
within lower post-primary education with the emphasis on instruction rather than
participation (Gleeson, 2000; Callan, 1997; NCCA, 1999; Naughton, 2003). The quality of
teacher-student interactions are also found to change over the transition with teachers being
seen by students as less helpful, friendly and understanding at post-primary level than at
primary level (Ferguson and Fraser, 1999). Some students in Britain report greater
differences between their primary and secondary schools than others with attitudes among
students from attached primary schools being more positive while students from smaller
primary schools reported less positive interaction with secondary teachers (Ferguson and
Fraser, 1999).
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Social rather than academic concerns often predominate in the minds of students
before transferring to post-primary school (Hargreaves and Galton, 2002). However, many
students in a New Zealand study were found to be concerned with the difficulty of school-
work and about the amount of homework they would receive (Ward, 2000) and students in a
British study were 'not looking forward' to Maths, homework and English (Hargreaves and
Galton, 2002). The transition is found to be associated with different academic standards and
exposure to a wider variety of subject areas taught by different teachers (Walsh, 1995).

Lack of curriculum continuity along with changes in teaching methods have been seen
to have implications for student academic progress in the first year of secondary school. A
study from the 1970s in Britain indicated that over forty per cent of students failed to make
progress in English, Maths and reading comprehension following transfer (Galton and
Willcocks, 1983). However, this analysis was based on fewer than a hundred pupils and the
differences in scores were relatively small. It is probably more appropriate to say that
students have been found to experience an interruption in progress rather than a decline in
overall performance. A dip in progress was also apparent among students in the 1990s, even
though the introduction of the National Curriculum in Britain had been intended to improve
curriculum continuity across the two levels (Hargreaves and Galton, 2002).

A decline in grades (and school attendance) following the transition to high school
has also been documented in the American context (Reyes et al., 1994; Crockett et al., 1989;
Simmons and Blyth, 1987). This decline has been attributed to differences between the
school sectors in relation to educational demands, teacher attitudes and classroom
organisation (Eccles et al., 1993). Declines in student performance over the transition period
have been found to be more marked among low income and minority students (Simmons et
al., 1991).

Although post-primary school presents academic challenges for students, many
students enjoy the new subjects and can cope with their school-work (Harland et al., 2002;
O'Brien, 2001). In the early years of post-primary school, students tend to prefer subjects in
which they can work with their friends, can make something or engage in discussion (Keys
and Fernandes, 1993). Students' views of academic subjects in post-primary school are also
found to depend on their relationship with the subject teacher (Measor and Woods, 1984).

Attitudes to school are found to change over the course of the transition process.
Student self-esteem, view of their own abilities (academic self-concept) and perceived social
ability may decline during the transition process as they are faced with a more academically

competitive environment (Wigfield et al., 1991). British research indicates a decline in
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general self-image but little change in academic self-image (Hargreaves and Galton, 2002).
Other studies place these trends in the context of longer term changes in attitudes to school
life. By the end of first year, students are found to enjoy school less and be less motivated in
relation to their school-work (Galton et al., 2000). The decline in enjoyment of school is most
evident among higher ability students, although this group is more confident about their
ability to cope with school-work at secondary level (Hargreaves and Galton, 2002). In a study
in Northern Ireland, pupils' levels of enjoyment and interest are found to decline in years 9
and 10 (Harland et al., 2002). Keyes and Fernandes (1993) also indicate that older cohorts of
students are less likely to report liking school or liking teachers, are less interested in their
lessons, and have less favourable perceptions of their school's reputation.

In making the transition to post-primary school, many students are placed for the first
time in classes grouped on the basis of ability.? There has been considerable academic debate
about the impact of ability grouping on a range of student outcomes (Harlen and Malcolm,
1997; Ireson and Hallam, 2001) with some studies indicating no effect of grouping on
performance (see, for example, Slavin, 1990) and others emphasising the negative effect on
those assigned to lower stream classes (see, for example, Oakes, 1985). Within the Irish
context, students allocated to lower classes within streamed schools are found to
underperform academically, all else being equal (Smyth, 1999). Lynch and Lodge (2002)
indicate the negative labelling associated with lower sets or bands with students more likely
to consider themselves 'outsiders' within the school. Furthermore, lower classes are found to
spend a lower proportion of time on task and experience a higher level of negative teacher-
student interaction than higher classes.

In the Irish context, there has been no systematic study of the way in which school
policy and practice influence student adjustment and learning over the course of the transition
from primary to post-primary education. Naughton (2003) stresses the difficulties arising
from lack of curriculum continuity and the persistence of traditional pedagogical practices.
He finds that post-primary teachers tend to be unfamiliar with the assessment approaches, the
curriculum content and the methods of instruction used in sixth class. In spite of concerns on
the part of students before moving to post-primary education, O'Brien (2001) finds that
students are generally positive about first year after transfer, although they feel their

workload has increased. Morgan (in NCCA, 1999) found that school principals considered

2 Students in primary school are often divided into within-class groups on the basis of ability, however (see
Devine, 1993).
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transition difficulties to be related to literacy and numeracy problems, the increased number
of subjects taken and lack of family support. The junior cycle curriculum was seen to be
suitable for average and high ability students but it was seen as less suitable for educationally
disadvantaged and 'at risk' students.

1.2 Objectives of the study
This study sets out to address the gaps in Irish research on how post-primary schools can
influence the integration and learning of their students in first year. It seeks to examine the
experience of first year students, in particular their encounter with the curriculum and the
psycho-social adjustment involved in transferring from primary to post-primary school.

The central research questions to be addressed in the study are:

1. How do schools vary in the way in which they seek to integrate first year students into
the school?

2. To what extent are different kinds of integration policies associated with greater
psycho-social adjustment and initial academic performance among first year students?

3. How do schools differ in the way in which they organise the curriculum for first year
students?

4. How does curricular provision influence the ease of integration into post-primary
schooling?

In order to answer these questions, previous research on the transition process was used to

derive the following hypotheses:

o It is expected that first year students will settle in more quickly and experience fewer
transition difficulties in schools with more developed programmes designed to
integrate students into the school.

e First year students will make greater academic progress in schools with more highly
developed integration policies.

e Exposure to more subjects in the form of a taster programme is hypothesised to lead
to greater transition difficulties, especially for students with lower prior ability levels.

The way in which the study was carried out is discussed in the following section.

1.3 Research methodology

Many studies of the transition process focus on tracking a group of students identified in the
final year of primary education into post-primary school (see Hargreaves and Galton, 2002 on
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the British context; O'Brien, 2001 on the Irish context). However, the concern in this study is
with the impact of (variation in) the way in which post-primary schools manage the transfer
and learning process on student experiences of first year. Such a study requires that we
capture the important dimensions of variation among post-primary schools (for example, the
prevalence of induction programmes, the use of ability grouping and the timing of subject
choice) while, at the same time, having sufficient student numbers in each school to allow us
to explore variation among groups of students in terms of gender, social background and
prior ability. Given the extent of active school choice among students and their parents in
Ireland (see Hannan et al., 1996), students from any given primary school are likely to
transfer to a large number of post-primary schools with very different approaches to subject
choice, ability grouping and student integration. Following students from the primary school
could, therefore, result in having only a small number of students from the targeted primary
school in any given post-primary school. As a result of these potential difficulties, the study
examines the transition process from the perspective of the post-primary school. This
approach inevitably results in a loss of information on student experiences before the transfer
to post-primary education. It should also be noted that the findings will reflect the views of
post-primary management and teachers on the transition process. A study of views among
primary teachers may highlight different issues. In spite of these potential limitations, the
approach taken does provide us with rich data on the quality of, and variation in, student
experiences over the course of first year and allows us to identify aspects of policy and
practice which facilitate student integration into post-primary education.

The study was carried out in four main phases which involved gathering information

from a number of different sources, including principals, teachers, students and parents.

1.3.1 Survey of school principals

In order to explore the way in which post-primary schools manage the transition process, a
postal survey of all post-primary school principals was carried out in early 2002. The
questionnaire covered issues relating to the transition from primary to post-primary
schooling, support structures for first year students, approaches to subject choice and ability
grouping along with perceptions of the junior cycle curriculum. The questionnaire is
reproduced in Appendix 1 of this book. There was a high response rate (78%) to the survey,
with a total number of 567 principals participating in the survey. Data from the postal survey

allowed us to relate the pattern of variation in first year provision to school characteristics,
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including school size, gender mix and whether the school is designated disadvantaged (see
Chapter Two).

Figure 1.1: Theoretical sample of case-study schools

Student integration
Subject Less emphasis Stronger emphasis
choice
Early Mixed ability Barrack St Dawson St.
Wattle St.
Streamed/banded | Park St. Dawes Point
Hay St.

Later Mixed ability Wynyard Rd. Fig Lane
(taster) Belmore St.

Streamed/banded Dixon St. Lang St.

Wentworth Place

Note: Pseudonyms are used to identify the schools.

A review of the relevant literature (see above) indicated that three aspects of school
practice were likely to be crucial in shaping students’ experiences of the transition process:
the school’s approach to integrating first year students into the school, the school’s approach
to subject choice and the approach to ability grouping. On the basis of information collected
through the postal survey of principals across all post-primary schools, a ‘theoretical sample'
of case-study schools was selected in terms of these three main dimensions. This theoretical
sample was designed to directly test the impact of school practice on students’ experiences
within first year. As well as taking account of the main dimensions of school practice being
investigated, efforts were made to achieve a mix of schools in terms of sector, gender mix,

disadvantaged status and region.
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Figure 1.2: Profile of case-study schools

School Size Sector Social mix
Dawson St. Medium Community/comprehensive Mixed
Lang St. Small Vocational Working-class;

disadvantaged

Barrack St. Small Girls' secondary Working-class;

disadvantaged

Dixon St. Large Vocational Working-class;

disadvantaged

Park St. Large Boys' secondary Mixed

Hay St. Small Vocational Working-class

Fig Lane Large Coeducational secondary Middle-class
(fee-paying)

Wentworth Place Large Boys' secondary Mixed

Wynyard Road Small Girls' secondary Mixed

Dawes Point Small Boys' secondary Working-class;

disadvantaged

Belmore St. Large Girls' secondary Mixed

Wattle St. Small Boys' secondary Mixed;
disadvantaged

Figure 1.1 shows the position of the selected schools in relation to the three
dimensions specified; pseudonyms are used to identify the schools. As mentioned above, the
schools were identified on the basis of information within the postal questionnaires sent to
school principals. The information on the school’s approach to student integration related, by
necessity, to the number of interventions in place rather than the quality of such programmes.
When more detailed information was gathered from the case-study schools, it was evident
that three of the schools (Dixon St., Wattle St. and Wynyard Rd.) had a stronger emphasis on
student integration than was apparent from the postal survey responses. These schools can
therefore be regarded as closer to the ‘stronger emphasis’ schools in terms of their policy and
practice. This issue is further discussed in Chapter Three below. The profile of the selected
schools in terms of size, sector and social mix is outlined in Figure 1.2. The twelve schools

came from a wide geographical spread.
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1.3.2 Interviews with key personnel and teachers dealing with first year students

Within each of the twelve case-study schools, in-depth interviews were conducted with key

personnel dealing with first year students. The personnel included school principals, deputy

principals, guidance counsellors, year heads for first year, first year class tutors, home-school

liaison co-ordinators, learning support and resource teachers, and other key personnel, such

as counsellors and chaplains. These interviews focused on:

e Policy and practice in relation to student transition into post-primary education;

e Support structures for first year students;

e Perceptions of the needs of first year students;

e Organisational issues regarding first year students, including ability grouping and subject
choice;

e Parental involvement within the school.

Interviews with a total of 103 key personnel were conducted by two members of the project

team in May 2002. These interviews were recorded and transcribed. The transcripts were

coded using the QSR N6 software package to systematically identify the main themes

emerging from the interviews.

Structured interviews were also conducted with teachers teaching first years in the
twelve case-study schools. A total of 226 teachers were interviewed, making up 93 per cent
of all first year teachers in these schools. The interviews focused on their approach to
teaching first year students, perceptions of the junior cycle curriculum, receipt of information

on in-coming students and perceptions of first year students.

1.3.3 Interviews with students
In September 2002, self-completion questionnaires were administered to incoming first year
students in the case-study schools. The questionnaires focused on student experiences of the
transition process, their perceptions of their new school and their views on the curriculum. A
copy of this questionnaire is presented in Appendix 2 of this book. Questionnaires were
completed by a total of 916 students, making up 91.5% of all first year students in the twelve
schools. Drumcondra Level 6 reading and computation tests were also administered to first
year students to provide a baseline for assessing academic progress over first year.

In order to more fully explore students' own experiences of the transition process,
group interviews were conducted by two members of the project team with first year students
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in October 2002. One of the case-study schools discontinued their involvement in the project
and so was not included in the group interviews, the second wave of the student survey or the
interviews with parents. Within the remaining eleven schools, a group of six students from
each class was selected at random by the project team from the list of first year students in the
school and students were interviewed within their class groups. A total of 38 group
interviews were conducted in the eleven schools, including a total of over two hundred
students. These interviews focused on students' expectations of post-primary school, their
feelings about making the transition, their views on their new school and aspects of first year
they would like to change. These interviews were recorded and transcribed; transcripts were
analysed using the QSR N6 package.

In order to monitor changes in students' views over the course of first year, self-
completion questionnaires were administered to first year students in the eleven schools in
May 2003. Drumcondra Level 6 tests in reading and computation were once again
administered to the student group. Questionnaires were completed by 750 of the original
students surveyed, making up 81 per cent of the total first year intake in the eleven schools.
There is some evidence that the attrition rate, that is, the proportion of students surveyed in
September who did not complete a questionnaire in May, was higher for students from non-
national backgrounds, most likely indicating greater mobility among this group. Furthermore,
the attrition rate was higher for those in bottom classes in streamed schools than for those in
other class types. The data collected in May were therefore reweighted to take account of
attrition by class type and across the different schools. The second round of questionnaires
focused on how students had settled into post-primary education and collected more detailed
information on their experiences of the different subject areas over the course of first year. A
copy of the questionnaire used in May of first year is reproduced in Appendix 3 of this book.

1.3.4 Interviews with parents

Interviews with parents of first year students were conducted in order to explore their
perceptions of the transition process. The method of approaching parents varied across
schools with some schools facilitating direct contact with parents while others acted as
intermediaries in approaching parents for interview. As with many other studies, it was
difficult to secure a high response among parents (see, for example, O'Brien, 2001). A total of
81 parents were interviewed over the phone. Because of the differences in the extent to which
different groups of parents were willing to be interviewed for the study, this group of parents

cannot be taken as representative of all parents of first year students as it is likely to over-
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represent those who are more actively involved in school life. However, the interviews do
provide a useful insight into parental perspectives on the transition process and can be used to
contextualise students' own reported experiences.

In sum, a comprehensive range of information was collected on the transition process
from a number of different sources. Exploring issues from the perspectives of a range of
stakeholders, including students, school management, subject teachers and parents, yields a
more complete picture of policy and practice within post-primary schools. A combination of
quantitative and qualitative techniques allowed us to explore students' own experiences of the
transition process while at the same time placing their accounts within the context of
generalisable findings on policy and practice across post-primary schools. The selection of a
theoretical sample within which detailed case-studies were conducted allowed us to examine
the relationship between key dimensions of how the transition process is managed at the
school level and student adjustment to post-primary education. Given the comprehensive
nature of the information collected for this study, it is possible to highlight factors which

facilitate young people's academic and social adjustment to post-primary education.

1.4 Outline of the book

The primary emphasis in this study is on students’ own experiences of the transition process.
However, it is crucial to place their experiences within the context of policy and practice
across different schools. Chapter Two presents findings from the postal survey of school
principals to analyse policy and practice regarding the transition process across a range of
post-primary schools. Student integration and support structures for first year students in the
twelve case-study schools are discussed in Chapter Three. In Chapter Four, interviews with
key personnel and first year teachers are used to explore curricular provision and learning
structures in these schools. Chapters Three and Four therefore provide a context for the
information on student perspectives presented in Chapters Five, Six and Seven. Students' own
experiences of the transition process are explored in Chapter Five, drawing on the completed
questionnaires along with in-depth group interviews with students. Students' views of the first
year curriculum are described in Chapter Six. Chapter Seven looks at changes over the course
of first year in students' adjustment to post-primary education, their attitudes to school and
their performance in reading and mathematics. Parental perspectives on the transition process
are analysed in Chapter Eight. The main findings of the study and the implications for policy

are discussed in Chapter Nine.
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CHAPTER TWO: SCHOOL INTEGRATION AND FIRST YEAR
CURRICULUM IN POST-PRIMARY SCHOOLS

2.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the main findings of a postal survey of school principals carried
out in early 2002. The questionnaire covered issues relating to the transition from
primary to post-primary schooling, support structures for first year students,
approaches to subject choice and ability grouping along with perceptions of the junior
cycle curriculum. The total sample size was 567 schools, a response rate of 78%. The
data have been reweighted to reflect the profile of school size and type in the

population as a whole.*

2.2 Nature of first year intake

2.2.1 Changes in first year intake

Figure 2.1: Change in Student Intake Levels

Decreased /
45% 4
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21%
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Almost half of the participating schools had experienced some decline in their student
intake over the previous five years with just one-fifth of schools increasing their
student numbers (see Figure 2.1). Declining intake was attributed to local
demographic trends and increased competition from existing schools. Such declining
intake can result in the loss of one or more teachers from a school. This may have
implications for curriculum provision in the school (depending on the subject

expertise of the ‘lost’ teacher(s)).

! The proportion of designated disadvantaged schools within the sample (30%) is also similar to that

within the total population of post-primary schools.
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Student intake is found to have decreased in both urban and other areas.? The
proportion of schools that reported their student intake as relatively stable does not
differ significantly between urban and non-urban schools.

Vocational schools were the most likely to experience a decrease in student
intake (51%), slightly higher than the figure for girls’ secondary schools (48%) and
boys’ secondary schools (46%). Coeducational secondary schools were least likely to
experience a decrease (30%) and were most likely to gain students: over a quarter of
coeducational secondary schools experienced an increase in their student population.
The decline in student intake was more pronounced in disadvantaged than in non-

disadvantaged schools (see Figure 2.2).

Figure 2.2: Intake Numbers by Disadvantaged Status
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The vast majority (85 per cent) of post-primary schools usually accept all
students who apply to the school. Fee-paying schools, larger schools and those in
urban areas are more likely to be over-subscribed than other school types. In contrast,
vocational schools and designated disadvantaged schools are very unlikely to be over-
subscribed. Figure 2.3 presents the criteria described by over-subscribed schools as
being very important in deciding which students to accept (schools can mention
multiple reasons). The majority of these schools consider it very important to have an
older sibling of the new student in the same school. Just under half of selective
schools based entry on attending an attached or feeder primary school and living
locally. Other factors mentioned included a 'first come first served' approach and

religious denomination.

2 Of schools participating in the survey, about 30 per cent were from urban areas (defined as being in

Dublin, Cork, Galway, Limerick or Waterford).
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Figure 2.3: Relevance of Criteria in
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2.2.2 Competition between schools

Principals were asked about the extent of competition between local schools and the
degree of 'negative selection' (or ‘cream-off') experienced by their school. Forty-four
per cent of schools described themselves as suffering 'somewhat’ or 'a great deal’ from
this type of selection where the more academically able students tended to go to other
schools. Vocational schools reported experiencing more negative selection than the

other school types (see Figure 2.4).

Figure 2.4: Experience of Negative Selection
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2.2.3 Prevalence of literacy and numeracy problems

Principals were also asked about the prevalence of literacy and numeracy problems
among their first year intake. The largest group (45 per cent) reported that 6-15 per
cent of students had such literacy and numeracy problems as to adversely impact on
their educational development or classroom discipline. As might be expected, the
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prevalence of numeracy difficulties is significantly correlated with the prevalence of
literacy problems. Vocational schools tend to report a significantly higher prevalence
of literacy and numeracy problems than other school types, as do designated
disadvantaged schools (see Tables 2.1 and 2.2). As might be expected, there is a direct
relationship between experience of negative selection (or school cream-off) and

reported levels of literacy and numeracy problems among students.

Table 2.1: Serious Literacy Problems by School Type

School Type Serious Literacy Problems

<5% 6-15% | 16-30% | 31-45% | >45%
Girls’ Secondary % 36 40 15 6 2
Boys’ Secondary % 25 49 18 3 5
Coed Secondary % 23 58 14 4 1
Vocational % 5 35 30 17 13
Community/Comprehensive % 5 60 22 9 5

Table 2.2: Serious Numeracy Problems by School Type

School Type Serious Numeracy Problems

<5% 6-15% | 16-30% | 31-45% | >45%
Girls” Secondary % 33 44 15 7 2
Boys’ Secondary % 27 44 20 4 4
Coed Secondary % 24 54 15 5 1
Vocational % 6 35 31 16 12
Community/Comprehensive % 6 55 27 9 3

In terms of geographical location, schools in Dublin are more likely to report
students having higher and lower literacy and numeracy difficulties, while those in
other areas are more likely to report average levels (see Tables 2.3 and 2.4). This
indicates greater levels of polarisation among Dublin schools, capturing both highly
selective schools and those suffering high ‘cream-off’, while schools outside Dublin

are more likely to comprise a more academically mixed intake.
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other areas

Table 2.3: Proportion of first year students with literacy problems in Dublin and

Proportion with literacy problems Dublin Other areas
<5% 27.3 15.8
6-15% 34.1 48.7
16-30% 14.4 22.6
31-45% 9.1 8.7
Over 45% 14.4 4.0

other areas

Table 2.4: Proportion of first year students with numeracy problems in Dublin and

Proportion with numeracy problems Dublin Other areas
<5% 26.0 16.5
6-15% 37.4 46.6
16-30% 12.2 25.4
31-45% 13.0 7.8
Over 45% 11.5 3.3

2.2.4 Additional support for students with literacy and numeracy difficulties

Learning support and resource teachers are an important support for students with
learning difficulties. According to the survey, the majority of post-primary schools
employ one or more learning support teachers. All community and comprehensive
schools employ at least one learning support teacher followed closely by vocational
and co-educational secondary schools. Ninety-five per cent of designated
disadvantaged schools have learning support teachers compared with 87 per cent of
non-disadvantaged schools. Community/ comprehensive schools are also the most
likely to employ at least one resource teacher (see Figure 2.5); boys' and
coeducational secondary schools are less likely than other school types to employ
resource teachers. The numbers of full-time learning support teachers vary between 1
and 5 and part-time from 1 to 7. As to resource teachers, the numbers vary between 1
and 4 for full-time and 1 to 7 for part-time teachers. The majority of these teachers are

dedicated to one school rather than shared between schools.
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Figure 2.5: Employment of Resource Teachers by School Type
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Schools with designated disadvantaged status are more likely to employ
resource teachers than schools that do not fall into this category; 69 per cent of the
disadvantaged schools report having one or more resource teachers compared with 38
per cent of non-disadvantaged schools. As might be expected, learning support and
resource teachers are more likely to be employed in schools where the reported

literacy difficulties are higher (see Figure 2.6 for resource teachers).’

Figure 2.6: Employment of Resource Teachers by Perceived
Literacy Problems
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Schools use a variety of approaches to providing learning support to students,
including: a special education unit within the school, separate classes, withdrawal for
certain class periods, additional teaching resources within certain classes and
addressing students’ needs within regular classes. Figure 2.7 below demonstrates the
most common approaches taken. The approach used most often is to withdraw
students from certain classes. This is followed in frequency by additional teaching

® The pattern is the same regarding reported numeracy difficulties.
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resources being used within certain classes and addressing students’ needs within

regular classes.

Figure 2.7: Extra Support for Students with Literacy and
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As can be seen from Figure 2.8, school principals are fairly equally divided in
terms of levels of satisfaction and dissatisfaction with learning support structures. As
might be expected, schools without learning support and/or resource teachers report

higher dissatisfaction levels than other schools.

Figure 2.8: Level of Satisfaction with Learning Support
Structures for First Year Students
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2.3 Information on students

Thirty per cent of schools have an attached primary school with the remainder
drawing on students from one or more feeder primary schools. The vast majority
(89%) of schools without attached primary schools report having a stable number of
core feeder primary schools. Most post-primary schools have between four and seven

feeder primary schools.

2.3.1 Information received from primary school about incoming first year students
School principals were asked whether they received information on all, most, some, a
few or no students from their (main) feeder primary school. Information received
from primary schools can be divided into the following main categories: written
report on academic performance; written report on behaviour; written report on
physical needs of the student; verbal communication on academic performance;
verbal communication on behaviour; verbal communication on physical needs. Only a
minority of schools receive information on all in-coming students: in the majority of
schools there does not appear to be a formal arrangement regarding the information
received on incoming students. This may also relate to data protection issues and the
implications of transferring data on students for confidentiality. In terms of what use
is made of information that is transferred and who it is made available to, Chapter
Three examines the accessibility and distribution of data in schools.

According to Figure 2.9, schools are more likely to receive information on in-coming
students via verbal than written communication. However, only a minority of schools
(32-37%) receive verbal information on all students. Schools are somewhat more
likely to receive information on students' academic performance than on other student
characteristics. Schools with attached primary schools are somewhat more likely than
others to receive written reports on in-coming students. However, there is no
difference in the frequency of receiving verbal communication between schools with

attached primary schools and those without.
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Figure 2.9: Type of Information Received on All
Students
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2.3.2 Level of satisfaction with the information received

Figure 2.10: Satisfaction by Type of Information
(% (v.) satisfied)
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Figure 2.10 indicates the extent to which post-primary school principals are satisfied
with the information provided to them by primary schools in the following areas:
academic performance; coverage of curriculum; student behaviour; family
circumstances; and special educational needs. Overall more than half of school
principals are satisfied with the information they receive. The lowest level of
satisfaction relates to information on coverage of the curriculum. As might be
expected, satisfaction is directly related to the amount of information received from
primary schools. Chapter Four returns to these issues and examines the extent to
which post-primary teachers feel they are familiar with the curriculum at primary

level. In addition, Chapter Six examines whether the low levels of information on
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curriculum coverage result in a greater level of repetition of subject matter in first

year.

2.4 Contact with students and parents before entry to the school

2.4.1 Types of pre-entry contact

The following types of contact are used with students and parents before students
enter first year within the school: information session for prospective students;
information session for parents; visits to feeder primary schools; visits to
parents/students by Home-School-Community Liaison Officer; information brochure
sent to parents/students; letter sent to parents/students; open day/evening. With the
exception of visits to parents, the vast majority of schools incorporate open
days/evenings, information to parents and students, letters and brochures as part of
their pre-entry contact with students and their parents (see Figure 2.11). Other means
of contact mentioned in the survey include special induction programmes, interviews

and school newsletters.

Figure 2.11: Types of Pre-Entry Contact
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2.4.2 Usage of ability tests on students coming into first year

Schools use a variety of pre- and post-entry tests. The majority of schools use various
standardised tests (such as Drumcondra tests, Sigma-T, Micra-T, Gapadol, NFER-
Nelson, Shonnell, and Richmond). A considerable proportion of schools (42%),
however, have opted for their own tests in Mathematics, English, Irish and other
subjects. In total, twenty-six different types of tests were mentioned by school

principals.
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Around half of schools use pre-entry tests, over a quarter use post-entry tests,
eighteen per cent of schools test students both before and after school entry while a
small number (6%) of schools do not use ability tests. Table 2.5 shows a summary of
testing approaches used by school type. There is no significant variation in the timing
of testing by school type, though community/comprehensive schools are somewhat
more likely than the other school types to test students before entry. There is no

significant variation by disadvantaged status in the use of ability testing.

Table 2.5: Testing of Students by School Type

Pre-entry | Post-entry | Both | No tests
Girls’ secondary % 43.2 26.1 22.7 8.0
Boys’ secondary % 33.8 31.0 26.8 8.5
Coed secondary % 28.0 36.0 26.0 10.0
Vocational % 28.0 32.2 28.8 11.0
Community/comprehensive % 48.8 19.5 24.4 7.3

The most important reason given for carrying out ability entry tests is the
identification of students who may require learning support, followed in frequency by
providing baseline data for on-going monitoring of students’ achievement and

allocating students to base classes (see Figure 2.12).

Figure 2.12: Reasons Given for Using Ability Grouping
(% (v.) important)
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2.5 Ability grouping

Schools vary in the way in which they allocate students to base classes. They may
employ streaming whereby students of similar assessed ability are grouped into
classes, ranked from 'higher' to 'lower'. They may use banding, a somewhat looser
form of streaming, where pupils are divided into broad ability bands (for example,
two higher and two lower classes) but classes within these bands are mixed ability.
Alternatively, students may be placed in mixed ability base classes; this can be based
on random (e.g. alphabetical) allocation or, more rarely, schools may use ability test
scores to achieve a mix across classes.

The majority (70%) of schools surveyed used mixed ability base classes in
first year with 16 per cent using banding and 14 per cent streaming (see Figure 2.13).
The pattern used for Junior Certificate classes was broadly similar with only a few
schools changing from a mixed ability approach after first year. The pattern indicates
an increase in the use of mixed ability base classes since the 1990s (see Smyth, 1999).
Ability-based differentiation (that is, the use of either banding or streaming) in first
year is more prevalent in schools with more than 200 students. Its prevalence also
varies by school type, being most common in vocational and community/
comprehensive schools and least common in coeducational and girls' secondary
schools. Such differentiation is also more common in disadvantaged than non-
disadvantaged schools (52% compared with 21%). Interestingly, the use of ability-
based differentiation increases with the proportion of students with literacy
difficulties; 13 per cent of schools with fewer than 5 per cent with such difficulties
use streaming/banding compared with two-thirds of those where more than 45 per
cent of students have literacy difficulties.

While the adoption of ability-based differentiation may well be a response to
relatively high levels of literacy and numeracy difficulties in a school, previous
studies have illustrated the potentially negative impact of such streaming, particularly
for those students allocated to the lowest streams (see Smyth, 1999; Hannan and
Boyle, 1987), with streaming having a polarising impact on student academic

performance.
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Figure 2.13: Ability Grouping for First Year
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The use of mixed ability base classes does not necessarily imply mixed ability
teaching across all subjects. In first year, 17 per cent of schools who have mixed
ability classes use setting for one or more subjects. Setting involves time-tabling
higher and lower classes at the same time within particular subjects so that students
may move levels depending on their ability in a specific subject. The use of setting for
one or more subjects increases by Junior Certificate year taking place in 86 per cent of
schools with mixed ability base classes. Setting is more prevalent in Mathematics,
Irish and English than in other subjects. Setting is typically employed in these three
subjects for curriculum reasons and is facilitated by the greater numbers of students
taking these subjects (see Smyth, 1999 for further discussion).

2.6 Approaches to integration

2.6.1 General approach

Schools use a variety of approaches in helping first year students to adapt to post-
primary education. Figure 2.14 demonstrates some of the approaches used. The two
most widely used approaches are a class tutor system and an induction day, which are
in operation in the vast majority of schools. Over half of the schools used a student
mentoring system or a study skills programme. Over a quarter of schools had
language courses to help non-national students to integrate into the school. Almost a
third of schools mentioned other approaches, including a year head system, sports and
other social activities, meetings with parents and specific induction activities (such as

summer camps).
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Figure 2.14: Approach to Integration of First Year
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Holding an induction day or having a class tutor system does not vary
significantly by school type since the vast majority of schools use these approaches.
However, very small schools (that is, those with fewer than 200 students) are less
likely to have an induction day or class tutor system. A student mentor system is more
prevalent in girls' secondary and community/comprehensive schools than in other
school types. Again smaller schools are less likely to employ such an approach to
student integration. Girls' secondary schools are also somewhat more likely than other
schools to have a study skills programme for in-coming first year students. There are
no significant differences between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged schools in
the approach used to help integrate first year students into the school.

Further analysis was conducted to explore whether some schools are
characterised by a strong emphasis on student integration. Twenty-nine per cent of
schools used four or five different methods of settling first year students into the
school.* Having a strong emphasis on student integration was more prevalent among
larger schools; 40 per cent of very large schools (over 600 students) compared with
only 12 per cent of very small schools (under 200 students) had such an emphasis.
This may relate to there being a greater need for stronger integration policies in larger
schools simply for logistical reasons. A strong emphasis on student integration was
also more evident in girls' secondary school than in other school types. There was no
difference between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged schools in their emphasis

on student integration. Urban schools are more likely than rural schools to have a

* Language courses for non-nationals were not included in this analysis as provision reflects not just

school policy but the prevalence of non-national students among the first year intake.
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strong emphasis on integration but this pattern is due to their greater average size

rather than their location per se.

2.6.2 Most important approach to integration

The majority of school principals across all school sectors considered the single most
important method of integrating students to be the class tutor system (Table 2.6). The
induction day was seen as the next most important approach to student integration.
The class tutor system was regarded as the most important factor by both

disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged schools.

Table 2.6: Single Most Important Approach to Integration by School Type

Induction | Class | Mentors | Study skills | Other
Day Tutor prog.
Girls’ secondary % 24.3 63.1 8.7 1.0 2.9
Boys’ secondary % 28.4 55.7 11.4 1.1 3.4
Coed secondary % 22.4 63.2 7.9 1.3 5.3
Vocational % 28.3 61.6 2.9 0.0 7.2
Community/comprehensive% 38.9 48.1 7.4 1.9 3.7

2.7 Use of pastoral care and similar programmes
2.7.1 The nature of support structures
The vast majority of schools use pastoral care or other personal/social development
programmes as a support for first year students. Such support programmes are
common across all  school types, but especially prevalent in
community/comprehensive and girls' secondary schools. The prevalence of pastoral
care programmes increases with school size; 91 per cent of very large schools have
such programmes compared with 62 per cent of very small schools. It should be
noted, however, that in the context of a small school informal relations between
teachers and students may substitute for formal provision.

In the majority of schools, such programmes catered for all students in the
school. However, in over one-third of schools programmes were targeted at first year

students or junior cycle students only.

37



The nature of the pastoral care system varied across schools. In over half of
schools, it involved a class tutor system. In a quarter of schools it involved a year
head system or the SPHE programme. Other features included the existence of a
pastoral care team (15 per cent of schools), the guidance counsellor (13%) or school
chaplain (11%).

2.7.2 Satisfaction with support systems in place for first year students

Figure 2.15: Satisfaction with First Year
Support Structures
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The majority of post-primary principals reported being broadly satisfied with support
systems for first year students in their school (see Figure 2.15). As might be expected,
principals in schools without formal pastoral care programmes reported greater
dissatisfaction levels (29% compared with 13% of those in schools with formal
programmes). Principals were asked what other supports they would like to see in
place for first year students. The most frequently mentioned supports were learning
support (20% of schools), psychological support (18%) and a home-school liaison co-
ordinator (18%). Other supports mentioned included a resource teacher and smaller

class sizes.

2.7.3 Specific support systems used for Travellers and non-nationals

Schools were asked whether they had any specific support structures in place for non-
national students and for students from Travelling families. Thirty per cent of schools
had supports for non-nationals while 34 per cent had supports for Travellers. The
main support for non-national students was extra English classes (52% of schools);
other supports included other additional tuition (15%) and extra teaching resources.
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The main supports for Travellers were additional tuition (28%) and extra teaching

resources (25%).

2.8 Transition difficulties

2.8.1 The prevalence of transition difficulties

Principals were asked what proportion of first year students in their school tend to
experience sustained difficulties (that is, beyond the first term) in making the
transition into post-primary education in relation to: academic progress, social
interaction with peers, behaviour in class and absenteeism.® Table 2.7 indicates the
average prevalence of reported problems. It is clear that the greatest difficulties are

reported in relation to academic progress followed by behaviour in class.

Table 2.7: Prevalence of Reported Transition Difficulties

Academic Social Behaviour | Absenteeism
Progress | Interaction in Class
Girls’ secondary 9.2 4.6 55 5.2
Boys’ secondary 9.8 4.5 6.7 5.0
Coed secondary 9.2 4.7 6.9 4.6
Vocational 14.0 7.3 10.4 9.1
Community/comprehensive 9.4 4.3 7.6 6.5

Vocational schools tend to report significantly more problems than other
school types. In addition, designated disadvantaged schools report greater problems
than non-disadvantaged schools. On further analysis, the higher prevalence of
problems found among vocational and disadvantaged schools is found to relate to
their greater intake of students with literacy/numeracy problems (see Table 2.8). The
prevalence of reported difficulties in academic progress and behaviour tends to
decline with school size. Interestingly, there is no significant difference in reported

transition difficulties between schools with a linked primary school and those without.

® It should be stressed that this information relates to the perceptions of principals. Student information
from the case-study schools will allow us to explore the extent to which students appear to experience

transition difficulties (see Chapter Seven).
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Table 2.8: Transition Difficulties by Literacy Problems in First Year

Serious Literacy Academic Social Behaviour | Absenteeism
Problems Progress | Interaction in Class

<5% 6.5 3.9 4.0 2.7
6-15% 7.4 4.2 5.4 4.5
16-30% 14.5 6.6 10.1 8.2
31-45% 16.4 8.3 13.8 10.9
Over 45% 27.4 10.9 17.3 18.4

Average reported difficulties tend to be somewhat lower in schools with
pastoral care programmes and/or those with a strong emphasis on integration,
although the differences are not statistically significant. In overall terms, the quality of
such programmes is likely to be more significant than the presence of such

programmes per se.

2.8.2 Factors contributing to sustained difficulties in the transition process

Principals were asked to specify the importance of factors contributing to difficulties
in the transition process from a list of possible factors. Table 2.9 indicates that factors
seen as contributing 'a great deal’ to such difficulties included lack of family support,
literacy and numeracy difficulties, and the greater number of subjects taken by
students. The level of the schoolwork (schoolwork being too challenging or not
challenging enough), bullying by other students and participation in extracurricular
activities were seen as not contributing a great deal to transition difficulties. Overall
principals were more likely to identify non-school factors as contributing to
difficulties. It should again be noted that these responses relate to principals'
perceptions. The case-study information may reveal that students see other factors as

contributing to their difficulties in making the transition (see Chapter Seven).
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Table 2.9: Factors identified as contributing to difficulties

Factors A Great Quite a Lot A little Not a factor

Deal

%

Lack of family support 17.6 29.3 34.8 12.5
Literacy problems 17.2 41.7 32.6 3.3
Numeracy problems 16.3 41.7 32.6 3.7
Taking more subjects 14.9 42.0 27.6 9.1
Moving to a larger school 9.1 28.8 41.7 13.6
New peer group 9.0 35.2 40.9 8.2
Homework 8.7 40.9 37.9 6.7
Different teaching styles 8.7 29.0 43.9 11.7
Having several teachers 8.0 21.2 43.8 20.2
Length of the school day 7.7 22.8 38.5 24.7
Travel time to school 5.3 16.0 36.5 35.4
Inadequate preparation for 4.7 141 48.7 24.8
transfer
Schoolwork too 4.4 33.6 47.0 8.6
challenging
Bullying 2.6 12.8 66.5 12.1
Participation in 1.9 8.1 32.9 49.7
extracurricular activities
Schoolwork not 0.5 2.9 35.4 52.2

challenging enough

2.9 Subject provision and subject choice for first year students

2.9.1 Subject provision for first year students

Schools are found to vary in the number of subjects they provide to first year students

(see Figure 2.16). The most common pattern is the provision of 17 or 18 subjects,

although the number provided ranges from 11 to 23 across schools.
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Figure 2.16:Number of Subjects Provided to
First Year Students
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The number of subjects provided varies significantly by school type, with the
highest level of provision found in the community/comprehensive sector and the
lowest level in boys' secondary schools. Subject provision is also found to vary
significantly by school size, with the average number of subjects ranging from 15.7 in
very small schools (those with fewer than 200 students) to 18.5 in large schools (those
with more than 600 students).

The nature of subject provision in schools is quite dynamic; one-fifth of
schools had dropped one or more subjects from the first year curriculum in the
previous five years while sixty per cent of schools had added one or more subjects
(over and above the addition of CSPE). Dropping a subject was more common in
schools with a declining intake; over one quarter of such schools had dropped a
subject compared with one-tenth of schools with an increasing intake of students.

The subjects most frequently dropped were German (24% of schools who
dropped a subject), Technology, Music and History. The most frequently added
subjects were Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE), Computer Studies,

Music and Religious Education.

42



2.9.2 Factors influencing curriculum provision

Figure 2.17: Factors having a 'very significant’
influence on subject provision
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The factors having the greatest influence on curricular provision were seen as the
desire to give students a broad experience of the junior cycle, requirements of the
Department of Education and Science, staff availability and school ethos (see Figure
2.17). Over a quarter of the schools mentioned the ability profile of students as a very
significant factor, although the gender mix of students was seen as significant by only
a minority (14%) of principals. Over a third of schools mentioned student preferences
as a significant factor in shaping the curriculum while over a tenth suggested that
parental preferences played an important role. It is unclear from the data in what way
students and parents influence subject provision; it may be by explicit demands but it
is more likely to reflect subjects being dropped from the curriculum due to a reduction
in take-up.

There is little systematic variation in the factors seen as influencing subject
provision across school sectors, size of school or disadvantaged status. There is,
however, a slight tendency for larger schools to mention school ethos as a very
significant factor, perhaps reflecting greater logistical constraints on smaller schools;
62 per cent of very large schools mention this as an important influence compared
with 48 per cent of very small schools. In addition, disadvantaged schools are more
likely to mention the ability level of students as a significant factor; 40 per cent of
disadvantaged schools suggest it is a very significant factor compared with 22 per
cent of their non-disadvantaged counterparts. As might be expected, coeducational
schools are more likely to mention the gender of students as a factor than those in

single-sex schools. In addition, community/comprehensive schools, girls' secondary
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schools and larger schools are more likely to mention student preferences as a

significant factor.

2.9.3 Perceptions of the junior cycle curriculum

School principals were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with a number of
statements relating to the junior cycle curriculum and provision for first year students
in their school (see Figure 2.18).

The vast majority (96%) of principals felt that there was a good range of
subjects on offer in their school. A significant minority (42 per cent) of principals felt
that first year students in their school take too many subjects. Interestingly, the pattern
of responses did not vary by the actual number of subjects taken by first year students.
Overall, the majority (over 70 per cent) felt that subject sampling was a good idea. As
might be expected, support for subject sampling was greater in schools where students
tried out subjects for part or all of first year before making their choice (see below).

Four-fifths of respondents felt that the junior cycle ‘curriculum is suitable for
the majority of first year students in the school'. Principals in disadvantaged schools
were more likely to disagree with this statement than principals in other schools,
although the proportions involved were small (14%). In addition, those in schools
with a relatively high proportion (over 45%) of students with literacy problems were
more likely to disagree with this statement. Even though principals generally felt the
curriculum to be suitable for the majority of students, 57 per cent considered course
content to be too challenging for a significant minority of first year students.
Principals in disadvantaged schools were more likely to agree with this statement as
were those in schools with higher proportions of students with literacy problems.

Fewer than half of school principals felt that the curriculum was relevant to
students’ everyday lives. There is no systematic variation in these responses by school
type, disadvantaged status or student intake. In general, the curriculum was seen by
principals as equally suitable for boys and girls. As might be expected, principals in

single-sex schools were less likely to have an opinion on this statement.
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Figure 2.18: Perceptions of the Junior Cycle
Curriculum
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2.9.4 Approach to subject choice

Schools were found to differ in the way in which they make subjects available to their
students (see Figure 2.19). Over half (57 per cent) of schools allowed students to
make a choice of subjects at the end of first year® with a further 18 per cent of schools
allowing students to take part in a 'taster' programme (lasting less than a year) before
choosing their subjects. In a fifth of schools, students choose their subjects before or
immediately on entry to the school while students are allowed no choice of subjects in

a small minority of schools.

Figure 2.19: Timing of Subject Choice

No choice
4%

Before/on
entry

V//////.

After first
year

56%
After taster

18%

® This also included schools that provided a wider exposure to subjects in first year than in subsequent

years.
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Girls' secondary schools are more likely than the other school types to
postpone subject choice until the end of first year; over three-quarters do so compared
with around half of the other school types. Very small schools are more likely than
other schools either to have no choice at all or to postpone choice until the end of first
year. There are no significant differences between disadvantaged and non-
disadvantaged schools in their approach to subject choice. The approach to subject
choice is related to the approach to ability grouping. In one-third of schools where
streaming/banding is used in first year, students are required to choose their subject
before/on entry or have no choice at all; this is the case for 23 per cent of schools
using mixed ability base classes.

Schools vary in the number of subjects taken by students in the first term of
first year, in part because of their differing approaches to subject choice. Students
typically take thirteen or fourteen subjects in the first term, although the number taken
ranges from 10 to 21 (see Figure 2.20). There is no significant variation in the number
of subjects taken by school size. However, students in vocational and boys' secondary
schools tend to take fewer subjects while those in girls' secondary and community/
comprehensive schools tend to take more subjects. Students in disadvantaged schools
tend to take fewer subjects in first year than those in non-disadvantaged schools. In
addition, students tend to take fewer subjects in schools where more than 30 per cent
of the cohort has literacy problems. These figures reflect the average pattern across
schools. However, in thirty per cent of schools some students take fewer subjects than
others; in around one third of these schools, this is due to the base class within which

students are located.

Figure 2.20:Number of Subjects Taken in

First Term of First Year
30

25 4

20 -

15 4

10 4

46



Due to differences between schools in their approach to subject choice, the
number of subjects taken in the first term of first year may be greater than the number
taken in Junior Certificate year. Figure 2.21 shows the number of subjects taken in the
exam year, including non-exam subjects. Students typically take 12 to 14 subjects at
this stage although the number taken varies from 9 or fewer to more than 16. Students
in boys' secondary and vocational schools tend to take fewer subjects, although the
differences across school types are less marked than in first year. Furthermore, those
in disadvantaged schools and those in schools with a relatively high intake of students

with literacy problems tend to take fewer subjects at the Junior Certificate level.

Figure 2.21: Number of Subjects Taken in
Junior Cert Year
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Because of the overlap between disadvantaged status and the prevalence of
literacy problems, it can be difficult to disentangle the effects. Figure 2.22 shows the
average number of subjects at Junior Certificate level taken by disadvantaged status
and whether more than 30 per cent of the student intake has literacy problems. It
appears that the highest average number of subjects is taken by those in schools
without significant literacy problems, whether they are designated disadvantaged or
not. Students in schools with literacy problems take fewer subjects overall but within
this group, those in disadvantaged schools take fewer than those in non-disadvantaged
schools (11.5 compared with 12 on average). It thus appears that student intake both
in terms of disadvantage and literacy difficulties influences school policy regarding

the number of subjects taken at Junior Certificate level.
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Figure 2.22:Average Number of Subjects in
Junior Cert Year by Disadvantaged Status and

Student Intake
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2.9.5 Time allocation to subjects

As well as differing in the number of subjects taken by students, schools can differ in
the time spent on certain subjects in the first and Junior Certificate years. Schools
were asked about the number and length of class periods allocated per week to Irish,
English, Mathematics, Science, a foreign language and Physical Education. The
greatest amount of time in first year is allocated to Mathematics, English and Irish
(169 to 180 minutes), a similar amount of time is devoted to Science as to a foreign
language (147-149 minutes) while the least amount of time is devoted to PE (see
Figure 2.23).

Figure 2.23:Average Number of Minutes Allocated
Weekly to Certain Subjects in First Year
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As might be expected, schools which allow students to select subjects after
sampling them (either for all or part of first year) tend to spend less time on the
selected subjects in first year, with the exception of PE. This occurs because of the

greater number of subjects taken in first year. VVocational schools and girls' secondary
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schools tend to spend somewhat less time on Irish, English and Mathematics than
other school types; the pattern for girls' schools is related to their tendency to
postpone choice of subjects. In terms of PE, boys' and coed secondary schools spend
somewhat more time on the subject than other schools. There is no significant
variation in the time allocated to the specified subjects by school size or
disadvantaged status. However, there is a slight tendency for schools with a relatively
high proportion of students with literacy problems to allocate more time to English.
There appears to be a greater amount of time allocated to Irish, English,
Mathematics, Science and foreign languages in Junior Certificate year than in first
year, reflecting the reduction in the number of subjects taken between first and Junior
Certificate year (see above). Interestingly, less time is allocated to PE in Junior
Certificate year than in first year (see Figure 2.24). At Junior Certificate level,
vocational schools allocate somewnhat less time to Irish and Mathematics than other
school types. A greater amount of time is allocated to PE in boys' secondary schools
than in girls' or vocational schools. At Junior Certificate level, there is a slight
tendency for disadvantaged schools to allocate less time than non-disadvantaged
schools to Irish and Mathematics. Furthermore, the amount of time spent on Irish
appears to decline with the literacy level of the intake. At Junior Certificate level, the
amount of time spent on Irish, English, Mathematics or PE does not vary by the
number of subjects taken. However, students spend somewhat less time on Science

and foreign languages in schools where they take more subjects.

Figure 2.24:Average Weekly Time Allocated to
Selected Subjects in Junior Cert Year
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2.10 Conclusions

The nature of student intake to post-primary schools has changed markedly in recent
years. Just under half of schools have experienced a decline in the number of
incoming first years because of demographic trends and increased competition
between local schools. This competition has contributed to the concentration of
students with literacy and numeracy problems in a minority of schools, principally
vocational and designated disadvantaged schools.

There appears to be an inadequate flow of information between primary and
post-primary schools. Only a minority of school principals receive information on all
their in-coming students and almost half are dissatisfied with the amount of
information they receive. Where information is given to post-primary schools, it tends
to be verbal rather than written. However, the vast majority of schools obtain
information on the ability levels of students by conducting tests either before or after
their entry to the school. This issue of information flow to post-primary schools and
extent to which such information is accessible to teachers and other staff members is
examined further in Chapter Three.

There is a good deal of contact between schools and students/parents before
entry to the school, usually taking the form of school visits, open days and the
dissemination of written material. The induction day and class tutor system are seen
as the main ways in which students are integrated into the school. Girls' secondary
schools along with larger schools tend to have more developed measures to assist
student integration. In addition, the majority of schools have a pastoral care system
for first year (and other) students. In general, school principals are satisfied with the
support structures for first year students in their school (the views of teachers and
students are examined in Chapters Three and Five, respectively). However, a minority
of students are seen as experiencing sustained difficulties in making the transition into
post-primary education. Such difficulties are more frequently reported by schools
with a concentration of students with literacy/numeracy difficulties, mainly vocational
and designated disadvantaged schools. Lack of family support, literacy/numeracy
problems and the number of subjects are seen as the main factors contributing to
potential difficulties in the transition process. Support structures for students appear to
play a part in reducing the incidence of such difficulties but information from the
case-study schools will be used to explore the quality of such provision and its impact

on students (see Chapter Seven). In general, principals appear to focus on non-school
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factors in hindering the transition for their students, perhaps not always recognising
the significant organisational changes students face at transition.

Schools are found to vary in the extent of subject provision for first year
students, the approach to, and timing of, subject choice, and in the way in which
students are allocated to base classes. There has been a marked increase since the
mid-1990s in the proportion of schools which allocate students to mixed ability base
classes in first and Junior Certificate years. Where it exists, ability-based
differentiation is more prevalent in vocational, community/comprehensive and
disadvantaged schools along with schools with a concentration of students with
literacy/numeracy difficulties. In addition, the majority of schools tend to postpone
ability-based differentiation in specific subjects (such as Irish, English and
Mathematics) until second or third year.

Almost three-quarters of schools now provide students with some exposure to
a variety of subjects before they make their choice for the Junior Certificate. First year
students receive exposure to fewer subjects in vocational schools, boys' secondary
schools, designated disadvantaged schools and those with a concentration of students
with literacy/numeracy difficulties. This pattern is also evident within the Junior
Certificate year, although the differences between school types are less marked than
in first year.

This chapter has outlined policy and practice across post-primary schools in
relation to student integration and curriculum provision for first year students.
Information from this postal survey was used to select twelve case-study schools,
varying across the key dimensions of the approach to transition, including the
emphasis on student integration, the approach to ability grouping and the timing of
subject choice (see Chapter One). The remainder of this study explores the transition
process within these case-study schools, allowing us to explore the nature of the
transition in a variety of school settings and from the perspectives of school
management, teachers, students and parents.
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CHAPTER THREE: STUDENT INTEGRATION AND SUPPORT
STRUCTURES IN THE CASE-STUDY SCHOOLS

3.1 Introduction
The role of school integration and support structures in assisting the transfer of
students from primary to post-primary school is explored in this chapter. As in
Chapter Four, it draws on interviews held with the ‘key personnel’ in the twelve case-
study schools, that is: the School Principal, Deputy Principal, Home-School-
Community Liaison Co-ordinator (HSLC), Guidance Counsellor, Stay in School
Initiative Co-ordinator, 8-15 Programme Co-ordinator, Year Head, Class Tutor(s),
Learning Support Teacher(s) and Resource Teacher(s), where applicable. It also
presents information gathered from questionnaires administered to 226 subject
teachers of first year students in these schools. Information provided by the school
personnel in direct contact with the first year students gives us a valuable insight into
the difficulties these students may encounter in transferring from primary to post-
primary school and complements information gained from students in Chapters Five,
Six and Seven.

Among the issues addressed in the present chapter are the types of integration
‘packages’ on offer to students in the twelve case-study schools, the perceived
adequacy of these supports, the prevalence of sustained transition difficulties among

students and the factors held to contribute to such difficulties.

3.2 Approach to student integration
Based on the information obtained from the school staff, the twelve case-study
schools seem to share many similar characteristics regarding the procedures in place
addressing the transition from primary to post-primary school. Among the approaches
taken are providing an open day/night for students and their parents; an induction
programme involving various activities and games or an induction day where more
information is given to the new students than at the open day; visits to and from
primary school(s); school assembly; and an introductory talk by the Principal, Class
Tutor or Year Head.

However, the extent and ‘quality’ of these induction practices vary greatly
between the schools. In some schools, an extensive induction programme has been

designed lasting for a number of days and involving various activities. Often in these
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cases the programme’s design and coordination is linked to a post of responsibility. In
other cases, the Class Tutor and Year Head are considered to be the most important
support and sources of information for the new students, with little additional support
on offer to students. A number of schools participating in the study also use student
mentors in helping students to adjust to the new school setting. The student mentors
are usually the “first port of call’ if a first year student experiences problems in the
school. These student mentors are volunteers from older year groups in the post-
primary school, often drawn from fifth or sixth year.

Drawing on an overall examination of integration practices in the twelve
schools, schools can be loosely classified as having stronger or weaker integration
programmes (Table 3.1). Those with stronger and more comprehensive integration
programmes are Dawson Street, Dixon Street, Fig Lane, Wentworth Place, Lang
Street, Dawes Point, Belmore Street, Wynyard Road and Wattle Street. Conversely,
Barrack Street, Park Street and Hay Street appear to have somewhat less extensive
integration programmes.

The following section explores in greater depth the different school practices
utilised in the twelve case-study schools in addressing the transition from primary to
post-primary school. This is followed by an examination of the extent to which
students are perceived to experience sustained difficulties in the transition to post-
primary education, and the factors held to contribute to such difficulties.
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Table 3.1: School Profiles?

School Type Level of Integration programme/ open day | Student Other
integration® Mentors
Dawson Community/ | Stronger Induction day and open night Yes Study skills programme
Street comp.
Dixon Vocational Stronger Induction programme (3 days) Yes Lunch time clubs, information meetings, school sale
Street* and open night uniform days, transition initiative for special
education.
Fig Lane Fee-paying Stronger Induction programme and open Yes Staggered start of school year, 1™ and 6™ years for the
co- day first week; summer camp for students
educational
Wentworth | Boys' Stronger Induction day, parents’ night, and | Yes Visits to primary schools
Place secondary open day
Wynyard Girls' Stronger Induction programme and open No Induction programme co-ordinator
Road secondary nights
Lang Vocational Stronger Induction day and open day No Collaboration between staff in primary and post
Street* primary schools; involvement of Home-School
Liaison Co-ordinator (HSLC), Resource and Learning
Support
Dawes Boys' Stronger Visit to secondary school (HSLC) | Yes Stay in School Retention Initiative (SSRI) activities
Point* secondary and open day
Belmore Girls' Stronger Induction days (2) and open day | Yes Study skills programme; youth counsellor
Street secondary
Wattle Boys' Stronger Open day No Home School Liaison Co-ordinator (HSLC) — students
Street* secondary know this person already from primary school; study
skills programme
Barrack Girls' Weaker Induction day and parents’ night | Yes Home School Liaison Co-ordinator (HSLC), class
Street* secondary teachers, pastoral care class, visits to primary school
Park Street | Boys' Weaker Induction day (2 days) and open No -
secondary night for parents
Hay Street | Vocational Weaker Open night No -

! Marked with (*) are the ‘designated disadvantaged” schools.
2 Stronger and weaker integration refers to level/amount of support provided for first year students.
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3.2.1 Pre-entry contact

Schools can attempt to facilitate student adjustment to post-primary education by
having contact with students before they come to the school and/or by putting in place
programmes to integrate students once they have arrived in the new school. The
interviews conducted with key personnel indicated that many case-study schools
address the issue of student adjustment by building up contacts with students while
they are still in primary school. In many cases, some of the school staff and/or older
students from the post-primary school visit the prospective new students in their sixth
class of primary school and give a talk about what they can expect in the ‘Big
School’. The visit to the primary school in these cases is seen as part of the transition
programme, the aim of which is to help the students to adjust to the post-primary
school. Students” own views of such contacts are discussed in Chapter Five.

The most frequently used form of pre-entry contact was to organise an open
day or night in which prospective students and/or their parents could visit the post-
primary school. All of the case-study schools operated an open day/night, in some
cases organised in conjunction with assessment tests. During an open day most
schools organise a tour of the school for the new students and provide them with
relevant information about the post-primary school:

The day they came in here to do their entrance exam — it starts really then. They
did that last month. We would have brought them around and shown them the
facilities. (Deputy Principal, Park Street School)

An open day (or an open night) provides information about the post-primary
school to both the students and their parents. Whether both the students and their
parents are invited to attend these information sessions together varies by school. An
open night tends to be focused more towards the parents. Information provided during
the session covers issues such as an introduction to the school and the programmes
offered; school rules and regulations; subjects offered by the school. A tour of the
school is also organised in most cases:

... the opening nights where people come and are allowed to visit the school
and the school’s programme is presented to anybody who wishes to come ... It
would be January or even before it. So the parents get an introduction to the
school and the programmes we offer. (Induction Programme Co-ordinator,
Wynyard Road School)
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We invite in parents to an open night and on that open night a number of
teachers would help me in going through everything that we have to offer here
in the school — from the rules, the regulations to all the various subjects and so
on and we bring the parents on a tour of the school. ... We don’t bring in the
students and I go through what I call about 20 or 23 questions. The frequently
asked questions that parents have about streaming, about going down town,
about uniform, whatever else — all the various questions that the parents have.
(Principal, Park Street School)

On the open day we would have all the school open and we would have displays

in classrooms and we would have displays in the gym of gymnastics and that

kind of thing, we'd have the computer rooms where the children would be able

to do a little program. We've teachers doing things there and the art room would

be doing pottery and that kind of thing. They'd be able to do something and

we'd have a lot of our own students in showing them around. (Principal,

Belmore Street School)

In the majority of the case-study schools, information nights are organised for

the parents where they have the opportunity to talk to the school staff. The parents are
also told what is expected of their child in the post-primary school:

We also have an open night ... [we] speak to the parents and let them know
what it would be like for the students ... and what would be expected of their
children. ...during the month of August their parents normally would meet with
the principal. (Year Head, Dawes Point School)

These occasions were seen as giving parents a chance to meet some of the teachers, be
informed of school rules and regulations and ask questions. Parents' perspectives on
contact with the post-primary school are discussed in more detail in Chapter Eight.

An extensive use of open day practices is also reported in a study carried out
in Britain by Franklin and Madge (2001). In their study they discovered that 89 per
cent of the students they interviewed had, before moving into post-primary school,
visited the school beforehand and the rest stated that they would have liked to do so.
The present study confirms these findings with such practices operating in the
majority of Irish schools (see Chapter Two for the national picture), with such open
days/nights generally being attended by students and their parents with the aim of
familiarizing them with the new school setting, as well as with the rules and
regulations.

As well as the open day, some of the case-study schools organised visits by
groups of students to the school where they are given a chance to look around and
meet with some of the school staff. The transition programme in these cases is seen as

a gradual, step-by-step process: “ ... so that is their gradual transition and by

56



Christmas generally they are well settled in. I think we offer them a fairly good
transition programme in a non-big structured way’ (Guidance Counsellor, Barrack
Street School). Belmore Street, Barrack Street and Wentworth Place schools tended to
host school visits more than the other case-study schools.

Some schools introduce the subject teachers to the prospective students before
the school year actually starts. The students may also have a chance to attend ‘sample
classes’ in an attempt to make them feel more at ease in the new school:

The idea is that at the end of that week some of the edge will be taken off the
transition [...] so that they will have a sense of the place, they will have a sense
of at least some of the teachers. (8-15 Programme, Dixon Street School)

It would be yes, the programme. [...] Transfer from primary to post-primary.
That consists of a one-hour session, which is facilitated by the youth worker and
the support teacher. That is followed up by a whole day session from 9.30 to
2.30 with the whole class broken down into small groups of six.  And they
explore the concerns they have going into post-primary school. Issues like
bullying or reading a time table, how to organise yourself for the day. Those
kinds of things. So every 6th class student gets that. (8-15 Programme Co-
ordinator, Lang Street)

Class Tutors and Home School Community Liaison Teachers are, in some schools,
actively involved in the transition programme, which involves visits to the post-
primary school in order to familiarise students with the new surroundings. In some
cases this ‘introduction’ to the post-primary school is carried out well before the new
school year starts:

It would be the Home School Liaison Teacher who would bring them over,
organise to bring them over from the primary school and they would come in
here and | just talk to them for a few minutes, maybe show them a few little
experiments to give them a little interest in science before they come here, that
they might look forward to it ... [it] would be about October it would be a year
nearly before they’d come in here. (Class Tutor, Dawes Point School)

In common with the study carried out in Britain by Galton, Gray and Ruddock
(2003), the present study highlights the importance of maintaining good collaboration
between the staff of primary and post-primary schools in order to effectively co-

ordinate the transition of students from the primary to the post-primary school:

The whole induction process is collaboration again between the staff of the
school here and the staff of the Primary School at sixth class level. They would
be the main operators in this transition and our teachers here would work hand-
in-hand with the teachers over there. In the early days it would be the primary
teachers in sixth class, the principal of the Primary Schools and myself and the
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Deputy Principal. [...]. By the time we come to the entrance assessment there is
a senior post holder to deal with those children. (Principal, Lang Street School)

It was evident from the interviews with ‘key personnel’ that second level
schools with feeder primary schools have closer links between the two school settings
compared to, for example, Fig Lane school that draws pupils from a large catchment
area. In some cases Home School Liaison Co-ordinators reported close collaboration
with feeder primary schools:

There's a home school person in each [feeder school] and we work as a team
and it’s considered that the whole process of education is integrated right
through for early, pre-school, Early Start up to Leaving Cert., that we look at
it in an integrated way. We plan our activities, our term’s activities
together, we share resources in terms of finance, in terms of maybe a service
or expertise, so we meet regularly. We meet once a week as what we call a
family cluster [...]. There's a formal meeting every week but there's a lot of
incidental meetings as well plus contact on the phone. (HSLC, Dixon Street)

It would be [a good relationship] because one of the things, we had a
programme here ... [that] was partially a transition programme in that it
took the children at 6th class level and it went right through to Junior Cert.
and the principal of the primary school and the home school liaison co-
ordinators in the primary schools were on the committee so there's been
quite a close link with the national school (Principal, Dixon Street)

[The relationship] would be very good. Over the years we would have
developed a very strong relationship with all our feeder Primary Schools, in
some cases stronger than others because they are closer to us, but as
principal and deputy principal likewise, we would be constantly in and out
of the Primary Schools, we would be known there by everybody, by the
children and the teachers there and they in turn would be known to us and
would come to our school regularly as well. In fact we would provide them
with some facilities, like the use of the PE hall and so on. (Principal, Lang
Street)

However, in some cases the link between the two school settings is not very
strong:

Not a great deal [of contact] really. In that connection, between these
schools there is very, very little contact. | would know some of the school
principals and | suppose | would know most of them. When | would visit
they would talk to me about some individual students, but generally
speaking very, very little. Sometimes we look for additional information
from them but not too often - only in particular cases or where there are
problems that seem to be arising. Some schools send in reports.
(Principal, Park Street)

58



Rarely would we meet them [primary school teachers] as a group. There
would want to be something very special on for that to happen.
Individually we would meet some of them around. Most people would
know some of them, but | would have to say myself that there are teachers
over there, particularly over the last four or five years, that 1 wouldn't
know, so there is not much contact at all. (Principal, Wattle Street)

3.2.2 Induction Programmes and Practices

In most cases, the main induction practices operate when the students are already in
the post-primary school and a range of programmes are implemented to assist the
‘new arrivals’. The nature and comprehensiveness of such programmes varies
between the schools. Some schools have an elaborate induction programme in place
that often commences before the school officially starts while the programmes on
offer in other schools are largely confined to the help of Class Tutors and Year Heads.
One such school with a more comprehensive induction programme is Wynyard Road
where a teacher holds a post of responsibility as co-ordinator of the transition
programme. This teacher also has responsibility for designing the programme. In this
school, the induction programme lasts 3.5 days and involves many activities,
including swimming, assembly, time set-aside with their class teachers and other
social activities.

The schools generally acknowledge the difficulties students can face in
making the transition and try to monitor their experience. In Dixon Street School
students are given an opportunity to reflect on their transition and settling in
experiences in the first Social, Physical and Health Education (SPHE) class:

They have all these little games and so on and then at the end of their first
SPHE class we evaluate how they have settled in, in their new school ... they
just have to share how they are getting on and writing a comment on things they
find easy or difficult and then it’s written up on the board what they’re going to
work at to help one another and that sort of thing... what their initial responses
to the school were and now after a week are they more comfortable in their
surroundings. (Deputy Principal, Dixon Street School)

3.2.3 Role of Year Head and Class Tutor

The most direct contact that the first year students have is with their Class Tutor and
Year Head; such a Tutor or Year Head generally takes a central place in the
integration of new students in all of the case-study schools. The main role of a Class
Tutor is to look after the interests of their students and to address issues such as the

general rules of the school, including uniform, and organising book lists. The tutor
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also deals with bullying, and other problems that the students under his or her care
may experience:

Each class is allocated a tutor, so they would go through the rules in their
diaries, give them out the [school] diary and you know there is all the rules
about uniform, and smoking, expect good attendance ... [they] would fill out
sheets, that would tell a little bit about, you know family background, maybe
where they come in the family or school, previous primary school, home
number, address, all that. The tutors would have all that information in case they
wanted to contact family. (Year Head, Wentworth Place School)

The tutor support would probably be the biggest one that they [first year
students] have at the moment. The child would have an assigned tutor. (8-15
Programme Co-ordinator, Dixon Street School)

There are always a number of students who will have some problems. It is up to
us all but in particular it is up to the Class Tutor and The Year Head to have a
focus and to be alert, particularly during the first two or three weeks. (Principal,
Wentworth Place School)

The Year Head’s main role is generally to monitor students' academic progress and
discipline. Compared to the Class Tutors, they generally have less contact with the
first year students. One Year Head commented on their role as:

Looking after all the First Years really. | have all their files. | update their files.
If they have been in trouble with teachers and discipline problems I deal with
that. We have a system of yellow forms and red forms for lots of serious
offences and if they get three yellow forms they get a red form and I'm usually
expected to talk to them and explain to them what they have been doing wrong
and give out to them really, and keep an eye on their academic progress and
usually if they have problems they come to me about them. (Year Head, Dixon
Street School)

In addition to the formal responsibility of the year head and class tutors, many
subject teachers played an informal role in providing support and assistance to first
year students. One-third of the teachers surveyed (excluding tutors and year heads)
considered themselves very involved in dealing with personal problems among first
year students; almost an equal proportion did not consider themselves to be at all
involved in this area. There is little variation in teacher involvement across schools or
the characteristics of teachers such as gender, age or years in the school (with the
exception of greater levels of involvement among teachers in the school for more than
10 years), suggesting that there is no one type of teacher that first year students are
likely to relate to easily; rather such ease of contact is perhaps more likely to relate to

a teacher’s personality.
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3.2.4 Other Support Structures for First Year Students

The majority of case-study schools have established peer support or student mentor
structures (Prefects, ‘Amigos’, Mentors, ‘Buddies’) whose assistance is often used in
the transition process of the first year students. The staff in most of the case-study
schools feel that, while experiencing problems and/or difficulties in adjusting to the
new school setting, the first year students may find it easier to relate to another
student, at least initially, rather than to a teacher:

They [the mentors] go down at the big break and they also go down between
classes and they [students] know they can approach them if they have any
problems and we feel that sometimes they might approach them more easily
than they would approach a teacher if there was any question of bullying or
anything like that. Usually they get friendly with these girls and they help them
over any difficulties. We find that a good system. (Principal, Barrack Street
School)

The student mentors are sometimes responsible for giving information on the school
layout and rules to the new students; they talk to the First Years about bullying and
difficulties they may encounter in the post-primary school and generally look out for

the new students:

So they are allocated a senior prefect, sixth year, and they come in on that day
[open day] and they show them round, they bring them all around the school
and they tell them all about different things, where the shops are, the toilets and
they talk to them about bullying and they try to build a relationship. (Year Head,
Wentworth Place School)

Sometimes the student mentors are asked to target specifically the students who may
need extra help and attention:

You have to watch out for people who tend to get lost, loners, people who get
bullied, people who are not very forthcoming and might just fall through the
cracks in many ways. (Deputy Principal, Fig Lane School)

In Dixon Street school, student mentors are involved in a comprehensive programme
where they visit the prospective first year students in the primary school and organise

a school tour for them:

We have fifth years and they are called the Amigos, they are a peer mentoring
group and they actually work with me in the games club which is nice, so the
first years have kind of peer role models — older students. They work with the
kids in the primary school and when the primary school comes up, they know a
lot of the sixth years, which is nice. They know the oldest kids in the school. (8-
15 Programme, Dixon Street School)
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The importance of selecting student mentors on a voluntary basis was often stressed
by school personnel. It was felt that when such a support is provided on voluntary
basis, it is more effective as the older students have chosen to participate in it, rather
than having been asked to do it:

The prefect would have been through the school and he would have volunteered
for this job — not a person who would have been chosen — so they would have
the school’s interests at heart. (Principal, Wentworth Place School)

3.2.5 Teachers’ perceptions of integration supports

In order to explore teachers’ awareness and perceptions of integration supports and
programmes for first year students, first year students’ subject teachers were asked
about the main types of approaches their school used in attempting to ensure the
successful transition of their students into post-primary school.

As shown in Table 3.2, the main approach mentioned by teachers related to
the use of a class tutor or form teacher system (cited by 41 per cent of teachers).
Student mentor systems were also frequently mentioned (36 per cent). The
organisation of an induction day or programme was also cited by over a third of
teachers. Finally, the provision of extra-curricular activities was also seen as an
important area in facilitating the successful integration of students (mentioned by
nearly one-in-five teachers).

Teachers in Dawson Street and Wentworth Place were more likely to cite the
class tutor/year head approach (Figure 3.1), while student mentors were more
frequently mentioned in Fig Lane and Belmore Place (Figure 3.2). The provision of
an induction day/programme to foster student integration was more frequently cited in
Wynyard Road and Lang Street (Figure 3.3). Finally, the relative weight attached to
extra-curricular activities varied widely: a considerable proportion of teachers in Park
Street, Dixon Street and Dawes Point identified extra-curricular activities as an
approach while teachers in Barrack Street and Wentworth Place failed to cite such
activities as factors in facilitating student transition and integration (Figure 3.4).
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Table 3.2: Main approaches mentioned by teachers used to help students settle into post-
primary school

Rank Order Approach Used % of Teachers
1 Class Tutor/ Form Teacher 40.7
2 Student Mentor/ links with  Senior 35.8
Students
3 Induction Programme 19.0
4 Induction Day 18.1
5 Extra-Curricular Activities 18.0
6 Year Head 14.2
7 Home School Community Liaison Co- 8.0
ordinator
8 Teacher Talk to Students Informally 7.5
9 Meeting With Parents 7.1
10 Pastoral Care 6.2

Note: Total adds to more than 100 as teachers were asked to give main approach(es)

Figure 3.1: Tutor/Year Head
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Figure 3.2: Student Mentors
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Figure 3.3: Induction Day/Programme
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Note: * Schools initially classified as ‘low integration’ which were found to have more developed integration

policies.

Figure 3.4: Extra-curricular Activities
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The analysis of the teachers' survey demonstrates that there is little evidence
of other ‘innovative’ approaches used by the case-study schools regarding the
transition from primary to post-primary school. Outside of the above mentioned
approaches (Tutors, Year Heads, Mentors, Induction Programmes and extra-curricular
activities), the following approaches were also central in the teacher responses in a
number of schools:

e Dixon Street: Meeting with the parents and primary-post-primary co-
ordination

e Wentworth Place: The role of Pastoral Care
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e Dawes Point: Home-School-Community Liaison Co-ordinator and the
SSRI/Breakfast Club
e Belmore Street: HSCL Co-ordinator.
However, the interviews with the ‘key’ personnel revealed that the way in which the
main support structures are used and activities involved varies greatly between

schools.

3.2.6 Information received by teachers on in-coming students

Chapter Two highlighted some dissatisfaction among post-primary principals with the
information flow between primary and post-primary schools regarding in-coming first
year students. The present study also explored the extent to which the teachers
involved in teaching the first year students are provided with relevant information on
first year students. One third of teachers surveyed indicated that they had received no

information on first year students prior to their entry (Table 3.3).

Table 3.3: Information provided to teachers on students coming into first year

Rank Information % Main Schools

Order Teachers mentioning

1 Home Background 22.1 Fig Lane; Barrack St;
Hay St

2 Health/medical issues 15.9 Wynyard Rd; Fig Lane

3 Learning Difficulties 15.9 Fig Lane; Dawson St;
Dixon St

4 Entrance/assessment test results 14.2 Hay St; Wynyard Rd;
Wattle St

5 Academic progress within primary 11.9 Dawes Pt; Fig Lane;
Wynyard Rd

No Information 34.2 Wentworth Pl.  (84%);

Park St. (68%)

Where information was provided to teachers, the main issues covered related
to students’ home background. Academic information was also prominent, chiefly
relating to learning difficulties, assessment test results and academic progress:

[...] maybe if they have behavioural problems, maybe if they have certain
weaknesses in certain subject areas - that kind of general information.
(Deputy Principal, Barrack Street)
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The presence of health, medical or psychological problems was also cited. It can be
argued that having such information available would help teachers to target students
who might need more support in making the transition. Sometimes parental

permission is necessary to obtain information about a student:

No, I think we get all the information we need and in the case of children who
have been assessed we actually get, their assessment is released, psychological
assessment, the information on that is released by the primary school to us
with the parents’ permission. (Principal, Dixon Street)

It was evident from the interviews with the school staff that not everybody has
access to information about in-coming students:

The form teachers - if there were a particular difficulty, yes, we would pass
it on to the subject teachers. But if it is of a very personal and private nature
and something that parents don't want, then we don't pass it on to the
teachers, unless they give us permission to do so. Usually the form teacher
would have it so she would be aware that in fact there are difficulties and
then would maybe mind the first year student to ensure that they cope with
some of the difficulties in the first term particularly. (Deputy Principal,
Barrack Street)

Well, some of the information would be available say to the guidance
counsellor, maybe the chaplain. The information then is used to place the
students into classes and if there was anything relevant to a particular class
teacher, it would be passed on to him. (Principal, Dixon Street)

In some schools the link between primary and post-primary schools
seemed to be relatively close which facilitated the information flow between the
two school settings. Information is often exchanged in an informal way:

It [the relationship with the feeder primary school] would be pretty close
now. They would feel free to ring us up and things like that and they do it
about particular students - they might say "... I'm recommending this girl
to go down to you next year." She might be from a lone parent family or
something else like that "and the reason we are sending her down there is
because we want you to look after her" - that type of thing, a good flow of
information - you know. (Principal, Wynyard Road)

I have a very close involvement with the home school co-ordinator there.
We share funding and courses and information and support. | spend time
in her school and she spends time here. We meet regularly and | get to
know a lot of the parents before they even come here. (HSCLO, Lang
Street)
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The information is sufficient because of the relationship we have formed
with the primary school. And any information that we lack is always
available if we go back. (8-15 Programme Co-ordinator, Lang Street)

However, in some cases it was evident that the school staff would like to have
more information available about the incoming first year students:

I do think that we don't get a profile on the students coming in and that
would save a lot of time and bother if we were to get that. There should
be more liaisons; | should have a profile of every student coming into the
school. We've a lot of great examples of cases and we didn't get it and as
a result, a lot of time was wasted. (SSRI, Hay Street)
Some teachers reported that the information is not available and they would need
to phone the old school if they have queries about particular children. Background
information about a new student was considered important:

Well, you'd like to know their home situation, about their parents and
little things like that, you know. So you don't, as you say, put your foot
in it, saying you know, can | contact your parents where there might be a
one-parent family or something like that. Because they do get offended
very easily. So that would be one area. (Class Tutor, Park Street)

In sum, the level of co-operation between the primary and post-primary sectors, the
type and quantity of information provided and access to this information varies by
schools. In some cases having linked primary school(s) helps to improve the
information flow, at least between certain members of school staff like Home School
Community Liaison Co-ordinators. Access to information also varies by school and
depends on the type of information. Sensitive information is generally given only to a

limited number of school staff.

3.3 Perceived adequacy of transition support systems
The vast majority (almost 90%) of subject teachers in the case-study schools see the
current supports as adequate with the exception of Park Street (a boys' secondary
school) where over a third of teachers see the supports as inadequate. Inadequate
support may lead to sustained difficulties being experienced by students and
subsequent early school leaving. These and similar issues will be discussed in Section
3.4.

In identifying any additional support required to ensure a more successful
transition and fewer transition difficulties, the role of (additional) learning support is
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most frequently cited (by one-quarter of teachers) (Table 3.4). The home-school-
community liaison scheme, counselling or psychological support, extra-curricular
activities and smaller class sizes are also mentioned. There is evidence that some
personnel in the case-study schools feel they do not have sufficient resources to

address the needs of students who would be most in need of help.

Table 3.4: Main supports teachers would like to see for first years

(which are not available currently)

Rank | Support % Main Schools mentioning
Order Teachers
1 More Learning Support/Remedial 23.0 Wattle St; Fig Lane; Hay
St
2 Home-School-Community ~ Liaison | 7.5 Park St
Scheme
3 Counselling/psychological Support 6.6 Wattle St; Barrack St
4 Extra-curricular activities 5.8 Dawes Point
5 Smaller class sizes 5.3 Dawson St
6 Time for teacher-student interaction 4.4 Dixon St
7 Student mentoring 4.4 Wentworth Pl
No extra support needed 18.1 Belmore St; Barrack St;
Dawson St

3.4 Perceived prevalence of sustained transition difficulties

Key personnel within the case-study schools tended to report that the numbers of
students who experience sustained difficulties, that is difficulties that last beyond the
first term, tend to be relatively small. Problems that last beyond the first year are
considered rare. Most students are seen to settle into the post-primary school within a
month. Overall, subject teachers of the first year students estimate that approximately
one-in-ten students experience sustained difficulties in making the transition to post-
primary school (Figure 3.5). The figure is almost double that in Dixon Street (a
designated disadvantaged school), while significantly fewer students are considered to
be experiencing such difficulties in Belmore Street, Wynyard Road, Lang Street, Fig
Lane and Wentworth Place (5-6 per cent).
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Figure 3.5: Perceived Prevalence of Sustained Transition Difficulties
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3.5 Factors contributing to sustained difficulties

In the interviews, ‘key members’ of the school personnel reflected on the settling-in
experiences of the first year students and the factors contributing to sustained
difficulties where they arose. Bullying was identified as one of the most serious issues
affecting adjustment to a new school:

Some of them would find it easy enough in the second term but the issues
around the bullying and that sort of stuff could go into the second term and that
IS an issue that needs to be addressed very quickly. You need to be aware of
that and again the role of the form teacher there is absolutely crucial. (Deputy
Principal, Dixon Street School)
Difficulties in settling into the new school are also seen as relating to a child’s
personality and behavioural difficulties. Having initiatives and support in place for
students in general and targeting these students in particular, is seen to be of utmost
importance:

You are looking at different issues really. You are looking at behavioural
problems which would be one of the main reasons that the child wouldn't settle
in - involved in anti-social behaviour outside of school which obviously carried
over into school - and an inability to relate to the teachers and an inability to
relate to classmates. ... Those children will have those problems next year. (8-
15 Programme, Dixon Street School)

There is a certain commonality across schools in staff perceptions of the
difficulties students experience during the transition from primary to post-primary
school. These difficulties can be broadly divided into three categories: a)

organisational factors, b) self- and peer- related factors, and c¢) academic factors.
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The majority of subject teachers (two-thirds) cited problems related to

personal factors such as home background and personality issues, which corresponds

to the information provided by the interviews with ‘key personnel’. Factors pertaining

to the organisation of the school/class were cited by 40 per cent of teachers, while

academic issues were mentioned by 37 per cent of teachers (see Figure 3.6a and Table

3.5).

Percentage

Figure 3.6a: Teachers' views on factors
contributing to students' experiences of
sustained transition difficulties

Organisational

Academic Personal/Self/Peer

Table 3.5: Main reasons mentioned by teachers for students’ experiencing sustained

difficulties in the transition to post-primary education

Rank Order Reason/Factor in Difficulty % of Teachers
1 Home Background 24.3
2 Move to larger school 19.9
3 New peer group/loss of primary school peer 18.6
group
4 Number of teachers 17.3
5 Lack of academic ability 17.2
6 Personality: anxious, lack of confidence, shy 14.2
7 Immaturity 10.6
8 Structure of school day 10.6
9 Number of subjects 10.2
10 Lack of family support 8.0

Note: Total adds to more than 100, as teachers were able to give multiple reasons

The relative weight attached to these various factors showed some variation

between schools. As illustrated in Figure 3.6b, problems arising from the

organisational structure and set-up of the post-primary school were particularly strong
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in Dixon Street (mentioned by 83 per cent of teachers in this school). Issues relating
to academic/ability difficulties were mentioned more frequently among teachers in
Wentworth Place, Fig Lane and Wattle Street (Figure 3.6¢). Finally, teachers in
Wattle Street, Lang Street and Belmore Street more frequently identified factors
relating to personality and peers as contributing to transition difficulties among their
students (Figure 3.6d).

Figure 3.6b: Organisational Factors as Contributing to Students’ Experiences of

Sustained Transition Difficulties
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Figure 3.6¢c: Academic Factors as Contributing to Students’ Experiences of Sustained

Transition Difficulties
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Figure 3.6d: Personal/Peer Factors as Contributing to Students’ Experiences of

Sustained Transition Difficulties

Hay St
Park St

weaker
emphasis

Barrack St
Dixon St*
Wentworth Pl
Dawes Pt
Dawson St
Fig Lane
Wynyard Rd*

stronger emphasis

Belmore St
Lang St
Wattle St*

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

3.5.1 Organisational Factors

School personnel interviewed about the organisational factors which contribute to
difficulties among first year identified the following issues: developing a relationship
with a number of different teachers, moving from one classroom to another, coming
from a small (rural) school into a vast post-primary school, reading the timetable,
organising their books and other similar issues:

Well | suppose the [...] teachers and the different demands being made by
different teachers. Everybody has their own way of approaching things. They
would have great difficulties around that. They were only used to one teacher
and now suddenly they have a variety of different teachers. (Deputy Principal,
Barrack Street School)

Some of them have come from very small primary schools and again that takes
a little while. (Deputy Principal, Dixon Street School)

Obvious ones would be the whole confusion around timetable and the number
of teachers. (Wynyard Road School)

Problems can also occur due to the differences between the primary and post-
primary systems in Ireland (Burke, 1987), as discussed in Chapter One: in primary
schools there may be more movement in the class and group work, whereas in post-
primary schools students are often expected to sit with their books, listening and

working quietly:
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The two systems are very different and there is a kind of conflict there in the
way that things are done. (Principal, Park Street School)

It was evident from the interviews that initial confusion was to be anticipated
and the majority of students were seen to need time to get used to the new system.
However, some students were seen as thriving with the move from class to class and
being excited about the change and their new subjects. Most of the students were seen
to settle in within the first week or so. There are also factors such as the workload,
weight of books, dealing with lockers, different approaches towards students’
participation in class, getting to know the rules, getting to respond to the demands of
post-primary schools which were identified as contributing to difficulties in settling

in.

3.5.2 Self- and Peer-related Factors

Among the other factors influencing students’ experience of transition from primary
to post-primary are those associated with their sense of self and negotiating their
status among their peers. Bullying and the related experiences of anxiety and isolation
were seen as a serious obstacle to the process of settling into the new system. The
changing status of students, finding themselves the youngest students in the new
school, is a further issue often referred to by key personnel.

Bullying, Anxiety and Isolation

Confirming the findings of Naughton (2000) and O’Brien (2001), the study identified
bullying as a serious issue, mentioned by the majority of school staff interviewed. The
problem was acknowledged in all twelve case-study schools and all schools have
reported setting up strong anti-bullying policies. Some schools have support structures
in place for the victims of bullying and lectures are organised in some schools for
parents and students to alert them to the signs. Deliberate taunting of other students
was mentioned as occurring in most of the schools, although all the schools had strict
policies on such behaviour. A number of schools mentioned the ‘slagging’ of first
year students by older students who, in many cases, may not realise that this might
cause upset among first year students. Students also experience anxiety due to
rumours they hear about the school (from siblings or friends) and the “first year

initiation’. These are some of the key personnel’s views on bullying:

73



Quite a bit of that bullying came with them from the Primary School. It had
been going on in the Primary School and it came up here and it is hard to root
out even though the two form teachers have been working on it in a big way.
Hopefully we will have it rooted out but it is a problem though. (Principal,
Barrack Street School)

Bullying is a huge thing — huge. And isolation. And then of course there is the
pull into the anti-social behaviour, the modelling of the older students — you see
it happening a lot. | think that the issues that the kids face are the same as kids
moving into any other school face — anxiety. (8-15 Programme Co-ordinator,
Dixon Street School)

Some teachers considered bullying more serious with girls as it is less visible:

In terms of boisterousness or bullying or anything it can actually be worse with
the girls if it takes place, it's more vicious and it can be more insidious, they can
just exclude people. (HSCL Co-ordinator, Dixon Street School)

Bullying can also take the form of mobile phone text messages; as this is less visible,
it is believed that it is more difficult to address this issue:

One thing that worries me is text bullying, that really would worry me a lot
because you cannot actually see it, you know what we would see would be kind
of name-calling or pushing or taking something belonging to them, this type of
thing or hiding a copy and getting them into difficulty, that type of bullying
(Guidance Counsellor, Park Street School)

But the most common thing for me would be bullying, where they are being
hassled or harassed in various ways, and they ... stop coming to school as a
result, and you know, [they are] pretty upset about that and very often may not
have told their parents. (Guidance Counsellor, Wentworth Place School)

Students who are immature are seen as experiencing more anxiety in post-primary
school, which can make the settling-in process longer than usual:

There’s one particular guy now in that class for tutoring that | have and 1 think
he’s finding it very difficult to adjust. He’s probably immature and I’ll say that
[it] probably will take him all of first year before, he’s very prone to crying and
he’s very prone [to] ... come looking for attention and that sort of thing, So you
know you’ll always have that with some of them. Some are much more
streetwise. (Class Tutor, Park Street School)

In all twelve case-study schools the key personnel identified bullying as a serious
issue that can have long term consequences for the victim if it continues unaddressed.
Quieter students and those who are less mature or in some way different are seen as
more likely to experience bullying and as a result can experience greater difficulty in

settling into the new school setting.
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Students” Change of Status and Sense of Self

During the transition from primary to post-primary school students go through a
‘change of status’ — they become the youngest in the school, an important change
from being the eldest students in the primary school:

The biggest thing is, and we all know this, coming from the primary school,
they’re the sixth class kids, they’re the big kids in the school, suddenly they’re
coming here and they’re the first years. So they’re not the kings of the castle
anymore. (Chaplain, Dixon Street School)

Some of the school staff interviewed considered the personality of the child as an
important factor in settling in; more confident and outgoing students were seen to
settle in quicker than shy, timid students. Being involved in sports or other team
activities was also seen to have a positive effect on the settling-in process:

There was one particular guy who just wasn’t settling into it and he was a quiet
kind of guy and certainly wouldn’t have been aggressive and he would have
been a gentle personality and he found it extremely tough. ... He was very
sensitive. He just didn’t like the rugby because it wasn’t his game at all. ... He
was finding it hard coming into the school and wasn’t getting involved and as a
result was beginning to be on his own. (Guidance Counsellor, Fig Lane)

Friendships are also considered important in the transition process. Many
students have moved from their primary school to the post-primary school with one or
several friends who may be in their class. A number of the case-study schools
attempted to facilitate this by putting them in the same class, if possible. In most case-
study schools, some of the first year students had an older brother or sister already in
the school, which was also seen to help in settling in:

Each year | would say maybe at least one third have brothers and sisters here ...
so a third of them know the place very well and because we have got such a
broad extra-curricular range of activities, they are in here a lot, they would
know their way around. (Guidance Counsellor, Fig Lane School)

A number of students in the schools do not know anybody and need to make
new friends. The impact of falling in and out of friendships can have serious effects
on students, especially girls, which confirms the findings of the study by O’Brien
(2001):

The first days they are really lost sometimes, even with helping them and they
get into terrible panic and also if a friend leaves them in the first month or two ..
they have great expectations of friendship ... [and] their best friend might have
found a new friend in a month and they can be very hurt and devastated and
they don’t know how to have patience and how to just be able to say hello to a
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few people and be fairly friendly with them, they want to have best friends
straight away ... it really is a big thing. (Principal, Belmore Street School)

It was also argued that introverted and quiet students are likely to find it harder to
establish themselves in a new group. Further, this is considered to be more difficult if
students have learning difficulties:

I think the personality is central. ... generally, you would find that the more
confident character will find the transition easier, I think. Maybe that is external,
but the livelier student and the more confident student seems to be the one that
settles into it quicker and will establish themselves in the group a lot quicker,
whereas the more introverted student or quieter student will take more time and
might feel that they are a bit on the outside. (Guidance Counsellor, Fig Lane
School)

I presume shy kids have a little bit more difficulty. Kids who have been bullied
before are nervous. Some kids, a small minority of kids who have reading and
learning difficulties obviously have more difficulty, because quite frankly 1
think it is expecting the impossible. (Guidance Counsellor, Fig Lane School)

Academic Factors

Although the teachers mostly mentioned non-academic difficulties in relation to
settling in, namely students’ character and bullying, there were some staff who
identified academic factors as well:

They must deal with homework from five or six subjects in a night - that kind
of thing. The first day that the form teacher has them, she explains to them
how to use their homework journal and they keep on explaining that [...] but
some of them find it more difficult than others, but the majority don't.
[Principal, Barrack Street]

[The students] don't have the same problem with homework as they used to
and since Christmas I've received very little complaints whereas before it
you'd hear a lot of complaints. [Class Tutor, Park Street]

We have two ways of tackling [difficulties]. We have a remedial teacher in
the school who would pick up on known people with literacy or numeracy
problems and give them assistance and we have another system then whereby
the special programmes like JCSP and so on, have built into them sections
which will improve literacy and improve numeracy by way of games or by
way of special projects [...] We feel that if a child is innumerate or illiterate
then you won't make much progress with any other subject.

Dealing with the amount of homework and students’ academic ability were perceived
by school personnel as factors potentially hindering the adjustment process.
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3.6 Summary and Conclusions

This chapter draw on the perceptions of key personnel in the twelve case-study
schools as well as subject teachers of the first year students in relation to the transition
to post-primary school. The results illustrate that the factors influencing the transition
process from primary to post-primary school are complex. All students are seen to
experience some disruption and discontinuity coming from the primary school
system.

The school personnel from all twelve case-study schools reported that the new
students had problems initially with getting used to the size of the school which in
many cases was considerably bigger than their primary school. This resulted in
students getting lost trying to find their way to subject classrooms. Some of the
schools had anticipated this and had, hence, devised various play-related activities
(such as a treasure hunt) to familiarise the students with the new building even before
the school officially started. The use of maps and older students to assist the new
arrivals was also mentioned.

Another novelty for the first year students, as seen by the teachers, was the
number of subject teachers they encountered. Being used to having just one teacher in
the primary school, the first year students had to get used to the variety of teaching
styles and demands of their new teachers.

Starting post-primary school coincides with early adolescence and constitutes
a time when students may be particularly vulnerable regarding relationships and their
sense of self. Although the schools try to facilitate the transition process by putting
some friends together in a class, this is not always possible and results in the child
having to negotiate his or her place in a new group of children. The ease of this
process was seen as depending largely on the child’s personality and maturity.

Closely related to the child’s personality, bullying was identified as a major
issue in the adjustment experience. The seriousness of the issue was stressed by all
twelve case-study schools who all reported having a strict anti-bullying policy in
place. Bullying is also related to “first year initiations” whereby within the first weeks
older students ‘test out’ the new arrivals.

The problems that occur during the process of transition are seen to be
generally short-lived and the majority of the students settle in quickly after getting

used to the new structures and demands of post-primary schooling. However, a
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minority of students are perceived as experiencing sustained difficulties in settling in
(on average one-in-ten, according to the subject teachers). For them, even the open
days and induction programmes designed by schools are not always sufficient.
Sustained difficulties are seen as linked with issues such as bullying, immaturity,

learning difficulties, and the personality of the students.
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CHAPTER FOUR: CURRICULAR PROVISION AND LEARNING
STRUCTURES IN THE CASE-STUDY SCHOOLS

4. 1. Introduction

Academic factors and school practices can contribute to, or alleviate, adjustment
difficulties during the transfer from primary to post-primary school. Students can
experience discontinuity of the curriculum due to the differences between the primary
and post-primary systems (Burke, 1987). Difficulties may occur, for example, with
the introduction of new subjects that were not covered at primary school, the changing
demands of subjects, an increased number of subjects, the impact of ability grouping
practices in the post-primary school, as well as changing homework demands.

However, schools vary widely in their practices regarding the number of
subjects available for students, the timing of subject choice and ability grouping
practices (see Chapter Two). Table 4.1 gives an overview of such practices in the
twelve case-study schools. Half of the schools adopted mixed ability base classes with
their first year students, with the remaining half utilising some form of ability
grouping. The number of subjects taken by first years varied widely across the
schools: ranging from 12 to 18 subjects. These differences largely reflect variations in
the timing of subject choice and the availability of subject ‘taster’ programmes for
first year students. These and other curricular issues are discussed during the course of
this chapter, culminating in a profile of the main aspects of curricular provision in the
twelve schools and some of the ways schools vary in the nature and perceptions of
curricular provision.

The chapter takes the following format. Section two discusses school-level
perceptions of the Junior Certificate curriculum and subjects offered. This is followed
by an examination of the main approaches to subject choice in the schools. Section
four details school practices in terms of ability grouping. The extent and nature of
learning support and its perceived adequacy are discussed in section five. The
approach used in teaching first year students and how this may differ to other year
groups is discussed in section six. Section seven discusses how the twelve schools
vary across this range of curricular areas. A summary and conclusions section
completes the chapter.

The chapter draws solely on the perceptions and experiences of school

personnel, chiefly teachers, and does not incorporate the views and experiences of
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students themselves, who are the focus of Chapters Five to Seven. Interviews with a
total of 103 key personnel were conducted in May 2002. In addition, structured

interviews were conducted with 226 teachers teaching first year students in the case

study schools. This Chapter is based on analyses of these two sets of interviews.

Table 4.1: School Profiles

School Name | School Type Subjects taken | Timing of Subject | Ability
1% term of 1% | choice grouping
yr
Fig Lane Fee-paying coed 17 Taster programme, Mixed ability
pick at the end of 1
year
Wynyard Road | Girls sec school 18 Pick at the end of 1** | Mixed ability
yr
Lang Street* Vocational 17 Pick at the end of 1* | Streamed
year
Belmore Street | Girls sec school 16 Pick at the end of 1** | Mixed ability
year
Wentworth Boys sec school 15 Taster programme Banded
Place
Dixon Street* Vocational 13 Taster programme Streamed
Dawes Point* Boys sec school 12 Pick before entry Streamed
Wattle Street* Boys sec school 12 Pick before entry Mixed ability
Dawson Street | Comm/comp 13 Pick before entry Mixed ability
Barrack Street* | Girls sec school 12 Pick before entry Mixed ability
Park Street Boys sec school 12 Pick before entry, Streamed
more restrictive
choice
Hay Street Vocational 14 Pick before entry, Streamed
more restrictive
choice

* Designated disadvantaged schools

4.2 Perceptions of Curriculum

Teachers’ views of the curriculum for first year students were assessed in a number of
areas: these included subject difficulty, suitability for lower ability students, time
pressures and continuity with the primary curriculum. While less than one-in-seven
teachers considered their subject too difficult for average ability students, this varied
widely across schools, reflecting the varied intake of the schools (Figure 4.1). Most
notably, teachers in Hay Street and Dixon Street were considerably more likely to rate
their subject as too difficult (both schools with relatively low literacy levels among

first year students), while Dawes Point, Belmore Street and Fig Lane teachers were
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less likely to have such a view, not surprising given that the latter two schools have
somewhat stronger literacy scores.

In terms of suitability of the curriculum for lower ability students, no clear
pattern emerges according to intake characteristics; in fact, teachers in Park Street,
Wattle Street and Wynyard Road were less likely to consider their subject as suitable
for lower ability students, even though these schools have a higher ability intake
(Figure 4.3).

Almost 40 per cent of teachers consider it difficult to cover the Junior Cycle
curriculum in the time available (Figure 4.2). Teachers in Wynyard Road were
considerably more likely to agree with this statement, while their counterparts in Fig

Lane were less likely to perceive such difficulties. Surprisingly, both schools have
somewhat higher first year literacy scores.

Figure 4.1: Percentage viewing their subject as too difficult for
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Figure 4.2: Percentage who consider it difficult to cover the
100 Junior Cert curriculum in the time available
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Figure 4.3: Percentage viewing the curriculum as suitable for

100 lower ability students
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4.2.1 Overall Perceptions of the Curriculum

Comparing responses across all areas, it appears concern with the suitability of the
curriculum for lower ability students (44 per cent) and perceived difficulties in
covering the curriculum in the time available (40 per cent) emerge as the main issues
concerning teachers (Figure 4.4). Teachers appear somewhat less concerned about
their subject being too difficult for average ability students (15 per cent), the
curriculum being out-of-date (one-in-seven) or the subject being marked too harshly
in the Junior Certificate exam (one-in-ten).

The issue of suitability for lower ability students was also frequently
mentioned in the in-depth interviews with key personnel. The issue of difficulty in
reading textbooks was particularly prominent, as one principal commented regarding

the Junior Cycle curriculum:

It is suitable for a majority. There are a minority who have learning difficulties
and whether another type of course would be more suitable for them is
questionable. ... Anybody who remains in school here, I would say 99.9 will
get a Junior Cert of some kind, with effort, but their biggest difficulty really
with doing a subject, if you haven't a good reading age or if you have a low
reading age, it affects subjects [...] the books are too difficult for them and that
has never really been solved. (Principal, Barrack Street School)

Similarly, the SSRI* co-ordinator in Lang Street asserts:

! The Stay in School Retention Initiative (SSRI) is aimed at keeping students in school up to the
completion of Leaving Certificate. It was launched in 1999. The initiative is based on a written
retention plan between the school and the Department of Education and Science, with the requirement

that the school as driver of the initiative operates on a multi-agency basis and establishes cross-
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I think it's [the curriculum is] unsuitable for lower stream students. 1 think it's
too broad, it has too much detail in it, it's irrelevant to what they know. It's
difficult, ... the textbooks they have, my lower stream students would not be
able to read them. [There is] very difficult language in them.

While the resource teacher in Dixon Street states:

I think for those really, really weak students it's not suitable and that would not
just be in English, there's an awful lot of subjects that | don't think are suitable.
I don't know, | think to an extent that really, really basic level is not looked at at
all and the same with the textbooks, there's a Junior Cert textbook there, that's
for a 15 year old, 3rd year, what do you use in 1st year? There are books and
they're so babyish at some parts and as well as that there are parts that are too
complicated. | never use text books with my weaker classes, they're not suitable,
| adapt, take things out, make my own work sheets, | never use a text book, I've
given them one so they don't feel left out, they have a text book which I looked
at a couple of the stories in, it's not appropriate at all.

Figure 4.4: Percentage considering their subject too difficult for
average ability students; difficult to cover in the time available;

100 suitable for lower ability students (disagree); out-of-date and
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4.2.2 Perceptions by Subject Area

Subjects have been grouped (see Appendix Table 4.1) to examine variations in
teachers’ perceptions of the curriculum in different subject areas. In terms of
perceptions of difficulty, marking severity and suitability for lower ability students,
considerable cross-subject variation is apparent. Mathematics, Science and Business

Studies were more likely to be seen as too difficult for average ability students (Figure

community links. It includes measures such as tracking of absences with follow-up action; additional
teaching hours for at risk students; after hours initiatives; individual support with literacy and
numeracy.
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4.5), while teachers of languages and Irish were least likely to perceive their subject
as suitable for lower ability students (Figure 4.7). Teachers of languages and practical
subjects® were most likely to consider their subject to be marked too harshly in the
Junior Certificate exam (Figure 4.9).

Teachers of humanities, business and language subjects were more likely to
consider it difficult to cover the curriculum in the time available (Figure 4.6). Finally,
Irish teachers were remarkably more likely to consider the curriculum as ‘out-of-date’
(Figure 4.8).

Figure 4.5: Percentage viewing their subject as too

100 difficult for average ability students
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Figure 4.6: Percentage who consider it difficult to

cover the Junior Cert curriculum in time available

% For these purposes, the practical subjects were taken to include Materials Technology (Wood),

Technical Graphics, Metalwork, Home Economics and Technology (see Appendix A4.1).
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Figure 4.7: Percentage viewing the curriculum as

100 suitable for lower ability students

Figure 4.8: Percentage whe consider many aspects of

the curriculum out-of-date
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Figure 4.9: Percentage considering their subject

100 marked too harshly in Junior Cert exam
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4.2.3 Perceptions of Subject Provision in Own School

The vast majority (over 95%) of teachers maintain that there is a good range of
subjects provided for first years in their school; with little variation across schools or
subject areas. In terms of number of subjects, 44 per cent of teachers contend that first
year students take too many subjects in first year in their school. However, as Figure
4.10 below illustrates, the prevalence of this view varies widely across schools, with
some differentiation according to the number of subjects students take. Highest levels
of concern about excessive numbers of subjects emerge in Wynyard Road (which has
the highest number of subjects for first year students), followed by Wentworth Place
and Hay Street. Such concerns are less pervasive in Barrack and Wattle Street
(schools which have among the lowest subject demands on students with 12 subjects).
Overall, however, there is a lot of variation in perceptions of subject overload for each

level of subject requirement.

Figure 4.10: Percentage of Teachers who feel first year
students take too many subjects in their school and actual no.

of subjects taken

@60 No. Subjects Taken
@ T oo many subjects

4.2.4 Curriculum Continuity

Less than a third of teachers consider the primary school syllabus as a good
foundation for taking their subject in first year, with no clear pattern across schools
(Figure 4.11). Park Street and Belmore Street teachers were considerably less likely
to have such views of the primary school curriculum. History, English and

Mathematics teachers were more likely to consider the primary school syllabus as a
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good foundation, while those in Irish and, most notably, Geography were less likely to
have such opinions (Figure 4.12).

Figure 4.11: Percentage viewing the primary school syllabus
100 as good foundation for taking their subject in first year
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Only half of all post-primary teachers surveyed consider themselves familiar
with the nature of the primary curriculum. However, as shown in Figures 4.13 and
4.14, there is some variation across schools and subject areas. Again Mathematics is
prominent: familiarity with the primary school curriculum is greatest among
Mathematics teachers. Responses of teachers in History and Geography suggest they
are least familiar with the primary curriculum in these areas.

Teachers also display considerable variation across schools in their familiarity
with the primary curriculum. Teachers in Hay Street (80%) and Barrack Street (73%)

report high levels of familiarity, while their counterparts in Wentworth Place,
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Belmore Street and Lang Street are significantly less confident that they are familiar
with the primary curriculum with only one-third expressing familiarity.
Figure 4.13: Proportion of Teachers who feel they are

Samiliar with the nature of the primary curriculum by
100 subject
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4.2.5 Involvement in Curriculum and books/materials choice

Previous work (Smyth, 1999) has shown wide school variation in the division of
labour in schools and the extent to which teachers are involved in the important
management functions of schools, such as deciding the structure of classes, the
subjects offered, the nature of subject packaging and subject choice. Within the case-
study schools the vast majority of teachers consider themselves the main person or
very involved in decisions regarding both parts of the curriculum to be taught (81 per
cent) and the textbooks/materials to be used (78 per cent) for first year students.
Levels of perceived involvement in curriculum selection are somewhat lower among
teachers in Dixon Street and Hay Street, while involvement in textbook/material
choice is perceived to be lower in Fig Lane and Lang Street.
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4.3 Approach to Subject Choice

As shown in Chapter Two, schools use different approaches to subject choice in
Junior Cycle, some requiring students to choose their subjects before entry to the post-
primary school while others allow students a period to try out the new subjects, before
they are required to choose: such variations are reflected in our twelve case-study
schools.® In a number of schools students pick subjects at the end of the first year (e.g.
Lang Street, Wynyard Road, Belmore Street) or after a shorter period of time
(Christmas in Wentworth Place), following a period during which they get an
opportunity to try out different subjects (a ‘taster’ programme). Conversely, in other
schools, such as Wattle Street, Dawson Street, Barrack Street, Park Street, Hay Street
and Dawes Point, students choose their subjects before entry to the school in
September.

The possibility of changing subjects or selecting different subjects at a later
point in time thus varies somewhat. While in some schools students are rarely
allowed to change subjects once chosen, in others students can try out a range of
subjects, a ‘taster’ programme, before they have to select their Junior Certificate
subjects:

Once they’ve chosen in first year there tends to be continuity right up to the
three years. ... So it’s a three year programme that they really start on. (Deputy
Principal, Hay Street)

While students may be presented with a choice of subjects, in some cases such
choices open to students are quite restrictive:
They [the subjects] are more or less picked for them and parents are told then on
the open night. The only choices they have would be in the languages.
(Principal, Park Street)
Students attending Dixon Street, Fig Lane and Wynyard Road have the opportunity to
try all subjects for a certain period of time after which they make their choice based
on preference and ability. This “trial” period can last from eight weeks to a year. In
the majority of the case study schools offering such taster programmes, they lasted the
full year. However, while such taster programmes were generally appreciated and
recognised as beneficial to students, one principal argued against a long period of
subject 'tasting’, arguing that students found it difficult to stay focused throughout this

period on such a large number of subjects:

3 See Table 4.1: School Profiles.
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There is going to be an in-built sampling from September to Christmas. Some
schools give a year sampling and we think that is nearly too long. There is a
danger then of loss of focus and a loss of responsibility. People wouldn’t take
ownership of their subject. (Principal, Wentworth Place)

In the same vein, the Deputy Principal in Barrack Street observed that:

What would happen is they [students] are inclined to do the best bits of different
subjects.

Overall a majority of principals who offered taster programmes and the majority of

students (see Chapter Six) expressed a preference for having a taster programme.

Having to choose subjects before coming into the school can cause difficulties
for students as there may be no opportunity for them to obtain information from
school staff on why they might choose one subject over another. The role of parents in
advising their children on their choice of subjects is also particularly recognised in a
number of schools. In several schools (Fig Lane, for example), parents receive
information from the school regarding the choices available and are encouraged to
contact the school if necessary.

School personnel identify a range of factors which they believe influence
subject choice at this stage of a student’s educational career. One such factor is the
informal relations between students and teachers and, in particular, ‘a good student-
teacher relationship’. As observed by the Deputy Principal in Hay Street: ‘If they have
a teacher they don’t particularly like or that, they will tend to drop it’. This is
supported by the findings of Galton, Gray, Ruddock (2003) in their research into
school transitions in the British context.

The twelve schools adopt different approaches in terms of the advice made
available to students regarding subject choice. In a number of schools (such as
Barrack Street), students choose their subjects before entry to the school, thereby
relying on informal sources of advice, such as their family and friends, rather than
advice from school personnel. In other schools, a subject teacher or a class teacher
(Dixon St., Wattle Street) or Tutor and Year Head (Lang Street) advises students
regarding the subjects to choose:

I would say the subject teachers would give that, there wouldn't be any input
from the guidance counsellor ... There isn't any guidance as such at that level,
except that a ... if a teacher thought that a pupil was totally unsuitable for a
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certain subject the teacher would have some input into that. (Principal, Dixon
Street School)

In other cases (Fig Lane, Wentworth Place, Wynyard Road), the guidance counsellor
advises the first year students regarding subject choice. The principal and deputy
principal were also identified as having an input into subject choice in some schools
(Wentworth Place). The extent of the guidance counsellor’s involvement in advising
first year students in subject choice was found to vary by school:

Yes, they are taken by careers people, [the Counsellor] who has a specific
interest in first year and they would sort of on the basis of whatever assessment
they would have made throughout the year would advise them and they would
also have a look at their results and performance and of course coming into it
would also be the pupil’s own preference. (Deputy Principal, Fig Lane School)

However, the interviews indicated that only one school, Fig Lane, employed a
counsellor with specific responsibility to advise the first year students on their subject
choice. In general, there appears to be a limited input from guidance counsellors at the
junior cycle stage, unless either students or their parents seek advice:

Sometimes students would come in or parents would call me and say oh look he
has a choice between whatever and whatever, what do you reckon and 1 think at
that stage it really is not critical. ... | don't want them to feel like a big fuss over
this, the point is to get it right and do something enjoyable for the next two
years and really make it count that way. (Guidance Counsellor, Wentworth
Place School)

Yet the need for adequate guidance, perhaps taking the form of an interview for first
year students, was highlighted by the Fig Lane Counsellor:

In an ideal situation all first years should get an interview. But unfortunately
they are at the bottom of the ladder in the sense that we can't. ... An ideal
situation would be that each first year has an interview of 15 minutes, just to go
through the reasons for their choice, pointing out things in relation to their
choices. (Guidance Counsellor, Fig Lane School)

In terms of subject availability and restrictions on subject choice, some
schools, for example Fig Lane and Wattle Street, make all subjects available to all
first year students. In other schools restrictions are made, often on the basis of ability:
for example, students who have learning difficulties in Park Street and Dawes Point
are not offered foreign languages:

Those who had learning difficulties, very severe learning difficulties, for
example, if they were dyslexic or if they had language difficulties that they
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weren’t able to cope with English or Irish never mind a foreign language, ... we
actually offer them Home Economics in general. (Guidance Counsellor, Park
Street)

In summary, the timing and flexibility of subject choice varies considerably
across the schools. While a number of schools offer lengthy periods during which
students can try a range or all possible subjects (Fig Lane, Wentworth Place, Belmore
St., Wynyard Road, Lang Street), in other schools students are required to choose
their subjects prior to entry, often with little advice from school personnel (Dawson
Street, Barrack Street, Park Street, Hay Street, Dawes Point and Wattle Street). Those
schools offering taster programmes also seem more likely to offer specific subject
advice or counselling sessions to their students, often at the point of subject choice.
Fig Lane is particularly noteworthy in making all subjects available to all students and

offering a specific counsellor to advise students on the subjects they might select.

4.4 Approach to Ability Grouping

School personnel have somewhat mixed views on the role and impact of ability
grouping in Junior Cycle. It is felt, by some, that in a mixed ability environment
students are more confident and have higher self-esteem. Weaker students can be
taken out of the class for extra help where necessary.

The advantage [of mixed ability] is that they're not feeling isolated, sometimes |
find, when | was in the special school last year, and found that pupils that are
socially fine would tend to label themselves if they were put into a grade that
would seem to be remedial. (Learning Support, Barrack Street School)

The availability of the Junior Certificate School Programme* was considered to be
beneficial for some students, especially those having literacy and numeracy

difficulties. However, it is not available in all schools.

I would love to see that Junior Cert Schools Programme in here but we can't get
[it] .. I think that would benefit a lot ... we don't have the resources for them.

. It makes no sense, because we have that support in Leaving Cert Applied
and Leaving Cert but we've nothing [in] Junior [cycle]. (Guidance Counsellor,
Dawson Street School)

It was also noted that segregating weaker students by putting them into inflexible

* The Junior Certificate School Programme (JCSP) is a national programme sponsored by the
Department of Education and Science and National Council for Curriculum and Assessment. It is

currently operating in 150 schools and is targeted at young people who may leave school early.
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groups by ability can undermine their self-esteem. Setting was seen as one way of
solving the issue, with students being able to opt for subjects at different levels as they
are timetabled together. It was also seen as a means of correcting for any initially
incorrect placements. One deputy principal articulated the impact of streaming on
self-esteem:

[Those in the lower stream class] felt that they were different, they were all in
the one class and it was obvious that they were doing a different curriculum
from the rest and | really felt that whatever self-esteem or confidence we could
have given them, it took that away from them - by putting them into the special
class. (Deputy Principal, Barrack Street School)

It is difficult to know which is the better thing really, but I think in first year
sometimes big mistakes can be made about placing them. ... They may get an
inferiority complex from day one if they are put into very strict inflexible
groups and you can't judge anyone. People change. Some people develop in
first year and show ability that may not have come [in with]. [You are] better
off to let them see how they develop. (Principal, Barrack Street School)

From a teaching point of view, however, it was felt that it is much easier to
teach students when they are all at the same ability level. It was argued that it takes
more time and effort to teach mixed ability groups. Some considered mixed ability
groupings to be more beneficial to more able students.

I think any sort of course work would just take twice as long because you'd have
to stop and go back and maybe have one group working at a faster pace than the
others and I just think from that point of view, it's easier [streaming]. | think it
works better all around. (Class Tutor, Park Street School)

The advantages of the putting them all in together is that obviously the weaker
ones don't feel that they [are] classified as being the weak ones. The
disadvantage is that it can lead to the good ones being held back a bit because
there is more disruption, the teacher has to work more slowly ... | think it's
actually harder to teach, it's harder to teach them. But there are pros and cons
for both systems. (Class Tutor, Park Street School)

The discussion so far has related to the ability grouping of base classes.
However, even in highly streamed schools, some optional subjects may be taught in
mixed ability groups. Furthermore, students from mixed ability base classes may be
grouped by ability for certain subjects, such as Mathematics (setting). The twelve
schools varied widely in the type of pupil differentiation practices utilised within
subject classes: the prevalence of mixed ability teaching with first year students was

found to vary by school and according to subject area, although there was no clear
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pattern according to the ability level of the student intake. As shown in Table 4.2,
teachers in two schools report mixed ability teaching with all their classes (Fig Lane
and Wattle Street). Conversely, only one-in-eight teachers in Dixon Street and Park
Street are similarly teaching mixed-ability class groups. High levels of streamed
teaching are also apparent in Wentworth Place, Dawes Point and Lang Street,
respectively. In schools with streamed classes, teachers in Wentworth Place are most
likely to report teaching above average ability students (53 per cent), those in Dawes
Point more frequently report average ability classes, while teachers in Dixon Street

and Lang Street are highest in reporting below average ability class groups.

Table 4.2: Types of Ability Group Taught by Teachers
School Not Grouped

Grouped Above Ave Average Below Ave

Lower Literacy Level

(7]

Lang St 31.3 18.8 43.8 46.7
Barrack St 86.7 0 0 13.3
Dixon St 12.5 25 50 50
Hay St 70 0 0 20
Dawes Pt 18.2 9.1 63.6 40

Higher Literacy Levels

Dawson St 76.5 11.8 5.9 5.9
Park St 12.5 29.2 50 41.7
Fig Lane 100 0 0 0
Wentworth Place 15.8 52.6 31.6 35
Wynyard Rd 50 10 20 21.1
Belmore St 96.6 0 34 0
Wattle St 100 0 0 0
Total 59.6 13 20.3 19.9

Note: Types of ability group taught can sum to more than a hundred as question refers to all

first year classes taught.

The prevalence of ability grouping is considerably higher in the core subjects
(Irish 52%, English 53% and, particularly, Mathematics 74%), while levels are lowest
in practical subjects (presumably partly relating to logistical constraints given the
smaller numbers of students taking these subjects). Approximately 60 per cent of
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teachers report teaching mixed ability classes in the science, humanities and
languages areas.

Some variations are apparent according to teacher characteristics and status.
Teachers employed in a part-time or job-sharing capacity are less likely to be assigned
above average ability classes (no part-time teachers are teaching such groups, relative
to 16 per cent of full-time teachers).

In summary, the twelve case-study schools vary in the type and prevalence of
pupil differentiation practices. While Dixon Street, Park Street, Lang Street,
Wentworth Place and Dawes Point have high levels of ability grouping, the other
schools are more likely to adopt mixed ability grouping. Concerns over the potential
negative impact of streaming appear somewhat greater among personnel in Barrack
Street.

4.5 Learning Support: approach, perceived adequacy

As discussed in Chapter Two, schools vary in their selection and entry practices and
in their student intake and composition. Reflecting such variations, schools vary in
their (perceptions of the) prevalence of serious literacy and numeracy problems. Most
notably, teachers in Dixon Street and Hay Street are more likely to perceive such
difficulties.

Table 4.3: Teacher’s Perceptions of Serious Literacy and Numeracy Problems and

Adequacy of Learning Support Provisions

Literacy Problems Numeracy % Viewing Learning
School > 20% Problems >20% | Support as Inadequate
Lang St 33.3 154 125
Barrack St 38.5 444 6.7
Dixon St 88.9 88.2 22.2
Hay St 77.8 77.8 10
Dawes Pt 40 444 9.1
Dawson St 12.5 21.4 0
Fig Lane 115 6.3 22.2
Wentworth PI 0 0 20
Wynyard Rd 17.6 21.4 19
Belmore St 16 5.3 0
Wattle St 8.3 14.3 66.7
Total 26.4 27.4 20
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The number of students receiving learning support in first year in these
schools varies widely (see Chapter Six). As expected, where students are streamed,
more students require learning support in the lower stream than in the other streams.
The level of engagement of a learning support teacher with the students varies by
school. In Barrack Street, for example, the students are seen twice a day by a learning
support teacher. Learning support is available up to the end of junior cycle year, and
often up to the end of senior cycle. Mostly, learning support is provided in
Mathematics and English. In addition to actual learning difficulties, the Fig Lane
learning support teacher identified students’ difficulties in organising their
schoolwork as one of the areas she also addressed.

In all twelve case-study schools students are identified for extra help/learning
support (LS) on the basis of the report from primary school, as well as the results of
the pre- or post-entry assessment test. The Park Street principal also mentioned
parents as an important source of information. Generally, students’ reading ages are
tested and those whose reading age is below a specified level are then usually
withdrawn from certain classes to get extra help at a suitable pace in a small group.

While most students have no misgivings about being taken out of the class for
extra help, some schools did note difficulties with a few students: there could be
‘difficulties with a few of them but a very small minority’ (LS teacher, Barrack
Street). Similarly, the LS teacher in Wentworth Place contends:

It varies from kid to kid, at the beginning, it's always a bit hard on them,
because they feel a bit singled out. ... | have had kids who have not come to
terms with it and who have always been conscious about it or been slagged
about it but I would say for 95 per cent of the kids, the arrangement works OK.
And it very much depends as well on the capacity of the child to kind of
withstand whatever jibes are coming their way, some children would not be able
to do that and it is a problem.

Learning support provision and the perceived adequacy thereof also displays
wide inter-school variation. While overall one-in-five teachers consider the level of
learning support provided in their school to be inadequate, teachers in Wattle Street
(two-thirds) and Park Street (half) were considerably more likely to consider such
provision inadequate. Teachers in the languages, English and business areas were also

more likely to consider learning support inadequate (Figure 4.15).
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Figure 4.15: Percentage Viewing Learning Support

100 as Inadequate by Subject Area
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Satisfaction with learning support in the case-study schools depended
somewhat on the resources available. The majority of key personnel in the case study
schools voiced the need to have more resources for learning support (although only a
minority of subject teachers held this view). The growth of non-national students in
Ireland was seen to have created an extra demand on the existing resources:

We have non-nationals coming in even in First Year. ... Some would have very
little English. ... At that time it was more or less volunteers that took them and
helped them but now we are allowed hours. (Principal, Barrack Street).

Other problems identified by the school personnel include a difficulty in finding
qualified personnel for the posts and the limited number of hours available for dealing
with students experiencing learning difficulties:

We were having difficulty recruiting people for these posts so what we did was
we started training them ourselves ... so what we're doing now is we're
identifying people who have an empathy with weaker kids and we are getting
them on to the courses that are being run in the college of education .... so
we've put four people through those courses so far. (Principal, Dixon Street
School)

Shortage of teachers | suppose as well, with a qualification or the willingness to
do it, you know. ... so trying to get the manpower or womanpower to do it is
another problem. (HSCL,SSRI, Hay Street School)

In all cases teachers commented on the positive impact of learning support
services: ‘They probably do better in the exam (Junior Certificate) that they would

otherwise’ (LS teacher, Fig Lane).
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It’s raised some of their confidence ... other teachers have commented on their
reading skills. At the very start of the year, these pupils refused point-blank to
read out in class. (LS, Barrack Street).

When | see students who are still here in fifth and sixth year who come from a
support class, that’s how | measure [success]. (LS, Dixon Street)

Some Kkids, it [extra help] made them identify with the school ... they are very
loyal to the school now, ... [they] were manic when they came into the first
year. (LS, Dixon Street)

Most learning support teachers interviewed found that they get recognition
from their colleagues and that there is a good interaction between the LS teacher and
subject teachers. However, Dixon Street LS referred to a lack of understanding of the
LS teachers’ role in the school:

Some teachers think there is very little learning support happening ... their
perception of learning support is extra support to them, either through team
teaching or through withdrawal ... but my picture of learning support is much
broader.

In summary, owing to varying student intake, the twelve case-study schools
varied widely in the levels of literacy and numeracy difficulties among first year
students and the perceived need for learning support. Teachers in Wattle Street and
Park Street were most critical of levels of learning support provided in their school.
Finally, learning support teachers in Dixon Street voiced some concerns over the
perceived level of understanding among other staff members of the role of learning

support.

4.6 Teaching First Years: approach used and assessment

Previous research has examined the differences in teaching methods employed at
primary and post-primary levels. Some of the differences in teaching between primary
and post-primary systems in Ireland were alluded to by school personnel during
interviews. Such differences are reflected in the methods taught to teachers in
universities:

The national school teachers are taught different methods. Now it's coming
through and you can actually notice it now in secondary schools, the methods
that they would have learned now are totally different than the way | would be
teaching them ... there's a little bit of a clash there sometimes. (Class Tutor, Fig
Lane School)
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Most of the teachers interviewed reported that their approach to teaching first
year students is different from that of teaching other post-primary year groups.
Whether they try to link what the student already knows to the curriculum in post-
primary, however, seems to vary more across teachers:

I suppose [l teach] in a more simple way, try to tie it in somewhat what they
have done in Primary School and try to follow it from there. (Year Head, Dixon
Street)

| start from the start, ... anything really that can be the groundwork for next
year. (Class Tutor, Park Street)

I do a lot of repetition, a lot of games, a lot of things that are actually childish
enough for them to be interested in while still learn something. Because in
primary school, everything is about games, so | think the transition is nicer if
it’s actually still the same. (Class Tutor, Wynyard Road)

The majority of the teachers interviewed said that they use a different
approach when teaching different ability groups. The Class Tutor in Park Street, for
example, referred to a shorter attention span with lower ability students:

With the weaker ones you’d have got twenty minutes ... [you] won’t keep their
attention for forty minutes.
A teacher of Irish in Wentworth Place conducts higher ability classes more through
Irish: “Those who are weaker ... you tend to break a lot into English, just to explain
things, to get things across to them’. In many cases teachers indicated that they expect
more of higher ability groups.

In total, two-thirds of teachers maintain that they adopt a different style of
teaching with first year students than with second or third year classes. While almost
all teachers in Hay Street (90 per cent) maintain that they adopt a different style or
approach with first years, just half the teachers in Wattle Street are similarly flexible
in their approach.

The importance of not having expectations of the first year students that are
too high was stressed by the guidance counsellor in Fig Lane:

The danger with First Years when you come back in September is you presume
knowledge or that you presume that they would know more or are capable of
more than they actually are and you just have to be conscious of that,
particularly at the start of the first year. Just to slow down, and | would really
emphasise explanations and go back over stuff as best as | can, and as often as is
required. (Guidance Counsellor, Fig Lane)
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Many teachers try to employ different methods/activities to engage students in
the subject. Among the methods mentioned by the teachers of different subjects were:
demonstration and practical work involving experiments, project work, discussions,
using a visitor or speaker, and exploratory work. In general, the aim is to provide
greater variety in first year with a view to fostering a student’s interest in the subject.
However, a teacher in Wynyard Road found that:

I don’t know whether they would prefer [more open/flexible methods] but when
it comes to exams, | think they would feel more secure — they would feel ‘that is
in my copy, that is that and | know that’. Whereas they might not trust that they
have learned it.

It is also argued that teaching students at post-primary level is easier if teachers in the
primary schools have prepared students for entry into the post-primary school, not
surprising considering the ‘gap’ existing between the two systems. However, no
information was collected on primary school transition practices so it is not possible
to examine this within the context of this study.

Some schools ... in sixth year gear towards secondary school so some of the
students come in from particular national schools that have geared themselves
towards it and they're actually very good ... whereas other students if they
haven't, if the teachers are just doing the normal syllabus, they're not as on top
of things. (Class Tutor, Fig Lane School)

Parents and students sometimes have certain expectations regarding a
student’s results. However, a student’s grades may drop as they move into post-
primary school as they have to contend with a wider range of subjects, new teaching
styles and changing expectations (see Chapter One for a review of literature on these
issues), differences which were considered substantial, as one teacher commented:

The student might have been getting A's all along in national school and is now
expecting that in first year and when they realise then that they're gone down to
a C they can't understand it ... there is a jump there and their parents can't
understand that, all of a sudden they're doing things that are more difficult,
they're doing it at a faster pace ... [they should] make it more of a gradual leap
rather than a huge jump in first year. (Class Tutor No. 2, Fig Lane School)

4.6.1 Homework
In total three-quarters of teachers regularly prescribe homework to their first year
classes, with somewhat lower levels reported among teachers in Dawson Street,

Belmore Street and Barrack Street. The vast majority report using class tests with first
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year classes, with fewer teachers in Lang Street and Dixon Street making use of tests
(Table 4.4).

Teachers who regularly prescribe homework are also more likely to use tests:
while only half of those who never or almost never prescribe homework also indicate
they use class tests, over 90 per cent of those who give homework in most or all
lessons similarly use testing.

There is some variation in the frequency with which homework is given
according to different subject areas. While approximately 90 per cent of teachers in
Irish, English and Business Studies give homework in most or all classes, teachers in
practical subjects (40 per cent most/every lesson), Science (62 per cent) and
Humanities (71 per cent) give homework less frequently. Likewise, the use of tests is
somewhat lower in the practical subjects (three-quarters using tests), humanities (81
per cent) and business (86 per cent), compared to 95-100 per cent employing tests in

languages, Mathematics, Irish and English.

Table 4.4: Different teaching style with first year students; Regularly Give Homework; Use

Classroom Tests

School Use Different | Give homework always/ Use tests
Style most of time
Dawson St 58.8 64.7 88.2
Lang St 73.3 68.8 62.5
Barrack St 73.3 66.6 80.0
Dixon St 61.1 77.8 66.7
Park St 60.0 84.0 88.0
Hay St 90.0 90.0 100.0
Fig Lane 70.4 88.8 92.6
Wentworth Place 60.0 76.0 92.0
Wynyard Rd 85.7 71.4 85.7
Dawes Pt 81.8 90.9 72.7
Belmore St 62.1 65.5 86.2
Wattle St 54.5 83.4 75.0
Total 67.3 76.5 83.6

4.6.2 Teaching Style
Teachers can adopt different approaches to teaching: at one extreme is the more
traditional teacher-directed ‘chalk and talk style’, at the other a more student-centred
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approach involving greater interaction and negotiation of the content and methods of
teaching. The nature and style of teaching shows considerable variation across the
schools: in terms of reliance on Junior Certificate syllabus material, reliance on
textbooks, use of computer and video/audio aids, use of group-work and the extent to
which learning is student-directed or teacher led. Some evidence of gender and age

variation between teachers is apparent, as well as variation across schools.

(a) Syllabus and Basic Skills
The vast majority of teachers cover material from the Junior Certificate syllabus in
most or every first year lesson, while about half contend that they reinforce basic

skills in most/every lesson (Figure 4.16).

Figure 4.16: Frequency with which Teachers
Reinforce Basic Skills and Cover Material from

Junior Cert Syllabus
100
80 A
60 1
40 A
20 A
Most/every Some Never Basic Skills
Lessons £ JC Syllabus

(b) Interaction

One fifth of teachers indicate that they never ask students questions in class, while 15
per cent say that students never ask questions in their class. Just 13 per cent of
teachers indicate that they regularly question students or students ask questions in
most/every class. There is some evidence that asking students questions in class is less
frequent among those who have been teaching in the school for a longer period
(Figure 4.17).
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Figure 4.17: Frequency of Asking Students and Students Asking
Questionsin Class by Mean Years Teaching in School
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Again the extent to which students are given the opportunity (or take the
opportunity) to suggest topics to be covered in class is very low, with such low levels
remarkably constant across schools (Figure 4.18).

Figure 4.18: Frequency with which Students
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The adoption of traditional teaching and learning styles appears to show some
variation across the twelve schools studied (Figure 4.19). While 40 per cent of
teachers indicate that students regularly copy notes from the board, the adoption of
such traditional methods is considerably lower in Wentworth Place (12 per cent) and
higher in Dawes Point (60 per cent) and Lang Street (56 per cent).
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Figure 4.19: Proportion of Teachers Who Say Students Copy

100 Notes from the Board in Most/Every Class by School
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There is some evidence that reliance on teaching from the board is higher in

Irish and languages areas (Figure 4.20).

Figure 4.20: Proportion of Teachers Who Say Students Copy

100 Notes from the Board in MostEvery Class by Subject
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(c) Group-work

Just over half of teachers indicate that they teach students individually using their
textbook or worksheets for most/every lesson. Less than one-in-six teachers regularly
choose to group students into pairs or larger groups. There is no pattern according to
school intake with teachers in Barrack Street (lower literacy levels), Fig Lane and
Wynyard Road (higher literacy levels) more likely to employ group work. Such
group-work is more prevalent in the practical, business and language subject areas.

(d) Other resources
The use of computer facilities is most prevalent in the business, science and practical

subjects, while video and audio equipment is more frequently used in languages, Irish
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and Science. There is no clear pattern across schools and their composition. Teachers
in Fig Lane, Park Street, Dawes Point and Wattle Street appear less likely to
incorporate computing facilities in their teaching, while their counterparts in Wattle
Street, Hay Street and Dixon Street show lower usage of video/audio aids.

4.6.3 Assessment

The majority of teachers in all schools adopt assessment procedures such as tests,
homework, oral questioning and class exercises with their first year classes. Perhaps
reflecting a more varied curriculum and the provision of more vocational programmes
such as the Leaving Certificate Applied, the Leaving Cert VVocational Programme and
Transition Year among older cohorts of students, teachers in Hay Street, most
notably, and Wentworth Place, Wynyard Road and Fig Lane are more likely to assign
project work as a means of assessment (Figure 4.21c).

With the exception of Hay Street, teachers in schools with a higher ability
intake appear somewhat more likely to use tests with the first year groups (Figure
4.21a). Again with the exception of Hay Street, homework is slightly more likely to
be used as a means of assessment in schools comprising a higher ability intake (Figure
4.21b).

Figure 4.21a: Forms of Assessment used with First Year
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Figure 4.21b: Forms of Assessment used with First Year

100 Students by teachers: Homework
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Figure 4.21c: Forms of Assessinent used with First

100 Year Students by teachers: Project Work
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Related to issues of relevance and applicability, methods of assessment used
vary across subject areas. The allocation of project work is considerably lower in
Irish, Mathematics and Business subjects (Figure 4.22c). Homework is less
commonly prescribed in Science (Figure 4.22b), while the use of oral questioning is

less frequently employed in the practical and science subjects (Figure 4.22d).
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Figure 4.22a: Forms of Assessment used with First

Year Students by Teachers: Tests

Figure 4.22b: Forms of Assessment used with First

Year Students by Teachers: Homework

Figure 4.22c: Forms of Assessment used with First
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Figure 4.22d: Forms of Assessment used with First

Year Students by Teachers: Oral Questioning

4.7 Curricular Provision and Learning Structures in the case-study schools

The twelve case-study schools included in the study showed considerable variation
and important distinctions in the nature of curricular provision for first year students,
perceptions of such provision, the nature and perceived adequacy of learning supports
and the nature of teaching style. Half of the schools followed a largely mixed ability
grouping approach, with Lang Street, Dixon Street, Park Street, Hay Street,
Wentworth Place and Dawes Point grouping students by ability.

Regarding teacher perceptions of the curriculum, Dixon Street and Hay Street
teachers considered their subject as too difficult for average ability students; these two
schools also had highest levels of literacy and numeracy difficulties. Park Street
teachers considered the curriculum unsuitable for lower ability students, as did
Wynyard Road and Wattle Street teachers, all schools with relatively high literacy
scores; with the exception of Wynyard Road, teachers in these schools also had
highest levels of concern over the adequacy of learning support.

Concerns over subject overload were greatest in Hay Street, Wentworth Place
and, most notably, Wynyard Road, the latter two schools offered taster programmes
lasting until Christmas and for the duration of the year, respectively. Hay Street
students were required to select their subjects prior to entry, although the number of
such subjects appear relatively high at 13. Interestingly, schools with the fewest
subjects, Barrack Street and Wattle Street, were least likely to consider that students
took too many subjects.

Familiarity with the primary curriculum was perceived to be lowest among

teachers in Lang Street, Wentworth Place and Belmore Street.
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Finally, regarding teaching style, homework and assessment, some important
distinctions are identifiable. Teachers in Hay Street were considerably more likely to
hold that they adapted their teaching style when teaching first years, while their
counterparts in Wattle Street were considerably less flexible in their approach.
Belmore Street, Barrack Street and Belmore Street teachers were distinct in reporting
higher levels of homework. The adoption of more traditional teaching styles appears
somewhat higher among teachers in Lang Street, Wentworth Place and Dawes Point,
while the use of group work and lower reliance on one-to-one instruction was more

prevalent in Barrack Street, Fig Lane and Wynyard Road.

4.8 Overall Summary and Conclusion

In relation to the curriculum, the main concerns expressed by teachers related to the
suitability of the curriculum for lower ability students and difficulties in covering the
curriculum in the time available. A minority of teachers consider the primary school
syllabus as a good foundation for post-primary-level education, while around half
believe they are familiar with the nature of the primary curriculum. Such levels of
familiarity show wide inter-school variation (partly reflecting varying levels of
linkage and contact between feeder primary and post-primary schools) and also
considerable variation across subjects (with low levels in History and Geography).

Satisfaction with subjects - their content and breadth - offered in the junior
cycle programme varies widely. Mathematics, Science and Business subjects were
more likely to be seen as difficult for lower ability students, while language teachers
were most likely to consider their subject to be marked too harshly in the Junior
Certificate exam. Concerns over subject overload showed no clear pattern: while
overall close to half the teachers considered that students took too many subjects in
first year, this was not strongly related to the actual number of subjects taken.

The timing and flexibility of subject choice varies across the schools, as does
the availability and duration of taster programmes. Such taster programmes were
generally perceived as beneficial, in enabling a more informed choice to be made. The
opposite scenario of subject choice before entry into the school created a greater
reliance on informal “outside’ sources of advice, particularly parents. Students vary in
their ‘exposure’ to new subjects at primary levels: while some students had studied
French in primary school, others had not, leaving them starting post-primary school

with different capacities.
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Given that schools vary in their intake and selection practices, the need for
learning support is also variable. The vast majority of teachers viewed levels of
learning support in their school to be adequate. The value of learning support for
students was widely recognised. However, issues of resources and manpower needs
were alluded to. There was some evidence that the role of learning support varied
across schools, as did the levels of participation and extent of teamwork, with some
viewing it as a discrete practice under the jurisdiction of one teacher, rather than
relevant to all teachers.

Streaming is seen as useful from a teaching point of view and was perceived
as benefiting more able students. However, more schools have adopted a mixed
ability approach in first year taking into account the fact that young people can
develop over the course of the year, errors can be made in allocating them into
different streams at the beginning of the first year and it was believed that mixed
ability groupings would enable the students to become more confident as learners.
There was some evidence of differentiation in teacher allocation to classes according
to stream location: in particular teachers employed on a part-time basis are less likely
to be assigned above average groups.

There was a strong reliance on traditional, ‘chalk and talk’ teaching styles,
although teachers did believe they tailored their teaching approach to first year
groups. There was some variation in teaching style across schools. Teachers also
varied in the extent to which they started at the beginning, assuming a tabula rasa, or
assumed a certain level of understanding and knowledge among incoming first years.

While students entering post-primary schools encounter a largely standardised
curriculum, their experiences of that curriculum have been shown to vary widely
across settings and schools. Such variations in the curricular and academic
environment of schools have important implications for the process of integration into
the post-primary school and for the successful academic and social development of
the student. Chapters Six and Seven consider the impact of the academic and
curricular arrangements in schools for students’ experience and adjustment to post-

primary school.
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Appendix

Table A4.1: Subject Groupings

Subject Grouping Subjects Number of Teachers
Irish Irish 22
English English 19
Mathematics Mathematics 22
Science Science; Computer Studies 22
Humanities History; Geography; CSPE; Art; 52
Music; Classical Studies
Languages French; German 23
Practical Technology; Materials 27

Technology; Technical
Graphics; Metalwork; Home

Economics
Business/VVocational Business Studies 14
Other Religious Education; Physical 24
Education; Typing; SPHE;Other
Total 225
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CHAPTER FIVE: STUDENT EXPERIENCES
OF THE TRANSITION PROCESS

Introduction

Chapter Three outlined variation across the case-study schools in their approach to
student integration from the viewpoint of key personnel and first year subject
teachers. This chapter draws on questionnaires completed by 916 students in the
twelve case-study schools early in first year along with group interviews conducted to
explore students' own experiences of making the transition from primary to post-
primary school. In keeping with our hypotheses outlined in Chapter One, it is
expected that students will experience fewer transition difficulties in schools with a
stronger student integration programme. The first section of the chapter outlines the
kind of contact students had with their post-primary school before they started first
year. Section two explores their expectations of post-primary school while the third
section examines the process of settling into a new school. In the fourth section, the
nature of interaction between teachers and students and among students themselves is
examined. The fifth section of the chapter looks at student perceptions of post-

primary school and their place within it.

5.1 Pre-entry contact

5.1.1. School choice

This section explores school choice from the student perspective; the perspective of
parents is discussed in Chapter Eight. Active school choice was evident among almost
half of the students in the case-study schools, with 45 per cent reporting that there was
another post-primary school closer to their home than the one they attend. This is
broadly consistent with the pattern found among a national sample of Junior
Certificate students in the mid-1990s (see Hannan, Smyth et al., 1996). School
selection varied by social class, with students from professional backgrounds being
less likely to attend their local school than those from manual backgrounds. The
pattern also varied by school, with more active selection evident in Fig Lane® and
Wattle St. schools; in contrast, Lang St. and Barrack St. schools (both designated
disadvantaged schools) drew more on students from the local catchment area. These

! The pattern for Fig Lane is not surprising given it is a fee-paying school.
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school differences were evident even taking into account the social class background
of the student intake, that is, some schools appear to be more 'sought out' than others.
This pattern is consistent with findings from the national survey of school principals
which indicates that some schools benefit more from competition between schools
than others (see Chapter Two). For the majority of students, their post-primary school
represented their parents' first choice of school; four-fifths of the students reported
that their parents wanted them to go to their current school, 15 per cent did not know
and only six per cent reported that their parents wanted them to go to another school.
This pattern varied by school with preference for another school being more prevalent
in Lang St., Dixon St., Hay St., all vocational schools, and Belmore St. schools, a
girls’ school which is mixed in intake.

Choice of school may reflect earlier decisions made about older children in the
family. A third of all students had older siblings in the school; when only students
with older siblings who could have attended their school? are taken into account, over
half (55%) of the students surveyed had an older sibling in the school. Having an
older sibling in the school was more prevalent in certain schools (Fig Lane, Dawson
St., Belmore St. and Barrack St.) but the pattern was not related to the social mix of
the school. Female students were more likely to report having an older sibling in the
school (60% compared with 50%); however, this pattern is due to the gender
distribution over different school types with no significant differences found between
boys and girls within coeducational schools. Students from higher professional
backgrounds are more likely than other students to have an older sibling in the school
(70% compared with 55% for all students). The extent to which having an older
sibling in the school may ease the transition process is discussed in the following
sections of the chapter.

In most cases, students had at least some input into deciding on the post-
primary school they would attend. Almost three-quarters (73%) of the students
reported that their parents discussed the choice of school with them. This pattern
varied by parental social class with parents in professional occupations being
somewhat more likely to discuss school choice with their children (79 per cent
compared with 73 per cent for all students). This pattern also varied by school with
parent-child discussion more prevalent in three of the boys’ schools, Park St.,

2 For example, students in all boys' schools having an older brother.
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Wentworth Place and Wattle St. This inter-school variation was apparent within social
class groups so was not solely due to the social profile of the schools concerned.
Parents were much less likely to discuss the choice of school with their children if an
older sibling was already attending that school; 59 per cent of students with an older
sibling in the school reported discussing the choice of school with their parents while
this was the case for 80 per cent of those without an older sister or brother in the
school.

The group interviews with students in the case-study schools allowed us to
explore students' perspectives on school choice in a more detailed way. Parental
perspectives on school choice are explored in Chapter Eight. Most of the students
interviewed had discussed the choice of school with their parents. In the case of 'local’
schools, like Dixon St, the choice of school often seemed taken for granted, given the
logistics of travelling to school and the fact that most members of the student's family
had previously attended the school:

We could have gone to another school if we wanted to but this one is nearer so
it is easier for us to get there. | wouldn't be able to get a lift because | have a
younger brother and he would have to go to school also. 1 can just walk up here
myself. If I went to another school I would have to get a lift down. (Dixon St.
school, middle group)

Interviewer: And so why did you come here?

Student 1: Because it is close.

Student 2: It is nearest to my house.

Student 3: And my uncles and all came to this school.

Interviewer: What about you? Why did you come?

Student 4: My sisters and brothers are here.

Student 5: All my friends are in it. (Dixon St. school, bottom class)

A similar pattern of responses was evident among students in Dawson St. and Hay St.
schools, where students highlighted the importance of family connections with the

school:

Student 1: My sisters went here.

Student 2: My three sisters and my brother went here.
Student 3: My two sisters are here and it's closest.
Student 4: My brother is here. (Dawson St. school)

Student 1: My brother was in the school as well...

Student 2: My dad went to this school and he thought it was a good school.
Student 3: My aunts and uncles and my father went here. (Hay St. school, top
class)
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In other cases, students drew on information gleaned from family and friends in order
to select a 'good' school (though the definition of a good school was not always clear).
Reference was made to the availability of certain subjects, sports facilities and the
standard of education in general:

Interviewer: Before you came here, would you have heard anything about this
before?

Yeah. My brother [said] ... that it was a good school.

Interviewer: What do you think he meant by a good school?

Alright, nothing wrong with it, the classes were okay.

I heard it was okay as well.

I just heard it was good for sports, just a good school.

I heard it was a good school. (Park St. school, top class)

I heard it was just a good school. Loads of the people who went here said it was
a good school and everything.
Yes, my cousin went here and he said it was good. (Wattle St. school)

Interviewer: Did any of the rest of you hear anything about the school?

My friends, people | know used to come here.

Interviewer: What did they tell you?

They said it's just a good school and you should go there.

Yeah, my friend told me that as well, that it's a good school, that I should go
there.

Interviewer: When they said it's a good school, what do you think they meant?
...for wood and metal[work].

Education.

And it's good for basketball. (Hay St. school, top class)

The choices of friends from primary school were also seen to influence students
preference for certain schools:

Interviewer: Why did you want to come here?
Student: Because most of my friends were coming here. (Park St. school, top
class)

It is really where your friends are going. Say if all your friends are going to
[another local school] then you want to go to [that school]. That is the way it
was in my school. (Wentworth Place school, lower band)

Interviewer: You wanted to go to the...?

Tech. Because all my friends were there...

Interviewer: But then you said it was your plan to come here together?

Yes, but we all decided to go to the tech and then at the end ... | would say two
weeks before the school started, we all decided to come here. (Belmore St.
school)
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However, disagreement between parents and students did arise over the choice of
school:

I wasn't let go to the school where all my friends were going.

Interviewer: So you didn't have that much choice?

No, my brother came here and my mother just said you are going there as well.
Same here. (Fig Lane school)

I never wanted to come to this school but my sister said | needed to come to a
strict school. (Barrack St. school)
In some cases, it was the student's choice that prevailed over the wishes of their
parents:
My mother wanted me to go to [another local school] but I don't like it. | have
no friends there so then I just came here. (Park St. school, bottom class)

My Mam wanted me to go to [another local school] and | said no because this
was close. (Lang St. school, top class)

It was noticeable that students in Barrack St. and Dixon St. schools, both designated
disadvantaged schools, were more likely to report that they had wanted to go to a

different school compared with students in other schools.

Figure 5.1: Number of feeder primary schools and concentration of student intake
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The students surveyed were drawn from a range of feeder primary schools.
Three schools, Lang St., Barrack St. and Dixon St., all designated disadvantaged
schools, drew from fewer than four feeder primary schools. Furthermore, over two-
thirds of the students in Barrack St. and Dawes Point came from the linked primary
school, that is, a primary school on the same campus. In contrast, two schools,

Belmore St. and Fig Lane, a girls’ school and a fee-paying coeducational school
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respectively, drew from over twenty-five primary schools. These patterns are
consistent with the degree of active selection of post-primary schools reported above.
Figure 5.1 shows the relationship between the number of feeder primary schools and
the degree of concentration of student intake, that is, the proportion of first year
students drawn from the 'main’ feeder primary school. As might be expected, schools
drawing from a larger number of feeder primary schools have less concentration of
students from any particular school. In the case of Dixon St. school, for example, 95
per cent of students are drawn from a single primary school while this is the case for
only 13 per cent of those in Fig Lane school. The extent to which having primary
classmates in the same post-primary school impacts on the transition process is

discussed in the following sections.

5.1.2 Pre-entry contact

A central aspect of a school’s approach to student integration is the fostering of
contact between the post-primary school and prospective students and their parents
before entry to the school (see Chapter Three). In the survey of students, first year
students were asked about their pre-entry contact with their post-primary school.
Almost all (91%) had visited the school before the beginning of the school year while
the majority of students reported visits from a post-primary school teacher and/or the
school principal to their primary school (Figure 5.2). Only a very small number (4%)
of students reported a teacher (Home-School-Community Liaison Officer) had visited
their parents at home. In keeping with the school approach to transition outlined in
Chapter Three, schools varied in the specific approach taken to pre-entry contact. As
indicated by Figure 5.2, the vast majority of students had visited their post-primary
school before beginning first year. This was less common in two of the schools with a
lower emphasis on student integration, Park St. and Barrack St. However, visiting
their school before entry was also somewhat less common in Fig Lane school, which
had a strong emphasis on integration; this appears to reflect the wide geographical
spread of students and the large number of feeder schools from which students are
drawn. Most students reported the school principal or another teacher visiting their
primary school, with this being more prevalent in four of the ‘high integration’
schools (Dawson St., Lang St., Belmore St. and Wattle St.), and very uncommon in
Fig Lane school (probably because of the very large catchment of the school, see

Figure 5.1). While only a very small number of students reported that their parents
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had been visited by a teacher, this was somewhat more common in Dawes Point and

Dixon St. schools than in other schools.

Figure 5.2: Pre-entry contact with post-primary school
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Taking the three forms of pre-entry contact together, only a very small number
(6%) of students had no such contact, 39 per cent had one such contact and 55 per
cent had two different types of contact. The pattern varied by school with the highest
level of contact evident in Dawson St., Lang St., Dawes Point and Belmore St.
schools, four of the schools that had been identified as having a strong emphasis on
student integration on the basis of the postal survey of school principals (see Chapter
One). Lower levels of pre-entry contact were reported among students in the three
schools with less developed integration policies, Barrack St., Park St. and Hay St., but
also in Fig Lane, most likely because of its large catchment area. It should be noted
that the level of contact reflects not only the post-primary school's overall policy on
integration but the nature of the linkage with specific feeder schools. In addition to the
variation between post-primary schools, there was variation in reported pre-entry
contact within post-primary schools depending on the primary school attended; such
variation was significant in eight of the twelve case-study schools (Dawson St., Dixon
St., Park St., Wentworth Place, Wynyard Road, Dawes Point, Belmore St. and Wattle
St.). As might be expected, students in schools with a stronger emphasis on student
integration tend to have had more pre-entry contact than those in schools with less of
an emphasis on integration (see Figure 5.3). However, there is a good deal of
variation among 'high integration' schools because of the difference between schools
in their focus on pre-entry contact as opposed to post-entry induction (see Chapter
Three).
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Figure 5.3: Pre-entry contact (2 or more contacts)
by school emphasis on student integration
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Note: * indicates a stronger emphasis on integration than was evident from the
postal survey.

In the group interviews, a number of students mentioned visits made by their
post-primary school teachers to their primary school. These visits were seen as giving
general information about the school and the kinds of subjects available:

Student: [The deputy principal] came into us and told all about the school and it
was a bit better. They showed us a video of the school.

Interviewer: Did that help?

Student: Yes, it gave us an idea of what it would be like. (Wentworth Place
school, lower band)

[The principal] came into talk to us and told us all about the school.

Interviewer: What kinds of things did he say?

He just told us all about what it would be like - what classes and what kind of
students and where you would be placed and that.

We got a little book as well of all the activities and sports. (Wentworth Place
school, top band)

Open days were more frequently mentioned when students were asked about pre-
entry contact with their post-primary school. These days focused on giving students a
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tour of the school and introducing them to key personnel, such as the principal and

year heads:

They brought us around to all the grounds and told us what subjects we would
be having.
They showed us the classrooms. (Park St. school, middle group)

Interviewer: So before you came here, when you were in primary school, did
you visit part of the school at all?

Yeah, twice.

Yeah.

Twice, yeah

Interviewer: What happened when you visited it?

They showed us around.

We just went around, some teachers, the class teachers and some teachers said
that they'd let a few people in, if you saw a door open, there was a sixth year
bringing us around, if he saw a door open he went in and introduced us and then
the teacher was 'do you know anyone in here?' and all this.

And you said you visited twice, what happened the second time?

We all came in here and we sat down and met our year heads and principal...
(Dawes Point school, top class)

In some schools, students were given a demonstration of different lessons, usually
focusing on practical activities:
I thought it was good because they were showing all the Science stuff and they
were doing experiments and stuff. (Fig Lane school)

They showed us all the science rooms and all the computers. We were able to
go in and see the way it's taught. (Wentworth Place school, top band)

I came to an open day.

Interviewer: What things did you tell you there?

Just went around the classrooms and see some of the classes going on.

Just showing you what you would be doing in class. (Wentworth Place school,
top band)

However, some students felt this gave an unrealistic picture of what the subjects
would actually be like:

I would have liked if they showed that you were doing experiments in science
that you would do them but now we are just reading about animals, biology.
(Dixon St. school, top class)

In addition to the open day, many students in Fig Lane school had attended a sports
camp in the school over the summer. This was seen by the students as helping them to

make new friends and settle in.
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5.2 Expectations of post-primary school

In spite of variation between schools in the level of contact with students before entry,
students primarily relied on informal sources of information regarding the school they
were going to. Siblings appeared to be the main source of information regarding
issues such as discipline within the school, sports facilities and the individual
teachers:

My brother came here.

Interviewer: What did you hear about the school from them?

The different teams.

Interviewer: Did you hear anything?

I had two brothers that came here. They told me about the soccer teams and the
Gaelic ones, and what teachers were good or bad. (Wentworth Place school, top
band)

My brothers and sisters just told me about all the teachers that they didn't like
and that. (Dawson St. school)

Interviewer: What did you hear about this school first?

I have two sisters, one in sixth year and one in third year so | knew a good bit
about it. 1 had been in here a couple of times. | used to come here every day to
pick them up. And | heard about the teachers.

| just heard it was good for sports and they had good facilities.

I have a brother in fifth year and he told me about the different teachers and the
sports. (Fig Lane school)

However, many students also drew on information from a wider circle of family and
friends:

Just everyone was telling me it would be good craic and some of the teachers
are nice and some of the teachers aren't nice and some teachers you have to
have all your homework in and other ones you could not do too much. (Dawson
St. school)

Interviewer: So what would you have heard about this school before you came
here?

That it was a good sporting school.

You get a good education.

I was told ... friends would tell us, older brothers ... it was a good school to
come to for the sports and the teachers and all.

Yes and all the teachers were nice. (Wentworth Place school, lower band)

While informal sources of information helped students know what to expect from

post-primary school, they could also fuel anxiety as a number of students were told to
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expect the 'first year beating'; the extent to which this 'beating’ was a myth or reality is
discussed in a later section.

In responding to the student questionnaires, over a third of first year students
in the case-study schools reported having a good idea what to expect coming to post-
primary school, just under half had some idea with 15 per cent reporting having very
little idea what to expect. This pattern varied somewhat across schools with students
in Hay St., Lang St. and Park St. schools reporting a better idea what to expect while
students in Barrack St. school felt relatively unprepared for post-primary school. Not
surprisingly, students who had a higher level of pre-entry contact (two contacts) felt
they had a better idea what to expect coming to post-primary school (39% compared
with 33% of others), although the relationship is not as strong as may have been
expected probably because of the important role of informal sources of information
(see above). In keeping with the discussion in the group interviews, students with
older siblings in the school had a somewhat better idea what to expect of post-primary
school (41% compared with 34%). Girls were significantly less likely than boys to
report having a good idea what to expect (31% compared with 41%). When this was
broken down by school, girls had less idea than boys what to expect in three of the
four coeducational schools (Dawson St., Dixon St. and Hay St.). A good deal of the
gender effect was attributable to the fact that students in Barrack St., an all girls'
school, reported having little idea what to expect. The pattern also varied by social
class with those from semi/unskilled manual or non-employed backgrounds more
likely to report having little idea what lay ahead of them. Interestingly, having
attended a linked primary school did not appear to significantly influence student
expectations of post-primary school.

The first day at school

Students were asked about the approach taken by their school on their first day of
term. In all of the case-study schools, students had been taken into the school at least
one day before the rest of the year groups returned to school. In Park St. school,
students were brought in for a half-day with their parents:

There was a meeting thing in the chapel. They just told the parents what they
expected from us, no messing and bullying and that stuff. (Top class, Park St.
school)

Bringing first year students in on their own was seen as having some advantages:

122



The first day we came there was barely anybody in the school, we thought it
was perfect but then, when all the third and fourth years came in, it was big.
(Park St. school, middle group)
Student accounts of the first day focus on being shown around the school, given the
timetable, being divided into classes and told the rules of the school:

The first day it was good. We didn't get any homework or anything. The
teachers were just explaining to us who they were and that. (Dixon St. school,
top class)

The first day you do a tour.

They showed us the basic places that you really need to know, like the lockers

and stuff.

Then each group would be taken on a tour. (Park St. school, top class)
This emphasis on imparting information about procedures has also been reported in
research on the transition to secondary school in Britain (Hargreaves and Galton,
2002). The class tutor was seen as playing a key role in introducing students to post-
primary school in Belmore St. and Wentworth Place schools:

Our class tutor brought us to a classroom and she let us ask any questions and
explained stuff and what we needed to know for Monday and we got our
timetable. (Wentworth Place school, top band)

In Wentworth Place school, older students were involved in showing the first year
students around the school.

Figure 5.4: Feelings on first day of post-primary school
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Previous research internationally and in Ireland has highlighted the ‘turbulent’
feelings associated with making the transition to post-primary school (see, for
example, Rudduck, 1996; O'Brien, 2001). In the questionnaire, students in the case-
study schools were given a list of words and asked to indicate at least two words
which best described their feelings on their first day in post-primary school. The
responses indicate the ambiguous feelings documented in many other studies with the
majority of students describing themselves as excited and nervous (see Figure 5.4).
On the positive side, a quarter reported feeling happy with almost a fifth reporting
being confident or relaxed. From a more negative point of view, almost a fifth of

students reporting feeling lost with over a tenth feeling confused or small.

Figure 5.5: Feelings on first day of school by gender

Bxcited b

Reory Y
Relexed 77
Confident b7

Positive

Pleased

Nervous

Confused

Negative

Scared

0 20 40 60 80

o
&~

Male O Female

Girls were more likely than boys to report feeling excited, nervous, happy or
scared on their first day in post-primary school (see Figure 5.5). Boys were
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significantly more likely than girls to report feeling confident, bored, lost® or relaxed.
There were no marked gender differences in feeling lonely, confused, small or
pleased.

Student responses were regrouped in order to explore whether they reported
negative, positive or mixed feelings on their first day in post-primary school. The
largest group (56%) reported a mixture of positive and negative emotions, 22 per cent
reported only positive feelings (such as feeling excited, confident, happy, pleased or
relaxed) while 21 per cent reported only negative feelings (such as being nervous,
lonely, confused, lost, scared, small or bored) on their first day.

Girls were more likely than boys to report mixed feelings, mainly because of
the higher proportion of girls who reported feeling nervous. Students from higher
professional backgrounds were most likely to report positive feelings, in particular,
feeling excited and/or confident. In contrast, those from semi/unskilled manual
backgrounds were significantly more likely than those from higher professional
backgrounds to report negative feelings only (34% compared with 12%); the pattern
for students from non-employed households was similar to that for those from
semi/unskilled manual backgrounds. Students from a Traveller background were
somewhat more likely to report negative feelings only (28% compared with 20%) as
were students of non-national origin® (31% as opposed to 21%). Less academically
able students are more likely to report negative feelings only; that is, those with lower
reading and maths scores tended to report negative feelings. The highest reading and
maths test scores were found among those who reported positive feelings only.
Furthermore, 37 per cent of those who felt they were at the bottom of the class in
primary school report negative feelings only compared with 12 per cent of those who
felt they were at the top of the class.

Students with an older sibling in the school were less likely to report negative
feelings on their first day (17% compared with 23%). Those with no primary school

friends in the school were more likely to report negative feelings (31% compared with

® The pattern for feeling lost appeared to be due to the distribution across different school types with
two all-boys' schools showing a higher prevalence of these reports.

* Students from a traveller background were defined as students who reported being ‘a member of the
Travelling community” while students of non-national origin were defined as students with one or more
parents from outside Ireland. While the numbers in these groups were relatively small (49 and 106

respectively), it is worthwhile exploring their distinctive experiences of the transition process.
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19% of those with three or more friends). However, the number of primary school
friends in their class does not impact on having negative feelings, probably because
most students did not know what class they would be assigned to until the first day.
Those who had more contact with the school in advance (two or more types of
contact) are less likely than those with no pre-entry contact to report negative feelings
only (18% compared with 34%). Interestingly, however, increased contact with the
school before entry does not increase the reports of positive feelings only. Not
surprisingly, those who felt they had a 'good idea’ what to expect are more likely to
report positive feelings, and less likely to report negative feelings, than those who had
'very little idea what to expect'. Students in high-integration schools were somewhat
less likely to report negative feelings than those in low-integration schools, although
the difference was not pronounced and there was overlap between the two groups.

In sum, feelings about coming to post-primary school are influenced by prior
educational success and family background with less academically able students and
those from a working-class or non-employed background reporting the most negative
emotions. Mixed feelings, especially a combination of excitement and nervousness, at
coming to the school are very common. Having an older sibling or primary school
friends in the school helps to ease negative feelings. Having more contact with the
school before entry also helps to reduce the prevalence of negative emotions. The

factors shaping longer-term transition difficulties are explored in Chapter Seven.

5.3 "Settling in’

5.3.1 Missing primary school

Students were asked about the extent to which they missed different aspects of
primary school. It should be noted that the responses relate to the beginning of first
year (approximately three to four weeks after the start of term). The extent to which
students still miss primary school later in the school year is discussed in Chapter
Seven. The responses focused on missing the social aspects of primary school, such as
friends and school trips along with being one of the older students in the school (see
Figure 5.6). However, a fifth of students mentioned aspects of school organisation,
such as having one teacher or being in a small school, while a similar proportion

mentioned the subjects taught or the way in which lessons were taught.
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Figure 5.6: Extent to which student misses aspects of primary school
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These responses were used to build a combined measure of the extent to which
first year students miss primary school.® This measure varied across schools with
students in Barrack St. and Wynyard Rd schools, both all girls' schools, more likely to
miss primary school and students in Dawes Point, a boys’ school, less likely to do so.
Girls were significantly more likely than boys to report missing primary school, a
pattern that was also evident within coeducational schools (with the exception of Hay
St. school which had a very small number of girls). This pattern may relate to
differences between girls and boys in the extent to which they will admit missing
primary school. However, international research has indicated the negative
consequences for girls of the disruption of friendship groups involved in the transition
to post-primary school (see, for example, Hargreaves and Galton, 2002). Students
from a higher professional background were somewhat less likely than those from
semi/unskilled manual backgrounds to miss primary school, reflecting the fact that
they felt better prepared and more confident about making the transition. Students
from a Traveller background were significantly more likely to report missing primary
school. Less academically able students, that is, those with lower reading and maths

> The scale is highly reliable (0.7882).
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scores, are much more likely to report missing primary school than other groups of
students.

Students with an older sibling in the school were just as likely as other
students to miss primary school. Having friends in the school makes little difference
to the overall extent to which students miss primary school. However, students who
have three or more friends from primary school are less likely to report missing their
primary school friends 'a lot' (43% compared with 58% of those with no friends); a
similar pattern was evident in terms of having primary school friends in the same
class (42% compared with 49%). Perhaps surprisingly, those from linked primary
schools were just as likely to miss primary school as those from other schools. The
length of time taken to travel to school or the mode of travel are not related to
students' missing primary school.

Students in schools with a strong student integration policy were somewhat
less likely to miss primary school. However, this is an average effect; one of the high
integration schools (Belmore St.) has the third highest prevalence of missing primary
school while one of the low integration schools (Park St.) has the second lowest
prevalence. Furthermore, the extent of pre-entry contact with the post-primary school
was not related to missing primary school. Surprisingly, students who report more
positive interaction with teachers are more likely to report missing primary school
(perhaps, because they are more 'teacher-dependent’ or 'school-identified’) while the
opposite is the case for those who report negative interaction with teachers. Students
who have experienced bullying in post-primary school are distinctly more likely to

report missing primary school.

5.3.2 Differences between primary and post-primary schools

In the group interviews, students in the case-study schools were asked about the
extent to which post-primary school differs from primary school. The responses
focused on a number of differences including the number of teachers and variety of
subjects, the size of the school, the length of the school day, being one of the smallest
students in the school, the approach to discipline and the approach taken by teachers
in general:

It was a wee bit different than | thought it would be, it's a lot bigger and a lot
more teachers than | thought there would be and a very long day. (Dawson St.
school)
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For many students, the main difference between primary and post-primary
school was having a number of different teachers and taking a variety of (new)
subjects:®

You have to change around classes, because in primary school you didn't have
to change. (Dawson St. school)

Most of the students interviewed regarded this as a positive aspect of being in post-
primary school, stressing the advantages of having more than one teacher:

You have different teachers.

Interviewer: And you think that's better, do you?

Yes, because you could hate a teacher for a year in primary school and you
would only have a teacher here ... once a day. (Wentworth Place school, top
band)

Do you think it's a good thing or a bad thing to have loads of teachers instead of
one?

A good thing.

Why is that?

Because if you don't like the one teacher you have then it doesn't matter because
you've got so many other ones. (Dawson St. school)

But the difference between primary and secondary, even though | get up at
seven and then get home at five, it seems much shorter. The classes are shorter
and we are switching around. We are only in the class and we are back out
again.

It's not as boring [as] having the one teacher, that is good. (Wentworth Place
school, top band)

However, for a small number of students, the change was daunting:

Do you think this school is different than your primary school?
Yes.
Definitely, there are too many teachers.
Too many classes. (Barrack St. school)
For many students, their initial impression of post-primary school was that it was
‘very big'":
You get tired. Your exercise is just going up the stairs. No need to play sport
here, you would be fit just doing that. (Park St. school, top class)
Students stressed 'getting lost' more in the interviews than in the questionnaires:

You get used to where the classes are but sometimes you still get a bit lost.
(Dixon St. school, middle group)

® Students' experiences of the curriculum in first year are discussed in greater detail in Chapter Six.
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You get totally lost, you don't know where to go. (Dawes Point school, top
class)
In particular, students mentioned 'getting into trouble’ for being late going from class
to class, which was felt to be unfair given they were having difficulties finding their
way around the school:

If you're in a class, if you come two minutes late to the class you get into an
awful lot of trouble just for being that two minutes late and some of the students
they get upset about that and they think they're getting in real trouble. (Dawson
St. School)

The teachers are always giving out to us for being late for classes but we get
lost. (Park St. school, middle group)

When you start school first, you get lost and you go to class late and you would
be given out to by the teachers for being late. (Belmore St. school)

In making the transition to post-primary school, students were moving to a
longer school day. This trend was reinforced by the necessity for many students to
travel longer distances to reach their post-primary school. Thirteen per cent of
students across all the case-study schools took more than half an hour to get to school;
this was the case for more than a fifth of the students in Dawson St. and Belmore St.
schools.

What is the biggest difference between your primary school and this one?
Getting up earlier.

What time did you get up in primary school?

Half eight.

And now?

Quiarter past seven. (Dawson St. school)

The day is very long as well. When you get home, you are totally exhausted.
(Fig Lane school)
The impact of a longer school day was reinforced by many students' feeling they
received more homework than in primary school:
I get home around five and half my day is gone and then | have to do my
homework. (Park St. school, middle group)

And now it is twenty to four and when you go home you have to get your dinner
and get dressed, do your homework.
You would probably be out by seven o'clock. (Barrack St. school)

130



The school is longer and you don't have time to socialise. So the only time you
have is on Sunday and it might be pouring rain or you mightn't be able to get
out. On Saturday your whole day is taken up by homework. (Fig Lane school)
It would appear that the combination of a longer school day coupled with more
homework resulted in a greater overall workload for many students. The issue of
homework is discussed in greater detail in Chapter Six.

Two other contrasts between primary and post-primary school were stressed
by students in the group interviews. The first is the change in status involved in
moving from being one of the biggest students in primary school to being one of the
smallest students in post-primary school. This was seen as making students more
vulnerable to being pushed around by older students, an issue which is discussed in
the section on bullying below. The second issue relates to the relationship between
first year students and their teachers; student-teacher relations are explored in greater
detail in the following section.

On the whole, students appeared to be settling into post-primary school, even
at this early stage (October):

You get used to it after a couple of weeks. (Dixon St. school, middle group)

On the basis of the group interviews, the students who reported greatest difficulty

settling in tended to be less academic students within more disadvantaged schools:

Do you like it better here than in your primary school?

It is alright but it is very strict.

I don't. I would rather go to the primary school for first year and all that. (Dixon
St., top class)

Does anybody miss your primary school?
Yes.

I missed [the teacher].

I miss it, | really do.

I miss the park. (Lang St., top class)

In Barrack St. school, students' dislike of post-primary school was seen as relating to

more negative relations with teachers:

The teachers are too cross and they give you too much homework and they pick
on you for the smallest thing. And they shouldn't be picking on the students.
(Barrack St. school)
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Table 5.1: Recommendations for helping students settle into school
(in order of frequency)

Recommendation %
Put students in same class as friends 45.6
Stop bullying 42.1
Longer breaks 27.4
School trips 24.2
Show students around on first day 23.1
Help with students' problems 20.6
Teachers friendlier to students 19.9
Allow students to try different subjects 19.5
Uniform policy less strict 18.8
Lunch/after-school sports 16.2
Non-sport activities 15.5
Better equipment (e.g. PE, computers) 14.9
Listen to students before making decisions 14.0
Extra help with lessons 12.7
Improve buildings 10.4
Fewer subjects 8.6
Ensure behaviour 6.2
Explain rules 6.1
More subjects 3.4
Shorter breaks 15

Note: Total adds to more than 100 as students were asked to select three recommendations.

In the questionnaires, students were asked to rate possible ways of helping
first year students to settle into post-primary school from a list of specified options. In
order of frequency, responses indicated putting students in the same class as their
friends’, stopping bullying, making lunch breaks longer, organising school trips,
showing students around the school on their first day and helping students with any
problems (see Table 5.1). Just under a fifth of students mentioned allowing students to

" In fact, Belmore St. and Fig Lane schools endeavour to place students in the same class as (some of)

their friends (see Chapter Four).
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try out different subjects. However, very few students mentioned decreasing, or
increasing, the number of subjects as a means of helping students settle into school
(9% and 3% respectively).

This issue was returned to in the group interviews with students in the case-
study schools. Some of the comments reflected wanting less (or no) homework, a
much shorter school day and no teachers!

First student: A thing that would help make the school better would be if there
was no homework.
Second student: Everyone says that, you can't be saying that. (Dawes Point
school, bottom class)
However, for some students, a desire for less homework appeared to be genuinely
related to the time pressure they experienced:

Interviewer: And do you think there is anything that could be done to help
people settle into first year better?

Student: Not so much homework. So you would have more time to study over
your work. (Belmore St. school)

If the teacher asks you a question and you don't know it, you don't have time to
study over your work at night with all the homework you get so you would be
better off not to get so much. (Belmore St. school)
However, many of the issues raised by the students were practical ones: wanting more
time to get from class to class, wanting better facilities in the school (such as PE
facilities), being given a map of the school, having better or more secure lockers,
preventing bullying, and improved relations with teachers:
Teachers should be kinder, more friendly. (Park St. school, top class)
If we had nice teachers at the start of the year, we would be more interested in
the work. (Fig Lane school)
Many of the students had mentioned in the questionnaires the importance of having
friends in the same class as helping them to settle in. However, this was seen by some
students as having potential disadvantages:

Interviewer: In some schools, they try to have people from the same schools
together in class to help people settle in. Is that a good idea?

No, then it's harder to mix with other people.

You would want your friends but then you mightn't make new friends. (Park St.
school, middle group)

Some of the comments related to having a different approach to subject choice; these

are discussed in Chapter Six below.
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5.4 Interaction within the school

5.4.1 Student-teacher interaction

In comparing primary and post-primary school, many students stressed that teachers
in post-primary school tended to be much stricter than their counterparts at primary
level; the standard of behaviour expected of students was seen as different:

Interviewer: Would you say it's a strict school?

Yeah.

Strict in a funny way.

Interviewer: So more strict than primary?

Yes. Much more.

Not really.

Most cases.

Interviewer: What are they stricter on?

Talking.

Talking and laughing. Like if you turn around and ask for a rubber they go mad.
If you get all giggly from someone making you laugh that is the worst. (Park St.
school, top class)

| found in primary that | used to get away with stuff more easily than you would
here. Not doing your homework - there were people in our class who never
bothered and the teacher never bothered to give out to them. But now you get in
big trouble for not doing your homework. (Fig Lane school)

In the group interviews, students stressed the minutiae of the school's formal
discipline structure, with procedures including fines, discipline entries, 'stages’' and a
card system. In two schools, positive rewards were given as well as punishment;
however, students saw the balance of emphasis as being on bad rather than good
behaviour:

But if you forget a book you get in awful trouble and you can't be expected to
remember everything all the time and you hardly ever get a good tick even if
you do something really good. And it is really easy to get a bad tick. (Fig Lane
school)

Interviewer: What does a blue card mean?

If you get three blue cards, you are expelled.

There are green cards as well [for good behaviour].

A blue card is easy to get and it's very hard to get a green card.

Interviewer: What would you get a green card for?

If you answer a very hard question in class. Or maybe just something the
teacher thinks you should get a green card for.

I got one for PE for getting the highest score. (Wentworth Place school, top
band)
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While many students saw post-primary school as strict, other students stated that
'some teachers are, some aren't' and suggested that the punishment for bad behaviour
varied across individual teachers within the same school:

The only thing is that one teacher could give you fifty [lines] and the other
teacher would give you about 100 and then another teacher could give you 200.
(Dawes Point school, bottom class)

Some students saw teachers as 'giving out to them' for arbitrary reasons:

Some of the teachers they come in here and they might be having a bad class the
class before and they take it out on us then, it's unbelievable. (Dawes Point
school, top class)

This was especially evident among students in Barrack St. and Dawes Point schools
where much of the interviews centred on students' cataloguing perceived unfair
treatment by teachers:

We get the blame over everything.
They just pick you out.
They say we are the worst first years. (Barrack St. school)

However, similar claims were made by students in some of the other case-study
schools:

There are good things, most stuff is good but just some things. Some of the
teachers are just awful. ... I put my hand up to say something and he goes okay
what is it, and | started to talk and then he started screaming at me: “Did | say
you could talk?”. You are a first year, no one has any respect for you, you are
just a junior infant. It's worse than that, they are men and you are only children.
(Wentworth Place school, top band)

Strict school rules were not always seen as problematic by students. In some
schools, particularly Lang St. and Dixon St. schools, two designated disadvantaged
schools which grouped students by ability, students felt they were suffering because
of the behaviour of other students in their class:

Most people in our class give cheek to the teacher and that means that the
teacher has to shout and all.

There are two boys in my class and last Thursday we got loads of homework
because they kept talking and the rest of us were given more homework.

She said "the more they keep talking, the more homework we will get".

They know that we want to be good and not get homework, so they just do it so
that we will get the homework. They don't do anything and then they get rules
but they just don't do the rules. They don't care. (Dixon St. school, middle

group)
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I would like to learn but they all mess in our class. (Dixon St. school, middle
group)

Interviewer: But do you think that if you have loads of messers in the class, it is
really difficult to take in what the teacher is saying?

Yes, because they are going boo, yaah, like fools in the class.

Interviewer: Does it happen often?

Every day.

The teachers are always shouting and things. The class would be ruined and
everything. When the teacher is reading a story or something they would be all
there talking. (Lang St. school, middle class)

While many students focused on the strict discipline within post-primary school, for
others post-primary school involved greater freedom and autonomy. In many of the

schools, students were ‘allowed out' at lunchtime break which contrasted with the

situation at primary level:

In primary school, you couldn't go home for lunch. Here you can do whatever
you want during lunch. (Park St. school, top class)

You can buy anything in the shop.
You can go to the shops and buy comics. (Wentworth Place, lower band)

Can you go into town at break time?
Yeah, you can do what you want.
Or just hang around. (Park St. school, middle group)

Having more control over what they ate at lunchtime was also seen as
important by a number of students:

It's better. It's up to you to get to your class ... like in primary school they tell
you to eat your lunch but now it's up to you to do your own thing. (Fig Lane
school)

In primary school you didn't have as much freedom. You weren't allowed to eat
crisps and [could] only drink water. (Park St. school, middle class)

In our other school we weren't allowed anything. You couldn't even bring in a
carton of juice because it's not good for the environment. (Park St. school, top
class)

Others stressed the greater array of activities available to students either at

lunchtime or after school:

Interviewer: Is there anything specifically good about being in first year that
you really enjoy?

The extra curricular activities, like in national school you weren't allowed to go
into the computers during break and you weren't allowed to do camogie because
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they didn't have any camogie sticks and stuff like that there, and other stuff like
that. And the cafeteria is cool because you don't have to pack your lunch and if
your mammy puts in something you don't like, you don't have to dread it when
you get it. (Dawson St. school)
However, it should be noted that in a number of schools sports activities were
more or less limited to those that had been selected for particular teams:

Everybody loves football and they can't all get picked for the team.

But you have to try out for a team and you mightn't make it.

I thought there would be team A, B, C. but no, it's just one team.

If you don't get picked then there is nothing. (Wentworth Place, top band)

Information from the student questionnaire allows us to place these responses
in the context of experiences among all first year students in the twelve case-study
schools. In the questionnaires, students were asked about the extent to which they had
experienced different types of interaction with teachers in the two weeks prior to the
survey. These responses were used to form measures of positive and negative teacher-

student interaction.

(a) Positive student-teacher interaction

Positive teacher-student interaction was based on the extent to which students had
been told their work was good by a teacher, had asked questions in class, had been
praised for asking a question, and had been praised for doing their written work well.
Over half of students had asked questions in class often or very often while around
half had been told their work was good by a teacher often or very often (see Figure
5.7). Fewer than forty per cent of students had been praised frequently by a teacher.
Furthermore, a significant minority (over a fifth) of students had never received such

praise.
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Figure 5.7: Reports of positive-student teacher interaction
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These different aspects of student-teacher interaction were used to form a
composite measure of positive student-teacher interaction.® The extent of positive
interaction varied by school but the pattern did not relate to the school’s approach to
student integration; more positive interaction was reported in Lang St. and Hay St.
schools and somewhat less positive interaction was reported in Fig Lane and Wynyard
Rd schools. This is consistent with previous research which shows variation in school
climate over and above differences in formal organisational structure (Smyth, 1999).
Boys were more likely than girls to report positive interaction; on closer investigation,
this was due to the gender distribution across different schools with no significant
differences apparent between boys and girls attending the same school. The pattern of
positive interaction did not vary by social class background. Students who had
reported being top of the class in primary school were more likely to experience
frequent positive interaction with teachers than those who had been at the middle or
bottom of their class. Perhaps puzzlingly, students with lower reading scores reported
more positive interaction with teachers; this may reflect teacher strategy to encourage
less academically able students.

(b) Negative student-teacher interaction

This measure was based on reports of interaction with teachers in the two weeks prior
to the survey. Most students had not experienced negative interaction with their
teachers; only a minority of students had been given out frequently for their work or

® The resulting scale had a reliability of 0.719.
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for misbehaving while over a quarter had been given out to by teachers 'a few times'
(see Figure 5.8).
Figure 5.8: Negative teacher-student interaction
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The pattern of negative interaction® varies across schools with more negative
interaction reported in Lang St., a boys’ school, and less negative interaction in
Belmore St., a girls’ school. Girls report less negative interaction with teachers than
boys on average, a pattern that is evident within coeducational schools (with the
exception of Hay St. school). The pattern varies by social class background with
students from higher professional and farming backgrounds less likely to report being
given out to by teachers and higher levels of negative interaction among those from
non-employed backgrounds. Students with lower reading and maths test scores tend to
report more negative relations with teachers. Similarly, students who reported being
bottom of their sixth class were more likely to experience negative interaction with
teachers. In keeping with previous research (see Hannan et al., 1996), there is no
significant relationship between the frequency of positive and negative interactions,
that is, students who have positive interactions with their teachers are not markedly
less likely to be given out to. Classroom climate is found to vary by class allocation
with the highest level of negative student-teacher interaction reported among male
students assigned to bottom classes in streamed schools (see Figure 5.9), a pattern that
is consistent with that found by Lynch and Lodge (2002).

® The composite measure of negative student-teacher interaction has a reliability of 0.6761.
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Figure 5.9: Negative student-teacher interaction for male students
by class allocation (% been given out to one or more times)
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5.4.2 Interaction with other students: Being bullied

Figure 5.10: Experience of being bullied
(% One or more times)
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Students in the case-study schools were asked about their experience of being bullied
in the two weeks prior to the survey. There were gender differences in the prevalence
of different types of bullying with girls suffering more from verbal rather than
physical aggression. The most common form of bullying reported by boys was being
jeered by other students while among girls being upset by things said behind their
back, being jeered or being ignored were equally common forms of bullying. Boys

were significantly more likely than girls to report being jeered or physically pushed
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around while girls were significantly more likely to report being ignored or being
upset by things said about them (see Figure 5.10). A significant minority (a fifth) of
boys reported being physically pushed around by other students with under a tenth
experiencing being pushed around on the way to or from school.

The case-study schools differed in the extent of bullying but the form of
bullying which was most prevalent varied from school to school. Being physically
pushed around was more commonly reported in Hay St. (a coeducational school with
a predominantly male intake) and Park St. (a boys’ school), both schools with less
emphasis on student integration. Being physically pushed around was less frequently
mentioned in two of the girls” schools, Wynyard Rd and Belmore St., but also in one
of the boys’ schools, Lang St.; school-level differences in the prevalence of physical
bullying was evident for both boys and girls.

A composite measure of being bullied was constructed. Girls tend to report
less bullying than boys on average. While the incidence of being bullied does not vary
consistently by social class background, students from professional backgrounds are
slightly less likely to report being bullied and those from non-employed households
are more likely to do so. Students from non-national backgrounds are significantly
more likely to report being bullied as are students from a Traveller background (see
Figure 5.11), indicating that bullies may single out students who are somehow
'different’ as targets.

Figure 5.11: Experience of bullying by membership of minority group
(% One or more times)
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Students with no primary school friends in the school are slightly more likely
to experience bullying but having an older sibling in the school appears to make no
difference to the risk of being bullied. Students in bottom classes in streamed schools
were significantly more likely to report bullying than students in other classes; this
pattern is evident among both girls and boys. Students with higher reading or maths
scores were less likely to report being bullied; this is partly because these students are
not allocated to bottom classes. There was some variation across schools in the overall
prevalence of bullying with the highest levels reported in Hay St., a ‘low integration’
school with a high proportion of boys, and the lowest levels in Belmore St., a girls’
school with a strong emphasis on student integration.

A major theme emerging from the student interviews was the change in status
associated with being the smallest students in the school:

You see in sixth class you were the biggest boys, now in secondary you're just
tiny lads. (Park St. school, bottom class)

In the boys' schools, in particular, students had heard about ‘the first year beating'
before they came to school and many had experienced some degree of being
physically pushed around, usually referred to as being ‘thrown in the bins' or 'thrown
in the bushes'":

If you give cheek to the fifth years they won't get you but if you give cheek to
the third or second years they will get you. You just have to act real big.

Some people just walk up to you and grab you and punch you and walk off
again.

It's like first year beating, it's funny to them. (Park St. school, top class)

When you are in the shop line, it's huge and then everyone goes in front of you
and they all just push you out the way. (Park St. school, middle group)

You'd be going upstairs ... and you'd be here and you go down and they'd be
pushing you and kicking your bag in front of you. (Dawes Point school, bottom
class)

While this was somewhat less evident in the coeducational schools than in boys only
schools, boys in coeducational schools did report a similar rite of passage:
At the start of the year when we came first in we got our beatings. (Dixon St.
school, bottom class)
This was not seen as happening to girls in the same way:

Interviewer: And what about the girls, do the girls push you around a bit as
well?
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No it's just mainly the boys.

Interviewer: So the older girls, do they react to the first year girls at all?

If there was something wrong with you they'd come over and ask you are you
alright or whatever. (Dawson St. school)

However, a number of girls did report being pushed or shoved:

We were back, the first years and the sixth years.

And me and you were walking down the hall...

Yes, we were walking down the hallway and this girl goes "yes, thanks a lot for
bringing us back to school™ and we didn't know what to say and then she came
up to me one day and started pushing me back because | was at the vending
machine. She pushed me back. So there is a lot of bullying.

Yes, that is what they do. If there is a really big queue and you come to the top
they just push you. (Belmore St. school)

Students differed in how they perceived the 'beating’. Some argued that it only
happened to students who knew older students, for example, the friends of older
brothers:

If you didn't know anybody coming to this school then you wouldn't get hit at
all it's when you know them, and they know your brothers. (Park St. school, top
class)

For some students, being pushed around happened in the first week and was then
‘over".
We used to get digs going down the corridor but now that has stopped.
The first years would be going down the corridor and all the fifth years would
be coming down and we would get squashed into the wall.

Interviewer: Would they do that on purpose?
Yeah. They only done it for the first week. (Park St. school, middle group)

Others maintained that this was just 'messing’ and did not involve being hurt in any
serious way. These students seemed to see it as an integral part of being in first year:

First student: Most of them are only after you for the laugh because you're a
first year, you see that's all part and parcel of it coming into secondary school,
you're going to get your first year beating like, so there's no point in going mad
telling the teachers because you know they're only doing what's going on.
Second student: It is a kind of a tradition in one sense. (Park St. school, bottom
class)

I got about ten slaps over the head ...

Interviewer: Who gave you the ten slaps over the head?

Older students.

Everyone, I'd be walking through the corridor.

Anyone that you might know they come along and they give you an old shove.
Interviewer: Other first years or older?

Second years.
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Third years.

His brother is in second.

I'm not going to say their names because | don't mind, it didn't hurt or anything
and it's only a laugh.

... [W]hen you're in primary it's like a rumour going around that when you come
over here you're going to get such a beating and you come over and it's like a
mess, they're messing. (Dawes Point school, top class)

However, it is difficult to determine whether these comments represent bravado on
the part of students; a number of other students did seem to be hurt by older students:

Interviewer: And is it really bad?

No, they just mess.

It is only messing.

I got worse than him.

I got worse. | got bruises all over me and the side of my head, and bounced my
head off walls and all.

Interviewer: Was it very painful?

No.

Yes.

You would be crying on the ground. (Dixon St. school, bottom class)

Interviewer: But what does it actually mean, the first year beatings?
Banging your head and ...

Kicking you and stuff.

I got thrown into thorn bushes.

Interviewer: It seems very severe to me. It must be very hurtful?

I got the thorns in me.

Yes, | got the thorns in my leg and it bled when they took them out.
I couldn't sit down for ages. (Lang St. school, middle group)

Some first year students felt that they could then take their 'turn’ the following
year:

But when we are in second year we will be killing the first years that come in.
Interviewer: So do you think that you will do the same now when you are into
second year; you will give the first years their beatings?
Yes.
We got it and they have to get it. (Dixon St. school, bottom class)
While others felt their own experiences meant they would be less likely to pick on
other students:

I'm not going near them [first years] because people did go near me and | know
how it feels. (Park St. school, bottom class)

The incidents reported here tended to happen on the corridors while students

were moving from class to class or in the school grounds during break time. In some
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schools (Dawson St. and Fig Lane schools), first year students were allowed on break

before other students in order to avoid students being pushed around.

5.4.3 Talking to someone about problems

Chapters Two and Three have outlined the kind of support structures available to first
year students across different school contexts. However, such structures are only
likely to be effective to the extent that students are aware of them and prepared to
approach the relevant personnel for help. In the survey, first year students were asked
to whom they would talk if they had a problem; almost two-thirds said they would
talk to someone at home, 19 per cent said they would talk to someone at school while
16 per cent of students reported that they would not talk to anybody about their
problem. There were no significant gender differences in potential sources of help,
although girls were somewhat less likely than boys to report having no-one to talk to
(14% compared with 18%). Sources of help did not vary by social class background.
However, students were more likely to say they would talk to someone at school (or
no-one) if they had lower levels of parental involvement, that is, if their parents do not
frequently talk to them about school and their life in general. A matter for concern is
the fact that students who report being bullied are more likely to say there is no-one
(at home or school) they would talk to if they had a problem. In addition, students
who do not like their school or teachers and have a negative view of their own
abilities are more likely to say they have no-one to talk to.

Students were also asked to whom they would talk if they had to talk to some-
one at school about a problem. Class tutors and year heads were most often seen as
potential sources of help for students (see Figure 5.12). However, a significant
proportion of students (over a fifth) mentioned their student mentor, 'buddy’ or prefect
while a similar proportion indicated their informal network of friends at school as a
source of support. Students were less likely to mention a subject teacher, guidance
counsellor or the chaplain/matron as potential sources of help. Eight per cent of
students directly stated that they would not have anyone to talk to at school, which is
potentially a matter of concern. Potential sources of help varied across the case-study
schools; class tutors were most frequently mentioned by students in Wentworth Place,
Dixon St. and Dawson St. while student mentors were most frequently mentioned in

Belmore St. and Fig Lane.
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Figure 5.12: Potential sources of help at school
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In the group interviews, some students reported feeling they could go to their
teachers, usually their class tutors about any problems. However, students generally
appeared to be reluctant to report bullying to teachers either because they felt it would
make the situation worse or because teachers would be unable to help:

Interviewer: But is there anybody that you can actually go to when it gets really
out of hand?

No, that's called ratting.

If you tell on them they will get you worse.

They will go at you for the rest of your life. (Lang St. school, middle group)

The teachers, you feel a bit uneasy talking to them about it.

Because then the teachers could say ... "your name was told ... they said that
you hit them" but then they would give you more grief for telling the teacher on
them. (Wattle St. school)

And if someone was bullying you, do you think you'd go and tell a teacher?
I'd tell the teacher but then the teachers don't really do much about it. (Park St.
school, bottom class)
Students were somewhat more likely to feel that their student mentor was more
approachable than the teachers:

Interviewer: You mentioned prefects - so what are the prefects there for?
They are the older students and they would look after you.
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If something was robbed on you, you tell them and they would tell it to your
form teacher.

Interviewer: Would you go to your prefect if you had a problem or you wanted
to know something?

Yes, you would. (Barrack St. school)

Yeah, we've mentors and prefects just to take care, if anything happens and we
don't want to go to talk to a teacher about it we can go and talk to them and they
can say such and such or whatever.

Interviewer: And do you find them quite friendly and approachable?

Yeah, I'd rather talk to them than the teachers, | feel more comfortable because
they're still around our age. (Dawson St. school)

In sum, first year students are more likely to go to their family about a

problem. However, within the school context support structures such as the year head

and class tutor system along with student mentors are seen as potential sources of

help. Nevertheless, a certain number of students, especially those who are

experiencing bullying or are disaffected with school, are more likely to report having

no-one to talk to if they had a problem.

5.5 Perceptions of school

This section explores student perceptions of school life in general. Students were

given a set of statements about school and asked whether they agreed or disagreed

with these statements. On the basis of their responses, a number of different

dimensions of school-related attitudes could be distinguished®:

1.
2.
3.

The extent to which students reported liking school life;

The extent to which students reported liking their teachers;

Academic self-image, that is, the extent to which students felt they could cope
with school-work;

Isolation, that is, the extent to which students felt isolated in their new school and
consequently anxious about their situation;

Self-image.

19 Factor analysis was used to analyse the interrelationships among the different statements.
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5.5.1 Liking school

The extent to which students were considered to like school was derived on the basis

of the statements:**

I find school-work in this school really interesting.

I am excited about being at this school.

I like being at this school.

I usually feel relaxed about school.

I look forward to coming to school most days.

I like school better than most other students in this school.

In general, students tend to have very positive attitudes towards school at the

beginning of first year (see Figure 5.13). However, a significant minority of students

do not find school-work interesting, do not feel relaxed about school and do not look

forward to coming to school.

Figure 5.13: Extent to which students like school
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The extent to which students reported liking school varied across the case-

study schools, although this pattern was not related to the school’s approach to

integration or subject choice; more positive views were reported in Park St. and Hay

St. schools and less positive views were reported in Barrack St. and Dawes Point

schools. On average, there were no significant gender differences in liking school.

11 The scale derived is highly reliable (0.7771).
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However, within coeducational schools, girls tend to have somewhat more positive
attitudes than their male counterparts. Interestingly, the pattern did not vary markedly
by social class background, although those from higher professional backgrounds did
have more positive views. Having primary school friends in the school and being
from a linked primary school did not make a difference to whether students said they
like school. Students who have already experienced success in the educational system,
that is, those who described themselves as at the top of their sixth class and who have
higher reading and maths scores, have a significantly more positive orientation to
school. Interaction with their post-primary school teachers has a significant influence
on their attitudes to school; students who have experienced positive interaction with
teachers are more likely to report liking school while the opposite is the case for those
who have experienced negative interaction. Interaction with peers is also an influence
on whether students like school; students who have been jeered or physically pushed

around by other students have more negative attitudes to school.

5.5.2 Liking teachers

This measure was based on the following statements: *?

e | think most of my teachers are friendly.

e My teachers would help me if | had a problem with my school work.
e | could talk to at least one of my teachers if | had a problem.

e Most of the time there is a good working atmosphere in the class.

e | like most of my teachers.

Figure 5.14 indicates that first year students generally have positive views of
their teachers. In contrast to liking school, the extent to which students reported liking
teachers did not vary markedly by school, although somewhat higher values were
reported in Hay St. and Belmore St. schools and somewhat lower values in Barrack
St. school. No noticeable gender or social class differences were apparent in the
extent to which students like their teachers. As might be expected, students who
report liking school are also likely to report liking teachers. While liking school is
positively correlated with reading and, to a lesser extent, maths score, there is no
relationship between prior performance and liking teachers. On the other hand,

students who report being at the top of their class in primary school are more likely to

12 The scale has a reliability of 0.7284.
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report a positive view of their post-primary teachers. As might be expected, students

who have experienced positive interaction with teachers are more likely to report

liking teachers in their school while the opposite is the case for levels of negative

interaction. Perhaps surprisingly, however, students who report having been bullied

are less likely to have a positive view of teachers.

Figure 5.14: Extent to which students like teachers in their school
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5.5.3 Academic self-image

The measure of academic self-image was based on the following statements:**

I think 1 am doing well at this school.
I think the work is quite easy at this school.
I think 1 am working hard at this school.
I am able to do my school work as well as most other students.
I do better at school work than most other students in my class.
I'm quite pleased with how my school work is going.
I have trouble keeping up with my school work. (disagree)
The majority of first year students report doing well, being pleased with their

school work and not having trouble keeping up (Figure 5.15). Furthermore, the vast

3 The scale is highly reliable (0.7539).
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majority feel that they are working hard at school. However, a significant proportion
(43%) of first year students do not find the work easy.
Figure 5.15: Academic self-image
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Boys have a somewhat higher academic self-rating than girls, a pattern that is
consistent with previous research on Junior and Leaving Certificate students (Hannan
et al., 1996). Academic self-image varies by social class background with more
positive self-images found among those from higher professional or farming
backgrounds and less positive ratings reported by students from semi/unskilled
manual or non-employed households. Students who report liking school, liking
teachers and having a positive academic self-image are more likely to report that their
parents spend more time interacting with them.

As might be expected, academic self-image is influenced by prior educational
success. Students with higher reading and maths scores are more likely to have a
positive academic self-image. Those who felt they were top of the class in primary
school are more likely to have a positive academic self-image than those who reported
being in the middle or bottom of the class. Students who were spending longer on
homework at the time of the survey (September) were less likely to report being able
to cope with their school-work; these students appear to feel 'swamped' by the
academic demands of first year. Students who have experienced positive interaction
with teachers are, as might be expected, more likely to have a positive view of their
academic progress; the opposite is the case for those who have reported negative

interaction with teachers. In addition, students who reported only negative feelings on

151



their first day at school tend to have a more negative view of their subsequent
academic progress. The different dimensions of attitudes to school life are inter-
related; students with more positive academic self-images are also more likely to
report liking school and liking teachers.

Academic self-image varied somewhat across schools with higher ratings
among students in Park St. and Wattle St. schools and lower ratings in Barrack St.

school.

5.5.4 Isolation

This measure was based on the following statements:**

e Being at this school scares me.

e Nobody at this school seems to take any notice of me.

e At times I feel down about my life.

e | often feel lost and alone at school.

e | don't have many friends at this school.

e I'm afraid that I'll make a fool of myself in class.

e | am afraid to tell teachers when I don't understand something in class.

A minority of students report feeling very isolated in terms of feeling alone,
without friends, being scared by school or being ignored (see Figure 5.16). However,
a significant group of students are inhibited by the potential judgments of others with
almost a third of students being afraid to make a fool of themselves in class and being
afraid to ask teachers if they don't understand something. In addition, almost a third of

the students surveyed reported feeling down about their life at times.

1% The measure has a reliability of 0.7603.
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Figure 5.16: Extent to which students feel isolated at school
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There was some variation across schools in reported isolation among students,
although this pattern is not clearly related to the prevalence of support structures for
first year students; somewhat higher levels were reported in Wynyard Rd, Barrack St.
and Dawes Point schools and somewhat lower levels were reported in Lang St. and
Belmore St. schools. Girls were somewhat more likely to report feelings of isolation
than boys; this pattern holds within all coeducational schools, with the exception of
Fig Lane school. There was significant variation by social class background with
those from professional backgrounds much less likely to report feeling isolated in
school than those from non-employed backgrounds. There was some variation by
household structure with students living with neither parent most likely to report
isolation and those living with both parents least likely to do so. Furthermore, students
with higher levels of parental involvement were less likely to report feeling isolated at
school. Students from a Traveller background or with non-national parents were
significantly more likely to report feeling isolated within school.

Students with higher reading and maths scores were less likely to feel isolated
while those who had a negative perception of their performance in sixth class and
those who had experienced bullying were more likely to report such feelings. No
marked difference was apparent between those in high and low integration schools.
Pre-entry contact or having an older sibling in the school had no significant

relationship with reported isolation. As might be expected, those with three or more
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friends from primary school in their school were less likely to report isolation.
However, the relationship with number of friends in their class was insignificant.
Students who report isolation are less likely to like school and/or teachers.
Liking school, liking teachers or feeling isolated does not vary markedly by type of
class, although those in bottom classes are slightly more likely to report feeling

isolated than those in top or middle classes.

5.5.5 Self-image

Students were asked about three aspects of their self-image in terms of the following
statements:

e | like the way I look.

e | am good at sports.

e | am liked by most of the other students in my class.

While factor analysis identified the different aspects of self-image as clustering
together, the resulting scale did not have a high reliability (0.55) so the dimensions are

analysed separately here.

Figure 5.17: Student self-image
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In general, the first year students surveyed had a positive self-image in terms
of their appearance, their sporting prowess and their popularity (see Figure 5.17).
Body-image (a student liking the way they look) varied significantly by school with

more positive reports in Lang St. school, a boys’ school, and less positive views in
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Barrack St. school, a girls’ school. This is partly related to gender with schools
varying significantly for girls but not for boys (however, boys in Lang St. school have
a more positive body-image than boys in other schools). In keeping with previous
research, girls are found to have more negative body-images than boys, reflecting
wider social pressures rather than the school context per se (Figure 5.18) (see Hannan
et al., 1996). There is no significant variation in body-image by social class
background. Students who had been bullied have a more negative body-image, a
pattern that is consistent with that found in Hannan et al. (1996). This may relate to
the fact that bullying behaviour may target some aspects of students' appearance.
Students who have a more positive body-image also have a more positive experience
of school in general; they are more likely to like their school and teachers, rate their

academic performance more positively and are less likely to feel isolated.

Figure 5.18: Body image by gender
(‘I like the way I look’)
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Schools varied markedly in the extent to which students reported being good
at sports. Since girls are significantly less likely than boys to report being good at
sports (see Figure 5.19), views were more positive in all boys' schools (such as Lang
St. and Park St.) than in all girls' schools (such as Belmore St. school). There is no
discernible variation by social class background in perceptions of being good at
sports. Students who reported being at the top of their class in primary school are
significantly more likely than those in the middle or bottom of the class to report
being good at sport (56% compared with 32%); this pattern is apparent among both
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the girls and boys surveyed. Students who have been bullied are less likely to report
being good at sports. Students who report being good at sport are more likely to be
involved in sports both within school and in outside clubs; this pattern is more marked
for boys than girls. However, it is difficult to disentangle the relationship on the basis
of available data; young people are more likely to get involved in sports if they feel
they are good at them but being involved is also likely to boost their view of their
sporting abilities. Students who report being good at sports are generally more
positive about their lives; they are somewhat more likely to like their school and
teachers, rate their academic performance more positively and are less likely to feel

isolated.

Figure 5.19: Being good at sport by gender
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There was no significant variation across schools in self-reported student
popularity, that is, whether students felt they were liked by their classmates. This
pattern did not vary significantly by gender or social class background. Students who
have been bullied, as might be expected, are less likely to report being popular with
their classmates. Students who see themselves as popular are more likely to like
school and their teachers, rate their academic abilities highly and are, as might be

expected, less likely to feel isolated at school.

156



5.6 Conclusions

This chapter has outlined experiences of the transition from primary to post-primary
school among first year students in twelve case-study schools. While the schools have
not been selected to be representative of the total population of post-primary schools
in Ireland, they capture important dimensions of how schools handle the transition
process and therefore provide a useful insight into the nature of the adjustment
process for students in different school contexts.

It was hypothesised in Chapter One that students would experience a
somewhat easier transition in schools with more developed integration programmes.
This hypothesis was at least partially borne out by the findings in that the degree of
contact with their post-primary school before entry helps to some extent to reduce
student anxiety about making the transition. However, students' expectations of their
post-primary school appear to be based mainly on informal sources of information,
such as siblings and the wider family circle. These informal sources of information
and support (for example, having siblings and/or friends in the same school) also
appear to be important in reducing negative feelings about moving to post-primary
school. Students themselves feel that putting them in the same class as their friends
and reducing bullying would do most to help them settle into the new school.

In keeping with previous research, the prevailing pattern is of mixed emotions
around the transition process, with most students feeling a combination of
nervousness and excitement on their first day at school. Nevertheless, a significant
minority of students have very negative feelings about school from the outset and this
group is disproportionately made up of students who have not experienced
educational success at primary level.

For first year students, the main differences between post-primary and primary
school centre on having more teachers and subjects, being one of the youngest
students, having different relations with teachers, being in a 'big' school and having a
longer day. A major downside for many students was the change in status associated
with being one of the youngest and smallest students in the school; a recurring theme
in the student interviews highlighted 'the first year beating' as a rite of passage for
boys in first year. However, many students stress the advantages of post-primary
school over primary school in terms of wider experiences and greater autonomy.
Over and above the influence of the school’s approach to handling the transition

process, school climate, that is the nature of interaction among teachers and students
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in the school, appears to play a significant role in influencing not only student
attitudes to school but students” own view of themselves. In particular, students who
have experienced bullying have a more negative view of themselves, feel more
isolated and have a more negative attitude to school and their teachers. It appears,
therefore, that a school’s formal structures to assist student integration may be
insufficient to ease the transition process unless they are underpinned by a positive
school climate.

This chapter has focused on the early stages of students’ transition into the
post-primary school; the extent to which long-term transition difficulties are evident

among first year students in the case-study schools is discussed in Chapter Seven.
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CHAPTER SIX: STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF THE LEARNING PROCESS

Introduction

Chapter Five examined students’ perspectives of the transition into post-primary
school. Previous research has highlighted the significant differences between the
primary and post-primary sectors in the subjects taught and the approach to teaching
(see Chapter One). This chapter explores student perceptions of the learning process
within first year. Students were surveyed in September and May of first year (see
Appendix 2 and 3 for the questionnaires used); analyses in this chapter are based on
the 750 students included in both waves of the survey along with 38 group interviews
conducted with students in October to explore their perceptions of the learning
process within first year. Because Wynyard Rd. school discontinued their
involvement in the research, analyses are based on students in a total of eleven
schools. The first section examines the approach to ability grouping in the case-study
schools and students' views on class allocation. The second section analyses student
perceptions of subject choice and the number of subjects they take. Continuity in
curriculum between primary and post-primary school is explored in section three
while student perceptions of particular subjects are examined in section four. Student
views on the pace of instruction are analysed in section five and the amount of time
spent on homework is discussed in section six. Section seven examines the different

forms of learning assistance available to students.

6.1 Ability grouping

Chapter Two has indicated a decline over time nationally in the proportion of first
year base classes which are grouped on the basis of ability. The case-study schools
varied in their approach to ability grouping. Mixed ability base classes were employed
in first year in five of the schools: Dawson St., Barrack St., Fig Lane, Belmore St. and
Wattle St. In Fig Lane and Belmore St., students were allowed to specify friends with
the schools attempting to group some friends in the same class in order to facilitate
the settling-in process. In Wentworth Place, classes were banded, that is, divided into
two bands on the basis of assessed ability. In five of the schools (Lang St., Dixon St.,
Park St., Hay St. and Dawes Point), classes were streamed from higher to lower by

assessed ability.
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Students were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with a number of
statements regarding class allocation (see Figure 6.1). Over three-quarters of the
students in the case-study schools agree with the statement that 'students should be put
in the same class as their friends'. Support for this view was highest in Belmore St.,
Wattle St. and Fig Lane, all mixed ability schools, but it was also relatively high in
Lang St., which was streamed. Interestingly, there was quite a high level of support
for ability-based differentiation among the students surveyed, with 63 per cent
agreeing with the statement that 'test results are a good way of deciding which class
students should be in'. Support for this view was highest in schools which used
streaming/banding, particularly Hay St. and Wentworth Place. However, the majority
of students in mixed ability schools also supported ability-based grouping; the
exceptions to this pattern occurred in Fig Lane and Belmore St. Within streamed
schools, students in lower stream classes were more likely to oppose ability-based
differentiation; 31 per cent disagreed with the statement compared with 16 per cent of

those in the higher stream classes.

Figure 6.1: Attitude to class allocation approaches
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Attitudes to ability grouping were further explored within group interviews
with students. As in the questionnaire responses, students were divided in their
opinions of ability grouping but overall responses tended to be positive. The main
justification given for ability grouping was that it would mean a more appropriate
pace of instruction within class, with teaching tailored to the group taught:

You should be with people of the same ability.
You don't want to be in a class that have people going at a slow pace and you
want to go quicker. (Park St., higher stream class)

You might end up in a class that is too fast. (Park St., middle class)
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Because if you aren't really that smart, it is easier if you learn it slower than
quicker.

But the smart lads go way ahead of you. And it wouldn't be fair to the smart
people. (Wentworth Place, higher band)

Some people couldn't keep up with the others and some people are too smart for
the others. (Lang St., middle class)
However, such grouping was sometimes seen as resulting in extra pressure for those
in the higher stream classes:

You know the way when you get into [the higher stream class] and if you didn't
get placed into different classes, you would be really behind because imagine all
the slow things they would be teaching people.

[But] They are much more strict [with the higher stream class]. They think we
are brain boxes and we are only kids. We don't know all the scientific stuff.
(Dixon St., higher stream class)

One of the main disadvantages of class allocation based on ability from the students'
point of view was that they would not be in the same class as their friends:

It was weird waiting to see what class you were in, you were nervous, you
wanted to be put in with your friends. (Wentworth Place, higher band)

Almost two-thirds (63%) of students in the case-study schools agreed with the
statement that 'teachers treat the different classes in first year differently’. Students in
streamed schools were more likely to agree with this statement, although over half of
those in mixed ability schools also did so. Students in Belmore St., a mixed ability
girls’ school, were most likely to see the classes as being treated equitably. Those in
the lower class within streamed schools were most likely to perceive treatment as
inequitable, perhaps because they report more negative interaction with teachers (see
Chapter Five). Interestingly, a number of students in higher classes reported unfair
treatment, focusing on the fact that students in the lower classes were under less
pressure in terms of academic work and discipline and had greater access to subjects
with a practical orientation:

And young people get a reward for being dumb.

They get to go swimming and bowling every week.

They get a reward for being dumb. What do we get? Hard work.

They [the teachers] are not too strict with them [the lower stream class].

If they say curses to the teachers all they do is write a note and that's it. If I did
that, 1 would be expelled on the spot. (Dixon St., higher stream class)

But the dumb people always get games and everything.
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We have metalwork once a week and they have metalwork twice a week. (Lang
St., higher stream class)

All of us are in [the higher stream class] now and the amount of homework we
get.
Because we're the smartest. (Dawes Point, higher stream class)

In contrast, students in the lower stream class mentioned issues such as restricted
choice of subjects:

We are not allowed to pick.

Because we are slow.

Yes, we are in a slow class.

[Somewhat later.]

When you are in C and D you can't pick. When you are in A or B you are
allowed pick.

Interviewer: Do you think that it is fair that only...?

It is not. Because then people are saying to you that you are slow and all.
(Dixon St.)

The language used in these quotes, contrasting 'dumb’ and 'smart' students, was
evident in many of the interviews held in streamed schools. Even at this early stage in
the school year (October), class allocation appeared to be strongly linked to the
labelling of students on the basis of ability and these labels seem to have been
internalised by students:

Interviewer: Can | ask how are you divided into classes? Do you know?
Student: Who's smart goes into [this class] and who is dumb goes into [that
class] or [that class] or something. (Dixon St., higher stream class)

They are clever and we are dumb. (Dixon St., lower stream class)

A2 and Al are smart classes and B1 and B2 are normal classes, then C1 and C2
are stupid classes. (Park St., lower stream class)

The brainy people are in the brainy classes.
And then if you are in the stupid class, they call you a dope and all that.
(Wentworth Place, lower band)

They [the lower stream class] think that they are mad.
They are just all scumbags really. (Lang St., middle class)

An interesting issue which emerged from the interviews was the fact that some
students in higher classes within streamed schools felt their position was precarious.
Students in the higher stream classes in two boys’ schools, Park St. and Wentworth
Place, reported that mid-term tests were being held which could result in students
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being reassigned to different classes. This possibility led to some concern and anxiety
among students in these schools who preferred not to be transferred out of an already
established group:

| dread tests.

We have them at mid-term as well.

They are all added up on an average. Then every subject's average is added up
and then you have an overall average and you have to get over 85 per cent to
stay in [the higher stream class].

Interviewer: Are you worried about that?

Yeah.

We don't want to drop down. (Park St., higher stream class)

We did a test yesterday to see if everyone should still be in this class.

But we have made friends now but we might be sent to different classes because

of the test. That is not fair.

(Wentworth Place, higher band)
However, for some students in the lower stream classes the possibility of moving
classes was seen as a 'second chance':

It's good in that way because you've a second chance. Then really if you just try
and you've a good chance then of getting into a higher class. (Park St., lower
stream class)
In actuality, among the sampled students, there was no ‘downward’ movement from
the higher stream class in Park St. with a small amount of 'upward' mobility from the
middle and lower stream classes. In Wentworth Place, 6 per cent of those in the
higher band moved 'downwards’ while 12 per cent of those in the lower band moved

‘upward'.

6.2 Subject choice
The case-study schools differ in their approach to subject choice for students (see
Chapter Four). In four of the case-study schools (Barrack St., Dawson St., Wattle St.
and Dawes Point), students pick their subjects before entry to the school. In two other
schools, Park St. and Hay St., students select their subjects before entry to the school
but the choice of subjects was somewhat more restricted. In Wentworth Place and
Dixon St., students try out the different subjects through a 'taster' programme for part
of the year. In Lang St., Belmore St. and Fig Lane, students take subjects for all of the
first year before selecting their Junior Certificate subjects.

First year students were asked about the sources of advice they draw on in

making decisions about subject choice. Parents emerge as the most important source
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of advice for first year students, followed by teachers and friends (see Figure 6.2); the
Guidance Counsellor is a very important source of advice for only a minority of first
year students in the case-study schools. As might be expected, the source of advice
differs according to the stage at which students have to choose their subjects. Friends
are a less important source of advice, and teachers a more important source, when
subject choices are made at a later stage (that is, after sampling subjects). There is
some variation across schools over and above that related to the school's approach to
subject choice. Parents are a very important source of advice for the vast majority
(85%) of students in Barrack St and teachers and friends are more highly rated as a
source of advice in this school than any other. It would appear that students in this

school are highly 'other-directed' in their selection of subjects.

Figure 6.2: Sources of advice for subject choice
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As well as being asked about potential sources of advice on subject selection,
students were asked about the factors influencing their choice of subjects. Needing the
subject for a course or job at a later stage and finding the subject interesting emerged
as the most important reasons put forward by students in the case-study schools (see
Figure 6.3). Almost a third of students said they were influenced by their parents’
views on which subjects they should take. A quarter of students selected subjects they
thought would be easy while a fifth of students were influenced by what their friends
were picking or what their teachers recommended. There was some variation across
the schools surveyed. The intrinsic interest of the subject was a more important
influence in Fig Lane and Wentworth Place than in the other schools. The choices of
friends were seen as more important in Barrack St., Hay St. and Dawes Point than in

other schools; these three schools were all designated disadvantaged schools in which

164



subjects were chosen at an early stage. Parents were seen as more important
influences in Wattle St., Hay St. and Park St., again all schools with early subject
selection. Not surprisingly, therefore, friends and parents represent a more important
influence in schools where students pick subjects before entry. This pattern may have
implications for the kinds of subjects chosen; if parents and primary school friends are
not very familiar with the post-primary curriculum, they may encourage the selection
of more 'traditional’ subjects. Unfortunately, the effect of different sources of advice
cannot be disentangled from the impact of school-level subject provision within the

relatively small number of schools included in this study.

Figure 6.3: Influences on subject choice
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The influences on subject choice are also related to the class placement of
students. Intrinsic interest is a more important influence for those in mixed ability or
higher stream classes than for those in middle or lower stream classes (see Figure
6.4). The perceived ease of the subject is more influential for those in middle or lower
stream classes as are the recommendations of teachers, friends or parents. The pattern
of variation by class placement is partly, but not wholly, due to the over-

representation of students with lower reading test scores in lower stream classes.
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Figure 6.4: Influence on subject choice by class placement
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The issue of influences on subject choice was explored in greater detail with
students in the group interviews. As was apparent from the questionnaire responses,
students who chose their subjects before entry to post-primary school tended to be
more reliant on informal sources of information:

Interviewer: And when you had to pick the subjects, how did you make up your
minds what you wanted to do?

Student: Asking everybody like.

[Another student interrupts.]

Interviewer: Sorry, you said you asked people; who did you ask?

Student: Like the people that were in this school that had those subjects.
Interviewer: And what did you ask, what was the best?

Student: Yes. What was the hardest and what was the easiest.

People were saying "go and do business studies and all and you will get a good
job out of it" but then you have to do so much work.

| just picked whatever my friend was picking. (Barrack St.)

The rumoured workload was also a factor for some students in the lower stream class

in Park St. school:

Interviewer: When you had to pick between French, German and Home
Economics, how did you decide which one to pick?

Student: Because Home Ec. is dossing and in French and German you have
homework. (Park St., lower stream class)

Lack of knowledge about subjects meant that sometimes students regretted
their choice subsequently:

Interviewer: And have any of you picked subjects that you think you would
rather not have done if you knew something about them?

Student: Yeah.

Interviewer: Like what subjects?

Student: Like business studies or something, | picked it because I didn't know
what it was about. (Hay St., higher stream class)
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Although students in Dawes Point chose their subjects before entry, they had a
discussion about subject choice with the school principal and were given a talk on the
different options by the subject teachers. While students reported finding this helpful
(‘because it helped us really to pick our subjects’), they did not always feel that
subjects turned out to be what they expected.

Students who had a chance to try out different subjects before making their
choice mentioned a number of factors as influencing their choice, including the
particular teacher involved, the perceived workload as well as the content of the
subject itself:

I like the subject ... but | won't pick it because of the teacher. (Wentworth
Place, higher band)

I will keep Art because you get no homework. (Lang St., middle class)

Some students felt that subjects should be chosen in terms of what they would 'need'

in the future, perhaps combined with some subjects taken for interest's sake:
You should do some [subjects] you know you will need and then other ones that
maybe you like or something. Like in fifth year ... you sort out your subjects for
what you want to do when you are older but like you should sort them out from
first year, and you can drop some like have a few which you don't know exactly
what you are doing but have the ones that you kind of know what you are doing.
(Belmore St.)

The school's approach to subject choice naturally has implications for the
number of subjects taken by first year students; students take more subjects if their
school has a taster programme in operation. However, even among schools with a
similar approach to subject choice, there is variation in the number of subjects taken.
Schools with 'early' subject selection tend to take 12 subjects compared with 16 for
those in schools with some sort of taster programme. However, among the 'early
choice' schools, students in Hay St. tend to take more subjects than those in the other
schools. Among schools with a taster programme, students in Fig Lane and Lang St.,
schools with quite contrasting student intakes in terms of social background and prior
ability levels, tend to take more subjects (17) than those in other schools. The number
of subjects taken also varies within schools. In three of the streamed schools (Dixon
St., Park St. and Dawes Point), students in the lower stream classes tend to do slightly
fewer subjects than those in the higher stream classes. In some cases, students
receiving learning support take fewer subjects than other students. In addition, a

number of students appear to have an exemption from taking Irish; for instance,
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students with non-national parents are less likely to be studying Irish than other
students. In general, students with higher reading and mathematics scores tend to take
more subjects. Over half of the students surveyed reported that there was a subject
that they would like to have taken but couldn't. This pattern varied markedly by
school with restricted choice more prevalent in Dawson St. and Fig Lane schools and
less prevalent in Lang St. and Hay St. schools. The subjects students would like to
have taken tended to be more practical in orientation and included Materials
Technology (Woodwork) (33%), Metalwork (21%), Home Economics (17%) and
Spanish (17%). Restricted choice did not vary by gender or mathematics/reading test
score. However, in a number of schools (Dixon St., Park St. and Lang St.), students in
lower stream classes were more likely to report not being able to take a subject they
wanted to do (see above).

Over half (57%) of first year students reported that they got to take all of the
subjects they chose, just over a fifth did not while a similar proportion did not yet
know if they been granted all their choices.! Among students who knew the outcome
of their selection, not getting their choices was more common in Hay St., Dawes
Point, Dawson St. and Dixon St. Constrained choice was more prevalent in middle or
lower stream classes than in higher stream or mixed ability classes (37-40% compared
with 21-24%). This pattern was especially evident in Dixon St., Park St. and Dawes
Point.

At the beginning of the school year, twenty-nine per cent of students agreed
with the statement that 'l am taking too many subjects at the moment’; thirty-one per
cent of students did not know while forty per cent of students disagreed with the
statement. The pattern did not vary markedly across the school year, even though
some students (those in Dixon St. and Wentworth Place) were taking fewer subjects in
May than in the first term; twenty-nine per cent of students felt they were doing too
many subjects in May. This pattern did not vary by gender, social class or class type.
However, the pattern varied significantly by school with those in Lang St., Barrack St.
and Fig Lane schools more likely to feel they were taking too many subjects. As
might be expected, students who agreed with the statement were taking more subjects
than those who disagreed with the statement (15 compared with 14.3 subjects in
September; 14.4 compared with 13.9 subjects in May). However, considerable

! This arose in schools where students were in the process of subject selection for second year.
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variation was apparent among students taking the same number of subjects; among
those taking 13 subjects, for example, 23 per cent of students felt they were taking too
many subjects while 42 per cent disagreed with the statement. This appears to be
related to the differential capacity of students to cope with a variety of subjects since
students with lower reading scores were more likely to feel they were taking too many

subjects in both September and May.

Figure 6.5: Preferences regarding subject choice
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Students were asked about their preferred approach to subject choice. The
majority of students surveyed opted for a 'taster' approach, where they would get to
try subjects before having to choose; students were equally divided between being
able to try subjects for part of the year and taking the subjects for the whole of the
year. Almost a fifth of students would prefer to pick their subjects before entry to
post-primary school while 8 per cent would like the school to decide on their subjects.
Students with lower reading and mathematics scores, those in middle or lower stream
classes in streamed schools, and those from manual, non-employed or Traveller
backgrounds were more likely to report preferring school allocation of subjects, most
likely reflecting less confidence in their ability to choose among the subjects
provided.

Not surprisingly, students' preferred approach to subject choice appears to be
influenced by the actual approach taken in their school. Support for sampling subjects

for the whole year is most strongly advocated in Belmore St. and Fig Lane, where
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such an approach is employed. Sampling subjects for part of the year is most strongly
favoured in Wentworth Place, where this is the approach taken. However, over half of
the students in schools where subject choice is made early would like the opportunity
to sample subjects. Perhaps surprisingly, over a fifth of students in three schools,
Barrack St., Dixon St. and Hay St., would like the school to decide on their subjects
for them.

In keeping with the questionnaire responses, students in the group interviews
tended to favour having at least some opportunity to try subjects out before they
selected them. This approach was seen as having some advantages, mainly in terms of
the opportunity to make a more informed choice regarding subjects:

If you had less subjects, you might be missing something that you didn't realise

you really liked. (Student, Fig Lane)

I wanted to do one [subject] and then like | had a class and | hated it. (Belmore
St)

You get four weeks of each subject before you get to choose.

Interviewer: And do you think that's a good idea?

Student: Yes.

[Otherwise] you could pick a dreadful subject that you hate and you could be
stuck with it for three years. (Wentworth Place, higher band)

Some students reported picking (or going to pick) subjects that they might not

otherwise thought of selecting:

When | came here | was thinking I would do French but | don't really like
French now. | think I prefer German so it's good to see which one you prefer
and then decide after that. (Fig Lane)

However, an increased amount of homework and the perceived difficulty of the 'new’
subjects were seen as disadvantages of having more (new) subjects:

If you don't do homework one night, say you are too tired and you just do the
bare amount that you have for tomorrow, then it all builds up for the next day.

I always do that. | used to leave the homework I needed for the next day and
you would have about 15 subjects to do. (Fig Lane)

It's nice getting a chance [to take] other subjects, learning new subjects but
some of them are really hard or difficult. (Dawson St.)

Science is quite hard because you've all different things ... you never really did
science in primary and it's just like a big step from doing nothing into all these
different ..., everything has a different symbol and everything. It's hard in
Science.
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It's a big difference because woodwork and metal work, you never did them in
primary, you have to learn the grip of the saw and all that, it's way harder.
(Dawson St.)

Another disadvantage was the difficulty in maintaining continuity in a very varied set
of subjects:
If you have business, you only get two classes a week and you forget the stuff.
You can't take any of it in. It is just really hard to take it all in. (Fig Lane)
In Dawson St., where students selected subjects before entry, this approach
was seen to have some disadvantages:

Here we were coming in, we just had to go by what people were telling us, what
Business was like. You don't get a chance to actually see what they're like. You
could have chosen different ones if you had of seen what they [the teachers]
were doing. (Dawson St.)
Some students in Park St., Barrack St. and Hay St. also said they should have been
allowed to choose their subjects:

It's a good idea [to try out subjects] because at least then you're not missing out
on any subjects. You do the subjects you're strongest at. (Park St., lower stream
class)
However, a number of students said they would prefer to pick the subjects before
starting post-primary school:

I would rather just pick them, because you lose out on a lot of work on other
subjects when you are doing about twenty. Then you would have to work really
hard so | would prefer to pick them at the start. (Park St., middle class)

In sum, students in the case-study schools tend to favour the opportunity to try
out subjects before selecting them, mainly because it allows them to make a more
informed choice. Students who had to choose subjects before entering post-primary
school were more likely to rely on informal sources of information, such as the views
of parents and friends. However, a potential downside to the taster approach was seen
to be the increased workload involved and students in 'taster' schools were more likely
to feel they were taking too many subjects. The relationship between the number of
subjects taken in first year and student integration and progress within the school is

assessed in Chapter Seven.
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6.3 Curriculum continuity

6.3.1 Perceived standards in Irish, English and Mathematics

Chapter Five has described how the transition from primary to post-primary school
involves an encounter with new subjects and different teaching methods. At the
beginning of the school year, students were asked to compare their experiences of
Irish, English and Mathematics in post-primary school with the standard of these
subjects in primary school. Students tended to see these subjects as ‘the same’ or
‘harder’ than at primary school level (see Figure 6.6) with a small proportion finding

the subjects easier.

Figure 6.6: Perceived standard of Irish, English and Mathematics at post-primary
level compared with at primary level
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Only a small minority (16%) found Irish easier with 45 per cent reporting it
was "about the same' and a significant group of students (39%) finding it harder than
in primary school (see Figure 6.6). Boys were much more likely than girls to report
Irish as harder or easier. However, this pattern was due to the distribution of boys and
girls across school types with no significant gender difference found among students
in the same school. The perception of differences between primary and post-primary
subject standards did not vary markedly by social class background. Interestingly,
finding Irish easier was much more common in lower stream classes within
streamed/banded schools while those in higher or middle stream classes were more
likely to find the subject harder. This would appear to reflect the way in which subject
content is tailored to the different ability groups with greater academic demands made
on students in higher stream classes (see Chapter Four). Students with lower reading
scores were somewhat more likely to see Irish as harder in post-primary school. As

well as varying across the case-study schools, there was variation within schools in
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terms of where students had gone to primary school; significant variation was evident
within half of the case-study schools: Dawson St., Lang St., Barrack St., Hay St., Fig
Lane and Belmore St. schools.

Fourteen per cent of students found English harder than in primary school, almost half
found it 'about the same' while 37 per cent found it harder (Figure 6.6). Boys were
significantly more likely than girls to find it harder; this pattern was evident within
coeducational schools, although the difference between girls and boys is not
statistically significant within these schools. As with Irish, those in lower classes in
streamed schools were likely to find English easier than at primary level, indicating
differential standards across the class groups. In contrast to the pattern for Irish,
students with higher Mathematics and reading scores were significantly more likely to
see English as harder; this is apparent across class types. It may be related to more
challenging material being targeted at more academically able students. The pattern
varied significantly by school with some variation within schools by primary school
attended (to a significant extent in Dawson St., Lang St., Hay St., Fig Lane and
Dawes Point schools).

Students were significantly more likely to see Mathematics rather than Irish or
English as harder in post-primary than in primary school (see Figure 6.6). As with
Irish and English, boys were more likely to see Mathematics as harder than it had
been. This pattern is due to the gender distribution across school types with marked
gender differences evident only in Fig Lane school. Students with lower Mathematics
and reading scores were significantly more likely to see Mathematics as harder in
post-primary school. Furthermore, students in the lower class in streamed schools
were likely to see Mathematics as easier than it had been. The pattern for
Mathematics varied by case-study school and variation by the primary school
attended was apparent within schools with significant differences evident in Dawson
St., Lang St., Hay St., Fig Lane and Dawes Point schools.

Measures of the perceived level of Irish, English and Mathematics in post-
primary school were moderately intercorrelated (r=0.1-0.2), that is, students who
found one subject harder were somewhat more likely to report finding the other
subjects harder. However, this relationship was not very strong, indicating that some
students felt “better prepared’ in some subjects than in others. Over a tenth of students
find all three subjects harder than in primary school. Students in higher or middle

stream classes are more likely to find all three subjects harder, indicating increased
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academic demands for these students compared with primary level. A significant
minority (36%) of students in Lang St., a streamed school which is designated
disadvantaged, find all three subjects harder. There was significant variation in
finding all three subjects harder within two schools (Wentworth Place and Belmore
St.) in terms of the primary school attended, a pattern which makes it difficult for
teachers to tailor curricular standards according to the needs of in-coming students.

In sum, a significant minority of students find Irish, English and/or
Mathematics harder in post-primary school than it was in primary school. There are
marked differences by class allocation; students in higher stream classes tend to find
the subjects harder while those in lower stream classes often find the subjects easier.
This reflects the different pace and standards applied in different ability groups within
streamed schools. Another interesting pattern was the differences among students in
terms of the primary school they had attended; it appears that there are variable
standards across the feeder schools with greater curriculum discontinuity for some
students than for others. The issue of variable experiences of primary subjects
was also raised by students in the group interviews:

I was in an Irish school and they spoke Irish and we were way ahead.
In the Maths ... they went straight into sets and we skipped it last year.
My old teacher, he only did about twenty minutes of Irish every day.
(Wentworth Place, higher band)

Our school in primary, we did nothing in Irish, five minutes a week on Irish.
We were really bad at Irish in our school. (Park St., higher stream class)

6.3.2. Views on the post-primary curriculum

At the end of the school year, students were asked to reflect on their perceptions of
the post-primary curriculum as compared with their experiences in primary school.
The majority of first year students in the case-study schools reported that they enjoyed
the subjects in first year more than they had subjects in sixth class within primary
school (see Figure 6.7). The majority also felt that primary school had prepared them
well for post-primary school and that most of the subjects had followed on well from
the primary curriculum. However, almost a third of students felt that many subjects in
first year just repeated what they had already learnt in primary school:

The geography down there is just the exact same in primary, and the history.
And the English. We are getting the exact same work and some of the work that
we get in history and geography we already did in 6th class. (Dixon St., lower
stream class)
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Figure 6.7: Views on the post-primary curriculum
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Furthermore, three-quarters of students felt that subjects were taught in a different
way in post-primary than in primary school:

You see in primary the teachers used to stay 'til everyone knows it and then you
have a test on it and then she'd start a new thing and then wait then 'til everyone
else knows it and then she'd do a test on that and then she'd do a big one on
everything that we done and see did you remember it. Because | think it's fair
the way it is at primary because they wait 'til everyone knows it.

Interviewer: And now what happens?

They just keep on, the teachers just go on and wait, or say our teacher, she does
maths pages by maths pages and then she gives us a test and then she thinks that
we're not learning it but then you feel embarrassed then saying to them | don't
know how to do it, | find it hard. (Park St., lower stream class)

They [Mathematics] are not explained as well as they were in primary school.
(Fig Lane)

Students who felt they were taking too many subjects were less likely to report
enjoying first year more, were less likely to feel primary school had prepared them for
post-primary or that subjects followed on from primary school; the pattern did not
vary by the actual number of subjects taken by students, however. Students with a
higher reading score were more likely to report enjoying first year subjects and that
the subjects had followed on from primary school.

Student views on curriculum continuity in general and in relation to English,
Irish and Mathematics in particular were interrelated. Those who felt that primary
school was a good preparation and/or there was continuity in many subjects were also
likely to report finding Irish, English and Mathematics easier or about the same in

post-primary as in primary school. In contrast, students who found teaching methods
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quite different at post-primary level were more likely to report finding the core
academic subjects more difficult than at primary level.

Curriculum continuity is likely to depend on a number of factors, including the
structural (mis)match between the primary and post-primary curricula, post-primary
teachers' familiarity with the primary school syllabus and their awareness of the
specific material covered by their students in sixth class. In keeping with the reports
by subject teachers in Chapter Four, teachers were seen as differing in their approach
to teaching first year students. Many students reported in the group interviews that
their teachers had not asked them about what they had covered in primary school:

Interviewer: In Irish, would they have tried to find out what you did in primary
school?

They just started.

They just assume that we did all the stuff in the primary...

Interviewer: And would you have done it?

No.

(Wentworth Place, higher band)

Interviewer: When you came into first year and with your Irish teacher, did they
ask you what kind of Irish you'd done in primary school?

No.

No.

They said that doesn't matter anymore; he said that doesn't matter anymore
because we're here now and we get all the words, because none of us knew any
Irish. (Dawes Point, lower stream class)

Interviewer: At the beginning, did [the Irish teacher] not ask you how much
Irish you had?

No.

She just expected that we all knew buckets of Irish.

She thinks we know everything in the Irish language, we know nothing. (Park
St., higher stream class)

However, there were exceptions in which teachers asked about the approach taken in
primary school and revised some of the material, taking account of the varying

backgrounds of the students:

Interviewer: What about Maths? Did the teachers try to find out what you had
done in primary school?

Student: Yes, well she asked us ... which way did you do this in primary
school? And we would say one way. She is really good, [she said] well this is
the way we do it now up to sixth year. (Belmore St.)

Interviewer: And say ... Maths when you came into first year, did the teacher try
to find out what kind of things you did in primary school?
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Student: Yes, in most stuff at the beginning of the book some of us had already
done in primary school.

Interviewer: So they checked that?

Student: Yes.

Interviewer: And did they go over that for some of the people who hadn't done
it?

Student: Yes.

Interviewer: And say in English then, would they have done the same thing or
what kind of things have they been doing?

Student: Like if you punctuate - punctuation marks and stuff like that.

And if some didn't do it, she, the teacher we had, would tell them what the
meaning [was] and where you would put them. (Belmore St.)

Some people from other schools had done it [the Mathematicss] before and

some people were more ahead and some people weren't. So that was hard on

some.

Interviewer: So was it difficult in class that some people knew it and some

people didn't?

Student: Yes and the English ... the answers all are more detailed.

Irish was basically the same but Maths was a bit harder because some people

didn't know [it] ... Our teacher, she just went over it even though some people

knew what they were doing, and she just went over it so that the people who

didn't know would catch up. (Fig Lane)

In sum, students were generally positive about the post-primary curriculum,

especially in relation to the range of subjects. However, a significant minority of
students, especially those with lower literacy levels, felt that the curriculum at primary

level had not provided them with a good foundation for their post-primary studies.

6.4 Perceptions of subjects

6.4.1 Subject preferences

In both waves (September and May) of the survey, students were asked which two
subjects they liked most. It should be noted that at the time of the first survey,
students would have had very little exposure to the 'new' post-primary school subjects.
Because of variation in take-up of the different subjects, responses relate only to those
students taking the subjects. Materials Technology (Woodwork) was most frequently
mentioned as students’ favourite subject in both September and May (see Figure 6.8).
Other popular subjects included PE, Art and Home Economics. Subject popularity
does not vary markedly over the course of first year; subjects with a practical
orientation maintain, if not increase, their popularity. Gender differences were

apparent with girls much more likely than boys to nominate Art, English or
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languages. Boys were much more likely than girls to name Materials Technology,

other practical subjects or PE.

Figure 6.8: Most popular subjects
(among students taking the subjects)
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Students were also asked to name the two subjects they liked least. Irish was
the most commonly mentioned subject at both the beginning and end of first year,
although its unpopularity declined somewhat over the course of the year (Figure 6.9).
Negative attitudes to Irish were also evident in the group interviews with students:

It is our language - it is our nationality or whatever. But it is really hard. You
have to get to know everything - all the grammar and everything. If you could
just speak it and it didn't matter - if you write, say spell it wrong or leave out a
fada - people that would read it would kind of know what is what you are trying
to say. Yes but like say - you don't even need Irish. No one speaks Irish. All the
grammar and everything. They make it hard in Junior Cert. and Leaving Cert.
when you don't even need it. (Belmore St.)

You need French for going on holidays, which you do.

But you have a choice of doing French in the Leaving Cert. You don't have a
choice in Irish. We are the only ones [only country] that use it so there is no
point. (Park St., higher stream class)

There is no point in learning it [Irish], it's not like you are ever going to use it.
(Park St., higher stream band)
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Figure 6.9: Least popular subjects
(among students taking the subjects)
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Much of these negative attitudes appeared to be related to the fact that students did
not see Irish as useful for their future lives:

Interviewer: Well, do you think you should have to do English?

Yes.

Yes. Irish next year is going to be poetry and stuff like that. Yes, but you don't
need poetry anyway. English is different. You are doing Irish for 14 years and
then if you decide to go to college in England or America, you are not going to
need it. And you will have just wasted fourteen years doing Irish. Or so if you
weren't even going to go to college like, that is a total waste. And you are going
to work somewhere or own a business, like. Yes, fourteen years like gone down
the drain. (Belmore St.)

Other relatively unpopular subjects included: Mathematics, French, History,
Business Studies, Geography, English and Science. Mathematics and History became
somewhat less unpopular in the course of the year while the reverse was the case for
Geography and Science. Boys were somewhat more likely than girls to name Irish,
Mathematics or English as their least favourite subjects.

At the beginning of first year, almost two-thirds (63%) of students in the case-
study schools agreed with the statement that 'l prefer more practical subjects where |
can work with my hands'. This proportion did not change over the course of first year.
Girls and boys were equally likely to agree with this statement. At the beginning of
the year, this pattern did not vary markedly by social class, class type or
reading/mathematics scores. However, by the end of first year, students from higher
professional backgrounds and students with higher reading and mathematics test
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scores were somewhat less likely to prefer practical subjects than other students.
Students with higher test scores are less likely to prefer subjects with a practical
orientation, even when actual take-up patterns for these subjects are taken into
account.

At the beginning of first year, a quarter of students agreed with the statement 'l
prefer more academic subjects where | have to work out problems'; almost half of all
students disagreed with this statement. The pattern of responses was similar at the end
of first year. The pattern of responses did not vary by gender or social class. However,
students in higher stream classes were twice as likely as those in lower stream classes
to prefer more academic subjects. Furthermore, those who considered themselves top
of the class in primary school were three times more likely to prefer academic
subjects than those at the bottom of the class. Students with higher
reading/mathematics scores were more likely to report preferring academic subjects at

both time points.

6.4.2 Subject difficulty

Figure 6.10: Perceived difficulty of different subject areas
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At the end of first year, students were asked about the extent to which they found a
specified set of subjects difficult. These subjects included: Mathematics, Science,
English, History, Geography, Home Economics, Business Studies, Foreign Language,
Materials Technology (Wood), Art, Computers, Irish and Physical Education (PE).
Responses relate only to students taking the subjects in question.

In general, academic subjects were seen as more difficult than those with a
more practical orientation. Irish was seen as the most difficult subject followed by
Science, foreign languages and Mathematics (see Figure 6.10). Almost half (49%) of
the students reported finding Irish difficult while only a small minority (12%) of first
year students in the case-study schools find English difficult. There is no overall
gender variation in the perceived difficulty of Mathematics; however, girls in
coeducational schools (with the exception of Hay St.) are somewhat more likely than
boys to find Mathematics difficult. Girls are much less likely than boys to find
English or Irish difficult, patterns that are also evident within coeduational schools.

Students with lower mathematics and reading scores and those who considered
themselves to be bottom of the class in primary school were more likely to report
finding Mathematics and Irish difficult. In contrast, the perceived difficulty of English
does not appear to be related to prior educational success. In fact, students who find
English difficult tend to have higher Mathematics scores than those who do not. The
perceived difficulty of Mathematics, English and Irish does not vary across class
types but it does vary across schools. In particular, students in Dawes Point, a
designated disadvantaged school, were quite likely to find Irish and Mathematics
difficult. Students in Park St., Lang St. and Wattle St., all boys' schools, were more
likely to find English difficult.

Looking at the perceived difficulty of other ‘academic’ subjects, forty-seven
per cent of students find foreign languages difficult (more than for any other subject
except Irish), forty per cent find Science difficult, a third find Geography difficult
while under a fifth of first year students find History difficult. Girls are somewhat
more likely than boys to find History difficult and less likely to find foreign languages
difficult, patterns that are evident within coeducational schools. Students with lower
reading scores were more likely to report finding these academic subjects (with the
exception of Geography) difficult. Students in middle or lower stream classes in
streamed schools are less likely to find Geography difficult, and more likely to find

Business Studies and Science difficult, than those in higher stream or mixed ability
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classes. Those who said they were bottom of the class in primary school were much
more likely than those at the top of the class to find Business Studies and foreign
languages difficult. There was some variation by school in the perceived difficulty of
these academic subjects, although the pattern varied depending on the particular
subject.

In general, subjects with a practical orientation are less likely to be seen as
difficult by first year students. Just over a fifth of students find Materials Technology
(Woodwork) difficult, a fifth find Home Economics difficult, thirteen per cent find
Art difficult while only five per cent of students in the case-study schools find
Computer Studies or PE difficult (see Figure 6.10). The perceived difficulty of
Woodwork, Computers and PE does not vary by gender. However, girls are somewhat
more likely than boys to find Home Economics difficult; it should be noted, however,
that the number of boys taking the subject is very small. Girls are less likely to find
Art difficult than boys.

There is no marked variation in the perceived difficulty of the practical
subjects by initial reading or mathematics test scores. However, those in lower stream
classes are somewhat more likely to find Art and Computer Studies difficult. This
pattern is also apparent for PE, although the difference across class groups is not very
marked. Those who reported being at the bottom of the class in primary school are
somewhat more likely to find Home Economics, Computers and PE difficult; the
reverse is true for Art. There is no such variation for Woodwork.

It was possible to compare attitudes in September with those in May for a
selected group of these subjects. In most cases, students who found particular subjects
difficult in September tended to find these subjects difficult in May; the perceived
difficulty of Mathematics, Science, English, History, Home Economics, Woodwork
and Irish in September is predictive of the perceived difficulty of that subject in May.
The exception to this is Computer Studies; the vast majority of students found this
subject 'not difficult' by May, including 90 per cent of those who had found it difficult
in September. This remarkable shift may be related to differences among students in
their initial exposure to, and familiarity with, computers; as the year progresses,
students become much more positive about the difficulty of Computer Studies. In
spite of a relationship between student attitudes at two points in time, there were some
shifts in the perceived difficulty of certain subjects. Science and, to a lesser extent,

Home Economics were seen as more difficult in May than in September whereas
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students saw English and Computer Studies as becoming less difficult over the course
of the year. No appreciable changes in the perceived difficulty of Mathematics,
History, Woodwork and Irish were evident.

6.4.3 Interest in subjects

Student interest appears to be highest in subjects with a practical component, with the
highest levels of interest evident in relation to Woodwork, PE, Art, Computer Studies,
Science and Home Economics. The lowest level of interest was reported in relation to
Irish (see Figure 6.11).

Figure 6.11: Student interest in specified subjects
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Among the 'core’ academic subjects, over half of first year students find
English interesting, forty-nine per cent find Mathematics interesting while only a
minority (39%) of students find Irish interesting (Figure 6.11). There are no marked
differences overall in the level of interest reported by girls and boys. Students with
higher Mathematics test scores and those who were top of their class in primary
school are more likely to find Mathematics interesting. Those in lower stream classes
in streamed schools are slightly more likely to find English and/or Irish interesting

than those in other class groups, perhaps indicating the tailoring of subject content to
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the ability level of students. There is some variation across the case-study schools in
the interest reported in these core subjects.

Among the other academic subjects, the highest interest levels are evident for
Art and Science with over three-quarters of first year students reporting finding these
subjects interesting. This high level of interest may relate, at least in part, to the
practical aspects of the subjects. There are no gender differences in interest in Science
or Geography. Boys are significantly more likely than girls to find History interesting
and less likely to find languages interesting, a pattern which is evident within
coeducational schools. Interest in these academic subjects does not vary markedly by
initial reading or mathematics score. However, those with higher reading scores are
somewhat more likely to report being interested in languages and less likely to report
being interested in Art. Students in lower stream classes in streamed schools are most
likely to report being interested in Geography and, to a lesser extent, Business and
Art. There is variation across the case-study school in reported interest, although the
pattern varies by subject.

The majority of first year students find the practical subjects interesting. Girls
are much more likely than boys to find Home Economics interesting while boys are
more likely to find PE interesting than girls. There is no marked variation by reading
or mathematics test score, although those with lower reading scores are somewhat
more interested in Woodwork and Computer Studies. Within streamed schools, those
in lower stream classes are more likely to find Home Economics interesting, although
the numbers are quite small and should be interpreted with some caution.

It was possible to compare interest in specified subjects in September and
May. While attitudes to the subject at the beginning and end of the year were closely
related, some shifts over time were evident. Interest levels in Mathematics were lower

at the end of the year while those for Science and Home Economics were higher.

6.4.4 Perceived utility of subjects
Figure 6.12 indicates the proportion of first year students who consider the specified
subjects to be useful. It is worth noting that for all of the subjects, including academic

subjects, the majority of first year students in the case-study schools find them useful.
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Figure 6.12: Perceived utility of subjects
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Almost all (91%) of students consider Mathematics useful, eighty-two per cent
of students find English useful while just over half of students see Irish as useful, the
lowest rating among the specified subjects. Those who saw themselves at the top of
the class in primary school and those with higher initial Mathematics test scores are
more likely to see Mathematics as useful.

In relation to the other academic subjects, four-fifths of students find Business
Studies useful, three-quarters find Science useful, almost three-quarters find foreign
languages useful, over two-thirds find Geography useful while fifty-six per cent find
History useful. Girls are more likely to see languages as useful than boys, a pattern
that is evident within coeducational schools (with the exception of Dixon St.). Boys
are somewhat more likely to see History as useful, a pattern that is also evident within
coeducational schools. Students in lower stream classes are less likely to see Science
as useful and more likely to see History, Geography and Art as useful than those in
higher stream or mixed ability classes. Students with higher Mathematics and reading
scores are more likely to see Science as useful and students with higher reading scores
are more likely to see languages as useful. In contrast, students with higher
Mathematics scores are less likely to see History as useful. Students with lower
reading and Mathematics scores are more likely to see Art as useful.
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The vast majority of first year students see Woodwork, Home Economics and
Computer Studies as useful. Girls are more likely than boys to find Home Economics
useful while finding Woodwork useful is more common among boys than girls. Those
in lower stream classes are more likely to find Home Economics useful than those in
higher stream classes.

Students were less likely to see Science, English, History and, to a lesser
extent, Irish as useful in May than they had been in September.

The group interviews with students in October allowed us to explore attitudes
to post-primary school subjects in greater detail. In general, students were not terribly
forthcoming about why they liked particular subjects. However, they were generally
positive about taking on the 'new' school subjects, especially the subjects with a more
practical orientation. One advantage was seen to be the 'clean slate' these subjects
provided:

The new ones [subjects] are quite easy because you have to start at the very
start. You are not expected to know so much. (Fig Lane)

First year students in the case-study schools were somewhat more forthcoming
about why they disliked particular subjects. Students' perceptions of particular
subjects were often influenced by who was teaching the subject:

The subjects | hate are because of the teachers. (Fig Lane)

If you get a new subject and you don't know what it's like and you get a bad
teacher, then you just think it's a horrible subject. (Fig Lane)

If you have a teacher that gives you a hard time in a subject, then you won't like

it. (Barrack St.)
A major complaint appeared to be that s/he "doesn't explain things" along with unfair
treatment by particular teachers (see Chapter Five):

You are kind of out on your own and you are trying to figure it out.

It is like swimming. It is like starting off swimming or something. (Fig Lane)

But English, [X] doesn't really teach much. For the past week we just read
through the book, and [s/he] just says do it, but doesn't explain anything. Then
[s/he] gives you a test on it and doesn't even explain anything. (Park St., higher
stream class)
This was contrasted against individual teachers who did take the time to explain
lessons:

[Y] explains it so everybody knows it. And she comes around and everything.
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And she gets you to write down what you did so you will remember it.
Then you can go back and look at it. (Fig Lane)
Another complaint was that the teacher was 'boring’, by which students often meant
that the teachers "just read from the book™:
One of the teachers reads all the time and doesn't let any of us read. It's all her.
She just reads the book and doesn't explain anything. She talks really fast as
well, there is no stopping and asking do we understand. (Fig Lane school)
Students also tended to dislike subjects that they found too difficult (see above).

In sum, first year students were generally positive about the subjects they took,
especially subjects with a more practical orientation. However, a significant minority
of students found some of the academic subjects difficult and perceived difficulty
along with teaching style contributed to their overall perceptions of junior cycle

subjects.

6.4.5 Time allocation to subjects

Figure 6.13: Time allocation to specified subjects
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First year students were asked whether they felt too much time, about the right

amount of time or too little time was allocated to the specified subjects. In general, the
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majority of students considered the right amount of time was allocated to the
academic subjects (see Figure 6.13). More students reported that too much time was
spent on academic subjects, particularly Irish and foreign languages, than reported
that too little time was spent on these subjects. The pattern for subjects with a more
practical component was quite different. A considerable proportion of students felt
that too little time was devoted to Materials Technology, Art, Computer Studies and

PE in their school timetable.

6.4.6 Pace of instruction

Figure 6.14: Perceptions of pace of instruction (September)

60
50
40
R 30 1

20
10 _%
0 m

Too slowly Too quickly

Pace of instruction

‘Mixed ability OTop BMiddle BBottom ‘

At the beginning of the year, students were asked about the pace of instruction
across subjects in general. Student perceptions of the pace of instruction are
associated with their class placement. Different standards appear to apply across
different class groups since half of those in lower stream classes agree that ‘teachers
go too slowly with my class' compared with less than a fifth of those in higher stream
or mixed ability base classes (see Figure 6.14). Students in higher stream (or middle)
classes are more likely to agree with the statement that ‘teachers go too quickly with
my class":

In every class they always do a chapter of a book and then go onto a different
chapter even if you don't understand it.

Interviewer: OK, so it is too quick?

Student: Yes. You just get mixed up. (Dixon St., higher stream class)

However, a significant minority (a third) of those in lower classes in streamed schools
also find the pace of instruction too fast.
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First year students in the case-study schools were asked in May whether their
teacher went too quickly, about the right speed or too slowly in a number of specified
subjects. The majority of students felt that their teachers went at about the right pace
(see Figure 6.15). However, almost a third of students considered that the pace of
their Irish and languages classes was too quick. This was the case for around a quarter
of students in the case of Science and Mathematics. In contrast, twelve per cent of
students felt their English teacher went too quickly. Only a minority of students felt
that their teachers went too slowly; this was somewhat more prevalent in English than

in the other subjects.

Figure 6.15: Perceptions of pace of instruction (May)

35
30 -
25

. 201
=
15 -
10 -
5 4
0+ : : : :

Language Irish Science Maths English

Too quickly @0 Too slow ly ‘

Views about the pace of instruction varied by class allocation in May as in
September. A third of students in mixed ability or higher stream base classes reported
their Irish teacher went too quickly compared with 19 per cent of those in lower
stream classes (Figure 6.15); on the other hand, those in lower stream classes were
more likely than those in the higher stream classes to report their teacher moved too
slowly. In the case of English, students in lower stream classes were more likely than
those in higher stream classes to think that the teacher moved too quickly or too
slowly. There was very little variation in Mathematics. In Science and foreign
languages, those in lower stream classes were slightly more likely to report teachers
went too quickly. In general, students with lower reading scores were more likely to
feel the teacher was going too quickly. However, this pattern was not evident in
relation to foreign languages.
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6.5 Homework

Figure 6.16: Amount of time spent on homework per evening in September and May
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Students were asked about the average amount of time they spend on homework on a
weekday night in both waves of the survey. Over three-quarters of students in the
case-study schools spend more than one hour on homework per night while around a
quarter spend more than two hours. There is a slight reduction in the average time
spent on homework between September and May of first year from 87 minutes to 83
minutes. This may reflect the somewhat greater necessity for students to get to grips
with new subjects or ‘catch up' in other subjects at the beginning of first year.
Alternatively, students may have a more realistic view of teacher demands in relation
to homework by the end of first year.

Girls report significantly longer homework times than boys (97 compared with
82 minutes in September; 90 minutes compared with 78 minutes in May). This gender
difference is evident within coeducational schools. There is no marked variation by
social class background among students in the case-study schools. Students in lower
stream classes report the least amount of homework in both September and May;
those in mixed ability classes report the most time in September while those in higher
stream classes report the most time in May. This pattern was evident within all
streamed schools, with the exception of Hay St. where those in the lower stream class
appear to spend more time on homework than those in the higher stream class. At
both time points, the relationship between time spent on homework and reading score
is complex with homework time being somewhat greater for the middle ability group.
The lowest reading scores are found among those who spend less than half an hour on

homework/study. Homework time is longest in Belmore St. and Park St. and lowest in
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Hay St. Students who spend more time on homework in September are also likely to
spend more time on homework in May.

At both time-points, those who spend longest (that is, three or more hours) on
homework are less likely to like school or teachers and report more isolation. There is
no significant relationship between the frequency with which parents check
homework and the amount of time spent at either time-point; however, in May those
whose parents never or only rarely check their homework tend to do less homework.

Over half of students agreed with the statement that 'l get too much homework
at this school'. As might be expected, students spending longer on homework were
more likely to agree with the statement that they get too much homework in their
current school. Students who feel they get too much homework like school and their
teachers less than other students, have lower ratings of their own abilities and tend to
report feeling more isolated.

When interviewed in September of first year, the majority (70%) of students in
the case-study schools reported getting more homework than in primary school, even
at this relatively early stage in the school year. Seventeen per cent reported getting
‘about the same' amount of homework while twelve per cent of students reported
getting less homework. Those in mixed ability or higher stream classes were more
likely to report increased homework while around a fifth of those in middle or lower
stream classes reported receiving less homework. Students with higher mathematics
and reading test scores were more likely to report increased homework but this pattern
is primarily due to their over-representation within higher stream classes. The amount
of homework varied significantly by school with students in Dawson St. and Lang St.
reporting increased homework. Reduced homework was most common in Barrack St.,
Dixon St. and Hay St. schools. As might be expected, those who reported receiving
more homework than in primary school spent the most time on homework (93
minutes).

In the group interviews, responses also varied concerning the amount of
homework received. Some students reported that they got very little homework or had
the opportunity to do some of it in class. In contrast, other students emphasised the
increased workload compared with primary school:

That is the biggest thing, the homework. In primary it takes about five minutes
and it's all done. Now here it's hours. And you have to study as well. (Student,
Park St., higher stream class)
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One teacher in post-primary school wouldn't know what the other teachers are
giving you so they just give you homework. In primary school, they would
know how much you are getting. (Student, Park St., middle class)

We don't finish here some days 'til five and then it's seven before you can even
start your homework and finish [it] then about nine or ten, then you go to bed.
(Student, Fig Lane)
In Wentworth Place and Dawes Point, both streamed schools, some students reported
differences between the classes in the amount of homework given:

We are in the highest class and we get homework from every class. ...

My friend is in one of the lowest classes and he said he didn't get homework
once yet.

It's not fair. (Wentworth Place, higher band)

We don't get as much homework as we did in sixth class.

That's because we're in the stupid class.

Because we're in the stupid class, of course we don't get homework.

Interviewer: So you think you let less homework because of the class you're in?
Well, when we're going home, there's about two books in our bag.

When [the higher stream class] is going home, there's about seventeen books in
their bag.

(Dawes Point, lower stream class)

6.6 Learning support

A number of different sources of help and support for student learning were
investigated: school reports of the students receiving learning support; student reports
of receiving learning support within school; family help with homework/study; and
take-up of grinds or other private tuition. Figure 6.17 indicates the proportion
receiving different sources of assistance.

According to reports from the case-study schools, thirteen per cent of the
students in the sample had received some form of learning support in first year. The
proportion of students involved varied markedly across schools; 44 per cent of
students in Dixon St. received learning support® while this was the case for around 5
per cent of those in Park St., Fig Lane and Wattle St.

% The high proportion receiving help was possible because of the use of additional teachers within

specific classes.
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Figure 6.17: Prevalence of different forms of learning support
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Almost a fifth of the students surveyed reported that they had received help at
some point in the school year; this includes seven per cent of students who received
support earlier in the school year but where help had been discontinued by the time of
the survey in May. The discrepancy between school and student reports may relate to
students' interpretation of ‘extra help within school' which students may take to
include informal help from teachers as well as the provision of formal learning
support. The pattern of student reports also varies across schools with, in keeping with
school reports, students in Park St., Fig Lane and Wattle St. least likely to receive
such help. Those in Dawes Point and Hay St. were most likely to report receiving help
at the time of the survey. As might be expected, those allocated to the lower stream
class in streamed schools were more likely to receive learning support than those in
higher stream, middle or mixed ability classes. Extra help was most frequently
received in Mathematics (55%) or English/reading (41%), although 29 per cent of
students reported receiving extra help in Irish. The form of assistance was most
frequently in small groups (64%) or on a one-to-one basis (34%). Almost two-thirds
(63%) of students found this support helped them ‘a lot', a quarter found it helped 'a
little' while 12 per cent reported the help was 'not really' useful.

Of those who had not received extra help in school, over one third reported
that they would have liked such help. The most frequently mentioned subjects with
which students would have liked help were: Irish (48%), Mathematics (34%) and

French (17%). Those who would have liked extra help have lower reading and
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mathematics scores than those who would not. However, the difference is not nearly
as pronounced as between those who received extra help and those who did not.
Students in lower stream classes were somewhat more likely to report wanting extra
help than other students (43% compared with 31% of those in higher stream classes).

Almost a fifth (18%) of students in the case-study schools reported receiving
help often with homework/study from their parents or siblings while over half (55%)
received help 'sometimes'. Students in middle or lower stream classes were more
reliant on family help than those in higher stream or mixed ability classes (28%
compared with 11% in higher stream and 14% in mixed classes). As might be
expected, students with low initial reading and mathematics scores were more reliant
on frequent help from family with homework. However, those who received
occasional help did not differ from those who received no help whatsoever. Students
most frequently receive help from their family with Mathematics (44%), Irish (36%)
and French (10%).

Seven per cent of students in the case-study schools had received grinds or
some other form of private tuition in the course of first year, usually in Mathematics,
Irish or English. This pattern did not vary markedly across schools. Students who took
grinds tended to have lower initial reading and mathematics scores than other

students.

6.7 Conclusions
The case-study schools vary in their approach to class grouping and subject choice
(see Chapter Four). In general, the students surveyed tend to support ability-based
grouping because they see it as yielding a more appropriate pace of instruction. In
practice, however, many students in streamed classes report that their teachers move
too quickly or slowly in covering subject material. The majority of first year students
support the idea of having some exposure to subjects before selecting them,
principally because this would facilitate a more informed choice. Where students did
select their subjects before such exposure, they were more likely to rely on informal
sources of advice, such as family and friends.

For most students, the opportunity to take new and diverse school subjects is a
welcome one with students tending to enjoy post-primary subjects overall more than
primary ones. However, the different teaching methods at post-primary level appear

to require some adjustment on the part of students and a significant minority of
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students find Irish, English and/or Mathematics harder than in primary school.
Curriculum discontinuity appears greater for some students than for others, depending
on the primary school they attended.

In general, first year students in the case-study schools are more positive about
subjects with a more practical orientation, including Materials Technology
(Woodwork), PE, Art and Home Economics with more negative attitudes evident in
relation to Irish, Mathematics and foreign languages. Many students would prefer
more time to be allocated to the practical subjects with less time spent on Irish and
foreign languages.

Around one-tenth of first year students in the case-study schools received
learning support in the course of first year. These students generally found such
assistance helpful. However, one-third of students who had not received formal

learning support would have liked additional help in one or more subjects.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: EXPERIENCE OF FIRST YEAR - STUDENT
INTEGRATION AND ACADEMIC PROGRESS

Introduction

Chapters Five and Six have explored students' experiences of the transition from
primary to post-primary school and their perceptions of the first year curriculum. This
chapter looks at their experiences over first year as a whole by drawing on
questionnaires completed by 750 students in eleven schools along with 38 group
interviews with students. In Chapter One, it was hypothesised that students would
settle into school more quickly and experience fewer difficulties in schools which had
stronger student integration programme. In addition, it was hypothesised that a more
developed approach to student integration would have positive effects on students’
academic progress over the course of first year. This chapter examines the extent to
which these hypotheses are supported by data from the case-study schools. The first
section examines the extent to which students feel 'settled in' to post-primary school
and the factors which facilitate their integration into the new school. The second
section looks at changes in their attitudes to school over first year. Section three uses
reading and mathematics test scores in September and May to analyse the extent to

which student performance changes over the year.

7.1 Settling into post-primary school

Figure 7.1: Settling into post-primary school (student reports)

50
45
40 -
35
30 A
25
20 -
15 -
10 -

3 7
0 ‘ . ‘ — v

Immediately  First week First month By Christmas By Easter Not yet

%

In May of first year, students were asked how long it had taken them to get settled
into post-primary school (Figure 7.1). Almost one fifth reported that they had settled

in immediately, 43 per cent got used to post-primary school within one week, almost a
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quarter took a month to get settled in while 14 per cent of the students in the case-
study schools took longer than a month to feel used to post-primary school. Figure 7.2
indicates the variation across the case-study schools. In keeping with the hypothesis,
students tend to settle in quicker in schools with a stronger emphasis on integration.
However, there is considerable variation within the two groups of schools. Students in
two schools, Barrack St. and Fig Lane, are more likely than those in other schools to
report that the settling in process took longer than a month. The two schools are quite
different in their student intake and approach to the transition process: Barrack St.
draws on students from more disadvantaged backgrounds and has somewhat less of an
emphasis on integration while Fig Lane is predominantly middle-class in intake and
places a strong emphasis on student integration. In the case of Barrack St., the higher
prevalence of transition difficulties appears to reflect lower levels of pre-entry contact
with the post-primary school and more disaffection with school among the students.
In the case of Fig Lane, students also had relatively low levels of pre-entry contact
with the school and the fact that students came from a large number of feeder schools
appeared to disrupt friendship patterns established at primary level.

Figure 7.2: Proportion taking longer than a month to settle
by school approach to integration
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Note: * Schools initially classified as ‘low integration” which were found to have more
developed integration policies.
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There are differences among groups of students in their reported ease of
transition. On average, boys tend to report settling in quicker than girls, a pattern that
applies within coeducational schools (with the exception of Dixon Street). There is no
marked variation by social class background. However, members of two minority
groups, students from Traveller and non-national backgrounds, appear to take longer
to settle into post-primary school. On closer investigation, the pattern for Traveller
children is differentiated by age with the most marked differences evident among
students aged 13 years or older (see Figure 7.3). Transition problems are more evident
among older students from a Traveller background which may reflect their difficulty
in integrating into a group of much younger students. Although students vary in their
age at transition with over two-thirds of students in the case-study schools aged under
thirteen, for students in general age is not associated with transition difficulties. As
might be expected, students who are less self-confident, that is, those who have more
negative views of their own academic or sporting abilities and body-image, tend to

experience greater transition difficulties.

Figure 7.3: Proportion of students taking longer than a month to settle in
by minority group membership
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The way in which the transition process is managed by the school and the
student's own social networks appear to play a role in easing the transition for
students. The amount of pre-entry contact a student has with their post-primary school
makes some difference to the ease of transition; over half (53%) of those with no
contact report settling in immediately compared with almost two-thirds (64%) of
those with two or more contacts with the school. Having three or more friends from

primary school in the new school also makes a difference; two-thirds of those with
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three or more primary friends in the school settle in immediately compared with 58
per cent of those with no friends. Having a sibling in the school was found to ease
students' anxiety about making the transition (see Chapter Five). However, having a
sibling in the school does not appear to shorten the settling-in process. It may be that
having a sibling in the school is not enough to prevent transition difficulties where
there are other risk factors for the students involved. Students who have little idea
what to expect from post-primary school take longer to settle in; less than half of
those who had very little idea what to expect settled in immediately compared with
almost three-quarters who felt they had a good idea what to expect (see Figure 7.4).
The extent to which students feel they had a good idea what to expect in post-primary
school is partly related to the amount of contact they have with the school beforehand
but students also appear to draw on more informal sources of knowledge (such as
parents and wider family) in forming their expectations of post-primary school life

(see Chapter Five).

Figure 7.4: Student expectations of post-primary school
and length of settling-in period
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The informal climate of the school, that is, relations between students and their
peers and with their teachers at the beginning of first year, is predictive of how
students will settle in over the year as a whole. Chapter Five has indicated that a
significant proportion of students experience some form of bullying within the first
month of starting post-primary school. Those students who experience bullying at the
start of first year take longer to settle in as do those who report feeling isolated in
September. Students who have been jeered or mocked by other students, physically
pushed around, upset by things said behind their back, upset by being ignored or
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bullied on the way to/from school are much more likely to take longer than a month to
settle in compared with those who have not experienced such bullying (see Figure
7.5). The informal climate of the school is influential with students who report
negative interaction with teachers in September experiencing greater transition
difficulties. Furthermore, those who are disaffected with school or their teachers early
in the year take longer to settle in. It is difficult to establish the causality involved,
some students may come to post-primary school with negative attitudes to school life
while for others, their disaffection may be a reaction to the school climate in their new
school. For over a third of students, the move to post-primary school involved a
change from a single-sex to a coeducational setting (or vice versa); there is no
evidence that a change in the gender mix of the school was associated with greater
transition difficulties among girls or boys.

Figure 7.5: Proportion of students taking longer than a month to settle in by
experience of bullying in September of first year
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The degree of continuity between the primary and post-primary curriculum is
found to impact on the ease of transition into first year. Students are more likely to
experience transition problems if they feel their primary subjects did not prepare them
for post-primary school, if they feel the subjects do not follow on from their primary
subjects and if they are not enjoying first year subjects (see Figure 7.6). Perceived
lack of curriculum continuity reflects the feeder school attended only to some extent
since students who have attended the same feeder school also differ in their
preparedness. In contrast, feeling that subjects were taught very differently in post-
primary school was not associated with transition difficulties; this may be related to

the fact that the vast majority of students felt teaching methods were very different at

200



post-primary level. Furthermore, students who found Irish or English harder at post-
primary level took slightly longer to settle in. Chapter Six indicated that students
assigned to higher stream classes within streamed schools face increased academic
demands and this pattern is associated with taking longer to settle into post-primary
school than students assigned to lower stream classes. Initial reading and mathematics
scores per se were not strongly related to settling in; the crucial factor appears to be
the extent of (dis)continuity between the primary and post-primary curriculum. Being
changed from their class group represented a source of anxiety for some students in
the case-study schools. In fact, a small number of the students surveyed changed
classes between September and May; over one-third (37%) of these students took

more than a month to settle in compared with over one-tenth (13%) of other students.

Figure 7.6: Transition difficulties and curriculum continuity
(% taking longer than a month to settle in)
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Taking a taster programme as such does not seem to impact on the settling-in
process. However, students who feel they are taking too many subjects in September

tend to report more difficulties (see Figure 7.7).
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Figure 7.7: Length of settling-in period and perceptions of number of subjects
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These analyses relate to how long students feel it has taken them to settle into
post-primary school. Students were also asked about the extent to which they missed
various aspects of primary school. The pattern of responses captures another aspect of
integration into post-primary school and, as might be expected, students who report
taking longer to settle in are more likely to report still missing primary school in May
of first year. Figure 7.8 indicates the extent to which students miss various aspects of
primary school in September and May of first year. There is some reduction over time
in the proportion who report missing primary school ‘a lot’, especially in relation to
their teacher, friends and after-school activities. However, there is remarkably little
change in relation to more “structural’ issues, such as having one teacher, the teaching
methods used and the subjects taught.

There was some variation by school with students in Barrack St. and, to a
lesser extent, in Belmore St., both girls’ schools, more likely to report missing
primary school. Girls are more likely to report missing primary school than boys,
especially their teacher, friends and the way subjects were taught. This is consistent
with international research which indicates that the transition to primary school causes
greater disruption to girls' friendship groups (Hargreaves and Galton, 2002). Those
from a semi-skilled or unskilled manual background are more likely to report missing
primary school while students from a higher professional or farming background are
least likely to do so. Furthermore, students from Traveller families are more likely to
report missing primary school than other students. As with ease of transition, students
who report having very little idea what to expect coming to post-primary school are
more likely to report missing primary school. Those who felt they were at the bottom
of the class in primary school, those with lower reading scores and students who
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reported in September that they were taking too many subjects were more likely to
miss primary school. In general, students who appear to be at greater risk of academic
underperformance are more likely to report missing primary school, although a
significant proportion of all students surveyed miss at least one aspect of the primary

experience.
Figure 7.8: Student reports of missing primary school
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In the May survey, students were asked which factors from a selected list
helped them to get used to post-primary school. The responses are outlined in Figure
7.9. Almost all students reported that social networks helped to integrate them into
post-primary school; over four-fifths mentioned having friends from primary school,
over two-thirds mentioned involvement in extracurricular activities while thirty per
cent cited having an older sibling in the school. The next most prevalent responses
related to induction-type programmes within the post-primary school with two-thirds
of students mentioning such programmes; half of the students in the case-study
schools reported that the open day helped them settle in, with forty per cent
mentioning an induction programme and a third mentioning visits by teachers to their

primary school. A significant group (61%) of students saw school personnel as
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playing a key role in their transition; almost half mentioned their class tutor or student
mentor while over a third mentioned subject teachers (see Figure 7.9).

Students from a Traveller background were more reliant on school personnel
in the integration process while students from a professional background were
somewhat less likely to mention school personnel. Furthermore, those with lower
reading and mathematics scores were more reliant on school personnel while those
who considered themselves to be top of the class in primary school were less reliant
on school personnel. This indicates the potential to target 'at risk' groups of students
through identifying key personnel responsible for easing their transition to post-

primary school.

Figure 7.9: What students saw as helping them to settle in
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Note: Students could mention more than one factor.

7.2 Changes in attitudes to school over first year

The factors associated with student attitudes to school were discussed in Chapter Six.
Students' attitudes to school and to their position within school in September are
predictive of their attitudes by the end of first year. Students who have positive
attitudes to school in September of first year tend to have positive attitudes by the end
of the school year. Thirty-six per cent of the variation in liking school in May is

accounted for by liking school in September, with a similar pattern for students’ view
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of their own abilities (academic self-image). Twenty-five per cent of the variation in
liking teachers in May is accounted for by attitudes to teachers in September with
similar patterns for reported isolation and body-image. Students who regard
themselves as good at sports in September are highly likely to do so in May, with
initial attitudes accounting for half of the variation at the later stage. The relationship
between the responses in September and May is weaker for reported popularity with
classmates, indicating some fluctuation in relations with peers over the course of the
year.

While attitudes at the beginning and end of first year are strongly interrelated
at the student level, it is worth exploring whether any general changes occur in
attitudes to school over first year. Table 7.1 indicates the average level of reported
attitudes in September and May of first year. At the beginning of first year, students
are generally positive about school and their teachers (see Chapter Five). By the end
of first year, attitudes to school and teachers have become somewhat less positive on
average and students are less positive about their own academic abilities. This may
reflect the end of a 'honeymoon' period and the fact that students are becoming more
realistic about their ability to cope with schoolwork at post-primary level. The pattern
is consistent with research in Britain and elsewhere which indicates that attitudes to
school become less positive over the course of the schooling career (Keyes and
Fernandes, 1993; Hargreaves and Galton, 2002). There is a slight decline in body
image for both girls and boys over the course of first year which is most likely related
to general adolescent development rather than the school environment per se. There is
no overall change in the extent to which students report feeling isolated, (un)popular
or good at sports.

Tables 7.1a and 7.1b indicate that attitudes to school and teachers become less
positive for both boys and girls in the case-study schools. Girls report slightly more
negative views of their efficacy at sports in May than at the beginning of the year; no
such pattern is evident for boys in the case-study schools.
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Table 7.1: Changes in attitudes over first year- all students

September May Change

Academic self-

rating 3.07 2.97 Decline (p<.05)
Liking school 2.97 2.68 Decline (p<.05)
Liking teachers 3.16 2.94 Decline (p<.05)
Isolation 1.73 1.70 No change
Sports self-image 3.21 3.20 No change
Body image 3.08 3.02 Decline (p<.10)
Popularity 3.24 3.21 No change

Note: Figures relate only to those with valid information at the two time-points.

Table 7.1a: Changes in attitudes over first year-male students

September May Change

Academic self-

rating 3.10 3.00 Decline (p<.05)
Liking school 2.96 2.64 Decline (p<.05)
Liking teachers 3.15 2.90 Decline (p<.05)
Isolation 1.71 1.68 No change
Sports self-image 3.31 3.34 No change
Body image 3.22 3.17 No change
Popularity 3.25 3.22 No change

Table 7.1b: Changes in attitudes over first year- female students

September May Change

Academic self-

rating 3.02 2.91 Decline (p<.05)
Liking school 3.00 2.76 Decline (p<.05)
Liking teachers 3.17 3.03 Decline (p<.05)
Isolation 1.75 1.74 No change
Sports self-image 3.01 2.92 Decline (p<.10)
Body image 2.82 2.73 No change
Popularity 3.21 3.19 No change

For ‘'liking school’, there was a decline across all the items within the scale,
with a decrease in the proportion of first year students finding schoolwork interesting,
being excited about being at school, liking being at school, feeling relaxed about
school, looking forward to coming to school and liking school better than other
students. Thus, by the end of first year, students are somewhat less likely to find
schoolwork interesting or like being at school, although it should be noted that student
attitudes are generally positive overall. For 'liking teachers', there was a decline across

all the items in the scale, with a decrease in the proportion of first year students
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finding most teachers friendly, feeling teachers would help with a schoolwork-related
problem, feeling the student could talk to a teacher, reporting a good working
atmosphere in class and liking most of their teachers. This pattern is somewhat
surprising as it might be expected that students would be more likely to go to a
teacher with a problem when they knew the teacher better. For academic self-rating,
there was a decline in the proportion of students who reported doing well in school,
working hard at school, being able to do schoolwork as well as other students, doing
schoolwork better than other students and being pleased with schoolwork. There was
no significant change in the numbers finding the work quite easy or having trouble

keeping up with schoolwork.
Figure 7.10: Decline in 'liking school’ by school approach to integration

Belmore
St.

awson
St.

V77222277777 Figlane

Dawes Pt.

More emphasis

] Dixon St*

7 Lang St.

Watte St
Hayst
parcs. § &
7 v ik

-0.5 -04 -0.3 -02  -01

o

Note: * Schools initially classified as ‘low integration” which were found to have more
developed integration policies.

The change in attitudes to school over the course of the year was more evident
among some groups of students than others. The decline in 'liking school' was greater
in five of the case-study schools: Wattle St., Park St., Barrack St., Hay St. and Lang
St. In general, the greatest decline in 'liking school' was evident in schools without a
strong emphasis on student integration, although there was some variation among

‘high integration’ schools (Figure 7.10). In contrast, Belmore St. and Dawson St.
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schools appeared to be more successful in preventing student disaffection with school.
Students who reported preferring academic subjects were somewhat more likely to
report a decline in school attitudes than those who preferred subjects with a practical
orientation. Furthermore, those who reported finding English harder in post-primary
than in primary school reported more negative attitudes to school by the end of the
year. The decline in attitudes was somewhat more evident in streamed/banded schools
than in those with mixed ability base classes. As might be expected, students who
have taken longer to settle in have less positive attitudes to school by the end of first

year.

Figure 7.11: Decline in 'liking teachers' by school approach to integration
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On average, students were somewhat less likely to report 'liking teachers' in
May of first year than in September. The decline was greatest in Hay St. and Park St.
schools and least evident in Dawson St. and, to a lesser extent, Belmore St. (Figure
7.11). The decline was somewhat greater among boys than girls, a pattern that was
also evident within coeducational schools (with the exception of Fig Lane). Those
who reported finding English harder in post-primary than in primary school reported

more negative attitudes to teachers by the end of the year. Schools with a strong
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emphasis on student integration were generally more successful at maintaining
positive attitudes to teachers among first year students (Figure 7.11). Furthermore,
attitudes to teachers tended to become somewhat more negative in schools where
students made their choice of subjects at an earlier stage, perhaps indicating
dissatisfaction with their choice of subjects by ‘blaming the teacher’. Among boys,
students in higher and middle classes in streamed schools had a greater decline in the

proportion ‘liking teachers’ than those in mixed ability base classes (Figure 7.12).

Figure 7.12: Decline in 'liking teachers' by class allocation - male students
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Students had more negative perceptions of their abilities at the end of first year
than at the beginning. The pattern varied across the case-study schools, although
changes in perceptions were not clearly related to the integration practices of the
school; the decline was greatest in Barrack St. school and least evident in Dawes
Point, Fig Lane and Belmore St. (see Figure 7.13). Those who reported being at the
top of their class in primary school experienced a greater decline, indicating
potentially different standards between the primary and post-primary levels. Students
who prefer subjects with a practical orientation report less of a decline in academic
self-image. The decline is slightly greater among students in higher and middle
classes in streamed schools. Students who received learning support within school
tended to have an improvement in their academic self-image. In contrast, those who
changed class had more negative views of their own abilities. Students who have

taken longer to settle in report a greater decline in their academic self-image.
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Figure 7.13: Decline in perceived ability to cope with school-work
(academic self-image) by school approach to integration
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Note: * Schools initially classified as ‘low integration” which were found to have more
developed integration policies.

7.3 Reading and Mathematics performance

Drumcondra Level 6 tests in reading and computation were administered to first year
students in September and again in May.* Thus students were given the same test at
the two time-points in order to see if their raw score improved over the course of first
year.

Table 7.2 indicates the factors associated with higher test scores in reading and
computation in September of first year. On average, there were no significant
differences by gender in reading or computation scores among students in the case-
study schools. In keeping with previous research, reading and mathematics scores
were found to be strongly differentiated by social class background with the highest
scores found among students from higher professional backgrounds and the lowest

scores found among those from manual and non-employed backgrounds. Students

1 Of the 750 students included in both waves of the survey, 726 took the reading test in September and
May while 741 students took the computation test in September and 746 students took it in May.
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from Traveller backgrounds were found to achieve significantly lower scores in both

reading and computation than those from working-class backgrounds.?

Table 7.2: Factors influencing reading and numeracy scores at entry

Reading Computation
Constant 28.877 14.739
Female -0.039 0.049
Social class:
Higher professional 14.030*** 5.613***
Lower professional 9.514*** 3.967***
Other non-manual 8.148*** 2.438*
Skilled manual 3.479 0.301
Farmer 7.055*** 4.661***
Not employed -0.352 -2.165
No information -2.036 -0.230
(Contrast: Semi/unskilled
manual)
Non-national parent -0.311 -0.480
Traveller background -9.919*** -3.943***
Adjusted R* 0.143 0.135

Note: ***p<.001, *p<.05.

Figure 7.14 indicates variation across the case-study schools in the entry
reading test scores of first year students. The pattern is depicted in the form of box-
plots; the black line within each box refers to the average score within the school. The
length of the box is influenced by the difference between the 75th percentile (75 per
cent of students in the school are below this score) and the 25th percentile within each
school; the 'whiskers' show the largest and smallest observed scores. Average entry
scores are highest in Wattle St. and Fig Lane and lowest in Dixon St., Lang St., and
Hay St. In addition to varying in the average reading ability of their students, the case-
study schools also vary in the range of reading scores found among in-coming first
years. Dawson St., Fig Lane and Wattle St. deal with the most varied range of reading
abilities. In contrast, reading scores in Dixon St. are relatively low and distributed

across a fairly narrow range.

2 It is worth noting that the representation of students from traveller backgrounds varied by school with
a somewhat higher representation in Barrack St. and Dixon St. schools, both designated disadvantaged

schools.
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Figure 7.14: Reading test scores (raw scores) in September by school
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Figure 7.15: Computation test scores (raw scores) in September by school
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Computation test scores also vary by school with the highest average scores
found in Wattle St., Fig Lane and Park St. and the lowest scores found in Dixon St.,
Lang St., Hay St. and Dawes Point (Figure 7.15). Scores are more varied in Wattle St.
and less varied in Lang St. school. The average computation scores among students in
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the case-study schools are lower than those among a national sample of sixth class
students.® This may indicate a fall-off in computation performance over the transition
between primary and post-primary school. However, without sixth class test scores on
the individual students included in the sample, it is impossible to determine the reason
for this pattern.

Reading and computation test score analyses from a national sample indicate
the confidence intervals for the scores, that is, the scale of performance difference
which would be needed to say the change in scores would be unlikely to result from
chance (Shiel, 1994, 1998). Figure 7.16 indicates the proportion of students who
experienced a significant improvement in their reading or computation test scores
between September and May of first year, that is, students who achieved a higher
score in May than in September and where the scale of the difference was such that it
could not be attributed to chance. For the majority of students, test scores in reading
and computation are broadly similar in September and May of first year. In other
words, the majority of students do not appear to make progress in reading or
computation. There are more changes in reading scores than in computation with
almost a fifth of students improving their reading compared with one tenth for
computation. However, given that it would not be unreasonable to expect students to
make some progress in reading and mathematics over the course of the year, the
improvement depicted in Figure 7.16 may actually overestimate the extent of
progress. The pattern in the case-study schools is similar to that found in a British
study which found first year in post-primary school represented a hiatus in academic
progress (Hargreaves and Galton, 2002). This may be due to the focus on a greater
range of subjects in first year along with the need for students to adjust to different
styles of teaching. However, it could be argued that exposure to new subjects and
textbooks might be expected to improve students' vocabulary and hence their reading

Scores.

® Twenty-nine per cent of students in the case-study schools were at or below the tenth percentile in

computation. This ranged from 16 per cent to 65 per cent across the schools included in the study.
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Figure 7.16: Change in reading and computation scores over first year
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7.3.1 Trends in reading scores

Trends in reading scores varied across the case-study schools with a higher decline in
Park St. and Lang St., both boys’ schools, while an improvement was more common
in Dawson St., Fig Lane and Belmore St. schools. Overall, girls in the case-study
schools are more likely to have an improvement in their reading performance than
boys, although this pattern is due to the fact that the greatest improvements were
found in two all-girls' schools and there is no significant difference in progress
between boys and girls in the same school. Students from farming or higher
professional backgrounds make more progress but the difference by social class
background is very slight. Furthermore, students from a Traveller background are less
likely to make progress. In general, students with higher reading scores at the start of
first year are less likely to make progress than others, indicating some ‘catching-up' by
students with initially lower reading scores. Students who report recurring
misbehaviour over the school year are more likely than others to experience a decline

in their reading score and less likely to experience an improvement (see Figure 7.17).
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Figure 7.17: Progress in reading score by misbehaviour during first year
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Among students, there is no marked relationship between the amount of time
students reported taking to settle into post-primary school and their progress in
reading. The relationship is slightly stronger for girls than for boys; 17 per cent of
girls who take longer than a month to settle in make progress in reading compared
with 23 per cent of other female students. However, progress in reading is more
common in schools with a strong emphasis on student integration, a pattern that is
evident for both boys and girls (Figure 7.18). This pattern is not due to the initial
reading scores of in-coming students. In fact, while students with higher initial
reading scores tend to make less progress, students in schools with higher average

reading scores tend to make slightly more progress over the course of the year.
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Figure 7.18: Improvement in reading scores
by school approach to student integration
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At the individual level, the number of subjects taken by students is not related
to their progress in reading. At the school level, there is little difference in
improvement in reading scores between schools with a taster programme and those
where students choose their subjects before or on entry to post-primary school (see
Figure 7.19).
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Figure 7.19: Improvement in reading score by approach to subject choice
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Progress in reading is less common overall in streamed schools due to the

lower progress among students in middle or lower stream classes. Figure 7.20

indicates the pattern for boys due to the small number of girls in streamed schools.

Figure 7.20: Progress among male students in reading and computation
by class allocation
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7.3.2 Trends in Mathematics scores
While test scores in computation were more stable than those in reading, some factors
are associated with an improvement in computation scores. A decline in mathematics
scores was somewhat greater in Dawson St., Lang St., Fig Lane and Wattle St.
schools with significant progress more common in Belmore St. and Barrack St., both
girls’ schools. As with reading, girls were more likely to improve their computation
scores than boys but the pattern is largely due to their distribution across school types
rather than differences between boys and girls in the same school. In general, students
with lower initial computation scores make the most progress. Students who report
greater parental involvement make more progress in mathematics than other students.
As with reading, there is no marked relationship between the length of time it
takes to settle into post-primary school and trends in mathematics scores; twelve per
cent of students who settle in within a month make progress compared with eight per
cent of those who take longer. Progress in mathematics is slightly more common in
later choice schools but the difference is very slight. Progress in mathematics is not
strongly differentiated by approach to ability grouping, although students in the lower

stream classes in streamed schools tend to make less progress (see Figure 7.20).

7.4 Conclusions

Findings from this study indicate that a minority of first year students in the case-
study schools experience sustained transition difficulties. However, some groups of
students are found to experience greater difficulties than others. Female students,
those from minority groups and students who are less self-confident are more likely to
encounter difficulties in making the transition from primary to post-primary level.
Students who feel well prepared in terms of having a good idea what to expect and
seeing a connection between the primary and post-primary curriculum are less likely
to experience difficulties. The informal climate of the school plays a role with positive
relations with teachers and peers fostering student integration. In keeping with our
initial hypothesis, the existence of developed integration programmes within the
school helps students to settle into school with greater ease. However, a school's
formal policy on student integration appears to be successful only to the extent that it
is underpinned by a positive informal climate and provides students with a realistic

view of what to expect from post-primary school. Contrary to our initial hypothesis,
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there is no evidence that being exposed to a taster programme in first year leads to
greater transition difficulties.

While the majority of students successfully settle into post-primary education,
student attitudes to school and to their teachers are somewhat less positive at the end
of first year than at the beginning. There is tentative evidence that schools with a
strong emphasis on student integration and with mixed ability base classes are more
successful in fostering positive attitudes to school among their students.

Among the majority of students, test scores in reading and computation do not
improve over the course of first year; only one-fifth of students experience a
significant improvement in reading and one-tenth experience a significant
improvement in computation. This lack of progress in core competencies may be
related to the fact that the first year curriculum focuses on the development of a
broader set of competencies across a greater range of knowledge areas than reading
and computation and that first year represents a period of adjustment for students.
Contrary to our initial hypothesis on the effect of the school’s approach to subject
choice, there is no evidence that exposure to more subjects in first year has negative
effects on reading or mathematics performance. However, progress in reading was
found to be somewhat more apparent in schools with a strong emphasis on student
integration, in keeping with the hypothesis in Chapter One. Furthermore, progress in
reading tends to be greater in mixed ability schools than in those using streaming or
banding. While test scores in reading and computation give some insight into student
progress over the course of first year, further information on longer term performance
in junior cycle subjects would be needed to fully explore the relationship between the
school's approach to the transition process and student achievement.
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CHAPTER 8: PARENTS’ EXPERIENCE OF THE TRANSITION
FROM PRIMARY TO POST-PRIMARY EDUCATION

8.1 Introduction

Academic research shows that there is a strong relationship between pupil adjustment
and achievement levels in schools and parental support and involvement (see
Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003). Such support takes many forms including providing
children with stable and secure environment, supporting their aspirations and getting
involved in school-related issues and activities. Parental support may be especially
relevant when children are moving from one school setting to another. Transition
from primary to post-primary education is a significant event for parents as well as
their children. Research on the transfer related issues in other countries has
emphasised the importance of parental support and involvement in reducing the
incidence of learning and behavioural difficulties during the transfer period (Grolnick
et al., 2000). In Ireland, little is known about parents’ perceptions of the transition
process from primary to post-primary school. One of the few studies to date carried
out by O’Brien (2001) indicates that Irish parents are concerned that their children
will make new friends and not encounter bullying in the new school. They also
express concern that their children will adjust to the level and variety of schoolwork at
post-primary level.

In order to build on the previous Irish study and further explore parental
perspectives on the transition process, interviews were carried out with eighty-one
parents (mostly mothers) across eleven case-study schools. The interviews were semi-
structured and were conducted over the phone in order to facilitate participation. In
some cases the researchers contacted parents directly with the school’s permission, in
others the school mediated the contact (see Chapter One). On average, the interviews
lasted twenty minutes and the topics covered included school choice, pre-entry
contact with the school, the settling-in process for their child, school-work in general,
and parents’ hopes for the future of their child. The interviews were recorded with
parents’ permission.

While these interviews cannot be taken as representative of all parents in the
case-study schools, they provide a valuable insight into parents’ experiences of the

transition process and practices at a family level. A number of international studies
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focus on transition experiences at a school level failing to provide the perspective of
the parents who, it can be argued, also experience a period of ‘turbulence’ together
with their children (Lucey and Reay, 2002). This study addresses the gap by drawing
on interviews with parents to explore their perceptions of the transfer process. The
chapter starts by looking at reasons for selecting the school in question and examines
parental contact with the school before entry. This is followed by a section which
looks at parental concerns about the transition, both from a social and an academic
perspective. The fourth section explores perceptions of the support structures for first

year students in the case-study schools.

8.2 Pre-entry contact with the school

8.2.1 School choice

The factors influencing choice of school have been the focus of much research in
Britain and elsewhere (see, for example, Gorard, Taylor, Fitz, 2002; Lucey and Reay,
2002). O’ Brien (2001) and Lyons et al. (2003) refer to the lack of systematic research
in Ireland on how and why students and their families choose second-level schools
and the implications of these choices for school climate and students’ future life
chances. While interviews with parents in this study are not concerned with issues
relating to school choice in particular, they provide a valuable insight into the factors
shaping such choices and provide a useful complement to the views of students
presented in Chapter Five.

Chapter Five indicated that the majority of students had discussed the choice
of school with their parents. On the basis of the interviews with parents, two broad
groups of parents could be identified: 'laissez-faire’ parents who allowed their child to
have a strong input into the choice of post-primary school and in relation to their
future educational career; and 'directive' parents who took a more active role in school
selection and had more clear-cut aspirations for their child's future.

As already discussed in Chapter Five, drawing on students’ experience,
various factors inform the choice of post-primary school. The variety of reasons for
choosing a particular school was also evident from interviews with parents in the
current study. In most cases, choice was informed by a combination of factors. Many
parents mentioned closeness to home and access as relevant factors in choosing the
post-primary school. For them it was important that the school was on a bus route or

that the school was close enough to allow the child to come home for lunch:
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Because it was the nearest school to me and lots of his friends went from the
primary school to that school as well. I am living in the centre of town and if |
was to send him anywhere else, he would need to get a bus and at this point he
can come home at lunch time. (Wentworth Place)

Having an older child already in the current school or the parents having attended the
school themselves were also influences on the choice of school.

In the case of 'laissez-faire' parents who allowed their child a strong input into
the choice of school, the school selected by their child's friends became a significant
factor followed by convenient locality and reputation of the school:

Well it is in the locality, and some of his friends were going, and also you know
I would have been happy with the school. | suppose the biggest factor was the
friends but | was quite happy with the school, we were quite happy with that.
(Park Street)

The reputation of the school and the facilities, especially sports facilities, for
students were considered important factors in choosing schools by many parents, both
‘laissez-faire’ and ‘directive’. Parents who wanted their child to go on to third-level
education emphasised the academic reputation of the school: 'the subjects are more
academic than other schools that were on offer for him' (Wattle Street). In some cases,
having attended an open day or evening for parents helped to inform parental choice
of school:

When we went to the open day, | just liked the look of it and it had a good
reputation and everything. ... She does every subject in the first year. (Belmore
Street)

Having our interview with the principal, | think that was very much a deciding
factor, first of all the rapport between [my child] and the principal on the day
would have to be heard to be believed. There just was an instantaneous rapport
between them, they just linked into each other very quickly. (Fig Lane)

The gender composition of the school was also a factor for some parents and students:
One of the reasons was it was an all-girls' school. (Belmore Street)
He actually went to an all-boys' primary school and he wanted to go to an all-
boys' school. (Wattle Street)
In sum, parents relied on a combination of factors in choosing a school for
their child. Proximity to home, family tradition, the reputation of the school along
with school facilities played a role in their decision. In addition, a group of parents

relied strongly on their child's preferences in selecting the school attended.
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8.2.2 Pre-entry contact with the school
Chapters Two and Three have described differences between schools in the amount of
contact with parents and students before entry. The importance of pre-entry contact in
informing school choice was also touched upon in the previous section. Most of the
parents interviewed for the study had visited the school at least once in the pre-entry
period, usually at an open day or evening for parents.

All case-study schools offered an open day or an open night for parents in order to
familiarise them with the rules and regulations of the school. In some schools, more
than one meeting was provided:

We had a good few meetings before we actually went and signed up for it [the
school]. We had about three meetings and they went through the curriculum, we
were introduced to the teachers and then we were given information on different
subjects. We actually got a fair bit of information from them. We met them [the
teachers] all individually which was great. (Dawes Point)

There were strong similarities in the topics discussed at such meetings with parents
which included school discipline (including rules on school uniforms, jewellery, and
possession of mobile phones), sports facilities and other activities in the school, along
with information on the subjects taken by students. A small number of parents did not
attend a meeting, mainly because they had an older child in the school: “I didn't need
any information because when you have three gone to the school already.” (Park St.)

Information given at open days/evenings was supplemented by the provision
of booklets or information leaflets for parents in many of the schools:

It contains a booklet with maybe ten or twelve pages describing the school and
what is involved and an enrolment slip and there is other stuff, ... where you get
uniforms and insurance and all that kind of stuff on it, ... what is involved in the
sports and the achievement of the students and how they got on. (Belmore St.)

A number of parents mentioned the way in which the schools had initiated
contact with their child before the transfer to post-primary school. One parent of a
child in Barrack St. school mentioned visits by the primary children to the post-

primary school:

The children were brought up, when they were in sixth class they were brought
up for I think it was nearly say one day every week for a month. The sixth years
brought the sixth class up and they brought them around the school and that and
then I think I went to a meeting on my own. And then | think it was before she
went in, the two of us went up together and we seen the teachers so that was
quite nice. (Barrack Street)
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The visits took place in non-disadvantaged as well as disadvantaged schools. Such
pre-entry contact seems popular across all school types and ‘takes an edge off’ the
transition to post-primary school as discussed in Chapter Three. A positive
relationship and co-operation between the two school settings was seen by parents to
ease the anxiety related to transition experiences.

In addition to open days and information nights, schools often organised additional
activities for the new students. One parent described a summer camp that had been
provided for students to get to know other students before starting school:

We were invited, yes, for the day of the interview. Then they arranged what |
thought was very good, a summer camp for all intending first years, on their
own for four days. So [my child] during that time would have got to know a lot
of the boys and girls; they were by themselves just the first years so that made
the transition then much easier. They were also taken in, first years | think
when the school year opened and then gradually the other years were introduced
so it wasn't like 800 children all of a sudden that they had to contend with, there
was probably 200 or 300 initially. (Fig Lane)
Contact with the school before the official start of the school year was seen by parents
as reducing anxiety on the part of their children:
I thought a lot of the steps they took made that transition much easier for the
child. (Fig Lane)

She wasn't really anxious because [her teacher] out of the national school had
already brought them up to the secondary school. (Barrack St.)

8.3 Parental concerns about the transition

All of the parents interviewed reported some degree of nervous anticipation on the
part of their children regarding transferring to post-primary school. However, they felt
that there was less anxiety involved when older siblings were already attending the
school. Concerns about the transition centred broadly on social adjustment and on the
(lack of) continuity between the academic approach taken at primary and post-primary

levels.

8.3.1 Social adjustment

As discussed in Chapter Five, there are various factors that have an impact on
students’ adjustment to a new school setting. According to the parents interviewed,
their children expressed concerns about meeting new friends, being bullied by other
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students®, getting lost moving between different classrooms, different teachers and the
change of status involved in the move to post-primary school:

I think the kids themselves would worry a bit about it, yeah. | think they go
from ... like being the top students, the age group in their primary school and
then go into secondary without knowing an awful lot about it. (Barrack St.)

She did worry about ... would there be bullying or would she fit in or would she
know her way from place to place, various worries like that. (Dawson St.)

They all knew where they were going anyway so it was just the first day
walking in that gate. Then they hear about these bashings and all that. (Dixon
St.)

| suppose he would have been anxious, yes, because it is a culture shock really
going from primary school to secondary school you know because you have to
go to a different class for each different subject and even finding your way
around the big school like that you know is traumatic. (Hay St.)

These issues were seen as worrying first year students irrespective of their socio-
economic background or the level of integration at the post-primary school even when
they were generally excited about moving to a ‘Big School’. The information from
parents’ interviews is consistent with the information on students’ and school
personnel’s perspectives presented in Chapters Three and Five according to which
over half of the pupils feel excited and nervous before moving to a new school for a
variety of reasons. Information drawn from the interviews demonstrates that parents
have generally good idea about the emotional turmoil of their children at transfer.

An additional factor contributing to nervousness, according to the parents, was
not knowing what to expect in the new school and not knowing anybody in the
school:

Just not knowing any of the kids and meeting all the different teachers and all
different people and the overall situation. She has one teacher as you know in
primary school. And then she has nine or ten teachers now and the overall
situation, [it is] a big transition really from primary to secondary. (Barrack
Street)

On the other hand, knowing somebody in the school beforehand or having an older

sibling already there was seen to have a positive impact on children's adjustment:

A good core group of that class that were his class in primary school; that was a
huge thing. (Park St.)

! *First year beatings’ as a form of bullying was high on the list of students’ worries about transition,

according to their parents.
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I think it helped having other children his own age that he knew. There were
two more going with him. That helped him. (Hay St.)
In most cases, uncertainties and fears were short-lived and the children were
generally happy to move into the new school as it was generally perceived as a sign of
becoming more ‘grown up’:

| felt very, very strongly this time with this child in particular that he was ready
for secondary school that he needed this challenge and the step up and he was
very happy about it himself and he took to it straight away and just loved it.
(Park Street)
In general, the majority of the parents interviewed reported that their child had
adjusted to post-primary school relatively quickly:

They get over it quick enough. | don’t see any problems, they all seem quite
happy. I’d see them as groups coming out when I’m collecting her. They seem a
happy bunch to me, that’s the impression | get. (Barrack Street)

According to the parents, how well students settle in depends very much on
the child's personality and their maturity. The age of pupils transferring from primary
school was cited by some parents as a factor in adjustment. While most parents were
of the opinion that students are old enough and prepared to move on, there were some
who considered the age of eleven as too young for the transfer into post-primary
education.

As the transfer coincides with the onset of puberty, some parents referred to
children’s “difficult age’ during the transition from primary to post-primary school.
One parent remarked “[our child] has changed since he went into post-primary school
in the sense that he is cheekier, that comes with the age as well, he has come out of
himself’. This is supported by Hirsch and Rapkin (1987) who argue that the onset of
adolescence is closely linked with psychological, cognitive, social and environmental
changes. In the present study any difficulties in making the transition were generally
seen as related to a lack of confidence on the part of the child:

The anxiety didn't disappear for a long time. He is a very nervous child, it is
very easy to worry him. He hasn't as much confidence in himself as what the
others [siblings] would have had. (Park St.)
It could be argued that parental support and involvement is particularly
important for shy and less outgoing children. One mother stressed the role of parental

support in minimising the disruption caused by the transition process:
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If they are helped and supported to get along with it, they will get on fine, and if
you make a big fuss about it and tell them this is going to be a big adjustment
and, you know, make them think it should be a big adjustment and you make
them start worrying. | think if you are just there for them and if you can support
them as much as you can, you are aware of it yourself without frightening the
life out of the child. I think we fuss far too much, I really do. (Park Street)

8.3.2 Academic adjustment
The previous chapters have referred to the different nature of the primary and post-
primary sectors in the Irish educational system. The issue of discontinuity was also
commented on by the parents. Most of the parents interviewed perceived marked
differences between the primary and post-primary systems. They were aware of the
challenges their children had to face in terms of increased number of subjects, being
grouped into classes by ability in some schools and the increased amount of
homework.

Curriculum continuity and subject choice are discussed in Chapters Four and
Six. They show that the twelve case-study schools differ in their approach to subject
choice. Some schools enable the students to ‘sample’ a large number of subjects in
their first year, which is often accompanied by an increased amount of homework. It
could be argued that in some schools the academic strain is greater, as could be seen
in Fig Lane school which provides a great variety of subjects for their first year
students:

It’s a huge difference because the curriculum now there’s a lot more lessons, a
lot more subjects than there would be at primary school and I think it’s a bit
confusing. When you’ve only got five subjects to learn, it's fine, you can keep
on top of it but suddenly then when you’ve ten subjects to learn and you don’t
know which ones to pick. I’d say she’s finding it a bit difficult with the amount
of subjects. ... What you learn in secondary school is a lot more complicated
than what you learn in primary school. (Fig Lane)

However, while being concerned about the academic challenges in post-
primary school and stating that 'more is expected of pupils’, the majority of the
parents, both ‘laissez-faire’ and “directive’, perceive the differences between primary
and post-primary levels as ‘natural’ and ‘part of the secondary system’. As with the
pupils interviewed, most parents reported that children liked the variety of subjects
available within post-primary school:

The impression he seemed to give was one of being pleased that there was such
a breadth of subjects. It was interesting. He found it challenging but interesting,
not negative. (Wattle Street)
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He loves the variety of the different subjects. (Hay Street)

Parents tended to report that their child received more homework than in

primary school:

In sixth class in primary school they get very little homework and suddenly
they're landed with homework in ten subjects. (Fig Lane)

He gets more homework than he used to. So he has to sit down a bit more and
do it. (Dixon St.)

However, some parents found their children were resistant to spending the required
amount of time on homework:

But he [the principal] said an hour and a half. Now normally she would spend
about forty minutes. But they want a bit more. | can’t get that out of her, she is
not willing. (Dixon Street)

If he sat down and got through it, | suppose you are talking about around an
hour, but we lose a pencil, we go to get something and then I find him in front
of the telly. ... I found the first term was better, you know, and it is a battle. And
you know the first term the rule was that half four he was out here in the kitchen
with me, no telly, no radio, I make the dinner he does the homework, now that
has drifted a little. (Park Street)

Furthermore, a number of parents reported that their child was spending less time on

homework than at primary level:

| think she done more homework in primary school than she’s doing in
secondary school. (Barrack Street)

That is one of my worries now they don't have a lot of homework; my nine year
old has more homework than he has. (Wentworth Place)

This could be explained by some schools easing their students into post-primary level
and a possibility that some students are permitted to do their homework at school. A
number of parents reported that their child could do homework during 'free' classes

and so had little work to do in the evening:

He doesn’t do homework at all. He has a lot of free classes, a lot of free classes
and teachers out sick so he does it in school. He would say to me such a body
wasn't in today so | did that homework in that class. Or for his break if the
weather was bad and couldn't go outside he would do some homework in the
study hall. So as regards homework he can't believe that in primary school he
would have sat for an hour every evening, now he seems to be getting it done in
school. (Wattle Street)
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The study skills programme in Belmore St. school was seen as assisting students in
planning their homework and study time:

She does out a bit of a timetable for herself and spends so long on each one.
And then if she is not finished on one, she goes on and she goes back to what
she hasn’t finished. (Belmore Street)

A number of schools provided homework clubs for students to engage in
supervised study after regular school hours. This was seen as a valuable resource by
parents, especially where they themselves had difficulties in helping their children
with their schoolwork:

I think it's brilliant. Because they do what they have to do. ... I can't help him, |
could help him with Irish, and English or maybe Geography but I could not help
him with Maths. | can't do that. They have changed so much. And the teacher is
there and if they are stuck they can ask him. (Hay Street)

The homework club is very good with him. If they need any help at all the
teacher comes down and sits with him and | think some of the sixth years do be
there as well to give him a hand. (Dawes Point)
Research carried out in other countries suggests that students often experience
a drop in grades moving from primary to post-primary school (Gutman and Midgley,
2000). However, some parents interviewed for the present study reported an
improvement in their child's grades compared with primary school:

Well, they said all her grades were up very good but as | said it was an early test
and they would have got maybe higher grades than they would if it was further
on in the year. | think they sort of give them that little bit extra because it's their
first test and they're only starting. (Barrack Street)

Yes, he is delighted with it. ... Results are doubled. ... They were actually
getting on to us now they want to try and move him up a grade in school
because he never did as well as he is doing now. (Dawes Point)

She's about the same now. In fact she may have come on a little bit better in
secondary. Well 1 don't know whether it is a variation in teachers or what. |
don't know why but ... she might have more of an interest this year than she had
in the last year in national [school]. (Belmore Street)
Others, consistent with Gutman and Midgley (2000), found that their child was
receiving lower grades than they had been used to:

I think in the primary school he probably got slightly better grades than he has
now but it's hard for me to say, that might be just part of the settling down
period and different subjects. (Hay Street)

| was disappointed in his grades and some were good and some were | won't say
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bad but you are looking at D plus type thing. | don't even compare now [with
primary], it is a different ball game altogether 1 think with secondary.
(Wentworth Place)

They [the grades] were lower. You know a lot of them science, wood-work
they hadn't done those before in the primary school. (Dawes Point)

Previous chapters demonstrated that in some schools there is generally a strong link
between primary and post-primary schools that facilitates movement from one school
level to another. However, some parents commented on lack of academic preparation

at primary level, which was seen as accounting for some difficulties in adjusting to

new academic demands:

I think he would feel it’s more difficult. The subject he didn’t do in national
school, which would be language. And more is expected of them. They are
supposed to show what they know more and perhaps if you weren’t so good in
national school it’s not there, you haven’t got it. (Wattle Street)

| feel that they didn’t have enough of the basics really going into secondary in
the Irish from the national [school]. ... | thought she should have been more up
with the Irish going into secondary than she really is. And she did remark to me
there at one stage that girls that came from different national schools are much
better at the Irish than the girls from her national school. (Belmore Street)

The children were seen as having different capacities to cope with post-primary
schoolwork because of their different experiences at primary level:

He had already done French in national school. It was a good help to him
because languages would not be his strong point. And he had a grounding in
French before he went in. (Hay Street)

She had done a little course in German, not last year but the year before when
she would have been in fifth class, it was just an introduction to German. And |
think because she knew a few little phrases going into the class, she feels more
at home with the German than she does with the French. (Fig Lane)

As with the students and teachers, a number of parents stressed the different standards
in subjects at post-primary level compared with those at primary level:

| had to do English homework with him and some of the questions were just
unbelievable, very hard. | mean I couldn’t understand them myself — or some of
them. You were kind of reading through the story to see if you could make
sense of the questions but it is very difficult going from what they were doing in
primary school, like a straightforward question, and then going into this and
they were kind of asking a question but it was very complicated. There is a big
jump. (Lang Street)

Discontinuity was seen as even more of an issue for students who had moved
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to Ireland from other countries with very different school curricula:

There are certain subjects she finds difficult, such as history. [There] the history
syllabus is different and focuses more on [that country's] history and that of
neighbouring countries. But here it is Bronze Age etc. (Barrack Street)

He doesn’t have to learn Irish. But he does stay in the class. The teacher says it
is better if he stays in the class and just listens. And French he finds very
difficult. Because, obviously they don’t learn French in [his country]. (Hay
Street)

As seen in earlier chapters, teachers’ approaches differ when teaching first
year students. Some build upon what the students already know from primary school,
others start from the beginning. This obviously puts the students who have done the
subjects already at an advantage. It was also pointed out by several parents that
different teaching methods in primary and post-primary schools can cause initial
problems for the new students:

Always from day one, even like years ago we learned our tables by singing
them. I think in a boys' school maybe it's just that bit different. They don't and
he couldn't figure this out at all, from the day he started with tables. (Dawes
Point)

Another potential source of tension in the first year is organising students into
different class groups. Chapter Four has indicated that a number of the case-study
schools group students by ability in their first year classes. Being divided into classes
was seen as a source of anxiety for some children who were anxious not to be
separated from their primary school friends (see also Lucey and Reay, 1998). On the
whole, parents felt that grouping by ability would result in a more appropriate pace of
instruction with less pressure on students:

Although people are in the same class in primary, some kids are better at some
subjects than others. ... If they're put into a higher class or all into one class and
there's other kids better than them and they're expected to keep up which is hard
for the kids ... so I think it's a good idea, yeah. (Barrack Street)

I don't know how else they would do it really because they could put weak and
strong together and then the weak would get intimidated and the strong would
get frustrated so there has to be some system and it seems the only way. (Park
St.)

He is under no pressure because he is in the middle class. He is not in the top
class, he is in the middle. He is not under any pressure and he is finding it OK.
He did very well in his Christmas exams. There is no pressure thanks be to
God, because | wouldn’t want him under pressure. (Lang Street)
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However, one parent reported mixed feelings about ability grouping depending on the
needs of their child:

| suppose as a parent if |1 had a good child I would like them to be with a

goodish group. If I had a weak child I [would have] liked them in the mixed

ability so that they would be brought on. (Park Street)
This corresponds to students’” views in Chapter Six whereby students in lower streams
showed uneasiness about labelling by other students.

Parents across all schools, both designated disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged
schools, wanted their children to stay on to complete the Leaving Certificate. More
'laissez-faire' parents said that they are going to leave the ultimate decision to the
children, while the remainder stated that their children were ‘not allowed to leave’
without the Leaving Certificate. Parents differed in the extent to which they aspired to
third-level education for their children. However, across all schools, qualifications
were seen as an asset:

Just try to better yourself. Make something of yourself in the world. There is
good jobs out there if you have a good qualification, great jobs. Brilliant jobs.
But you have to have the brains. The only way you are going to get the brains is
to go to college. Going into a 9 to 5 job and what have you got for it at the end
of the day but a week'’s wages. (Dixon Street)

| want to try to get him to go to college before they start out looking for work or
anything. (Dixon Street)
8.4 Support structures for first year students
Chapter Three has indicated differences between the case-study schools in the support
structures available for first year students. A combination of induction programmes
for first years along with a class tutor system was seen as a useful approach by some
parents:

To give them an introduction to the school and from a student's point of view to
be shown around and taken care of is a very good option as well, I think the
combination of both is good. (Fig Lane)

They have their day, they go up there and have a look around and see
everything. Then they have their tutors and they also have year heads that if
they are having problems, they can go to them. | feel there is enough for them
really. (Dixon St.)

However, another parent found that one person may not be enough for first year

pupils:
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| don't think they realise the big step [transition is] ... | think they always have a
year head but I think there should be more than one assigned, | think they
should have a few others, you know, even if it is only parents like | mean from
the parents' association, that can go in there ... and more talks. (Belmore Street)

The statement also demonstrates that not all parents are always familiar with
the support structures offered by schools (or the schools may not make them
transparent enough). In fact, Belmore school provides other supports in addition to the
year head.

Many parents mentioned student mentors as important in helping first year
students settle into school. Their role is to be there for any problems first year students
may encounter as well as helping teachers: “call the roll if the teacher wants them to
and they give them the notebook and the pen and they look out for bullying and stuff
like that” (Barrack Street). Parents felt that students might approach another student
rather than an adult within the school: 'because I think sometimes they feel if they
involve the teachers, it might make the thing worse, you know what I mean' (Dawson
St.).

However, not all parents were happy with the support provided by the school
with a feeling that students were left to 'sink or swim':

I found myself in the first couple of weeks that the first years were very much
left to their own devices. | didn't think they got enough support. Yes. | would
find it would be nice for the first years to have somebody because it's all new to
them and because it's all so difficult, yeah, there should be someone they can
turn to. They were thrown in at the deep end with no help. (Wattle Street)

In one case, a parent intervened because they were dissatisfied with the situation:

| had to take [my child] out the second day because he couldn't even find his
way around. They were just left to follow the crowd. It's like a maze [...]. He
was exhausted when he came home the first day. | said | would keep him at
home the second day. And | went up then and I did say it to them so they got
somebody then, they did get someone to show him around for a while until he
was able to find his own way. (Dixon Street)

One parent suggested that some of the difficulties could be solved by providing more
preparation for the transition at primary level:

More could be done. ... There should be something before you leave primary,
someone [to] come down and talk to the students about it. What it's going to be
like and what subjects you are going to be doing and what is there for you. But
there is nothing, none of that. It's like starting in a job for the first time, you are
nervous. You don't know what way you are going to react or how other people
are going to react around you. (Dixon Street)
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Parents differed in the extent to which they were familiar with the support
structures available. Some parents did not feel very well informed as to what support
is available for their child in the post-primary school:

It's all new to us like because | suppose if we did have a problem ... that's when
you're going to find out whether the school has ... the knowledge to help you
out and until you kind of come across that bridge, you're not really going to
know. (Wattle Street)

It would be nice if there was somebody there but there isn't, | don't know as far
as | know there isn't anybody, the prefect sometimes helps. (Barrack Street)

A number of parents mentioned bullying as a concern during the transition
process. The concern was heightened if the child had already been bullied in primary
school. Although parents tended to mention anti-bullying policies within the school,
many parents said that bullying does take place. The advice that some of the parents
gave was to ‘stand up to the bully’. According to the parents, their children did not
like to involve parents or teachers if anything was happening for fear of the problem
getting worse:

| think they would rather say nothing ... If he goes to the teachers then he is
called a squealer, so he can't win. (Dixon Street)

In general, parents felt that anti-bullying policies were in place in the schools:

They have a strong policy in place and they sort it out in school. (Dixon St.)

One parent saw the post-primary school as having stronger anti-bullying policies than
at primary level:
They are much better now in the secondary school, they are much stricter ...
They are just anti-bullying really and they won't accept any bullying although
... there will always be a certain amount going on. (Barrack St.)
However, many of the parents seemed to see ‘teasing’” and ‘messing’ as a normal part
of the transition process rather than serious problems:

It's just banter that teenagers go on with. And I think that is more the rows. Just
one word leads to another and then it's a push and then someone pushes them
back. (Dixon St.)

There is a bit of teasing and that kind of thing, pushing and shoving a bit, a bit
of that goes on a bit. (Park St.)
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8.5 Conclusions

Interviews with parents of students in the case-study schools yielded an insight into
their perspective on the transition process. Parents feel their children face a number of
challenges making the move to post-primary education with new subjects, teachers
and different academic demands.

Most parents tend to see the adjustment period as a relatively short one. There
did not seem to be any difference on the basis of disadvantaged or non-disadvantaged
status or parents being ‘laissez-faire’ or ‘directive’. However, longer-term difficulties
are apparent for some students in terms of spending less time on homework and
achieving lower grades than at primary school. Furthermore, in many cases a child’s
difficulties in adjustment to post-primary school were linked to his/her personality and
whether the child knew anybody in the school.

Bullying emerged as an important factor in the adjustment process from
interviews with parents. However, it was evident that it was often seen as ‘slagging’
and ‘messing’ which ‘you get in every school’. In many cases such behaviour was
targeted at first year students as ‘rites of passage’. Parents were generally aware of the
support available at school for students who get bullied. It is, however, an area that
demands further attention as in some cases children are reluctant to talk about such
incidences and ‘you have to prise it out of them’.

Another general area of potential worry identified by the parents is the
discontinuity between primary and post-primary sectors. This discontinuity manifests
itself on the school as well as the curriculum level; often students come from much
smaller and more child-orientated primary schools and find it difficult to adjust to a
bigger school. Furthermore, the level at which primary schools teach different
subjects can also differ, which potentially poses additional difficulty in the adjustment
process. Parents are generally aware of the new requirements, rules and regulations at
the post-primary level. All schools operate an open day/open evening system whereby
information is provided about the post-primary school. Most parents considered the
schools and teachers easily accessible should further contact be needed. However,
only a few had initiated such contact themselves. In relation to school subjects, some
parents reported that their children had difficulties in subjects that they had not
previously taken. Different levels of subject knowledge and increased homework were
reported as creating some difficulties for certain children. A number of parents

commented favourably on initiatives like a ‘homework club’. Having a teacher
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available to answer potential queries was seen as a good resource.

In the same vein as O’Brien’s (2000) study, parents identified friends as an
important factor in the adjustment process. They were seen as aiding the experience of
transfer into a new school and ‘taking the edge off’ the nervousness. Most parents
reported their children making new friends within the first weeks at post-primary
school. In a few cases the children had stayed with friends they had known from

primary school.
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CHAPTER NINE: CONCLUSIONS

International research has indicated that the transition from primary to post-primary
education is a crucial time point for young people's educational careers. This study
has set out to explore the social and academic factors which help young people settle
into post-primary school in the Irish context. Within the framework of this study, the
‘success’ of the transition into post-primary education is seen to reflect the school’s
approach to student integration, its approach to subject choice and the method of
ability grouping used. It was expected that students would experience fewer transition
difficulties and greater academic progress in schools which had a more developed
student integration programme. On the other hand, being exposed to more subjects in
first year in the form of a “taster’ programme was expected to have negative effects on
students settling into school and on their academic achievement. In keeping with
previous research, it was anticipated that being in a school where students were
streamed by ability would have negative consequences for student development. Over
and above the effect of the school context, it was hypothesised that the nature of the
transition process would differ according to individual student characteristics, such as
gender, social class and prior educational success.

The study draws on data from a wide variety of sources to present the
perspectives of the key stake-holders, including school management, teachers,
students and parents. A national survey of school principals was supplemented by in-
depth case-studies of twelve schools selected to capture key dimensions of variation
in how schools manage the transition process. The study therefore draws on very rich
information, both quantitative and qualitative, to explore young people's experience of
the transition from primary to post-primary education. This chapter presents the main

findings of the study and highlights issues for future policy development.

Settling into post-primary education

Post-primary schools in Ireland are found to differ in how they attempt to integrate
students into the school and in how they structure the learning process for first year
students. Schools generally have an open day for students before they come to the
school and, in most cases, personnel from the post-primary school visit the feeder
primary schools to talk to students and/or parents. Almost all schools have an

induction day for students at the start of the school year. However, the actual
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approach to induction varies with some schools focusing on imparting information
about school rules while others have a more developed programme to ease the
transition for young people. In the majority of schools, class tutors play a key role in
helping first years to settle into school life. Furthermore, around half of all schools use
some sort of student mentor system, with older students acting as a liaison for their
first year counterparts.

Liaison between the primary and post-primary schools may also involve the
transfer of information about students. However, only a minority of school principals
report receiving information on all in-coming students and a significant proportion of
principals are dissatisfied with the information they receive on the students entering
their school. The lowest level of satisfaction relates to information on coverage of the
curriculum.

From the students' perspective, making the transition evokes many
contradictory emotions with students feeling nervous but also excited. For them, the
main differences between post-primary and primary school centre on having more
teachers and subjects, a change in status (from being one of the older students in the
school to being the youngest), having different relations with teachers, being in a 'big’
school and having a longer day. Among boys, stories about the ‘first year beating'
contributed to nervousness, although overall boys reported being less nervous than
girls. Such beatings did seem to occur but students tended not to see them as 'serious'
or as 'bullying’; however, it is difficult to determine whether this reflects bravado in
front of other students.

School principals, teachers, parents and students themselves felt that only a
minority of students experienced serious transition difficulties in the move to post-
primary education. Most students in the case-study schools reported settling into post-
primary school within the first week but for a quarter of the students it takes about a
month. One in six students in the case-study schools take longer than a month to settle
in and a few of them still do not feel settled by the end of first year. Furthermore, the
majority of students miss at least one aspect of their primary school 'a lot', even at the
end of first year; this usually relates to their friends or school trips but some students
miss the 'structural’ aspects of primary schools, such as having one teacher, the kinds
of subjects and the way subjects are taught. It would, therefore, appear that, while

students generally feel they have settled into post-primary school, some aspects of
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post-primary school still require getting used to and social networks (such as
friendship groups) may not be as cohesive as in primary school.

The very detailed information available on students in different school
contexts allowed us to identify a number of key differences (both objective and
subjective) between students who report settling into post-primary school relatively
quickly and those who take longer to adjust. This allows us to highlight potentially ‘at
risk’ groups as a basis for policy intervention.

On the whole, boys tend to report settling in quicker than girls, a pattern that is
consistent with that found in international research. Students who are less self-
confident and have a more negative view of themselves tend to experience greater
transition difficulties. Students from non-national or Traveller backgrounds report
more transition difficulties than other students. Among Traveller children, older
students tend to experience more difficulties settling in, although age is not a factor
for students as a whole. Students themselves see social networks (having friends from
primary school and taking part in extra-curricular activities) as the most important
factors in helping them to settle in.

Students who have little idea what to expect from post-primary school take
longer to settle in. This is partly related to the amount of contact they have with the
school beforehand with greater pre-entry contact between post-primary schools and
in-coming students and their parents giving students a better idea what to expect from
their new school. However, students also appear to draw on more informal sources of
information (such as parents and wider family) in forming their expectations of post-
primary school life.

In keeping with our expectations, students tend to settle in quicker in schools
with more developed student integration programmes. Induction programmes and
school personnel (such as class tutors and student mentors) are seen as helpful by the
majority of students. Less academic students and those from a travelling background
appear to be more reliant on key people within the school in the settling-in process,
indicating the potential for targeted support for these ‘at-risk’ students. However, there
is considerable variation in the °‘settling in’ process across schools with such
integration programmes. This variation is mainly related to differences in school
climate. The informal climate of the school is influential with students who report
negative interaction with teachers in September experiencing greater transition

difficulties. Similarly, students who experience negative interaction with their peers in
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the form of bullying at the start of first year take longer to settle in. Those who are
disaffected with school or their teachers early in the year also take longer to settle in.
A school's formal structures to promote student integration appear to be successful
only to the extent that they give students a better idea of what to expect and are
underpinned by a positive informal climate.

The way in which learning is structured within the school influences students’
social adjustment to post-primary school. Contrary to our expectations, taking a taster
programme as such does not seem to impact on settling in. However, students who
feel they are taking too many subjects report more difficulties. This is likely to be
related to students feeling unable to cope with the academic demands of first year
more generally (see below). The nature of organisational differences between primary
and post-primary levels also influence the transition process among first year students.
Lack of curriculum continuity plays a role; students are more likely to experience
transition problems if they feel their primary subjects did not prepare them for post-
primary school, if they feel the subjects do not follow on from their primary subjects
and if they are not enjoying first year subjects. Students in the higher class within
streamed schools report more transition difficulties than those in the lower stream
classes. This appears to be related to their finding some of the subjects more difficult

than in primary school.

Curriculum and learning in first year

Previous research has highlighted the differences in subjects taught and teaching
methods used in the primary and post-primary sectors. A substantial group of students
in the case-study schools reported experiencing a discontinuity in learning
experiences between primary and post-primary levels. A significant proportion of first
year students do not see the post-primary curriculum as following on naturally from
that at primary level and the majority see the teaching methods used as quite different.
A significant minority of students found a 'mismatch’ in the standards of Irish, English
or Mathematics between primary and post-primary level. This tended to vary within
school, indicating that students coming from different feeder schools may have
different backgrounds in the various subjects. The issue of curriculum discontinuity
between primary and post-primary level was also evident from the teacher's
perspective with less than a third of the first year teachers in the case-study schools

feeling that the primary curriculum was a good foundation for their subject and only
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half reporting familiarity with the nature of the primary curriculum. However, there
was some variation across schools in the reported patterns indicating the discontinuity
may be more prevalent in certain school contexts.

In the majority of schools nationally, students take more subjects in first year
than they do in their Junior Certificate year. Subject sampling is seen as a good idea
by the majority of second-level principals, although a significant minority consider
that first year students take too many subjects. In general, students in the case-study
schools saw the taster approach as the best approach to subject choice, although they
differed on whether they should try subjects for the whole of first year or only part of
it. Where students pick their subjects without trying them out, they tend to rely on less
formal sources of information, such as their parents and friends.

Having the opportunity to try subjects out in first year means that many
students are exposed to quite a number of different subjects. Students typically take
thirteen or fourteen subjects in the first term of first year, although the number taken
ranges from ten to twenty-one across all schools. The number of subjects taken tends
to be fewer in schools which are designated disadvantaged and/or have a significant
intake of students with literacy difficulties. Contrary to our expectations, there is no
evidence that being exposed to a taster approach, and consequently taking more
subjects, leads to transition difficulties or academic problems. However, where
students feel they are taking too many subjects, such difficulties do arise, a pattern
which appears to be related to a broader inability to cope with the academic demands
of first year.

Moving from primary to post-primary school involves taking many new
subjects. However, students are generally positive about their first year subjects
compared with their primary experience and they tend to see the subjects they take as
useful. First year students in the case-study schools are particularly positive about
subjects with a more practical orientation. Students differ, however, in the extent to
which they find some of the more academic subjects interesting and many students
find these subjects difficult.

The administration of reading and computation tests to students at the
beginning and end of first year allowed us to explore the effects of different aspects of
school context, such as approach to integration and subject choice, on students’
academic progress. Students in the case-study schools come to first year with different

capacities in terms of reading and mathematics. In keeping with previous research,
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student scores on reading and computation tests in the case-study schools are strongly
differentiated by social class background with those from higher professional
backgrounds achieving the highest test scores. For the majority of students, test scores
in reading and computation are broadly stable over the course of first year. There are
more changes in reading scores than in computation with almost a fifth of students
improving their reading compared with one tenth for computation. This is remarkable
because one might have expected students to make greater progress over first year as
they become exposed to different subject areas and a broader range of texts. It would
appear that, in keeping with British research, the transition to post-primary school is
associated with a hiatus in progress in the key competencies of reading and
Mathematics.

Students with lower initial test scores tend to make the greatest progress over
the year, indicating some ‘catching up’. Students in mixed ability base classes make
the most progress while those in middle or lower classes within streamed schools tend
to make the least progress. The pattern varies across schools with progress in reading
being more prevalent in schools with a strong emphasis on student integration and
mixed ability base classes. The variation for computation is less marked but students

are more likely to make progress in mixed ability schools.

Ability grouping

There has been a decline over time in the use of ability grouping for base classes in
first year, with the majority of schools now having mixed ability base classes. One in
six schools use setting in first year, generally for Mathematics, English or Irish. While
most students supported the idea of some ability grouping, many students in streamed
classes report that their teachers move too quickly or slowly in covering subject
material. Furthermore, the practice of streaming/banding appeared to have resulted in
a distinct labelling of students as 'smart' or 'stupid’, even very early on in the school
year.

Being allocated to the higher class within a streamed school appeared to result
in increased academic demands on students relative to their experiences in primary
school with adjustment taking longer for some of these students.

In keeping with previous research, students in streamed schools, especially
those allocated to the lower stream classes, tend to make less academic progress than

other students.
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Within the case-study schools, over one tenth of students received learning
support over the course of first year, mainly through withdrawal from regular class for
small group or one-to-one tuition. In general, students found it helpful and students
who had received learning support had a more positive view of their own abilities by
the end of first year. However, a significant minority (one third) of students,
especially those in lower classes in streamed schools, would like to have received
such help but did not.

Implications for policy

Evidence from the case-study schools suggests a number of ways in which schools

can help to ease the transition process for students from both a social and an academic

perspective. Having contact with the post-primary school before transfer and, more
importantly, having a good idea what to expect appear to ease student anxiety about
the transition.

e Schools should be encouraged to develop links with their feeder primary schools
and provide information on first year which is relevant to in-coming students' own
concerns (for example, by dispelling anxiety about “first year beatings’).

e Developing strong links with feeder schools may be impractical where schools
draw on a large catchment area. It is, therefore, recommended that some aspects of
the preparation for post-primary school should be generic across schools. A
module which tells students the kinds of things to expect from post-primary
school should be developed by the Department of Education and Science, in
conjunction with the NCCA, and implemented in sixth class in all primary
schools.

Having a strongly developed approach to student integration in the form of an
induction programme, designated personnel (such as class tutors) and student mentors
appears to ease the transition for young people as well as having a positive effect on
how they fare academically.

e It is recommended that schools should be facilitated in developing structures to
help students integrate into first year. These structures appear to be particularly
important for “at risk’ groups of students, such as students from Traveller or non-
national backgrounds. Student mentors, in particular, can often provide a source of
support and information for first year students. Schools should be encouraged to
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develop such mentoring systems but it is important that the student mentors
themselves be provided with training and support by the school. Models of good
practice in this area internationally should be analysed with a view to developing
common mentor training policies across Irish schools.

Students themselves saw extracurricular activities as helping them to settle into
post-primary school. Schools should therefore be given practical support (through
additional resources, for example) to expand the range of extra-curricular
activities on offer, including non-sports activities for students who are not
interested in sports. At present, schools with more disadvantaged student intakes
are likely to be at a disadvantage in securing additional ‘voluntary’ funding from
parents for such activities.

The success of a school's formal policy on student integration, however, would

appear to be contingent on it forming a comprehensive integration 'package’ which is

underpinned by a positive informal climate. Students who have been bullied take

longer to settle into post-primary education and bullying has a highly negative effect

on their self-perceptions.

All schools should have clear policies and effective practice on bullying,
addressing a wide array of bullying practices, including verbal abuse and mobile
phone text messaging as well as physical violence.

Even where schools have clear anti-bullying policies, students may be reluctant to
come forward to report bullying. Student mentors provide one way of supporting
students who have experienced bullying. Issues around bullying should also be
addressed through personal and social development programmes such as Social,

Health and Personal Education.

The school climate of the school is not just influenced by interaction among students

but by the quality of interaction between teachers and students. Students also report

greater transition difficulties where they have experienced negative interaction with

teachers.

The informal climate of the school should be a matter for consideration in school
development planning with schools encouraged to develop structures (such as
teacher involvement in decision-making and formal student involvement) which

promote cohesion among the different partners within the school.
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The (dis)continuity between the primary and post-primary curriculum was
found to influence student experiences of first year. Many students feel that their
primary schooling did not prepare them adequately for subjects at post-primary level
and students appear to come to post-primary school with different levels of core
competencies depending on their social class background and the primary school they
attended. In addition, many teachers perceive a discontinuity between the two levels
and school principals are dissatisfied with the information they receive on the
curriculum covered by in-coming first years.

e There is a need to develop greater awareness among post-primary teachers of the
primary curriculum and provide information to primary teachers about the
curriculum and approach taken within post-primary school. It is recommended
that common components should be developed in pre-service education for
primary and post-primary teachers and information be incorporated on the
curriculum at both levels into initial and continuing training for teachers.

e There should be greater co-operation between the primary and post-primary
sectors in terms of curriculum development and transfer of good practice in
relation to teaching methodologies.

e A framework for the transfer of information on the curriculum covered at primary
school should be developed in order to help post-primary teachers to tailor lessons
to the competency levels of the students involved.

A considerable proportion of schools now provide students with the
opportunity to try out different subjects before selecting their subjects for the Junior
Certificate. This approach is seen as positive by most principals and students.
Contrary to our expectations, an opportunity to try out different subjects in first year
does not appear to have a negative impact on adjustment to post-primary school or
academic progress among students. Indeed, a taster approach has advantages in terms
of allowing students to make a more informed decision about the kinds of subjects
which best suit their interests and abilities.

e Schools should be encouraged to provide students with some exposure to a range
of subjects before they are required to select their Junior Certificate subjects.
However, such an approach may cause practical difficulties for schools in terms of

teacher resources and time available to cover the Junior Certificate curriculum.
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e Itis recommended, therefore, that the provision of a diverse curriculum should be
facilitated, and student choice maximised, through providing schools with the
resources to provide a taster programme.

e Curriculum content and assessment at junior cycle should reflect the fact that
some students will have spent less time on particular subjects in first year because
of their participation in a taster programme.

e Where students select their subjects before entry to post-primary education, they
tend to rely on family and friends as their main sources of advice. It is important,
therefore, that schools attempt to involve parents in subject choice at junior cycle
and provide them with appropriate information on the curriculum, especially the
‘newer’ subjects.

Making the move to post-primary education means that students take a
considerable number of new subjects. Students are generally quite positive about the
first year curriculum, especially subjects with a more practical orientation. However,
schools currently vary in the extent to which they provide such subjects. Subjects with
a more practical orientation appear to provide a way of engaging students in the first
year curriculum and of providing a route to success for less academically-oriented
students.

e Itis recommended that schools be facilitated in providing a range of subjects with
a more practical orientation in order to promote engagement, particularly among
students who are less interested in the traditional academic subjects.

e The on-going expansion of IT provision to post-primary schools is to be
welcomed in this respect as exposure to IT courses within first year tends to result
in very positive attitudes to the subject by the end of first year.

e Providing more hands-on activities within class across a range of subjects would
also appear to provide a way of promoting student engagement.

The majority of post-primary schools nationally use mixed ability base classes
for first year students. However, in keeping with previous research, where streaming
(that is, grouping students by ability into their base classes) is used, it is found to have
a negative effect for those allocated to the lower stream classes. Furthermore, being
allocated to a higher class within a streamed school is associated with greater

transition difficulties among students.
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e Schools should be encouraged to develop alternative approaches to streaming.
However, it is recognised that moving to mixed ability teaching poses challenges
for schools and teachers. Schools should therefore be supported through in-service
and other forms of professional development. The role of learning support is also
particularly important in the mixed ability setting and schools should be fully
supported in the provision of extra assistance to students.

A significant minority of first year students find some of the academic subjects
difficult and would like extra help with their schoolwork. However, as it is currently
structured, learning support provision is aimed at those students with the most severe
literacy and numeracy difficulties. This means that the 'low-average' group of students
do not receive the extra assistance with learning which they require.

e Greater flexibility in the provision of extra teaching resources to students,
particularly in the early phase of first year, should be allowed, especially at the
crucial transition period, given that students may come to post-primary school
with very different standards in the core competencies. Students should also have

access to extra supports such as supervised study programmes.

In sum, the transition to post-primary school is a time not only of social adjustment
but also of an encounter with a range of different learning experiences. The extent to
which students can cope with the demands of schoolwork in first year is likely to have
long-term implications for their engagement with education. It is crucial therefore that
support should be given to schools to ease the transition process for students and

provide a greater continuity in learning between the primary and post-primary levels.
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The Economic and Social Research Institute

4 Burlington Road Dublin 4 Ireland
Telephone: (353-1) 667 1525 Fax: (353-1) 6686231

@
ESRI

STUDY OF ENTRY TO SECOND-LEVEL EDUCATION

The Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) has been commissioned by the National
Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) to examine various aspects of curriculum
provision and organisation associated with student entry into second-level education. These
data form part of a more extensive project that will offer all schools guidance in curriculum
provision. All details will be treated in the strictest confidence and will not be released to
anyone in a fashion which would allow individual responses to be identified with specific
schools.

PRINCIPAL'S QUESTIONNAIRE

1. Isyour School a: [Please tick (3) one only]:

Community School..........ccccooervenene Q, Voluntary Secondary School....... a,
Comprehensive.........cccecvevecieceennnn, Q. Vocational School ....................... Qs
Fee Paying Voluntary School............. Qs Other ..o Qs

2. How many students are there in the school? Male Female

3. How many students are in the first year of Junior Cycle? Male Female

4. How many teachers are employed in the school? Full-time Part-time

5. Does your school have designated disadvantaged status from the Department of Education
and Science?

7. (a) Is your school participating in the School Completion Programme (Stay in School
Initiative)?

(b) Does your school offer the following programmes?

Yes No
1. Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) ....oooevveviiieiieeee Q, Q.
2. Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP)......... Q, Q.
3. Transition Year (TY) .o Q, a,



FIRST YEAR INTAKE TO THE SCHOOL

8. (a) Is there a primary school (or schools) attached to this school?

Yes, 1 school ...| Q, Yes, 2 schools ..... Q. No......Qs[[Go to Q9%

(b) If Yes, Approximately what proportion of each year's intake comes from this
school (these schools)?

<25%...ccciiiiinnnn, a, 26-50% .....Q, 51-75%........ s >75%........ 4,

9. (a) In general, would you say that there is a stable number of core feeder primary schools
whose students come to this school?

Yes.|..Q; No......Q, [[Go to Q10

(b) If Yes, how many such feeder schools?

(c) On average, approximately what percentage of your first year students would
come from these core feeder schools? %.

10. (a) Are there any other local second-level schools to which your first year students
might go?

Yes........ .0, NO.....ccuee. Q,[IGo to Q11

(b) If Yes, in your opinion is there any “competition” for first year students
between local schools?

(c) To what extent do the other schools tend to ‘cream off' more academically
able first year students? [Please tick (3) one box only]

Not to any We get the more
A great deal Somewhat extent able students
D1 DZ D3 D4

11. (a) Are all of the first year students who apply to this school usually accepted?

YES..oouune. Q, [IGoto Q12 No.......... i
(b) If No, how important are the following criteria in deciding which students to
accept: [Please tick (3) one box on each line]
Very Somewhat Not important
Important Important At All

1. Attended attached primary school.................... a; Q, Q,
2. Attended feeder primary school....................... Q, Q. Qs
3. Liveslocally.......cccocoiiiiiiiiiiiic e, o, Q, Q,
4. Older sibling at the school..............cccovervennnnn. Q, Q. Qs
5. Other (please specify) Oy  J Qs
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12.

(a) Over the past five years, has the number of first year students coming to the school:

Increased ..J. O, Decreased...| O, Remained relatively stable......... Q[ [Go to Q13
(b) To what would you attribute these changes in student numbers? [Please tick (3)
yes or no in respect of each item]
Yes No
1. Demographic trends in local catchment area............ Q, Q.
2. Recent closure of other schools.............ccccvvveeeinneenn. Q, Q,
3. Recent openings of other schools............ccccccevvvenee. Q, Q.
4. Increased competition from existing schools............ a; Q,
5. Other (please specify) Q, Q.

13.

(a) To what extent does your school receive information about students from their primary
school? If more than one feeder primary school, please respond in relation to the school
which accounts for the highest proportion of your first year intake.

All Most Some A few No

Information Received: students  students students students information
1. Written report on

academic performance ................. a, Q o; Q, Qs
2. Written report on behaviour .......... Qo 0 P Qs Qo s
3. Written report on physical

needs of the student..................... Qe P Qs Qo Qs
4. Verbal communication on

academic performance ................. Qe P Qs Qo Qs
5. Verbal communication on

behaviour............ccceiiiiiccinan, Qe P Qs Qo Qs
6. Verbal communication on

physical needs ............ccccoceviiinnnn Qe P Qs Qo Qs
7. Other (please specify) ......c.ccc....... a, Q o; Q, Qs

[If No Information is ticked in respect of all items please Go to Q14]
(b) In general, how satisfied are you with the information on students which you
receive from the Primary Schools? [Please tick (3) one box on each line]
Very Neither satisfied Very
satisfied Satisfied nor dissatisfied Dissatisfied  Dissatisfied

1. Academic performance ................. Q. Q, Qs Q. Qs
2. Coverage of curriculum................. Qe P Qs P Qs
3. Student behaviour..........cccccccevunee.. Q. Q, Qs Q. Qs
4. Family circumstances................... Qe P Qs P Qs
5. Special educational needs ............. Q. Q, Qs Q. Qs
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14.

Please indicate whether or not your school has each of the following types of contact with
students and parents before students enter the school in first year? [Please tick (3) Yes or
No in respect of each]

Yes No

1. Information session for prospective students..........cccccceevviverinenns Q, Q.

2. Information session for Parents.........ccccovvvevveevieiie s o, Q,

3. Visits to feeder primary SChOOIS...........cccevivevviiiiicccc e Q, Q.

4. Visits to parents/students by Home-School-Community
(TS0 (@ 1 =] SRS Q, Q.

5. Information brochure sent to parents/students.............cccccoveviveeinnnns Q. Q,

6. Letter sent to parents/StUdENTS.........ccvvvvveereeiiesie e Q, Q.

7. Open DaY/EVENING ....ccoiiiiiieieiiesieee et Q, Q.

8. Other (please specify) Q, Q.

15. (a) Does the school carry out (a) any pre-entry and/or (b) post-entry ability tests on
students coming into first year?

a) Pre-entry tests  Yes|...Q, No....Q,][Go to Q16

b) Post-entry tests  Yes|...Q; No....Q,[[Go to Q16
(b) If Yes, when are these tests held? (Please specify month)

a) Pre-entry tests month b) Post-entry tests month
(c) What tests are usually used? (please specify as fully as possible)
(d) Please indicate how important these tests are in each of the following cases:
[Please tick (3) one box on each line]

Very Neither important
Important Important nor unimportant Unimportant

1. ldentifying students who may require
learning SUPPOIt.......cccovveviiiiieiieccee e Qi Qo Qs Q,

2. Allocating students to base classes ............. Qi Qo Qs Q.

3. Deciding the level at which students
take subjects such as Maths and English....Q, ... P Qs Q,

4. Deciding the subjects offered to students....Q; ... Q, Qs Q.

5. Deciding the teachers teaching first years...Q, .. P s Q,

6. As baseline data for on-going monitoring
of achievement ..., Qi Qo Qs Q.

16. In your assessment, in very broad terms about what proportion of students coming into
first year in this school would tend to have such literacy, numeracy or behavioural
difficulties as to adversely impact on their educational development or classroom
discipline? [Please tick (3) one box on each line to indicate the percentage with (a) literacy,
(b) numeracy and (c) behaviour problems].

Per cent of first years with each problem
None <5% 6-15% 16-30%  31-45%  Over 45%

a) Literacy Problems .......... Q, Q. Qs Q, Qs Qs

b) Numeracy Problems....... Q, Q, Q, Q, Qs O

c) Behaviour Problems....... Q, Q. Qs Q, Qs Qs
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. Schools take different approaches to helping first year students to adapt to second-level
education. In column (a) below please tick (3) Yes or No to indicate whether or not your
school adopts each of the approaches listed. In column (b) please tick (3) one box only to
indicate the approach which you think is most important in your school.

(a) (b)
Adopted by the school Single Most
Yes No Important Approach
INAUCEION daY.....cveeiviiiiieccce e Q, Q, Q,
Class tULOF ....uveeciie e Q, Q. Q.
StUAENT MENTOTS......ccvveiecicriiee e Q, Q, Q,
Study skills programme.........c.ccccevveveiienncie e Q, Q, Q,
Language courses for non-national students............. a, Q, Qs
Other (please specify) Q, Q. Qs

. (a)In your assessment, approximately what proportion of your first year students tend to
experience sustained difficulties (beyond the first term) in making the transition into
second-level education in relation to:

1. ACademiC Progress......cceueereereeseereeneenne %
2. Social interaction with peers...........cccoceeueene %
3. Behaviourin class ........ccccccevvvieeniniieiiiennnns %
4. ADSENLEEISIM ..cvvevieieee e %

(b)If any of your first year students experience sustained difficulties in any of these areas,
how much would you say each of the following factors contribute to these difficulties?

[Please tick (3) one box on each line]

A Great Quite Not a

Deal A lot A Little  Factor

Having several teachers............cccccoeviveieenen. o, Q, Q, Q,
Different teaching styles .........cccccevvvivvivcnenne. Q, Q, Qs Q,
Taking more SUbJects .........cccceevvevie e o, Q, Q, Q,
Length of the school day .........cccccoeevviveinennnne. Q, Q. Qs Q,
Travel time to School...........ccoceeiiviiiiiiiiiiees o, Q, Q, Q,
Moving to a larger school ...........cccccoevvevvennee. Q, Q. Qs Q,
NEW PEEI GIOUP ....vvvveeiiriiieeeiiriieessiteeeessiineee e o, a, (A a,
BUHYING...ooiieece e Q, Q. Qs Q,
Literacy problems.........ccccoov i, o, Q, Q, Q,

. Numeracy problems ..........cccecvvvevivereniesinennnns Q, Q. Qs Q,
. Inadequate preparation for transfer .................. a; Q, Q, Q,
. Lack of family support.......c.cccccocevivevviicinennns Q, Q. Qs Q,
HOMEWOIK ..o o, Q, Q, Q,
. Schoolwork too challenging..........cccccevvvvennnns Q, Q. Qs Q,
. Schoolwork not challenging enough................ a; Q, Q, Q,
. Participation in extracurricular activities ......... Q, Q. Qs Q,

253



FIRST YEAR CURRICULUM

19. (a) What is the structure of base classes within your school in both first year and also in the
Junior Cert. year? [Please tick (3) one box on each column].

1. All mixed ability ...,

2. Streamed (grouped into higher, middle and lower

ability ClasSes) ....ccovvviieiiiiie

3. Banded (where there may be two or more higher,

middle or lower ability classes).........cccvvvrvininniininnnn,

4. Other (please specify)

1% Year

Junior Cert year

.
O,

.
O,

(b) On what basis are first year students allocated to their classes in your school? [Please

tick (3) Yes or No in respect of each item]

Yes
1. Randomly/alphabetically...........cccccceevvevrernennnnn Q,
2. Ability test before entry ..o, Q,
3. Ability test after entry .........cccoovevveieiieineee, Q,
4. Report from primary school ...............cccoevnee. Q,
5. Teacher assessment post-entry...........cccccveueenee. a,
6. Parental preference..........ccccccoeevieeviciie e, o,
7. Other (please specify) Oy

20. (a)Does the school offer the Junior Cert School Programme? Yes..|Q; | No..... O4[1Go to Q21

(b) If yes, how many first year students are currently on the programme?

21. What subjects are taught this year (2001/2002) to students in both first year and also in
Junior Cert year? (Please tick (3) in column (a) to indicate whether the subject is taught in
first year. In columns (b) to (e) please tick (3) to indicate whether each subject is taught at

the four levels in Junior Cert year.)

SUBJECTS 15T Year Junior Cert

(a) (b) Foundation | (c) Ordinary| (c) Higher [ (d)  Non-exam

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
(1] Q. Q. Q, Q, Q,
English.......ccccoooviiieiin, d, a, Q, a, Q,
Mathematics.................. Q, Q, Q, Q, Q,
HiStory......coovevieiieecnnen, a, a, Q, a, Q,
Geography .......c.cccveevnne. Qs Qs Qs Qs Qs
Civic, Social & Political
Education (CSPE) ......... Qs Qs Qs Qs Qs
Environmental and
Social Studies................ Q, Q, Q. Q, Q.
Classical Studies............ Qs Qs Q, Qs Q,
French ....coccevvveeivinenen. Q, Q, Q, Q, Q,
German......coeeeeeeeeeieennne, Ui Oy Oy Oy Oy
Spanish.......cccccevvvenenne. Q, Q, Qg Qu Qg
ltalian. ......ooovvvveeiiiiineenn d (I (I [ I (I
Latin ............................. Dlg Dlg D13 Dlg D13
Greek. .ooovveeeiiiiieee, (P () (P P (P




SUBJECTS 15T Year Junior Cert

(@) (b) Foundation | (c) Ordinary| (c) Higher | (d)  Non-exam

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Business Studies............ Qs Qs Qs Qs Qs
SCIENCE ...cvveveeiiiiieee e, Oy Oy Oy Oy Oy
Technology.......c.co...... Q,, Q,, Q,, Q,, Q,,
Art ................................ Dlg Dlg Dlg Dlg Dlg
MUSiC. ........................... Dlg Dlg Dlg Dlg Dlg
Materials Technology
(Woodwork) .................. Oy P P P Oy
Technical Graphics........ (P P P O (P
Metalwork (Materials
& Technology) .............. [ P Oy O, O, [ P
Home Economics.......... Q. Q. Q. Q. Q.
Social, Personal and
Health Education........... Q. Q. Q. Q. Q
Computer Studies.......... s Oys Oy Oy Oy
Physical Education........ O O O O O
Religious Education ...... d,; P P (P (P
Other (please specify)

P P P P P

(P (P (P (P (P

22. (a) Have any subjects been dropped from the first year curriculum in the past five years?

Yes.......... i [ I Q] 1Go to Q23(a)

(b) If Yes, which subject(s)? 1. 3. 5.
2. 4. 6.

23. (a) Have any subjects been added to the first year curriculum in the past five years?

Yes.......... .a, NO ....cueeee. Q,]IGo to Q24
(b) Yes, which subject(s)? 1. 3. 5.
2. 4, 6.
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24. How significant have the following factors been in influencing the subjects currently offered
to the first year students in your school? [Please tick (3) one box on each line]

Very Somewhat Of Little Of No
Significant Significant  Significance Significance

1. Staff availability ...........ccccooovviiininnnnn. o, Q, Q, a,
2. School ethos ........cccovviiiiiii e, a, Q, Qs a,
3. Requirements of the Department of

Education and Science ............ccocooevrunnne. a, Q, Qs a,
4. Ability levels of students........................ a; Q, Q, a,
5. Gender mix of students ..........c.ccocevvneen a, Q, Qs a,
6. Demands of parents............ccccoceevvvernnnnne. o, Q, Q, a,
7. Giving students a broad experience

of Junior Cycle ... o, Q, Q, a,
8. Student preferences........c.ccccceevvevvvreenee. Q, Q. Qs Q,

25. (a) Do first year students have any discretion in deciding which subjects they take?

YEs .......... W NO............. O, [IGoto Q26

(b) If Yes, do they make their choices before entry or on entry/after the school
year begins?

Before entry............... ) After entry ............... o,

(c) Does the school offer students any sort of “taster” programme where they can try out a
subject or subjects for a short period of time to see whether or not they like it/them?

YES oo Oy N[ O, [IGoto Q25(e)

(d) If Yes, what is the length of this taster programme? (weeks)

(e) Who in the school has a substantial role to play in advising first year students on their
choice of subjects? Please list all involved.

(f) Were the optional packages of subjects constructed before or after students were first
given a choice?

Students given choice first ........ccccovcvvveiievncie e Q4] Go to Q26
Students not given choice before construction .....|....... Q.1 Go to Q25(qg)
(9) How long have these groupings remained unchanged in your school? years
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26. Which subjects are taken by ALL first year students (even for part of the
Year in the form of “taster” subjects)? Please list all subjects taken by all students.

1. 7. 13. 19.
2. 8. 14. 20.
3. 9. 15. 21.
4. 10. 16. 22,
S. 11. 17. 23.
6. 12. 18. 24,

27. (a) How many subjects (including non-exam subjects) do students in your school generally
take:

In Sept of first year
In the 3" term of first year
In Junior Cert year

(b) Do all classes take the same number of subjects? Yes.......... U; No..... S P

(c) If No, please explain as fully as possible:

28. (a) Please indicate (a) how many class periods per week and (b) how long is an average class
period for each of the following subjects for first year students and Junior Cert students?

First year Junior Cert year
(a) No. of (b) Length of (a) No. of (b) Length of
class periods | class period class periods class period
per week per week

Irish

English

Maths

Science

Modern Language
Physical Education
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29.

(a) Are first year students divided into separate classes depending on whether they are
taking Higher or Ordinary/Foundation level in a particular subject — sometimes known as
“setting”?

Yes ....... S I} NO....coovee U, [IGoto Q30

(b) If Yes, in which subjects?

30.

(@) Is “setting” used for any subjects in third year? Yes.[|. Uy No...... O, [1Go to Q31

(b) If Yes, in which subjects?

31.

32.

Please indicate the extent to which the following factors influence the level at which
students take Maths and English for the Junior Cert? [Please tick (3) one box on each line
in respect of both subjects].

(a) (b)
Maths English

Great  Some No Great Some No

Extent Extent Extent | Extent Extent Extent
1. Student preference..........cccccevvevvevnnenne. ) (P [ (. o, [
2. Base ClassS .....ccccceveeiiiiiiiiieccee e, (] a, s (] (I ) s
3. Performance in ability test .................... ) (P [ (. o, [
4. Performance in first year..............c........ Q, Q, O Q, P .
5. Performance in second year .................. ) 1 P [ (. o, [
6. Teacher recommendation...................... (] d, s (] (I ) s
7. Parental preference...........cccccevevveennne, ) (P [ (. o, [
Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with the following statements. [Please

tick (3) one box on each line]
Strongly Neither agree Strongly
Agree Agree nor Disagree Disagree Disagree

Students take too many subjects in

first year in this school ..............cc......... Qi P Os I P Qs
The curriculum is suitable for the

majority of first year students in this

SChOOI ... Q... Qo Qs Qoo Qs
The Junior Cycle curriculum is equally

suitable for boys and girls..................... Qo Qo Qs [ Qs

First year students should be given a
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chance to sample different subjects

before making a choice ...........c..cc........ Qo Qi Qs Qs Qs
5. Course content is too challenging for

a significant minority of first year

students in this school ......................... Qo Qi Qs Qs Qs
6. There is a good range of subjects

provided for first years in this school...Q, Qo Qs Qu Qs
7. The curriculum is relevant to first

year students’ everyday lives............... Qo Qi Qs Qs Qs
8. Post-primary teachers are familiar

with recent changes in the primary

curriculum ..o Qo Qi Qs Qs Qs

33. (a) Does your school have a remedial and/or resource teacher? If Yes, please specify the
number of such teachers in column (b):
(a) (b)
No of remedial and/or resource teachers:
Yes No Full-time Part-time
Remedial teachers Q, Q,
Resource teachers a, O,

[If school has No remedial and No resource teachers please go to Q 33(c)]

(b) Is this teacher(s) shared with a number of schools or dedicated to your school?

Shared Dedicated
Remedial teachers .............. Q, Q,
Resource teachers............... () Q,

(c) Please indicate whether or not each of the following approaches is taken to providing
support for students with literacy and numeracy difficulties? [Tick (3) Yes or No in respect of
each]

Yes No
1. Special Education Unit within the school ............................. Q, Q,
2. SEPArate ClAaSSES ......cccveiuieieiierie e cie e Q, Q.
3. Withdrawal for certain class periods............cccevvvviiveeineinnnnn, Q, a,
4. Additional teaching resources within certain classes............. Q, Q.
5. Students’ needs are addressed within regular classes............. Q, Q,
6. Other (please specify) Q, Q.
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(d) How satisfied are you with the learning support which the school is able to provide to first
year students with literacy/numeracy difficulties? [Please tick (3) one box only]

Very Neither Satisfied Very
Satisfied Satisfied nor Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied
a 1 Dz D3 D4 EI5

34. (a) Does your school have a pastoral care or other personal/social development programme
for first year students?

Yes.......... i} NO ...cooevvee. O, [IGotoQ34(d)

(b) If Yes, please describe as fully as possible the approach taken.

(c) Does this programme apply: only to first year students; to all Junior Cycle students;
or to all students in the school?

First All Junior All students
years only.............. U, Cycle Students.......... O, in the school......... U3

(d) How satisfied are you with the support systems in place for first years in this school?

Very Neither Satisfied Very
Satisfied Satisfied nor Dissatisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied
a 1 Dz D3 D4 EI5

(e) What (other) supports would you like to see in place for first year students?

35. Are there any specific support structures in place for the following students in first year?

Yes No

a) Non-national students...........ccccceevenenen. B N P
If Yes, please describe.......c.ccccevvvvenenne.

Yes No

b) Students from travelling families............ B N P

If Yes, please describe.......cccceevvvvennnne.

260



36. Is there any other issue related to first year students which you would like to comment on?
Please feel free to comment as fully as possible and continue on a separate sheet if
necessary.

Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire.

Please return to the ESRI in the enclosed pre-paid envelope.
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APPENDIX TWO: STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE
USED IN SEPTEMBER
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The Economic and Social Research Institute
4 Burlington Road Dublin 4 Ph. 6671525

@
ESRI

Survey of Young People in First Year 2002

The ESRI carries out a lot of research including research on education. At the
moment we are trying to find out about young people’s experience of first year in
second-level school.

The information that we get from you will be very valuable because it will help to
improve first year for students around the country.

The answers you give will not be shown to your teachers or anyone else in your
school.

For most of the questions you are asked to tick a box after the question.

Please fill in your pupil number here:

PART ONE: MOVING FROM PRIMARY SCHOOL

Q.1  What is the name of your class?

Q.2  What is your date of birth?

day month year

Q.3  Please tick (3) to show whether you are a boy or a girl:

Q.4  What was the name of the primary school you went to?

Q.5 Was the sixth class in your primary school:

Boys only U, Girls only 4, Girls and boys Q3
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Q.6

Q.7

Q.8

Q.9

Q.10

Q.11

(a) At the time you left primary school, did your parents want you to go
to:

This school Another school , Don’t know U;

(b) Did your parents discuss with you what school you'd like to go to?

Are there any other second-level schools nearer your home, or easier to
get to than this school, that you could have gone to?

BEFORE you came to this school,
(a) Did you visit the school? Yes........ Q; No........ . P
(b) Did any of the teachers or school principal visit your primary school?

Yes........ () No........ , Don’t know........ (B

In sixth class, how well would you say you did at tests or exams compared
with other students?

Top of the class ;  In the middle U, At the bottom U3

Students can have different feelings on their first day in second-level
school. Please circle AT LEAST 2 WORDS, which best describe how you
felt on your first day in this school.

Excited Nervous Confident
Lonely Confused Lost
Happy Scared Small
Bored Pleased Relaxed
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Q.12

Q.13

Q.14

Q.15

Which ONE of these statements best describes your views?

I had a good idea what to expect coming to this school. .}
I had some idea what to expect coming to this school. P
I had very little idea what to expect coming to this school. U;

How many of your friends from primary school are in this school?

None One Two ;3 Three or more Q4

How many of your friends from primary school are in your class?

None One O, Two U; Three or more Q4

Here are some views about being in a new school. There are no right or

wrong answers. For each statement please show whether you agree or
disagree with these views by ticking ONE BOX ONLY.
I

Strongly ~ Mostly Mostly Strongly

Agree agree disagree  Disagree

1. 1 find school work in this school

really interesting. 0, 0, 0, Q,
2. 1think I am doing well at this

school. 0, 0, 0, Q,
3. | am worried about being at this

school. 0, 0, 0, Q,
4. 1 wish I could have stayed at my

last school. 0, 0, 0, Q,
5. | am excited about being at this

school. 0, 0, 0, Q,
6. Being at this school scares me. O, . (A Q,
7. 1 get too much homework at this

school. 0, 0, 0, Q,
8. Ithink the work is quite easy at

this school. 0, 0, 0, Q,
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Strongly ~ Mostly Mostly Strongly
Agree agree disagree  Disagree

9. I really miss my old friends from Q, Q, Qs A

primary school.
10. I think 1 am working hard at this

school. 0, 0, 0, Q,
11. I like being at this school.

Q, Q. O, A

12. The teachers are stricter at this

school than at my primary school. 0, 0, 0, Q,
13. I am able to do my school work as

well as most other students. 0, 0, 0, Q,
14. | think most of my teachers are

friendly. 0, 0, 0, Q,
15. Nobody at this school seems to

take any notice of me. 0, 0, 0, Q,
16. My teachers would help me if |

had a problem with my school

e Y Q Q, Qs Q,
17. 1 usually feel relaxed about school. 0, o, (A A
18. At times | feel down about my
19. I could talk to at least one of my

teachers if | had a problem. 0, 0, 0, Q,
20. | look forward to coming to school

most days. 0, 0, 0, Q,
21. I don't really enjoy anything about

school. 0, 0, 0, Q,
22. | like school better than most other

students in this school. 0, 0, 0, Q,
23. | often feel lost and alone at

school. 0, 0, 0, Q,
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Strongly ~ Mostly Mostly Strongly
Agree agree disagree  Disagree
24. 1 do better at school work than
most other students in my class. 0, 0, 0, 0,
25. | don't have many friends at this
school. 0, 0, 0, 0,
26. I'm afraid that I'll make a fool of
myself in class. 0, 0, 0, 0,
27. Most of the time there is a good
working atmosphere in the class. 0, 0, 0, 0,
28. I'm quite pleased with how my
school work is going. 0, 0, 0, 0,
29. | am liked by most of the other
students in my class. 0, 0, 0, 0,
30. I like the way | look.
D1 DZ D3 D4
31. I am afraid to tell teachers when |
don't understand something. 0, 0, 0, 0,
32. I like most of my teachers.
D1 DZ DS D4
33. I am good at sports.
D1 DZ D3 D4
34. | have trouble keeping up with my
school work. 0, 0, 0, 0,
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Q.16 In the last two weeks, how often have the following things happened to
you? Please tick a box on every line.

Very Often A few times Never
often
You have been told that your
work is good by a teacher. 0, 0, 0, 0,
You have asked questions in
class. 0, 0, 0, 0,
A teacher has praised you for
answering a question. 0 0 0 0
1 2 3 4
You have been given out to
by a teacher because your
work is untidy or not done on = J s d,
time.
You have been given out to
by a teacher for misbehaving 0, 0, 0, 0,

in class.

You have been praised by a
teacher because your written
work is well done. . . s U,

Q. 17 How much do you miss your primary school? Please tick ONE BOX on
each line.

A lot A little Not at all
MY tE8ChE .oovvvvevvrrrriennaas Qi Qo O,
My Friends.......ccocevviecreiieenenn, I I P U,
The way lessons were taught ....... I I P U,
Being one of the older students.... Wy I I B
Being in a small school................. I I P U,
Having one teacher ...................... Qo Qo g
PIayground .........ccocouueevvveveerninnnns Qi Qo O,
School trips .....ccveveverriiircieiei, I I P U,
Subjects like art or music.............. Qo Qo mE
After school activities................... I I U,
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Q. 18 If you were running this school, what THREE THINGS would you do for
students to help them settle in?

Put students in the same class as their friends ...........ccooovvvriinnniniins O,
Show students around the SChOOI ............cooiiiiiiiii N P
Stop students from bullying other Students............cccvcveveiieiiieie s Qs
Allow students to try out different SUDJECES ........cceevevieirci e Qs
Let students do fTEWEr SUDJECES .......ccveveiieiiee e Qs
Have students do more subjects than they do NOW ..........ccccovveiveie e, e
Help students with any problems they might have...........cccccooevviiiieineee, Q-
Explain the rules of the school to all students...........ccccccevvveveiiiiicce e, s
Make sure that students behave themselves at SChool .............cccccoveriiiinnene I
Improve the school buildings or grounds of the school...........c.c.cccccovvevnnee. Qo
Listen to what students think before making decisions in the school.............. N PP

Get better equipment for the school (such as PE equipment or computers).... Ui,

Have sports or games at lunchtime or after school ...........ccccccoevveie i, I P
Have activities for students who aren't interested in Sport...........cccceeevvvvennnne. (PP
Give students extra help with their lesson if they're having difficulties.......... Qs
Organise SCHOOI trIPS.......veiiiieiiecc e nae s N P
Make 1unch breaks loNger..........coveiieii i Oy
Make Tunch Breaks SOIEr ..........coviiiiiiee Uis
Be less strict about the school uniform ... Uio
Make teachers friendlier t0 STUAENTS .........ccooveviiiiiiiniee e P
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Q. 19 How long does it take you to get to school from where you live?

Less than 10-15 20-30 More than
10 minutes minutes minutes 30 minutes
a 1 a 2 D3 D4

Q. 20 How do you usually get to school?

By car a,
By bus a,
On foot a,
By bicycle U,

WELL DONE. YOU HAVE FINISHED PART ONE OF THE
QUESTIONNAIRE.

269



Q.1

PART TWO: EXPERIENCES OF FIRST YEAR

Please tick the subjects you are doing in school at the moment:

IFSN o a
English ..o d
Maths ... u
HISTOIY ., d
Geography ....oevvvvieie e d
French ..o
GeImMaN ... a
SCIBNCE vt u

Business Studies ..........coooeiiiiiiine. A

MUSIC .o u
Home Economics ........ccovvviiiiiniennnn. u
Materials Technology (Woodwork)........... d
Metalwork ..........coovviiiiiiii e, a
Technology ....oovvviiii i, d
Technical Graphics ..........cccooeiiiiiiinn, d
Latin ..o, a
Greek .. a

Classical Studies .........coovvvvevveniinnnnn..A
Spanish ... d

Civics, Social & Political Education (CSPE) 4
Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE)....1
COMPULETS ... e,

Physical Education (PE)/Sports/Games ...... d
Other (please give the name of the subject)
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Q.2

Q.3

Q.4

Write down the two subjects you like most:

1.

2.

Write down the two subjects you like least:

1.

2.

Are there any subjects you would really like to take but you don’t or you
can't?

If Yes, what subjects would you really like to take?

1.

Q.5

Q.6

Q.7

Compared with Irish in sixth class in primary school, is the Irish in this
school:

Easier U, About the same 4, Harder U5

Compared with English in sixth class in primary school, is the English in
this school:

Easier 4, About the same U, Harder Qs

Compared with Maths in sixth class in primary school, is the Maths in
this school:

Easier U, About the same 4, Harder U5
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Q.8 Please say whether you agree or disagree with the following views:

Agree Don't know Disagree
I am taking too many subjects at the
moment. B N P I B
| prefer more practical subjects where |
can work with my hands, like metalwork () N P .
or home economics.
I prefer more academic subjects where |
have to work out problems like in maths  J) N P N

or science.

Q.9 For each of these subjects, please tick one box to say if you find the
subject difficult or not.

Difficult Not difficult Don’t take this
subject

Maths

Science

English

History

Home Economics

French

Woodwork
(Materials
Technology)

Computers

Irish
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Q.10 For each of these subjects, please tick one box to say if you find the
subject interesting or not.

Interesting Not interesting | Don’t take this
subject

Maths

Science

English

History

Home Economics

French

Woodwork
(Materials

Technology)

Computers

Irish

Q.11 For each of these subjects, please tick one box to say if you think the
subject is useful or not.

Useful Not useful Don’t take this
subject

Maths

Science

English

History

Home Economics

French

Woodwork
(Materials
Technology)

Computers

Irish
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Q.12 (a) How much time do you usually spend on homework ON A TYPICAL
WEEKDAY NIGHT (Monday to Thursday)?

(b) Compared with sixth class in primary school, how much homework do you
get in this school?

More homework ; About the same amount Less homework U3

Q.13 In the past two weeks, how many times have you:
(Please tick one box on each line.)

Never Once or Three or
twice more times

Taken part in sports in your school

outside class time 0, Q, 0,
Taken part in sports not organised by

this school 0, Q, 0,
Taken partin a club_, debate, music

gL?:ti)jg::E;ssyt?rL%amsed by the school 0, 0, 0,
Been to a disco, concert or the cinema  J) U, Qs

Q.14 In the last two weeks, how often, if at all, have the following things
happened to you? (Please tick one box on each line.)

Never Once or twice  Three or more
times
You have been jeered at or
mocked by other students. 0, 0, 0,

You have been bullied by being
physically pushed around by 0 0 0
other students. ! ? 3

You have been upset by things
said behind your back by other 0 0 0
students. ! 2 3

You have been pestered or bullied
on the way to or from school. 0, 0, 0,

You have been upset by other
students ignoring you. 0, 0, 0,
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Q.15 (a) If you had a problem of any kind, who would you go talk about it
with?

Someone at home .....d; Someone at school ..... O, No-one..... (B

Q.15 (b) If you wanted to talk to someone in school about a problem, who
would you go to?

Year Head .......cooevvvviinciiiiccsceeee, O
ClasS TULON .....cveveiiiieeee e P
Subject TeaCher........ccovvvvevivere e Qs
Guidance Counsellor ............ccoceevviniincnen. Q.

School Chaplain ........ccccccceviveveiieiieic e e
Your student '‘buddy’ or mentor.................... Q-
Another student at your school .................... s

Someone else (please say who)

THESE ARE SOME QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR FAMILY.

Q.16 HOW MANY (write in numbers) brothers and sisters do you have? (If you
are a twin, count your twin as older.) If you have no brothers or sisters,
please write 0.

Older sisters:
Older brothers:
Younger sisters:

Younger brothers:
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Q.17 Who usually lives at home with you? Please tick one box on each line.

MOTNET ... Yes U; No U,
Other female guardian (stepmother or foster mother) ......... Yes ; No O
FAtNBE . Yes d; No O,
Other male guardian ..........cccccocveiiieiie i Yes d; No
Brother(s) and/or SIStEr(S) .....ccvveveereereeiieieere e Yes ; No U
Grandparent(S) .....vecvereereereeieseese e Yes ; No U
Others not already mentioned ...........cccccceeviiiiieiie e, Yes d; No

Q.18 In general, how often do your parent(s):
(Please tick one box on each line.)

Neveror A few About  Several Several
hardly times a oncea timesa timesa
ever year month month week

Discuss political or social issues

with yOU? ........................................ Dl ............. Dg ............. Dg ............. D4 .......... D5
Check that you've done

your homework? ........ccccceevevivennenn. I PO I P I O I Us
Discuss TV programmes or

films with yOU? .............................. Dl ............. Dg ............. Dg ............. D4 .......... D5
Discuss how you are

getting on in school?..........c..c....... I PO [ P I O I Us
Eat dinner with you

around the table?.........ccccccoovvvieeens (I (I PO (I O (R s
Spend time just chatting to you?.... Uj............. (I PO (I O (R s
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Q.19 What do your mother and father do at the moment?

(@) Mother (b) Father
At work (full-time).......c.ccoevvveveieieee e, I R B
At work (part-time) .......cccoceveereiieneenceie e o O,
Unemployed .......ccocoovveveeiic e, [ TR (I
RELIFed ..o I R 1
Full-time housewife/househusband ................ s Us
HI/disabled.........ccoovvviieieee I PSR Qe
In college (Student) .......cccceevevveieieerecieen, [ S Q-

Q.20 Please answer these questions if YOUR FATHER IS WORKING FULL-
TIME OR PART-TIME. If he is not, please go to Q.21.

() What is your father's main job?

Please write in the title of his job:

(b) What does your father do in his main job? Please describe the kind of work
he does in his job.

(c) Where does your father mainly work?

In an office, bank or school ()
In a factory P
In a shop, restaurant or pub .
Outdoors (building site, farm, etc.) .
Somewhere else Us
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(d) Look at the following list of jobs. Please tick the one that is closest to what
your father does.

Professional or technical job............ccccoevviiiieni .}
(e.g. Doctor, engineer, scientist, accountant, nurse, artist, teacher,
lab technician)

BUSINESS OWNET ..ot Q.
(e.g. Owns shop, pub, restaurant, factory)

1 F= g = To T ST .
(e.g. Manages a shop, office, restaurant, business)

Clerical or administrative job...........cccccooeiiiiiiiiiiciie e Q.
(e.g. Secretary, clerk, civil servant)

Service Or Sales JOD ..o vieiieecec e (3
(e.g. Shop assistant, waiter, barber, garda)

Skilled or semi-skilled job ... Qs
(e.g. Foreman, motor mechanic, printer, electrician,
tool and die maker, bricklayer, bus driver, baker, driver, carpenter)

LaboUrer ... Q-
(e.g. Labourer, porter, unskilled factory worker, farm labourer )

FarMEr oo . 3
(e.g. Owns and works on his own farm)

AIMeEd FOCES ...ooiiiiicieceee e .
(e.g. Army, navy or air force personnel)

Q.21 Please answer these questions if YOUR MOTHER IS WORKING FULL-
TIME OR PART-TIME. If she is not, please go to Q.22.

(2) What is your mother's main job?

Please write in the title of her job:

(b) What does your mother do in her main job? Please describe the kind of work
she does in her job.
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(c) Where does your mother mainly work?

In an office, bank or school )
In a factory (P
In a shop, restaurant or pub (N
Outdoors (building site, farm, etc.) ]
Somewhere else Us

(d) Look at the following list of jobs. Please tick the one that is closest to what
your mother does.

Professional and Technical............cccccovveveiienicncicc e, .}
(e.g. Doctor, engineer, scientist, accountant, nurse, artist, teacher,
lab technician)

BUSINESS OWNEL ......ovviiiiiitieie ettt Q,
(e.g. Owns shop, pub, restaurant, factory)

1 F= g = To T ST .
(e.g. Manages a shop, office, restaurant, business)

Clerical or administrative WOrkKer .........ccoceevvvveeeiiiivineenns Q.
(e.g. Secretary, clerk, civil servant)

Service or SaleS WOIKEF ........oveivvvviiiiiiciiie e, Qs
(e.g. Shop assistant, waitress, hairdresser, garda)

Skilled or semi-skilled WOrKer ........cccoccevvvvineciiiiineeeinenn, Qs
(e.g. Foreman, motor mechanic, printer, electrician,
tool and die maker, bricklayer, bus driver, baker, driver, carpenter)

LabOoUrer ... Q-
(e.g. Labourer, porter, unskilled factory worker, farm labourer )

(= 1 1 1] T Qs
(e.g. Owns and works on his own farm)

AIMeEd FOCES ...ooiviiii e .
(e.g. Army, navy or air force personnel)

Q.22 Is your mother Irish?

If No, what country is she from?
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Q.24 Isyour father Irish?

If No, what country is he from?

Q.25 Are you a member of the Travelling Community?

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR HELP.
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The Economic and Social Research Institute
4 Burlington Road Dublin 4 Ph. 6671525

@
ESRI

Survey of Young People in First Year 2002-2003

The ESRI carries out a lot of research including research on education. At the
moment we are trying to find out about young people’s experience of first year in
second-level school. Many of you will remember filling out a questionnaire
earlier in the school year.

The information that we get from you will be very valuable because it will help to
improve first year for students around the country.

The answers you give will not be shown to your teachers or anyone else in your
school.

For most of the questions you are asked to tick a box after the question.

Please fill in your pupil number here:

PART ONE: MOVING TO SECONDARY SCHOOL

Q.1  What is the name of your class?

Q.2  What is your date of birth?

day month year

Q.3  Please tick (3) to show whether you are a boy or a girl:

Q.4 How long would you say it has taken you to settle into, or get used to,
secondary school? Please tick one answer only.

Straight away .......cccccveveviierece e B
Within the first week........cccocovviiiiiiiiinnnn, N P
Within the firstmonth............cccoceiiiiiine (N
By Christmas........cccccoveiieiiiiiiccie e (i
BY EaSter.....ccoveeeeceee e Qs
I'm not sure I've settled in yet ..o e
Other, please describe.........ccccoovvevieiiieinnnnn. Q-



Q.5 What do you think helped you to get used to secondary school? Please tick
ONE BOX ON EACH LINE.
Yes No Not

applicable
Having an older brother or sister in this school ............ Q, O, Qs
Having friends from primary school in this school........ ., O, A
The induction (introduction) programme
offered in this SChOOL.........cccooveveeceecceeeee e, a, 4, Qs
The open day Or 8VENING ..........ccceeveviveeeeeeeeceeeeen e, a, 1, Qs
Help from my Class Tutor or Year Head ...................... Q, O, Qs
Help from another teacher ............ccceveveviveeeeeeieseenenn, a, 1, Qs
The buddy or
student mentor system (older students helping) ............ a, 1, Qs
Visits from secondary school teachers to
MY PrMArY SCNOOL........vrveveeeiereeeeee e Q, O, Qs
Being involved in extra-curricular activities
such as Sports, drama, etC...........coevveveverereerreeecereienennns Q, O, Qs
Other, please deSCribe ........c.ccovevvveveeieeeece e a, 1, Qs

Q.6 How much do you miss your primary school? Please tick ONE BOX on
each line.

A lot A little Not at all
My teacher ........cccccovveverererenenene, I I P U,
MY FHENDS.....oovvvvvrrrieinens Qo Qo WE
The way lessons were taught ... Wy Qo Qs
Being one of the older students....y I P U,
Being in a small school................. Qo Qo mE
Having one teacher ...................... I I U,
Playground ..........ccocoeeevirirevenennn I I P U,
SChOOI TIPS ..vvvvvevrvvienri Qo Qo WE
Subjects like art or music............. I I U,
After school activities .................. Qi Qo g
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Q.7  How many friends do you have in this school?
None U One U, Two U3 Three or more U4
Q.8 How many friends do you have in your class?
None U One U, Two U3 Three or more U4
Q.9 Thinking of your THREE best friends, are any of them: (Please tick one
box on each line.)
Friends you've had since primary school Yes No ()
New friends you made in this school Yes Wy No U,
Friends from outside school Yes No . P
Q.10 Here are some views about being in secondary school. There are no right
or wrong answers. For each statement please show whether you agree or
disagree with these views by ticking ONE BOX ONLY.
I
Strongly  Mostly Mostly Strongly
Agree agree disagree  Disagree
1. | find school-work in this school O, a, Qs A
really interesting.
2. | think I am doing well at this O, Q, (A Q.
school.
3. lam worried about being at this O, Q, Qs )
school.
4. 1 wish I could have stayed at my O, Q, Qs A
last school.
5. | am excited about being at this Q, Q, Qs Q,
school.
6. Being at this school scares me. Q, Q, Qs Q,
7. 1 get too much homework at this Q, Q, Qs Q,
school.
8. | think the work is quite easy at Q, Q, Qs Q,
this school.
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Strongly ~ Mostly Mostly Strongly
Agree agree disagree  Disagree

9. I really miss my old friends from 0, o, s Q,
primary school.

10. I think I am working hard at this a, a, Qs Q,
school.

11. I like being at this school. Q, Q, a, U,

12. 1 would prefer to be in a different Q, . (A U,
school.

13. The teachers are stricter at this Q, a, S Q.
school than at my primary school.

14. I am able to do my school-work as Q, a, S a,
well as most other students.

15. | think most of my teachers are Q, a, Qs )
friendly.

16. Nobody at this school seems to Q, . (A U,
take any notice of me.

17. My teachers would help me if | Q, Q, (I B a,
had a problem with my school
work.

18. I usually feel relaxed about school. O, . (A U,

19. At times | feel down about my Q, Q, (A Q.
life.

20. | could talk to at least one of my Q, . (A Q.
teachers if | had a problem.

21. 1 look forward to coming to school Q, Q, (I B Q.
most days.

22. | don't really enjoy anything about a, a, Qs Q.

school.
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Strongly ~ Mostly Mostly Strongly
Agree agree disagree  Disagree

23. | like school better than most other 0, ) U, d,
students in this school.

24. | often feel lost and alone at 0, ) U, d,
school.

25. | do better at school-work than 0, ) U, d,
most other students in my class.

26. | don't have many friends at this Q, a, S Q.
school.

27. I'm afraid that I'll make a fool of Q, Q, (I B a,
myself in class.

28. Most of the time there is a good Q, a, . Q.
working atmosphere in the class.

29. I'm quite pleased with how my Q, Q, (A U,
school-work is going.

30. 1 am liked by most of the other Q, Q, (N B a,
students in my class.

31. There are too many trouble- Q, a, . Q.
makers in my class.

32. 1 like the way | look. Q, Q, (A U,

33. 1 am afraid to tell teachers when | Q, Q, (I B a,
don't understand something.

34. | like most of my teachers. Q, Q, (A )

35. 1 am good at sports. Q, a, (A U,

36. I have trouble keeping up with my Q, o, (A Q,
school-work.

37. 1 would prefer to be in a single-sex Q, o, (A Q,

rather than a mixed-sex school.
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Q.11 In the last two weeks, how often have the following things happened to
you? Please tick ONE box on every line.

You have been told that your
work is good by a teacher.

You have asked questions in
class.

A teacher has praised you for
answering a question.

You have been given out to
by a teacher because your
work is untidy or not done on
time.

You have been asked
questions in class by the
teacher.

You have been given out to
by a teacher for misbehaving
in class.

You have been praised by a
teacher because your written
work is well done.

Q.12 (a) How well would you say you do at tests or exams compared with other

Very
often

,

O,

,

,

Often

O,

O,

O,

O,

A few times

s

s

s

s

Never

4,

4,

4,

4,

students in your class?

Above Justabove  Average Just below Below
average average average average
Q, P s (A Os

(b) How well would you say you do at tests or exams compared with other
students in your year?

Above Just above  Average Just below Below
average average average average
O (P U, Q, Qs
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Q.13 In the last two weeks, how often, if at all, have the following things

happened to you?
Never

You have been jeered at or Q,
mocked by other students.
You have been bullied by being Q,
physically pushed around by
other students.
You have been upset by things a,
said behind your back by other
students.
You have been pestered or bullied a,
on the way to or from school.
You have been upset by other a,

students ignoring you.

Once or twice

O,

O,

Q.14 In the past two weeks, how many times have you:

Never
Taken part in sports in your school a,
outside class time
Taken part in sports not organised by a,
this school
Taken part in a club, debate, music (.
group or play organised by the school
outside class time
Been to a disco, concert or the cinema a,

Once or
twice

P

P

P

O,

Three or more

times

s

s

Three or
more times

s

s

s

s

Q.15 (a) If you had a problem of any kind, who would you talk to about it?

Someone at home .....d; Someone at school ..... (1 P
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Q.15 (b) If you wanted to talk to someone IN SCHOOL about a problem, who
would you go to?

Principal or Deputy Principal....................... Q,
Year Head .......coovvvvviiniiiiincc e P
ClasS TULON .....cveveiiiieseee e s
Subject TeaCher........cccvvvvvevveie e Qg
Guidance Counsellor ............cccceevviiiiinenen. Qs

School Chaplain ........ccccccceviveveiieiieiiceee, Q-
Your student '‘buddy’ or mentor.................... s
Another student (or friend) at your school... Qg

Someone else (please say who)

Q.16 When you came to this school, you were put into a particular class.
Schools have different ways of grouping students into classes. Please say
whether you agree or disagree with the following views by ticking ONE
BOX ONLY on each line.

Strongly  Mostly Mostly Strongly

Agree agree disagree  Disagree

1. Students should be put into the Q, Q, (I B Q.
same class as their friends.

2. Test results are a good way of Q, . (A )
deciding which class students
should be in.

3. Teachers treat the different classes 0, ) B d,
in first year differently.

4. Teachers go too slowly with my 0, o, (A Q,
class.

5. Teachers go too quickly with my 0, o, (A Q,
class.
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Q.17 Since September, have you changed your class group or your class in a

particular subject?

Yes, class group 4 | Yes, in a particular subject U,

In what subject(s) did you change class?

Q.18

Q.19

Q.20

At what level are you likely to take these subjects in

exam?
Foundation Ordinary
('Pass’)
Irish a, a,
English a, a,
Maths a, a,

No Dg

the Junior Cert

Higher
('Honours")
g
g

s

What is the highest qualification you expect to get by the time you finish

your education?

JUNTOE COIM. vttt 0,
LEAVING CeIt..eeveiiiieeeeeeeeeeeeee et Q.
Certificate or Diploma (Institute of Technology) ........ Us

Degree (University or Institute of Technology)........... U,

Looking to the future when you have finished your education, we would

like to know what job you would like to have.

(a) If you had your choice, what job would you really like to get?

(b) If you couldn't get that job, what job would you be just satisfied with?

WELL DONE. YOU HAVE FINISHED PART ONE OF THE

QUESTIONNAIRE.
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Q.1

PART TWO: SUBJECTS IN FIRST YEAR

Please tick all of the subjects you are doing in school at the moment:

IFISN e a
ENGlISh oo d
MaLNS ..o u
HISTOIY oo d
(C1=ToT0 [ 1] 1)V SRS d
French .o a
GEIMAN ..ot u
SCIBNCE .o u
BUSINESS STUTIES ....oceevviriiriieieieec e a
ATT e a
MUSIC ..ot u
Home ECONOMICS ......coovvvveriiiiiieec e u
Materials Technology (Woodwork)................. d
MetalWork ........ccoocoviviiiiiiee e a
Technology ....ccocoveeiiiieiie e d
Technical Graphics .........ccocvveiienienieeiineee d
Latin oo a
GIEEK .o a
Classical StUdIES .......ccceevviiiriiiiiiieiceece e a
SPaNish ... d
talian oo a

Civics, Social & Political Education (CSPE) ..U
Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE)U

COMPULETS .ot d
CROIM e a
Physical Education (PE)/Sports/Games).......... d
Religious EAUCAtioN .........ccccovvevviniinieiciee, (N

Other (please give the name of the subject)
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Schools have different approaches to helping students choose subjects for
the Junior Certificate. What approach would you prefer? Please tick only
ONE answer.

The school decides which subjects students take ............c.......... B

Students pick their subjects before they come into the school ...Q,

Students pick their subjects after trying out different subjects

for part of the Year.........cocei i U3
Students pick their subjects after trying out different subjects

for the whole of first Year........cccocevveieiieii e Qs
Other, please desCribe .........ccocovviiieiie i Qs

You may have picked your subjects before you came into the school,
during the school year or you may have just picked your subjects for next
year.

When you were deciding what subjects to take, how important was the
advice of the following people in helping you make your mind up? Please
tick ONE box on each line.

Very Somewhat Not Important
Important Important
Your parents O, a, Us
Your sisters or brothers Q, P Us
Your teachers Q, a, Qs
The Guidance Counsellor O, Q. Qs
Your friends Q, a, Qs
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Q.4

Q.5

These are some reasons why people pick certain subjects. Please say how
important these reasons were for you by ticking ONE BOX on each line.

Very Somewhat Not
Important  Important  Important

| found these subjects interesting. (P O, s
I thought these subjects would be easy. (P O, Qs
My teachers recommended these (P a, I B
subjects.
My friends were taking these subjects. (P O, Qs
I would need these subjects for the job or Q, O, Qs

course | want to do later.

My parents thought | should take these (P a, I B
subjects.

Did you get to take all of the subjects you picked?

Yes No . P I don't know yet .

Q.6 Write down the two subjects you like most this year:

Q.7

1.

2.

Write down the two subjects you like least this year:

1.

2.
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Q.8 Please say whether you agree or disagree with the following views:

Agree Don't know Disagree
I am taking too many subjects at the Q, a, (A
moment.
| prefer more practical subjects where | Q, a, Qs
can work with my hands, like metalwork
or home economics.
| prefer more academic subjects where | a, a, Qs
have to work out problems like in maths
or science.

Q.9 For each of these subjects, please say whether you find the subject
difficult, not difficult or you don't take the subject. Please tick ONE box
on each line.

Difficult Not difficult Don't take

Maths

Science

English

History

Geography

Home Economics

Business Studies

French (or
German/Spanish)

Woodwork

Art

Computers

Irish

PE
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Q.10 For each of these subjects, please say whether you find the subject
interesting, not interesting or you don't take the subject. Please tick ONE
box on each line.

Interesting Not interesting Don't take

Maths

Science

English

History

Geography

Home Economics

Business Studies

French (or
German/Spanish)

Woodwork

Art

Computers

Irish

PE

Q.11 Please say whether you agree or disagree with the following views:

Agree Don't Disagree
know

I have enjoyed the subjects | have done in the O, a, (A
first year of this school more than I did the
subjects in the last year of primary school.
Many of the subjects that | have done this O, O, a,
year just repeated what | learnt in primary
school.
The subjects I did at primary school prepared O, a, (A
me well for this school.
Most of the subjects I've done this year O, a, (A
followed on well from what | did at primary
school.
The way subjects are taught in secondary O, O, a,

school is different from the way subjects
were taught in primary school.
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Q.12 For each of these subjects, please tick (¥) to say whether you think the
subject is useful, not useful or you don't take the subject.

Useful Not useful Don't take

Maths

Science

English

History

Geography

Home Economics

Business Studies

French (or
German/Spanish)

Woodwork

Art

Computers

Irish

Q.13 For each of these subjects, please tick (v') to say whether you think that
too much time, about the right amount of time, or too little time is spent
on it at school this year.

Too much About the Too little Don't take
time right amount time
Maths
Science
English
History
Geography

Home Economics

Business Studies

French (or
German/Spanish)

Woodwork

Art

Computers

Irish

PE
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Q.14

Q.15

For each of these subjects, please tick (v) to say whether you think your
teacher goes too quickly, about the right speed or too slowly in class.

Too quickly | Aboutthe | Tooslowly | Don't take
right speed

Irish

English

Maths

Science

French (or
German/Spanish)

About how much time do you usually spend on homework ON A
TYPICAL WEEKDAY NIGHT (Monday to Thursday)?

Q.16 Some students get extra help at school in some subjects (such as English or

Maths). Have you received any extra help within school since September?

Yes, at the moment | Q; | Yes, earlier inthe year [, [ No U3GO TO (e)

(@) If Yes, what subjects did you get extra help in? Please tick ALL that
apply.

English/reading U; Maths O, Irish U3 Other

(c) Was this extra help:

Individual (one-to-one) tuition...........ccccceevvvevnenee. Q.
Inasmall group.......ccceeveveiiieieeese e N P
In a large group outside your regular class ............. Qs
Other, please describe Uy

(d) Did you find this help useful?

Yes, alot U, Yes, a little 4, Not really s

(e) If YOU DID NOT GET ANY EXTRA HELP, would you have liked +——

extra help within school with any subjects?

Yes Dl No Dg

(F) If YES, which subject(s)?
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Q.17 (a) Do you ever receive help from your parents or brothers and sisters
with homework or study?

Yes, often , Yes, sometimes , No (B

(b) If Yes, what is the main subject with which you receive help?

Q.18 (a) Since September, have you had any grinds or private tuition in any of
your school subjects?

Yes Dl No Dg

(b) If YES, what subject(s) have you had grinds in?

Q.19 (a) Since September of this school year, how often have the following
things happened to you? Please tick ONE box on each line.

Never 1-2 3-6 7-9 >10
times | times | times times

| was late for school.

I was absent from school (for any reason).

I got into trouble for not following school rules.

I skipped classes or mitched.

| 'messed' in class.

I had to do 'lines' as punishment.

I had to do extra homework as punishment.

I had to do detention (after school or at lunch-
time).

I was suspended from school.
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Q.19 (b) If you have been absent from school for any reason since the start of the
year, what was the main reason for your last absence? Please tick ONE

box.

FWAS SICK ... (.
I had to look after a member of my family......... N P
I was on holiday ..........ccoceevveiii i, (N
I hadn't done my homeworkK............cccccevvervennenn. Qg
I hadn't prepared for a test or exam..................... Os
I didn't feel like coming to school....................... e
Other, please describe..........ccccoovivieiiiiiiiciinne, Q-
I have never been absent from school................. Us

Q.20 Since coming to this school in September, how often have your parent(s):
(Please tick ONE box on each line.)

Neveror A few About  Several Several
hardly times a oncea timesa timesa

ever year month month week
Checked that you've done
your homework? ........c.ccceevevivennene. I PO I P I O I Us
Discussed how you are
getting on in school?..................... (I (I PO (I O (R s
Discussed how you did in tests
OF EXAMS? ..vveieeecieece e I PO [ P I O I Us

Q.21 Since September, have your parents had any contact with the school?
Please tick ONE box on each line.

Yes No Don't
know

They have attended a parent-teacher meeting.

They have attended a concert, play or other
event (such as sports day).

They have been to see the principal or another
teacher.

They have spoken to the principal or another
teacher on the phone.
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Q.22 (a) In the evenings after school, do you work in a paid part-time job?

(c) If you work at all, how many hours did you work last week?

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR HELP.
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