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Foreword
Transition of students between primary and secondary schools is an important international educational issue. In many countries there are concerns about the impacts upon students of changing schools and New Zealand is no exception. Nearly 50 years ago the issue was thoroughly discussed in the Currie Commission Report. The report pointed to difficulties caused for students by the two distinctive systems of schooling: primary and secondary. It identified discontinuities caused by two separate teacher associations with different employment conditions, different teacher preparation, different curricula, and different school organisation. Transition was regarded as a time of anxiety and even stress for many students and the report recommended that policy makers take steps to reduce any negative effects of the discontinuities. 

Following the Currie Report little was done to remedy the negative affects of transition. It is only in the last 20 or 25 years that positive action has increased. Many schools themselves have taken initiatives to introduce policies and practices to make transition easier and more satisfying for students. Unfortunately, little of these local initiatives has been systematically recorded and published. There are many unanswered questions. Therefore, the Transition Study is of particular national interest as exploratory research that might uncover the main factors involved in transition, their impacts, and lead to further research on different aspects of transition. 

Transition between schools is politically-charged. School personnel are understandably sensitive about criticisms of their practices. Tensions arise over the performance of students; some primary teachers claim that secondary teachers fail to fully capitalise on the skills and academic achievement of students after they leave Year 8. Some secondary teachers claim that primary teachers fail to prepare all students for Year 9 academic work. 
This report on the impact of transition on a sample of students’ achievement in Years 8 to 10 provides valuable and detailed results of their achievement and attitudes from multiple sources of data. It reveals the complexity of the academic impacts of transition and will open the way for further investigation. The report – even though exploratory – has provided results that have implications for school-based policies and practices. 

Professor Clive McGee
Preface
The purpose of the Students’ Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling study was to investigate what it is like for students when they move from primary to secondary schooling, as a basis for establishing to what extent this transition may be a problem for some or all students and to identify ways in which to make this transition more successful for students.

This report is one of a series of three from the study. Each of the three reports has a different focus and addresses specific research questions.

As the title suggests, the present report, Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling, focuses specifically on students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing at this particular period of their schooling, including factors that seem to most impact on their achievement.

The second report, The Case of Emily: A Focus on Students as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling, details the experiences of ‘Emily’ before, during and at two points following the Year 8 to Year 9 transition. Data from all other participating students are also included. The report illustrates how the majority of students in our study made a good overall transition. It also provides important insights into the difficulties that students can encounter during their schooling.

The final report, Easing the Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling: A Resource Document, which will be available later in 2008, contains ‘practical suggestions’ arising from the study findings, taking into account contributions from participating principals, teachers, students and parents. The report has a particular emphasis on students most likely to experience difficulties in their transition to secondary schooling, including insights from teachers, parents, and others on the characteristics of students they think are most and least likely to make to a successful transition.
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Executive Summary
The transition from primary to secondary schooling can be one of considerable change for students. Many students not only have to acclimatise to a new, and often much larger, physical environment, they also need to adapt to new ways of working, different teachers and teaching methods, a greater range of subjects, new routines and expectations, as well as interacting with a much larger pool of students. A student’s ability to cope with these changes is likely to influence how they feel about school and how they progress and develop.

Literature findings

Key findings from a literature review on the transition from primary to secondary schooling
 indicated that: 
· there is often a drop in students’ academic achievement following the move to secondary school. It is unclear from the literature, however, whether any drop in achievement is short-term or whether it endures for some or all students over the longer-term;
· students’ attitudes towards school and their subjects often decrease over this period and can be accompanied by an increase in their interest in non-academic activities;
· the transition is most likely to have negative effects for students who are already experiencing difficulties at primary or intermediate school;
· it is important for schools to provide students with sufficient information about the transition and what to expect at secondary school and to have support networks in place. New Zealand schools, generally, have transition strategies in place, which may include prior visits, orientation days and peer support programmes;
· family support, school responsiveness and student involvement in school extra-curricular activities are important, especially for low performing students;
· there is a great deal of complexity around the transition to secondary schooling, in terms of school systems and structures, the nature and extent of communication between sectors, teaching and learning, assessment, student characteristics, and student development, especially adolescence;
· there is a shortage of transition research data, especially in the New Zealand context.
Rationale for the study

In response to the need for more information on what the transition from primary to secondary schooling is like for New Zealand students, the Research Division of the Ministry of Education designed an in-depth, exploratory study, which followed a group of students as they made the transition from Year 8 to Year 9 and then into Year 10. 
Information was collected at four time points over 18 months. Eight primary and intermediate schools and two secondary schools from Auckland and Wellington were involved and 112 Year 8 students participated in the initial phase of the study. 
In this report we look closely at students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing as they make the transition from primary to secondary school. We used asTTle (Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning) to monitor changes in their achievement in each of these areas over the four phases. The report also discusses students’ attitudes towards school, learning and their subjects and incorporates the views of their parents and teachers in an attempt to unpack the complexities of student achievement over the transition from primary to secondary schooling.
In our analyses, we have broadly grouped students as low, middle or high achievers based on whether their achievement scores in mathematics, reading and writing in the final phase of the project (Phase 4) were in the lower quartile, middle half or top quartile. This approach enabled us to track students’ performance over the previous phases of the study to see if there had been any significant shifts in their achievement (covered in detail in Chapter 5).
Summary of participating students’ achievement over the transition and beyond
· Over the transition from primary to secondary schooling (i.e. from students’ last term in Year 8 to their first term in Year 9) average student achievement declined in mathematics but plateaued in reading and writing. 
· By the end of their first year at secondary school there was a marked improvement in average student achievement in all three subjects.

· The majority of students, at the end of Year 9, were achieving above or at a similar level to that achieved a year earlier in Year 8. Students’ scores improved most noticeably in mathematics over this period.
· Early in Year 10, average student performance in mathematics and writing showed a similar pattern to those exhibited a year earlier, despite there being no physical move between schools. That is, there was a drop in students’ mathematics scores – although this was not as great as when students moved into Year 9 (involving a change of schools for all students in this study) – and a levelling off in students’ writing scores.
· While our asTTle results show good achievement gains for most students by the end of Year 9, there is need for concern about some students’ learning and achievement, particularly those students in the lowest achievement quartile in mathematics. Between the end of Year 9 and early in Year 10 students in the bottom achievement quartile for mathematics had the lowest rate of progress.
· The gap between the high and low achieving students in mathematics widened at secondary school. 
· Although students’ achievement scores fluctuated over the four phases of the study, around half of the students who were in the bottom quartile in one or more of mathematics, reading or writing in Year 10 had also been achieving in the bottom quartile in Year 8. 
· Two-thirds of the students achieving in the top quartile in mathematics and reading in Year 10, and half of the students in writing, had also been high achievers in Year 8. 
· The high achievers in mathematics and reading were more consistent in their achievement patterns than other students. Around half of the high achieving students in mathematics or reading consistently achieved in the top quartile across all four phases of the study. 
· The low achieving students in mathematics, reading and writing were more likely to have fewer books in their homes and less likely to say they enjoyed reading in their spare time. 

· Watching television in their spare time appeared to be linked to a greater extent to students’ reading and writing achievement than to their mathematics achievement. The low achievers in reading and writing were more likely to indicate watching television as a favourite spare time activity and, on average, watched more hours of television than the high achievers. 

· Pasifika students were over represented in the bottom quartile for reading. They were slightly more likely to be in the bottom quartile for mathematics than students from other ethnic groups and were not present at all in the top quartile for this subject. 
Summary of participating students’ attitudes over the transition and beyond
· Students in our study generally had fairly positive attitudes towards mathematics, reading and writing at the outset of the study but their attitudes declined as they progressed through secondary school. 

· Students were more positive about reading than they were about mathematics and writing.

· Teachers play a major role in how students feel about particular subjects and students often had quite different feelings about their various teachers. 
· Although students were less positive about their teachers at secondary school than they were about their teachers in Year 8, they were still nevertheless more positive than negative about their secondary school teachers overall.

· While a significant number of the low achieving students in mathematics said that mathematics was one of the subjects they liked best in Year 8 the proportion of those mentioning mathematics as a best liked subject decreased as they moved into Year 9, then into Year 10. 

· In contrast, the high achieving students’ liking of mathematics fluctuated from Phase 1 to Phase 4 of the study, dropping noticeably as they transitioned from Year 8 to Year 9, increasing by the end of Year 9, only to drop again as they moved into Year 10. 
· Although a number of the high achieving students said that mathematics was one of their least favourite subjects, they were more likely than other students to consider they were good at this subject. 

Views of students, teachers and parents in relation to students’ experiences at school, their learning and their achievement

· Around a third of teachers at both primary and secondary school indicated having almost no contact during the year with the parents of participating students. Teachers were more likely to have had infrequent contact with the parents of low achieving students.

· Nevertheless, teachers considered the majority of parents to be generally ‘supportive’ or ‘very supportive’ of their child. They were more likely to rate the parents of the high achievers as ‘very supportive’ than the parents of the low achievers.

· Students also rated their relationship with their parents and family very positively over the course of the study.

· A number of parents in the study felt their children were achieving well or very well in particular subjects and doing well at school generally when in reality they were among the lowest achieving students. 

· The parents of the high achievers were more likely than the parents of the low achievers to say they talked to their child often about what they did at school. 

· By the end of Year 9, and early in Year 10, the high achieving students were generally more likely to find the work at secondary school more demanding or challenging than their peers. In contrast, the low achieving students were generally more likely than the high achievers to think that the work at secondary school was easier. 
· In Years 9 and 10, the low achieving students in mathematics and reading were more likely than the high achievers to consider they were repeating work they had already done.
· The form teachers at secondary school often did not know the students in their form classes particularly well, especially if they only saw these students at form time. This was particularly the case for the form teachers of the low achieving students.
· The high achieving students were generally more likely to take part in extra-curricular activities at primary and secondary school, particularly the high achievers in reading. They were also more likely to take on special responsibilities at secondary school, such as library or canteen duties or representing their class on student council. 

Further reports from the study

In addition to the present report, Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling, there are two further reports focussing on other information from the Transition Study. Details about these reports are provided in Chapter 1. 

Chapter 1:
Introduction
Children and young people experience a number of educational transitions throughout their lives, for example, from different early childhood arrangements to beginning primary school, yearly class changes within a school, and moving between schools, including the move from primary to secondary school. These transitions pose challenges for children and young people as they adjust to their new environment, new rules, routines and ways of working, and new teachers and students. Their ability to cope with these changes is likely to influence the ways in which they progress and develop.
Background

[image: image24.emf]The age at which students move from primary to secondary schooling varies from country to country but in New Zealand most students generally make this transition between the ages of 12 and 14 years. According to the international research, there is often a decline in students’ academic achievement following the move to secondary schooling, irrespective of the age at which this occurs. McGee et al (2003) conclude that it may be the change of school environment that makes the difference rather than the age at which students make the change. Furthermore, other studies reviewed by McGee et al suggest that when students make two transitions, for example, in the New Zealand context, from primary to intermediate school and then two years later, on to secondary school, students’ achievement is likely to drop at both transition points. 
As well as showing a drop in academic achievement over the transition from primary to secondary schooling, a number of projects have found that there is a decline in students’ attitudes towards particular subjects as they progress through the school system.

[image: image25.emf]Despite the wide body of international research around the transition to secondary schooling very little research has been carried out in this area in New Zealand. In their review, McGee et al concluded that:
“There are numerous gaps in what is known about transition. Much of the New Zealand information is anecdotal and there is a shortage of research information that links transition to school achievement. Furthermore, much more needs to be known about different student populations.” (p. 53)
More specifically, there was very little information about the experiences of Māori and Pasifika students as they moved from primary to secondary schooling. These students tend to be over-represented in low decile schools and figure disproportionately in the overall ‘at risk students’ group. Available research evidence suggests that ‘at risk students’ are most likely to experience difficulties associated with transition (McGee et al, 2003). 

Rationale for the research

In response to the need for more information on this transition point in the New Zealand context the Research Division of the Ministry of Education designed an in-depth, exploratory study. The study followed a diverse group of around 100 students over 18 months, before and at three points following the Year 8 to Year 9 transition. 
A major purpose of the study was to establish whether the transition to secondary schooling is a significant issue for students and to better understand the teaching, learning and social environments being provided for students in schools and the impacts of these on student achievement. 
This report specifically addresses the following research questions:

· How do students perform on a set of common measures in aspects of literacy and numeracy shortly before, and after, transition?

· Are there general trends in academic achievement following transition? 

· What differences are there for particular groups of students?

· What are students’ predictions about their own learning prior to, and after transition?

· How do students view and rate their own learning prior to and following the transition to secondary school?

· What do students see as the most significant impacts on their learning and achievement?

How the study was conducted
To monitor any immediate impact the transition had on students’ achievement and to monitor subsequent changes to their achievement as students progressed through Year 9 and into Year 10, the Transition Study
 was designed to collect comprehensive data at four time points: Term 4, 2003 when the students were in their last weeks at primary or intermediate school (Phase 1); towards the end of Term 1, 2004, when the students had been at secondary school for a number of weeks (Phase 2); Term 4, 2004, when students were nearing the end of Year 9 (Phase 3); and towards the end of Term 1, 2005 when the students were in Year 10.
Participating schools
Our first task in the early stages of the study was to secure the participation of two secondary schools. As the study methodology required us to visit the secondary schools on three separate occasions over 14 months it was essential that these schools were well-informed about the study and were keen to participate for the duration. Due to the exploratory nature of the study, and, for ease of access, a decision was made to choose one secondary school from the Wellington region to take part. We chose Auckland as our second school site due to the diversity of the student population in that region.
This study had a particular emphasis on Māori and Pasifika students. The Ministry of Education Regional Offices in Auckland and Wellington were consulted for recommendations of suitable schools in their regions with reasonably high proportions of Māori and Pasifika students and which were not, at the time of the study, involved in other research or major initiatives. 

Two schools were selected based on the above criteria. They were both co-educational Year 9–13 schools and designated as deciles 2 and 3. Our next step involved phoning the principals of these schools to explain the study and to discuss what their involvement would entail. We then followed up by sending them more detailed information about the study.
Once both secondary school principals agreed to take part our next step was to choose the feeder primary and intermediate schools, from which we would select our sample students. The principals provided us with a list of their main contributing primary and intermediate schools and from there we selected a sample of schools based on the anticipated number of students coming from each contributing school, at the same time ensuring we chose schools to represent a range of school deciles. Our aim was to select around 20 students in each case from three feeder schools in each region. But this was not possible in Auckland, as only small numbers of students from multiple feeder schools came to attend the selected secondary school.
Eight primary and intermediate schools agreed to participate in the study.
 Of these, three primary and two intermediate schools (deciles 1, 2, 3, 7 and 9) were located in Auckland and the remaining three primary schools (deciles 2, 4, and 9) in Wellington.
 Students in these schools were invited to take part in the study on the basis that they would be attending one of the chosen two secondary schools the following year (2004). 
Classroom teachers at participating primary and intermediate schools were generally responsible for taking their particular students for mathematics, reading and writing. However, a few of the schools in our sample had implemented specialist mathematics and reading programmes, based on student ability, to enable students to receive more individual support in these areas outside of their usual classroom environment. 
Both of the secondary schools in our study operated some class streaming in Years 9 and 10, based on students’ numeracy and literacy skills. 

Participating students

A total of 112 Year 8 students agreed to participate (with parental approval) at the beginning of the study (Phase 1). Well over half of these students (N=67) attended deciles 1–3 schools, 10 attended a decile 4 school and 35 attended deciles 7–9 schools.
By the end of Term 1 of the following year (Phase 2), on our first visit to the secondary schools, our sample had decreased to 104 students as a result of a few students deciding to attend alternative secondary schools. A number of other students also changed schools during subsequent phases of the study, decreasing our sample to 100 students in Phase 3 and 92 in Phase 4. There was no provision in our methodology to follow students who moved to new schools. Only one student decided that they no longer wanted to take part in the study and this happened between Phases 3 and 4. None of the students who left the study were considered transient students. 
Proportionally more students were lost from our Auckland sample than from our Wellington sample (13 students from Phase 1 to Phase 4 were lost from Auckland, compared with just five students over the same period from Wellington). 

Despite the slight variation in student numbers over the course of the study, generally, our sample was made up of around 55 percent boys and 45 percent girls. Around 38 percent of participating students identified as New Zealand European/Pakeha, 27 percent as Pasifika, 17 percent as New Zealand Māori, and 18 percent as ‘other’ nationalities. Students in the ‘other’ nationalities category came from a variety of countries, including India, China, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Laos, Zambia, Iran and South Africa. 
The majority of participating students (87%) spoke English at home.

Other participants in the study

Table 1 provides details of the numbers and different groups of people who took part in each phase of the study. In addition to talking with students, we were also interested in hearing what parents, principals, teachers, Years 9 and 10 Deans and others thought about the transition from primary to secondary schooling and its impact on students. Before the study began in Term 4, 2003, information sheets outlining the research and providing details of the type of information we would be collecting over the course of the study were given to students, parents and teachers.
Table 1:
Participants in the study at each phase

	Phase 1
	Phase 2
	Phase 3
	Phase 4

	Term 4, 2003
	Term 1, 2004
	Term 4, 2004
	Term 1, 2005

	112 Year 8 students

	104 Year 9 students

	100 Year 9 students 

	92 Year 10 students


	8 primary and intermediate school principals
	2 secondary school principals
	2 guidance counsellors
	2 Year 10 Deans

	24 Year 8 teachers
	17 Year 9 teachers
	
	

	3 Year 9 Deans
	1 Year 9 Dean
	2 Year 9 Deans
	1 Year 9 Dean

	60 parents
	55 parents
	59 parents
	62 parents

	
	2 groups of Year 13 peer supporters
	
	


The types of information collected
Most of the information from the study was collected by means of individual interviews with students, their parents, teachers, school principals, and other school staff (Table 1 provides details of the numbers of participants at each phase). But in the interests of capturing as much information as we could in a short time frame, and acknowledging that not everyone has the time or the desire to be interviewed on an individual basis, some information was collected from participants by questionnaire. 
A major aim of the study was to investigate how the transition from primary to secondary schooling impacts on student achievement. To do this, students were assessed in mathematics, reading and writing at each phase of the study (i.e. before and after they made the transition) using asTTle.
 These assessments provided a snapshot of students’ achievement at four points over 18 months and enabled us to track their achievement in, and attitudes towards, the subject areas they were being assessed in as they moved from Year 8, to Year 9 and then into Year 10. Further details on how we went about doing this are covered in Chapter 2.
But asTTle was not the only form of assessment information collected during this study to gauge students’ achievement and ability. Teachers were asked to complete information sheets on individual students at each phase of the study. We sought teachers’ opinions on a range of topics, including students’ overall levels of achievement and progress, whether they had any learning difficulties, their attitudes towards school, learning and their subjects, and their behaviour in class. This information was requested from the teachers detailed in Table 2; however, not all teachers completed information sheets for their students. 
Table 2:
Teachers who were asked to complete student information sheets
	Phases
	Teachers involved

	Phase 1 (Term 4, 2003)
	Year 8 class teacher

	Phase 2 (Term 1, 2004)
	Year 9 form teacher

	Phase 3 (Term 4, 2004)
	Year 9 form teacher
Year 9 mathematics teacher
Year 9 English teacher

	Phase 4 (Term 1, 2005)
	Year 10 form teacher


Reporting the results from the Transition Study
As mentioned previously, the study was undertaken over 18 months and incorporated four data collection phases and several groups of participants, which meant a wealth of information was collected. Because it was not feasible to include all this information in one report we have produced a series of three reports. 
Structure of this report

As the name suggests, the present report, Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling, focuses specifically on students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing at this particular period of their schooling, including some of the factors that seem to most impact on their achievement such as attitudes towards school, learning and subjects areas. The report also incorporates the views of students’ parents and teachers in an attempt to further unpack the complexities of student achievement throughout the primary to secondary schooling transition. 
The report begins by looking at the overall achievement trends for the students who took part in the study, followed by more in-depth analyses of different groups of students. 
Where there is evidence of changes in patterns of achievement in one or more of the areas of mathematics, reading and writing following the transition, this is discussed in light of particular student characteristics or other factors which could help account for the change. There is also a brief comparison of our students’ asTTle results with asTTle data from a national sample of students within the same year levels.

An important focus of the discussion is also on how students’ attitudes to subjects and learning in general change over the course of the study.

More specific detail about the structure of the report is as follows.

Chapter 1 has provided background information about the study and detailed the rationale for undertaking the research. 
Chapter 2 describes asTTle, the assessment tool used to monitor students’ achievement over the course of the study.

In Chapter 3, we look at the general trends in students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing at each phase and also provide details of the curriculum levels students were achieving at. 
The ways in which individual students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing changed over the course of the study, and the performance of students who were variously achieving in the bottom or top quartiles, or in the middle half for all students, are discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. 

Students’ attitudes towards school, their teachers and their subjects are considered in Chapter 6. A look at further aspects, not already discussed in the report, which may impact on students’ achievement, such as the level of parental support a student receives and their participation in extra-curricular activities, follows in Chapter 7. And in Chapter 8 we analyse the different views of students, parents and teachers in relation to students’ learning and achievement.

Finally, Chapter 9 discusses the key findings which have emerged from our analyses. 

Other reports in the Transition Study series

Details of the two further reports on the Transition Study are outlined below.
The Case of Emily: A Focus on Students as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling
This report, available now, discusses students’ experiences as they are about to complete their primary schooling and move on to secondary school. It illustrates how students develop or change over this period of their schooling. The report is written in the form of a case study of one student, ‘Emily’, while making reference to data for all other students who participated in the study. 
Easing the Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling: A Resource Document

The final report in the series, which will be available later in 2008, comprises a resource document for schools and others, which contains ‘practical suggestions’ arising from the study findings, taking into account contributions from participating principals, teachers, students and parents. Some of the topics covered have a more specific focus on the Year 8–9 transition, while others have wider educational implications than the transition per se. 

The report has a particular emphasis on students most likely to experience difficulties in their transition to secondary schooling, including insights from teachers, parents and others on the characteristics of students they think are most and least likely to make a successful transition. It contains a number of short case studies to show how the experience of individual students in the ‘same situation’ can contrast widely.

Important points to keep in mind when reading this report
This is an exploratory study, involving a relatively small sample of schools and students. While we chose two lower decile secondary schools (deciles 2 and 3) to participate in the study to ensure a higher proportion of Māori and Pasifika students in our sample, the overall number of students from these groups is still small and therefore limits the extent to which we can generalise our results. However, it is hoped and believed that a compensating strength of our analyses is the ways in which we have been able to look at students’ achievement over the transition in conjunction with the rich interview data, and other information, collected from the students, their parents and their teachers.

A study of this size cannot possibly capture what the transition is like for all New Zealand students. School type, size and geographical location will undoubtedly provide different experiences and opportunities for students. Our students attended schools in large urban areas and, therefore, their views and experiences of the transition to secondary school may differ from those of students from, for example, rural areas.
We had initially hoped to sample sufficient students from intermediate schools to enable us to look at any differences that may be evident between students who attended an intermediate and therefore underwent two significant transitions – one from primary to intermediate school and another from intermediate to secondary school – and those who attended full primary schools and made just one transition (not counting students who had attended more than one primary school). Unfortunately, this was not possible as we only had 21 students in our sample who were attending an intermediate school at the beginning of the study. Some comparative information on the achievement of students who attend intermediate schools is, however, available through the analyses of national asTTle data.

Within the context of this study, the Year 8 to Year 9 transition involved a change of schools for all participating students. The experiences of students in composite schools (Years 1–15), who remain in the same school as they transition from primary to secondary, are not represented in the present report.

Students in this study were assessed in mathematics, reading and writing. While these subjects provide an overall guide to how students are achieving in their main class work, they do not necessarily give a complete picture of students’ strengths and weaknesses. While we also collected some information from students, parents and teachers during the study on subjects other than mathematics, reading and writing that students thought they were good at, and most and least liked, we will not be focussing on these in this report. 

Chapter 2:
Student Assessment Tool 
For the purposes of this study we assessed students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing using asTTle. AsTTle is an educational software package developed for the Ministry of Education by the University of Auckland which enables teachers to create and analyse literacy and numeracy tests, in both English and Māori, for students in Years 4–12 (curriculum levels 2 to 6).
 In this chapter we discuss why we used asTTle and look at the composition of the mathematics, reading and writing tests.
Why we used asTTle
One of the main reasons we chose asTTle as the assessment tool for the Transition Study was that it enabled us to measure changes in students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing over the four phases of the study. This tool has  been developed using item response modelling which enables students’ scores to be compared on a common scale irrespective of which test items students actually answered and regardless of the time at which the tests were undertaken. AsTTle also enabled us to design tests that were tailored to the specific needs of the students in the study and which were fairly easy to administer and score. 
In addition, the transition literature indicates there is little consistency across schools in terms of standardised assessment measures, making it difficult to make valid comparisons of student achievement.

Many secondary schools prefer to administer their own entry assessment tests for prospective Year 9 students. AsTTle provided us with a standard measure across all the schools in our sample.

Ensuring consistency over time
To ensure that the students’ tests were consistent over time, the dimensions of the tests, in terms of the curriculum content being tested, were kept relatively the same for each phase. All the tests were designed, scored and the data entered according to the standardised asTTle procedures, by the same practitioner. An experienced teacher and asTTle user was contracted to complete this work for us. A sample of the writing tests was also verified by an independent contractor at each phase to ensure consistency in the marking of these tests. Furthermore, the content of the tests was reviewed before beginning each phase. 
The composition of the asTTle tests

As mentioned earlier, one of the advantages of using asTTle was that it enabled us to design tests that were tailored to the specific needs of the students in our sample. 
When creating the tests for each subject area we were able to specify the curriculum levels to be tested and the proportion of items required (selecting from most, many, some, few or very few/none) for up to three adjacent curriculum levels. For example, in Exhibit 1, some mathematics items have been selected for Levels 4 and 5, with most being chosen from Level 6. 
The tests generated for Phase 1 of the study, when the students were at the end of their Year 8 year, consisted mostly of items between Levels 2 and 4 of the curriculum and, with the exception of mathematics, the curriculum levels being tested remained similar for the subsequent phases. The difficulty of the tests, however, was increased for  each phase by including greater numbers of items from Levels 3 and 4 and fewer items from Level 2. A handful of items from curriculum Levels 5 and 6 were also included in the latter phases. 
During Phase 1, around 40 percent of the participating students found the mathematics test items too easy and in subsequent phases these students were tested using mostly items between curriculum Levels 3 and 5.

As well as being able to select the curriculum levels, we were also able to select the main content areas in mathematics and reading to be tested, using the same selection scale as the one used for the curriculum levels (i.e. most, many, some, few or very few/none).

Content areas tested for mathematics

In mathematics, tests can be designed to assess students in eight content areas: 

· number knowledge;

· algebra;

· geometric operations;

· number operations;

· measurement;

· probability; and

· statistics. 

When designing a mathematics test, one to three content areas are selected. For this study, students were consistently assessed in geometric operations, number operations and measurement. 
An example of one of the test items used in Phase 2 is shown in Exhibit 2.

Content areas tested for reading

The test items for reading can be chosen from six content areas: 
· finding information;

· understanding;

· inference;

· knowledge; 
· making connections; and 
· surface features (grammar, punctuation and spelling). 
Our students were primarily tested in the areas of finding information, understanding, and inference, with much smaller numbers of test items from the content areas of knowledge, making connections and surface features. 
Exhibit 3 provides an example of one of the reading passages and the associated questions students were asked to complete in Phase 2.
Content areas tested for writing

The asTTle writing assessments can be created to assess students’ ability in either poetic or transactional writing. For poetic writing students may be asked to recount a personal life experience (recount) or tell a creative or imaginary story (narrate). Alternatively, students may be asked to explore one of the following writing concepts to assess their skills in transactional writing:

· persuading or arguing (persuade);

· instructing (instruct);

· describing or reporting (describe);

· explaining (explain); and

· analysing (analyse).

For each phase of the study, students were asked to complete a writing task based on telling a creative or imaginary story (narrate). An example of the writing task students were asked to complete during Phase 4 of the study is provided in Exhibit 4. 

Exhibit 2: An example of one of the mathematical tasks students were asked to complete in Phase 2

[image: image1.emf]
Exhibit 3: An example of one of the reading tasks students were asked to complete in Phase 2
[image: image2.emf]
Exhibit 3: continued…
[image: image3.emf]
Exhibit 4: The writing task students were asked to complete during Phase 4 of the study
[image: image4.emf]
Students’ attitudes towards mathematics, reading and writing as measured by asTTle
In addition to assessing students’ achievement in mathematics, reading, and writing, asTTle enabled us to measure students’ attitudes towards those subjects and to monitor how their views towards them changed over time. 

Before beginning each asTTle assessment students were asked to complete six attitude questions (as well as brief details about themselves: gender, year level at school, ethnicity, and how often they speak English at home). The six attitude items were developed by the National Education Monitoring Project (NEMP)
. 

Three of the attitudinal questions in the mathematics and reading assessments and two questions in the writing assessment were designed to find out how much the student liked the particular subject. A further three questions in mathematics and reading and four questions in writing asked how good students felt they were in these subjects, and whether they thought their teachers and parents or caregivers thought they were good at it. The aim of these questions was to determine how confident students were of their ability in a particular subject, as well as how they thought others viewed their ability. 
Students indicated how they felt about a subject by choosing one of four faces, ranging from a very unhappy face through to a very happy face, for each of the six questions, as shown in Exhibit 5. The students’ answers were then averaged to indicate their overall preference for a particular subject. 

Exhibit 5: Attitude questions for reading
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Students’ preparation for the asTTle tests

Students were advised when each test session would occur either during their individual interview with one of the researchers, if they were interviewed prior to a test session happening, or through the school notices read out during form time. Our aim was to test all the students at the same time in order to minimise the disruption to their class programmes. The scheduled test times, however, did not always suit all students so, in order to obtain assessment data from as many students as possible, make-up sessions were arranged for those students who had been sick, had other commitments or had just forgotten to turn up at the allocated time. Sometimes a number of make-up sessions needed to be organised.

Despite our best efforts to test all the students involved in the study there were a few students for whom we were unable to achieve a full set of assessments. 
The analyses of the asTTle test results, reported on in the following chapters, are based on the results from students who completed reading (N=87), writing (N=77) and mathematics (N=85) assessments at each phase of the study. 

Chapter 3:
Overall Trends in Students’ Achievement over the Transition and Beyond
In this chapter we report on overall student achievement in mathematics, reading and writing and look at group level trends only. A brief comparison of our students’ asTTle results with data from a national sample of students within the same year levels is also included. Information on individual students and sub-groups of students is explored in subsequent chapters. 

	Point to note
· The following analyses are based on the asTTle results from students who completed mathematics (N=85), reading (N=87) and writing (N=77) assessments at each of the four phases of the study. 


The international research suggests that students often experience a decrease in their academic achievement following the move to secondary school. In New Zealand, at the time the study was undertaken, there was little evidence of whether a drop in students’ achievement early in Year 9 actually occurred, and, if it did, how long it took for their achievement to improve again as they settled in at secondary school. We were also interested in whether particular students were more adversely affected than others, in terms of their achievement, during, and after, the transition. 

Overall trends in mathematics, reading and writing

Figure 1 provides details of the students’ assessment scores in mathematics, reading and writing over the four phases of the study. The average student achievement results show that student performance from the last term of Year 8 (Phase 1) to the first term of Year 9 (Phase 2) plateaued in reading and writing, but in line with international research findings, declined in mathematics.
Nevertheless, by the end of their first year at secondary school (Phase 3), there was a marked improvement in average student achievement in all three subject areas. The majority of students were now achieving either at or above the level achieved a year earlier in Year 8. 
From Term 1 (Phase 2) to Term 4 (Phase 3) in Year 9, average student scores improved most markedly in mathematics: despite the considerable decline soon after the transition, they increased along similar lines to reading and writing when measured between Phases 1 and 3.

It is interesting to note that the pattern of average student performance in mathematics from the end of Year 9 to the beginning of Year 10 (Phase 3 to Phase 4) was a similar pattern to that for this subject a year earlier (between Phases 1 and 2), despite the fact that, this time, students had not had to change schools. Although we see a drop in average mathematics scores, it is not as great as a year earlier. 
In addition, while there was again a levelling off in students’ writing scores between Phases 3 and 4, by contrast, average reading scores continued to improve.

The ‘box and whisker’ plots in Figure 1 also show the spread of students’ achievement scores in mathematics, reading and writing. 

In mathematics, there was, broadly speaking, an overall trend for an increasing spread between high and low scoring students. 

In contrast, the graph for reading indicates a reduction in the spread of scores from Phase 1 to Phase 2, and in particular a drop in the scores of students who achieved in the top quartile. 

Finally, in writing there was a reduction in the spread of scores in Phase 4, and notably an improvement in the scores of students in the lowest quartile. 

Figure 1:
Students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing
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Explaining a drop in students’ achievement over the summer holidays
Much is written in the international literature, especially from the USA, on the drop in students’ achievement over the course of the summer break from school. Referred to as summer learning loss
, (and sometimes within New Zealand as holiday fade) it varies across year level, subject, and family income and some research
 suggests that students’ achievement drops most in mathematics over this period. One line of reasoning for this drop is that mathematics is a subject usually restricted to learning at school whereas reading is more likely to be practised outside of school. 

In saying that, summer learning loss is reported to have a greater effect on lower, rather than higher, socio-economic status (SES) student groups, particularly in the area of reading, which is thought to lead to a widening of the achievement gap between these two groups over time. Specific reading programmes have been designed in the USA and Australia
 to encourage families to read with children during the holidays to help reduce the occurrence of any loss in reading skills. 

Our data show a noticeable drop in mathematics achievement following the summer holiday break, which also coincided with the transition to secondary school, and again following their move from  Year 9 to Year 10 and a further summer break. It is difficult to know how much these lowered achievement levels can be attributed to summer learning loss or to transition factors, or to a combination of both. Our data would suggest, however, that the Year 8 to Year 9 transition, when students moved from primary to secondary schooling, had a far greater impact on students’ learning than the move from Year 9 to Year 10. 
We also see a widening of scores between the highest and lowest achieving students in mathematics over the course of the study, which is consistent with some of the summer learning loss literature. In terms of reading achievement, we found that after the transition to secondary school there was an overall decline in the achievement of our students who were in the top quartile only, while the scores of other students plateaued over the same period, which is contrary to the research literature on summer learning loss. 
Further research may be warranted to investigate in more depth what happens to students’ achievement over the summer school holidays and, where possible, what impact, if any, factors such as changes in school setting may have on their achievement. For example, it would be interesting to compare the experiences of New Zealand students in composite schools (Years 1–15), who remain in the same school as they transition from primary to secondary schooling, with those of students who make the more common transition of physically moving from a primary or intermediate school to a secondary school at the end of Year 8.
While assessing students in mathematics, reading and writing provides an overall indication of how they are achieving in their schooling it does not provide a complete picture of students’ strengths and weaknesses. Any further research may also want to consider looking at students’ achievement in a far broader context over the transition and beyond. 

Students’ achieved curriculum levels
Another way to monitor students’ progress was to track their achieved curriculum levels at each phase of the study. When assessing students’ progress, asTTle not only provides details of the curriculum level at which a student is performing (i.e. Levels 2 to 6), it also breaks each curriculum level into three sub-levels to enable more fine-tuned analysis of students’ progress. These sub-levels are categorised as Basic, Proficient, and Advanced. 

As we have already seen in Figure 1, students’ achievement scores in all three subjects covered a wide range, but especially so in mathematics.

Curriculum levels in mathematics 

At the end of Year 8, students’ mathematics scores ranged from 347 (Level 2 Basic) to 959 (Level 6 Basic), with a mean score of 625. 
Table 3 shows that 45 percent of students were performing at Level 3 and a similar proportion – 42 percent – at Level 4. In general, our students’ achievement was just slightly below where students nationally were performing at the same year level.
 

Towards the end of Term 1 the following year, when they were in Year 9, students’ mean mathematics score dropped by 49 points to 576. Fewer students (27%) were now achieving at Level 4 and a greater proportion (54%) were achieving at Level 3. At this time, there was also a considerable increase in those performing at Level 2 (from 7% in Phase 1 to 17% in Phase 2). Students’ results in Phase 2 ranged widely from 369 (Level 2 basic) to 838 (Level 5 basic). 

But average student achievement in mathematics increased by the end of Year 9 (Phase 3), with the mean score increasing by 99 points to 675. Student progression is evident in Table 3, where we see fewer students performing at Level 2 (6%) and Level 3 (39%) and greater proportions performing at Level 4 (35%) or Level 5 and above (20%). However, the range of scores was again very wide, from 433 (Level 2 proficient) to 952 (Level 6 basic).

By Phase 4 (early in Year 10) there was a further widening of the gap between the high and low achieving students, with scores ranging from 385 (Level 2 proficient) to 1021 (Level 6 advanced). While there was an increase in the number of students who were now achieving at Level 5 (21%) and Level 6 (5%), there was also an increase in those achieving at Level 3 and below (53% in Phase 4 compared with 45% in Phase 3). The mean score dropped 11 points to 664.

Table 3:
The curriculum levels students achieved in mathematics (N=85)

	Curriculum level
	Within
level
	Within level code
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	Level 6
	Advanced
	6A
	–
	–
	–
	1.2

	
	Proficient
	6P
	–
	–
	–
	1.2

	
	Basic
	6B
	2.4
	–
	2.4
	2.4

	Level 5
	Advanced
	5A
	–
	–
	4.7
	4.7

	
	Proficient
	5P
	2.4
	–
	2.4
	8.2

	
	Basic
	5B
	1.2
	2.4
	10.6
	8.2

	Level 4
	Advanced
	4A
	7.1
	8.2
	8.2
	7.1

	
	Proficient
	4P
	10.6
	11.8
	14.1
	5.9

	
	Basic
	4B
	24.7
	7.1
	12.9
	8.2

	Level 3
	Advanced
	3A
	21.2
	5.9
	18.8
	9.4

	
	Proficient
	3P
	18.8
	34.1
	18.8
	28.4

	
	Basic
	3B
	4.7
	14.1
	1.2
	7.1

	Level 2
	Advanced
	2A
	1.2
	8.2
	4.7
	3.5

	
	Proficient
	2P
	4.7
	7.1
	1.2
	4.7

	
	Basic
	2B
	1.2
	1.2
	–
	–

	Below Level 2
	
	<2B
	–
	–
	–
	–


Note:
Due to rounding, percentages do not add to 100 percent.

Curriculum levels in reading
As shown in Table 4, half of our students in Phase 1 (end of Year 8) were performing at Level 2 of the curriculum or below, with a further third performing at Level 3. Fifteen percent of students were at Level 4. Students’ scores ranged from 300 (below Level 2 basic) to 703 (Level 4 advanced), with a mean score of 490, which was below the national mean. 

There was very little overall change in students’ reading scores between Phase 1 and Phase 2, with marks achieved between 305 (below Level 2 basic) and 650 (Level 4 proficient). The mean score was 492. There was, however, slight movement in the number of students performing at the higher and lower curriculum levels attained. Fewer students were performing at Level 4 (11%) and Level 2 or below (47%) in Phase 2 compared with Phase 1 (15% and 51% respectively). 
By the end of Year 9, average students’ achievement in reading had improved, with a mean score of 542 (an increase of 50 points from Phase 2). A third of students were now working at Level 4 and above. Also, although there were still a small number of very low-performing students, the proportion of students performing at Level 2 or below showed noticeable improvement from the previous phase (19% compared with 47%). Scores were now recorded from 222
 to 720.
Students’ performance continued to improve in Phase 4 with well over half (60%) of students now achieving at Level 4 or above. Just six percent of students were still at Level 2. Students’ scores ranged from 372 (Level 2 proficient) to 745 (Level 5 proficient). The mean score for Phase 4 was 593.

Table 4:
The curriculum levels students achieved in reading (N=87)
	Curriculum level
	Within
level
	Within level code
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	Level 6
	Advanced
	6A
	–
	–
	–
	–

	
	Proficient
	6P
	–
	–
	–
	–

	
	Basic
	6B
	–
	–
	–
	–

	Level 5
	Advanced
	5A
	–
	–
	–
	–

	
	Proficient
	5P
	–
	–
	–
	3.4

	
	Basic
	5B
	–
	–
	2.3
	5.7

	Level 4
	Advanced
	4A
	2.3
	–
	4.6
	11.5

	
	Proficient
	4P
	5.7
	3.4
	11.5
	11.5

	
	Basic
	4B
	6.9
	8.0
	14.9
	27.6

	Level 3
	Advanced
	3A
	3.4
	8.0
	12.6
	10.3

	
	Proficient
	3P
	8.0
	13.8
	8.0
	12.6

	
	Basic
	3B
	23.0
	19.5
	26.4
	11.5

	Level 2
	Advanced
	2A 
	18.4
	23.0
	10.3
	4.6

	
	Proficient
	2P 
	28.7
	21.8
	8.0
	1.0

	
	Basic
	2B
	2.3
	1.1
	–
	–

	Below Level 2
	
	<2B
	1.1
	1.1
	1.1
	–


Note:
Due to rounding, percentages do not add to 100 percent.

Curriculum levels in writing 

In Phase 1, writing scores ranged from 283 (Level 2 basic) to 679 (Level 4 proficient), with a mean of 521. Just over half of students at the end of Year 8 were performing at Level 3.

Table 5 shows there was little change in curriculum levels from Phase 1 to Phase 2, with a similar proportion of students still working at Level 3 (55%), and the mean score of students remaining similar at 526. Scores ranged from 317 to 735. 

By the end of Year 9, students were performing at higher levels in writing than they were earlier in the year and their scores ranged from 371 (Level 2 proficient) to 769 (Level 5 basic), with a mean of 570. A greater proportion of students were now achieving at Level 4 and above (30% compared with 16% in Phase 2) and fewer students were at Level 2 (12% compared with 30% in Phase 2).
Overall, students’ scores for writing in Phase 4 remained fairly similar to the previous phase, ranging from 301 (Level 2 basic) to 765 (Level 5 basic), with a mean of 567. There was an increase in the proportion of students performing at Level 3 (64%), contributed to by a drop in the number of students achieving at the higher and lower curriculum levels (i.e. Level 4 and above, and Level 2).

These writing results are supported by national data which highlight writing as an issue of concern for a large number of New Zealand secondary students. Analyses of the national asTTle dataset indicate that the writing ability of a large number of secondary school students did not improve beyond curriculum Level 3 while at secondary school and that almost half of secondary students had the same distribution of writing scores as many primary school students.

Table 5:
The curriculum levels students achieved in writing (N=77)

	Curriculum level
	Within 
level
	Within level code
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	Level 6
	Advanced
	6A
	–
	–
	–
	–

	
	Proficient
	6P
	–
	–
	–
	–

	
	Basic
	6B
	–
	–
	–
	–

	Level 5
	Advanced
	5A
	–
	–
	–
	–

	
	Proficient
	5P
	–
	–
	–
	–

	
	Basic
	5B
	–
	–
	3.9
	2.6

	Level 4
	Advanced
	4A
	–
	1.3
	5.2
	10.4

	
	Proficient
	4P
	6.5
	7.8
	7.8
	5.2

	
	Basic
	4B
	7.8
	6.5
	13.0
	7.8

	Level 3
	Advanced
	3A
	13.0
	10.4
	7.8
	13.0

	
	Proficient
	3P
	20.8
	22.1
	35.1
	27.3

	
	Basic
	3B
	20.8
	22.1
	15.6
	23.4

	Level 2
	Advanced
	2A
	18.2
	18.2
	5.2
	6.5

	
	Proficient
	2P
	9.1
	9.1
	6.5
	1.3

	
	Basic
	2B
	3.9
	2.6
	–
	2.6

	Below Level 2
	
	<2B
	–
	–
	–
	–


Note:
Due to rounding, percentages do not add to 100 percent.

Comparison of students’ achievement scores with the national asTTle dataset 
The collection of national asTTle data by the asTTle project team
 involved a representative sample of around 100,000 students nationally. Students in Years 5 to 12 were assessed in reading, writing, mathematics, pānui, tuhituhi and pāngarau.
 National achievement data for each of these subjects were collected at different times between November 2000 and March 2004. The scores, however, have been calibrated to end of year results in each of the assessment areas which meant that we were only able to compare Phase 1 and Phase 3 data from our study with the national results.
As can be seen in Figure 2, generally, students in our study seemed to progress at much the same rate as the students in the national asTTle dataset in mathematics and writing, although there was a wider spread of scores evident for writing in the national sample at both Year 8 and Year 9. In writing, students’ scores were similar to the national mean, while in mathematics they were slightly below the national mean. 
While our students improved well in reading once at secondary school their average achievement scores were well below the national mean at the end of Year 9.
Figure 2:
Comparison of students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing with the national asTTle dataset from Years 8, 9 and 10
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Note:
The plain bars on this figure represent the national asTTle dataset. We were unable to directly compare our Year 10 data with the national data for Year 10 as the information was not collected at comparable times. However, the Year 10 information provides an indication of how we might expect our students to have performed had we re-visited them at the end of Year 10.

As well as comparing our students with students across ‘all schools’ in the national asTTle dataset, asTTle also enables comparisons to be made with students from ‘like schools’.
 
When we compared our students with the national data for students in deciles 2 and 3 schools we found that our students were, again, achieving below the national sample’s mean in reading. 
And, whereas in Phase 1 our students were achieving well above the mean in mathematics compared with the ‘like schools’ national dataset, by Phase 3 they were achieving well below the mean. In writing, however, students were well above the mean for ‘like schools’ in Phase 3 and around the national mean in Phase 1.
Table 6 compares the effect size differences between our students’ Phase 1 and 3 scores in mathematics, reading and writing and the national asTTle dataset for Year 8 and Year 9.
 These data show that our students progressed at much the same rate in mathematics as the national sample, and at a slightly better rate in writing. 
In reading, however, the students in our study progressed at a much lower rate than the national sample between Year 8 and Year 9 (Phases 1 and 3). This may in part be due to the nature of our sample – that is, our over-sampling of Pasifika students.
 Results from PISA 2006 (Ministry of Education, 2007b) found that Pasifika students scored significantly below the mean performance of Pakeha–European and Asian students and the OECD mean on the combined reading literacy scale. 
Table 6:
Effect size differences between our Phase 1 and Phase 3 scores in mathematics, reading and writing and the national asTTle dataset
	AsTTle scores for…
	Effect size differences

	
	Mathematics
	Reading
	Writing

	Transition Study students in Phases 1 and 3
	0.40
	0.66
	0.58

	Years 8 and 9 students in the national asTTle dataset
	0.48
	0.86
	0.43


Summary of overall trends in students’ achievement
In line with international research, our results show that average student achievement in mathematics declined between the end of Year 8 and early in Year 9. Students’ achievement in reading and writing plateaued over the same period. 
When students were assessed again at the end of Year 9, average student achievement had improved markedly in mathematics, reading and writing compared to earlier in the year. There was a second drop in students’ achievement in mathematics, however, as they moved from Year 9 to Year 10, despite the fact that this time, students had not changed schools. 
Generally, students in our study progressed at much the same rate in mathematics and writing as the students in the national asTTle dataset but at a much lower rate in reading.
Chapter 4:
Individual Students Pathways of Achievement in Mathematics, Reading and Writing
In this study, we were particularly interested in seeing how the performance of individual students changed over time, to provide a basis from which to investigate the factors that may impact on how different students progress at school. While the previous chapter looked at the overall achievement trends for all students over the four phases of the study the analyses involved did not enable us to see how individual students’ scores altered from phase to phase. In this chapter, we now look more closely at student achievement pathways in each of mathematics, reading and writing. 

For the analyses below, students’ achievement has been grouped for each subject according to whether their results improved, stayed relatively the same, or declined between each phase of the study. For the purposes of this simple analysis, scores that stayed relatively the same were calculated using the 95 percent confidence interval between each of the phases.
Potentially, there were 27 different pathways that a student’s achievement could take in each subject area. The following discussion examines the main patterns which emerged when we looked at individual students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing over the four phases of the study. Different trends were evident for each of the three subject areas but generally there appeared to be greater movement, both up and down, in students’ scores in mathematics and writing than in their reading scores. 
We found that no students were consistently in the bottom quartile for mathematics, reading and writing across all phases, whereas three students were consistently in the top quartile for each of these subjects across all phases. 

Changes in individual students’ achievement in mathematics
Although average student achievement in mathematics decreased as students moved from Year 8 to Year 9, as evidenced in Figure 1, we found that when we looked at individual student achievement pathways there were eight students whose mathematics scores continually improved over all phases. These students were predominantly middle to high achievers. 
Around a third of students (N=27), however, displayed less consistent achievement patterns, with their scores deteriorating between Phases 1 and 2, improving between Phases 2 and 3, and then dropping again between Phases 3 and 4. 
The achievement pattern for a further third of students also showed a decrease in scores between Phases 1 and 2, improved scores from Phase 2 to Phase 3, but then either improving again (N=16) between Phases 3 and 4 or remaining relatively the same (N=11). 
The achievement pathways of the remaining 22 students are not reported on as the numbers in each group were small and their patterns varied. 
As evidenced in Figure 3, the mathematics achievement of students in this study followed 16 different pathways. The main trends, as discussed in this section, are depicted in Figure 3 by means of the ‘bolded’ (black) lines. 
One student’s performance in mathematics consistently decreased over all phases. A brief profile of this student, Samantha
, follows.
Samantha
By Phase 4, Samantha had one of the lowest mathematics scores of all students in our sample. 

Although she had been extremely positive about mathematics in Year 8 (selecting the most positive options on the asTTle attitude questions) and told us that mathematics was one of the subjects she liked best, once in secondary school (Phases 2, 3 and 4 of the study), her attitude scores consistently fell within the lowest quartile when looking at participating students’ attitudes overall towards this subject.

Her achievement scores progressively decreased from 582 in Year 8, when she was achieving in the middle half of all students, to 433 in Year 10. 

During our interview with her at the end of Year 9 she said that mathematics was now one of her least favourite subjects. At the same time, she also described her relationship with her mathematics teacher as ‘not very good’, stating that:

“Sometimes he can get very grumpy and he takes his anger out on other students [in the class] that didn’t cause the problem.”

Interestingly, however, her mathematics teacher in Year 9 felt their relationship was mostly positive and that Samantha liked mathematics. 

Despite not enjoying, or doing well, in mathematics at secondary school, there were many aspects of school that Samantha enjoyed and subjects she did achieve in. She particularly enjoyed English, performing arts and music. 

Samantha did reasonably well in our asTTle writing assessments, scoring in the middle half of all students in Phases 1, 3 and 4 and in the top quartile in Phase 2. She was less consistent in reading, however, achieving in the middle half in Phases 1 and 3 and in the bottom half after the transition to secondary school (Phase 2) and again after the transition into Year 10 (Phase 4).

Figure 3:
Students’ achievement pathways in mathematics (85 students)

[image: image8.emf]
Changes in individual students’ achievement in reading
An analysis of individual students’ reading achievement revealed 14 different pathways; however, over half of the students followed two main trends, as illustrated in Figure 4 (in bold).
One of the two main pathways showed that around a quarter of students (N=20) improved their reading scores at each phase of the study, suggesting the transition from primary to secondary school had little or no adverse impact on their reading achievement: to the contrary, there appeared to be a positive effect (leaving ‘maturation’ aside). Most of these students had been achieving in the middle half or bottom quartile in Phases 1 and 2. 

However, an even larger group of students (N=27) exhibited a different achievement pattern. Their achievement dropped between Phases 1 and 2, increased between Phases 2 and 3, and then increased again between Phases 3 and 4. These students had been mainly achieving in the top quartile in Phase 1. 

The scores of a further nine students improved from Phase 1 to Phase 2 and again from Phase 2 to Phase 3, but either remained much the same (N=5) or dropped (N=4) when the students were assessed in Phase 4. Eight students, whose achievement scores stayed relatively the same between Phases 1 and 2, improved their scores between Phases 2 and 3 and improved once more between Phases 3 and 4. 
Reading scores achieved by the remaining 23 students varied considerably, with no clear patterns evident.

The majority of students improved in reading once they were in secondary school; the same trend was evident in the national asTTle dataset (see Figure 2). However, this trend, while true overall, was not consistent for all students at all phases. For example, the reading scores of six students decreased from Phase 2 to Phase 3, but by Phase 4 (when they were in Year 10) had improved again. In contrast, while nine students’ reading achievement scores improved between Phases 2 and 3 they declined in Phase 4. 

Figure 4:
Students’ achievement pathways in reading (87 students)
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Changes in individual students’ achievement in writing

There was considerable variation in the movement of students’ writing scores as they progressed from Phase 1 through to Phase 4, with 23 different pathways of achievement evident. We were, however, able to identify two main patterns, which are highlighted in Figure 5. 
In the first case, students’ scores improved between Phases 1 and 2, improved again between Phases 2 and 3, and then declined between Phases 3 and 4 (N=11). In the second case, students’ achievement decreased between Phases 1 and 2, improved between Phases 2 and 3, and then decreased again between Phases 3 and 4 (N=11). The scores of a further six students decreased between Phases 1 and 2, increased between Phases 2 and 3 and then increased again by the final phase of the project. 
Seven students continually improved in writing at each phase. Three of these students were achieving in the top quartile and four were in the bottom quartile. 

The achievement scores of a further six students stayed relatively the same between Phases 1 and 2, increased between Phases 2 and 3 and then decreased between Phases 3 and 4. 
The writing scores of one student consistently dropped over the course of the study. Further details about Ramesh
 are outlined in the following mini case study. 
Figure 5:
Students’ achievement pathways in writing (77 students)
[image: image10.emf]
Ramesh
In Year 8, Ramesh scored slightly below the 25th percentile for participating students’ writing scores. However, his scores progressively worsened over the next three phases of the study, with his Phase 4 (Year 10) writing score being one of the lowest achieved by our students overall. His attitudes towards writing were also particularly low. In Phase 4, his attitude towards writing was the least positive of all the students in the study. 
Ramesh is from India and when we interviewed him in Phase 1 he had only been in New Zealand for three years. English was not his first language. While it is not surprising that writing was not one of Ramesh’s strengths, it is of concern that there was no improvement in his writing scores over the course of the study.

In Year 8, his teacher commented that his reading and writing were ‘below average’ and that he had received reading support during the year. His asTTle reading results were in the middle half of all students in Phases 1 and 3 but in the bottom quartile in Phases 2 and 4. His English teacher in Year 9 also described his achievement as ‘below average’. She commented that:

“Ramesh attends class regularly but is not focussed. He has not settled into class routines and is usually off-task.”

In contrast, mathematics was one subject he consistently said he enjoyed and considered he was good at. His Year 8 teacher described his overall level of achievement in mathematics as ‘average but very good in some aspects’. His Year 9 mathematics teacher also assessed his ability in this subject in the same way. One of the reasons Ramesh felt he was good at mathematics was that his father helped him with it at home.

Other subjects he enjoyed at school were PE and social studies and despite not liking writing and not doing well at it, Ramesh also nominated English as a best liked subject. 
When we looked at the achievement pathways in writing for the remaining students (N=35) the numbers in each grouping were too small to warrant further discussion. 
Summary of students’ pathways of achievement in mathematics, reading and writing
There was greater variability in students’ mathematics and writing asTTle scores over the four phases of the study than there was in their reading scores. 
We found that almost all students improved in reading once at secondary school. While there were a few students whose reading scores either dropped between Phases 2 and 3 and then improved in Phase 4 or, conversely, improved between Phases 2 and 3 and then dropped in Phase 4, there were no students whose reading scores consistently decreased at each phase of the study. 
In mathematics and writing, however, there was one student in each case whose achievement scores in that subject declined throughout the study.
In mathematics, around a third of students experienced a drop in their achievement over the transition from Year 8 to Year 9 (i.e. Phase 1 to Phase 2), improved their performance during Year 9 but then experienced another drop in their scores as they moved from Year 9 to Year 10 (i.e. Phase 3 to Phase 4), suggesting a second ‘transition effect’ as they moved on to a different year level at secondary school. Eight students continually improved their mathematics scores at each phase.
Students’ writing scores fluctuated over the course of the study. Seven students, however, continued to improve at each successive phase.
Three students consistently achieved in the top quartile for mathematics, reading and writing in all phases. We look more closely at some of the characteristics of one of these high achieving students, Marcus
, in the case study which follows. 

Marcus
Marcus was one of the highest achieving students in our study, consistently scoring in the top quartile for mathematics, reading and writing at each phase. 
Although very academically able, his Year 8 teacher had worried that he might struggle socially with the transition to secondary school as he did not fit in well with many of his Year 8 peers and could be perceived as a “geek”. 
His parents also expressed concern that Marcus would not cope very well with the transition and felt that his primary school had not prepared him well for the move in terms of coping with the increased workload and responsibilities. They were concerned too that the secondary school their son was enrolled at did not have the best facilities to cater for his interests in music and computing. This school was not their first or second choice of secondary school for him. But despite this Marcus settled in well at secondary school and made new friends. 
Views about his friends
The larger pool of students at secondary school enabled Marcus to find like-minded people to hang out with and he enjoyed a range of new activities and became more self-confident as he progressed through Year 9 and into Year 10. He told us that one of the best things about being at secondary school was the different mix of students and making new friends. 

Marcus was consistent in how he felt about his friends over all four phases of the study, each time considering he ‘definitely’ had good friends at school. He also mentioned having friends who went to other schools. He felt he could trust his friends most of the time and could talk to them if he had a problem. His friends did not get into trouble, wag school, or push him to do stupid things. 
Although in Year 8 his class teacher felt that his friends had no particular impact on his learning and on his behaviour in class, at the end of Year 9 his form teacher, as well as his mathematics and English teachers, all agreed that his friends had a positive impact on his learning and behaviour.
Views about his parents

Marcus also appeared to have a good relationship with his parents and indicated that he felt close to his family. He considered that he usually got along well with his parents and that they trusted him. Although he felt his parents cared about him and would be there for him if he needed help, he did not always feel he could tell them his problems and troubles and sometimes felt they did not understand him.
His interests and hobbies

Marcus was very proficient on the computer and told us he would like to pursue a career in the computer industry when he left school at the end of Year 13. He watched very little television and in his spare time said he would 

Marcus — continued
mostly do things on the computer, read, or play electronic games. Outside of school, he also regularly played the guitar and attended a youth group. 

Marcus told us he ‘definitely’ enjoyed reading and in Year 10 said he read for fun or interest every, or almost every, day. Marcus estimated that there would be somewhere between 200 and 500 books at his house.
In Year 9, he also joined one of the school’s cricket teams, which he enjoyed.
Views about school and learning

At each phase of the study, Marcus ‘definitely’ enjoyed going to school and knew education was important in order to eventually get a good job. 

In Year 8 at primary school the subjects he liked best were mathematics, reading, science, music and technology. Early in Year 9 he was enjoying music and computers, as well as the experiments they were doing in science. At this stage, he mentioned liking mathematics and social studies least because he said most of the lessons involved copying from the whiteboard or from text books, which he said was “boring”. 
By the end of Year 9, mathematics was one of the subjects Marcus liked best, as well as least. Although he enjoyed it when they were learning new and interesting things he was critical of his mathematics teacher and how she taught the subject.
“She doesn’t seem to be very good at managing the class and we hardly ever do anything fun – only book work.”
In Year 10, Marcus had a different teacher for mathematics and was more positive about the subject than he had been the previous year. He also enjoyed music and computers and, along with mathematics, described these subjects as interesting, useful and fun. English and social studies were his least favourite subjects mainly because he felt what they were learning about was boring and they were repeating work that they had already covered.
He consistently said he was best at mathematics, music and computing. 

When we asked him to reflect on what helped him to be a good learner, in Year 10 Marcus said that he worked best when there were no distractions in the class and when he liked the subject being taught. He told us that he thought the teachers usually expected him to do well in his studies because he was in one of the top classes.

How teachers viewed his learning
His teachers in Year 8 and in Year 9 described his overall ability as ‘superior’, particularly in mathematics, and his asTTle assessment results support their assessments of him. His teachers in Year 9 felt he had made very good progress during his first year at secondary school, with one teacher saying he was “socially and academically very able”, quite a different view from his Year 8 teacher in relation to his success socially.
How his parents viewed his learning

Although his parents were not happy initially with the secondary school Marcus was enrolled at, by the end of Year 9 they were generally satisfied with the way he had settled in and with his overall progress. A consistent theme from the questionnaires we received from his parents over the course of the study, however, was that they felt he could achieve much more if he was pushed harder at school and they believed he was not being challenged enough. They were particularly concerned in Year 9 that Marcus was not being extended in mathematics and were not happy with his progress in this subject. But both his parents and his teachers acknowledged that he often would not put any extra effort into his work, particularly into subjects he did not like. 

Marcus — continued
His Year 8 teacher commented:
[He] sometimes takes advantage of being able to perform without having to extend himself or set himself higher goals.” 

Marcus’s parents attended parent–teacher evenings and felt they were kept well informed about how he was getting on at school. Marcus’s teachers at primary and secondary school considered his parents to be very supportive of him.

What can we learn from Marcus’s story?

Marcus is a high achieving student, particularly in mathematics, who knows he has ability and that he can achieve with minimal effort. The transition to secondary school could have been difficult for him as the school he was to attend was not his school of choice and did not, according to his parents, have the best facilities to cater for his interests. Nevertheless, Marcus settled in well, made new friends, enjoyed most of his subjects, got on well with most of his teachers and made very good academic progress, albeit probably not as much as he was capable of. 
Very able students like Marcus, however, need to be extended and stimulated and it was obvious that Marcus found certain subjects tedious and boring, particularly when the lessons were not varied, involved mainly copying work or when they were studying work that they had already covered. The challenge for schools is how to ensure that students like Marcus are encouraged and appropriately challenged so that they maintain a positive attitude towards learning and remain engaged at school.
Research has found that students’ involvement in sports, arts and other activities, both in and out of school, are correlated with their academic success
. Marcus had a number of interests outside of school, enjoyed reading and watched minimal television. As he gained confidence at secondary school he also participated in one of the school’s sports teams. He had very supportive parents, as well as supportive friends who did not get into trouble at school, two further factors which have been linked to higher school performance. 
Most New Zealand schools have developed transition strategies to help familiarise students with their new environment and help them settle in at secondary school.
 Activities may involve prior visits to the school, orientation days, visits by the secondary school principal and other senior staff to the primary or intermediate schools, and peer support programmes. 

In Year 8, Marcus attended a special evening at the secondary school with his parents and had visited the school for a morning with other students from his class. The principal and Year 9 Dean had also visited his primary school to explain to students what they should expect at secondary school the following year. In addition, Marcus’s first day at secondary school involved Year 9 students only, providing an opportunity for students to get to know other students in their class and year without having to cope with large numbers of older students as well. Once students were put in their form classes they were assigned Year 13 peer supporters to look after them and show them around the school, which was a popular strategy with Marcus and many other students. 
School strategies such as these are important and do help to ease the transition for students. However, Marcus felt that just being at secondary school for a while and becoming familiar with everything at his own pace had been enough for him to settle in well. He also felt that making new friends at school had made the transition to secondary school easier for him.
Chapter 5:
Analysing the Performance of Low, Middle and High Achieving Students
Analysing the Performance of Low, Middle and High Achieving Students
Research reviewed by McGee et al (2003) found that students with low achievement prior to coming to secondary school may find it harder to keep up with the work requirements at secondary school. We were interested in finding out whether this was the case for the low achieving students in our sample. In this chapter we examine changes in the mathematics, reading and writing scores of students who, for the purposes of this report, we have broadly categorised as low, middle or high achievers.
In order to look more closely at the achievement of particular groups of students we needed to cluster them in some way.
There were a number of ways we could have done this but we decided to look at the students’ achievement in the final phase of the study (Phase 4) and then, for each subject, assign students to either the lower quartile, the middle half, or the top quartile, based on their scores for the particular subject. This then enabled us to track each group’s performance back over the previous phases to see whether any noticeable shifts in achievement had occurred within and between groups
.
Students’ scores within each of these groups have been graphed across the four phases of the study for each subject. The main purpose of the graphs is to give the reader an overall sense of how students’ achievement within each group varied over the course of the study. Although the graphs do track the achievement of individual students the size of them limits the extent to which this can be achieved. 
Points to note
•
The numbers of students per quartile are not exactly the same due to some students’ achievement scores being tied.

•
When students’ scores were at the bottom or top of a particular quartile group a relatively small change in their scores could result in movement between the quartiles.

•
We acknowledge that some variation in student’s achievement scores may be associated with their motivation, health and individual focus on the particular day of testing.
•
The numbers of students grouped as high or low achievers in mathematics, reading and writing are small so care needs to be taken when interpreting the results.
•
Although there is some discussion of the performance of students who were achieving in the middle half of all students, most of the analyses reported in this document focus on comparisons between the students in the bottom and top quartiles. 
Points to note — continued
•
For mathematics, there were 25 students in the bottom quartile, 41 students in the middle half and 19 students in the top quartile. For reading, there were 26 in the bottom quartile, 40 in the middle half and 21 in the top quartile. And in writing, there were 21 in the bottom quartile, 37 in the middle and 19 in the top quartile. 
•
In Year 8, the schools students attended represented a range of deciles: decile 1 (N=1), decile 2 (N=2), decile 3 (N=1), decile 4 (N=1), decile 7 (N=1) and decile 9 (N=2). While a school’s decile indicates the extent to which the school draws its students from low socioeconomic communities, not all students who attend low decile schools are necessarily from low socioeconomic backgrounds, for example. In the following analyses, we look at students’ achievement by the decile of the schools they attended in Year 8 simply to determine if there are any apparent differences. 
Tracking the mean achievement scores of students in the middle half and top and bottom quartiles

Figure 6 tracks the mean achievement scores of students in the top and bottom quartiles and in the middle half at each of the four phases of the study. 

Achievement patterns in mathematics

The mean score for students in the top quartile for mathematics showed that, on average, students in this group experienced a much higher rate of progress between Phases 2 and 3 than other students.

By contrast, the pattern of mathematics achievement for students in the lower quartile is of particular concern. Despite an increase in their mean score between Phases 2 and 3, after the initial drop between Phases 1 and 2, they experienced a further drop in achievement at Phase 4. This meant that the mean score for lower quartile students was no higher in Year 10 than it was in Year 8.

Achievement patterns in reading

The mean achievement patterns in reading for the middle half of students and students in the lower quartile were similar at each phase of the study. 

But contrary to what one might expect, perhaps, between Phase 1 and Phase 2 there was a drop in the mean performance of students achieving highest scores in reading. This drop in achievement, however, was short-lived, with these students generally experiencing a higher rate of progress in reading between Phases 2 and 3 than other students. 

Achievement patterns in writing
Within each achievement grouping, students’ progress in writing was relatively similar, although the mean of the top quartile group increased slightly more than the means for the middle group or lowest quartile between Phases 3 and 4.

Figure 6:
Tracking the mean scores of students in the top quartile, middle half and bottom quartile
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Students in the bottom quartile for mathematics

Figure 7 plots the progress of students whose asTTle mathematics scores were in the bottom quartile in Phase 4. Of the 25 students achieving in the bottom quartile, over half (N=15) had also been achieving in the bottom quartile in Phase 1. The achievement of the remaining 10 students in the bottom quartile had changed from Phase 1 when they had been achieving in the middle half. Nine students were consistently in the bottom quartile at each of the four phases when they were assessed (5 girls, 4 boys).
Pasifika students were slightly more likely to be in the bottom quartile for mathematics than students from other ethnic groups. Nine of the low achieving students identified as Pasifika, six identified as New Zealand Māori, five as New Zealand European/Pakeha, while five students were in the ‘other nationality’ grouping. The majority (72%) of students in this bottom quartile had attended either decile 1 (N=4) or decile 2 (N=14) schools in Year 8. Four of the lowest achieving students, however, had attended decile 9 schools. 
Students in the lowest achieving group for mathematics generally tended to have fewer books in their homes than the high achieving students (as at Phase 1) and over the course of the study were less likely to indicate reading as something they often liked to do in their spare time.
Figure 7:
Progress of students whose asTTle mathematics scores were in the bottom quartile in Phase 4 (N=25)
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Note:
As stated in the introduction to this chapter, the purpose of this figure and the following ones of the same nature is to give an overall sense of how students’ achievement within each group varied over the course of the study.
Students in the middle half for mathematics

Almost half (N=41) of students scored in the middle half of our overall sample for mathematics in Phase 4. Two-thirds (N=27) had also scored in the middle half in Phase 1, with 14 of these students consistently achieving in the middle half over the course of the study. Seven students in the middle half in Phase 4 had been in the bottom quartile in Phase 1, while a further seven students had been achieving in the top quartile in Phase 1. Figure 8 tracks the asTTle mathematics scores for this group of students.
Of the students who were achieving in the middle half, 13 identified as New Zealand European/Pakeha, 12 as Pasifika, eight as New Zealand Māori and a further eight as ‘other nationalities’. These students were slightly more likely to have attended deciles 1–3 schools (N=23) in Year 8, with the remaining students attending decile 9 (N=10), decile 7 (N=5) and decile 4 (N=3) schools. 
Figure 8:
Progress of students whose asTTle mathematics scores were in the middle half in Phase 4 (N=41)
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Students in the top quartile for mathematics

Around a fifth (N=19) of participating students achieved in the top quartile for mathematics in Phase 4 (see Figure 9). These high achievers appeared more consistent in their achievement patterns than others, with 13 of them also achieving in the top quartile in Phase 1. The remaining six students had improved their performance from Phase 1 when their scores were in the middle half. Ten students scored consistently in the top quartile in all phases of the study (4 girls, 6 boys).

Over two-thirds (N=13) of the students achieving in the top quartile for mathematics in Phase 4 were New Zealand European/Pakeha. The remaining six students identified as New Zealand Māori (N=4) or ‘other nationalities’ (N=2). 
No Pasifika students scored in the top quartile for mathematics. 
Although just over half (N=10) of high achieving students had attended a decile 9 school in Year 8, the remainder had gone to a primary or intermediate school in Year 8 with a decile rating of between 1 and 4.
When we looked at students’ mathematics achievement by gender we found that equal proportions of boys and girls were achieving in the bottom and top quartiles in Year 8 (Phase 1). By Year 10, however, boys were slightly more likely than the girls to score in the bottom and top quartiles.

Figure 9:
Progress of students whose asTTle mathematics scores were in the top quartile in Phase 4 (N=19)
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Students in the bottom quartile for reading

Figure 10 details the progress of the 26 students whose asTTle reading scores were in the bottom quartile in Phase 4. Half (N=13) of these students had also been in the bottom quartile in Phase 1, with 10 of the students consistently achieving in the bottom quartile in all four phases (7 boys, 3 girls). Four of these students were from families where English was not their first language.

The performance of the other half (N=13) of students who were achieving in the bottom quartile in Phase 4 had dropped from the end of Year 8 (Phase 1) when they had been achieving in the middle half of all students. 

Over half (N=14) of these low achieving students in reading identified as Pasifika, which meant that this ethnic grouping was over-represented in the bottom quartile for reading. The remaining students in the lowest quartile were either New Zealand European/Pakeha (N=5), New Zealand Māori (N=3) or from other ethnic groups (N=4). 
Students whose achievement in reading was in the bottom quartile in Phase 4 were more likely to have attended lower decile primary or intermediate schools in Year 8 (62%). Conversely, the same proportion (62%) of students who achieved in the top quartile had attended decile 9 schools. 
We also found that the students who were low achievers in reading reported fewer books in their homes (as at Phase 1) than their high achieving counterparts and were less likely to read for fun or interest on a regular basis. 

Although in Phase 4 around half of both the high and low achievers in reading said they watched television most days, overall, the low achieving students watched television more frequently than the high achievers. 
Whereas the majority of the high achieving students in reading watched television for one to two hours or less on average each day, less than half (N=12) of the low achievers watched television at an equivalent level. Half (N=13) of the low achievers in reading watched television for three hours or more. 
The Competent Children, Competent Learners Study
 found that students who watched a lot of television had lower average achievement scores in reading.
Figure 10:
Progress of students whose asTTle reading scores were in the bottom quartile in Phase 4 (N=26)
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Note:
The student who scored 222 for reading at Phase 3 of the study (above) completed the assessment in pencil and the marker found the student’s answers extremely difficult to read. Consequently, very little of the assessment could be scored. 
Students in the middle half for reading

Of the 40 students who were achieving in the middle half of all participating students for reading in Phase 4, just over half (N=24) had also scored in the middle half in Phase 1 (see Figure 11). 
Six of the remaining students who were achieving in the middle half had been in the top quartile in Phase 1, while a quarter (N=10) had been in the bottom quartile in Phase 1. Thirteen students remained in the middle half at each phase (9 boys, 4 girls).

The ethnicity of students in this middle half was fairly evenly spread. Twelve students identified as New Zealand European/Pakeha, 11 as New Zealand Māori, 10 as Pasifika and seven as ‘other nationalities’.

Students achieving in the middle half for reading in Phase 4 represented all of the primary and intermediate schools that the students had been enrolled at in Year 8. However, half (N=20) had attended either a decile 1 or decile 2 school in Year 8 and a further quarter (N=10) had attended a decile 9 school. 
Figure 11:
Progress of students whose asTTle reading scores were in the middle half in Phase 4 (N=40)
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Students in the top quartile for reading

Twenty-one students scored in the top quartile for reading in Phase 4. Two-thirds (N=14) of students also achieved in the top quartile in Phase 1, with around half (N=11) of these consistently achieving in the top quartile in each of the data collection phases (7 girls, 4 boys). As was the case in mathematics, the high achievers in reading were more consistent in their achievement across the phases than others. Seven students who were in the highest achieving quartile in Phase 4 had been in the middle half in Phase 1. Figure 12 plots the reading progress of these students.

Almost three-quarters (N=15) of the students who scored in the top quartile for reading in Phase 4 identified as New Zealand European/Pakeha. Two students who identified as New Zealand Māori, one as Pasifika and three students in the ‘other nationality’ grouping were also in the highest quartile. 
Well over half (N=13) of these high achieving students had attended decile 9 schools in Year 8. But four of the 21 high achieving students had gone to decile 1 or decile 2 schools.

The number of students in our overall sample is relatively small and when analysed by high, middle and low achievement groupings the numbers in each group are even smaller. Caution is therefore needed when generalising any of the findings. Keeping this in mind, we found that when we looked at the reading levels of students in each achievement group by gender the proportion of girls achieving in the bottom quartile in Phase 4 increased slightly from Phase 1, whereas the proportion of low achieving boys decreased slightly between Phase 1 and Phase 4.

Figure 12:
Progress of students whose asTTle reading scores were in the top quartile in Phase 4 (N=21)
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Students in the bottom quartile for writing

Ten of the 21 students who were in the bottom quartile in Phase 4 for writing were also in the bottom quartile in Phase 1. 
The remaining 11 students in the bottom quartile for writing in Phase 4 had been in the middle half in Phase 1. 
Six students were consistently in the bottom quartile at each of the phases (5 boys, 1 girl). When we looked more closely at the background of these six students we found that four had been born outside New Zealand, with three having lived in New Zealand for three years or less. As well, a language other than English was the main language spoken in three of their homes. 
Figure 13 tracks the progress of students in the bottom quartile for writing.
Similar numbers of Pasifika (N=8) and New Zealand European/Pakeha (N=7) students were achieving in the bottom quartile for writing in Phase 4. Smaller numbers of New Zealand Māori (N=3) and students from ‘other nationalities’ (N=3) were also in this low achieving group for writing.
Although over half of the students (N=12) who achieved in the bottom quartile in writing had gone to decile 1 or decile 2 schools in Year 8 they were less likely to have attended low decile schools than those students who were low achievers in either mathematics or reading. Four of the low achieving students in writing had attended decile 9 schools. 

We found that over the four phases of the study the low achieving students in writing (N=16) were more likely than the high achievers to indicate television watching as something they mostly did in their spare time and, generally, these students watched more hours of television than the high achievers. The low performing students were less likely (N=10) to indicate reading as something they mostly did in their spare time and they tended to have fewer books in their home. 
Figure 13:
Progress of students whose asTTle writing scores were in the bottom quartile in Phase 4 (N=21)
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Students in the middle half for writing

Thirty-seven students scored in the middle half in Phase 4. Half (N=19) had also been in the middle half in Phase 1, with 11 of the students remaining in the middle half at each assessment phase. 
Six students in the middle half in Phase 4 had shifted from the top quartile in Phase 1. A further 12 students had progressed from the bottom quartile in Phase 1 to the middle half in Phase 4 (see Figure 14).

In terms of ethnicity, this middle group of students was made up of 12 New Zealand European/Pakeha students, 10 Pasifika students, eight New Zealand Māori students and seven students from other ethnic groups. 

Of the 37 students who were achieving in the middle half, around 40 percent (N=16) had attended low decile schools (deciles 1 and 2) in Year 8 while around 30 percent (N=11) had attended decile 9 schools. The remaining students had been at decile 3 (N=5), decile 4 (N=3) or decile 7 (N=2) schools in Year 8. 
Figure 14:
Progress of students whose asTTle writing scores were in the middle half in Phase 4 (N=37)
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Students in the top quartile for writing

Progress of the 19 students whose asTTle writing scores were in the top quartile in Phase 4 is plotted in Figure 15. Almost half (N=9) had also scored in the top quartile in Phase 1. The remaining 10 students in the top quartile in Phase 4 had progressed from the middle half in Phase 1. 
Seven students were consistently in the top quartile for writing each time they were tested over the course of the study (5 girls, 2 boys).

Around half (N=9) of the high achieving group identified as New Zealand European/Pakeha. Small numbers of New Zealand Māori (N=4), Pasifika (N=3) and ‘other nationality’ grouping (N=3) students were also achieving in the top quartile in Phase 4.

Although a number of the high achieving students in writing (N=8) had attended decile 9 schools in Year 8, they were less likely to have attended high decile schools than those students who were achieving in the top quartile in reading and mathematics. Five high achieving students had gone to decile 2 schools, five to a decile 4 and one to a decile 7 school. 
The girls in our study performed better than the boys in writing across all four phases. Girls were more likely than boys to be achieving in the top quartile in Phase 4 while the boys were more likely to be in the bottom quartile during this phase. These results are in line with other studies
 which show that girls’ writing skills, on average, are higher than boys across all years of schooling. 

Figure 15:
Progress of students whose asTTle writing scores were in the top quartile in Phase 4 (N=19)
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Summary of the achievement of low, middle and high achieving students
Key Points

•
Students’ scores fluctuated as they moved from Year 8 to Year 9 and into Year 10. However, no students’ scores improved or declined to such an extent that they moved across two achievement groupings.

•
Students who were high achievers in Phase 4 were more likely to have been high achievers in Phase 1. Similarly, students who were low achievers in Phase 4 were more likely to have been low achievers in Phase 1.

•
There was a widening of the achievement scores between the high and low achievers in all subjects during their first year at secondary school.

•
High achieving students, on average, progressed at a much faster rate than other students in mathematics and reading during Year 9.

•
High achievers in reading were likely to also be high achievers in writing.

•
High achieving students were more likely to read in their spare time.
•
High achievers in reading and writing watched fewer hours of television than the low achievers.

It is evident from the brief analysis in this chapter that students’ scores fluctuated, to a greater or lesser degree, as they progressed from Year 8 to Year 9 and then into Year 10. While some students’ scores moved either up or down from one grouping to another (e.g. from the lower quartile to the middle half) no students’ scores improved or declined to such an extent that they moved across two achievement groupings (e.g. from the lower quartile to the top quartile) over the course of the study. 
We found that students who were achieving in the top quartile for mathematics, reading and writing in Phase 4 were more likely to have also been achieving in this quartile in Phase 1. Around two-thirds of students in reading and mathematics, and around half in writing, were in the top quartiles for these subjects in Phase 4 and also in Phase 1. Furthermore, around half of the high achieving students in each of mathematics and reading consistently achieved in the top quartile across all four phases of the study. 
Students in our study who were high achievers in reading were also generally higher achievers in writing. Likewise, high achievers in mathematics were more likely to do well in reading. However, high achievement in mathematics did not necessarily mean that students would have high achievement in writing.
We found that the mean score in mathematics and reading of the higher performing students increased more substantially than those for other students during their first year at secondary school (between Phase 2 and Phase 3) and that there was a widening of the achievement scores between the higher and lower achieving students over the same period in all subjects. There was also a further widening of students’ scores in mathematics between Phases 3 and 4. 
Of particular concern was that the students who were achieving in the bottom quartile in mathematics and writing showed the lowest rate of progress between Phases 3 and 4 compared with other students over the same period. 
It was also evident that half or more of the students in the bottom quartile for mathematics, reading or writing in Phase 4 had also scored in the bottom quartile in Phase 1. In addition, a considerable number of these low achieving students remained in the bottom quartile over all four phases. This was the case for 10 students in reading (out of a total of 26), nine students in mathematics (out of 25) and six students in writing (out of 21). 
The Pasifika students in our sample were over represented in the bottom quartile for reading. In contrast, three-quarters of the students in the top quartile for reading in Phase 4 identified as New Zealand European/Pakeha. The achievement scores of the Māori students in our sample tended to generally fall in the middle half of all students for all three subjects. However, a number of Māori students achieved in the bottom quartile for mathematics (N=6).
If reading scores are indicative of overall student achievement
 then Pasifika students are at particular risk of falling further behind in their schooling. International studies with a national component such as TIMSS
, PISA
 and PIRLS
 indicate that Pasifika students in New Zealand are over-represented among students achieving below national norms and expectations and are the lowest achieving ethnic group in reading comprehension, mathematics and science. 
We also found that our Pasifika students were slightly more likely to be in the bottom quartile for mathematics than students from other ethnic groups and no Pasifika students scored in the top quartile for mathematics.
Students achieving in the bottom quartile in mathematics, reading and writing in Phase 4 were more likely to have attended low decile (deciles 1 or 2) primary or intermediate schools in Year 8. This was particularly the case for mathematics. 
In reading, the proportion of low achieving students who had attended decile 1 and 2 schools was the same as the proportion of high achieving students who had attended decile 9 schools in Year 8. Students in the top quartile for reading were more likely to have attended a decile 9 primary or intermediate school than students in the top quartile for mathematics or writing. 

High performing students in mathematics, reading and writing in our study were more likely than the low achievers to indicate reading as something they did in their spare time. The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA 2000)
 also found that students who had a greater interest in reading generally achieved better results than those who had less interest. 
In terms of watching television, the high achievers in reading and writing generally watched fewer hours of television than the low achievers. But there was very little difference in the viewing hours of the high and low achieving students in mathematics.
The following case study features Dana
, a student whose mathematics and reading scores were consistently in the bottom quartile over the four phases of the study. Her story is not unique and echoes a number of the issues raised in the Strengthening Education in Mangere and Otara Evaluation.

Dana’s case study demonstrates the importance of passing on accurate information about students’ strengths and weaknesses between the sectors so that students are taught at the appropriate level. It also highlights how important it is for teachers to provide accurate information on students’ academic progress to parents so they are in a better position to support their child and are able to communicate with the school more effectively for the benefit of the student.
Dana
Dana enjoyed going to school, enjoyed almost all of her subjects and had aspirations to train as a computer programmer when she finished school. Although some of her friends mucked around in class Dana was always very well behaved and got on well with her teachers. Both Dana and her parents thought she was doing well at school but the reality was that she was achieving well below many of her peers, despite always trying her best. 
She was very quiet and reserved and one of her teachers commented that being so quiet could be hindering her progress as she was reluctant to ask for help or seek guidance in the classroom. In a busy classroom environment she was likely to give teachers the impression that she understood and was keeping up with the rest of the class when in fact she needed further help. Some research
 has found that, particularly in classes where there is a strong emphasis on academic achievement, students who lack confidence in their own ability to complete the work required are the least likely to ask the teacher for assistance.
How Dana viewed her learning 

In Year 8, Dana felt she was best at mathematics, writing and art. At secondary school she still thought she was best at mathematics and English and also now included graphics and computing to her list of subjects she did best at. When we asked her why she thought she was best at these subjects she told us that she achieved good marks in her tests, that her teachers told her how well she was doing in them and that her parents thought she was good at these subjects. 
At each phase of the study Dana consistently mentioned that she found some of her subjects, particularly mathematics, too easy and would like the work to be harder and more challenging. She also felt that she was given too little homework and that much of it was also too easy. 

How teachers viewed Dana’s learning

The teachers’ assessments of Dana’s ability over the course of the study, as well as our asTTle results, paint a different picture of Dana and would tend to suggest that she was not coping as well with her schoolwork as she, and her parents, thought she was. 
Dana’s Year 8 teacher felt she had made some very good progress during her final year at primary school and considered she was of average ability in reading and writing but below average in mathematics. Although Dana had received extra help during the year in language and mathematics, which had helped to improve her language work, her teacher felt that she would continue to struggle with mathematics in the future. Despite Dana always trying her best, this teacher felt she was unlikely to achieve any qualifications at secondary school or beyond.

Likewise, her Year 9 mathematics teacher rated her overall ability in mathematics as below average and identified that she had learning needs in this subject. While she had made some progress during the year and liked the subject, she was still achieving below average in relation to the other students in her class. Our asTTle results support this teacher’s assessment of Dana, showing she was consistently achieving in the bottom quartile over the four phases of the study. Her mathematics teacher was also pessimistic about Dana’s achievement longer term, stating that she was unlikely to gain any secondary school or tertiary qualifications in the future. Despite her Year 8 class teacher and her Year 9 mathematics teacher identifying Dana as having learning difficulties in mathematics, it appears there were no mechanisms in place to provide any additional support for her at secondary level. Her parents also appeared unaware that she was achieving below average in this subject

Dana — continued
Dana’s English teacher in Year 9 considered she had average ability and although she was not as capable as many of the other students in the class she worked extremely hard and had made some good progress during the year. In his opinion, Dana did not have any learning difficulties in English. However, the highest qualification he felt Dana would achieve would be NCEA Level 2. Our asTTle results show that although Dana was achieving in the middle half of students for writing over the four phases of the study her scores were consistently below the group mean at each phase and her writing achievement only improved slightly from Year 8 to Year 10 (from a score of 498 in Year 8 to a score of 524 in Year 10). In reading, Dana was consistently in the bottom quartile at each phase.
Dana’s teachers noted that she always tried her best at school. But they also commented that she was not an easy student to get to know and did not feel they knew her well enough to comment on whether she engaged well in school activities beyond the classroom. 
Dana’s relationships with family and friends
In her Year 8 interview, Dana indicated that she usually got along with her parents and that she felt they cared about her, understood her and trusted her. But once in Year 9, and as she progressed through her first year at secondary school and into Year 10, she was more likely to feel that her parents did not know when things were upsetting her and she was less likely to tell her parents when she had problems or things were troubling her. Across all four phases of the study there was a sense that she thought her parents did not like some of her friends from school.
Although at each phase Dana said she had ‘lots of friends’ she did not talk to them outside of school hours and did not do anything with them on the weekends. While she was fairly consistent in her view that she had good friends at school she wavered in her opinion about whether she considered that hanging out with her friends was very important to her or not.

When we asked Dana in Year 8 whether she had received any extra lessons or tutoring to help her with her schoolwork she neglected to mention that she had received assistance from a teacher aide in mathematics and language. It may be that she did not understand the way in which we asked the question and what we were trying to find out or that she simply saw the help she received as part of her normal class work and did not think it was worth mentioning or did not want to admit (to herself or to us) that she did need help. Dana’s parents told us that she had received some language assistance during Year 8 but that it had been discontinued because it was considered unnecessary. They felt Dana was very bright, did not have any difficulties with any of her school subjects and was progressing well at school. They based their assessments of Dana’s ability on information provided to them by teachers at parent–teacher interviews and school reports, as well as their own knowledge of her.

What was the transition to secondary schooling like for Dana?
Dana was positive about school and learning, always tried her best, worked hard, was well behaved, got on well with her teachers and did not get into trouble at school. She told us that having friends and people she already knew at the school, as well as having teachers who cared about her, had helped her to settle in at secondary school. She also had an older brother at the school who was able to tell her what it was like there. 
On the surface it appeared Dana had made a good transition to secondary school but the underlying issues around her achievement were cause for concern. She was not as capable as many of the other students in her class and while she worked hard, did not cause any problems in class and thought she understood the work required, she was at risk of falling further behind her peers. She needed to have the confidence to ask for help in class and not feel embarrassed 

Dana — continued
to do so, and, even more importantly, perhaps, more understanding of herself to realise when she did need to seek help and that receiving help is OK.

Her teachers in Year 8 and Year 9 identified that mathematics was an area of weakness for Dana but yet her parents seemed unaware that she had learning difficulties in this subject. Information around a student’s academic progress can often be disguised by positive feedback on how well behaved they are in class or how ‘nice’ they are to teach. Research drawn together as part of the Ministry of Education’s Best Evidence Synthesis Iterations (BES)
 also shows that low achieving students, in particular, often focus at school on routines, neatness, presentation, compliance, and social and personal issues, rather than curriculum learning, which seemed to be very much the case for Dana.
While it is important for parents to have high expectations for their children, and equally important for students to feel good about themselves and what they can achieve, it is essential to have realistic expectations and to receive accurate, constructive and timely feedback. Effective feedback, through formative assessment, is found to be one of the strongest positive influences on students’ learning.

Dana’s determination to succeed is a credit to her but it will only take her so far. Information gathered from her teachers, as well as from our asTTle assessments, suggested that she would need to make definite improvements in mathematics and English if she was to pass NCEA Level 1 in the following year and be able to achieve higher level qualifications in the future.
Chapter 6:
Students’ Attitudes Towards School, Teachers and Their Subjects over the Transition and Beyond
Research suggests that the early years of secondary school can be a time of academic difficulty for many students and this was indeed the case for a number of students in our study, as shown in the previous chapters of this report. Some studies have also found that students’ attitudes towards school, and to particular subjects, become less positive as they progress through the school system.
 In this chapter we look at how students’ attitudes towards school, their teachers and particular subjects changed over the course of the study and investigate whether there is any relationship between students’ attitudes and their achievement.

Points to note
•
For the analyses discussed in this, and subsequent chapters, we have focussed predominately on those students who were achieving in the top and bottom quartiles. Using the same method as detailed in the preceding chapter, students have been broadly categorised as either high or low achievers based on their achievement scores in Phase 4. We acknowledge that in adopting this approach we do not capture the views of around half of our students whose scores were in the middle half. However, a major focus of this study was to establish whether the transition to secondary school was a significant issue for students and whether there were differences for particular groups of students. Studies have shown that students with low achievement are less likely to remain engaged in school
 and therefore could be considered ‘at risk’. Furthermore, students who experience difficulties with their schoolwork at primary or intermediate school are thought to be more likely to find the transition problematic
. We therefore considered it important to focus particularly on students in the lowest achievement quartile, with emphasis on students in the highest quartile serving as a valuable point of comparison.

•
The numbers of students grouped as high or low achievers in mathematics, reading and writing are small so care needs to be taken when interpreting the following results. 

•
In this chapter, students’ attitudes towards mathematics are further analysed by whether students were high or low achievers in that subject. Students’ attitudes towards reading and writing when they were in Year 8 are also analysed by whether students were high or low achievers in each of these areas. But this was not appropriate once at secondary school as reading and writing are not treated as individual subjects. Instead, for Phases 2 to 4 of the study, given that reading and writing are key elements of the English curriculum, we have examined how students felt about English as a subject by whether they were high or low achievers in reading and writing

Students’ arrival at secondary school coincides, in most cases, with students encountering a much bigger and diverse pool of students than they have been used to in their primary schools. Learning to handle the increased and more complex social interaction opportunities at secondary school is a big learning curve for many students and preoccupations with friends and peers may contribute to a decline in students’ attitudes towards their schoolwork and, in turn, lowered engagement. McGee et al (2003) note that academic achievement in the first year at secondary school is often associated with a decrease in students’ interest in academic activities and a corresponding increase in non-academic activities. 

We begin this chapter by examining the students’ asTTle attitude scores for mathematics, reading and writing and look at how our sample of students compares to the national asTTle dataset. 
We then refer to data collected during interviews with the students at each phase of the study in a discussion of the students’ attitudes towards school, their teachers, and further views about mathematics, reading and writing. 

To determine whether response patterns varied for different groups of students, attitudes towards school, teachers and subject areas are then further analysed by whether students were high or low achievers in each of mathematics, reading and writing. 

Students’ attitudes towards mathematics, reading and writing from the asTTle assessments
As part of each asTTle assessment, students were asked to complete six attitudinal questions designed to find out how much they liked a particular subject, how confident they were of their ability in that subject, and how they thought others viewed their ability
. 

The students’ attitude results from the asTTle assessments show that, generally, students in this study had fairly positive attitudes towards mathematics, reading and writing. As can be seen in Figure 16, students liked, and were more confident in, reading than they were in mathematics and writing. Despite students having reasonably high attitudes towards all three subjects in Year 8 their attitude scores generally decreased as students progressed to Year 9 and then into Year 10.

We looked at students’ attitudes towards mathematics, reading and writing for students in the top and bottom achievement quartiles for these subjects, to determine whether there was any relationship between attitude and achievement
. We found a small but nevertheless statistically significant difference between the students who achieved in the top and bottom quartiles for mathematics and reading and their attitudes towards these two subjects indicating that the higher achieving students generally had slightly more positive attitudes than the lower achieving students. There was no statistically significant difference evident for writing. 

Figure 16:
Students’ attitudes towards mathematics, reading and writing
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Comparison of students’ attitude scores with the national asTTle dataset 

As shown in Figure 17, students in our study generally had more positive attitudes towards mathematics, reading and writing than students in the national asTTle dataset. Our students’ attitudes were, nevertheless, similar to the national sample of Years 8, 9 and 10 students in that they liked reading better and were more confident in it than they were in mathematics and writing
.
Like the national sample, our students’ attitudes towards mathematics decreased as they moved from primary to secondary school. While our students’ attitudes towards reading and writing also declined as they made the transition from Year 8 to Year 9, as evidenced in Figure 17, the national asTTle results show students’ attitudes generally increasing over this period. However, students in this study ended up at much the same level as the national sample by the end of Year 9.
We found that the students in our study who were higher achievers in mathematics and reading had slightly more positive attitudes than the lower achieving students in these two subjects. There was no statistically significant difference evident between the high and low achievers, however, for writing. 

Our attitude results for writing differ from the national asTTle data
, which found there was a clear relationship between achievement and students’ attitudes in writing, with the students who had more positive attitudes towards writing gaining higher scores. 
In contrast, the national asTTle results showed little correlation between achievement levels and students’ attitudes in reading.
Interestingly, students who liked mathematics the most actually achieved the lowest scores and students with medium or low liking of the subject scored at similar overall levels to one another in the national sample. But, students who had medium confidence in mathematics had slightly higher achievement than those with either high or low confidence. Results from international studies such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA 2003)
, however, have found that students who have a greater interest in and enjoyment of mathematics tend to achieve better results than those who expressed less interest and enjoyment. National results from the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (1996)
 also show that students who like mathematics tend to have higher achievement results in this subject.
Figure 17:
Students’ attitudes in mathematics, reading and writing compared with the national asTTle dataset
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Students’ attitudes towards school 

As well as being interested in students’ attitudes towards their school subjects which, as we have seen in the previous section, declined as students progressed from Year 8 through to Year 10, we were also interested in their views and experiences of school more generally. 
Students’ thoughts about going to secondary school

Prior to going to secondary school, we asked students in Year 8 if they could think of one word that described how they felt about going there the following year. Around a third of students told us that they were excited or happy about going to secondary school and that they were looking forward to new challenges, learning new subjects and meeting new people. A larger group of students (55%), however, said they were nervous, scared or even sad about moving to secondary school the following year. 
The types of things they were most worried about included attending a bigger and unfamiliar school and the prospect of getting lost in this new environment, having to mix with bigger students and no longer being the oldest students in the school, the possibility of being bullied, making new friends and fitting in, coping with harder schoolwork, and adjusting to having multiple teachers. Their parents shared many of these same fears.

But the reality was that students adapted fairly quickly to finding their way around their new environment and getting used to new routines and ways of working. By the end of their first term at secondary school, when we visited the students for the second time, almost all of them said that they now felt settled at secondary school. A large majority (79%) said it only took two weeks or less to settle in. 
This, of course, is just one aspect of the situation and, while on the surface everything appeared to be fine at that point for most students, other data collected during the study suggest that there were other aspects of the transition that took some students considerably longer to get used to. The large numbers of older and bigger students, the different expectations of a range of teachers, the lack of a core class teacher in Years 9 and 10 who they felt knew them well, the different pedagogies, and the diverse and complex social interactions with both students and teachers, are just a few examples of aspects that students found much harder than they initially realised.
Students’ views and experiences of school generally

To determine whether students’ attitudes towards school changed over time, students were asked at each phase of the study whether, most of the time, they enjoyed going to school. As shown in Table 7, the students in our study remained much more positive than negative towards school as they progressed from primary to secondary school. While more than half of students (58%) were very positive about school in Year 8, saying they ‘definitely’ enjoyed it, a further third were also largely positive, giving a ‘qualified yes’ answer to the question, explaining that while they generally liked school there were certain aspects they did not like, or certain times when they viewed it less favourably.

Table 7:
Whether students enjoyed going to school most of the time 

	Do you enjoy going to school most of the time?
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	Yes, definitely
	58.0
	59.6
	43.0
	55.4

	Qualified yes
	33.0
	34.6
	48.0
	38.0

	Qualified no
	3.6
	3.8
	3.0
	4.3

	No, not at all
	5.4
	1.0
	3.0
	2.2

	Missing
	–
	1.0
	3.0
	–

	Totals
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


After a term at secondary school a similar proportion (60%) of students again said they were ‘definitely’ enjoying school, with a further 35 percent saying they enjoyed school some of the time. These students said the extent of their enjoyment of school often depended on factors such as what subjects they had on a given day and whether they liked the particular teacher taking those subjects, whether there was a test planned, whether they had completed their homework on time, or whether they were feeling tired. 

Although by the end of Year 9 students were still fairly positive about school, they were less likely (43%) than in the previous two phases to indicate they ‘definitely’ enjoyed school. A slightly larger proportion (48%) of students at this time gave a ‘qualified yes’ answer. This phase of data collection was undertaken towards the end of the school year and the results may, in part, be explained by the fact that the initial thrill and excitement of beginning secondary school for students had subsided and the reality of what was required from them as Year 9 students had set in. 
Early in Year 10 the proportion of students expressing very positive attitudes towards school had increased again, with 55 percent of students indicating they ‘definitely’ enjoyed going to school. An additional 38 percent said they mostly, but not always, enjoyed school. 
While, overall, there was little difference between high and low achieving students in reading and writing in terms of whether they said they ‘definitely’ enjoyed going to school, we found that in Phases 2 and 4 (i.e. early in Years 9 and 10) the low achievers in mathematics were much more likely to say they ‘definitely’ enjoyed going to school than the high achievers. The high achievers were more likely during these phases to give a ‘qualified yes’ answer.

Very few students at each phase indicated they did not like going to school at all, but of those who did, almost all were achieving in the bottom quartile in mathematics, reading or writing in Phase 4 of the study (i.e. they were the students we have categorised as ‘low achievers’ for the purposes of this report). The reasons they did not enjoy school included that they did not like their current school or their teachers or that they just found school boring. 
“It's boring, some subjects are boring. I really like my options. I would rather be doing hands-on stuff like motor mechanics.”
What students enjoyed about being at school
The social dimension of school life appeared to be an important influence on how many students felt about school. One of the main things that students consistently said they enjoyed about coming to school was being able to see their friends there. Students also enjoyed learning new and challenging things and mentioned that they were enjoying specific subjects. Some mentioned that particular teachers made learning fun, while still others said that it was good to be at school because it gave them the opportunity to play different sports or that they would get bored if they had to stay at home rather than come to school.

Students’ attitudes towards their teachers 

Students often have quite different feelings about their various teachers, which may impact on how much they like particular subjects and how engaged they feel in those classes. Research shows that what students think about a subject is often dictated, to a large extent, by their feelings about the teacher taking the subject.
 For this reason, we sought students’ views about their teachers at each phase of the study. 

Students’ views about their teachers generally
Students were asked to indicate how they felt about their teachers by choosing one of a number of statements we read out to them during the interviews at each phase. Table 8 provides details of the statements students could choose from and how they responded. In Phase 1 (Year 8), students’ responses focussed on their main classroom teacher, whereas in subsequent phases at secondary school, students were asked to think more generally about how they mostly felt about the teachers they had. 

As shown in Table 8, the students (in Phases 2, 3 and 4) were less positive about their teachers at secondary school than they had been in Year 8. This may in part be explained by the fact that students were having to adjust to different teachers and teaching approaches at secondary school and were developing different feelings towards their different teachers. And perhaps, too, it was partly as a result of now having to give an overall rating for several teachers rather than just one as in Phase 1.
Over a third (36%) of Year 8 students said they liked their teacher very much, compared with only 15 percent of students in Phase 2 and eight percent of students in each of Phases 3 and 4. Despite this trend, students at secondary school tended to be much more positive than negative about their teachers generally.

Table 8:
How students felt about their teachers 

	
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	I like my teacher(s) very much
	35.7
	15.4
	8.0
	7.6

	I mostly like my teacher(s)
	30.4
	37.5
	24.0
	31.5

	Sometimes I like my teacher(s) and sometimes I don’t
	27.7
	37.5
	54.0
	52.2

	I don’t like my teacher(s) much
	1.8
	–
	4.0
	4.3

	I don’t like my teacher(s) at all
	1.8
	1.0
	1.0
	–

	I haven’t really thought about it
	2.7
	7.7
	7.0
	4.3

	I’m not sure
	–
	1.0
	–
	–

	Missing
	–
	–
	2.0
	–

	Totals
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


Students told us over the course of the study that they felt more engaged and enjoyed their classes more when they felt their teachers listened to them, had a sense of humour, clearly explained things and helped them to understand their work, made boring things interesting and taught them new things. Students also appreciated it when they felt teachers understood them, could relate well to teenagers, showed they cared and had respect for them and showed they liked teaching and were interested in the subjects they taught.
Students’ views about their English and mathematics teachers at secondary school

In Phases 3 and 4 students were also asked to specifically rate how they felt about their English and mathematics teachers. We found that students were more positive about their English teachers than they were about their mathematics teachers. Over half (59%) of students at the end of Year 9 said they had either an excellent (25%) or good (34%) relationship with their English teacher compared with 46 percent of students who described their relationship with their mathematics teacher in the same ways (21%, 25% respectively). 
By Year 10 (Phase 4), students rated both their English and mathematics teachers more positively than they had in the previous phase. Sixty-nine percent of students now described their relationship with their English teacher as excellent (34%) or good (35%) and 61 percent also indicated that their relationship with their mathematics teacher was excellent (22%) or good (39%). To some extent the trend evident in Phase 3 was still apparent, in that the students were more likely to attribute the ‘excellent’ rating to their English teacher than to their mathematics teacher.
Fewer students in Year 10, compared with Year 9, said their relationship with their mathematics teacher was not very good (8% compared with 17%) or not good at all (2% and 6%). 
Differences in the views of low and high achieving students about their teachers overall
When we examined whether the low and high achieving students felt differently about their teachers at different phases of the study we found in Phase 1 that it was the low achievers in mathematics (13 out of 25) and reading (13 out of 26) who were more likely than the high achievers in mathematics (5 out of 19) and reading (4 out of 21) to indicate that they liked their Year 8 teacher very much.
It may be that when they were in Year 8 the low achieving students were continuing to enjoy the nurturing environment of primary school and that when they moved to secondary school they suffered more than other students at the loss of the more personalised attention they had been used to. From our interviews with students, it was obvious that a number of the high achievers had ‘out-grown’ primary school and were ready to move on to secondary school.

The majority of the high achieving students tended to be more conservative in their views, saying that they mostly liked their teacher (8 out of 19) or that sometimes they liked them but at other times they did not (7 out of 19). However, the low achievers in writing (4 out of 21) were less likely than their counterparts in mathematics and reading to say they liked their Year 8 teacher very much. 

Very few students in Phase 1 said they did not like their teachers at all (refer to Table 8). While none of the students who were low achievers in mathematics, reading or writing answered in this way, one student who achieved highly in mathematics, reading and writing indicated she did not like her teacher at all in Year 8. The brief profile of Nicola
, which follows, illustrates some of the challenges teachers face in engaging students who enjoy being ‘difficult’ in class, as well as the definite views students have regarding some of their teachers. 
Nicola
Nicola enjoyed most things about school in Year 8, that is, apart from her class teacher. She felt her teacher was too strict and she did not like the fact that they were not allowed to talk in class and had to do a lot of written work. A ‘good teacher’, she said, would make boring things interesting, would play games in class and vary the lessons, and not make the students sit quietly and write in their books all the time. 

Nicola acknowledged, however, that she did not always behave well in class for her teacher:

“The teacher always calls my mum and gives me a detention. Sometimes I do stuff to make her angry and sometimes she just gets angry, even when I haven’t done anything.”
Her Year 8 teacher noted that Nicola had become part of a rebellious peer group, which enjoyed being defiant and pushing boundaries. Nevertheless, her teacher felt Nicola had the ability to achieve well at school, if she put her mind to it.
Once at secondary school Nicola became more positive about her teachers overall, indicating that she liked them some of the time. She did not, however, like her mathematics teacher very much in Year 9 or Year 10, despite achieving well in this subject. She felt he growled at her, and the class, too often. 
Information supplied by her Year 9 mathematics teacher, on the other hand, indicated that Nicola was continuing to be disruptive in class and that she did not always achieve as well as she could due to her off-task behaviour. He felt her friends had a negative impact on her behaviour in class and warned that:
“[Nicola] has displayed some leadership skills but if she pushes boundaries she may end up in poor company in Year 10.”
Despite her often disruptive behaviour, Nicola was a relatively high achiever, consistently achieving in the top quartile for reading over the course of the study, as well as in the top quartile for mathematics in Phases 2 and 4 and for writing in Phases 3 and 4.

In Year 9 (Phases 2 and 3), the high achieving students in reading and writing were more positive about their teachers generally than the low achievers in these two areas. 
But a different pattern was evident for mathematics. In Phase 2, the low achievers in mathematics were, again, more likely than the high achievers to indicate liking their teachers very much, although to a much lesser extent than in the previous phase. However, similar proportions of low and high achievers in mathematics were positive about their teachers when we added together the two most positive ratings. 
Towards the end of Year 9, both the high and the low achieving students in mathematics were less positive about their teachers generally, with none of these students saying they liked their teachers very much
, and slightly fewer students than in the previous phase indicating they mostly liked them.
By Year 10, similar proportions of high and low achievers in mathematics, reading and writing were positive about their teachers, each group stating that they either liked them very much or that they liked them most of the time (around 57% in each case for mathematics, 48% in reading, and 45% in writing).

When students were asked in Phase 2 whether they had different feelings about different teachers it was the high achieving, rather than low achieving, students who were more likely to indicate ‘yes definitely’ or ‘yes, quite a bit’. This was particularly the case for students who were achieving in the top quartile for mathematics. One possible explanation may be that the high achieving students were more discriminating in terms of their teachers’ skills as a teacher.
The students who were high achievers in mathematics were more likely than the low achievers in this subject to describe their relationship with their mathematics teacher in Year 9 as excellent or good. Likewise, the high achievers in reading and writing were more likely to feel they had an excellent or good relationship with their English teacher than the low achievers in Phase 3, and again in Phase 4. In Year 10, similar proportions of high and low achieving students in mathematics indicated they had an excellent or good relationship with their mathematics teacher. 
Students’ attitudes towards mathematics from their interview data

To further our understanding of the factors that may impact on students’ achievement, motivation levels and how well they engage in school and particular subjects, students were asked at each phase of the study to nominate the subjects they liked learning about best and the subjects they felt they were good at.
 In addition, from Phase 2 onwards, students were asked which subjects they liked least. We have used this information to look further, in this section, at students’ attitudes towards mathematics.

As can be seen in Table 9, students were much more positive about mathematics in Year 8 (61%) than they were in subsequent phases of the study. In Phase 1, just under half (48%) of students also felt that mathematics was one of the subjects they were best at. 
Around three-quarters (15 out of 19) of the high achieving students in mathematics nominated mathematics as one of the subjects they liked best in Year 8. A similar number (14 out of 19) of these students also considered they were good at this subject. Interestingly, a significant number (16 out of 25) of the low achieving students also said they liked learning about mathematics best. They were, however, less likely to think they were good at it (10 out of 25).
By early in Year 9 (Phase 2), there was a drop in the number of students who advised that they liked mathematics best (36%) and also a drop in the number who thought they were good at it (39%), although this was a smaller drop. Around a third of students (32%) now also mentioned that mathematics was one of their least favourite subjects.
 
The students in the lowest achievement quartile were more likely (12 out of 25) than their high achieving counterparts (5 out of 19) to mention enjoying mathematics best at this phase, whereas the high achieving students were more likely (11 out of 19) to mention liking mathematics least. Despite this, the high achieving students were more likely to know they were good at mathematics.
How students felt about their mathematics teachers appeared to influence how they felt about this subject. 
At the beginning of Year 9, the low achieving students were more likely to say they liked mathematics best because they had good teachers who helped them to understand new things. They also said they found mathematics interesting and felt it was an important subject to learn. 
The high achievers, on the other hand, were more likely to say that they liked mathematics best when they were learning new things or simply because they found the subject easy. 
Table 9:
Students’ views on mathematics 

	
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	Students who liked mathematics best
	60.7
	35.6
	47.0
	27.2

	Students who felt they were good at mathematics
	48.2
	39.4
	44.0
	32.6

	Students who liked mathematics least
	Not asked
	31.7
	36.0
	37.0


In terms of why students liked mathematics least, both the high and low achieving students mentioned that they did not like the teaching approach of their particular teacher and that they found them either unhelpful, too strict or just “too boring”. While a number of the high achievers were finding the work in Year 9 too easy and felt they were repeating work from the previous year, other high achievers were finding the work too hard.
Nevertheless, students generally appeared to be more positive about mathematics by the end of Year 9 (Phase 3). A greater proportion (47%) of students mentioned liking mathematics best at this time and also considered they were good at it (44%). We found that around two-thirds of the high achieving students (12 out of 19) now said that mathematics was one of the subjects they liked best and also thought they were good at, compared with around a third of the low achieving students (8 out of 25) who said they liked mathematics best.
But early in Year 10 (Phase 4), there was once again a drop in the number of students (27%) who mentioned liking mathematics best. Fewer higher achieving students (6 out of 19) now mentioned liking mathematics best or that they thought they were good at it (9 out of 19), while the number of low achieving students who said they liked mathematics best was simialr to the previous phase (7 out of 25). 
Proportionally more high achievers (7 out of 19) than low achievers (7 out of 25) said they liked mathematics least. 
Summary of students’ views about mathematics

Students’ spontaneous responses to the question regarding the subjects they liked best showed that their enjoyment of mathematics fluctuated as they moved from primary to secondary schooling (detailed in Table 9). 
Students’ liking of mathematics decreased noticeably over the transition to secondary school (between Phase 1 and Phase 2), improved moderately by the end of Year 9 (Phase 3), but then dropped again as they moved from Year 9 to Year 10. These results follow a similar pattern to our student achievement data in mathematics over this period (refer to Figure 1 in Chapter 3). 
Even though a large number of the low achieving students in mathematics said that mathematics was one of the subjects they liked best in Phase 1, the proportion of the students mentioning mathematics decreased progressively at each phase. 
In contrast, the high achieving students’ liking of mathematics fluctuated from Phase 1 to Phase 4 (79%, 26%, 63%, 31% respectively), dropping markedly as they transitioned from Year 8 to Year 9 and, again, from Year 9 to Year 10. While a number of the high achieving students mentioned liking mathematics least once they were at secondary school, they were, nevertheless, aware that it was a subject that they were good at. 

National Education Monitoring Project (NEMP)
 findings also show a drop in students’ attitudes towards mathematics as they progress through school. Year 8 students were found to be less positive about mathematics than Year 4 students.
Students’ attitudes towards reading and English from their interview data
The Competent Children, Competent Learners study
 found that one of the strongest indicators of positive engagement in school and learning was the enjoyment of reading. The results from that study also show that students who enjoyed reading had more positive relationships with their family and friends and displayed less risky behaviour. Furthermore, the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA 2000)
 found that the students who had a greater interest in reading generally achieved better results than those who had less interest. 
As a way of examining these issues more closely, our next case study, at the end of this section, features Liam
, one of the students from our study who loved reading, 
Whether students enjoyed reading in their spare time

Over the course of the study students were asked a number of questions about their reading habits. One of the questions they were asked at the end of Year 8 was whether they liked to read for their own enjoyment or interest when they were not at school. The majority of students (83%) at that time told us they enjoyed reading. The types of things they enjoyed reading most were fiction books (58%) and magazines (46%). Around a quarter of students also said they enjoyed reading other material such as newspapers and non-fiction, as well as doing word puzzles or crosswords. 
We found that the high achieving students in reading (17 out of 21) were more likely than the low achieving students (12 out of 26) to indicate they would read for fun or interest in their spare time when they were not at school (in Phase 1). The high achieving students also had access to a greater number of books in their homes than the low achieving students.
By the end of Year 9, however, considerably fewer students (55%) in our study said they enjoyed reading when they were not at school. Twenty-nine percent of students said they ‘definitely’ enjoyed reading, with 26 percent giving a ‘qualified yes’ answer to the question. This decline in students’ attitudes towards reading is consistent with the students’ asTTle results from the study reported earlier in this chapter, which show a decline in students’ attitudes towards reading from Phase 1 to Phase 4. 

Information collected from the National Education Monitoring Project (2004) also reveals that students’ enjoyment of reading in their leisure time decreases as they move through the school system. Eighty-two percent of students in that project were positive about reading in Year 4 compared with 73 percent in Year 8.

Other studies show similar trends. For example, despite their overall attitudes towards reading being somewhat higher than those of students in our study, students participating in the Competent Children, Competent Learners study showed a decline in their attitudes towards reading from age 12 when they were at primary school (64% indicated they enjoyed reading at that time) to age 14 when they were at secondary school (54%). A further quarter of students in each case at ages 12 and 14 of the Competent Children, Competent Learners study indicated that they ‘sometimes’ enjoyed reading. 
How often students read when not at school
During Phases 2 and 4 students were asked to indicate how often they engaged in a range of activities in their spare time when they were not at school. One of the activities they were asked about was ‘reading for fun or interest’. Despite the notable decline in students’ attitudes towards reading over the course of the study, which we have discussed above, their responses to this question in Year 9, and again in Year 10, show that students were continuing to read with similar frequency in Year 10 as they had been twelve months earlier (Table 10). 
However, it is important to note that while 15 percent of students in both Year 9 and Year 10 were reading every, or almost every day, a greater number of students were reading very infrequently (i.e. ‘less than one day a week’ or ‘never or almost never’) over the same period. Not surprisingly, given other information collected from this study, the low achieving students in reading were twice as likely as the high achievers in both Phases 2 and 4 to read infrequently. 
Table 10:
How often students indicated they read for fun or interest when they were not at school

	How often students read for fun/interest
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 4
%

	Every/almost every day
	15.4
	15.2

	Three to five days a week
	27.9
	25.0

	One to two days a week
	27.9
	31.5

	Less than one day a week
	17.3
	16.3

	Never or almost never
	9.6
	12.0

	Missing
	1.9
	–

	Totals
	100.0
	100.0


How high and low achieving students felt about reading when in Year 8
In Phase 1, 48 percent of students told us that they liked reading as one of their favourite subjects. Similar proportions of low achieving (12 out of 26) and high achieving (9 out of 21) students mentioned that they liked reading best at this time. However, only a third of all students nominated reading as something they were ‘best at’, with high achievers much more likely to say they were good at it (10 out of 21) compared with the low achievers (3 out of 26). 

How high and low achieving students in reading felt about English at secondary school

Once at secondary school, students talked about English as a subject, rather than reading per se, as they had when in Year 8. In the following analyses we compare students’ achievement in reading with how they felt about English as a subject at secondary school (Phases 2, 3 and 4 of the study) to see whether there appeared to be any relationship between the two. 

In Phase 2, early in their first term at secondary school, 39 percent of all students mentioned English as one of their favourite subjects. Around half (10 out of 21) of the high achievers mentioned liking English best, with just slightly fewer (12 out of 26) of the low achievers also liking English. Although one fifth of all students mentioned English as their least favourite subject, more low achievers in reading said that English was their least liked subject. The low achievers were also slightly less likely to think they were good at English.
While a greater proportion (46%) of all students nominated English as one of their ‘best liked’ subjects at the end of Year 9 (Phase 3) compared to earlier in the year, proportionally more low achieving students in reading now indicated liking the subject best (18 out of 26) when compared with high achieving students (9 out of 21). Similarly, there was an equivalent pattern evident for those students who considered they were good at English (11 out of 26 and 7 out of 21 respectively). 
However, as found in Phase 2, low achieving students in reading were nevertheless more likely than high achieving students to mention English as their least favourite subject. 

By Phase 4, the low and high achieving students had reversed their views from the previous phase. The high achieving students were now more likely (13 out of 21) to mention English as their favourite subject and to consider they were good at it (8 out of 21) than the low achievers (9 out of 26 and 6 out of 26 respectively). The low achievers were, again, more likely than the high achievers to mention English as one of their least favourite subjects.
Summary of students’ views about reading and English
Although we found there was a drop in the proportion of students who said they ‘definitely’ enjoyed reading when not at school from the end of Year 8 to the end of Year 9, just over 70 percent of all students in Years 9 and 10 indicated they would read for fun or interest at least one to two days a week, and often more frequently (refer to Table 10). The high achieving students, however, were generally reading for fun or interest more frequently than the low achieving students. This was particularly the case in Phase 4. 
Over the course of the study, students were less likely to vary their opinions of whether they liked reading or English as one of their favourite subjects, compared with their opinions of mathematics. While there was a drop in the proportion of students who mentioned liking English best over the transition into Year 9, and again over the transition into Year 10, these were not as marked as the percentage changes evident for mathematics over the same period. There were also decreases in the proportion of students who felt they were good at English over these two transitions. It is important to remember at this point, however, that reading at primary school and English as a subject at secondary school are not directly comparable.

In general, students were more likely to say that they liked reading (in Year 8) or English (in Years 9 and 10) than they were to consider that they were good at them.

We found that the students who we grouped as high achievers in reading were more likely than the low achievers to say they liked English best and to consider they were good at it in Phase 4 (early in Year 10). The low achieving students were also more likely to mention this as a subject they enjoyed best and were good at in Phase 3 (end of Year 9). However, at the same time, in Phases 2, 3 and 4, the low achievers in reading were also more likely than the high achievers to mention English as their least favourite subject.

Liam
Both national and international research has found that students who enjoy reading generally achieve better results at school. In this case study, we look more closely at some of the characteristics of one of the students from our study who loved reading.
Liam really enjoyed reading and read whenever he could in his spare time. He rarely watched television, DVDs or videos, or played electronic games. He was a relatively high achiever at school and continued to make good academic progress over the transition from primary to secondary school.
Liam — continued
Liam consistently mentioned reading and writing as his favourite subjects at primary and secondary school and he achieved well above the mean in these areas on the asTTle assessments we administered. His attitude towards reading, assessed prior to each asTTle assessment, also remained consistently positive over the course of the study. His attitude towards writing was positive as well but not as positive as his attitude towards reading. At secondary school, he also enjoyed doing art and science and, along with English, thought he was ‘best’ at these subjects. 
While he was mostly positive about going to school and clearly articulated why, at times, Liam did not enjoy certain aspects of being there. Mathematics and PE were two subjects he consistently said he did not like over the course of the study. Despite not liking mathematics, however, Liam’s asTTle mathematics results were always above the group mean, scoring in the middle half of students in Phases 1, 2 and 4 and in the top quartile in Phase 3. 
He thought that listening well to his teachers, paying attention in class and being able to remember things helped him to be ‘good at learning’. In Year 10, he also mentioned that he enjoyed working quietly by himself and did not like group work very much. 
Liam had one or two close friends at school who shared his interests in reading and drama. He felt he could trust them, talk to them if he had a problem and that they would not encourage him to do stupid things. He did not, however, see them very often outside of school hours. The fact that Liam was involved in a number of out-of-school activities that took up much of his spare time probably had a significant impact on his opportunity to socialise with friends.
Liam had been bullied in Year 8 (where he had been described as something of a “loner” as he did not fit in with the predominant peer group), which he reported to the teacher. He also told us about instances of being teased and called names at the beginning of Year 9. But he didn’t seem overly concerned by this and said he just ignored the remarks. He did not report being bullied when we asked him again in Phase 3 and Phase 4. 
Prior to going to secondary school Liam said he was both excited and apprehensive. He was looking forward to the greater variety of subjects there and the extra-curricular activities he could become involved in. By early in Year 10 he was participating in the choir, debating team, and the school production. Liam’s parents commented that they were happy that he was getting involved in extra-curricular activities at school:
“It is fantastic for Liam to get involved in the wider opportunities at school, to see school isn’t just about classes.”
Liam’s views of his teachers
Liam spoke positively about his Year 8 teacher and said he liked him most of the time. Although sometimes strict Liam liked the way the teacher varied the work, made the lessons interesting, and tried not to repeat topics the class had already completed.
After a term at secondary school Liam said he liked his new teachers. He particularly liked them when they spoke nicely to him, helped him when he was unsure about things and treated students fairly. 
“The teachers [here] like what they teach so they care whether you learn it, rather than having one teacher try to teach everything [like at primary school]. They try quite hard to make it clear so we learn.”
He did not, however, like it when teachers got angry and yelled at the class or made them sit and write pages of notes, which he said was “really boring”.
Liam thought his teachers had high expectations of him because he was in a high ability class and the teachers knew the standard of work the students in his class were capable of achieving. 
Liam — continued
By the end of Year 9, Liam’s opinion of his teachers varied. While he felt he got on well with his English teacher he felt that his relationship with his mathematics teacher was just ‘OK’. He thought this was mainly because he often found mathematics boring. 
Teachers’ views of Liam
Liam’s teachers were fairly consistent in their assessments of him over the course of the study. 
His Year 8 teacher at primary school assessed Liam’s progress in reading and writing as ‘very good/excellent’ and considered that literacy was the subject area that Liam liked best and did his best in. The teacher also referred to Liam’s dislike of PE (see earlier). This same teacher described Liam’s ability as ‘above average’ and judged him to have made very good progress during the year. He felt that Liam was capable of gaining a tertiary diploma in the future. 
After almost a term at secondary school, his Year 9 form teacher felt that Liam had settled very well at secondary school and described both his work effort and his academic progress as ‘excellent’.

Towards the end of Year 9, Liam’s form teacher and his English and mathematics teachers all agreed that he had made very good progress during his first year at secondary school. His achievement in English was considered to be ‘very good to excellent’, while in mathematics it was described as ‘average but very good in some aspects’. All three teachers felt that Liam enjoyed school very much, tried hard to do his best at his schoolwork, and engaged well in activities beyond the classroom. They felt he was capable of achieving either an undergraduate or a postgraduate university degree after leaving school. 
In Year 10, Liam’s form teacher continued to indicate that he was getting on very well and making excellent academic progress:
“All staff find him positive, cooperative and conscientious.”
His teachers at secondary school were very supportive of his participation in the school’s extra-curricular activities, particularly the school production. His form teacher in Year 10 considered that he had become more self-confident as a result of his role in the production. And a particularly positive outcome for him was the positive attention that he now received from other students as a result of his performance.
Over the course of the study, Liam’s teachers indicated that he did not mix with students who were anti-social or caused trouble and that he was rarely influenced by peer pressure to do something out of character. 
Liam’s relationship with his family
It was obvious from the consistency of Liam’s answers about his relationship with his parents that he lived in a caring environment where he felt safe and supported and could tell his parents when things were bothering him. His parents were aware of the bullying he had experienced in Year 8 and Year 9.
Liam’s parents had not thought he would cope very well with the transition to secondary school, mainly because they felt he was often not well-organised and did not take responsibility for himself (as at the end of Year 8). However, early in Year 9, they reported they were very satisfied with his progress and felt Liam was getting on ‘extremely well’:

“He is industrious about completing homework, showing and telling us about his work. He is achieving well in tests, which is boosting his confidence in his own ability.”
Liam — continued
They continued to be very satisfied with his progress at the end of Year 9, and again in Year 10, and considered he was getting on ‘very well’ at school. Feedback from Liam’s parents showed a high level of agreement with what his teachers said about him over the course of the study. Liam’s teachers, in both Year 8 and Year 9, considered that his parent’s were very supportive of him.
What was the transition to secondary school like for Liam?

Liam could have potentially found the move from primary school to secondary school difficult. At the end of Year 8 he seemed neither mature enough nor emotionally ready to make this transition. He was a quiet boy who spent much of his spare time at school reading by himself and did not have like-minded friends at primary school.

However, in many ways Liam made a smooth transition to secondary school. He adapted to the new routines and took up opportunities to engage in the wider life of his new school, and in doing so gained the respect of his teachers and other students.

Although he had endured some bullying in Year 8 and early in Year 9, he found his own ways to cope with this and by the end of Year 9 reported no further instances of bullying to us. 

Liam was focussed on his studies and his teachers were very satisfied with the progress he was making at secondary school. Results from our asTTle assessments also show that he was continuing to achieve well in mathematics, reading and writing, despite mathematics being one of his least favourite subjects. 

When we asked Liam at the end of Year 9 what he felt had helped him settle in at secondary school he mentioned that he found having Year 13 students as peer supporters attend his form class particularly good. He also said that knowing older students who already attended the school, as well as having people he knew from primary school there, made the transition easier.
Further transition activities which Liam took part in while he was in Year 8 to help familiarise him with his new school and learn about what to expect when he arrived there, were spending a morning looking around the secondary school, going with his parents to meet the principal, and the secondary school principal and Year 9 Dean making a visit to his primary school to provide information and answer students’ questions. Of particular help to Liam at the beginning of Year 9, in terms of finding his way around, was being given a map of the school grounds and buildings.
Other factors which may have helped ease the transition to secondary school for Liam were: that he was positive about school and learning and had favourite subjects which he enjoyed, in particular reading and writing; he participated in a range of extra-curricular activities, both at, and outside of, school through which he gained confidence and found a special niche for himself at the school; he liked his teachers and appreciated that they expected him to do well; he did not associate with students who caused trouble at school; and his parents were supportive and encouraging, particularly in relation to his extra-curricular involvement. 

Students’ attitudes towards writing and English from their interview data
Writing plays a significant role in most school subjects and being able to express their views in an effective and articulate manner is essential if students are to successfully progress through the school system and beyond. We were particularly interested in finding out what students thought about writing and, in particular, whether students enjoyed writing outside of school time.

Whether students enjoyed writing

During the students’ interviews in Phases 1 and 3, students were asked whether they enjoyed writing. Just over half (53%) of students in Phase 1 said they ‘definitely’ enjoyed writing, with a further 18 percent giving a ‘qualified yes’ answer. 
But by the end of their first year at secondary school (Phase 3) students were less positive about writing, with just 21 percent saying they ‘definitely’ enjoyed writing and 27 percent saying they only enjoyed it ‘sometimes’. 

Girls (29%) were slightly more likely than boys (23%) to indicate ‘definitely’ enjoying writing in Phase 1, with the boys more likely to say that they did not enjoy it (19% boys, 10% girls). Interestingly, when they were asked the same question in Phase 3, similar proportions of boys and girls were extremely positive about writing, although the overall proportions of students indicating they ‘definitely’ enjoyed writing had decreased (11% of boys and 10% of girls).

Some students, particularly boys, did not like writing because they found it physically difficult and they found the amount of writing and copying work required at secondary school challenging, saying amongst other things that it was ‘hard to keep up’. 

The downward trend in students’ attitudes towards writing is consistent with the information collected through our asTTle assessments, which show a decline in attitudes towards writing from Year 8 to Year 10. 
Results from the age 14 phase of the Competent Children, Competent Learners study
 also show a drop in students’ attitudes towards writing from when they were interviewed in primary school compared with similar information provided by them at secondary school. 
At age 12, half of the students said they enjoyed writing but this figure dropped to 37 percent two years later at age 14. Although we are unable to compare our results directly with the data from the Competent Children, Competent Learners study
 due to the timing of our respective data collections it is evident from both studies that students’ enjoyment of writing tends to decline once they are at secondary school. 

The National Education Monitoring Project
 reports a decrease in students’ attitudes towards writing at an even earlier age. They found that, compared to Year 4 students, fewer Year 8 students were highly positive about writing either at school or in their own time. They also found that students’ positive beliefs about how good they were at writing, and about how their teachers and parents viewed their writing abilities, declined. 
How high and low achieving students felt about writing when in Year 8
When we looked at the information collected during the student interviews on which subjects students liked best and least, and also thought they were good at in Year 8, we found that, in line with the results from our asTTle assessments and other data collected, students were less likely to mention liking writing as one of their favourite subjects (34%) than they were to mention mathematics (61%) and reading (48%). They were also less likely to say they were good at writing (24%), compared with mathematics (48%) and reading (33%). 

Not surprisingly, the students who were low achievers
 in writing were less likely than the high achieving students
 to mention writing as a subject they liked best (3 out of 21) or thought they were good at (2 out of 21) in Year 8. Seven of the 19 high achievers said they liked writing best, with the same number also considering that it was one of the subjects they were good at.

How high and low achieving students in writing felt about English at secondary school
As was the case with reading, once at secondary school students talked about English as a subject rather than writing specifically, as they had at primary school. In the following analyses we look at students’ achievement in writing compared with how they felt about English in Years 9 and 10. 

Being a high or low achiever in writing appeared to have little bearing on whether students mentioned English as one of the subjects they liked best early in Year 9. Similar proportions of low (9 out of 21) and high (8 out of 19) achieving students in writing said that English was one of the subjects they liked best. While slightly more low achieving students considered they were good at English than liked it, the proportion of high achieving students who thought they were good at English was the same as the proportion who mentioned liking it best. Only a few of the high (3 out of 19) and low (2 out of 21) achievers said they liked English least at the beginning of Year 9. 

Towards the end of Year 9, just under half (9 out of 19) of the high achieving students in writing said they liked English best, with slightly fewer telling us they felt they were good at it. In addition, a third of low achieving students (7 out of 21) said English was one of their best subjects, as well as one of the subjects they felt they were good at it. The lower achieving students were more likely, than in the previous phase, to now mention liking English least.

By early in Year 10, the proportion of high achieving students (10 out of 19) who said they liked English best was similar to that in Phase 2, but there was a slight increase in the number of low achieving students (10 out of 21). There was very little change from the previous phase in the proportions of low and high achieving students who liked English least and those who thought they were good at it. 

Summary of students’ views about writing and English
Information from our student interviews and the asTTle assessments shows a decreasing trend in students’ attitudes towards writing as they progressed through school, which is also in line with the results from other New Zealand studies such as Competent Children, Competent Learners and the National Education Monitoring Project. Students generally were less likely to mention writing as one of their favourite subjects in Year 8, with the low achievers less likely than the high achievers to mention it as a subject they liked or thought they were good at in Year 8. 

However, being a low achiever in writing did not appear to necessarily impact on the way these students felt about English as a subject at secondary school. A significant proportion of low achievers in writing said English was one of their ‘best liked’ subjects in Phases 2, 3, and 4 (43%, 33% and 48% respectively). They specifically mentioned that they had good teachers and that they enjoyed the activities and topics they were learning about. In Phase 2, over half of the low achieving students considered they were also good at English.

Summary of trends in students’ attitudes over the transition and beyond
Both national and international research indicates that students’ attitudes towards school and to particular subjects decrease as they progress through the school system. From our interviews with students, it was clear that students were much more positive about mathematics, reading and writing in Year 8 than they were in Years 9 and 10. Attitude data collected at the beginning of each asTTle assessment also show a general downward trend in students’ attitudes towards these subjects as they progress through school. 

Nevertheless, across all phases of the study, the majority of our students remained reasonably positive about going to school, saying that they ‘definitely’ enjoyed going to school most of the time or giving a ‘qualified yes’ answer. 
Although very few students at each phase indicated they did not like going to school, it is of note that they were primarily students achieving in the bottom achievement quartile in mathematics, reading or writing in Phase 4 (i.e. low achieving students), highlighting the particular ‘at risk’ status of these students.
Teachers clearly have an impact on how students feel about particular subjects and students acknowledged that they felt differently about their various teachers. Our findings are in line with those from the Competent Learners @ 16 study (Wylie at al, 2008), which found that students displayed different attitudes in their different classes. 

Students were less positive about their teachers at secondary school than they were about their teachers in Year 8. In saying that, students at secondary school were still much more positive than negative in their views about their teachers overall. 

Early in Year 9, the high achieving students were more likely than the low achieving students to be more discriminating about particular teachers, and their perceived strengths and weaknesses. This was especially the case for students who were high achievers in mathematics. 

In Year 8, it was the low achievers in mathematics and reading who were more likely than the high achievers to say that they liked their teachers very much. The high achieving students tended to be more forthright about what they liked, and did not like, about their Year 8 teachers, perhaps indicating they were not being as challenged as much as they would like and were impatient to move on to secondary school.

At secondary school, students were generally more positive about their English teachers than they were about their mathematics teachers. However, in Year 9, it was the high achievers in mathematics, reading and writing who were more likely than the low achievers in these subjects to describe their relationship with their mathematics and English teachers as excellent or good. This was also the case in Year 10 for the high achievers in reading and writing. 
One possible explanation for the low achieving students being less positive about their teachers at secondary school than they were about their Year 8 teacher may be that they were still finding it harder than other students to adjust to having different teachers for different subjects and, in particular, missing the more nurturing environment of primary school where they were likely to have had a more personal relationship with their teacher.
Despite being less positive about their relationship with their English teacher in Phase 3, the low achieving students in reading (in Phase 3) were more likely than the high achievers to say they enjoyed English as one of their favourite subjects, and also considered they were good at it. However, by early in Year 10 (Phase 4), the situation had reversed, with the high achievers in reading now more likely to say they liked English best, as well as considering themselves to be good at it. 

The Competent Children, Competent Learners research has identified enjoyment of reading as a key indicator of engagement in school and learning
. In Year 8, the majority of our students told us they enjoyed reading when they were not at school and although their overall attitudes to reading declined over the course of the study, around 40 percent of students in Years 9 and 10 were continuing to read for fun or interest on a very regular basis (either almost every day or around three to five days a week). But at the other end of the scale, it was of concern to see that around 10 percent of students scarcely read at all if not required to do so in the course of their schoolwork.
The extent of students’ engagement in their learning at secondary school is one important issue to emerge from this study. Our data
 indicate that students were often unhappy about certain aspects of what and how they were learning in class, which contributed to their lowered engagement in the classroom. There was also considerable evidence to show that disruptive/off-task behaviour in class (either their own and/or that of their classmates) was often a significant barrier to learning. Students’ behaviour in class may be one indication of how engaged they are in their learning or how well they are coping with it, with a subsequent likely impact on their levels of achievement. Although we have not discussed student behaviour in depth in this report it is nevertheless an important issue and will be covered more fully in the third report from the Transition Study: Easing the Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling: A Resource Document.
Chapter 7:
The Influence of Parental, Caregiver and Family Support
 on Students’ Achievement
Several studies from the United States of America have found a relationship between student achievement after the transition to secondary school and the level of parental support they received generally, as well as the level of parental involvement in their schooling (McGee et al, 2003). Alton-Lee (2003) also emphasises the importance of developing effective home–school relationships, focused on student learning, as a means of improving student outcomes. In the following chapter we will investigate some aspects of parental support further in light of the data collected from students, parents and teachers in our study. 

Specific aspects of parental input and support identified in the research literature as encouraging student success at school after transition are:

· having books in the home;

· having a quiet place to study;

· parents who have rules limiting television viewing;

· parents who discuss school with their children and frequently check their homework;

· parents who are involved with their child’s school through parent–teacher organisations;

· parents who monitor their child’s academic progress;

· parents who take an interest in their child’s social life;

· parents who have knowledge of the school system and who have the confidence to challenge the school and the teachers in the best interests of their child;
· the ability of parents to provide time, energy and resources to support their children at home and at school; and
· parents who encourage and support their child’s involvement in extra-curricular activities.

Findings reported earlier in this report have shown that low achieving students in the study were more likely to have fewer books in their homes and were less likely to say they enjoyed reading in their spare-time. The low achievers, particularly in reading and writing, were also more likely to indicate that watching television was a favourite spare time activity and, on average, watched more hours of television than the high achievers. 
To determine the level of parental support the students in our study received teachers were asked in Phases 1 and 3 about the contact they had had with students’ parents and whether they considered them to be supportive of their child and their schoolwork. In addition, students were asked a number of questions over the course of the study regarding the type and level of support they received from their parents in regard to their schoolwork and learning. Their parents were also asked for their views on the help and support they provided for their child. 
Teachers’ views on support provided for students
While teachers in Year 8 considered that the majority of students’ parents were either ‘supportive’ or ‘very supportive’ of their child’s schoolwork, the parents of the high achieving students were generally thought to be more supportive than the parents of the low achieving students. 
Teachers were more likely to rate the parents of the high achievers as ‘very supportive’ of their child’s schoolwork than they were for the parents of the low achievers. A few teachers of the low achievers also indicated that they did not know the students’ parents well enough to be able to comment on the level of support that these students received; however, no teachers of the high achievers gave this response. 
Around a third of teachers in Year 8 indicated that they had either almost no, or infrequent, contact with the parents of the students in their classes during the year. Teachers were least likely to have had frequent contact with the parents of the low achieving students.
Well over a third of the teachers surveyed in Year 9 also indicated having no contact with parents during the students’ first year at secondary school. Teachers were more likely to have had contact with the parents of the high achieving students through parent–teacher interviews and additional meetings than they were to have had contact with parents of the low achieving students.
As found a year earlier, Year 9 teachers were more likely to describe the parents of the high achievers as being ‘very supportive’ of their child than the parents of the low achievers.
One Year 8 teacher considered that the parents of one of the low achieving students in her class, Isaac
, were not at all supportive of him and provided very little input, if any, into his schoolwork. This teacher also indicated that she had had almost no contact with this student’s parents during the year. 
The short profile of Isaac which follows highlights how, when appropriate, ongoing parental support, such as identified by the literature, is not present, schools and teachers that take particular care to provide the right support and encouragement, in conjunction with appropriate agencies, can ensure that students from troubled home environments are able to make progress in their learning and development at school. 
Isaac’s case also emphasises the importance of the need for good communication between primary and secondary schools in terms of passing on and using relevant information about students. Another important message from this case is that sometimes schools may need to be proactive about contacting some students’ parents, even if it is to help them decide they may need to work around some parents rather than with them in the best interests of the student. 
Isaac
From our interviews with Isaac over the course of the study, as well as information received from his teachers, it was clear that Isaac had a difficult home life. 

Throughout most of the study, he lived with his father, mother, sister and two other relatives. His father was on a Sickness Benefit through Work and Income and his mother worked in a low-paid, factory job. Domestic violence and alcohol and drug abuse were commonplace at home. 

Isaac had a number of chores to do around the house. He had to clean, wash the dishes and look after his sick father and younger sister. He also was expected to take time off school to help the family move house. Unfortunately circumstances at home worsened for Isaac at the end of Year 9 and he moved out of the family home to live with his aunty. He appeared to be much more content with his new living arrangements when we interviewed him in Year 10. 

Earlier in the study, Isaac reported that there were very few resources at his parent’s home and he indicated that in his spare time he never or almost never used a computer, played electronic or video games, hung out with friends (he told us he was not allowed to do so), talked to friends on the phone or by text messaging, played sports for fun or participated in art, music or dance classes. To the statement ‘I do interesting things with my parents’, Isaac most often answered ‘not very often true’. 

Isaac’s teacher in Year 8 expressed concerns about his emotional well-being, which she felt caused him difficulties. At times she said Isaac could be aggressive towards other students while at other times he appeared to be sad and depressed, commenting that:

“This student has potential and skills in sports but home circumstances have led this child to think he has to be aggressive and tough in order not to be hurt.”

Isaac enjoyed playing most sports, particularly rugby, volleyball, basketball and softball when he had the chance. He also enjoyed playing the guitar and listening to music. 

Academically, Isaac struggled with mathematics, achieving in the bottom quartile of all students in the asTTle assessments we administered. His reading skills, however, were described by his Year 8 teacher as ‘average, but very good in some aspects’ and his writing skills were also considered to be ‘average’. Over the course of the study Isaac’s asTTle scores in reading and writing were towards the lower end of the middle half of all students.

We received conflicting information about the level of family support Isaac received. His Year 8 teacher considered Isaac’s parents to be not supportive at all of his schoolwork. This teacher had had no contact with his parents during his last year at primary school. His English teacher in Year 9 also said she had had no contact with his parents. But, in contrast, his form teacher in Years 9 and 10 said he had contacted Isaac’s parents a few times and felt they were supportive when he spoke to them. 

His parents also said they had been in contact with his teachers at secondary school
 through parent–teacher interviews and phone calls. They felt that Isaac was happy and getting on well at school. They also felt that he did not have any problems that made learning difficult for him and that his behaviour was ‘about average’. Early in Year 9, we asked parents whether they had worked with anyone at the school to sort out any problems their child might have been having. Isaac’s parents answered ‘no’ to this question, despite a special learning programme being developed for Isaac and his teachers enlisting the help of a social worker to work with him further. They also did not 
Isaac — continued
mention that Isaac was no longer living with them when they completed their parent questionnaire early in Year 10 and answered the questions as though there had been no major changes in Isaac’s life.

Accurate information about Isaac’s background was sent through from his primary school to the secondary school and his new school was able to closely monitor Isaac’s behaviour and attendance during his first term at secondary school. Early in Year 9, an individual programme of learning was developed for Isaac whereby his Year 9 form teacher worked closely with Isaac’s other teachers and his social worker to modify his behaviour and monitor his progress. Isaac responded well to this special attention. His English teacher commented that his social skills and behaviour had improved and that he had started to make some progress academically:
“Isaac is a strong and remarkably astute young man. He seems to have had a troubled history. But his transition to secondary school has been relatively smooth and [with the support that has been provided at school] he seems to have had no problems making the leap.”

By Year 10, Isaac’s form teacher felt he was getting on extremely well at school so far that year and described his academic progress as ‘above average’. He commented that:

“His teachers are impressed by his aptitude and his obvious enjoyment of learning.”

Students’ views on the support they received 

Over the course of the study students were asked a range of questions regarding the type and level of support they received from their parents, as well as aspects of their relationships with them.
Students’ views on their relationship with their family
The data in Table 11 show that despite diverse backgrounds and circumstances, students in general rated their relationships with their parents very positively over the course of the study. There was also a great deal of consistency in their responses over time for most of the aspects listed in Table 11. However, there were several exceptions, where considerably lower proportions of students in Phase 4, compared with Phase 1, answered that particular aspects of their relationship with their parents were always, or almost always true. 
Student opinion decreased most noticeably to the statements ‘My parents/caregivers know when I am upset about something’, ‘I can tell my parents/caregivers my problems and troubles’ and ‘I do interesting things with my parents and caregivers’. The relevant data have been highlighted in Table 11.
It would seem that although students felt there was dependability in fundamental aspects of their relationships with their parents — such as that their parents cared about them and would help them if they needed help — they were also signalling that changes were occurring in their relationships as they became more independent and/or were spending more time with their peers. 
Students’ responses indicated that their parents were less likely to ask them about what they had been doing at school once they were at secondary school. The proportion of students answering always or almost always true or usually true to the statement ‘My parents/caregivers ask about what I do at school’ dropped from 85 percent in Phase 1 to 77 percent in Phase 4. It is of interest to note that the students who were low achievers in mathematics were more likely than the high achievers in this subject area to tick the most positive option to this statement (i.e. always or almost always true). In contrast, the high achievers in reading were more likely than the lower achievers in reading to state that their parents always or almost always asked them about school. 
Table 11:
Students’ views on aspects of their relationship with their parents
	Aspect of relationship
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	
	Always or almost always true/Usually true

	I get along with my parents/caregivers
	94
	96
	91
	89

	My parents/caregivers praise me when I do well
	92
	93
	86
	95

	My parents/caregivers ask about what I do at school
	85
	82
	73
	77

	My parents/caregivers worry too much about what I do with my friends
	49
	47
	44
	43

	My parents/caregivers like my friends
	87
	79
	75
	78

	My parents/caregivers know when I am upset about something
	79
	68
	67
	55

	I can tell my parents/caregivers my problems and troubles
	72
	68
	58
	59

	My parents/caregivers trust me
	91
	88
	78
	86

	My parents/caregivers want to control whatever I do
	36
	32
	25
	28

	My parents/caregivers care about me
	98
	99
	97
	97

	My parents/caregivers understand me
	93
	86
	79
	84

	My parents/caregivers expect too much from me
	32
	34
	25
	25

	I do interesting things with my parents/caregivers
	74
	68
	58
	55

	I feel close to my family/whānau 
	94
	90
	87
	88

	My family/whānau asks me about school
	88
	87
	76
	77

	My parents/caregivers help me if I need help
	96
	95
	87
	88

	My parents/caregivers let me do what I like
	35
	38
	31
	29

	My family/whānau really help and support each other
	93
	89
	89
	88


Note:
To simplify presentation of the data, in this table we have combined the two response categories ‘Always or almost always true’ and ‘Usually true’. Although some of the detail is lost by doing this, it still provides a useful idea of overall trends in students’ responses regarding relationships with their parents/caregivers and family.
Students’ views on parental input with their homework

More than two-thirds of students in Phases 1 and 2 reported that their parents ‘always or almost always’ or ‘usually’ checked that they had completed their homework. However, this proportion dropped to 55 percent in Phase 3, but rose again to 61 percent in Phase 4. 
Interestingly, students in the lowest achievement quartile for one or more of mathematics, reading, and writing were more likely than the high achievers to indicate that their parents ‘always or almost always’ checked that they had done their homework.

Although the majority of students in Phases 1 and 2 indicated that their parents regularly checked they had completed their homework, at the other end of the scale, eight percent of students in Phase 1 reported that parents seldom or never did this. Corresponding figures for the subsequent three phases were 13 percent, 19 percent and 20 percent. Students who responded in this way were equally likely to be high or low achievers.
Student feedback about parents helping them with their homework ‘when required’ was mostly very positive, with 83, 89, 77 and 73 percent at respective phases saying that their parents usually or always helped them at such times. While a considerable number of low achieving students indicated positively in this manner, a much greater proportion of the high achieving students said their parents usually or always helped them with their homework when they needed it. In saying that, the frequency with which students required help varied considerably across individuals.
Over the course of the study, however, the proportion of students saying their parents seldom or never helped with their homework when they needed it rose from three percent in Phase 1 to 10 percent in Phase 4. The students to whom this situation applied tended to be predominately achieving in the lowest quartile or middle half of all students in mathematics, reading and writing.
Students’ participation in extra-curricular activities
As well as good family support and schools being responsive to the needs of individual students, students’ participation in extra-curricular activities, both at school and outside of school, has also been identified in the research literature as an important ingredient in improving student outcomes, especially in the case of low performing students. Parental support and encouragement (along with that of teachers) is often a key factor in students’ successful involvement in extra-curricular activities. 
For example, the Competent Children, Competent Learners study
 found that at age 14, students who were engaged in school were more likely to have supportive families and friends and to have interests outside of school. Conversely, those who showed signs of disengagement with school were more likely to feel pressured by their parents, alienated from their teachers, be involved in risky behaviour, and not have interests that engaged them outside of school. 
We found that the high achieving students in our study were generally more likely to take part in extra-curricular activities at primary and secondary school, particularly the high achievers in reading. They mentioned taking part in a variety of sports, language classes, the school production, musical groups, dance events and external mathematics and science competitions. 

Students in the lowest achievement quartile also participated in a variety of sports and cultural groups, as well as school productions and dance events, but to a lesser extent than the high achievers.

The high achievers were also more likely to take on special responsibilities at secondary school such as library or canteen duties, membership on student council, or captaining a sports team. 

When we asked about the types of things students did in their spare time, the high achieving students were again more likely to indicate being involved in more formalised out-of-school activities such as art, music or dance classes, competitive sports or youth groups (e.g. Scouts, Guides, or Air Training Corps). 

Two of our students, Marcus and Liam, who have been profiled in case studies earlier in this report (Chapters 4 and 6), provide examples of students who received a high level of parental support for their schooling, as well as for the extra-curricular activities they were involved in. 

Parents’ views on support provided for students
Point to note

•
Sixty parents in Phase 1, 55 in Phase 2, 59 in Phase 3 and 62 in Phase 4 returned completed questionnaires. The parents of the high achieving students were more likely than the parents of the low achieving students to send back completed questionnaires.

Parents’ involvement with students’ homework
In Year 8, and again early in Year 9, parents were asked whether they had helped their child with any of their homework. 
Just under half (49%) of the parents who responded in Year 8 and in Year 9 said that they provided help, but only occasionally. A fifth of parents in Phase 1 and a quarter in Phase 2 said they provided help ‘quite often’, with fewer numbers in each phase saying they provided help ‘frequently’. 

Fourteen percent in Phase 1 and 18 percent in Phase 2 said they never helped their child with their homework.

When asked about the ways in which they provided help, parents most often said they simply helped their child when they needed it (e.g. providing guidance on what they were required to do or giving them initial ideas and suggestions to get them started), providing feedback on their work and providing supervision, as well as encouragement. One parent was quite explicit about the help provided for their child:
“[I have] taken her to the library to take out books to help her understand particular subjects. I have sat with her and gone over examples to help her understand a problem she's having difficulty with. [I have] talked with her about how she feels about her homework. [I have] helped her find websites on the computer to help with project work.”
While a quarter of parents in Year 8 said they had no difficulty helping their child with their homework, 45 percent did indicate having difficulties with some of the homework given, especially in mathematics. A few parents commented that they felt that mathematics was taught differently from when they went to school and that they did not understand the ‘new methods’. 
One parent commented:
“My daughter did not agree with the way I used to arrive at the [maths] answer. She told me ‘that’s not how we did it’.”

The parents of the low achievers (around a third) were much more likely than the parents of the high achievers to indicate that they helped their child ’quite often’ or ‘frequently’ with their homework. Around two-thirds of parents of the high achievers said they only occasionally helped their child. 
One possible explanation for these findings is that the high achieving students knew what was required and were able to complete their homework without any assistance from their parents, unlike the low achieving students who perhaps needed more guidance and encouragement. We have already seen from the students’ responses that low achieving students were more likely to indicate that their parents always or almost always checked they had done their homework. However, it was the high achieving students who were more likely to indicate that their parents usually or always helped them with their homework when they needed it (albeit their help was often not required).
There was very little difference in the responses from the parents of the low and high achieving students to the question about whether parents found it difficult to help their child with any of their homework.

Some parents indicated that their child also received additional help with homework from brothers and sisters and other extended family members.
Parents’ views on the contact they had with their child’s teachers and school
In Phase 1 of the study, when the students were in Year 8, parents were asked to specify the types of contact they had mostly had with their child’s school during that year.
Around two-thirds of parents said that their main contact with the school had been through parent–teacher interviews. Almost a quarter also said they had done voluntary work at the school such as helping on field trips, working in the school canteen or library and helping with sports teams or cultural groups, having regular talks with teachers, and/or attending school meetings and functions.
There was little difference overall in the responses from the parents of the high and low achieving students to this question. In saying that, the parents of the high achievers in reading were just slightly more likely than the parents of the low achievers in reading to indicate attending parent–teacher interviews or attending other school meetings and functions. Also, the parents of the low achieving students in reading were slightly more likely to indicate having only irregular contact with their child’s school.
Parents were also asked to provide details of how often they had met or talked with their child’s teacher.
Although in Year 8 just over a quarter of parents indicated they had met or talked to the teacher fairly regularly, 43 percent said they had not been in contact very often. Almost a fifth also said they had hardly been in touch at all with the teacher. Nevertheless, a significant number of parents (63%) felt positive or very positive about the contact they had had with their child’s teacher, irrespective of how much contact they had had. We found there was very little difference in how often the parents of the low and high achieving students talked to their child’s teacher in Phase 1 of the study.
During the students’ first year at secondary school the majority of the parents who responded (85% in Phase 2 and 83% in Phase 3) reported having met or talked to their child’s teachers two to three times, or more frequently. At the end of Year 9 (Phase 3), just two parents indicated that they had had no contact at all. These parents cited work commitments and time as the main reasons for the lack of contact.
In Phase 4, almost two-thirds of parents said they had had contact with their child’s teachers, mainly through parent–teacher interviews and phone calls. The remaining parents who had had little or no contact were asked to comment further on why this was. The timing of the parent–teacher interviews was an issue for a few parents who were unable to attend due to other commitments, while others said they had no concerns about their child’s progress and therefore did not feel the need to get in touch with the school. 
The parents of the high achievers in Phases 2 and 4 were generally more likely to have had more frequent contact with their child’s teachers than the parents of the low achievers. However, there was very little difference in the reported level of contact between these two groups in Phase 3. 

Although most parents felt happy with the level of (formal) parent–teacher contact, a few parents said they would have liked to meet with the teachers more often, particularly once their child was at secondary school. They said they missed the more frequent interaction with the teacher they had experienced when their child was at primary school:

“The [parent–teacher] interviews are very quick and I’m always aware of other parents waiting. I am finding it more difficult to know what’s going on [now]. I miss not being able to see the teacher after school for a few minutes to quickly catch-up.”

In saying that, most parents felt they could get in touch with their child’s school if they were worried about anything.

Parents’ views on the support provided by teachers for their child 
At each phase of the study parents were asked to indicate how much support they felt their child’s teacher(s) gave them for their schoolwork. We asked parents this question partly to get an idea of how well informed they seemed to be about how their child was getting on at school.
Parents generally felt their child received better support from teachers at secondary school for their schoolwork than they did at primary school. 
The majority (81%) of parents were particularly positive about the support their child received during their first term at secondary school, indicating that they felt they received ‘fantastic’ or ‘mostly good’ support, compared with 55 percent of parents who answered the same way in Year 8. By the end of Year 9 and early in Year 10, although still positive, parents were less positive than they had been early in Year 9 (69% and 70% respectively).
Over the course of the study, parents of the low achieving students were slightly more likely than the parents of the high achievers to consider that their child was receiving ‘fantastic’ support from their teachers.

Parents’ interest in what happened at school

One of the ways in which parents can encourage and support their child’s learning is by taking an interest in what they do at school and asking them about what they have been enjoying and any problems or concerns.

In Phases 1, 2 and 4
 parents were asked to indicate how often they talked to their child about school. Around 70 percent of parents in each phase said they talked about school often. A further 25 percent in Phase 1, 20 percent in Phase 2, and 22 percent in Phase 4 indicated that they sometimes discussed what happened at school with their child.

Two parents in Phase 2 and three in Phase 4 said they never or almost never talked to their child about school. Two of these parents in Phase 4 said that their child just did not want to talk about school, while the third parent said they had no time to do so.

The main things that parents discussed about school with their child were activities and projects they were working on, their teachers, their friends and social interactions, school trips, particular subjects, sports, and test results.

At each phase of the study, the parents of the high achieving students were more likely than the parents of the low achieving students to say they talked to their child often about school. 

Summary of the support students received

In this chapter we have looked at aspects of the support students received for their schoolwork and more generally, taking into account the perspectives of students, their parents and their teachers.
Generally, the high achieving students were more likely to become involved in extra-curricular activities and were also more likely to take on special responsibilities at school such as library or canteen duties or being on the student council. The parents of the high achievers were more likely to be described as ‘very supportive’ of their children by teachers.

Over the course of the study, students generally rated their relationship with their family very positively. We found, however, that students’ families were less likely to ask them about what they had been doing at school once they were at secondary school. The parents of the high achievers were more likely than the parents of the low achievers to say they talked to their child often about school. 

In terms of support with their homework, the low achieving students were more likely to indicate that their parents always or almost always checked that they had done their homework. Their parents were also more likely to say that they helped their child ‘quite often’ or ‘frequently’ with their homework. In contrast, a greater proportion of high achieving students said their parents usually or always helped them with their homework if they needed it. 
The majority of the parents who participated in the study were positive about the support their child received at school and most felt happy with the level of parent–teacher contact they had had. A few parents, however, said they would have liked to meet their child’s teachers more often, particularly once their child was at secondary school. 
In Phases 2 and 4, we found that the parents of the high achievers were overall more likely than the parents of the low achievers to indicate they had had more frequent contact with their child’s teacher. Teachers were also more likely to mention having had contact with the parents of the high achieving students than with the parents of the low achieving students, through parent–teacher interviews and additional meetings. Teachers were more likely to mention having infrequent contact with the parents of the low achieving students.

It was not always easy, however, for parents to help with homework. Forty-five percent of parents in Year 8 said they had difficulties with some of the homework their child was given, particularly in mathematics. This perhaps has important implications for teachers to ensure that students fully understand what they are required to do for homework, as well as to provide parents with some practical tips on how best they can assist their child with their homework.
While in general the great majority of parents were supportive of their child in terms of their learning and development at school, or wished to be, they did not always necessarily know how best to provide support in practice or were restricted in their capacity to do so by work and other commitments. 
Chapter 8:
Views of Students, Teachers and Parents in Relation to Students’ Experiences at School and their Learning and Achievement
In the discussion that follows we will investigate what students thought about their own learning and achievement and of some of their experiences of school in Years 9 and 10, as well as looking at what parents and teachers thought about students’ learning and achievement. Finally, where possible, we will compare the views of students, parents and teachers to determine the extent to which their opinions appear to be similar or different and whether there are any differences evident for low and high achieving students. 

Students’ perceptions of school, learning and their achievement
At the various phases of the study, parents and teachers, as well as the students themselves, were asked a range of questions about student learning, including questions about progress in particular subjects and what seemed to impact most on learning
. Firstly we will discuss the students views.

What students thought about their own learning ability and achievement

Students generally had a higher perception of their overall learning ability than our asTTle results and their teachers’ assessments of them indicated. When we asked the students at the end of Year 8 whether they considered they were ‘good at learning’ the majority agreed that they were.
When we looked at students’ achievement results in mathematics by whether they were ‘good at learning’, we found that 89 percent of students in Year 8 considered they were good at learning, irrespective of their achievement levels. Just seven percent (N=6)
 of students in this phase felt they were not good at learning and four of these students were achieving in the bottom quartile in mathematics. Thirty percent (N=25) of our students overall were achieving in the bottom quartile in mathematics.
Similar patterns were also evident for reading and writing, with 92 percent of students in each case describing themselves as being good at learning.
 In our sample, 30 percent (N=26) of students in reading and 27 percent (N=21) in writing were achieving in the bottom quartile.
Only one of the five students who did not think they were good at learning was actually achieving in the lowest quartile for reading, with the same number (1 out of 5 students) also achieving in the lowest quartile for writing. 
Of the few students who felt they were not good at learning in Year 8, we found that it was the low achievers in mathematics, rather than in reading and writing, who were more likely to feel they were not good at learning. 

While it is important for students to have positive self-esteem and confidence in their ability, which most of our students appeared to have had in Year 8, at least in the context of the question we asked them, it is also essential for their learning and achievement to receive effective, specific, positive and responsive feedback.
 

Students’ views on aspects of learning in class
Getting used to the different ways in which the curriculum is organised and delivered at secondary school is just one of the challenges students face when they make the transition from primary to secondary schooling. Some research literature
 has found that any change in learning environment can lead to a decrease in students’ motivation and lowered achievement. We were interested in finding out what aspects of learning in class had changed the most for students as they moved from Year 8, to Year 9, and then into Year 10, and whether these changes appeared to affect particular groups of students more than others. 
At each phase of the study, students were presented with a list of statements on aspects of classroom learning and were asked to rate them using the scale ‘definitely true’, ‘mostly true’, ‘sometimes true, sometimes not true’, ‘mostly not true’, and ‘definitely not true’. Table 12 details students’ views on a selected number of the statements. Their responses over the four phases reflect the change in learning environment evident at secondary school where learning is more subject centred.

By the end of Year 9, students were less likely to consider that they did interesting or fun things in class, that they tried new or different things in class, or that they often went to the library to do research. 
They felt their teachers listened to, or used their ideas, less than they had in Year 8, were less likely to ask for their opinions and were also less likely to make sure that everyone understood. 
The data in Table 12 also indicate that students felt that students were less likely to help one another in class than they had been in Year 8 and that they were less able to talk and discuss things in class. 
However, by early in Year 10, students’ opinions on a number of these dimensions regarding learning in class improved, albeit slightly.
Table 12:
Students’ views on particular aspects of learning in class over the course of the study
	Aspect of learning in class
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	
	Definitely true/Mostly true

	The teacher listens to/uses our ideas
	90.2
	73.1
	60.0
	64.1

	The teacher makes sure everyone understands
	89.3
	87.5
	71.0
	76.1

	Students help each other
	83.9
	67.3
	59.0
	63.0

	We do interesting things in class
	79.5
	68.3
	54.0
	55.4

	We try new or different things
	77.7
	69.2
	57.0
	54.4

	We do a lot of talking/discussing in class
	77.7
	60.6
	52.0
	50.0

	The teacher asks for our opinions a lot
	75.9
	51.0
	47.0
	48.9

	We do lots of fun things as a class
	68.8
	59.6
	34.0
	41.3

	We often go to the library to do research
	65.2
	40.4
	26.0
	31.5


Note:
To simplify the presentation of data in this table we have combined the rating categories ‘Definitely true’ and ‘Mostly true’.
Students’ experiences of school in Years 9 and 10

Once at secondary school, students were also asked to rate a series of statements about how they were currently finding things at school compared with their experiences in the previous year (in Phases 2 and 3 students were comparing Year 9 with Year 8, whereas in Phase 4, they were comparing Year 10 with Year 9). 
Although students were originally asked to rate the statements using a five-point scale, for ease of reporting we have combined the two positive ratings of ‘totally agree’ and ‘agree’ and the two negative ratings of ‘disagree’ and ‘totally disagree’. Students’ responses to four of the statements are detailed in Table 13. 
After almost a term in Year 9, around two-thirds of all students ‘totally agreed’ or ‘agreed’ that the work at secondary school was more demanding or challenging than it had been in Year 8. However, by the time they reached Year 10 they were finding the work less demanding and challenging than it had been (later) in Year 9. They were also less likely in Year 10 to indicate that they found the work more interesting than they had the previous year. 

We will now look more closely at whether there were any differences in the responses of the low and high achieving students to the four statements detailed in Table 13.

Table 13:
Some of the students’ experiences of school in Years 9 and 10

	Students’ experiences of school
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	
	Totally agree/Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree/Totally disagree

	The work (this year) is more demanding or challenging (than last year)
	67.3
	66.0
	57.7
	28.8
	30.0
	35.9
	3.9
	2.0
	6.5

	The work is easier (this year compared to last year)
	18.3
	15.0
	12.0
	50.0
	43.0
	51.1
	30.8
	39.0
	34.7

	I am repeating work I did last year
	28.9
	32.0
	28.2
	46.2
	41.0
	42.4
	23.0
	25.0
	29.4

	The work is more interesting (this year)
	73.0
	65.0
	64.1
	19.2
	26.0
	30.4
	5.8
	6.0
	4.4


Note:
Percentages for each phase do not equal 100 percent as a result of missing data. To simply the presentation of data in this table we have combined the rating categories ‘totally agree’ and ‘agree’ and ‘disagree’ and ‘totally disagree’.
Whether students considered the work to be more demanding or challenging in Years 9 and 10
Towards the end of their first term in Year 9 the low achieving students were slightly more likely than the high achieving students to indicate that the work at secondary school was more demanding and challenging. However, by the end of Year 9, the high achieving students, particularly in mathematics and reading, were more likely to be finding the work more demanding or challenging. 
One possible explanation for these findings is that by the end of Year 9 the teachers of the high achieving students had determined the academic capability of these students and were now giving them harder work to extend them, whereas earlier in the year teachers may have been more likely to ‘go easy’ on the students as they settled in and until they (the teachers) had had a chance to establish what they were capable of.

Although by early in Year 10 the high achievers in mathematics and writing were still more likely than other students to consider that their work had become more demanding, the number of students overall who felt the work was more demanding had decreased. During this final phase of the study, the low achieving students in reading were slightly more likely to consider the work to be more demanding.

Whether students considered the work to be easier in Years 9 and 10
Less than a fifth of all students at the end of their first term in Year 9 felt that the work at secondary school was easier. It was the low achieving students, however, who were more likely than their high achieving counterparts to think that this was the case. None of the high achieving students in mathematics or reading, and only two students in writing, agreed that the work was easier when interviewed at this phase. In saying that, both the low and high achievers in mathematics and writing, and the high achievers in reading, were more likely to disagree than agree that the work was easier. 

However, by the end of Year 9 fewer low achieving students in mathematics and reading, but the same number in writing, now felt that the work was easier at secondary school. Two of the high achievers in each of mathematics, reading and writing also felt this way. 

While the low achievers in reading and writing were slightly more likely than the high achievers to disagree that the work was easier at this time (Phase 3), the high achievers in mathematics were also more likely to disagree. Over half of the high achievers in all three subjects ‘neither agreed nor disagreed’ that the work was easier. 

Early in Year 10, we found it was the high achievers, particularly in mathematics and reading, who were much more likely than the low achievers to ‘disagree’ that they found the work easier. As was the case at the same time the previous year, the low achievers in mathematics and reading were again more likely than the high achievers to think that the work was easier.

Whether students considered they were repeating work in Years 9 and 10
Student opinion was divided over whether they were repeating work they had done before. Although in Phases 2 and 3 students were slightly more likely to agree than disagree that they were repeating work covered in Year 8, by Phase 4 similar proportions agreed and disagreed about the extent to which they were repeating work from Year 9. 
In Years 9 and 10, we found it was the low achieving students in mathematics and reading who were more likely than the high achievers to consider they were repeating work they had already covered. And although in Phase 3 the high achievers in writing were more likely than the low achievers to consider they were repeating work, there were still a third of the low achieving students in writing who consistently indicated they felt they were repeating work at each of the phases. 

It is interesting to note that the low achieving students were generally more likely than the high achievers to consider they were repeating work they had already done and were also more likely to consider that the work was easier at secondary school. Much is written in the literature about quality teaching and the importance of having high expectation of students.
 One possible explanation for our findings could be that the teachers of the low achieving students made assumptions about the nature and extent of their prior knowledge and therefore perhaps had lower expectations of what they could achieve.

Whether students considered the work was more interesting in Years 9 and 10
At each of the phases, the low achieving students were more likely than the high achievers to consider that the work they were doing at secondary school was more interesting, although it is of concern that fewer low achieving students indicated they felt this way in Phase 4 compared with Phase 2. 
A contrasting finding was that there was an increase in the number of high achieving students in mathematics in Phase 4 who now considered that the work they were doing was more interesting than it had been the previous year. 
What students thought helped them to be a ‘good learner’
When we asked the students in Year 8, and again in Year 10, what they thought made them ‘good at learning’ they most often mentioned that it was when they listened well and paid attention in class, when they worked hard, or was because they had a good teacher. Smaller numbers of students also said that it was due to the help and encouragement they received from their parents or that their friends helped them to be good at learning.

Students were more likely in Year 8 than in Year 10 to mention factors such as attending a good school, knowing how to find out about things in the library or on the Internet, or simply being clever, as impacting positively on their learning. A few students also mentioned in Year 8 that having extra lessons or tuition helped them.
By early in Year 10, students were more articulate about what helped them to be a good learner and were now more likely to say that being interested in the topic or subject or having a good learning environment where there were no distractions helped them to be a good learner. 

What students thought made learning difficult for them
The few students who thought they were not good at learning when in Year 8 were asked to comment further on why they thought this was the case. The largest number of these students (N=5) said they just felt they were not very clever. Even smaller numbers gave one or more of the following explanations: that their friends had an impact on why they were not good at learning, that the work at school was too boring, that they did not try hard enough, that the teachers did not explain things very well or were not good at teaching, that the work was too hard, and/or that they simply could not be bothered doing their schoolwork, indicating that they were generally quite disaffected from their learning at school.

In Year 10, this question was worded a little differently and students were asked to think about situations when they found learning difficult and to consider what factors made it most difficult for them to learn. Students most often said that learning was difficult when they did not find the work interesting or relevant, when they felt their teacher was not good at teaching and did not explain things well, when the class environment was noisy or their friends distracted them, or when they were feeling tired, unwell or generally ‘out of sorts’. 
Whether students thought their teachers expected them to do well

Early in Year 10, when asked whether they thought their teachers usually expected them to do well in their studies, almost all students told us they thought their teachers did. 
The high achieving students most often mentioned that they felt their teachers expected them to do well because they were in one of the top ability classes
 and that their teachers would often tell them they should be doing well and achieving at a certain level. 
In contrast, the explanations provided by the low achievers tended to suggest that their teachers provided them with more general encouragement, telling them that they wanted them to do well and pass their assessments. 
Slightly fewer of each of the high and low achieving students mentioned that they knew their teachers expected them to do well because they made sure that students understood their work and were well prepared for any assessments or assignments. One student, who was a low achiever in reading, felt that her teachers expected her to do well because:
“……they think all kids have potential in life and need education to get there.”
How long students intended to stay on at school 

The majority of students in Phases 1, 3 and 4, irrespective of whether they were high or low achievers, said they intended to stay on at school until Year 13, with a number expressing their intention to go to university or undertake further training after finishing school. 
In Phase 1, four students told us that they would like to leave school as soon as they could. Three of these students had learning difficulties, according to their Year 8 teacher, which impacted on their achievement in particular subjects (one student was a low achiever in mathematics, reading and writing, while another was a low achiever in reading and writing), and on their overall enjoyment of school. 
However, when students were asked again in Year 10 how long they thought they would stay on at school, only one of the four students from Phase 1 (and in fact the only student who answered the question in this way at this point), Ethan
, indicated he wanted to leave as soon as possible:

“Just until I can leave, 16, I think. I don’t like school, it’s boring.”
Ethan
Ethan had physical, as well as emotional problems, which impacted on his classroom learning and social interactions. He had limited social skills and did not make friends very easily. 

His Year 8 teacher indicated that Ethan had particular learning difficulties in mathematics, reading and writing and felt he would continue to need remedial help in the future. She thought he would find the move to secondary school difficult as he was not well-organised and found it hard to stay focussed on his work. She also felt he would miss the more personalised attention he received at primary school.
It was obvious when we interviewed Ethan in Year 9 that he was not happy at secondary school. He was also not progressing well academically. His form teacher in Year 9 described his overall achievement as below average and although he indicated that Ethan had learning difficulties it was unclear what type of remedial support, if any, had been provided for him during his first year at secondary school. 

Unfortunately, things did not improve for Ethan the following year either. After almost a term in Year 10, his form teacher commented that he felt Ethan had lost ground, rather than made progress, and was falling further behind his peers.

Students’ future aspirations

The majority of students had ideas about the types of jobs they would like to do when they finished school and had completed further training, showing that they had some sense of the future. 
Over the course of the study students told us they would like to be involved in a wide range of occupations. A considerable number of students aspired to be sports professionals, primarily in either rugby or rugby league, but also in cricket, and in one case, sailing. Another group of students mentioned the following professions – becoming a doctor, lawyer, architect, teacher, nurse, accountant, physiotherapist, pilot or engineer – while yet another group aspired to a place in either the armed forces or the police force. Other career choices involved something in the arts, such as a singer, musician, actor, writer, animator, book illustrator, or photographer. For the remaining students, their choices ranged from working in the IT field, running their own business, taking up a trade, doing something in the field of science (including astronomy), working with animals (veterinarian, zookeeper, animal trainer), and entering the travel industry, including as an air hostess. 
By Phases 3 and 4 of the study, students appeared to be thinking more realistically about what they would like to do as a job in the future than they had during the first phase of the study when they were in Year 8. But although some students had ideas about their future, they didn’t necessarily link a particular occupation with the necessary steps for achieving such a goal. The high achieving students were often more realistic in the types of future occupations they aspired to, in terms of how they were achieving academically, than the low achieving students. A number of the low achieving students in Phase 4 (and also in earlier phases), for example, said they wanted to be doctors, accountants, architects, lawyers, engineers, pilots and teachers. 
Teachers’ perceptions of students’ learning and their achievement
What teachers thought about students’ learning ability and their achievement

We found that the Year 9 form teachers often did not see their students throughout the day, apart from at form times, and therefore, unless they also took them for one of their other subjects, they did not know how the students were achieving in specific subject areas. 

In Phase 3, the Year 9 form teachers were asked to describe students’ overall level of achievement in mathematics, reading and writing. Form teachers of the low achieving students were much more likely to be unsure of their overall achievement levels than the form teachers of the high achieving students. This was particularly the case for mathematics.

The form teachers of the high achieving students provided more accurate assessments of how the students were performing than the form teachers of the low achieving students. The form teachers of almost all of the high achieving students thought these students were achieving well or very well in mathematics, reading and writing at the end of Year 9. On the other hand, the form teachers of the low achieving students were more optimistic about their students than their actual achievement would suggest: for example, they were more likely to rate these students as achieving at an ‘average’ level or above rather than as achieving ‘not very well’ or ‘not very well at all’.

It could be suggested that, rather than knowing the students in their form classes well, the form teachers of the high achievers were instead simply making assumptions about their students’ achievement based on them being in high ability classes. However, when we looked at teachers’ responses to the question ‘How well do you feel you know this student?’, we found that the form teachers of the high achievers were far more likely than the form teachers of the low achievers to feel they knew their students well or very well, and that they considered the students to be open and easy to relate to. 
The form teachers of the low achievers, on the other hand, indicated that they did not know at least half of the students in their form class very well, despite the students being in their form class for most of the year. The teachers considered that these students were not easy to get to know.
How teachers described students’ overall progress at school
At each phase of the study, teachers provided a description of students’ overall progress during the year in relation to their own performance.
It can be seen in Table 14, that at all four phases of the study, teachers were much more likely to consider that students had made ‘very good’ rather than ‘excellent’ progress. 

Around 23 percent of Year 9 mathematics teachers and a very similar proportion of English teachers in Phase 3 indicated that their students had made only ‘a bit’ or ‘very little’ progress during the year.
Nine percent of Year 9 English teachers were unsure about the progress of students in their classes (Table 14). The teachers indicated they did not know these students very well yet and therefore were unable to comment on their progress as they had not been teaching them for very long, in most cases less than three months. 

Not surprisingly, the teachers of the high achieving students at both primary and secondary school were more likely to describe the overall progress of these students as ‘excellent’. This was particularly the case in Year 9 where mathematics teachers rated the progress of the majority of students in our top achievement quartile group as ‘excellent’ or ‘very good’, with the remaining students considered to have made ‘quite good’ progress. Overall, Year 8 teachers provided more favourable ratings of students’ progress than the teachers at secondary school.
Table 14: How teachers described students’ overall progress at school in Years 8, 9 and 10
	Student made….
	Phase 1
Year 8 
teacher
(N=110)
%
	Phase 2
Year 9 form teacher
(N=99)
%
	Phase 3
Year 9 English teacher
(N=89)
%
	Phase 3
Year 9 maths teacher
(N=86)
%
	Phase 3
Year 9 form teacher
(N=72)
%
	Phase 4
Year 10 form teacher
(N=84)
%

	Excellent progress
	8.2
	19.2
	5.6
	10.5
	12.5
	11.9

	Very good progress
	35.5
	26.3
	28.1
	24.4
	38.9
	34.5

	Quite good progress
	34.6
	42.4
	34.8
	41.9
	27.8
	47.6

	A bit of progress
	18.2
	7.1
	14.6
	15.1
	11.1
	2.4

	Very little progress
	2.7
	2.0
	7.9
	8.1
	2.8
	3.6

	Not sure
	–
	2.0
	9.0
	–
	5.6
	–

	Missing data
	0.9
	1.0
	–
	–
	1.4
	–

	Totals
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


How teachers described their relationship with students
Earlier in this report we looked at how students felt about their teachers at primary and secondary school. Teachers were also asked to comment on how well they felt they got on with their students. 

As shown in Table 15, Year 8 teachers were more likely than teachers at secondary school to describe their relationships with students as ‘excellent’. Students’ mathematics and English teachers in Year 9 were less positive about their relationships with students than their Year 8 teachers or form teachers in Years 9 and 10 were. 
The teachers of the high achieving students in Years 8, 9 and 10 were generally more likely than the teachers of the low achievers to describe their relationships with students as ‘excellent’.

Table 15:
How Year 8, 9 and 10 teachers described their relationship with students
	Relationship with student is….
	Phase 1
Year 8 teacher

(N=110)
%
	Phase 3
Year 9 English teacher
(N=89)
%
	Phase 3
Year 9 maths teacher
(N=86)
%
	Phase 3
Year 9 form teacher
(N=72)
%
	Phase 4
Year 10 form teacher
(N=84)
%

	Excellent
	52.7
	32.6
	25.6
	40.3
	47.6

	Good
	37.3
	40.4
	51.2
	45.8
	48.8

	OK
	6.4
	22.5
	18.6
	9.7
	2.4

	Not very good
	2.7
	4.5
	4.7
	1.4
	–

	Not good at all
	–
	–
	–
	1.4
	–

	Other
	–
	–
	–
	–
	–

	Missing data
	0.9
	–
	–
	1.4
	1.2

	Totals
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


Parents’ perceptions of their child’s learning and achievement
I have discussed the differing views of students and their teachers. Will now look at how parents viewed their child’s learning and achievement.
What parents thought about their child’s learning ability and their achievement

The majority of the parents who sent back completed questionnaires at each phase of the study
 indicated they were satisfied with the progress their child was making in Years 8, 9 and 10.

When we looked at how the parents of the low and high achieving students described the overall level of achievement of their child we found that the parents of the high achieving students were fairly accurate in their assessments of how well they thought their child was doing in Year 8. The majority of the parents of the high achievers thought their child was achieving well or very well in mathematics, reading and writing. 
Of concern was that a considerable number of the parents of the low achieving students also felt their child was doing well or very well in Year 8 and were satisfied with their progress. They told us that their assessments of their child’s learning ability were mostly based on their own knowledge and understanding of the child, as well as information provided by the child’s current class teacher, from school reports, and from teachers who had taught the child in previous years. 
Almost all of the parents of the low achieving students who responded felt that their view of their child’s ability would be the same as that of the school. However, in a number of cases the reality was quite the contrary, as evidenced by our asTTle results and the teachers’ assessments
. From the data we collected during Phase 1 of the study, however, it is difficult to determine why some parents held conflicting views of their child’s progress at school. It may be that teachers, for whatever reason, found it difficult to be honest with some parents about their child’s learning ability or progress, perhaps fearing they would be doing harm by presenting too negative a picture. If this is the case, we need to find ways to better support teachers so they are confident to provide accurate feedback to parents and also guidance for parents on how they can better assist their child to achieve well.
Their child’s future plans at school and beyond
In Phase 4, like the students themselves, the majority of parents (75%) felt their child would stay on at school until Year 13. A further 15 percent hoped their child would stay on until at least Year 12. But other parents (10%) were less specific, making comments such as:

“Until she gains enough qualifications to do what she wants to do as a career.”
The parents of the high achieving students were slightly more likely to indicate that their child would stay on at school until Year 13.
Parents were also asked in Phase 4 whether they thought their child would carry on with further education and training after leaving secondary school and, if so, what sort of education or training that would involve.

Almost all parents who responded said their child would carry on with further education after leaving school, although just over a fifth (21%) did not specify what type of education or training that might be. A small number of parents (5%) were unsure what their child would be doing. Only one parent expected that their child would be getting a job as soon as they finished school. 
Just under half (45%) of parents anticipated that their child would be going to university when they finished their schooling. They mentioned a variety of courses they thought their children would undertake, including architecture, law, veterinary science, sports medicine, engineering, computing and teaching. 
In contrast, several parents (12%) anticipated that their child would undertake a trade related course through a polytechnic, while others felt their child was still considering a number of different options.
In general, the parents of the high achieving students were slightly more likely to say their child would go to university. This particularly applied in the case of students who were high achievers in reading. 

We also asked parents what type of job they thought their child would like to do in the future. We found that the parents of the high achieving students, and in particular, of students who were high achievers in reading and writing, were more likely than the parents of the low achievers to know the types of occupations their child was interested in and to provide similar answers to this question as their child. In saying that, around two-thirds of parents of low achieving students were also aware of the sort of work their child would like to do in the future. 
Analysing the different perspectives of teachers and parents

Over the course of the study teachers and parents were asked a number of similar questions related to students’ ability, enabling us to compare their different views. In the following section, we look more closely at how teachers’ and parents’ perceptions of how students were progressing at school differed.
Teachers’ and parents’ views of the highest qualification students were likely to achieve in the future

Table 16 presents the data showing how Years 8 and 9 teachers, as well as parents when their child was in Year 8, responded when asked about the highest qualification they felt students were likely to achieve in the future.
Teachers were more likely than students’ parents to be of the opinion that, in the future, students would either gain no school qualifications or would achieve NCEA Level 1 qualifications only. As shown in Table 16, around a quarter of Year 9 mathematics teachers, 16 percent of Year 8 teachers and 12 percent of Year 9 English teachers felt this was the case, compared with just three percent of students’ parents.
Parents on the other hand were just as likely as the Year 8 teachers (38%) to think their child would achieve an undergraduate or postgraduate degree. 
There were also a number of both parents and teachers, however, who were unsure about the highest qualification students would achieve in the future. 

 Table 16:
Teachers’ and parents’ views of the highest qualification students were expected to achieve in the future

	Highest qualification student was expected to achieve
	Phase 1
Year 8 teachers

(N=110)
%
	Phase 3
Year 9 English teacher
(N=89)
%
	Phase 3
Year 9 maths teachers
(N=86)
%
	Phase 1
parents

(N=60)
%

	Postgraduate degree
	10.0
	9.0
	7.0
	11.7

	Undergraduate degree
	28.2
	19.1
	26.7
	26.7

	Tertiary diploma
	10.9
	9.0
	7.0
	5.0

	Trade Qualification
	8.2
	5.6
	10.5
	3.3

	NCEA Level 3
	3.6
	9.0
	2.3
	5.0

	NCEA Level 2 
	10.9
	14.6
	11.6
	–

	NCEA Level 1 
	10.0
	9.0
	15.1
	3.3

	None
	6.4
	3.4
	9.3
	–

	Don’t know/not sure
	10.0
	13.5
	5.8
	15.0

	Other comments
	0.9
	4.5
	2.3
	23.3

	Missing data
	0.9
	3.4
	2.3
	6.7

	Totals
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


Note:
‘Other comments’ included that it was too soon to specify the highest qualification the student was likely to achieve, that the student was capable of achieving any qualification they put their mind to or that it depended on the student’s attitude and the support they receive. 
We examined the data in Table 16 further by looking at whether there were differences in the ways in which the teachers and parents of high and low achieving students responded to the question about students’ future qualifications. 

Not surprisingly, the Year 8 teachers of the low achieving students were much more likely to consider that their students would not achieve any qualifications in the future or would achieve NCEA Level 1 qualifications only. These teachers were also more likely to indicate being unsure about the qualifications students would achieve. 
In contrast, the majority of the Year 8 teachers responding to this question in relation to the high achievers indicated that their students would achieve an undergraduate or postgraduate degree in the future.

There was very little difference in the opinions of the parents of the high and low achieving students generally. Parents of the low achievers in mathematics and writing were just as likely as the parents of the high achievers in these two areas to indicate that their child would complete an undergraduate or postgraduate degree. 
However, we did find that the parents of the high achievers in reading were slightly more likely than the parents of the low achievers in reading to indicate that their child would complete a degree qualification in the future; but interestingly, were also more likely to indicate being unsure of what qualifications their child would gain. 

The few parents (8%) who stated that their child would achieve NCEA Level 1 or Level 3 qualifications
, a trade qualification or a tertiary diploma were most likely to be the parents of low achieving students. 

How teachers and parents perceived students’ achievement 

In Tables 17 and 18 following we have combined the information from parents, Year 8 teachers, Year 9 form teachers and Year 9 mathematics and English teachers to investigate their views further. 
Table 17 shows parents’ and teachers’ perceptions of the achievement of the low achieving students in mathematics, reading and writing. 

Points to note

•
Teachers were asked to consider students’ achievement in relation to other students in their class. As some class streaming existed in the two participating secondary schools this is likely to have some bearing on the Year 9 mathematics and English teachers’ data, in particular for the high achieving students.
•
The parents of the high achieving students were more likely to return their questionnaires than the parents of the low achievers. 

•
Caution is needed when interpreting the results in Tables 17 and 18 as the number of respondents is small. However, in saying that, the data do provide valuable insights worthy of further investigation.
Class teachers in Year 8 were generally more likely than students’ parents to indicate that the low achieving students were achieving ‘below average’ or at a ‘very low’ level. No parents considered their child’s achievement was ‘very low’. 

While a number of parents did feel their child was achieving ‘below average’ in mathematics and reading, parents generally tended to be reasonably positive about their child’s achievement, with a greater number rating their achievement as ‘average, but very good in some aspects’ or ‘very good’. Just over half of the parents of low achievers in mathematics indicated in this way.
Similar proportions of Year 8 teachers and parents also rated students’ overall achievement as ‘average, but very good in some aspects’ or ‘very good’. 

Year 9 mathematics teachers were more conservative in their views of students’ achievement in Year 9 than their Year 8 teachers were. Although they did not rate any of their students as having ‘very good’ achievement they also did not consider that any students had ‘very low’ achievement. Year 9 English teachers, on the other hand, did rate some of their students’ achievement as ‘below average’ or ‘very low’. 
A significant proportion of the form teachers of the low achievers at the end of Year 9 felt they were unable to comment on students’ achievement because they did not know the students’ situation well enough. This was particularly the case for mathematics.
It is obvious from the information detailed in Table 17 that, despite being low achievers, teachers considered the overall achievement of some of these students, in relation to other students in the class, as ‘average’, ‘average, but very good in some aspects’ or ‘very good’.
The comments made by parents in the ‘other rating’ category included that they felt their child had not achieved as well as they could have done during the year, that their child was beginning to make improvements in particular subjects, that their child required further help if they were to improve, or that their child’s schoolwork had suffered because of out-of-school sports commitments. 

Table 17:
How the achievement of low achieving students was perceived by parents and teachers
	
	Phase 1
	Phase 3

	Achievement in mathematics
	Parent in Year 8
(N=15)
	Year 8 class teacher
(N=25)
	Year 9 form teacher
(N=18)
	Year 9 maths teacher
(N=20)

	Very good/excellent
	1
	4
	2
	–

	Average, but very good in some aspects
	7
	8
	2
	7

	Average/medium
	2
	5
	4
	7

	Below average
	3
	6
	2
	4

	Minimal/very low
	–
	2
	–
	–

	Other rating
	1
	–
	–
	–

	Not sure
	1
	–
	8
	–

	Missing
	–
	–
	–
	2

	Achievement in reading
	Parent in Year 8
(N=13)
	Year 8 class teacher
(N=24)
	Year 9 form teacher
(N=16)
	Year 9 English teacher
(N=22)

	Very good/excellent
	2
	2
	1
	3

	Average, but very good in some aspects
	3
	7
	1
	4

	Average/medium
	2
	8
	6
	8

	Below average
	4
	6
	3
	5

	Minimal/very low
	–
	1
	–
	2

	Other rating
	2
	–
	–
	–

	Not sure
	–
	–
	5
	–

	Achievement in writing
	Parent in Year 8
(N=11)
	Year 8 class teacher
(N=20)
	Year 9 form teacher
(N=14)
	Year 9 English teacher
(N=16)

	Very good/excellent
	3
	2
	1
	1

	Average, but very good in some aspects
	2
	4
	–
	6

	Average/medium
	3
	8
	6
	5

	Below average
	–
	5
	3
	2

	Minimal/very low
	–
	1
	–
	2

	Other rating
	3
	–
	–
	–

	Not sure
	–
	–
	3
	–

	Missing
	–
	–
	1
	–


Note:
Questionnaires were not returned by all parents and teachers. Therefore the totals in each column vary and are less than the total number of low and high achieving students analysed earlier in this report.

In contrast, Table 18 shows how parents and teachers, before and after the Year 8 to Year 9 transition, perceived the level of progress of students in the highest achievement quartile in mathematics, reading and writing. 
There was a much closer match between the views of the parents and teachers of the high achieving students, before and after transition, than there was for the parents and teachers of the low achieving students. The majority of parents and teachers described the achievement of the high achievers as ‘very good’ or ‘average, but very good in some aspects’. Respondents, however, were more likely to choose the most positive rating of ‘very good’ than they were to choose ‘average, but very good in some aspects’.
Year 9 form teachers appeared to know more about the achievement of the high achieving students in their class than the form teachers of the low achievers did. Just one form teacher of the high achieving students was unsure of their achievement in mathematics and English. 

Table 18:
How the achievement of the high achieving students was perceived by parents and teachers
	
	Phase 1
	Phase 3

	Achievement in mathematics
	Parent in Year 8

(N=16)
	Year 8 class teacher

(N=19)
	Year 9 form teacher

(N=16)
	Year 9 maths teacher

(N=18)

	Very good/excellent
	9
	13
	11
	9

	Average, but very good in some aspects
	5
	4
	2
	7

	Average/medium
	2
	2
	–
	2

	Below average
	–
	–
	–
	–

	Minimal/very low
	–
	–
	–
	–

	Not sure
	–
	–
	1
	–

	Missing
	–
	–
	2
	–

	Achievement in reading
	Parent in Year 8

(N=18)
	Year 8 class teacher

(N=21)
	Year 9 form teacher

(N=19)
	Year 9 English teacher

(N=20)

	Very good/excellent
	11
	13
	15
	15

	Average, but very good in some aspects
	2
	4
	2
	3

	Average/medium
	5
	3
	1
	2

	Slow/below average
	–
	1
	–
	–

	Minimal/very low
	–
	–
	–
	–

	Not sure
	–
	–
	1
	–

	Achievement in writing
	Parent in Year 8

(N=14)
	Year 8 class teacher

(N=19)
	Year 9 form teacher

(N=18)
	Year 9 English Teacher

(N=18)

	Very good/excellent
	7
	13
	15
	12

	Average, but very good in some aspects
	3
	4
	2
	4

	Average/medium
	2
	1
	1
	2

	Below average
	1
	1
	–
	–

	Minimal/very low
	–
	–
	–
	–

	Other rating
	1
	–
	–
	–


Note:
Questionnaires were not returned by all parents and teachers. Therefore the totals in each column vary and are less than the total number of low and high achieving students analysed earlier in this report.

Summary of the perceptions of students, teachers and parents 
Students generally had a higher perception of their own overall learning ability than our asTTle results and their teachers’ assessments of them indicated. In Year 9, around a quarter of mathematics and English teachers felt their students had made only ‘a bit’ or ‘very little’ progress during Year 9. 

Irrespective of whether they were high or low achievers, the majority of students in Phases 1, 3 and 4 said they intended to stay on at school until Year 13, with a number expressing their intention to go to university or undertake further training after finishing school. However, a number of teachers were of the opinion that, in the future, students would either gain no school qualifications or would achieve NCEA Level 1 qualifications only. 
We found that Year 8 teachers were more likely to describe their relationships with students as ‘excellent’ than the teachers at secondary school. The teachers of the high achieving students in Year 8, as well as in Years 9 and 10, however, were more likely overall to describe their relationship as ‘excellent’ than the teachers of the low achievers.

In many cases, form teachers at secondary school did not see their students throughout the day, apart from at form time, and often did not appear to know how their students were achieving in specific subject areas. The form teachers of the high achieving students in Year 9, however, appeared to know more about the achievement of these students in their particular subject classes than the form teachers of the students in the lowest achievement quartile. The form teachers of the low achieving students were more likely to be unsure of how the students were achieving and less likely to feel they knew these students well. 
By the end of Year 9, students in our study were less likely to consider they did interesting or fun things in class or tried new or different things. They also felt their teachers listened to, or used their ideas, less than they had in Year 8, were less likely to ask for their opinions and were also less likely to make sure that everyone understood what they were required to do.

Although a large number of students agreed that the work at secondary school was more demanding or challenging after a term in Year 9, by the time they reached Year 10 they were finding the work less so. They were also less likely in Year 10 to indicate that they found the work more interesting than they had the previous year.

Towards the end of their first term in Year 9, the low achieving students were slightly more likely than the high achieving students to indicate that the work at secondary school was more demanding or challenging. However, by the end of Year 9 the situation reversed, with the high achieving students now more likely to be finding the work more demanding or challenging.

The low achieving students were generally more likely than the high achievers to consider they were repeating work they had already done and, interestingly, were more likely to consider that the work at secondary school was easier.

There was a much closer match between the views of the parents and the teachers of the high achieving students, before and after the transition, than there was for the parents and the teachers of the low achieving students. The parents of the high achieving students were fairly accurate in their assessments of how well they thought their child was doing in Year 8, with the majority considering their child was achieving well or very well in mathematics, reading and writing. Of concern was that a considerable number of the parents of the low achieving students also felt their child was doing well or very well in Year 8 and were satisfied with their progress. Almost all of these parents felt that their view of their child’s ability would be the same as that of the school. 

Chapter 9:
Concluding Comments
In this report we have investigated what happens to students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing over the transition from primary to secondary schooling. We used the assessment tool, asTTle, to measure the changes in achievement in these three areas as students moved from Year 8 to Year 9, and then into Year 10. 
The transition from primary to secondary schooling is one of considerable change for students. A student’s ability to cope with the many changes inherent in this transition is likely to influence how they feel about school and how they progress and develop, academically, socially and emotionally.
The results from our study are in line with previous research around the transition from primary to secondary schooling reviewed by McGee et al (2003). 

We found that over the transition average student achievement in mathematics dropped, while in reading and writing it tended to plateau. There was also greater variability in students’ mathematics and writing scores over the four phases of the study than there was in their reading scores. Although average student achievement improved in all three subjects by the end of their first year at secondary school there was a second drop in students’ mathematics scores as they moved from Year 9 into Year 10, although to a lesser extent than a year earlier.
While the asTTle results from this study show good achievement gains for most students by the end of Year 9, there is need for concern about some students’ learning and achievement, particularly those students who were achieving in the bottom quartile in mathematics. We found that the gap between the high and low achieving students in mathematics widened once students were at secondary school, and between Phases 3 and 4 students in the bottom quartile showed the lowest rate of progress. In contrast, students in the top quartile had a higher rate of progress in mathematics than other students between Phases 2 and 3.
The information collected over the course of this study reinforces the importance of having good foundations in mathematics, reading and writing. Although most students’ achievement scores fluctuated over the four phases of the study, we found that around half of the students who were in the bottom quartile in either mathematics, reading or writing in Year 10 had also been achieving in the bottom quartile in Year 8. Similarly, two-thirds of the students achieving in the top quartile in mathematics and reading in Year 10, and half of the students in writing, had also been high achievers in Year 8. 
Furthermore, around half of the high achieving students in mathematics or reading consistently achieved in the top quartile across all four phases of the study. 
Reading appeared to be a particular issue for the Pasifika students in our sample who were over represented in the bottom quartile for reading. By comparison, three-quarters of the students who were achieving in the top quartile for reading were New Zealand European/Pakeha. We also found that Pasifika students were slightly more likely to be in the bottom quartile for mathematics than other ethnic groups and were not represented at all in the top quartile for this subject. 
The extent of students’ engagement in their learning at secondary school is one important issue to emerge from this study. Information gathered indicates that students’ enjoyment of, and engagement in, learning deteriorates as they move through the school system. Curriculum, pedagogy, relationships with teachers and other students, as well as student self-efficacy all influence how students feel about school and ultimately how well they progress. Our data indicate that students were often unhappy about certain aspects of what and how they were learning in class, which contributed to their lowered engagement in the classroom.

Despite the students in our study having fairly positive attitudes towards mathematics, reading and writing there was a downward trend in their attitudes towards all three subjects as they progressed through school. Students, however, were more positive about reading than they were about mathematics and writing at each phase of the study.

While a significant number of the low achieving students in mathematics said that mathematics was one of the subjects they liked best in Phase 1, the proportion of those mentioning mathematics as a best liked subject decreased in each phase. 

In contrast, the high achieving students’ liking of mathematics fluctuated from Phase 1 to Phase 4, dropping as they transitioned from Year 8 to Year 9, increasing by the end of Year 9, only to drop again early in Year 10. Although at different phases of the study a number of the high achievers said that mathematics was one of their least favourite subjects, they nevertheless understood the general concepts and principles of mathematics and were more likely than others to consider they were good at this subject. 

Teachers play a major role in how students feel about particular subjects. Students often have quite different feelings about their various teachers, which has a consequent effect on how engaged they feel in their classes. Students told us that they felt more engaged and enjoyed their classes more when they felt their teachers listened to what they had to say and helped them to understand new concepts by clearly explaining things, when they taught them new things and had the ability to make boring things seem interesting, and when they were able to inject a sense of humour into their teaching and interactions with students. The challenge for teachers is to find ways to encourage, maintain and foster a positive attitude towards learning so all students remain engaged at school.
It is evident that form teachers at secondary school often do not know the students in their form classes particularly well for some time after their transition to secondary school, especially if they only see them at form time and do not take them for any of their subjects. There may therefore be benefit in form teachers also teaching students for one of their core subjects in Year 9, as this would enable them to get to know their students better and look out for students who are potentially ‘at risk’. It is important too for schools and teachers to be aware of any out-of-school factors which may affect students’ learning and achievement (i.e. family issues such as bereavement, sickness or divorce), as these can impact on a student’s well-being and their ability to concentrate and learn. 
Interestingly, we found that the Year 9 form teachers of the students who we grouped as high achievers were able to provide more accurate assessments of how the students in their form classes were performing when compared with the form teachers of the low achieving students. Form teachers were more likely to describe the high achieving students as open and easy to relate to.

The form teachers of the low achievers, on the other hand, were more likely than those of the high achievers to be unsure of how their students were actually achieving, particularly when it came to rating students’ ability in mathematics. They indicated that they did not know at least half of the low achieving students in their form class very well and felt these students were not easy to get to know.
The teachers of the high achieving students in Years 8, 9 and 10 were also generally more likely than the teachers of the low achievers to describe their relationship with students as ‘excellent’.

Ensuring the work at school is targeted at the right level for each student’s ability and prior achievement can be a challenge for teachers. Although early in Year 9 the low achieving students were slightly more likely to find the work at secondary school more demanding or challenging, by the end of Year 9 and early in Year 10 it was the high achievers who were generally more likely to say they found the work more demanding or challenging. 
It was also found that the low achievers in mathematics and reading were more likely than the high achievers to consider they were repeating work they had already done in Year 9 and again in Year 10. 

We found that a number of parents in the study felt their children were achieving well in particular subjects and doing well at school generally when in reality they were among the lowest achieving students. This raises questions around whether parents are receiving accurate information from schools about their children’s progress or whether they simply do not accept what teachers are telling them. 

The low achieving students in all three subjects were generally least likely to say they had many books in their homes and were less likely to say they enjoyed reading in their spare time. Students in the lowest achievement quartile for reading and writing were also more likely to indicate watching television as something they mostly did in their spare time and, on average, these students watched more hours of television than the high achievers. Interestingly, though, similar proportions of low and high achieving students in mathematics said they mostly watched television in their spare time and there was very little difference evident in the hours each of these groups of students watched television.

In this report we have focussed on students’ achievement in mathematics, reading and writing only. Success at school, and indeed how well students make the transition from primary to secondary schooling, however, cannot simply be measured by students’ achievement in these three areas. Achievement in other areas such as sports, performing arts and option subjects need to be acknowledged and encouraged, as do aspects of their social development such as relating to others, self-management and being actively involved in communities
. 

School transition strategies are important to help ease the transition to secondary school for students but often these strategies simply deal with the more immediate aspects of the transition, such as familiarising students with their new school environment. Our analyses of students’ achievement over the transition has revealed a number of issues which need to be addressed within secondary schools if particular groups of students, in particular low achieving students, are to make a successful transition and remain engaged in their learning at secondary school. To conclude, these issues are well reflected in the review of the transition literature by McGee et al (2003):
“Attention needs to be given to discontinuities in teaching approaches; the gap between pupils’ expectations of secondary school and the reality; helping teachers develop strategies for helping students manage their own learning; giving pupils the opportunity to ask things they do not understand, particularly relating to classroom learning and the expectations of new teachers; and flexible learning/teaching, which takes account of differences in pupils’ preferred learning styles.” (p. 9)
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Mathematics achievement of eight students continually improved over all phases.





The mathematics achievement for students in the bottom quartile is of particular concern.





Form teachers of low achieving students were less likely to feel they knew these students well than form teachers of high achieving students.





“I like English. [It’s] not just reading comprehension. It’s more the type of English I like – studying an author or book, reading and writing poetry. More in-depth stuff.”�(Year 9 girl)





“When you like the teacher the subject is not an effort. I hated maths last year because I didn’t like the teacher. This year, I really like maths because I really like the teacher.”


(Year 9 Girl)








By the end of Year 9 average  student achievement had improved  markedly compared to earlier in the year.





Exhibit 1: Curriculum level selection





High achieving students were more realistic in the types of future occupations they aspired to, in terms of how they were achieving academically, than the low achieving students.








Students generally had a much higher perception of their overall learning ability than our asTTle results and their teachers’ assessments of them indicated.





High achieving students were more likely to become involved in extra-curricular activities. 





Teachers were more likely than parents to predict that some students would achieve minimal, if any, formal qualifications in the future.





A considerable number of the parents of the low achieving students felt their child was doing well or very well in Year 8 and were satisfied with their progress.





Year 8 teachers were more likely to describe their relationships with students as ‘excellent’ than teachers at secondary school.





Students were much more positive about mathematics, reading and writing in Year 8 than they were in Years 9 and 10.





Confirming results from other studies, information from our student interviews and asTTle assessments show a trend for students’ attitudes towards writing to become increasingly negative as they progressed through school.





Compared to mathematics and reading, students were much less likely to mention that they liked writing or were good at it.





On the whole, students showed more stable attitudes towards reading/English over time than they did about mathematics.








Students’ comments about reading in their spare time were consistent with their asTTle attitude results and other research, such as NEMP.








High achieving students tended to discriminate more between teachers.





Some of the high achieving students had ‘outgrown’ primary school and were ready to move on to secondary school.








Very little New Zealand research has been carried out that links the transition to secondary schooling to school achievement.





There is often a decline in students’ achievement following transition.





Previous studies have found the enjoyment of reading to be a key indicator of students’ competency levels and engagement in learning.





“I get bored at home. I never want to stay home even if I’m sick. It’s good meeting with friends and I enjoy some of my subjects.”�(Year 9 boy)





“I love it [being at secondary school]. I was scared to come here at first but then I didn’t see the point in being scared. ‘Cos there’s so much to do and to learn and stuff.” �(Year 9 boy)





Eight primary and intermediate schools took part in Phase 1 of the study.





AsTTle enabled us to measure changes in students’ achievement over time.








Average student achievement in mathematics declined from Year 8 to Year 9 and plateaued in reading and writing.





Information was collected at four time points over 18 months.








Higher achieving students generally had slightly more positive attitudes towards mathematics and reading than the lower achieving students.





Despite students having reasonably high attitudes towards all three subjects in Year 8 their attitudes generally decreased as they progressed through secondary school.








As was the case in mathematics, the high achieving students in reading were more consistent in their achievement across the phases than other students.





Students in the top quartile for mathematics seemed to have more consistent patterns of achievement than other students.





Nine students were consistently in the bottom quartile when they were assessed at each of the four phases.





Students have been broadly categorised as low, middle or high achievers based on their Phase 4 (Year 10) asTTle scores.








There was considerable variation in writing scores over the course of the study.





Fourteen individual achievement patterns in reading were identified.





No students were consistently in the bottom quartile for mathematics, reading and writing across all phases.





Students in our study seemed to progress at much the same rate as the students in the national asTTle dataset in mathematics and writing.





National asTTle data highlight students’ writing ability as an issue of concern.








Research indicates there is a decline in students’ attitudes towards particular subjects as they progress through school.








By the end of Year 9 the high achievers were finding the work at secondary school more demanding or challenging.





High achieving students in reading typically had more books in their homes and read more for fun or interest.





The majority of students in Year 8 said they enjoyed reading.





The proportion of low achievers who liked mathematics best progressively decreased at each phase.








The national asTTle dataset found that students, on average, were performing within curriculum Level 3 on entry to secondary school.





Students liked mathematics more at primary school than they did at secondary school.





High achievers were aware mathematics was a subject they were good at, despite often saying they liked it least.











A widening in the range of students’ mathematics scores was evident at secondary school.





Despite earlier variations, once they were in Year 10, similar proportions of high and low achievers in mathematics, reading and writing were positive about their teachers.





High achieving students were more likely to read in their spare time.





Pasifika students were over-represented in the bottom quartile for reading.





There was greater variability in individual students’ mathematics and writing achievement than in their reading achievement.





The majority of students improved in reading once at secondary school, repeating the overall trend in the asTTle national dataset.





A widening in the range of students’ mathematics scores was evident at secondary school.








One of the aims of the study was to monitor how the transition to secondary schooling impacts on student achievement.





 “Probably the teachers. Also the environment that you’re in. When everyone’s not talking and yelling over one another. And what you’re learning about. You can focus more when the work is interesting.”


(Year 10 girl)





“[Writing] gives me sore fingers. I’d rather be doing other things”. �(Year 9 boy)








Students were more positive about their English teachers than they were about their mathematics teachers.





The parents of the high achievers were more likely to say they talked to their child often about school.





The majority of parents were particularly positive about the support their child received during their first term at secondary school.





Teachers were more likely to rate parents of the high achieving students as ‘very supportive’ of their child’s schoolwork.





Students generally rated their relationship with their family very positively over the course of the study.





Once at secondary school, students’ parents were less likely to ask them about what happened at school.





Low achieving students were more likely to indicate that their parents always or usually always checked that they had done their homework.





A greater proportion of high achieving students said their parents usually or always helped them with their homework when they needed it.





A large proportion of parents had difficulties with some of the homework their Year 8 child was given, particularly in mathematics.





The parents of the low achievers were more likely to indicate that they helped their child ’quite often’ or ‘frequently’ with their homework.





Parents’ main form of contact with their child’s school was through parent–teacher interviews.





The parents of the high achievers in Phases 2 and 4 were generally more likely to have had more frequent contact with their child’s teachers.





Teachers were more likely to have had contact with the parents of the high achieving students through parent-teacher interviews and additional meetings.






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































“I get bored very easily when I write it’s hard for me to do descriptive stuff. I run out of steam and inspiration.�(Year 9 boy)
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