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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 Emily provides a very detailed insight into how one student experienced transition and how she compared with a sample of students. It reveals the complexity of transition and will open the way for further work. The report – even though exploratory – has provided results that have implications for school-based policies and practices. 

Professor Clive McGee

Report Outline

This report is one of three on the study Students’ Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling. Details of the other two reports are given on page 6.

The purpose of the 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. It was also to identify ways in which to make this transition smoother for students, with the ultimate aim of contributing to enhanced experiences and increased successes for students in the classroom and at school generally. 

Fieldwork for the study was carried out over an 18-month period, from October 2003 to April 2005.

As the title suggests, the core of this report documents the experiences of ‘Emily’, one of our participating students, throughout the transition process. The report is divided into four parts. 

Part I begins by setting out the nature, purpose and scope of the report, followed by a brief description of how it links to the other two reports in the series. It also includes suggestions for using the report.
· Go to page 7 for the ‘Using this Report’ section.

Part II contains an overview of the primary to secondary schooling transition study as a whole, as context for Emily’s story.

· Go to page12 for details about the transition study.

It further contains summary details about Emily, plus a brief description of ‘Luke’, portions of whose story are included to complement that of Emily’s.

· Go to page 20 (Emily) or page 23 (Luke).

Part III has a primary focus on Emily. Each of its eleven chapters (Chapters Three to Thirteen) covers different aspects of her story, with a particular emphasis on the 18 month period of the study during which she progressed from her final year at primary school to Years 9 and 10 at secondary school. 

Short pieces about Luke are also inserted into each of the chapters in Part III, as are portions of the data on the more than one hundred students who participated in the transition study. The references to other students are intended to show where, how, or if their experiences and views differed from those of Emily. 

· Go to page 28 to commence reading full coverage of ‘Emily’s Story’, and to page 29 for the first set of summary data about ‘All Students’.

Part IV comprises a discussion of what the information presented in previous chapters tells us, with reference to the transition study’s research objectives. The discussion incorporates data from Emily’s story, but in contrast to Part III, now has a greater overall emphasis on data relating to all participating students.

·  Go to page 240 following, for presentation of key findings and accompanying discussion.

A very brief summary of the findings of the study, as presented in this report, is provided overleaf.

Other data, for example, detailed analyses of students’ achievement throughout the transition process, are presented in the two further reports on the study.

· Go to page 6 for details about these reports.
Highlight Findings
· The primary to secondary schooling (Year 8–9) transition is not the ‘disaster’ that is often feared.

· Most students quite quickly adapted to the more immediate changes inherent in a move from primary to secondary school, such as finding their way around in a new school, moving classes, and becoming familiar with different rules and routines.

Also, by the end of their first year at secondary school:

−
overall, Year 9 students reported many positive experiences at school;
−
in the majority of cases, students’ test results — we used Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning, known as asTTle — revealed sound or good achievement gains, despite the significant dip in mathematics scores and a levelling off in reading and writing recorded shortly after the transition; 

−
few students expressed a desire to ‘go back to how things were’ at primary or intermediate school.

· But, at the same time, the Year 8 to Year 9 transition does represent a time of significant, deeper-level change for students that is generally ‘unsettling’.

· It became evident too over the course of the study that while the Year 8 to Year 9 transition seemed to be commonly thought of as a particular ‘event’, it should more appropriately be regarded as a ‘process’, requiring students to make ongoing adjustments over quite some time.

· Other important findings include that for an important minority of students, the Year 8 to Year 9 transition is a particularly challenging time, academically and/or socially, and exacerbated in some cases by emotional issues or difficult home circumstances. Without appropriate support, at least some of these students are likely to be at particular risk of dropping out of the education system, and of achieving few or no qualifications.

· And for students overall, while they reported many positive or enjoyable aspects of their schooling experiences ‘post-transition’, just as they did prior to the transition, there is a need for concern about the evidence which showed that students became less positive about their subjects at school over time, and less engaged in aspects of teaching and learning at school, supporting the findings of other national and international studies.

· Feedback from students at all phases of the study provided important insights about what may help keep students engaged in their schooling, suggesting amongst other things a greater need for a student perspective to be taken into account, and at an early stage.

The account of Emily’s experiences before, during and at two points following the Year 8 to Year 9 transition event, given in this report, illustrates much of ‘how it was’ for the majority of students in the study who made a good overall transition. But the ups and downs she experienced also provide important insights into the difficulties that students in general can encounter during their schooling and suggest what may need to be taken into account in order to solve those difficulties. 

The data relating to all participating students throughout the report show the basis from which we derived the main themes and ‘key implications’ of the study findings that are presented.  
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PART I: INTRODUCTION

Chapter One:
Explaining the Reporting Process for the Transition Study and Suggestions for Using the Report

This chapter describes the scope and structure of the report, and explains how the particular ‘style’ of this research report came about, and why the student focused on in Part III was selected. 

To help readers get the best out of the information provided and so that they will not, it is hoped, be too daunted by the size of the volume, some suggestions for using the report have also been provided.

The Nature, Purpose and Scope of the Report

This report is part of a series. Each of the three ‘stand-alone’
 reports in the series focuses on different aspects of the data collected for a semi-longitudinal Ministry of Education study that followed a group of students as they made the transition from primary to secondary schooling.
 

In order to help inform decision-making and professional practice regarding the Year 8 to Year 9 transition in particular, the report series has set out to portray students’ experiences as they are about to complete their primary schooling (Year 8), as they adjust to their first year at secondary school (Year 9), and then as they prepare for and settle into Year 10. It is also to illustrate how students develop or change during this period of their schooling, especially with regard to their learning and engagement at school.

While the present report has as its basis a study of ‘Emily’, it makes regular reference to data for the 100 or so other students who took part in the study. In addition, as a more in-depth complement to ‘Emily’s story’, extracts about a student we are calling ‘Luke’
 are inserted from time to time. 

The report contains information about the factors that can facilitate or hinder student learning and achievement. Amongst other things, it discusses the nature and extent of student friendship networks; student attitudes towards subjects being studied; behaviour in class; and engagement with the wider life of the school. As well, there is discussion of: student views of, and relationships with, teachers; home interests and activities; nature and extent of family support and involvement; important life events; future goals; and salient other individual student characteristics.

As well as presenting data on students’ experiences from their own perspective, information provided by parents and teachers is included where appropriate, to indicate how, where and why the views and perspectives of students, parents, and teachers may differ. 

Development of the Report 

We were keen from the outset of the study to ensure a strong emphasis on ‘student voices’, both in the data we collected and in the reporting process. In our early planning for the study it was envisaged that our final report would, as is customary, primarily focus on presenting group data. However, as the study incorporates four data collection phases, each producing a complex layer of information about participating students, it became increasingly apparent that presenting this wealth of information in an accessible way and as concisely as possible, without losing the richness of what the students and their parents and teachers were telling us, was going to present a considerable challenge. 

As a step towards dealing with this challenge, we did a test run of how well all the information we had gathered on or about students ‘hung together’, by collating everything we had on just one of the participating students. We began by sorting the data according to the questions asked at various stages of the study so that we could see, for example, how responses to the same question may have changed over time. 

We then sorted different sets of data into sections, beginning with background details about the student, moving on to (amongst other things) the student’s views and experiences of school and learning, and ending with a compilation of the data relating to achievement. Where relevant, information from parents and teachers was added in, so that we could then readily see what the student’s parents or teachers had said to an equivalent, or parallel, question. 

As this process developed it occurred to us that what was emerging was both an interesting, real-life account of a student’s experiences and views about the primary to secondary transition and about school generally, and a very good basis from which to think about and analyse what it was like, within the context of the study, for all of the other participating students. 

We therefore conceived the idea that rather than a focus on reporting group data we would instead produce a document that retained an in-depth focus on ‘one student’, while at the same time bringing in portions of group data to show how overall response trends were the same or different from those of the focus student. 

This concept fits with the thinking and practice of other researchers. For example, Robert K. Yin, in his publication on research methods
, discusses a situation where ‘the purpose of a case study may be to portray an “ideal type” [p.143]. While we do not wish or intend to present our focus student as an ‘ideal case’, there is a parallel between what Yin refers to and the present situation: that is, our desire and intent to present a study of a student whose story, rather than individual identity, sparks thinking and debate about what it is like for students in general, shortly before, during, and at two points after the primary to secondary schooling transition.

We believe that the approach we have taken in the present report is able to highlight many of the important themes from the study in a quite accessible way, without compromising breadth or depth or distorting key messages from the overall data. 

Selecting the Case Study Student

The student we call ‘Emily’ was chosen to be our case study student because she had an easy ability — most of the time — to put into words what she wanted to say, enjoyed taking part in the study, and seemed to be a very good representative of the broad, ‘middle group’ of students in our study. That is, she was a student who mixed with a wide range of other students, including those who, while they often had views and experiences in common with Emily, did not always find it very easy to put their thoughts into words, especially in an interview situation, making ‘Emily’ a good ‘spokesperson’ on their behalf. 

Also, while Emily’s experiences and views of the transition and of school generally were mostly very positive, as they were for many other participants, she had ups and downs which serve as important insights into some of the difficulties experienced by other students, and provide indicators of where schools, policymakers, and others may need to focus the ‘where to from here’ thinking and practice, in terms of the primary to secondary transition and in relation to such matters as ongoing student engagement.

Student Anonymity

‘Emily’ is not our focus student’s real name, nor is it the name of any other student in the study. As well as the name change, we have altered certain identifying details about ‘Emily’ in the interests of preserving anonymity, as promised from the outset of the study. For the same reason, a number of verbatim quotes attributed to Emily came from other student participants who had made the same point, expressed the same ideas, or talked about a very similar experience, albeit in slightly different words. Therefore, the story as presented is to some extent that of a ‘composite student’.
However, as we felt it essential to present a ‘real story’, firmly based on the information we collected through our research, in all other ways ‘Emily’s story’ is authentic, accurately reflecting, for instance, how her stated views about different subjects changed over time, and how she viewed her relationships with teachers and others at school.
We are confident that the story as given will not enable the reader to link it to a definite individual. We have ‘disguised’ the story for two reasons. As stated above, the first of these reasons was to honour our undertaking that individual participants would remain anonymous. The second reason relates to Yin’s discussion about the use of case studies to portray an ‘ideal type’ (see earlier in this section): he maintains that this is a situation where it is necessary to preserve anonymity of the individual in order to ensure that that person’s story facilitates insights regarding the thinking, feelings, and experiences of a wider group over a specified period, rather than simply conveying details about the particular individual.
Linking to the Other Reports in the Transition Study Series

As indicated earlier, the present report is one in a series of three. An outline of the content of the other two reports is given below.
The Other Reports 

‘Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling’ 
An important emphasis of the study came from the research literature that suggests that the primary to secondary schooling transition can have a significant impact on student achievement. To check whether this finding would apply to our sample, students completed asTTle (Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning) tests in reading, writing and mathematics at the four phases of the transition study. The ‘achievement report’ focuses on these asTTle data, together with related achievement-based information from the student interviews and from questionnaires about participating students completed by teachers and parents. 

The report (now available)  firstly presents overall asTTle results, along with a discussion of trends or patterns in achievement for all participating students. 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.

Achievement trends for individual students, and for various groupings of students (eg, students achieving in the highest and lowest quartiles), in the study are then discussed. Where there is evidence of marked positive or negative changes in patterns of achievement in one or more of the areas of reading, writing and mathematics following the transition, this is discussed in light of particular student characteristics or other factors which could help account for the change, including differing student experiences of and reactions to the Year 8 to Year 9 transition. 

Another important discussion topic in this report is the way in which students’ attitudes to subjects and learning in general change over the course of the study.

Brief profiles of a small number of individual students are used to illustrate key points or themes in the achievement, and attitudes to subjects, data.

‘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. It contains ‘practical suggestions’ arising from the study findings (often building on ideas and information touched on in the other two reports about the study), taking into account contributions from participating principals and teachers, most of whom had suggestions to make about improving the Year 8 to Year 9 transition for students, and from parents and students. It also refers to findings from the literature review on transitions that was commissioned for our study, plus other relevant information. Some of the topics covered have a more specific focus on the Year 8–9 transition, while others have perhaps 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.

The report contains a number of short case studies of students to show how the experiences of individual students in the ‘same situation’ can contrast widely: for example, when a student has particularly enjoyed the step to secondary school and when a student has not.

Using this Report

As intimated earlier, the purpose of ‘Emily’s story’ is to provide a sort of reference point or benchmark against which to compare and contrast the data relating to all of the other students who participated in the study. Her story also provides insights about important considerations when looking at ways of maximising all students’ potential at school and in life as a whole. As well, it demonstrates how important it is to know as much as possible about any given student in order to understand how they may be affected by and cope with important milestones in their education, such as the transition from primary to secondary schooling.

Pull-out statements

Many of the key ideas or findings about Emily are highlighted throughout Part III of the report by the inclusion of ‘pull-out statements’, as shown. These serve both as a summary about Emily and as a readily accessible framework or base from which to consider students’ experiences more generally: for example, when thinking about another student, or a group of students, the reader might like to consider how similar to, or different from, Emily’s these students’ experiences, views or behaviours are, and what the implications of this might be.

‘All Students’ boxes 

As you proceed through the report, you will notice boxes headed ‘All Students’. These boxes have been designed so that they are easily identifiable from the main text, and cause minimal interruptions to the flow of Emily’s story. The information on all students has been included to enable the reader to see more clearly on what bases the key themes and ideas presented in Part IV (the ‘Discussion’ section) were derived.
Each ‘All Students’ box contains portions of the data on the overall group of students who took part in the study. While the various boxes are placed as close as possible to the discussion in the main text about equivalent data for Emily, they are quite self-contained: that is, as reader, you can choose to read these boxes in conjunction with the information about Emily, read some or all of them as stand-alone text, or not read them at all!  

Similarly, the small number of boxes about ‘Luke’ can be read for comparison purposes or regarded as an optional extra.

Report Structure

As described in the ‘Report Outline’, the remainder of this report is structured as follows. 

Part II includes a short account of the primary to secondary schooling transition study. Also included is a summary of Emily’s story, to allow the reader quick, initial access to important themes emerging from the study. 

The in-depth version of ‘Emily’s Story’ is then presented in Part III of the report. As well, extracts from Luke’s story, and the group data referred to above, are given in separate boxes. 

The first chapter in Part III provides some background information about Emily and her family. The following ten chapters focus on different aspects of Emily’s story, and each concludes with a short summary of the main points contained within it. 
Part IV discusses key findings and themes that have emerged from the study, both in relation to Emily and to the group of students overall. Much of the discussion is organised under research questions that were established for the study.

PART II: THE CONTEXT 
FOR EMILY’S STORY

Chapter Two:
Overview of the Transition Study and Details about Participating Students

Background and Purpose of the Research

The international research literature
 suggests that the transition from primary to secondary schooling can be a stressful time for students and impact in important ways on students’ achievement and well-being. It also shows that while many schools now have positive initiatives in place to ease the transition for students, there is still a lot to learn about the complexities of this transition point. This is especially so in the New Zealand context.

For this reason, the Research Division of the Ministry of Education undertook a semi-longitudinal, exploratory study that involved following a diverse group of students from their last term of primary schooling, when they were in Year 8, through Year 9, and on into their second year at secondary school. Eight primary and intermediate schools and two secondary schools in Auckland and Wellington agreed to participate in the study.

The overall aim of the research was to…

…identify the variables that seem to facilitate or hinder a smooth transition for students between the two school sectors in terms of their: 

· overall learning and achievement; 

· social development or adjustment; and 

· attitudes towards school, learning and achieving well. 

A Review of the Transition Research Literature

As part of the scoping for this study, an extensive review of the transition research literature was commissioned by the Ministry of Education and carried out by a team from the University of Waikato. The review, by Clive McGee, Richard Ward, Joan Gibbons, and Ann Harlow, was completed in 2003 and is entitled Transition to Secondary School: A Literature Review. It can be downloaded from the Education Counts website at:

www.educationcounts.govt.nz/publications/schooling/5431
In brief, the report contains a review of recent research literature concerning students’ transition from primary to secondary schooling, with a focus on the New Zealand context. The report identifies both New Zealand and international literature and in particular discusses findings relating to the impact of transition upon student achievement and adjustment to secondary school. 

Brief Outline of the Study

The study incorporated four data collection phases over an 18 month period. The first of these was shortly before the then Year 8 students moved on to secondary school (Term 4, 2003), the second and third when these same students were in Year 9 (late Term 1 and early Term 4, 2004) and the last when the students were in Year 10 (April 2005). 

The rationale for these four phases was that we wanted to establish how students felt about the idea of secondary school as they were approaching the transition point (Phase 1), and how they felt a few weeks after having made the transition (Phase 2), as compared to after almost a year at secondary school (Phase 3). The decision to follow the students as they made a second transition, this time into Year 10 (Phase 4), was to enable us to look at whether any ‘transition effects’ in evidence were the same or different from those a year earlier. We also wanted to see how the students were getting on at secondary school generally, now that they were into their second year there. 

Students from across a broad spectrum took part in the study. But in accordance with the Government’s focus on maximising educational opportunities for all students, our study was to have a particular emphasis on Māori and Pasifika students. For this reason, we aimed to include at least proportionally representative numbers (in terms of national population statistics) of each of these groups of students
, and so the make-up of their student roll became an important criterion in school selection.

Written consent for their child to participate in the study was obtained from parents/caregivers of all participating students.
 Once the schools that took part in the study had been decided, the chief criterion for final selection of students was that they were intending to go on from their primary or intermediate school to one of the two participating secondary schools. 
The research literature identifies significant gaps in relation to student perspectives on education. Because of this, the study was designed to obtain quite in-depth information directly from each student — for example, their views about school, subject areas, their own learning and achievement, other pursuits both within and outside school, and their views and experiences of transition, particularly the Year 8–Year 9 transition.

In addition to being interviewed at each phase of the study, the students were assessed in reading, writing and mathematics by means of asTTle (Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning), so that patterns of achievement before and at three points after transition could be analysed. The students’ achievement was an important focus of the study, in light of the (mainly) international research literature which suggests that achievement seems to ‘dip’ following students’ transition from primary to secondary schooling, but with little clear evidence of whether any dip is a short-term change or is sustained over a longer period.

Student feedback has been supplemented by information about the students from parents and teachers (mainly via questionnaires). The opportunity to compare and contrast students’ viewpoints with those of ‘significant others’ is important. For example, one key finding from the transition research literature is that teachers and students often have different perceptions of where problems lie.

Principals of all participating schools, a number of Year 8 and Year 9 teachers, Year 9 and Year 10 deans, and secondary school counsellors were also interviewed for their views on aspects of the Year 8 to Year 9 transition.

More detail about the study, including methodology and data collection, are given in our other report Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling (2008), and also on our Education Counts website, the address for which is given below.

Content of Interviews and Questionnaires

The questions we asked each group of participants — students, parents, teachers, principals, and others — at each stage of the study were developed largely on the basis of reading the relevant research literature. 

We also gratefully acknowledge direct and indirect use of a range of items from the Competent Learners at 14 study, conducted by Cathy Wylie and team from the New Zealand Council for Educational Research under contract to the Ministry. As students in that phase of the longitudinal Competent Learners, Competent Children study had recently undergone the transition from primary to secondary schooling, many of the questions they were asked were directly relevant to the present study. For more information about this study go to:

www.educationcounts.govt.nz/goto/competentlearners
As will be seen when reading Emily’s story, most of the questions we asked students are incorporated into the text, along with a brief rationale for why we asked the particular question or set of questions. Questions that we asked parents and teachers, relevant to this particular report, are also included. The complete set of questions used for the study can be seen on our website at: 

www.educationcounts.govt.nz/themes/research/transition_primary_secondary
Achievement Testing

AsTTle (Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning) was used to assess students’ achievement throughout the transition project. AsTTle is an educational software package, developed by the University of Auckland for the Ministry of Education, that enables teachers to create and analyse literacy and numeracy tests for their students. 

We chose asTTle because it allowed us to measure changes in the students’ achievement over the four phases of the project, and represented a consistent assessment tool for all participating students no matter which schools they attended before and after transition. 

The tool has been developed in such a way that students’ scores can be compared on a common scale irrespective of the particular items students actually answer and regardless of the time at which the tests are 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, by using asTTle we were able to compare the results from our students with national asTTle data.

Students in the Study
The following is a brief description of some background characteristics of participating students. 

Ethnicity

At the beginning of the study, 112 students took part. Of these students, around
 17 percent identified as Māori, 27 percent as Pasifika, (primarily Samoan, Tongan, Cooks Islands Māori, and Tokelauan, as well as ‘other Pasifika’), 38 percent as Pakeha/European, and 18 percent as an ‘other’ ethnic grouping (with these students variously identifying as Indian, Chinese, Sri Lankan, Thai, Laotian, Zambian, Iranian, and South African). 

The Students’ Schools

The students were enrolled in eight primary and intermediate schools, three in Wellington, and five in Auckland. These schools ranged from decile 1
 (N=1) to decile 9 (N=2). Two schools in each case were decile 2, 3 or 4, and the remaining school was decile 7.The two participating secondary schools, to which all students in the study moved at the completion of their primary education, were decile 2 and decile 3 respectively. Both secondary schools were co-educational.

Age
Students were either 12 or 13 years of age when the study began. 

Gender

Despite some change in numbers of participating students over the course of the study, generally our sample was made up of around 55 percent boys and 45 percent girls.

Country of Birth

Eighty-three percent of students were born in New Zealand; remaining students were most often born in Fiji, India, or Samoa. Four of these latter students had lived in New Zealand for less than a year, but most had been in New Zealand for between two and five years. And two had lived in New Zealand most of their lives: 10 and 11 years respectively.

However, while most students were New Zealand-born, about one-third reported that both of their parents had been born overseas, most often stating parents’ birth countries as a Pacific Island nation — Samoa, Tonga, Fiji, Cook Islands, Tokelau — or within Asia — India, Sri Lanka, Laos, Thailand, Malaysia. Other countries mentioned were Australia, Scotland, England, Canada, The Netherlands, South Africa, Zambia and Latvia.

Language Spoken at Home

Eighty-seven percent of students spoke English at home either exclusively or almost so. Where other languages were spoken, these were usually stated to be Māori, Samoan, Tongan, Tokelauan, or an Asian language (Hindi, Mandarin, Sri Lankan, Laotian). One further student advised speaking Bemba (an African language).
Experience of Previous Transitions Involving a Change of School
Prior to their move to secondary school, 36 percent of students had attended the same school throughout their primary sector schooling. While most of the remaining students had attended two or three primary/intermediate schools, a small number had attended more than that, including one student who stated having attended seven schools. 

Family Configurations
Sixty-nine percent of the 112 students who took part in Phase 1 of the study lived with both their mother and father. Where only one birth parent lived in the same household as the student for the majority of the time, almost always this was the mother. And in the case of 10 students, a step-father was also present. 

Of the 31 percent of students who lived in a one-parent household, just over half said they quite regularly spent time at their other birth parent’s — usually father’s — house (generally at weekends or during holidays), while the remaining students said they seldom or never did.  

Other members of students’ families who lived in the same household included one or both grandparents (10% of students), older (36%) and/or younger (31%) brothers, and older (31%) and/or younger (38%) sisters. And a small number of students mentioned ‘other’ family members, such as a step-brother or sister, or an aunt, uncle or cousin. Most students had between one and four siblings.

Number in Household 

Including themselves in the total, the largest proportion of students lived in households of either four (30%) or five (27%) people. A further 27 percent lived in six–eight member households, 11 percent in three-person households, and four percent in households of between nine and twelve people.

Occupations/Qualifications of Parents
A wide range of occupations and education qualifications were evident amongst participating students’ parents/caregivers, from unskilled manual occupations to professional occupations (eg, teacher, nurse, accountant), and from no formal school qualifications to an undergraduate university degree or higher. However, the majority of parents were reported to be in occupations such as trades, general office positions, factory work, shop work, and caregiving of children or the elderly, rather than more professional occupations.

Attrition Rates

By the end of the study, 92 students remained. Of the original 112, eight were lost after Phase 1, a further four after Phase 2, and eight after Phase 3. We have no reason to think that any of these ‘lost’ students were ‘transient students’ and therefore different in kind from the students who remained in the study. The reasons they could no longer be part of the study included (for Phase 2) students who had not, after all, enrolled in one of the two secondary schools in the study, even though in Phase 1 it had been their, and their parents’, stated intention to do so. The other major reason was that the students’ families shifted to a different part of the country for new work opportunities. And there were also a small number of students (Phase 4) who moved to a different secondary school (usually because they had always wanted to attend the other school but had been unsuccessful in gaining a place for the beginning of Year 9). 

Summary of ‘Emily’s Story’

This section contains a brief profile of Emily, our featured student. It discusses Emily’s progress over the course of the study, from the end of her final year of primary schooling to three ‘post-transition’ points, the first and second of these near the beginning and end of her first year at secondary school and the third at the close of Term 1, 2005 when she was in Year 10. The profile concludes by offering some summary comments on what can be drawn from the information obtained from and about this student.

Emily identified as New Zealand Māori/Pakeha and was 13 years of age when the study began in November 2003. She was from a stable, caring family background, where clear boundaries were set for behaviour. Her primary schooling was completed at a decile 3, Year 1–8 state primary school. She then moved on to a decile 2/3
, Year 9–15 co-educational state secondary school, where she intended to remain until she had completed her secondary schooling. She said of herself that she was a social girl with a good circle of friends at each phase of the study, and that she was keen on both sports and performing arts. While she was mostly lukewarm about reading for her own enjoyment and interest (although there was indication of a more positive view by Year 10), she did enjoy writing ‘true’ and also creative stories in her own time. She usually enjoyed school a great deal, particularly for the social interactions, stating that she did not like to stay away, even when unwell. Emily described herself as being generally confident, as feeling ‘good’ or ‘happy’ most days and as being in good physical health (confirmed by parents and teachers). Her social activities, and her interest in sports and the performing arts probably accounted for her relatively low levels of TV viewing and use of the computer for non-educational reasons.

Emily was reported by her teachers before and after transition to be a cooperative, motivated, generally well-behaved student who liked to learn and be challenged in her learning. Emily described herself in very similar terms and added that she felt she had a positive attitude and the self-discipline to complete homework and other learning tasks outside of class. Her primary ‘failing’, in her own eyes, was that she found it very difficult, if not impossible, to stop talking, even when in class! Emily wanted to obtain as much education as she could, and had aspirations beyond school, strongly linked to her interest in creative pursuits (although by Year 10 she was also considering the idea of becoming a psychologist), and a desire to travel.
Continued …

Summary of ‘Emily’s Story’ – continued

While still in Year 8, Emily expressed fears about going on to secondary school — mainly because she didn’t know what to expect but also because she was afraid she would encounter antagonistic students. In the main her fears were not realised. She said she settled into her new school in a number of weeks in terms of — for example — getting used to routines, finding her way around the school, having several rather than the one or two teachers she had been used to at primary school, learning new subject material, and meeting new people. She also found older students, especially peer supporters, in the main friendly and supportive. But she did admit at the end of her first year at secondary school that although she enjoyed school it had nevertheless been “a topsy-turvy year” in which she had needed time to feel her way. This was why, in contrast to when she was in Year 8, she did not want to accept special responsibilities at school in Year 9 and decided to opt out of some of the extra-curricular activities she had initially signed up for. 

She had also experienced some worries about an older student who had been verbally aggressive towards her and made physical threats, with the result that she felt the need to seek teacher assistance. 

After a term in Year 10, however, Emily was now saying that she was feeling much more confident about everything and as a result had not hesitated to join up for a considerable range of extra-curricular activities offered by the school. A different problem was that her involvement in the extra-curricular activities meant that she felt she was getting behind in class-work in some of her subjects (eg, because of missing classes during periods of intensive rehearsals). While this had been worrying her, Emily did add that she was beginning to successfully get to grips with the problem and catch up with her studies.

Emily talked about the subjects she liked best or liked least at different phases of the study: her views changed over time according to such variables as her relationship with different teachers, specific topics being studied within subject areas, and the way a subject was being taught — for instance, she disliked too much writing in class or when classmates took turns to read portions of the prescribed novel out loud in class.

When asked to nominate subjects she felt she was ‘best at or good at’ Emily was happy to specify writing, science, drama, and singing at the end of Year 8. But at the beginning and end of her first year at secondary school, although she still mentioned performing arts as a strength, she was reluctant to specify other subjects, saying she didn’t like to talk about herself in terms of being ‘good’ at something. However, once in Year 10, Emily was obviously feeling much more confident, now stating that she was good or best at performing arts “because I’ve got the confidence”, ‘business studies’ because “I like to get a point across [and] believe I would be very persuasive” and social studies “because I like to learn about different cultures and history”. 

With regard to teachers — both at primary and secondary school — Emily had the following to say, that is: she particularly valued it when teachers showed a sense of humour, made learning fun, ‘related well to young people’, including understanding ‘teenagers’ language’, and made it clear that they liked and enjoyed working with their students. In contrast, she most disliked it when she felt teachers didn’t listen to a student’s point of view, constantly told students off, and were not able to make subjects seem interesting, important, relevant or fun. 

When asked to describe, at each phase of the study, what learning was like for her in class, on the whole Emily was very positive, both before and after moving to secondary school. The main difference was that while she found learning in her classes at secondary school mostly interesting, learning was generally not quite as much ‘fun’ as it had been at primary school. She also considered the class environment to be not quite as flexible, in terms of being able to collaborate and discuss work in groups with other students and move about as they worked. 

Continued …

Summary of ‘Emily’s Story’ – continued

Emily’s Year 8 teacher said about Emily that she was a very social girl, with a wide circle of friends. She further described Emily as being of above average ability, rated her achievement level as ‘very good/excellent’, considered her to be making good academic progress, both compared to her classmates and against her own previous achievement, and noted that she engaged well in extra-curricular activities. This teacher expected Emily ‘to do well in life’.

Teachers post transition (early Year 9 and subsequently) talked about Emily in very similar ways, albeit perhaps at a slightly less positive level — for example, while the Year 8 teacher rated Emily’s achievement as ‘very good/excellent’ (the highest rating on a five-point scale), her Year 9 teacher gave a rating of ‘average, but very good in some aspects’ (the second highest rating on the scale). These ratings may reflect the varying opportunities and time that different teachers had to get to know ‘the whole’ student. 
Feedback about Emily provided by her parents showed a high level of agreement with what her teachers had to say about her: for example, both parents and teachers judged Emily to be of ‘above average ability’, and felt that she was making very good progress at school. Emily and her parents also concurred on many aspects focused on in the study, such as her behaviour in class, how she related to her teachers, and the extent to which she enjoyed school and why. 

Various data from the study indicated a high level of parental interest in and support of Emily’s education and academic progress and in her life generally. The interest and support was mainly in the form of listening, talking, discussing, and helping Emily to arrive at her own decisions, talking with her teachers, and coming along to events in which Emily was participating. It did not involve helping Emily with homework, apart from checking she had done it, and taking an interest in a completed project or assignment. This was because, repeating what Emily herself said, her parents realised that Emily seldom required assistance with her homework. 

What can be Drawn from the Information about this Student?
In many ways, Emily made a smooth transition from primary to secondary schooling. By this we mean that despite being separated from most of her primary school friends in her various classes, she quite quickly established new friendships. She also found a lot of what she was learning at school to be interesting and appropriately challenging, she took up opportunities to engage in the wider life of the school, and was able to earn positive feedback from her teachers both in terms of her behaviour and her progress at school. 

Also, her asTTle reading scores (along with more positive attitudes to reading) showed a good level of progress by Phase 3, compared with her Phase 1 and Phase 2 scores, with further improvement in Phase 4. 
It is likely that important contributing factors to the finding that Emily made a relatively smooth transition to secondary schooling and that, overall, she had positive attitudes towards school were that: Emily had strong family support; was friendly and social; had an optimistic outlook; good levels of self-confidence; a range of interests in sports and performing arts, which helped her fit well into the wider life of the school; the ability to relate well to most teachers and other adults; a sound level of academic achievement; the ability to enjoy school and life generally; enjoyment of learning and the motivation to learn; good work habits (eg, conscientious about completing homework, and effective organisational skills when it came to balancing assignment timelines); and future goals. 

Continued …

Summary of ‘Emily’s Story’ – continued

But there were also indications that Emily did not find her first year of secondary school as straightforward as she had thought it would be soon after her arrival. For example, there was her reference near the end of Year 9 to it having been a ‘topsy turvy year’, and her realisation earlier in the year that, although she had been accustomed to a high level of extra-curricular involvement at primary school, she now needed to reduce extra-curricular activities until she felt she was properly adjusted to secondary school. She mentioned too that in the first few months at secondary school it was important to her to make regular visits back to her primary school, because she missed her former teachers and many of the younger students that she had worked with and mentored in various ways.

In addition, although Emily mentioned positive attitudes to school throughout the study — because of the social opportunities and extra-curricular activities, because she enjoyed learning and new challenges, and because she was motivated to do well for her future — her asTTle results provided evidence of a drop in achievement in mathematics post-transition (a common finding for students in the study) and also a decline in positive attitudes towards some subjects, especially towards writing and science, both of which Emily had particularly enjoyed in Year 8. 

Emily’s asTTle mathematics scores were somewhat perplexing in that they did not resume the high level that she achieved in Phase 1, despite her feedback that she was enjoying maths more at secondary school than she had in Year 8, largely because she liked her maths teacher. In addition, although Emily’s asTTle scores for writing were above the group mean, they remained steady rather than increasing over the course of the study. 

Decline in attitudes towards subjects was largely due to feelings about certain teachers, what she felt were boring teaching practices, disengagement from some topics within subjects, and, to an extent, preoccupations with other matters, such as extra-curricular activities, establishing new friendships and social interactions generally.

The achievement and attitude data — especially in light of feedback from Emily’s teachers in Years 9 and 10 that Emily was making very good progress in all her subjects at school, when it seemed that this was not entirely the case — emphasise how important it is to take into account a range of measures, factors, and perspectives on or about a student to build a more complete picture of where a student’s strengths lie and where, when and why the student may need greater assistance to progress their knowledge and skills and broaden their outlook. 

Over the course of the study, a strong picture of Emily as a very social girl who made friends readily emerged; however, there was also evidence that the larger, more diverse student population at secondary school was a considerable challenge for Emily at times. For example, there was a suggestion that she could at times invite negative responses from some other young people: in fact, Emily had been upset during the year because of ‘threats’ from another student.

So while Emily was a capable, optimistic student with the appropriate confidence, skills and attitudes to cope well with the majority of change represented by the Year 8 to Year 9 transition, it seemed the transition was still a challenge for her in a number of ways, even taking into account a level of discomfort that it might be expected most people would experience at a time of change. But by the time she reached Year 10, it was evident that Emily felt well established at secondary school and had the confidence and motivation to do very well, particularly in the areas in which she was most interested. 

Brief Account of ‘Luke’s Story’

Luke, segments of whose story are included in each of the chapters that focus on Emily, was 12 years of age when the study began. He identified as New Zealand Māori and lived with his mother and two younger siblings. He spent time with his father on a regular basis and got on well with his father’s partner and her children. 

Luke’s primary schooling was completed at a decile 3, Year 1–8 state primary school. He then moved on to a similar decile, Year 9–15 co-educational state secondary school.

Like Emily, on the whole Luke experienced a positive transition from primary to secondary schooling. Despite this, he did experience some ups and downs, including in his personal life (in the second half of Year 9 he was very worried about a family member who was seriously ill, but the situation very fortunately had a positive outcome); similarly, his pattern of achievement over the course of the study indicated a few hiccoughs, especially in maths. However, again like Emily, early in his second year at secondary school, Luke was feeling good about school.

A more comprehensive account of Luke’s story can be found on our Education Counts website at:

www.educationcounts.govt.nz/themes/research/transition_primary_secondary
PART III: EMILY’S STORY

Hutia te punga, tukuna te waka ki te moana uriuri, ki mahora nui atea.

Pull the anchor, release from the safe berth and set the canoe adrift in the open sea.

Chapter Three:
Background Information about the Student

This chapter presents information about Emily’s relationship with her family, and her general behaviour, including reaction to family rules and boundaries. It also discusses aspects of her health and well-being, leisure-time pursuits, including extent of television viewing, and responsibilities and chores at home.

Subsequent chapters about Emily cover friendships and social interactions in general, her particular qualities as a learner, how she felt about school and the extent to which she engaged in the wider life of the school. Also covered are her attitudes towards subjects and her assessment of the ones she was best at, her views and experiences of teachers, how she handled the transition from primary to secondary school and the subsequent transition from Year 9 to Year 10. And, finally, her achievement over the course of the study is discussed.

Introducing Emily

When the transition study began, and our students were nearing the end of their last year of primary schooling (Year 8), Emily was 13 years of age. She identified as New Zealand Māori/Pakeha, and lived with her mother, father, grandmother and two younger siblings. All members of her immediate family were born in New Zealand and English was the language spoken in the home. 

It was evident that te ao Māori was very important to Emily: she mentioned particularly enjoying studying tikanga and te reo Māori at school, and her Year 8 teacher stated that these were areas in which Emily did particularly well. And by the end of her first year of secondary school Emily commented that one of the most interesting and worthwhile topics she had learned about during the year was Māori history in social studies. She remarked at that stage too that she would like to have seen the works of Witi Ihimaera
 on the list of required reading for English, because she felt that his writing was much more relevant to her and to many of her friends than some of the texts that were selected. 

Both parents had paid employment, her mother as a part-time kitchen-hand and her father as a skilled worker in a service industry. Information about Emily’s parents’ educational qualifications was not provided in the questionnaire completed by parents; there were however data that showed that Emily’s parents were very keen for her to have as good an education as possible to give her the opportunity for a satisfying career and a good life. Her parents also stated in relation to Emily’s future that they would be “proud of her whatever she does”.
Emily had a room of her own, a quiet place to study (although no desk for that purpose), a dictionary and other books at home to help with her schoolwork, and a calculator.

When asked to describe other aspects of her home, Emily reported that her family owned a car, both a landline telephone and a cell phone, and a computer. Emily had access to the Internet on their home computer but not software packages designed to help student learning, such as Encarta. Emily estimated that there would be between 26 and 100 books in her home.
 The family did not own any musical instruments.

Relationship with Parents/Family

Emily’s responses to the list of statements given in Exhibit A (following) indicate that she had a very good relationship with her parents/whānau, a strong sense that they looked out for her well-being and safety, and felt that they took a real interest in her and in each other generally. The data also show that Emily’s feelings about her family remained very stable over the course of the study.

Talking about School with Family and Others

At the different phases of the study, Emily advised that her mother was there when she arrived home from school and that her “Mum” was the person she most often chose to talk to about what happened at school. In Phase 2, Emily added that she also talked to her younger sister about school, apparently taking on a sort of ‘mentoring’ role:

“I tell her what the expectations are — she will be Year 9 next year.”

Referring to the things she told her mother about school, in Phase 1 Emily said she talked about everything that happened, including what she did at lunchtimes with her friends, and problems that arose. And at the end of her first term at secondary school this is what Emily had to say:
“I tell her problems, which is hardly ever [because I seldom have problems]. She gives me encouragement and help to find solutions. I tell her funny things and we joke around.”

As a Year 10 student, Emily now talked to her mother about the following aspects of school: 

“Oh, like, if I have a problem at school, I will tell her that. But I’ll also let her know that it’s nothing to be worrying about, unless I can’t handle it. And I tell her interesting things that happen, funny things, and I tell her about my friends ‘cause she knows most of them. And I tell her about my teachers, and if I’m struggling on anything. I practically tell her everything. [Pause] It’s just some things are harder to tell her about — some things that I do. She tells me to be open with her but it’s harder to be straight up [with some things]. I end up telling her but it takes me a while." 

Emily’s mother too stated that she and Emily ‘often’ talked together about school matters. For instance, in Phase 3 she commented that their discussions covered…

“…projects, school trips, teachers, ups and downs of the day.”

The finding that Emily liked to share her experiences of school with her parents, particularly her mother, is indicative of a positive relationship. Her parents’ answer of ‘very well’ to the Phase 1 question ‘Most of the time how would you say you and your Year 8 child get on together this year’
 reinforces the positive nature of their relationship.
Other indications that Emily’s parents took an interest in her learning and were supportive include Emily’s feedback at each phase of the study that her parents ‘always’ checked that she had done her homework and were ‘always’ willing to provide help if she needed it (see discussion around Exhibit C in Chapter Six). As well, specifying ‘the main things you do with your Year 8 child this year’, Emily’s parents wrote:

“Followed her sports. Supported her in decisions she made. Family meetings. Communication. Got involved with school activities.

Exhibit A:
Aspects of their relationships with parents/whānau that students  rated  over the course of the study 

	Aspect of relationshipa

	a) I get along with my parents/caregivers

	b) My parents/caregivers praise me when I do well

	c) My parents/caregivers ask about what I do at school

	d) My parents/caregivers worry too much about what I do with my friends

	e) My parents/caregivers like my friends

	f) My parents/caregivers know when I am upset about something

	g) I can tell my parents/caregivers my problems and troubles

	h) My parents/caregivers trust me

	i) My parents/caregivers want to control whatever I do

	j) My parents/caregivers care about me

	k) My parents/caregivers understand me

	l) My parents/caregivers expect too much from me

	m) I do interesting things with my parents/caregivers

	n) I feel close to my family/whānau 

	o) My family/whānau asks me about school

	p) My parents/caregivers help me if I need help

	q) My parents/caregivers let me do what I like

	r) My family/whānau really help and support each other

	Students indicated the extent to which each statement applied to their particular circumstances by selecting from the following scale:

1 = Always or almost always true

2 = Usually true

3 = Sometimes true, sometimes not true

4 = Not very often true

5 = Not at all true


a
Note that statements are sequentially labelled (a, b, c, etc) for ease of reference only; they were not labelled in this way on the version given to students to rate during their interviews.

All Students

Who was there when they arrived home from school

For the large majority of students, at least one parent or some other adult was there when they arrived home after school; and for most of the rest there were either older siblings present or some after-school arrangement had been made, such as going to a grandparent’s house until their parents came home. However, for around 10 percent of students at the beginning and end of the study, students came home to an empty house after school.

Who they talked to most about school 

Students most often talked to their ‘Mum’ about school matters. But once they reached secondary school, students were more likely to also choose to talk to their friends and older siblings about what happened at school. And it became increasingly apparent over time that (some) students either grew more reluctant to talk or often chose to tell their parents only certain things about school — work, achievement, teachers, problems, reserving other topics, especially anything to do with social relationships, for friends/siblings.

Student feedback on parents’ input with homework

More than two-thirds (70-73%) of students in phases 1 and 2 reported that their parents almost always or usually checked that they had completed their homework.  This percentage dropped to 55 percent in Phase 3, but rose again to 61 percent in Phase 4.  At the other end of the scale, eight percent of students in Phase 1 reported that parents seldom or never checked their homework; corresponding figures for the subsequent three phases were 13 percent, 19 percent and 20 percent.

Student feedback about parents helping them with 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.  However, over the course of the study the proportion of students saying their parents seldom or never helped with homework when they needed it rose from three percent in Phase 1 to 10 percent in Phase 4.

All Students

Their overall relationships with parents/whānau

At each phase of the study students provided us with feedback about aspects of their relationships with their parents, according to the dimensions listed in the table below. They provided their responses by means of a five-point rating scale.

The data presented show that despite diverse backgrounds and circumstances, students in general rated their relationships with parents/family very positively over the course of the study. 

	Aspect of relationship
	Students who answered either ‘Always or almost always true’ or ‘Usually true’a to each statement

	
	Phase 1

%
	Phase 2

%
	Phase 3

%
	Phase 4

%

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

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

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

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

	e) My parents/caregivers like my friends
	87
	79
	75
	78

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

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

	h) My parents/caregivers trust me
	91
	88
	78
	86

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

	j) My parents/caregivers care about me
	98
	99
	97
	97

	k) My parents/caregivers understand me
	93
	86
	79
	84

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

	a
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/whānau.


There was also a great deal of consistency in responses over time for most of the aspects listed, the main exceptions being statements f), g), and m).

For example, in contrast to Phase 1, considerably lower proportions of students in Phase 4 were now saying that they felt their parents usually knew when they were upset about something, or that they could tell their parents about their problems or troubles. There were also fewer students in Phase 4 who currently felt that they did ‘interesting things with their parents/caregivers’. The proportion of students who answered either ‘not very often true’ or ‘not at all true’ 
Continued …

All Students

Their overall relationships with parents/whānau — continued
 (as opposed to choosing the ‘sometimes true, sometimes not true’ option) also rose between Phases 1 and 4 for each of these categories, from between six percent (aspect ‘f’) and 13 percent (aspect ‘g’) in Phase 1 to between 11 (‘f’) and 19 percent (‘g’) in Phase 4. (Very few students omitted to answer one or more aspects of this question; where there was missing data, it was usually just one or two students involved.)

It would seem that although students felt there was constancy in fundamental aspects of their relationships with parents/family — 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 peers. 

Teacher Views of Family Support

Teacher feedback consolidates the picture of caring parents/whānau. The Year 8 teacher, for example, considered that Emily’s parents had been ‘very supportive’ of their daughter’s schoolwork during the year
 and were very supportive of her in general. A similarly positive rating of family support was given in Phase 3 by Emily’s Year 9 form class teacher. 

Family Rules and Discipline

It was evident that there were established rules and guidelines set for Emily and her siblings for appropriate behaviour in the home and beyond. 

In Phase 1, Emily’s parents indicated that there were family rules about: watching TV; completing homework; spending time with friends —including when and where they could meet; using the telephone; playing computer games; surfing the Internet; playing video games; sharing housework; and how they dressed. There were also rules about alcohol, language, time to be home by, the movies or videos they were allowed to watch, and bedtime on school days
.

Emily seemed to generally respect the need for her parents to place certain boundaries on what she could or could not do. For example, when asked as a Year 8 student what she would decide if her friends wanted her to do something her parents told her not to do, Emily replied ‘wouldn’t do it’, adding that it was important to “obey my parents’ rules”. After almost a year at secondary school, and again when she was in Year 10, Emily continued to say that she ‘wouldn’t do it’ to this same question. 

In contrast, it is interesting — although perhaps not surprising — to note that her parents’ response to an equivalent question in Phase 1 was that Emily ‘would try to persuade me to let her’ (before she, on the whole, conceded defeat!).
 

All Students

Teacher feedback on how supportive parents were of students

Participating teachers in each of Phases 1 and 3 judged the majority of parents of students in the study to be ‘supportive’ or ‘very supportive’ of their children. This was especially the case in Phase 1 when the teachers rated over 80 percent of the Year 8 students’ parents as being supportive or very supportive. Year 9 teachers were less likely to give these ratings, but this was primarily because a greater proportion of these teachers answered ‘not sure’, considering that they did not know parents well enough to be able to make a judgement. 

As well, at each of the two phases, teachers considered that in a small number of cases — six percent in Phase 1 and two percent in Phase 3 — the students’ parents were either ‘not supportive’ or ‘not at all supportive’, noting in the latter instance that they had concerns about the child’s family circumstances.

Family rules and discipline 

Parents were asked if they had family rules in place for any or all of the following: 

(a) TV watching; 

(b) Homework; 

(c) Spending time with friends;

(d) Where child can meet her/his friends; 

(e) Using the telephone;

(f) Using the computer for games;

(g) Using the Internet;

(h) Playing video games/Playstation;

(i) Doing housework;

(j) Dress; 

(k) Use of alcohol; 

(l) Language;

(m) Time to be home by; 

(n) Movies/videos s/he can watch; 

(o) Bedtime on school days.

Of the parents who responded in Phase 1 (N=60, 54%), two-thirds or more indicated they had family rules in place for each of options ‘a’ to ’d’ and ‘i’ to ‘o’.

Where parents indicated that they did not have family rules in place in their households, this was most often in relation to dress standards (27%), using the telephone (17%), spending time with friends (11%), watching TV (10%), and using the computer for games (9%). 

Rather than indicating whether or not they had family rules to do with alcohol, 17 percent of parents omitted to answer (missing data was minimal for each of the other categories), suggesting that parents did not think alcohol was generally an issue for Year 8 students, although they may perhaps have had rules in place about this for any older children in the family. 

A small number of parents answered ‘not applicable’ for some areas: one parent because they had no telephone, four parents because they had no computer, 12 because they did not have Internet access, and 11 because the family did not own Playstation or video games.

Continued …
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Family rules and discipline — continued
Parents mostly indicated that if their children did break the rules, punishment was usually time out, withdrawal of privileges (eg, reduced computer time, no pocket money), staying in until chores were completed, or being ‘talked to’. One or two mentioned physical punishment.

Student Behaviour, Independence, and Responsibility
On the basis of changes in ratings over time on three of the dimensions shown in Exhibit A — ‘My parents worry too much about what I do with my friends’, ‘My parents expect too much of me’ and ‘My parents let me do what I like’ (for her specific ratings see footnote 16) — there is a suggestion that Emily was becoming more responsible and that she felt her parents had a correspondingly greater level of trust in her since she had moved on to secondary school. 

But there was other information that reinforces that family/parent-child relationships are complex, multi-dimensional, and evolving and that young adults are likely to challenge the previously established order at home. For instance, when asked to rate the applicability of the statement ‘My child shows me respect’, Emily’s parents answered ‘yes, all or nearly all of the time’ in Phase 1, whereas in Phase 3 they now said that this was only ‘sometimes’ the case. 

In addition, while Emily’s parents reported in Phase 1 that they did not currently have any concerns or worries about Emily in terms of ‘behaviour at home’, a year later, the answer was ‘sometimes yes, sometimes no’.
 

However, they did not mention any other concerns about Emily. This suggests that while there may have been a slightly negative trend in some of her behaviours (within the home) over the year, this did not appear to be a major worry for her parents. For example, parental estimates of Emily’s work and progress in her first year at secondary school were very positive and they expressed no concerns about her friends. 

Emily’s friends and her progress at school are discussed further later in this report.

Luke on Challenging Boundaries at Home

While Luke acknowledged the importance of having certain boundaries, set by his parents, on what he could and could not do, he also considered it necessary to challenge those boundaries. For example, in Year 8, Luke answered that he ‘would try to persuade my parents to let me’ if he was being encouraged by his friends to do something with them that his parents had told him ‘NOT to do’.

At the end of Year 9, and again in Year 10, Luke gave the same answer, but showed that he still had regard for his parents’ wishes by not choosing the response option ‘would do it anyway’. 

Responding to an equivalent question about this issue in Phase 1, Luke’s mother stated that it ‘depends’ “on the group of friends that he hangs out with”, whereas in Phase 4 her response mirrored Luke’s when she answered that he ‘would try to persuade me to let him’. However, she did not indicate any anxiety about this situation.

All students

On challenging boundaries for behaviour set by their parents

The table below shows how students overall answered the question ‘If your parents/caregivers told you NOT to do something and your friends really wanted you to do it, what would you do?’* at three points of the study. 

It is evident that, once they moved on to secondary school, students were considerably less likely to answer ‘wouldn’t do it’ if their parents told them not to do something their friends wanted them to do and correspondingly much more likely to say that they would ‘try and persuade my parents to let me’ — although many added that if they were ultimately told ‘no’, then they wouldn’t do it. 

Only a very small proportion of students reported that they would go against their parents wishes and ‘do it anyway’. 

Their comments, especially at Phases 3 and 4, suggest that at least some students were becoming more proactive about making their own decisions and weighing up the pros and cons of those decisions. For example, in contrast to the student who in Year 8 stated “[I] would listen to parents more than friends”, the following responses illustrate views expressed by students in Years 9 and 10: 


–
“Depends on what my friends want me to do and if I want to do it or not.”


–
“Depends what it is, why I’m not allowed. If I feel that it’s right, I will do it.”


–
“Well, if it was something I knew was wrong, then I wouldn’t do it, but if it was something little like not going to a party because I hadn’t cleaned my room, that’s different.”


–
“If it was smoking I wouldn’t do it, if it was something like going to the movies I would.”

It was also becoming more evident that students needed to be adequately convinced by their parents’ reasons for banning certain things, before they were (reasonably) happy to comply with the decision. For instance:


–
“If there was a good reason given by my parents, I wouldn’t do it.”

	Response category
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 3a
%
	Phase 4
%

	Wouldn’t do it
	71
	38
	40

	Would try to persuade my parents to let me
	8
	31
	34

	Would do it anyway
	3
	3
	4

	Would try to persuade my friends not to do it/to do something else
	3
	12
	4

	Depends
	13
	9
	13

	Don’t know/hasn’t happened
	–
	1
	1

	Other 
	3
	2
	1

	Missing data
	–
	4
	2

	a
Students were not asked this question in Phase 2.

*
This is one of the items taken from the Competent Learners at 14 study, part of an ongoing longitudinal study carried out for the Ministry of Education by Wylie et al, NZCER (see Part II, under the heading ‘Content of Interviews and Questionnaires’ for website details for this study).


Health and Well-being

Physical health and emotional well-being can impact heavily on ability to learn and achieve, social relationships, participation in many pursuits, and a person’s sense of self. It was therefore important to include questions about student health and well-being in the study.  

Health

At the beginning of the study, Emily felt that the response category ‘I am very healthy/hardly ever get sick’ best described her. She went on to say that she undertook some sort of exercise for around “three hours” most days, usually “sports or just playing around outside”. She also had breakfast nearly every day.
One year later, Emily again described herself as ‘very healthy’ and continued to take some sort of exercise most days, although perhaps not quite as much as she had done as a primary school student. At this stage of the study, Emily undertook the 25 minute walk to and from school each day and in season trained with her netball team twice a week. 

In Phase 4, the picture remained much the same, with Emily continuing to describe herself as very healthy and saying that she averaged about half an hour of exercise a day, walking to school (but taking the bus home) and playing netball in season.

Emily’s parents rated their daughter’s health as ‘excellent/very good’ in Phase 1 and again in Phase 3 and answered ‘no’ in Phase 1 to the question ‘Do you think this child’s health makes things harder in any way for her — eg, when doing schoolwork, learning things, getting on with other people?’ 

Teacher ratings of Emily’s physical health were similarly positive.

Data on school attendance, discussed in Chapter Seven, showed that Emily very seldom had days off school for illness or any other reason. In fact, in Phase 4, she confided that she preferred to come to school even when feeling unwell, because she hated to miss any of the ‘gossip’ with her friends. 

Well-being

At each phase of the study, Emily described herself as feeling ‘good/happy’ most days
. Her parents gave a similar response, describing Emily as ‘generally happy’ in each of Phases 1 and 3, apart from some anxiety from time to time about ‘how she looked’, very typical of young people in this age group. 

Emily’s Year 8 teacher rated Emily’s emotional well-being as ‘excellent’ and her Years 9 and 10 form teachers recorded that they did not have any concerns about Emily in this respect. All of her teachers who commented, as well as her parents, also rated Emily as ‘always taking an optimistic view of life’. 

It is relevant too to note here that, throughout the study, Emily described herself as having a very friendly nature, the ability to make friends, and confidence in areas such as acting, which she loved. She also commented at each phase of the study that she felt her confidence was increasing, with the result that she was more inclined to seek out opportunities to meet new people and try new things. 

All Students

Their physical health 

According to the data in the table, the large majority of students felt that they were generally in good or very good health. It is interesting to note, however, that compared to their responses in Phase 1, fewer students described themselves as ‘very healthy’ one year on. Seven students indicated that they felt their health often made it harder for them to learn.
	
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 3
%

	I’m very healthy
	34
	21

	About the same as most people — most of the time I’m healthy but sometimes I get sick/don’t feel well
	54
	60

	I often get sick/don’t feel well
	6
	10

	I have a particular physical health problema
	4
	5

	Missing data
	1
	4

	a
These were mostly said to be asthma or migraine. Other conditions included a spinal problem, heart murmur, and stress-related illness.


The exercise they undertook 

In Phase 1, 97 percent of students reported undertaking some sort of exercise most days, while three percent said they did not. The students who exercised, variously: walked; danced; rode their bikes; went for runs; did gym-related exercise routines; played around outside with friends; played sports; and did fitness/PE at school. 

The amount of exercise students undertook ranged from a minimal 30 minutes per day, three to five times a week, to up to four hours every or almost every day.

By Phase 3, the great majority (89%) of students continued to take part in some sort of exercise on a regular basis, although the proportion saying they did not had risen to nine percent and, overall, students reported spending less time each day on exercise than they had previously. In large part they attributed this to longer school days, having to take public transport to and from school, and having a greater number of competing tasks to do, such as homework.

Students who said they did not exercise attributed this mainly to being “too lazy”, although health reasons and lack of time were given as explanations by a small number of students in each case.

Eating breakfast

Whereas in Phase 1 almost every student ate breakfast most school days, in Phase 3 only 71 percent said this was the case. While a few who didn’t eat breakfast said it was because they didn’t feel hungry at this time of day and preferred to eat later, most said it was because they “don’t have time” — for example, because “the bus comes early” — or they “can’t be bothered”.

All Students

Whether they wished to change aspects of their lives 

When in Phase 1 we asked our then Year 8 students if there was ‘anything you would like to change in your life right now?’, a third* (33%, N=37) of students answered that there was, while 56 percent (N=63) answered ‘no, not really’. Remaining students said either ‘maybe’, or that they were ‘not sure/haven’t really thought about it’.

Those who admitted to wanting to change aspects of their lives most frequently mentioned wishing that their health was better and/or that they were fitter — “Take my sickness away”; “That my knee was fixed so I could do sport again”; “Be fitter”; “Stop smoking” — followed by a desire to be more confident — “Wish I was more confident to do things in front of others”.
Other desires expressed were to do with: 

•
doing better at their study;


–
“Be more confident in my schoolwork.” 


–
“Improve my spelling.” 


–
“Study harder, get better at work.”

•
learning a new skill/improving skills; 


–
“Want to improve my music skills — the guitar.” 

•
family matters/dynamics; 


–
“For my Dad to live in New Zealand and get along with my brothers better.” 


–
“Bring my Nana and Poppa back to life.”


–
“I’d like to help my Mum because she’s sick. Would like to make my Mum better.”


–
“Go back to live with my parents.” 

•
appearance/body image; 


–
“Lose my weight.” 


–
“Get my front teeth fixed.”

•
having more friends; 

•
having more money and/or particular possessions;

•
changing schools and/or teachers; 


–
“Return to the teacher I had in the beginning of the year.” 


–
“Go to an intermediate rather than primary — kids my own age rather than younger ones.”

•
accommodation matters (having their own room, moving to a different house or neighbourhood); 

•
‘being a better person’ in terms of their own attitudes and behaviour; 


–
“Be kinder to my little brother.” 


–
“[Improve] my attitude — not bullying anyone and always listen to the teacher.” 

and, 

•
wishing they were ‘rich and famous’. 

* See ‘note’ in the next ‘All Students’ box regarding students’ answers to this question.

Desire to Change Aspects of her Life

Emily indicated in her first interview that there was “not really” ‘anything in her life she would like to change right then’. 

Recent, Important Changes in her Life

In Phases 2 to 4 students were asked if there had been ‘any big or important changes or events in their life’ since our previous interview with them
. We wanted to gather information that would enable us to consider how important other things happening in students’ lives might be when looking at how they handled the transition from primary to secondary schooling. 

In Emily’s case, for instance, there is little to suggest that there was anything taking place in her life outside of school that was likely to have an ongoing (adverse) effect on how she coped at school or generally. In Phase 2, Emily answered that there had not been any big or important changes in her life and initially said ‘no’ again in Phase 3. However she did then add that she had…

“…been helping my family look after my grandmother— she has to have [an operation].” (Emily subsequently reported that everyone at home was now well again.)

In Phase 4, Emily reported only on a very positive event in her life: she reflected that she had found taking part in a recent school production both challenging and very enjoyable. She commented that her participation meant that:

“I feel more confident to get involved in lots of things now.”

All Students

Reported changes in their lives

Around a third of students answered ‘yes’ in each of Phases 2 to 4 when asked if there had been any big or important changes or events in their lives, other than moving to secondary school, since we last talked to them. Almost all of the remaining students answered ‘no’. The changes or events mentioned were a mix of positive and more difficult occurrences or situations. 

Examples of positive occurrences for students, most often to do with recognition for achievements, feeling good about their own personal development, and/or being pleased or happy about changes in family or living circumstances were: 


–
“Being recognised and being told by the teacher that I had achieved highly in Year 9.”


–
“Making a lot more new friends — a good thing.”


–
“Have made big advances in my music — more than I expected!!”


–
“Winning the trophy, the badminton prize, first equal. I was voted the most improved boy in badminton.”


–
“My confidence is better. I used to be shy but now I’m really out there. My attitude has changed to being OK, now I’m more positive about school.”


–
“Being in the school production this term [Year 10].”


–
“Being on Project K [through school]. And we just got a computer with the Internet [at home].”


–
“Behaving better than last year.”


−
“It’s good to feel more relaxed about school [now that I’m in Year 10].”


−
“Recognition for my volleyball and my achievements in class.”


−
“I got a job [cleaning at a pharmacy]. My aunty works there and asked if I could do anything to earn some  money. I just enjoy working there.”

−
“I’m getting to know my Dad, the only time I ever saw him [before] was when he was at my nanny’s.  I see him now and ask if I can see him more often.”

−
“Having a new bedroom built on the house so will have own room.”

−
“Moved house in December — was new, different, and exciting. Now live close to school in a much nicer house and can walk to school. And got a new cousin, she is really cute!! I was really excited when I got a text  message telling me she was born. I try and see her whenever I can.”
However, as shown by the responses detailed below, in addition to undertaking the transition from primary to secondary schooling, students are also likely to be having to deal with a range of other unsettling changes in their lives. As well, at any given time, there are students facing very challenging events or circumstances in their personal/family lives, which impact to a greater or lesser extent on their participation and learning at school.

−
“I have to do everything at home.”

−
“My grandmother died [recently]. Has had a big effect on my education. In classrooms, I kind of feel a little bit low, not myself.”

−
“Mum moved out, with my younger brother and sister, just before Christmas. (I go to see her once a week, I ride there on my bike.)”

−
“More responsibilities at home — a bit of a hassle, Mum expects high things from me because  I am getting older.”

−
“We moved, we’re the only Islanders around the street now. It’s just different from where we lived. We have to wake up early and then we leave home about 7.30am to get to school on time. It’s a bit boring.”


−
“I had more friends [before]. I’ve lost contact with my old friends, it’s sad, everyone’s just splitting up.”


−
“Lost the girlfriends I had (at primary) and now I have good friends and bad friends.”


−
“My sister had a baby and she and her boyfriend are living with us — there are problems.”


−
“Just having a hard time communicating with my aunty, trying to get her to understand my feelings — she takes advantage of people. Feel pretty sad — that’s what affects my learning, just family problems.”

Continued …
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Reported changes in their lives – continued


−
“Lost a few friends and had to do more around the home for my parents because my brothers have part-time jobs after school.”

−
“Mum has a new guy. I don’t like him. I don’t get to see my Dad that often and I have to stick with this guy all the time, and my Dad doesn’t know about it.”

−
“Just problems between my parents. And I used to get beatings so I’ve come to live at [a relative’s] house.”

−
“My two uncles died. I lost them in the same month. [How has it affected your schoolwork?] Yes, it has. My English teacher had to kind of talk to me because losing them was hard, ’cause [one of them], he’s like another dad to me. I wasn’t doing my work, I was just staying in my own little corner — quiet.”
* Note: The question discussed above, plus the question discussed in the previous ‘All Students’ box, did not always seem to have ‘worked’ particularly well. As only approximately a third of students answered ‘yes’ to these questions each time they were posed, almost certainly this underestimates the reality for students overall.. For instance, from other information obtained during the study, we know that important family changes — such as a parent leaving home, or a parent being seriously ill — was a current situation for some students who indicated that there had been ‘no important, recent, changes in their lives’. 

As the questions are intrinsically very personal in nature, this may have made it difficult for more reserved or private students to answer, especially in a research interview situation, despite all efforts to make the interviews pleasant and informal. Other reasons may be that the questions were not framed in a way that some students related well to (eg, were not specific enough). It may be, too, that for this age group, if a student was feeling OK on the day, they may not have remembered to mention recent difficulties. Conversely, they may not have thought to mention something positive, if the initial excitement of it had passed. Finally, these were the last questions in a quite long interview session, when students had grown tired.

Home Interests, Activities, and Responsibilities

Favourite Activities

An awareness of students’ leisure-time activities helps establish each student’s individual character; it can also increase understanding of the sorts of experiences, attitudes and skills or competencies students bring to their learning and involvement at school, and give an insight into the likelihood of a student having a sense of future goals, and the nature of those goals.

For Emily, when in Year 8, the things she most liked to do in her spare time outside of school were:

“Hang with my friends; talk [to them] on the phone; go out and play ‘anything that’s interesting at the time’; and play sports — softball, netball and soccer.”

Of these activities, the one Emily spent most time on each week was talking to her friends on the telephone.

Parental perceptions in Phase 1 of Emily’s preferred spare time activities were mostly the same as Emily’s, her parents stating that Emily liked:

“Outdoor activities, sports, watching television, using the computer, talking on the phone, going out with friends.” 

And the pastimes they considered Emily spent most time on each week were… 

“…outdoor activities, using the phone, and mixing with friends.”

Luke on Favourite Activities

In Year 8, Luke’s favourite things to do in his spare time were:

“Going down to the school [grounds after school] to play soccer and basketball shoots, go bike rides with friends, play Playstation with my friends and [siblings], and read Harry Potter books (I’ve read the whole series) and Dandy books — comics.”

Most of his leisure-time was devoted to soccer: practising in the backyard at home as well as at school, and of course playing actual matches. 

Luke’s mother gave a similar account of Luke’s preferred spare time activities when he was in Year 8:

“Playstation — computer games, Internet computer games; playing sport (cricket and soccer), bike rides with friends, hip-hop class, watching TV.” 
In Phase 2, Luke now spent most of his spare time: 

“Talking to friends on the phone.”
One year later, in Year 10, his response was: 

“Watch television; go outside [and practise sports].”

A comparison of Phase 2 and Phase 4 data indicate that Luke was a little less likely as a Year 10 student to spend time on several of the leisure activities that were among his favourites a year earlier. 

For example, although he still spent time reading for pleasure, he now did so only ‘one or two days a week’, rather than ‘three to five days’. 

He also spent relatively less time: using the computer for Internet searches and playing computer games; hanging out with friends (although he continued to talk to them on the phone or text them ‘every or almost every day’); playing competitive sport; and ‘exercising’ (with the exception of ‘playing sport for fun’ which he continued to do on a daily basis). 

Conversely, while he previously ‘never or almost never’ attended a youth group or took part in church activities, he now said that he did these things ‘one or two days a week’. 

While some of the changes were no doubt due to shifts in personal preferences, others may have been influenced by different priorities among the friends he mixed with, and specifically the girlfriend his mother mentioned.

In Phases 2 and 4 we made a slight modification to the question about spare time activities, with participating students now being asked ‘how often’ they spent on each of a list of activities. The results for Emily are presented in Table 1. 

And, as in Phase 1, students were again asked to indicate which one activity they spent most of their spare time on each week. In Phase 2, essentially repeating her Phase 1 answer, Emily said she spent most of her spare time “playing outside [with friends]”. A year later, in Year 10, her response was a continuation of the theme: that is, that she primarily liked to socialise with friends: 

“[I] hang out with friends, talk on the phone.”

It is interesting that a comparison of some of the Phase 2 and Phase 4 data in Table 1 shows that Emily was less likely to say she played sport, either formally or informally, as a Year 10 student. Almost certainly, this was because of her involvement in a range of other extra-curricular activities at school, including a school production which had involved considerable after-school rehearsal time. 

It is also notable that whereas Emily appeared to be reading more for personal interest in Year 10 — an activity she had previously, and consistently, said she found disagreeable — she was no longer spending time on the creative writing she used to enjoy so much. 

This latter change is again most probably because of her extra-curricular involvement, but the changes in total perhaps suggest shifting priorities for Emily as she matured and increased her range of experience, became more aware of her own particular strengths, and consolidated her interests.

All Students`

Favourite leisure-time activities

Asked in Phase 1 what ‘sort of things they most liked to do in their spare time (when not at school)’, the then Year 8 students most often specified: 

•
spending time with friends and/or talking to them on the phone;

•
spending time with or helping their family; 

•
watching TV; 

•
playing sport for fun; 

•
playing competitive sport;

•
reading; and 

•
using the computer (for games, MSN, and searching the Internet). 

Other favourite activities included playing with family pets, playing the guitar or other musical instrument, writing stories, attending dance classes, listening to music, drawing, skateboarding, bike riding, playing chess, making things (eg, woodwork), working on cars/motorbikes, and learning new things/doing homework.

Comments that illustrate the range of activities that students undertook follow:

“Most of it is outside with friends playing sports (for fun). But if I have homework I do that instead. Go to dancing classes — jazz, read before I go to sleep. Do all sorts of things.”

“Being with friends: I like being around people so like being with friends and family. Play sports with friends: netball, volleyball and touch [rugby]. Go to the movies. (That’s when I’m not at singing and dancing lessons.)”

“Practise the drums at my uncle’s house. I practise every four days: already play in church band. Play rugby and cricket for fun, and play rugby league for a club. At my auntie’s place, play computer games, X-box.”

Although all students in the study mentioned at least one favourite leisure-time activity, it was evident that there were students who undertook a quite narrow range of activities, a few focusing primarily on watching TV, and ‘hanging out’ with friends when they could (often not involving any particular activity).

Continued …

All Students

Favourite leisure-time activities continued

In Phases 2 and 4 we again asked students about their leisure time activities, but in a slightly different format: on each of these occasions they were asked to indicate how frequently they undertook each of the activities listed in the table below. 

Broadly speaking, the data suggest that there was not a great deal of change over the course of the study in the sorts of activities students most liked to do in their spare time. 

However, there is an indication that students made increasing use of technology to communicate with friends (texting, talking to them on MSN), probably in part because they were more likely to own a cell phone, in particular, once they were at secondary school. This form of communication was perhaps more prevalent, too, as the study went on, because secondary school students tend to be more geographically dispersed than students attending a primary school, making it more difficult to see friends as frequently outside of school hours. And, of course, because cell-phone and Internet use was increasingly the ‘thing to do’, to keep up with peers. 
	Activity
	Students who undertook activity either ‘Every/ almost every day’ or ‘3 –5 days a week’a

	
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 4
%

	Watch television/videos/DVDs
	80
	83

	Read for fun/interest (not including schoolwork)
	43
	40

	Write for fun/interest (not including schoolwork) — eg, write stories, poems, songs
	Not asked
	16

	Use a computer (eg, MSN, Internet) (not including schoolwork)
	49
	59

	Play electronic/video/computer/Playstation games
	44
	39

	Hang out with friends
	57
	56

	Talk to friends on the phone or text message them
	47
	59

	Play sport for fun 
	60
	58

	Go to art or music or dance classes
	21
	14

	Do exercise/physical training (eg, go for walks or a run, bike rides, aerobics)
	52
	50

	Play competitive sport (eg, in school sports team)
	36
	38

	Make things
	28
	13

	Practise singing or playing a musical instrument or practise dancing
	32
	27

	Cultural activities (eg, kapa haka)
	23
	16

	Go to a youth group (eg, Air Training Corps, Scouts, Guides) 
	15
	13

	Take part in church activities/go to church
	25
	23

	Other activity you do in your spare time (not counting schoolwork, housework or part-time work)
	20
	16

	a
To simplify presentation of the data, in this table we have combined the two response categories ‘Every or almost every day’ and ‘Three to five days a week’. This makes it easier to see where or if changes in the sorts of activities students most often undertook in their spare time occurred over the course of the study. (The other response options available to students were ‘One or two days a week’; ‘Less than one day a week’; and ‘Never or almost never’.)


Table 1:
The frequency with which Emily undertook specified activities in her spare time, as at Phases 2 and 4 of the study

	Activity
	Rating

	
	Phase 2: 
	Phase 4: 

	Watch television/videos/DVDs
	2
	1

	Read for fun/interest (not including schoolwork)
	5
	3

	Write for fun/interest (not including schoolwork) — eg, write stories, poems, songs
	Not asked in this format
	5

	Use a computer (eg, MSN, Internet) (not including schoolwork)
	2
	1

	Play electronic/video/computer/ Playstation games
	4
	4

	Hang out with friends
	1
	1

	Talk to friends on the phone or text message them
	1
	1

	Play sport for fun 
	1
	3

	Go to art or music or dance classes
	5
	5

	Do exercise/physical training (eg, go for walks or a run, bike rides, aerobics)
	5a
	5

	Play competitive sport (eg, in school sports team)
	1
	3

	Make things
	5
	5

	Practise singing or playing a musical instrument or practise dancing
	5a
	5

	Cultural activities (eg, kapa haka)
	5
	5

	Go to a youth group (eg, Air Training Corps, Scouts, Guides) 
	4
	5

	Take part in church activities/go to church
	5
	5

	Other activity you do in your spare time (not counting schoolwork, housework or part-time work)b
	1
(“Go out and play.”)
	2
c(“Extra-curricular activities”) 


a
Despite Emily answering that she ‘never or almost never’ spent time on these activities in her spare time, other information showed that she liked singing and dancing and that she exercised (eg, walked) most days. It appears that she must have interpreted the above statements to refer only to the undertaking of these activities in a formal, organised sense, rather than in an informal or just-for-fun way. In addition, in the case of ‘performing arts’ activities, these occurred primarily within the context of school, in her performing arts option classes and in relation to school productions.

b
Students were asked to write in any ‘other’ activities, not already listed, that they liked to do in their spare time.

c
Although these extra-curricular activities were school-based, Emily obviously thought her participation in them counted as something she did in her personal ‘spare time’ (probably because they often involved practices or rehearsals before and after school and during lunchtimes). 

Television Viewing and Computer Use Outside of School

There is a considerable body of research on the nature and extent of young people’s television viewing and the impact that certain viewing patterns can have on their overall learning and development and behaviour. Similarly, with the ready access that many children and young people now have to computers, there is growing evidence that they may spend a significant proportion of their time using computers for non-educational reasons (eg, playing games, chatting on-line), to the detriment, perhaps, of other aspects of their lives.

Because of the potential for television viewing and computer use to take up a lot of a student’s out-of-school time we wanted to gather information about this for our particular group of students, to see if it might be a relevant factor in making sense of some of the other findings from the study. 

Watching television
Despite claiming that watching television was “not really” one of her ‘favourite’
 things to do in her spare time, in Year 8 Emily nevertheless said she usually spent about two-and-a-half hours a day watching TV. (This lends weight to her parents’ view that watching TV was one of Emily’s favourite spare-time activities.) Emily most enjoyed soap operas: Shortland Street, Neighbours, Home and Away. 

One year on, Emily now spent about “one hour each day [watching television] — depends what’s on”. 

In Phase 4
, we did not ask the now Year 10 students to specify how much time they spent each day watching television; however, at this stage, Emily recorded that she watched television/videos/DVDs ‘every or almost every day’ (see Table 1).

Given all the other information about Emily’s extra-curricular and social activities and her diligence about homework, and so on, it is evident that while watching TV was a regular part of her daily life it did not detract from her involvement in other activities.

Using the computer when not at school

In Phases 1 and 3 Emily spent only a very modest amount of time — approximately two hours a week — on the computer at home, mainly chatting to her friends on MSN: “only to people I know”. She also played music, and sometimes looked up things on the Internet for homework projects. She did not play games on the computer and only very occasionally used the computer as a word processor for school assignments: 

“Depends on whether we’re allowed to for assignments — [mostly] we have to handwrite [them].”

As a Year 10 student, Emily now estimated that she used the computer outside of school time (and excluding schoolwork) ‘every or almost every day’ for a short time. She continued to enjoy chatting with her friends via MSN.

Luke on Watching Television and Using the Computer

Like Emily, Luke did not nominate TV as one of his favourite spare time activities in Phase 1, but still spent about “two hours most days” watching it. This is no doubt why his mother listed it as one of his favourite spare time activities. 

In Phase 3, Luke spent a similar time each day watching TV — “one-and-a-half to two hours” — just watching “whatever’s on”. That Luke was a consistent television viewer was confirmed both by his mother and his own ratings in Phases 2 and 4 where he said he watched TV on a daily basis.

However, while watching TV was clearly an integral part of his life, as with Emily, it did not prevent him from regularly participating in a range of sports and other activities; in addition, he spent considerable time socialising with his friends. Unlike Emily, however, it is very likely that Luke allowed TV to distract him from the homework he so seldom enjoyed doing.

In Phase 1, Luke estimated that he spent about three-and-a-half hours a week — “Half an hour a day, usually, [although] I’m not allowed to watch TV this week — was told to ‘use my imagination’. I’m not allowed to use the computer either!” — on the computer when not at school…

“…playing games, looking up Encarta (to do research for homework), and emailing friends. (I’m not allowed to use chat-rooms — the language [etc] is not acceptable to my Mum.)”

By Phase 3, Luke was spending only slightly more time per week on the computer: about four hours. He continued to use it in the ways that he had previously indicated (except that it was now evident that he was able to chat to friends online!):

“Play games, do homework, download games, send emails, chat to friends on MSN.”

In Year 10, Luke estimated that he used the computer ‘3 to 5 days a week (not including schoolwork)’, to play games, use the Internet, and chat to or email friends.

All Students

TV watching 

Asked ‘About how much TV or video do you watch each day on average?’, the majority (77%) of students in Phase 1 estimated that they watched between one and four hours daily, with the largest number (32% overall) watching between two and three hours per day. A further six percent of students advised that they spent between 30 minutes and one hour viewing daily. 

By contrast, 11 percent of students reckoned that they spent from four to seven hours (or in one case, more than seven hours) daily in this way. Only two students watched either no TV or only a minimal amount (less than 30 minutes a day). A small number of students were ‘not sure’.

Students’ responses to the same question in Phase 3 showed much the same pattern of TV viewing, reinforcing other data reported earlier that for around two-thirds of students TV watching was one of their favourite activities (and perhaps a ‘habit’ for quite a few others). 

And, in Phase 4, when asked how often they did each of a series of activities in their spare time, 51 percent of students watched TV/videos/DVDs ‘every or almost every day’, with a further 32 percent watching ‘3 to 5 days a week’.

Computer and Internet use
Forty-three percent of students in Phase 1 nominated ‘using the computer (eg, for MSN)’ as one of their most favourite spare time activities; 39 percent also specified that one of their favourite activities was ‘playing electronic/video/computer/Playstation games’. 

And in Phase 4 the frequency with which students used a computer in their spare time (not including schoolwork) was as follows:
	‘Every/almost every day’
%
	‘3 to 5 days a week’
%
	‘1 or 2 days a week’
%
	‘Less than 1 day a week’
%
	‘Never or almost never’
%

	29
	30
	11
	15
	14


To another question in Phase 1, which asked students whether they used a computer when not at school, 76 percent of students advised that they did so. Mostly, they used it for playing games (60% overall); for homework, especially when they needed to do research for special projects; and for accessing the Internet for personal interest. 

The data resulting from the same question in Phase 3 were very similar, with just slightly more (79%) students overall saying they used a computer out of school time. They again most often used the computer for playing games, homework/projects, and the Internet, although now just over two-thirds of those who spent time on the computer used it to access the Internet, compared to just under half in Phase 1.

When in Year 8, the largest proportion (34%) of students spent between one and four hours a week using the computer when not at school, with a further 16 percent spending between four and eight hours, and 14 percent saying they spent nine to 15 hours weekly on the computer. By contrast, 21 percent spent ‘no time’ on the computer, and an additional 11 percent spent only minimal time — a few minutes up to one hour. 

In general, the pattern of responses in Phase 3 was much the same, apart from an indication that students overall were spending a little more time on the computer over the course of a week. The main exception was that there were now six percent (N=6) of students who estimated that they spent a very significant amount of time on the computer: between 20 and 40 hours each week.

When specifically asked in Phases 1 and 3 what they mainly used the Internet for, students most often stated that they used it for: chatting to friends (MSN); looking up things of personal interest — for example, information about cars, famous people/‘stars’, cartoons, magazines, Trade Me; researching material for homework projects; sending and receiving emails (especially in Phase 3); listening to and/or downloading music; playing games; writing stories; developing their own website; using drawing software/computer art; working with photographs; and using design/architecture software.

Responsibilities Outside of School

By asking students about home duties and responsibilities, we wanted to get an idea of the extent to which students had calls on their time that could impact on ability to engage in leisure-time activities and affect time for studying, and so on.

Home duties or chores

According to her parents, Emily spent around half-an-hour a day helping out at home when she was in Year 8, doing chores such as “keeping her bedroom clean, clearing the dishes, and collecting in washing off the line once a week”. Emily herself reported that she received pocket money “every week”, irrespective of whether she carried out her chores!

In Phase 4, Emily was still expected to do some home chores, although they were not very onerous ones: hanging washing on the line and bringing it in again (“only in the weekends”), and “sometimes” cleaning her room.

Part-time work

Over the first three phases of the study, Emily did not have any part-time work. But by Phase 4, Emily had begun to babysit the children of family friends from time to time. She added that when she was “old enough” (ie, the legal age of 15 years) she was keen to apply for part-time work in a supermarket or similar.

The Balance between Leisure Time and Responsibilities

In Year 8, Emily mostly felt she had enough time outside of school to do the things she liked doing: the main impediment to this was “having to do homework”. But in her first term at secondary school, Emily answered that she did “not really” have enough time to do the things she enjoyed or liked doing when not at school. Again, she attributed this to homework. However her comment suggests that an equally, if not more, important factor was that she was very tired at the end of the day, most likely due to the new routine and demands of being at secondary school:

“Because of homework — [and] get home at 4pm and am real tired.”

As a Year 10 student, Emily’s view on whether she had enough time for things she liked doing when not at school was:

“Yes and no. ‘Yes’ because I do sports in the weekends and ‘no’ because I do a lot of extra-curricular things [through school] this year, so that takes up a lot of weekends and after school and I also have to do lots
 of homework.”

All Students

Views on adequacy of their leisure time

More than three-quarters (78%) of students in Phase 1 felt that ‘yes’ they ‘mostly’ had enough time to do what they liked doing outside of school. Sixteen percent answered ‘sometimes’ and six percent ‘no, hardly ever’. 

The reasons the latter two groups of students gave for not having enough time to themselves was mainly because they had to fulfil various family responsibilities, especially chores, and/or felt that homework took up quite a lot of their spare time:


−
“Have homework and chores and paper round to do.”


−
“Heaps of stuff in the way — cultural stuff, church activities, family problems.”


−
“Homework. Many things to do — talk to my family, family outings.”


−
“Have to clean up the house.”


−
“Chores — [eg] cleaning the house — but sometimes I do too much of other things instead of what I’m supposed to do would like to spend more times with friends but mostly too busy.”

Some also felt that their friends sometimes got in the way of doing other things that they wanted to do:


−
“Because I’m busy with friends.”

When we repeated the question ‘Do you find you have enough time this year to do the things you like or enjoy doing when you are not at school?’ in Phase 2, considerably fewer students — just 63 percent — felt that they usually had enough time, with 11 percent saying they sometimes did, and 26 percent saying they did not. 

Nearly all those who felt they often didn’t have enough time to themselves attributed this to increased levels of homework now that they were at secondary school, or to a combination of homework and chores/family responsibilities:


−
“Too much homework.”


−
“So many things to do around the house from Mum and Dad, not enough time for going out with friends and have a lot more homework now.”

One year later, in Phase 4, most students (79% answered  ‘yes, mostly’) seemed to have re-established a better balance between homework, chores, and other responsibilities, and securing enough time to spend in the ways that they chose:


−
“Can prioritise more now.”


−
“Homework takes up time but I usually find a way to get out with my friends.”

The five percent of students who ‘sometimes’ felt they did not have enough time, and the 14 percent who considered they ‘hardly ever’ did, again often attributed this situation to homework, chores and other responsibilities, but now also mentioned that sports and other extra-curricular activities competed for their time and made it hard to balance everything. (It is interesting to note, however, that perceptions did differ about this, in that some students felt that taking part in formal sports, etc, was not ‘choice’ leisure time, while others felt that it was.)


−
“Lots of other things to do — have out-of-school activities that clash.”


−
“Sometimes outdoor sports and youth groups take up a lot of my time, I find it hard to get time to do homework and other things.

Parental Concerns about Child Behaviour and Well-being 

To obtain further insights into the ways in which students may be changing or developing at the time of transition and subsequently, we asked parents at each phase of the study if they were currently worrying about any aspects of their child’s behaviour or well-being. Specifically, we asked parents to rate whether they had concerns about their child in relation to: help around the house; friendships; interests; behaviour at home; school; self-esteem/self confidence; and any ‘other things’.

 Despite a level of concern about some of Emily’s friendships in Phase 1 (and this concern appeared to have disappeared by Phase 3), and an indication of some less desirable behaviour at home by Phase 3
, feedback from Emily’s parents suggests that in most respects they were happy about their daughter’s behaviour, interests, and progress and participation at school. Other data support this claim. Information in Chapter Thirteen, for example, shows that they considered that Emily had done ‘very/extremely well’ in her schoolwork during her first year at secondary school.

Parental Worries or Concerns about Luke
Luke’s mother felt that Luke had a good range of interests in Year 8 and had ‘no concerns’ about him in this respect at that stage. But in relation to help around the house, friendships, behaviour at home, school, and Luke’s levels of self-esteem/self-confidence, she ‘sometimes’ had concerns about her son. 

A few months later, when Luke had completed almost a term in Year 9, his mother reported a greater level of concern about Luke, in terms of him carrying out his responsibilities and his general behaviour at home. And in contrast to her earlier response, she was now ‘sometimes’ concerned about his current range of interests.

Towards the end of his first year at secondary school, Luke’s mother had an even greater level of concern. She noted:

“I have concerns about most things as this has been a difficult year and turning into a teenager can be so unsettling.”

However, her feedback about Luke at the end of his first term in Year 10 was much more positive: apart from saying she ‘sometimes’ had concerns about the extent to which Luke helped out at home (he was reluctant), she had ‘no concerns’ about his friendships, interests, general behaviour at home, school matters or self-esteem.

All Students

Parents’ concerns about aspects of the students’ lives
The data in the table show that participating parents were most likely to say that, at least some of the time, they had concerns about their child’s self-esteem/self-confidence, the extent to which they helped around the house, and behaviour at home. And it is of interest to note that parents most often expressed these concerns when their children were nearing the end of their first year of secondary school, and not, as might perhaps be speculated, soon after the transition from primary school. The pattern for considerably higher levels of concern in Phase 3 also applied to ‘student interests’.
	Aspect of child’s life or behaviour
	Parents who answered either ‘Yes’ or ‘Sometimes yes/sometimes no’ at each phase of the study

	
	Phase 1
(Based on N=60; 54% of total parent group
%
	Phase 2
(Based on N=55; 53% of total parent group)
%
	Phase 3
(Based on N=59; 59% of total parent group)
%
	Phase 4
(Based on N=62; 67% of total parent group)
%

	Helping around the house
	20
	42
	49
	35

	Friendships
	21
	24
	27
	30

	Interests
	16
	31
	37
	25

	Behaviour at home
	24
	34
	41
	38

	School
	24
	17
	33
	35

	Self-esteem/self-confidence
	32
	29
	47
	40


The data further show that parental concern about their children’s friendships tended to increase over the course of the study, as did concerns about how their child was getting on at school:


−
“He has found a friend that is very naughty. Unfortunately they are in the same class. I hope that he can be strong and resist him.”


−
“Maths and English sometimes. [My daughter] can’t retain what she’s learnt. We think it may be the teaching  methods.”


−
“[Have concerns about] where [my son] is at academically and if he needs help.”

But, overall, at each phase of the study, the majority of parents (from a low of 52% for ‘helping around the house’ in Phase 3 to a high of 76% in Phase 1 for ‘interests’) answered ‘no’, they did not currently have any concerns of any great import regarding the aspects of their children’s lives specified in the table.

However, a few parents at each stage expressed a range of other concerns about their children, most notably to do with health issues: 


−
“Putting on too much weight, complaining of headaches.” 


−
“Her eating habits and lack of exercise.”


−
“Her stress and anxiety.” 

and ‘being a teenager’: 


−
“She’s a teenager. It would take too long to list them (only kidding).”


−
“Language: teenagers frequently swear. Why?”


−
“These images of being a gangster: bling bling.” 

Continued …
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Parents’ concerns about aspects of the students’ lives – continued
The comments that follow illustrate more broadly concerns expressed by parents: 


−
“Have found that he doesn’t like letting his friends know that he goes to Boys’ Brigade as it's not a 'cool' thing to do. (He does enjoy it though.) He is very aware of being 'cool' to fit in! As a parent of a Year 9 student (and a teenager) I have found this year to be challenging, exciting and scary all rolled into one. With primary [school] I've always tried to know where [my son] was up to at school — with schoolwork, expectations of him and his friends. I've known his friends from Year 1 and had formed a relationship with them and their parents. I found it much easier to set boundaries for [my son] there. Now...it's not as easy to speak to his teacher, let alone get to know them and find out how [my son] is doing at school. Also we are allowing him to make more choices for himself but find it frustrating when it seems as if he isn’t working as hard as we feel he should be. But at the end of the day it’s great to see him grow and to mature — to have chats and laughs with him — they offset the frustrations! He is a great kid, with a great sense of right and wrong and also knows that he is loved by his family.”


−
“Wish he had more interests.”


−
“Social skills, laziness, attitude to everything, weight.”


−
“Friendships: has lots, but some I’m concerned about. Interests: would like him to develop more. Other: usual teenage behaviour, pushing boundaries, limits.”


−
“Seems to have fewer friends now [Year 10]. Interests aren’t broad enough. Has slack attitude to school.”


−
“Fears taking on new challenges.”

Summary Statements about Emily and her Relationships with Family
Emily had a close relationship with her family. She described them as being very supportive of her in all aspects of her life, including her education. Emily’s teachers described her family in similar terms. 

For the most part, Emily and her mother, in particular, talked freely, with Emily regularly telling her mother what happened to her at school — everyday things, as well as triumphs and problems, and about her friends, many of whom her family knew. There was an indication in Phase 4, however, that as Emily was maturing and experimenting more in her life, it wasn’t always as easy as it had been for her to be open about everything. While she continued to tell her mother most things, she commented that there were sometimes topics she was finding it a little harder to talk about, although she usually did so eventually.

Other data presented in this chapter reveal Emily as a young person with a range of interests and pursuits, and as someone who enjoyed spending time in the company of an increasingly diverse range of others, often ‘just talking’. Her busy social life meant that Emily engaged in correspondingly modest levels of TV watching and using the computer for leisure purposes. 

Her family had high expectations of and for Emily and her younger siblings and rules and boundaries they were required to abide by. At all phases of the study, Emily appeared to generally respect those guidelines. And Emily was fortunate in that her quite low level of home chores and responsibilities did not interfere with her ability to complete her school-related tasks or take part in performing arts, sports and the other leisure-time activities that she enjoyed. 

Chapter Four:
Student and Social Interactions
To help address one important facet of the overall aim of the research
 — that is, how a student’s transition from Year 8 to Year 9 may affect or be affected by their ‘social development or adjustment’ — we gathered information about Emily’s friendships and the nature of her interactions with other students, her experiences of bullying, and how well she related to teachers
 and other adults at school. 

This information, together with equivalent data for the other participating students, is discussed in the present chapter. The discussion also builds on aspects of the data from the previous chapter concerning Emily’s and other students’ relationships with family, and the nature and extent of their leisure-time activities.

Friends

The research literature on transitions signals the importance of social networks in how well students are likely to cope with the move to secondary school, or indeed any important transition in their education/schooling. At each phase of the study, therefore, students were asked a series of questions about friends and friendships. These questions included how many good or close friends they had, whether they mixed most often with school- or other friends, what they liked to do together, and what they felt were the best and not so good things about their friends.

In Emily’s case, it was evident that friendships were very important to her and that she had the ability to make friends quite readily. 

Her Year 8 teacher commented:

“Emily is a popular member of the class. She is a highly sociable person who relates well to all students in the class.”

Throughout the study, Emily’s friendship networks underwent changes. When she first moved to secondary school and her former friends were not in the same classes, she found herself having to look to other students in her form class for new friendship possibilities. However at least some of these early friendships did not consolidate. As would be expected, once the Year 9 students settled into their new school environment and came to know more people, there were shifts in these initial alliances, Emily’s being no exception. And, by Phase 4, it appeared that Emily’s approach to friends involved a strong element of experimentation: she was keen to mix with as wide and diverse a range of people as she could, to broaden her experience and outlook.

Friendship Networks during the Study

Phase 1

To open the discussion about friends we first asked our then Year 8 students ‘how many good or close friends’ they had at school. Emily’s response was:

“Too many! Nearly everyone at school! A mixture of boys and girls. I [also] talk to them on the ‘phone — even boys.”

Reiterating earlier comments on how she spent her spare time (see the previous chapter), Emily stated that, outside of school hours, she “frequently” telephoned her school friends; she also chatted to them on MSN, saw them at sports practice or events, and spent time with them either in their homes or her own. 

While she interacted mostly with her school friends in Year 8, Emily had other friends who didn’t attend her school. These friends she had generally met through family, other friends at school, or through her sports connections.

Emily spent time in the weekends with school and other friends, mainly just ‘hanging out’ and talking, but also playing sports together for fun and more formally. In addition, she met with them fortnightly at a youth group, mostly so they could go and play interactive computer games together afterwards. From time to time Emily and her friends saw a movie together, had sleepovers or went to a local shopping mall to “just walk around”. And when they were apart, they frequently telephoned one another.

Emily’s parents provided equivalent information, advising that Emily ‘often’ spent time with her friends at weekends, and that they mainly liked to go shopping, to the movies, or have sleepovers.

Luke and Friendship Networks

Like Emily, Luke had a sizeable group of ‘good or close’ friends at each phase of the study.

Luke talked to or spent most time with his school friends but also had other friends that didn’t attend his school. Some of these friends lived in his general neighbourhood. Others, he’d met through soccer, or in the hip-hop class he took part in. 

Luke often spent time with his friends in the weekend, on a variety of activities: going to movies, watching videos/DVDs (“when friends stay the night”), playing computer games at each other’s homes, participating  in sports, going bike rides or to the swimming pool, exchanging overnight stays, and ‘hanging out in the mall’. 

Luke’s mother stated that Luke was “very popular” and confirmed that he ‘often’ spent time with friends at weekends, doing the activities that Luke himself had mentioned: going to the movies, playing computer games at each other houses, sports (eg, going down to the cricket nets in a local park and practising batting and bowling), going for bike rides, and “sometimes” staying overnight at a friend’s house. 

She added that Luke also spent time talking on the phone “to his girlfriend”.

Phase 2

Early in her first year at secondary school, Emily again stated that she had a lot of ‘friends’ (but perhaps more accurately in at least some instances, new acquaintances). But now, instead of saying ‘almost everyone’ was a friend, as she had at primary school, she estimated that she had between “10 and 15” ‘good or close friends’ at school. It seems that, consciously or unconsciously, Emily was acknowledging that she needed to feel her way, in the much larger, and in many ways more complex, environment of a secondary school.

Although nearly all her particular friends from school the previous year had come to the same secondary school, none were in the same classes as herself. Emily commented:

“I would like them to be in my class — I’m used to having my friends around. Have to make new friends now.”

While Emily found the need to establish new friendships a little unsettling, she added that it wasn’t really a problem for her as she had already made a number of new friends, and still spent time with former friends, including a cousin, at intervals and lunch-times. New friends were mostly other students in her form class, together with “friends of last year’s friends”. 
Phase 3

At this stage of the study, Emily continued to mix with a large circle of other young people. When asked how many good friends she now had at school she stated:

“Actually, quite a lot. Practically too many to count.” 

This is similar to her response in Phase 1, suggesting that, socially, she was by now feeling much more at home at secondary school and had established a more secure, relaxed place for herself in the student community, much like she had at primary school.

Similarly, when asked in Phase 3 whether their ‘Year 9 child had a special friend or group of friends at school’, Emily’s parents responded:

“She has a wide range of friends.”

In contrast to Phase 2, when she was missing having her Year 8 friends in the same class and looked forward to seeing them at break-times, Emily now said that only one of her current best or close friends was a friend from the previous year, that the “rest are all new friends”.
All Students

Their friends at school and other friends

All but one student in Phase 1 told us that they had at least one ‘good or close friend at school’ that year, with a large majority having either ‘3–4 friends’ (21%), ‘4–5 friends’ (20%), or ‘More than 5 friends’ (43%): in some cases, “heaps, too many to count!”. The great majority of students (91%) also said that, although they spent most time with school friends, they had other friends who didn’t go to their school. Most often, they had met these ‘other’ friends at sports or other clubs, through their family, at church, previous schools, or simply through living in the same neighbourhood.

In Phase 2, quite soon after their move to secondary school, all students advised that they had at least one friend at school, and most continued to have contact with non-school friends. The students’ friends at school were most often a mix of friends from primary school and new friends, although in some cases, students either stayed exclusively with former friends or had made all new friends/acquaintances. In general, compared to Phase 1, students now reported having a smaller pool of friends at school so far that year, although there were already at least 13 percent of students who claimed to have “heaps” of friends in their new school. 

Students had mainly met new friends through being in the same form or other classes with them (“By just being friendly to each other in form class”), or through their participation in school sports or other activities. Often, new friendships were formed after introductions from other friends — “Some friends introduce me to their friends” — although more socially confident students were able to initiate friendships for themselves, usually by just starting a conversation:


−
“I met my friend in assembly. We started talking and he became my friend.”


−
“They just asked me my name. I told them a joke and then I began to play with them.”

Following the transition, some students found themselves in classes with some of their friends from the previous year, while others found that they had few if any of their former friends in the same form or other classes. Asked how they felt about having their Year 8 friends in classes with them, views were divided, emphasising one aspect, perhaps, of the challenge for schools in attempting to achieve the best class placements for individual students.

The largest group — almost half (48%) — of students said they were glad to have some of their friends/classmates from the previous year in their Year 9 classes: 


−
“I feel supported. I think it’s good [having them there] ‘cause if you need help they will support you.”


−
“Yes, ‘cause I’ve known her a long time, a familiar face. We can sit together and I can pair up with her and talk to her. I feel comfortable.”


−
“Being in the same classes is a good thing, they know what type of person I am; they help me when I get stuck.”


−
“It’s good because I know I can trust them. Like tell them stuff, like my problems.”


−
“Only one girl from last year is in class. It’s a good thing she’s there as it means I’m not a loner and am friends with her. Some of the other girls in class are really quiet and don’t talk at all, they are really serious. About four boys from last year are in my class which is OK.”


−
“It’s cool [having some of them there]. But would like to have more of them, but they split us all up. I miss the others that didn’t come to this school. Only about 10 of us came here.”
A further nine percent, who did not have anyone they had known previously in their present classes, wished that they had:


−
“Made me feel sad [not having them in class with me].”


−
“Bothered by it a bit [not having friends there], had to get to know other people in class.”

Continued …

All Students

Their friends at school and other friends – continued

A few students commented that while it was difficult when they first arrived at secondary school and found that there was no-one they knew in their classes, they adjusted to the situation quite quickly:


−
“I feel all right about it now, but it made it harder on the first day.”


−
“It bothered me at the start not having old friends in class. But now I have made new friends.”

Eleven percent of students stated either that they wished previous friends were not in the same classes with them or were glad that they were not:


−
“They’re not in my class. That’s a good thing: I might distract them.”


−
“Better — I like it that they aren’t there. They talk too much.”

And there were also 29 percent of students who didn’t mind either way:


−
“It was all right. I made heaps of other friends.”


−
“Not a problem — gives you more chance to make [new] friends.”


−
“Yes, would like them to be there but not bothered that they’re not.”


−
“Doesn’t really matter: had mates from baseball at school, so knew other people.”


−
“Don’t really mind, happy either way.”

By Phase 3, all students stated that they had friends at school, the great majority saying they had at least three friends, including two-thirds with ‘five or more friends’: 


−
“Heaps.” 


−
“I have about 15–20 friends, lots of them: I get around with all of them throughout the week.”

Five students indicated they had ‘1–2 friends’, with one commenting that she had just “One really close one”. 

While most students (82%) in Phase 3 said their friends were mostly ‘in their year group (ie, other Year 9 students)’, almost a third (30%) of students also had some older friends and 16 percent included siblings, cousins or family friends in their group of friends at school. More than 90 percent of students continued to have some ‘non-school’ friends, while five percent indicated that they did not (this information was not available for the remaining three students). 

By Phase 4, friendship patterns remained much the same, except that some students had to ‘re-group’ a little, in response to class and other school changes and movement of students in and out of the school. 

However, although current friends were a mix of old and new for three-quarters of the students, around two-thirds further indicated that their friends were mostly friends from school the previous year (and often earlier) and/or siblings, cousins, family or neighbourhood friends, suggesting that, for many, friendships had consolidated by Year 10, especially after the ‘disruptions’ to social networks in the early part of Year 9 in particular. 

The students’ friends were mostly other Year 10 students (75% of cases), although around a quarter advised that they had a fairly even mix of school friends in terms of age and year levels. Ninety-five percent of the students continued to maintain friendships with people who did not attend their school.

Also in contrast to the situation in Phase 2, Emily said that just two of her new friends were in the same classes as herself, one in her form class and the other in an option class. She had met most of her other school friends through “friends of friends [from around the school] — they introduce me to other friends” and, in one case, through MSN.

Of her school friends, all were in Year 9. She did not count any of the older students in the school as a close friend although she knew a number of them to say ‘hi’ to: often, these older students were her friends’ relatives.

Emily continued to mix mostly with school rather than ‘other’ friends.

However, although Emily spent time with friends in the weekends, unlike earlier in the study, this wasn’t currently a regular occurrence, mainly because of family commitments: 

“My grandmother has been sick and I’ve been helping to look after her”; 

and 

“Too busy with family outings.”

In the case of school friends, it was to a certain extent also due to them “living too far away”. It seems that with the wider range of friendship possibilities at secondary school, and the increased likelihood that these new friends come from a number of primary schools, a student’s secondary school friends tend to be more geographically scattered than their ‘pre-transition’ friends.

When Emily did spend time with friends in the weekends it was “going to the beach when it’s sunny — everyone is there”; going along to special events, such as music and cultural festivals; and…

“…we all get together and go to the [local mall] when anything interesting is happening.” 

Emily also liked to support friends by attending any concerts or other events in which they featured. For example, she and a group of friends went along to local church meetings when one of their friends was singing there, to provide support and encouragement. 

As well, she continued to maintain regular contact with her friends by telephone, if she was not seeing them in person.

All Students

Spending time with friends in the weekends

We asked students in Phases 1, 3, and 4 if they spent time with friends in the weekends. Three-quarters (73%; 75%) of students in each of Phases 1 and 3, and 83 percent in Phase 4, indicated that they did so. However a number of students (around 15) who answered ‘yes’ at each phase added that, rather than it being a regular occurrence, it was only ‘sometimes’:


−
“Occasionally, not all the time. They live far away and I’m very busy anyway but I see them at school and talk to them on the phone.”


−
“Sometimes — when I can. Often have family things, sports things to do.” 


−
“Sometimes [I do things with my friends in the weekends] — every two weeks approximately, on Saturdays. Other times I stay home with my brothers.”


−
“Sometimes — can’t go if I’m at my Dad’s place or if I am with my horse.”

The reasons students gave for either not seeing friends at all or only sometimes seeing them in the weekends included being busy with church matters, friends living too far away, not having the opportunity because of home commitments, their time being taken up by sports or other activities, not being allowed to, and not wanting to: 


−
“Because I’m busy with church activities — I have to go to church on Sunday. And on Saturday I usually sleep in.”


−
“Cause I don’t really see them and stuff, me and my Mum are always busy on Saturday and Sunday.” 


−
“Mainly because we’re at church mostly, ‘cause my family is hard out with church.”


−
“Lots of reasons [for not seeing them in weekends] — they live too far from me, won’t be allowed, no way of getting there.” 


−
“Too busy at home and I gotta go to sport in the weekends.” 


−
“Yeah, I don’t see them in the weekend, ‘cause I’m Tongan and I can’t go anywhere, just the boys are allowed to.” 


−
“Used to, but something happened on the weekend and I am grounded until they [family] trust me again.”


−
“Just like to do things on my own.” 

Those who did see their friends in the weekends most often spent their time together:

•
‘just hanging out’ and talking; 

•
staying overnight at each other’s houses; 

•
going to the movies; 

•
meeting up in town/at the local mall;

•
going shopping; 

•
watching videos/DVDs;

•
playing computer games or using the computer for chatting on MSN or doing Internet searches;

•
playing sports; and 

•
just doing things outside (eg, riding bikes, going for walks, skateboarding). 

There was little apparent variation in the most favoured weekend activities between Phases 1 and 4, with the exception of students in Phase 4 being more inclined to listen to music together. However, present data cannot of course convey in any depth the nature of possible changes in how students interacted together, such as what they did or talked about when they were ‘just hanging out’.

Phase 4 

At the end of her first term in Year 10 Emily immediately, and laughingly, responded “Oh, heaps” when asked how many good or close friends she had at school. She explained her answer this way:

“Because I consider everybody a close friend. But I have best friends and then I have friends who are like family and stuff so I can’t really say how many friends I’ve got because they’re, like, all categories in the same closeness to me but they’re just in different groups and stuff.” 

Emily had got to know her Year 10 friends in…

“…all sorts of ways. My friends introduce me to their friends. And other people I meet through family — like, my parents’ friends’ children, and stuff. Or I meet them just by introducing myself, like at parties and stuff you just socialise with people and you get to know them more. I suppose I’m just not afraid to meet anyone new.”  

And commenting on whether her school friends were ‘mostly friends from last year, new friends, or a mix’, Emily replied:

“I have my friends that I’m always with, there’s probably three that I used to go to [primary] school with, the rest of them are people I met last year [in Year 9] or this year. But they’re mainly people that I met at the end of last year who I’m hanging around with now. [So have the friends you made earlier last year moved to different classes and things like that?] Um, oh, it’s just that I like to meet new people. I don’t like to stay with the same people all the time, I just like mixing, that’s the thing.”

Reinforcing her comments about liking to interact with new and different people, Emily described her friends at school as a fairly even mix of students of different ages and year levels, rather than all Year 10 students like herself. This is in contrast to Year 9, when all her friends were other Year 9 students. She added that her friends in Year 10 were “also from different [primary] schools.”

 As at earlier phases of the study, Emily saw her school friends outside of school time, including most weekends, and kept in contact with other friends who did not attend her school.

In Phase 4, other than playing sports, shopping, and listening to music, the main things that Emily and her friends did together in the weekends mostly seemed to involve simply ‘socialising’, rather than particular activities. That is, they most often just talked, exchanged overnight visits to each other’s homes, went for walks, hung out in town or in the mall, or went to parties. They ‘never’, for example, spent time together on a specific hobby or pastime, did not do homework together, and no longer attended a youth group.

Best Things about Friends 

Throughout the study, Emily emphasised that what she most valued about friends was the emotional support they provided, and simply being able to talk, gossip and laugh with them. These aspects of her friendships were more important to her than undertaking particular activities or hobbies/interests together. Her specific responses follow.

Phase 1

Responding to a question about what she most valued about her friends
, for Emily at this time (her last term in Year 8), it was that they were…

“…easy to talk to. They’re supportive. They know how to make someone feel welcome. [They’re] always around when you need them.”

In addition, Emily valued the feeling that she could trust her best or closest friends to keep her confidences safe: 

“If you’ve got something on your mind, you can guarantee they won’t say anything.”

Luke on Valuing Friends

Friendships played a large part in Luke’s life. At various stages of the study, Luke indicated that ‘hanging out with friends’ was very important to him. He also gave ratings of ‘definitely true’ to the statements ‘I trust my friends’, ‘I can talk to my friends if I have a problem’, and ‘I have good friends at school’. 

By contrast, he answered ‘mostly not true’ to the statement ‘My friends push me to do stupid things’, in Phases 1 and 3, and ‘definitely not true’ to this same statement in Phases 2 and 4. 

And even though some of his friends sometimes wagged school or got into trouble, Luke felt that it was ‘mostly true’ that his friends wanted to do well at school and enjoyed learning new things. 

Luke’s comments on what he most valued about his friends in Year 8 were:

“[My] friends are happy most of the time – I’m just happy to be with them. They are there for you when you need them. They don’t put you down.” [Interviewer comment: ‘It sounds like you have really good friends’. He responded with feeling:] “They are!”
Similarly, in Phase 3, he felt the best things about his friends were their…

“…just being friendly, [and] you can trust them. Everything [about them]: they’re fun, we do things together.”

The only ‘not so good thing’ for Luke about any of his friends was …

“…one friend, who is maybe moving away to [another city]. I’m pretty sad about that — I’ve known him since I was little.”

In most cases, Luke’s friends were ones he had known for several years at least.

Phase 3

Students were not specifically asked to say what they thought the best (and not so good) things were about their friends in Phase 2. But these questions were incorporated into the interview again in Phase 3 because we wanted to see how students’ friendships — and their attitudes to these friendships — may have altered over the intervening period. Consistent with her Phase 1 response, Emily felt the best things about her friends at this stage of her life were:

“You can tell them anything — they’re like a diary, you can tell them [things] and they won’t go and tell anyone else. They’re fun. They’ll always be there for you.”

Phase 4

As a Year 10 student Emily continued to mention the importance of support from her friends. She also seemed to be emphasising — or acknowledging — her dependency on friends to make life seem exciting and interesting:
“I can, like, talk to them about stuff — if I’m not in the mood for anything, they’re there to support me. I just like them being there. They’re fun. I just really enjoy their company all the time and knowing they are there for me. Something exciting always happens [when you’re with friends] but if you’re on your own nothing exciting can happen.”

All Students

Best things about friends 

Throughout the study, when asked ‘What are the best things about your friendships?’ students most often responded that they valued their friends because they were:

•
fun;

•
someone to talk to, 

•
someone you could trust and who would support you; 

•
someone who understood you; and

•
someone to do things with.

Some responses further indicated that students felt close to friends with whom they could identify, and/or with whom they shared common values, and, at times, particular interests. 

As well, responses from other students revealed that they felt they could be relaxed, not shy, with friends they knew well, and that sometimes the ‘best thing’ about friends was about admiring particular qualities in others, and/or having someone show they valued certain qualities in you. 

Some examples of frequently made comments over the course of the study on the ‘best things about friends’ follow.


−
“Having heaps of fun. Just keeping up with the latest gossip. I can have a laugh with them.”


−
“They’re really cool. We have things in common, we like the same things. You can play with them, talk to them and play sports (rugby, basketball) and go for walks. One friend — a boy, goes to another school — we talk about everything in our lives.”


−
“We, like, understand each other. They’re funny. We’re just all alike, we all like the same things. Everyone helps each other.”


−
“They understand you, they’re not like your parents.”


−
“They look out for me, kind and good to me. They care about me. They’re good to talk to.”


−
“Have the same standards — [ie], wear appropriate clothing, no smoking, no drinking.”


−
“They all like reading; we like studying together too.”


−
“That we’re all the same nationality (Tongan).”


−
“Getting to know each other better and better. We like doing the same things. They are fun to be around.”


−
“We try to do something new or make stuff together.”


−
“Comfort.”

−
“If I’m stuck in the middle of something (problems and social stuff) they would help me. They care for me and stuff. Friendship problems or problems at home they would sort out for me.”


−
“They’re all hard case. They do crazy stuff, for example, like my friend will do something that nobody will think he’ll do, then all of a sudden in class he’ll be really smart (intelligent) — that’s good.”

Continued …

All Students

Best things about friends  – continued


−
“It’s better doing things as a group than on your own.”


−
“Probably [the best thing about them is] having a lot of fun while working. It’s a friendly place/atmosphere: that helps you with doing the work.”


−
“We’re in the ATC [Air Training Corps together] and it’s good to get to have a time to talk about things, for example, about a new air rifle and other things in the Gun Digest, and we talk about sports.”


−
“Chatting — talking about nothing in particular. Currently we’re talking about evolution. We talk about silly/random things.”


−
“You can tell them stuff, secrets, and know they won’t say anything. I like talking: talk, talk, talk. It’s real fun to exchange gossip.”


−
“Can talk to them and don’t have to be shy around them.”


−
“They listen to my problems; they’re loyal — don’t backstab, don’t lie to you They stick up for me.”


−
“[The best thing is] just that I’ve got friends.”


−
“They understand me, they know what I’m going through — bad things.”


−
“They listen, they’re fun and they’re just cool to hang out with — the way they act, the things they talk about. They’re not like other people.”

Not So Good Things about Friends 

Phase 1

Emily’s comment in Year 8 on any ‘not so good things’ about her friendships was:

“Some of them can’t keep a secret and it gets around. Sometimes you argue with them. Some can’t handle being rejected, they blame everyone but themselves.”
She added that another not so good thing was that “some of them live far away”, making it difficult to see them very often. 

Phase 3

At the end of Year 9, Emily’s view of ‘not so good things about friends’ reflected the changing nature of teenage relationships, especially when boy–girl relationships begin to be part of the mix:

“When one of my friends gets a boyfriend and they treat their [other] friends differently. When you tell people things and it gets out and they tell everyone else — and all of a sudden it’s chaos.”

Phase 4

Emily’s comments in Year 10 seem to illustrate the tension young people may feel when trying to balance their own needs as an individual with the needs or desires of the group(s) they are part of:

“When we want to go different ways: like when half the group will want to go here and half the group will want to go there. Or, say, one person wants to stay there and then the rest of the group want to go, it’s just, oh! Like if they want to go to the canteen and the rest of us don’t want to, then they get left out, that’s the only problem. [So it’s hard to please everyone?] Yeah. That’s the only problems though.”   

All Students

The not so good things about friends

Responding to a question about any ‘not so good things about your friendships’, it is of note that 38 percent of students in Phase 1, 54 percent in Phase 3, and 57 percent in Phase 4 considered that there was “Nothing” that was not so good: 


−
“Nothing really — maybe just that I miss them sometimes when I’m not with them.”


−
“Cool mates.”


−
“I don’t reckon there’s anything that’s bad.”


−
“I’m happy with friends.”

In addition, a small number of students stated that the only not so good thing about friends was that they ‘live too far away to be able to see them very often’ or that they had moved away entirely:


−
“Losing them is hard — when they move away.”

However, students who sometimes were not happy with their friends, generally simply mentioned disliking it when there were arguments, disagreements and/or instances of cattiness, gossip-mongering, or competitiveness: 


−
“Sometimes we disagree about things (eg, what we’re going to do) and get in an argument.”


−
“Sometimes they get in little catfights, little girlie things. Sometimes you have your disagreements. But nothing too serious.”


−
“You can disagree if you spend too much time with them. Sometimes you can sort of get sick of one another and take words the wrong way.”


−
“We hurt each other, we make up. We just split up for a couple of days so we can cool down and then we go back to the friendship.”


−
“Sometimes some of us get a bit cocky, a bit too competitive, nothing too serious.”


−
“Probably [it’s when] they backstab each other and I have to listen to it, but it’s not too bad.”

But, as well, other, usually more serious, issues were mentioned. 

Most often, these involved: sometimes feeling pressured to do things they didn’t want to do; people trying to make them ‘take sides’ ; worrying about things some of their friends were ‘getting up to’; sometimes being teased or excluded; having confidences betrayed; jealousies; and complications arising from boy–girl relationships. Some illustrative comments follow.


−
“They sometimes tell everyone what you tell them.”


−
“Sometimes they tease me about being short.”


−
“Sometimes controlling.”


−
“Distract me when I’m working.”


−
“When they force you to do stuff you don’t want to, like wag school and smoking — peer pressure to do stuff, but we are learning to say no to each other.”


−
“The not so close friends do silly things sometimes, things that might get you into trouble.”

−
“Get stuck in the middle of other’s fights: other friends fall out with each other and I get caught in the middle.”


−
“Some of them are bad, some of them are street kids. They go out late, late, they don’t go home. (I don’t really go out late.) They get in trouble — I feel bad for them.”


−
“Sometimes they say things as a joke but I don’t find it funny. Sometimes they leave me out of things. They can be a bit mean.”


−
“I’ve got this friend, I don’t feel safe around her, she steals and I’m frightened I might get blamed.”


−
“Arguments about guys: if you have a boyfriend they get jealous.”


−
“Can be boring with friends when you do nothing.”


−
“Some of them smoke and drink and they try to get me to do it, or go to a party.”

Continued …
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The not so good things about friends – continued


−
“We get jealous of each other.”


−
“Sometimes my other friends, their attitude is not good. They take the wrong choice: when they’re supposed to be at class, they wag (go to the toilets).”


−
“When you talk to them and they blow smoke on you. They smoke in toilets. They smoke to be cool, they follow what other people do.”


−
“Friends who have boyfriends and girlfriends who they split up with: they come crying to me to do something like [give] a punch in the face. I only did that once (smashed his head against the wall).”

How Emily Rated Aspects of her Relationships with Friends 

Exhibit B lists particular aspects of friends and friendships that we asked students to provide feedback on over the course of the study. On the whole, Emily’s responses remained consistent from Phase 1 through to Phase 3.
 The main exceptions during this period were that as time went on she was less likely to say that her friends all went to her school, less likely to say her friends at secondary school got into trouble at school, and slightly more likely to say that she and her friends did homework together
.

In Phase 4, it was evident that some of Emily’s friends were different in character from those she had previously mixed with, in terms of engagement in learning, for example. That is, in Year 10, Emily was less inclined to rate her friends overall as enjoying learning new things or wanting to do well at school, and considerably more likely to rate them as wagging, or as getting into trouble at school. This finding seems to correspond with the desire Emily expressed earlier to meet new people and mix with as diverse a range of students as she could. But, in Emily’s case, spending time with friends who were less motivated about schoolwork did not impact negatively on her own behaviours and attitudes to study and learning.

Exhibit B:
Dimensions on which students provided feedback about friends over the course of the study

	a) I have good friends at school
	The students rated each of the listed dimensions according to the following scale:

· Definitely true

· Mostly true

· Sometimes true, sometimes not true

· Mostly not true

· Definitely not true

	b) My friends all go to this school
	

	c) Hanging out with my friends is very important to me
	

	d) I trust my friends
	

	e) I can talk to my friends if I have a problem
	

	f) My friends want to do well at school
	

	g) My friends enjoy learning new things at school
	

	h) My friends and I do homework together
	

	i) My friends get into trouble at school
	

	j) My friends wag school
	

	k) My friends push me to do stupid things
	

	l) I wish I had different friends at school
	


All Students

Rating aspects of their relationships with friends and certain characteristics of those friends

Students provided additional feedback about their friends by rating each of the statements given in the table below.

The data show that students were consistent before and at the three points after their transition to secondary school in saying that they had good friends at school, although they were a little less likely as time went on to say that their friends all attended the same school. 

While still at primary or intermediate school, the proportion of students who wished they had different friends at school was slightly higher than it was later on in the study, perhaps supporting other evidence from the study that a number of students had ‘outgrown’ their present school, and were ready to move on to secondary school with the relatively larger, more diverse pool of potential friends to be found there. In addition, students in Phase 1 were a little more likely than they were at secondary school to say that their friends pushed them to do stupid things.

However, although not shown in the table due to combining the response categories at either end of the rating scale, students were also considerably more likely in Phase 1 to choose the ‘definitely true’ rather than ‘mostly true’ response option for statements a, d, e, f, and g than they were in subsequent phases, especially Phase 3. For example, 86 percent answered ‘definitely true’ in Phase 1 regarding statement ‘a’ — having good friends at school, compared to 68 percent in Phase 3.  Equivalent figures for statement ‘d’ — trusting friends — were 59 percent and 41 percent.

Continued ….
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Rating aspects of their relationships with friends and certain characteristics of those friends – continued

	‘Dimension of friendship’
	Phase 1
	Phase 2
	Phase 3
	Phase 4

	
	Definitely true/
Mostly truea
%
	Mostly 
not true/ Definitely not truea
%
	Definitely true/ 
Mostly 
true
%
	Mostly not true/ Definitely not true
%
	Definitely true/ 
Mostly 
true
%
	Mostly 
not true/ Definitely not true
%
	Definitely true/ 
Mostly 
true
%
	Mostly 
not true/ Definitely not true
%

	a) I have good friends at school
	95
	–
	84
	–
	90
	1
	86
	–

	b) My friends all go to this school
	48
	28
	52
	19
	31
	30
	39
	29

	c) Hanging out with friends is very important to me
	68
	11
	68
	10
	60
	3
	71
	4

	d) I trust my friends
	90
	–
	86
	1
	82
	–
	83
	1

	e) I can talk to my friends if I have a problem
	84
	5
	73
	5
	74
	6
	75
	8

	f) My friends want to do well at school
	83
	–
	79
	3
	78
	4
	79
	4

	g) My friends enjoy learning new things at school
	74
	3
	69
	–
	57
	6
	66
	9

	h) My friends and I do homework together
	31
	44
	23
	52
	10
	60
	17
	47

	i) My friends get into trouble at school
	31
	35
	16
	52
	21
	44
	12
	48

	j) My friends wag school
	3
	90
	12
	77
	10
	68
	7
	79

	k) My friends push me to do stupid things
	8
	82
	4
	87
	4
	80
	–
	89

	l) I wish I had different friends at school
	10
	80
	4
	88
	3
	85
	5
	90


a
To simplify presentation of the data, in this table we have combined the two response categories ‘Definitely true’ and ‘Mostly true’. The same applies for the categories ‘Mostly not true’ and ‘Definitely not true’. Although some of the detail is lost by doing this, it still provides a useful idea of overall trends in students’ responses regarding feelings and views about their friends over the course of the study. Note that where there was missing data, this was usually only at the level of one or two percent, with occasionally three or four percent of students not rating a particular statement. Therefore, most of the data not reported in the table related to the remaining response option ‘Sometimes true, sometimes not true’. 

Parent Perspective on Emily’s Friends 
Phase 1

For a ‘significant other’, adult perspective regarding friends, parents were asked to comment on their Year 8 child’s friends. This is what Emily’s parents thought were the ‘best things’ about their daughter’s friends at this stage of her life:

“[They are, in the main,] sociable, independent, responsible, trustworthy, mature, confident.”

But they also had concerns about some of Emily’s friendships, advising that a ‘not so good thing’ was: 

“Older friends trying to influence her to partake in drinking alcohol, smoke drugs, steal.”

Emily’s parents also indicated that they ‘sometimes’ had more general concerns or worries about their daughter’s friendships. However, given their very positive overall feedback about her, this was probably at a ‘being aware in order to prevent potential dangers for Emily’ level, rather than that they had actual concerns about what Emily and her friends were doing.

Emily herself did not directly mention peer pressure to undertake particular activities or behave in certain ways
. However comments she made in the context of other interview questions suggests she was aware of the negative implications of an unwise choice of friends.

Phase 3
At this phase of the study, Emily’s parents chose not to provide comment about her friends, either concerns or positive aspects, suggesting that they did not have any particular issues about Emily’s friendships at the time. 

Some confirmation of this interpretation comes from their response to a later question which asked parents if they currently had any concerns or worries about a number of aspects of their Year 9 child’s life. In contrast to the previous year, when they were at times worried about the negative influence of some of Emily’s older friends, Emily’s parents no longer expressed any concerns about friendships.

Teacher Views of Emily’s Friends

As teachers are clearly in a unique position to observe a student’s interactions with their peers and others, we wanted to obtain their particular perspective on the students’ friends. In Year 8, the teacher considered that Emily’s particular group of friends ‘usually’ had a ‘positive attitude towards their schoolwork and engaged well in learning activities’. She also felt that they were ‘usually’ ‘well behaved in class and at school’; and that they ‘usually’ ‘actively participated in and enjoyed out-of-class school activities such as sports, cultural activities, and music groups’.

As well, this teacher saw these friends as having a ‘positive impact’ on Emily in terms of her learning, her behaviour in class and at school generally, participation in the wider life of the school, and the way in which she interacted with teachers and with ‘students outside her own social group’.

Late the following year, Emily’s Year 9 form/English teacher was also of the opinion that Emily mostly mixed with friends who were a positive influence and that, on the whole, Emily had very good relationships.

The same teacher provided similar feedback about Emily in Year 10. In addition, apart from a small indication that Emily sometimes hassled (‘stirred’ or teased) other students a little, it seemed that Emily may have matured in a number of ways since Phase 3 in her interactions with other students. Instead of being described as ‘occasionally’ likely to be ‘influenced by peer pressure to do something out of character’, as she had been in Phase 3, her form teacher now rated her as ‘never’ being influenced in this way. She was also now considered to be ‘always’ ‘good at resolving disputes or keeping things smooth with peers’ — as compared to ‘sometimes’ being good at this in Phase 3. 

According to the data in Table 2, all of the teachers who commented mostly felt that Emily’s relationships with other students were positive, well-balanced ones.

A Brief Overview of Emily’s Friendship Networks

On the basis of the data presented in Table 2 and in relation to the dimensions listed in Exhibit B, together with many comments she made in each of her four interviews, it is evident that friends were very important to Emily, both at and beyond school. And, despite certain ups and downs, in common with most young people, Emily’s relationships with her friends seemed to be generally very positive. 

In terms of school and learning, Emily most often
 seemed to be choosing to mix with other students who did not get into trouble at school, did not stay away from school without valid reason, liked to learn new things, and considered that it was important to do well at school. And from her perspective, Emily seemed able to make her own decisions rather than be led by others.

The views expressed by Emily’s parents and Year 8 teacher support these findings. In the main, information provided by Emily’s Years 9 and 10 teachers does as well, despite the indication that there was occasionally a ‘mischievous’ element to Emily’s relationship with some other students.

Table 2:
Teacher perspectives on aspects of Emily’s relationship with friends/other students

	Aspect of relationship with other students
	Rating

	
	Phase 1: 
Year 8 teacher
	Phase 3: 
Year 9 form teachera
	Phase 4: 
Year 10 form teachera

	Gets on well with other students
	1
	2
	1

	Gets hassled/bullied by other students
	5
	4
	5

	Hassles/bullies other students
	5
	4
	4

	Isolates herself from other children
	5
	5
	5

	Is good at resolving disputes or keeping things smooth with peers 
	1
	3
	1

	Is influenced by peer pressure to do something out of character
	Missing data
	4
	5

	Helps/supports other students in the class
	2
	2
	2

	Mixes with students who are anti-social or get into trouble
	5
	4
	5

	Sees other students’ points of view
	1
	2
	1


a
This was the same teacher.

All Students

Teacher ratings of student interactions

Amongst other things, we asked Year 8 teachers to provide feedback about individual students in relation to the nature of their interactions with other students. The students’ Year 9 and Year 10 form teachers provided equivalent information.

The relevant data are contained in the table below.

Whereas in Phase 1 no teachers answered that they were ‘not sure, don’t know enough abut this student to be able to comment’ when rating students on the dimensions listed in the table, between five percent and 29 percent of the students’ form (as opposed to subject) teachers answered in this way in Phases 3 and 4 for each of the dimensions listed.

But of the Years 9 and 10 form teachers who did feel they knew the students well enough to comment, their feedback was similar to that provided by Year 8 teachers, albeit perhaps a little more positive overall: for example, they were more likely to say that students were good at resolving disputes with peers and less likely to feel that students would be influenced by peer pressure to do something out of character.
	Aspect of relationship with other students
	Phase 1: 
Year 8 teachers
	Phase 3: 
Year 9 form teachers
	Phase 4: 
Year 10 form teachers

	
	Often/ Alwaysa

%c
	Never/ Occasion-allya
%c
	Often/ Always

%c
	Never/ Occasion-ally
%c
	Not 
sureb

%c
	Often/ Always

%c
	Never/ Occasion-ally
%c
	Not 
sure

%c

	Gets on well with other students
	67
	10
	89
	3
	–
	87
	–
	5

	Gets hassled/bullied by other students
	7
	76
	3
	69
	19
	–
	82
	13

	Hassles/bullies other students
	7
	85
	1
	82
	11
	–
	81
	14

	Isolates him/herself from other children
	8
	76
	3
	79
	10
	4
	82
	7

	Is good at resolving disputes or keeping things smooth with peers
	39
	19
	32
	21
	24
	44
	11
	27

	Is influenced by peer pressure to do something out of character
	15
	65
	3
	60
	18
	2
	57
	18

	Helps/supports other students in the class
	44
	21
	35
	25
	11
	39
	14
	27

	Mixes with students who are anti-social or get into trouble
	13
	66
	11
	65
	6
	6
	60
	15

	Sees other students’ points of view
	45
	16
	33
	8
	29
	39
	12
	25


a
As in previous ‘All Students’ tables, in order to simplify data presentation, we have combined the two response categories ‘Always’ and ‘Often’. The same has been done with the ‘Occasionally’ and ‘Never’ categories. Note that where there was missing data, this was usually only at the level of one percent. Therefore, most of the data not reported in the table related to the ‘Sometimes’ response option. 

b
The full wording of this response option was: ‘Not sure, don’t know enough about this student to be able to comment’.

c
The percentages in the table indicate the proportion of students, not teachers. Individual teachers often provided feedback on more than one of our participating students.

Bullying

That students often express a fear of being bullied when they reach secondary school is mentioned in the transition to secondary school research literature. This was also a finding of the present study: as further discussed in Chapter Eleven, Emily and a considerable number of our other students were apprehensive about being bullied once they arrived at secondary school.
. 

Whereas in Phase 1 Emily’s parents had advised that Emily had neither been picked on or bullied in the last few months nor given any other child a hard time, one year later they reported that: 

“Emily was threatened at school and the threat was brought to her attention from a friend.”

Their response was to…

“…contact [one of] Emily’s teachers because she [Emily] had formed a great relationship with her.”

When Emily was asked similar questions about bullying in Phase 1 she indicated that she had not experienced any bullying or been given ‘a hard time’ over the previous few months, and had not given any other students a hard time either, an analysis confirmed by her teacher at the time — see Table 2. 

But in Phase 2, since moving to secondary school, Emily confided that:

“A Year 10 girl [has been giving me a hard time] after school, wanting to pick a fight.” 

Emily’s response had been to “ignore her” which eventually resolved the situation. 

In Phase 3, while Emily was not currently experiencing any bullying, she talked about the incident in Term 3 her parents had referred to (different from the one concerning the Year 10 girl mentioned above): that is, being threatened with a “hiding”. This had worried her to the extent that she agreed to her parents’ suggestion to seek help from one of her teachers. This teacher had brought about a successful resolution, incorporating peer mediation as part of the solution. 

By the end of her first term in Year 10, Emily had experienced one incident of being picked on. This was not at school, however, but at a local event. Emily’s account was that a girl who had been drinking too much deliberately shoved her and called her names. Emily’s friends, and also friends of the other girl, were supportive and helped diffuse the tension by encouraging Emily to ignore the girl, given that she had been drinking. Emily listened to their advice and the situation did not escalate: “[I] just brushed her off.”

While Emily answered that she had not ‘picked on or given anyone a hard time [that] term’, she did add that she and her friends “just joke around”, teasing each other in a good natured way. (Her Year 9/Year 10 form teacher had a slightly different perspective: as shown in Table 2, this teacher considered that Emily ‘occasionally’ ‘hassled’ other students.)

The data in this section suggest that although Emily was a very social, and generally popular, girl she has the potential to attract, or bring about, some more negative contact with other young people from time to time. 

All Students

Students and bullying

Students’ responses to the question ‘Have you been picked on or bullied by anyone this terma?’ are shown in the table. As can be seen, the reported incidence of bullying (of themselves)* decreased considerably between Phase 1 and Phase 4.#
	Been bullied in recent months?
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	No
	78
	78
	73
	92

	Yes
	19
	18
	14
	7

	Other response
	4
	2
	11
	1

	Missing datab
	–
	2
	2
	–


a
In Phase 1 the wording of this question was slightly different: instead of ‘this term’ it was ‘in the last few months’.

b
‘Other responses’ were most often comments that while they had not been bullied in the time period specified by the question, they had experienced it in the months before that (“Yes, but not this term, last term. Was threatened by a girl who used to go to this school, but she’s left now. It’s better this term now that she’s gone”); that while they had not personally experienced it they had seen it happen to others; or, that while they did not like certain behaviours from others, they weren’t really sure if it counted as being ‘picked on/bullied’ and/or that they knew how to deal with it: “Yes, kind of — silly, girlie type of things. I don’t like fighting with friends”; “A little bit but I know how to deal with it — stick up for myself. I tell them to shut up. It’s the Year 9 boys, they tease you. But it’s not really a problem.”

Students who answered that they had been picked on or bullied (usually within the school grounds, but sometimes as they made their way to and from school) mostly reported some sort of verbal insult or teasing, including racist comments or repeated remarks about personal appearance: 


−
“Tease me about my big eyes.” 


−
“Make fun of my skin colour, my religion, where I’m from.” 


−
“They call me a white Māori.”


−
“Because I’m Indian they say I’m a curry muncher, get teased.” 


−
“They tease me about my [lack of] height — say I should be playing basketball.”

But for some students, the bullying went beyond the verbal taunts to verbal and physical intimidation: 


−
“Pulled the chair out, I fell on the floor.”


−
“One student takes all my stationary.”


−
“If you don’t give her what she wants (like wearing my scarf, using my pens) she gets angry.” 


−
“Was told to ‘watch my back’.”


−
“Pushing me, running into me and kicking me.”


−
“Two Year 12 [students] and one Year 13 last Friday took my bag from me, pushed me around, squirted me with drink bottle.” 


−
“Physical bullying — push me around. Small group of boys (some of my classmates) pushing and shoving me, kicking me, pulling my hair. They don’t really hurt me.” 


−
“They punched, hit me.” 
Note 1: When students were asked about bullying during their interviews, no attempt was made to provide a definition of bullying, even though we were aware that this can mean quite different things to different individuals, ranging from what might seem (to others) to be low-level, even ‘trivial’ hassling, to much more serious incidents. We feel however that students’ responses give a valuable insight into the complex issue of bullying from their personal perspectives.

# Note 2: Although incidents of personal bullying decreased, student comments about seeing other people being bullied increased. 

Continued …
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Students and bullying – continued

And sometimes the bullying was in the form of ‘exclusion’: 


−
“At school last week some friends stopped talking to me (they’d heard rumours about something). But it’s OK now.”

Asked how they’d dealt with incidents of bullying, most said they’d dealt with it themselves, either by ignoring the perpetrators or ‘sticking up for themselves’, telling their friends and parents, and sometimes telling a teacher. 

Often, once they’d taken steps to have the bullying dealt with it had been resolved:


−
“Teacher talked to bully.” 


−
“Told peer support people and it didn’t happen again.”


−
“I hit him back and that fixed the problem.”


−
“My friends helped me, they told him not to bully me.” 


−
“Told dean and dean talked to students.”

But some students had more mixed success: 


−
“A little Indian kid kept throwing stuff at me and mocking me, so I jumped him after school.”


−
“Kid in class threw my pencils on the ground and I punched him — detention for three days.”


−
“Tried to tell my teacher but she was too busy and didn’t do anything about it.” 


−
“The teacher doesn’t care.”


−
“Nothing — just didn’t do anything about it.”

A further question put to students about bullying at each phase of the study was to do with whether they had ‘picked on or bullied’ anyone that term/in the last few months. 

In Phases 1 and 2, 12 percent and 11 percent of students respectively admitted to having done so; equivalent figures for Phases 3 and 4 were lower, at seven percent and four percent. But these students almost always attributed their behaviour to just teasing or having other students on in a ‘fun’ way (teachers sometimes had a different interpretation, as did students on the receiving end, judging from comments reported above), usually when with a group of their friends. To a lesser extent, students reported acting in self-defence, responding to being hassled by others.

All Students

Teacher and parent feedback on how well students related to adults

Teacher feedback

More than 90 percent of teachers at each of Phases 1, 3 and 4 answered ‘yes’ to the question, ‘In general, would you say that this [named] student relates well/appropriately with other teachers, staff, adults in the school?’, with the highest proportion (94%) answering this way in Phase 4. A few teachers omitted to answer, leaving six percent of teachers in Phase 1, five percent in Phase 3, and four percent in Phase 4 responding ‘no’ to the question.

Typical comments from teachers who felt that particular students mostly related well to other adults were:


−
“Responds well to teacher instruction, very respectful and cheerful.”


−
“Pleasant demeanour, shows respect to adults, willing to listen.”


−
“Student is confident, outspoken and respectful.”


−
“Shares experiences and humour but within boundaries of student–teacher relationship.”

Comments from teachers who gave a ‘no’ response included:


−
“[She] is not as outgoing with adults as she is with her peers.”


−
“Has improved but social skills are poor. Not very sure about boundaries.”


−
“[He] has begun to have some defiance issues.”


−
“[He] can get into trouble in the classes that he doesn’t like the teachers in.”


−
“Mostly polite but is easily distracted.”

Parental feedback

In Phases 1 and 4, parents were asked ‘Most of the time, how would you say your child gets on with other adults this year, including teachers at school?’

Just over three-quarters of the parents who responded at each of these phases of the study (77% and 79% respectively) felt that their child generally related ‘very well/well’ with adults. Most remaining parents felt that their child ‘varied’ in this respect. Only two parents in Phase 1 and one parent in Phase 4 felt that their child did ‘not [usually relate] very well’ to ‘other adults’. There were also a small number (3) of parents in Phase 4 who were ‘not sure’ or ‘hadn’t really thought about it’.

Parents who answered that it ‘varied’ made comments such as the following:


−
“[My daughter] has a lot of respect for her teachers but is apprehensive with other adults.”


−
“Doesn’t like her teacher at the moment. She is rigid about what’s fair and what’s not fair. She thinks teacher has favourites and doesn’t like her but can’t see any way to improve the relationship. Doesn’t really know what the problem is. Not bad enough for mum to come down to school. Her work is OK.”


−
“Is quite shy in front of adults so doesn’t say a lot, but generally [relates] well.”


−
“Has not got on well with the teacher, but other adults [relates] very well.”


−
“Maybe some of the teachers don’t like his attitude. He gets mad when the other kids say things to him and he gives them a hiding.”


−
“Apparently can be disruptive in class.”


−
“It all depends on his mood.”


−
“Gets on well with teachers he likes. Doesn’t get on well with those he doesn’t like and this is noticeable in his marks.”


−
“On the whole he gets on well but there are a couple of teachers he really doesn’t like.”


−
“She’s gaining confidence in speaking and expressing her views to teachers as well as to us (parents).”

Continued …
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Teacher and parent feedback on how well students related to adults – continued

Comments from the few parents who felt that their child did not generally relate well to adults included:


−
“My child doesn’t really respond to authority. He was all right with the male teacher at the beginning of the year but half-way through the year he got a new female teacher who he didn’t get on with. The female teacher had returned to teaching after raising a family. She was set in old ways, wouldn’t adapt to new teaching methods.”

−
“[My child is] sometimes very shy.”


−
“[She] has no social skills and often comes across as being rude.”

Relating to Adults 

For another important perspective on students’ social interactions, parents were asked how they thought their Year 8 child mostly got on with other adults, including teachers at school. In Emily’s case, her parents rated her as relating ‘very well/well’ to adults.

In Phases 1, 3, and 4 teachers too were asked about participating students’ relationships with adults. The specific question was ‘In general, would you say that this student relates well or appropriately with teachers and other staff and adults in the school?’ The teachers who provided feedback about Emily each answered ‘yes’ to this question, the Year 8 teacher remarking that Emily…

“…is always polite and respectful of elders”,
and the Year 10 teacher noting that…

“…she is an amiable person who relates well with adults.”

Though overall feedback about Emily was that she related well and appropriately to adults, there was also a suggestion that Emily liked to keep ‘a bit of herself back’ and take time to assess whether she could ‘trust’ adults, especially those in authority. She was initially cautious about discussing problems with ’unknown’ pastoral care staff at school, for example (see Chapter Seven). 

Summary Statements about Emily and Social Interactions

Emily mostly related very well to her peers and to older students and adults and had many very positive interactions. 

As well as her contact with them at school, Emily frequently engaged with her friends after school and at weekends. Their time together usually involved hanging out and talking and going on outings to the movies and special festivities, rather than undertaking particular pastimes, although as discussed in the previous chapter, Emily enjoyed a range of performing arts and sports activities, mainly within the context of school.

The most significant of all Emily’s friends were her school friends: friendships at school were an essential element of her school life, and references to her social interactions featured largely in Emily’s reasons for saying she enjoyed school at the different points of the study. Eagerness to see her friends each day also accounted for her being reluctant to miss a day of school. And friends were an important factor in helping Emily to settle at secondary school following the Year 8 to Year 9 transition (see Chapter Eleven).

While Emily was generally socially successful, there was a suggestion that she could at times be a little confrontational and attract trouble. It is possible too that Emily’s increasing desire over the course of the study to be socially adventurous, and meet and mix with a diverse range of people, may have unintentionally upset others at times, given her self-proclaimed tendency to “ditch” friends and acquaintances in favour of new ones, and to “float” between groups (even though she felt her friends understood and didn’t mind). Another concern, perhaps, was that she found it difficult to spend time alone, feeling the world was colourless without her friends around and constant interaction possibilities.

6In general, then, despite one or two hiccoughs, her friendships were a positive force in Emily’s life. However, it may be that an equally social student, but one less interested in learning and/or a less capable learner, might have difficulties, if they allowed their friendships to distract them from learning. As it was, Emily admitted that her liking for talking a lot sometimes got in the way of her learning. But, offsetting this tendency to become distracted and talk to friends in class, Emily also had a strong sense of future goals and broader horizons, and parents who were aware of who she was mixing with and who helped her maintain a positive balance in her life.

Chapter Five:
Being a Learner

This chapter discusses aspects of Emily’s overall propensity for learning, including reference to some of the personal qualities most likely to contribute to effective learning.

While inclination to learn is likely to be strongly interrelated with school learning or school-related experiences generally, it is also broader than that, encompassing influences on a student’s life from outside of school as well. Chapter Six focuses more specifically on student orientation towards school and what is required of them there. 

General Learning Behaviours 

Views about Reading and Writing when Not at School

Given that at least basic proficiency — and, preferably, more highly developed abilities and inclination — in reading and writing is so integral on many levels to effectively living in our society, we sought information from students about their attitudes towards each of these competencies. We asked students whether they liked to read and write in their spare time, in activities not related to homework, school projects, or similar.

Reading

In Phase 1, Emily reported that she did not like reading for her own enjoyment or interest when not at school. Furthermore, one year later, in Phase 3, Emily still did “not really” like reading. However, although she reportedly spent very little of her time reading, Emily had clearly experienced it as a moving or worthwhile activity. For example, she mentioned a particular novel that had been recommended by her teacher, saying that she “read it over and over”. 

Emily went on to say that on rare occasions she also read other pieces of fiction, and more regularly teenage magazines such as Dolly, Girlfriend, and Smash Hits, as well as emails from her friends. But she did not read the daily newspaper or reference materials for her own interest, and was not interested in junk mail. 

Emily’s Year 8 teacher was aware that Emily was not keen on reading, identifying reading as one of two subject areas that Emily ‘liked least’.

Emily’s expressed attitude to reading (and also her quite low level of Internet use for searching out information) throughout most of the study contrasts with other information that shows her to have an enquiring mind and an interest in learning generally. It may be that given her social nature, she simply preferred to spend time talking to friends rather than reading.

It is however interesting that in Phase 4 Emily now gave a rating of ‘sometimes yes/sometimes no’ when asked if she read for interest in her spare time, and that her asTTle achievement score for reading (see Table 14 in Chapter Thirteen) was at a higher level than at any of the previous three phases. And when discussing her English classes, it was evident that Emily was amenable to reading when it was material that sparked her interest: for example, she suggested that she and many of her friends would find the short stories of Witi Ihimaera more interesting and relevant than what she considered to be the “boring”, hard to relate to, novel they had been assigned to read. 

Attitude data from asTTle testing sessions at each phase of the study indicated that Emily felt less positive about reading in Phase 3 than she had in Phase 1 (Table 9, Chapter Ten). 

But in Phase 4, her asTTle attitude reading score was more positive, reinforcing the data in Table 1 that show that, when she reached Year 10, Emily was reading more often for personal interest. Perhaps, too, she was gaining a greater appreciation of the need to read — research — to help her succeed in her studies, which she was keen to do. 

And any expressed lack of interest in reading over the course of the study didn’t correspond with any difficulties in doing so, according to her asTTle achievement results, which showed her to have made significant gains in reading (comprehension) over the course of the study and to be scoring above the group mean.

Luke on Reading and Writing

In Year 8, Luke enjoyed reading in his spare time. In particular, he enjoyed the Harry Potter books; he also liked reading comics, and looking at junk mail. And up until the time he stopped delivering it, he read the local newspaper. 

Although Luke said he did enjoy reading, it seems that the breadth of his reading was fairly narrow, and that unless it was something he had currently happened upon and found interesting, he did not actively seek out new reading experiences: that is, he was not an avid reader. 

In Phase 3 Luke answered that he did “not really” like reading: “’Cause I don’t like it”. But it is likely that this answer was more to do with his generally lowered state of well-being at the time, due to a high level of anxiety about a family member’s health, than it was about his feelings about reading. 

However, he again said that he particularly enjoyed the Harry Potter books, noting that he had read the whole series to date, but also emphasising that he just read that series and not other books. (He wasn’t able to articulate what had initially attracted him to the Harry Potter books.) Luke further advised that he now ‘sometimes’ also read the daily newspaper, magazines, comics and junk mail. 

While the finding that Luke read for interest or fun in his spare time only ‘one or two days a week’ in Phase 4, compared to ‘three to five days a week’ in Phase 2, suggests that Luke became less positive about reading over the course of the study, other information does not. For example, his asTTle attitude scores (see Chapter Ten, p.180) show that Luke’s attitude to reading, after a dip in Phase 3, was the same in Phase 4 as it had been in Phases 1 and 2. 

These results suggest that he still enjoyed reading from time to time, probably continuing to focus on a quite restricted range of books, but that because he was most likely now spending greater proportions of time on other leisure activities, on socialising with friends, and on extra-curricular activities at school, this left less time for reading.

In Year 8, Luke did ‘not really like’ writing, stating that the only writing he did in his spare time involved emails to his friends. 

Luke’s answer in Phase 3 was similar. He explained that this was because…

“…I’m not good at it — I can’t write stories out of my head (I didn’t finish my story [in the asTTle test]), I’m better at writing about what I know.”

The only things he wrote by choice in his spare time towards the end of Year 9 were emails, text messages, and chat room dialogue.

In Year 10, Luke recorded that he wrote for fun or interest in his spare time ‘less than one day a week’.

And Luke’s attitudes to writing, as measured by the asTTle attitude scale, declined slightly in Phase 4 compared to the previous three phases, and overall were at quite a low level (and below the group mean).

All Students

How they felt about reading in their spare time

•
The majority of students (83%) indicated in their Year 8 interviews that they enjoyed reading in their spare time; the remaining 17 percent did not.

•
However, one year later, fewer of the now Year 9 students (56%) either ‘definitely’ or, with some qualifications, mostly enjoyed reading.

•
These results are consistent with asTTle results from the study, which showed a decline in students’ attitudes towards reading from Phase 1 through to Phase 4. (See ‘All Students’ asTTle attitude data in Chapter Ten, p.179.)

The most preferred reading materials for students in Phase 1 were novels and other fiction, and magazines, followed by non-fiction works (biographies, history books, “reading about peoples’ beliefs”, science and technology), national or local newspapers, comics, emails, and information from the Internet. 

Smaller numbers of students mentioned reading junk mail (“Read junk mail to see what books are for sale, to look at clothes”), instructional materials such as manuals and cooking books, the Bible or other religious and spiritual materials, puzzle books, and reference materials (eg, encyclopaedia).

Students in Phase 3 specified the same range of reading materials, although at a lower level overall; in particular, they were less likely to mention that they read puzzle books, comics, instructional materials, and religious materials.

Fiction most often favoured by students included: “funny ones (comedies)”; “Interesting adventure stories”, “Teenager-type problem things”; “Harry Potter”; ”Ghost stories”, “Fantasy,  sci-fi,  adventure books”; “Fantasy, excitement, action”; “Books for girls my age”; “Scary short stories”; “Just fairytale books”; “Especially love stories”; “Fantasy, horror, and mystery”; “Adventure stories”; “Westerns, war books”; “Any book that I find in my home”.

Some students referred to particular authors that they liked, or specific book titles. These included: “Asterix books, prefer them to all else”; “’Soldier’s Heart”; “David Hill, he’s my favourite author”; “Andy Griffiths, I like him as an author”; “’Lord of the Rings’ — I’ve read the whole series”; “’The Power of One’ [by Bryce Courtenay]; “Harry Potter, Tolkien, Anthony Horrocks, Paul Jennings”; “’Holes’ by Louis Sachar. It’s about a juvenile delinquent. Have read it heaps of times”; “’The Saddle Club’ – a series about horses, and other horse books”; “’Left Behind’ series”; “’Princess Diaries’”; “J. K. Rowlings — [author of ‘Harry Potter’ series], ‘Biggles’”; “Fantasy novels — I’m currently reading the ‘Bartholomew Trilogy’”; “Jaclyn Wilson books, eg, ‘Double Act’”.

The magazines that students typically read included ‘teenage magazines’ such as Dolly, Girlfriend, Cream and Smash Hits, as well as TV Hits, their ‘mother’s magazines’, and car, sports, and hunting and fishing magazines. 

There was clearly a wide range of reading interests and reading inclination, with some students reading regularly and eagerly, others reading only sometimes but nevertheless with enjoyment, and still others reading either with considerable reluctance and/or tending to read quite superficially or narrowly. 

These latter students often seemed to be quite unaware of how they could find material to read that would perhaps be of interest to them personally; even if they had found a particular book or series interesting or enjoyable, they didn’t necessarily know how to move on from there and find other things to read that would be of similar appeal. Sometimes, too, time spent on reading depended on competing activities or responsibilities.
Continued …

All Students

How they felt about reading in their spare time – continued

And comments from students who were either less positively inclined towards reading and/or spent little time on this activity included:


–
“I don’t like reading, too slow at it. (Just read ‘K-Zone’ magazines and junk mail).”


–
“Boring — just don’t like reading.”


–
“Don’t know why [I don’t enjoy it]. Maybe ‘cause I’ve read most of the books at home. Could get school library books but when I’ve got one out I don’t get around to reading it. (Only really read music magazines.)”


–
“’Cause usually I’m too busy [to read] or have other work to do.”


–
“I don’t like reading much when I’m not at school. It’s OK when I have to. But I do read a bit in bed — Anthony Horrocks stories, Point Blank series (Alex Rider character — secret agent stories, adventure stories). My friend and I also read hunting magazines (we’re both in ATC).”


–
“Sometimes I like to read if it’s a good thing to read. I don’t really know what kind of books I like to read but I enjoy the ‘Left Behind’ series. Just read ‘Girlfriend’ magazines usually.”


–
“Read only when I feel like it! Have to be in the mood.”


–
“It’s kind of boring. I would read if there was anything interesting to read. [Said her teachers had tried to interest her in books but had not been successful.]”


–
“Reading is for school and not for home.”


–
“Have read all the books at home already, and after I’ve done my homework I can’t be bothered reading. Would rather do other things.”


–
“[Don’t read] ‘cause I always watch TV and go play.”


–
“Sometimes read stories when I can be bothered. Mainly read magazines: ‘Dolly’, ‘Girlfriend’, ‘Cream’, ‘Smash hits’, Mum’s magazines (‘Woman’s Day’), and crosswords.”


–
“I just read when it gets boring, when there’s nothing else to do.”

Writing

While mostly lukewarm about reading during the first three phases of the study, Emily enjoyed writing in her spare time over the same period. In Year 8, Emily regularly wrote stories — “True stories — can give examples of how I’m feeling”, emails, and, occasionally, letters to out-of-town relatives and friends.

A year later, in Phase 3, Emily stated that she “definitely” enjoyed writing in her spare time, particularly stories. But in contrast to her ‘true life’ accounts of the year before, describing what she and her friends had been doing, Emily now preferred writing fictional stories: “Anything creative, that’s not true”. 

She also regularly sent text messages to her friends, having been given a cell phone of her own, now that she was a Year 9 student, and, as before, wrote the occasional letter to friends who had moved away. 

Emily did not keep a diary because “my [siblings] would read it!” 

Once more lending weight to what Emily told us, her Year 8 teacher identified writing as one of Emily’s ‘particular areas of interest’. She added that written language was a subject that Emily did particularly well in.

In Phase 3, while not quite as high a rating as that given by her Year 8 counterpart, Emily’s Year 9 English teacher also rated Emily’s written expression/writing very positively, describing her achievement as ‘average, but very good in some aspects’
, compared to other students in her class.

Contrary to her pattern for reading, Emily’s mean asTTle attitude score for writing in Phase 3 was considerably more positive than her mean attitude score for reading (Table 9, Chapter Ten). However, although Emily advised in Phase 4 that she was now ‘never’ or ‘almost never’ writing for personal interest, her asTTle attitude score for writing did not decline; in fact it was slightly more positive than it had been in Phase 3. 

It is probable that the decrease in time spent on writing for pleasure was due in large part to her involvement in a range of extra-curricular commitments during her first term in Year 10, leaving her little time or energy for other things, rather than that she no longer enjoyed writing. And, again, it may be that Emily was making greater distinctions between school and home activities, with the suggestion in this instance that writing at school may have become more satisfying or challenging than it had been the previous year — although not yet as positive as it had been when she was in Year 8.

All Students

How they felt about writing in their spare time

•
In Phase 1, just over half (53%) of students said a definite ‘yes’ when asked if they liked writing in their spare time.

•
But by Phase 3, just 21 percent said they ‘definitely’ liked writing as an activity of choice.

•
This meant that by the end of their first year at secondary school, half of our students were saying they did not like writing. (Remaining students gave a ‘qualified yes’ response.)

•
As with reading, the students’ attitudes to writing, according to asTTle data, became less positive from Year 8 to Year 10.  

Students who enjoyed writing and spent some of their spare time outside of school on this activity mostly indicated that they wrote stories:


–
“I like creating stories.”


–
“I like writing about the past, the history of our country, to do with Māori culture: oral history.”


–
“Sometimes I write about how I did at school.”


–
“All sorts of things — little stories and I like writing pointers/notes to help me with my work. Also, I like doing block letters: design work.”
Continued …

All Students

How they felt about writing in their spare time – continued

Writing stories was followed in terms of frequency by keeping a diary, writing letters (particularly in Phase 1: “I write to my cousin”), writing emails and texts, and chatting online. 

And there were smaller numbers of students who composed poems (more usually in Phase 1) or songs (“Write some raps”).

Students who were ‘reluctant writers’ made comments like the following. 


–
“I don’t like writing because I’m not very good at it.”


–
“It’s boring.”


–
“Don’t really like it, it’s too hard.”


–
“No! Writing stories, they suck! [Except that] I do like writing a diary. And me and a friend have an A3 book — a sort of journal —that we have photos of friends and famous people [in] and we write a bit about them.”


–
“It doesn’t interest me.”


–
“I’m too lazy [to write things].”


–
“Just not used to writing at home.”

Note that students (usually boys) sometimes interpreted ‘writing’ to mean their handwriting rather than composing a story and so on, and emphasised that it was difficult for them:


–
“Writing’s hard on my hands.”


–
“Sometimes just the physical [act of writing] is hard. Sometimes my hand gets shaky, it happens quite a lot.”

Emily’s Views on whether she was Good at Learning

Children and young people’s perceptions and experiences of their own successes as a learner are likely to be an important element in how positively they engage in school and in their subject areas. 

When we asked our students in Phase 1 if they thought they were ‘good at learning’, Emily responded positively, explaining:

“I’m good at listening, and I learn through talking to my friends. I have a good teacher. And ‘cause I know I can work independently and individually.” 
Other things that the Year-8-Emily felt helped her to be ‘a good learner’ were:
“Knowing that if I don’t learn I’m going to end up dumb [and knowing] that being intelligent is really important and if you don’t know something you will struggle on a lot. If your teacher expects you to learn and you do, you feel proud of yourself.” 

All Students

Views on whether they were good at learning
Asked whether they were ‘good at learning’, the great majority (89%) of our students in Phase 1 felt that they were*, mostly anyway. But there were eight students (7%) who did not feel they were good at learning. (Relevant data were not available for the remaining five — 4% — students, although two or three of these students tended to be generally more negative than positive about their subjects and learning experiences.)

Students who felt they were ‘good at learning’ usually mentioned that this was because of: 

•
listening well/paying attention’;


–
“I listen to what the people have to say.”

•
their own efforts (eg, working hard, doing their own research, extra reading); 


–
“I research a lot.”


–
”I read books, look up stuff on the computer.”

•
being supported and encouraged by teachers, parents and/or other family members; 


–
“People expect me to do well.”


–
“The teacher helps me.”


–
“My grandparents help me.”

•
knowing how to find things in the library or on the Internet; 


–
“I know how to look up stuff on the Internet and find books, and things like that.”

•
having helpful friends (eg, who help you with your work, do not distract you in class).


–
“My friends are good, sometimes we work together and I can ask them if I don’t understand something. They don’t talk too much to you in class when you’re trying to listen.”

Other reasons for being good at learning mentioned by the then Year 8 students included:

•
finding it easier to learn when the work seems interesting and relevant; 


–
“If I enjoy a lesson I will do well on that topic.”

•
having a good attitude/being motivated; 


–
“Positive attitude; wanting to learn.”


–
“Want to work because I enjoy learning.”


–
“I settle down quickly [in class]. I contribute.”


–
“By paying attention and memorising things.”


–
“I set goals for myself.”


–
“I’m good at working independently.”


–
“I do the work set for us and I do my homework.”


–
“Taking responsibility: not talking to people and getting distracted, not being disruptive in class.”

•
being ‘bright’, ‘clever’ or having particular qualities that facilitate learning. 


–
“Pick up new things fast. Already know some things.”


–
“I have a good memory.”


–
“I follow instructions.”


–
“My personality — always happy.”

* Note: Students’ perceptions, however, did not always match their level of achievement. This is discussed further in our report Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling.
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All Students

Views on whether they were good at learning – continued

–
“I can get along with anyone — like if we have to get with a partner to work [or study].”


–
“I am not shy to ask the teacher for help.”

The reasons the eight or so students gave for their less positive self-assessment as learners included one or more of the following: not being clever enough; not understanding sometimes; not listening or concentrating well; talking too much and being easily distracted; finding the work and/or the teacher boring; forgetting things; and the negative influence of friends (eg, being told by friends, ‘don’t do your homework’). One student also mentioned that having English as a second language made learning difficult.

What helped them learn best 

At the different phases of the study, students felt that the factors that helped them learn best* were: 

•
their own efforts — when they worked hard, listened well and paid attention, and/or having a love of learning and a good attitude to the work involved; 


–
“I try hard at school because I want to succeed in the future.”


–
“I study for the exams and complete all the work. My parents encourage me to do my work.” 


–
“When I concentrate and follow instructions. When I ask for help.”


–
“Me wanting to learn, inquisitive mind.”


–
“Staying on task. Not getting distracted by others. I listen — it’s easier to listen when it’s interesting.”


–
“Probably just by listening and not fiddling around. Also the teacher uses words you’ve never heard before and it kind of sits in your head: you’ve also learnt something and also a new word ‘cause the teacher uses it and that happens a lot, my teacher is really good at English.” 

•
having a good teacher and/or good relationship with the teacher; effective teaching;


–
“[Having] eye contact with the teacher.”


–
“The teachers help a lot. They make sure we know what we’re doing.”


–
“Having a good teacher. (I have good teachers in English, science and home economics and social studies).”


–
“The teacher. My teacher, he helps me heaps. And my Mum too.”


–
“Somebody showing me how to do it, not just telling me, that helps me do the work better.”

•
a positive environment for learning, especially one without lots of distractions; 


–
“Probably being by myself, ‘cause then there’s no-one to distract me. Sometimes there are lots of distractions in class, especially when kids don’t like the subject, like social [studies], no one in class likes it. (There are least distractions in maths.)”


–
“When I’m with someone that I can talk it over with — sitting near someone who understands and can help.”


–
“An environment where people like learning."


–
“I like it to be quiet, like working by myself (don’t like working in groups).”


–
“Probably the teachers [help most]. Also the environment that you’re in — when everyone’s not talking and
 yelling over one another. What you’re learning about: can focus more when the work is interesting.”


–
“If everyone else [in class] wants to learn it makes it easier.”

•
parents/whānau who helped and encouraged them;


–
“My parents and family help me achieve a lot — everybody at home.”


–
“My Mum pushes me to study.”


–
“My Mum, she helps me most of the time with my homework.”

*
Note: It will be observed that the factors identified are almost identical to the range of responses given in Phase 1 by the students who felt they were ‘good at learning’ — see previous set of ‘All Students’ data.
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All Students

What helped them learn best –continued

•
having help and support from friends and/or mixing with like-minded friends.


–
“Working with my friends: we help each other, work together, share ideas.”


–
“Staying on task and not talking. Don’t get pulled into a conversation to distract you. All my friends are hard 
workers and don’t really talk a lot to distract me.”

Other comments concerned:

•
knowing how to find or look up information in the library or on the Internet (this point was more often made by students pre- rather than post-transition — see previous ‘All Students’ box); 

•
having the ability (“Am quite bright”); and, 

•
being physically prepared (“Wide awake, full stomach”; “Having enough sleep”). 

And an underlying theme in students’ responses overall was that they found it easiest to learn when they found the work interesting and relevant:


–
“If I understand what they’re talking about. If they make it interesting for me then I’d be motivated to learn about it: when they [teachers] find out unusual things [for us], not the usual boring things. When they find out things that are unique, that makes us motivated.”


–
“Fun things would help me learn better. [For example], the ‘trust’ thing we did last week when we blindfolded our partner and they had to trust us, that was fun.”


–
“I get distracted — by everything, ‘cause it’s boring. [It would help a lot] to do more fun stuff, have breaks and play games.”


–
“Having the attitude to learn: when it’s interesting and you find it relevant you want to know more about it. Having the sleep and stuff.”


–
“I focus on things when I like them. If it’s enjoyable I can focus, but if it’s boring I just switch off.”


–
“When I listen. When I’m hyped up I do well in that class: when I’m excited about the topic.”


–
“It helps me when it’s practical/hands-on, and having a good teacher. And if my friends are working hard I do my work ‘cause no one to talk to.”

All Students

When learning was more difficult 

Reflecting on factors that could make learning more difficult for them, students, especially post-transition, very frequently mentioned the classroom environment as a problem: high noise levels, with disruptive classmates generally, and/or friends distracting them with lots of talking, often resulting in angry teachers and interrupted teaching and learning. 


–
“It’s hard sometimes when I’m trying to learn and other people are disruptive — being too loud or annoying
 you.”


–
“Noisy class, angry teacher, other students distracting you when I’m trying to learn.”


–
“When it’s really, really noisy — always people talking, can’t hear teacher sometimes because of noise.”


–
“Student misbehaviour. It’s just hard — sometimes I can’t concentrate [because of it.]. Affects a big part of my
 life. My parents tell me to ignore it and try to get along by myself but it’s hard.”


–
“Other people talking when the teacher is talking, so I can’t hear the teacher very good. Teachers who say ‘I
 already told you’ when I couldn’t hear.”


–
“[Learning is harder] when there’s heaps of noise in the class. (The teachers try and deal with this — they get
 angry!) [And] when someone’s talking to you and they distract you. [It’s also hard] when the work is not
 interesting, when it’s boring.”


–
“Everyone in class talks, then the teacher has to tell them off. It’s disruptive and makes it hard to work.”


–
“Distraction by members in our classroom — kind of gives you a migraine.”


–
“Other students [can make it hard]. They’re idiots, everything that’s bad [in their behaviour]. I was probably
 like that last year [in Year 9], but I’ve changed. Now I know how people feel [when you disrupt them all the
 time].”

Students also often mentioned making learning harder for themselves by talking too much or being inattentive, which meant that they didn’t listen properly and missed important information (these students were probably often the classmates referred to in the previous set of comments!):


–
“Talking to my friends, not being on task, my friends distracting me.”


–
“Sometimes I don’t read the questions properly and sometimes I don’t listen to what the teacher is saying properly.”


–
“Friends — we laugh too much; I get distracted easily.”


–
“Maybe when I’m talking to my friends or not on task. Maybe my friends sometimes — they talk to me when I’m trying to work. They’re hard to ignore. [Learning is also more difficult] when the work’s too hard for us.”

Other factors mentioned included:

•
being too tired or too hot or cold in class; 


–
“Just sometimes get too tired, can’t concentrate and stuff like that.”


–
“When it’s really hot or really cold. I feel uncomfortable when the classrooms are cold.”


–
“Some days I feel sloppy, have no energy, find it hard to concentrate. Sometimes if I have no breakfast.”


–
“When I’m too tired because I stay up late — playing on the computer or I read (Harry Potter).”


–
 “If I have a headache or girl problem, I get really tired.”


–
finding some subject matter too difficult and/or not understanding what the teacher was saying; 


–
“Sometimes I don’t ‘get’ [understand] hard words.”


–
“Reading is hard for me.”


–
“Maths is difficult, teachers don’t explain properly.”


–
“My writing, I feel I’m slow at it.”


–
“I just don’t get some stuff. Probably never learned about it before.”

Continued …

All Students

When learning was more difficult  – continued


–
“I learn to ignore other people [when they’re noisy in class] so they don’t make much difference [to my learning] but when some of the teachers are unfair or when I don’t know how to do something [it’s hard].”


–
“Sometimes the teacher makes it difficult and sometimes the other guys [classmates] tell me [explain it] in a different way and I get confused.”

•
finding the subject or topic boring or irrelevant; 


–
“The topic, when it’s boring, not interesting it makes you feel tired and you don’t want to learn it.”

•
feeling there was not enough time to master new material; 


–
“Teacher only explains things once, talks too fast.”


–
“When you try to work and the teacher interrupts you with other stuff to learn.”


–
“When we only get a little time to do it and we don’t have enough resources. We have heaps of books at school but there are heaps of us so we only get one book each [to find out information].


–
“The teacher might not explain it very well. Not enough time.”


–
“It’s hard when teachers move on too fast.”

•
feeling unwell or unhappy or worried (eg, about home or family circumstances, bullying or other relationship difficulties); 


–
“Probably the outside life because it can affect you, like if someone’s died you feel bad and can’t really focus in class.”


–
“Bullying outside of class.”


–
“Something else outside the classroom, like in the playgrounds, that happens and it affects me and I can’t work properly in class.”

•
having a physical difficulty, such as with handwriting.


–
“I have a writing disability: I use a computer for word processing.”

Emily’s Views on what Helped her Learn Best 

To help us appreciate from a student’s point of view what the extrinsic or intrinsic triggers are that motivate students to learn, and what may facilitate their learning, we asked students in Phase 4 to think about when they ‘learned best’ and then try to tell us what most helped them to ‘be a good learner’. This was Emily’s answer:

“The fact that I don’t want to fail NCEA is constantly in my mind. I’m trying hard now, to avoid problems next year.”

Another purpose of this question and the one that follows was to look at the extent to which students seem to be consciously aware of the factors that impact most on their learning. 

When Learning was Not So Easy 

Our question to students in Phase 1 on whether there was anything that they felt made learning difficult for them prompted Emily to respond:

“No, nothing really — apart from my habit of talking a lot and I miss a lot of important facts!”

And to the slightly rephrased question in Phase 4, ‘Thinking about times when you might find learning difficult, what makes it most difficult for you to learn?’, Emily replied:

“Me talking all the time. I see it as a problem — can’t stop talking, can’t avoid it [even though] I get in trouble for talking. [And] if the subject is very boring it’s more easy to get distracted.”

Well-being, Learning and Performance 

Continuing the theme of possible influences on student learning and students’ awareness of these, we asked students in Phase 1: ‘Does how you feel have an effect on your schoolwork, how you learn at school — eg, does it make it easier or more difficult for you to learn?’. Emily responded:

“Yes — being happy makes you want to learn and gives you the energy to learn. And if you come to school unhappy you can’t be bothered doing anything.”

A similar question in Phase 2 was: ‘Does how happy you feel have an effect on your schoolwork? For example, if you are feeling not so happy, what happens to how you learn and concentrate in school?’ This time, Emily felt that ‘it depends’. She explained:

“Sometimes when I’m not happy, I might not enjoy the subject which makes me lose concentration, but I always try my best.”

Personal Qualities and Learning: Teacher and Student Perspectives

Teacher Ratings of Emily in Relation to ‘Qualities for Learning’

Further insights about Emily-as-learner come from teacher ratings of her on the dimensions or qualities listed in Table 3. The teachers’ feedback here reinforces other data that have revealed Emily to be an optimistic person, with a lively interest in the world around her.

Table 3:
Teacher ratings of Emily on aspects of ‘being a learner’

	Quality
	Rating

	
	Phase 1: 

Year 8 teacher
	Phase 3: 
Year 9 English/ form teacher
	Phase 4: 

Year 10 form teacher 

	Persists with solving a problem, even when things go wrong for a while
	2
	2
	Not askeda

	Has a good concentration span when working
	1
	2
	Not asked

	Takes an optimistic view of life
	1
	1
	1

	Meets any goals that she sets herself
	2
	2
	Not asked

	Is willing to learn from mistakes
	1
	1
	2

	Asks a lot of questions
	1
	3
	Not asked

	Enjoys new experiences or challenges
	1
	2
	1

	Takes an active interest in the world beyond herself
	1
	2
	1

	Thinks ‘outside the square’ — thinks of new ways to do things or solve problems
	2
	2
	Not asked


a
In Phase 4, form teachers only were asked to provide feedback about students. As these teachers did not, in most cases, also take the students for any of their subject areas, we felt it would perhaps be difficult for them to rate the students on this and some of the other dimensions listed, so early in the new school year.
All Students

Relating well-being to performance at school

Seventy-one percent of students in Phase 1 considered that ‘how they felt’ impacted either positively or negatively on their schoolwork or how they learned at school. Most remaining students — 22 percent — answered ‘no’. 

Negative effects occurred when students were feeling tired or unwell, when they were unhappy, upset or worried, in a bad mood, or when they were really excited about something and couldn’t settle or concentrate. 

In contrast, students felt that their learning was facilitated when they were feeling happy, because it gave them energy and motivation and enhanced their communication, and feeling good about the subject made them try harder and do better at it.

Fewer students (49%) in Phase 2 indicated that ‘how happy they felt’ either made it harder or easier for them to learn: 39 percent now answered that it made ‘no difference’ to how they learned and concentrated in school. 

The change in response pattern may have been in part to do with the altered question format for Phase 2 — see main text for wording. But for those who did think that personal well-being impacted on their learning, the reasons they gave were the same as those given above for Phase 1.

Luke Commenting on himself as Learner

Asked in Year 8 if he was ‘good at learning’, Luke’s response was:

“I’m all right — not the best and not the worst.”

Luke felt that his own efforts, paying attention, having a good teacher, help from his parents, grandparents and friends, and knowing how to look up things in the library and on the Internet were what made him good at learning. He commented in Phase 1: 

“I (sometimes) work hard. I listen well, pay attention and follow instructions, my peers and the teacher and my family help me, and knowing how to do research helps me.”
And in Phase 4 he stated:

“The teacher and my friends — I can talk about problems with them. [I learn best] when it [what we’re learning about] is interesting and enjoyable.”

Explaining what could make learning difficult for him, Luke said:

“[I] get distracted easily. I don’t get down to work quickly — I get talking to others. I only get down to work when I’m behind.”
He added that it was sometimes difficult…

“…just getting things in my head — [and] remembering it as well is difficult.”
And a subsequent statement about what could sometimes make it more difficult for him to learn was:
“When I’m quite tired in class. When friends distract me — which is quite a lot (but I enjoy it!)” 
His mother’s views on what sometimes made learning difficult for Luke was that he tended to be disorganised and was easily distracted from the task in hand when he found the work more difficult or challenging than usual. 

All Students

Teacher ratings of students on ‘qualities for learning’

In general, the data in the table show that teachers at secondary school were a little less likely than the teachers in Year 8 to rate students as ‘always’ or ‘often’  displaying the qualities listed.

But it is of note in terms of student learning that, both before and after transition, a considerable proportion of students (between 15% and 28%) were judged by their teachers as only ‘occasionally’ or ‘never’ being inclined to ask lots of questions or think outside the square when undertaking tasks or solving problems.  And in Phase 3, more than one-fifth of students were rated as having a poor concentration span when working (which supports information provided by the students themselves).

Of additional note are the Phase 4 data which show that teachers rated only 39 percent of the students as taking an active interest in the world beyond themselves, compared to 55 percent of students in Phase 1 and 47 percent of students in Phase 3.
	Quality
	Phase 1:
Year 8 teachers
	Phase 3: 
Year 9 form teachersb
	Phase 4: Year 10 form teachersb

	
	Always/ Oftena
% of students
	Occasion-ally/Nevera
% of students
	Always/ 
Often
% of students
	Occasion-ally/Never
% of students
	Always/ 
Often
% of students
	Occasion-ally/Never
% of students

	Persists with solving a problem, even when things go wrong for a whilec
	52
	15
	45
	15
	–
	–

	Has a good concentration span when workingc
	61
	14
	56
	21
	–
	–

	Takes an optimistic view of life
	65
	7
	64
	4
	68
	5

	Meets any goals that she sets him/herselfc
	56
	13
	47
	7
	–
	–

	Is willing to learn from mistakes
	60
	9
	54
	3
	53
	4

	Asks a lot of questionsc
	41
	25
	45
	21
	–
	–

	Enjoys new experiences or challenges
	60
	9
	50
	3
	48
	4

	Takes an active interest in the world beyond him/herself
	55
	10
	47
	7
	39
	10

	Thinks ‘outside the square’ — thinks of new ways to do things or solve problemsc
	36
	28
	28
	15
	–
	–


a
As in previous ‘All Students’ tables, the response categories ‘Always’ and ‘Often’ have been combined to simplify presentation of the data over multiple phases; the response categories ‘Occasionally’ and ‘Never’ have been similarly combined. The other response options available to teachers were ‘Sometimes’ or ‘Don’t know enough about the student to be able to comment’ (refer following footnote about this latter option).

b
While very few Year 8 teachers in Phase 1 used the response option ‘Don’t know enough about the student to be able to comment’, the incidence of this particular response from form (rather than ‘subject’) teachers rose substantially in Phases 3 and 4, with between a quarter and a third of students being rated this way for at least one of the learning behaviours listed.

c
We did not include these dimensions in Phase 4. This was because form teachers only were asked to provide comment about students at this time. As these teachers often did not also take the students for any of their subject areas, we felt it would be difficult for them to rate the students on the particular dimensions indicated so early in the new school year.

What Emily thought her Teachers would Say about her to Other Teachers 

At each phase of the study we asked students to consider what they would like their current teachers to pass on to other teachers about them. The purpose of this question was to increase understanding of how students feel they are perceived as learners, particularly within the context of school. 

We found that the question also led to some insights about student self-concept, and what students feel is most important for teachers to know and understand about them as individuals. For example, Emily’s response to this question in Phase 1 was to surmise that her Year 8 teacher would say…
“…that I’m a very confident person. That I get along with everyone. And that I can walk by myself. But that I talk all the time.”
In Phase 2, Emily felt that her current teachers would tell her primary school…

“…that I still talk and that I’m still confident.”

and that she would personally like them to say:

“That I’m still the same person and I haven’t changed and that I’m representing [my primary school] still.”

And in Phase 3 what Emily wanted her present teachers to pass on to her teachers for the following year was…

“…that I can socialise with anybody and am not afraid to try new things and [I am] very confident within myself.”

But, in contrast to the previous phases, Emily’s initial response in Phase 4 when asked what she thought her present teachers would say about her to past or future teachers was “I have no idea, eh!”. However, after a pause she added:

“I’m different all the time. Depends how I work for that particular teacher.”

From her comments it was evident that Emily wanted to be known as an individual, and as an individual who was confident, friendly, and loyal. Her Phase 4 response suggests too that she would like it to be understood that she was not someone who could be easily categorised but was more complex than that.

All Students

What they would like their teachers to know about them

Data from the study show that students had a strong desire to be known as an individual by their teachers.

They liked to be known as someone who was good at something or had special qualities, for example: a positive attitude to life; a strong work ethic; the ability to relate well to others; the motivation and/or aptitude to achieve well in their schoolwork, sports, or other activities; and the inclination and maturity to behave well or take on responsibilities. 

Some examples of what the students said in Year 8 about what they would like their current teachers to pass on to their new teachers at secondary school about them, follow:


–
“I’d probably like them to know about the stuff I’ve done with my music and all. The college might then give you more opportunities to do things with music or whatever you’re good at.”


–
“That I’m well behaved and I like sport and hands-on stuff rather than academic stuff.”


–
“They might say how good, and responsible and trustworthy I am and how good at writing I am. I’d like them [teachers] to pass on how I can speak two languages and how I like reading and stuff.”


–
“That I am well behaved and that I enjoy school and I always have a positive attitude to what I do.”


–
“That I’m a kind person and I try hard.”

Some students also especially wanted current or future teachers to know that they sometimes had difficulties, and needed practical help with these as well as understanding:


–
“[I’d like teachers to know] that I have got a difficulty learning. That it’s a little bit hard for me to learn and you have to repeat things more than once.”

Perspectives on Learning, Schooling and Future Aspirations

Understanding of the Purpose of School

For a general perspective on what young people understand to be the purpose of school, we asked all participating students what ‘school is for’, or, in other words, why they thought students like themselves had to attend school. At the end of her primary schooling, this was Emily’s understanding:

“To learn things so you can get a better job and not live off the dole. So you can meet new people and learn how to get on with people and just things like that.”

And her thoughts on what she would do if she didn’t have to attend school were that she’d spend…

“…practically all my time studying, maybe. Helping my [siblings] if they got stuck on anything. [And I’d be] helping my Mum. But I’d have no one [friends] to talk to.”

Although Emily conjectured that she would probably carry on studying on her own, her answer to the next question — ‘If you didn’t have to go to school, what do you think this would mean for your future?’ — showed that she felt her efforts would be largely fruitless without school:

“I would have no future.”

Furthermore, Emily considered that “everything” she learned at school was ‘important or useful’ and that there was nothing she could think of that she would prefer ‘to learn about instead to help [her] in life’:

“No, because they teach me everything here [at school]. And if I need to know anything else I know that I’ll learn it — with the help of my parents.”

She also thought that the “majority of the subjects” were interesting to learn.

But while Emily no doubt meant what she said when she made this comment, later in the study it was evident that her thinking had moved beyond this uncritical view of the content of what she was learning. As will be seen from the discussion in Chapter Ten, she developed definite ideas about subject likes and dislikes, and stressed that it was very important to her to be able to see that topics of study were of personal relevance. 

Understanding of Learning Contexts Outside of School
We explored students’ understanding of schooling and contexts for learning a little more in Phase 1 by including two additional questions. The first of these asked students whether they thought there were ‘other places besides school where you can learn things that are useful, important or interesting (or will help you in your life)’ and the second asked whether ‘other people besides teachers at school’ could help them learn.

To the first of the two questions, Emily answered:

“Yep — activity centres (if you are too naughty to be at school). Home schooling. Study at libraries. That’s about it.”

And to the second question her response was:

“Parents. Family members — if you have older brothers or sisters. Babysitter or a nanny. I don’t know [who else].”

All Students

Their understanding of the purpose of school 

All students in the study (when in Year 8) articulated a belief that school is essential for learning the skills they would need for their futures, in particular, ‘to get a good job’ and ‘have a good life’. 

There was also a realisation that school is an important arena for social interactions and learning social skills. Some comments to illustrate follow.


–
“’Cause it’s the law for one thing. It helps you get a good education and have a good life. I’ve been making the most of school ‘cause I want to have a good life.”


–
“To get educated — to get a good job. Only get a good job if you go to school. You need to learn unless you ask your uncle for a good job, if he had one to give you.”


–
“To get a good education, to learn, to meet new people. To get settled into the environment ‘cause they teach you how to manage your life when you get older so you don’t get stuck and don’t end up living on the streets. So you know how to pick your friends.”


–
“Come to learn; education — to get a job; have a good time.”


–
For learning, socialising, to have fun, to be educated, to get jobs, so you know about maths, science, English, social studies, reading.”


–
“It’s for education, getting you ready for older life, working life. If you wanted to be a sports person, school would help you prepare because you get built up to be the top person in your class. In maths you are prepared for maybe becoming an architect.”


–
“Learning maths, people skills, and to interact with other kids.”


–
“To build good friendships. Have an education so you can achieve and so your talents can be recognised and you can do stuff with them.”


–
“To get a good education, to get a more independent job when you grow up. It gives me the opportunity to get into more physical activities to gain more friends. As you grow up, they will still remember and support you.”


–
“To learn and get a good job in the future. Learn how to deal with social issues. My achievement in sports could lead to a professional sports job. To learn my times-tables for maths — to learn to measure things.”


–
“To learn for when you get older and get a job. Learn how to provide for a family, how to look after yourself.”

What they would do if they didn’t have to attend school

To the question ‘If you didn’t have to go to school, what do you think you would spend your time doing instead?’ students talked about helping out at home, enlisting parents and others to help them learn things, spending lots of time on their favourite activities, sleeping in, watching more TV, increasing their computer use, spending time with friends, and ‘just hanging out’. 

But although a small number thought they would be happy spending all their time in the way that they chose instead of going to school — for example, one boy who wanted to be a mechanic would have liked to spend much more time working on a car he was helping to restore, the great majority thought they would soon get bored having to stay at home, and most mentioned that they would miss the daily contact with their friends. In short, almost all students preferred school to the idea of staying home all the time.

All Students

What ‘no school’ would mean for their future – continued
Imagining what it would be like for them if they didn’t have to attend school, a small number of students felt that they’d get on and learn things anyway, for example, by enlisting the help of parents, grandparents:


–
“I would learn from my Mum in her spare time. I could try and learn a sport or instrument.”


–
“I would go to the library. I could have school at home. My Dad would teach me.”


–
“Might not be as bright [a future], but there’d still be opportunities.”


–
“Ring up my Nana, and old people (granddads, uncles, marae people). I’d find out about the history.”


–
“I probably wouldn’t achieve as many things if I didn’t go to school. But I would still try hard if I didn’t go to school. But you need to go to school: if you achieve there, you will achieve better later.”

But the large majority of students thought their chances of a good life would be seriously compromised if they didn’t attend school: 


–
“Have a pretty stink life — wouldn’t know anything. I’d be on the streets.”


–
“A terrible one — don’t get to learn nothing. Don’t get to learn about new people.”


–
“Not a really good career — I’d be real stupid. I wouldn’t know anything, the world wouldn’t go around. The human species would die ‘cause there’d be no cooks or bread-makers or people like that to do things. You have to go to school to learn these things. You could maybe learn them at home but no-one there might know anything.”


–
“Probably be doing something I wouldn’t want to. [Pauses.] The question makes you think a lot.”


–
“I probably wouldn’t get a good job, or wouldn’t even get a job. If you go to McDonald’s you need to know how to put the money into the cash register and to know what buttons to push and what to say. You’d need a wide range of vocabulary and things to say so you don’t bore people.”


–
“I wouldn’t have anything. I wouldn’t know anything. I don’t think there would be a future for me.”


–
“Life would be boring. I wouldn’t know much about what is happening to myself. Meeting a problem, trouble, you wouldn’t be able to understand what he is talking about. Occasionally that happens at school.”


–
“Not a good question! My future wouldn’t be great because I wouldn’t get a great job. And things that I don’t now understand, I wouldn’t understand then. As I go into the future, I would not know what I was doing.”


–
“Not a really good thing. I wouldn’t be able to speak English and I wouldn’t get a good job because I wouldn’t know anything.”


–
“Not good. The X-box might have words in it sometimes, but it [future] would not be good at all.”


–
“You would not get a good future and get a good job: if I couldn’t read and write, I wouldn’t be able to get information. All we would do is muck around.”

Some of these students also felt that society would break down if people did not receive an education:


–
“You wouldn’t be able to get a job or earn money. People would not follow the law. They might know about the law, but they probably wouldn’t listen and they would go and do the bad things anyway. So school really helps people understand the law and the rules.”

Just one student preferred the idea of no school despite likely adverse consequences later on, and was willing to just let the future ‘take care of itself’. And one other student wasn’t able to relate to the question at all.

All Students

Their understanding of learning contexts other than school and who, besides teachers, could help them with their learning

It appears that while students view ‘learning at school’ as a given in their lives, consciously thinking about who else they learn from outside of school, and in what contexts, was not something they related to very readily (at least, not when they were in Year 8). However, with some prompting, most students were able to offer some thoughts.

Regarding contexts for learning other than school, students most often mentioned libraries, museums, their home and/or marae, youth groups (eg, Air Training Corps, Guides), church/Sunday School/Bible class, sports clubs, and out-of-school classes (eg, music, dance). And a few students mentioned a more formal arrangement, such as home schooling or having a tutor. 

A small number of students had a wider awareness, for example:


–
“[You can learn] at home as well as at school. Libraries, friends’ houses. You can learn anything anywhere really if you want to learn.”

But, conversely, eleven students either couldn’t think of anywhere other than school that you could learn, or felt that school was the only place where it was possible to learn adequately:


–
“School is the only place for me.”

Answering the question ‘Can other people besides teachers at school help you learn?’, 97 percent of students stated ‘yes’ and only three percent ‘no’. These latter students were those who felt that school was the only place for learning.

A large majority of students who answered ‘yes’, identified one or more of parents, grandparents, siblings and wider family — aunties, uncles, cousins: “My uncle, he takes me out fishing with him and my cousin helps me with guitar” — as most often helping them to learn, although the learning situation wasn’t always necessarily trouble-free: “My sister tries to help with homework but I don’t listen to her.” 

Many students also nominated friends as well as family (“They know different things”; “Friends who are higher level than me”); however some students nominated only friends, and not family members, as people they learned from. 

Other people who could help them learn mentioned by students included: ‘experts’— that is, those with a profession or career who could pass on their knowledge; church members, including the minister; community elders (eg, kaumatua); youth group leaders; librarians; people who post information on the Internet (“They post up comments, for example, how to fix a car”); various instructors (eg, kapa haka teacher, sports coaches, music and dance teachers); and other students:


–
“People who have experienced things that you are learning about. There are people who are experts in the subjects you are learning about — [for example], we have a Tongan girl in our class. She teaches us about Tonga. It helps us to learn.”

And one student thought that the best person to help your learning was yourself, along with appropriate resources:


–
“Yourself! Resources can help you learn — [for example], books, fiction, non fiction.”

All Students

How long they intended to stay on a school

Asked in Phases 1, 3 and 4 about the likely extent of their schooling, the great majority of students felt they would stay on until Years 12/13, with many of these students also intending, or at least hoping, to go on to either university or some other form of higher education or training. The relevant figures for each of the three phases were 79 percent, 86 percent, and 91 percent.* 
The relatively lower proportion of students in Phase 1 who said they were going to stay on at school until Years 12/13 is largely accounted for by there being a larger proportion of students at this stage — 10 percent — who either didn’t know how long they would stay at school or just hadn’t thought about it at all. The size of this group is not surprising, perhaps, given that the students were then still only in Year 8. 

The proportions of students who answered that they ‘didn’t know’ in each of Phases 3 and 4 were four percent and one percent respectively, suggesting that as time went on, students in general were thinking more about the future, and gaining more understanding of secondary and tertiary education.

Students who answered ‘it depends‘ (between two and four percent at the three phases) gave reasons such as if a good job, or apprenticeship, opportunity came up, then they would leave school before completing Year 12 and/or Year 13, or that it depended on family circumstances (eg, a parent’s health). Two students said that it would depend on how satisfied they continued to be with their education, while another two stated that a decision would rest on how well they did: “Depends how my grades are”; “If I keep failing, I would have to leave.”

Only one student consistently answered throughout the study that they were keen to leave school ‘as soon as I can’, stating that school was not enjoyable, the work was boring, and that the idea of (external) exams was intimidating.

*
Note: These data largely support the findings presented earlier regarding students’ awareness of the importance of school for securing a good future, but at face value seem to contradict somewhat other data from this and other studies which reveal students’ dissatisfaction with aspects of their learning and other experiences at school. 

Future Aspirations

Reinforcing that she not only thought ahead in terms of the importance and value of schooling and learning but had a sense of broader goals and horizons, Emily expressed definite ideas in Phases 1 and 3 of the study when asked about career aspirations. As a Year 8 student Emily thought she’d like to be either an interior designer or a photographer one day. A year later, Emily again mentioned that she’d like to be “a photographer or an interior designer”, or, as a further possibility, “a TV presenter”, which she thought would fit well with the social, ‘performing’ side of her personality.

In Phase 4, Emily was less definite, initially saying “I’m still thinking about that”.

But she added that perhaps she might “work with children: be a child psychologist — my parents suggested it.”

Apart from her vocational aspirations, Emily had ambitions to travel: to ‘do her OE’ following her 21st birthday.

Staying on at School 

When she was in Year 8, our question about how long she thought she would stay on at school seemed to concern Emily. This is what she replied to the question:

“I’m not really sure. I might get expelled. Everyone changes. It depends on who you hang around with [whether things go well or not].”
At the end of Year 9, however, Emily now said she expected to stay on at school until Year 12 or 13. And after a term in Year 10 Emily was even more definite, saying she wanted to stay on until the end of Year 13. 

Teachers before and after transition had even higher expectations of Emily: as discussed further in Chapter Thirteen, they anticipated that Emily would go on to tertiary education, and achieve an undergraduate degree. Her teacher in Year 8 also offered the following comment to sum up her view of Emily:
“I believe Emily will go far in life. She has many strengths, is a very well balanced child who strives to do her best.”

All Students

Their future aspirations

A large majority of students had ideas about the sort of work they would like to do when they left school or further education, showing that they did, at least, have some sense of the future. But it is interesting to see that students overall were most likely to have ideas about future jobs when they were in Year 8, with only five percent of students in Phase 1 saying they ‘hadn’t thought about it’ or just didn’t know what they might do in the future, compared to the 19 percent in Phase 3 and 16 percent in Phase 4 who gave this sort of response. 

From their answers in Phases 3 and 4, it seems that as time went on students were less inclined to have more ‘fanciful’ ideas about their futures and were instead starting to think more seriously or realistically: 


–
“I’ve been thinking about singing and stuff. But realistically, it’s hard to [make a living at it]. I’d [also] like to be a teacher, of any age above kindergarten, maybe middle school to Year 10.”

Students’ identification of future job possibilities revealed a mix of: vague hopes and dreams; more purposeful hopes and dreams, passing fancies (eg, the student who in Year 8 was inspired by a TV programme to want to work in a forensic unit, solving crimes, but later realised this wasn’t likely to become a reality, especially as she’d ‘gone off science’ in the meantime); suggestions from their families; and definite goals. 

Students who expressed definite goals  made comments such as: 


–
“I know what I want to do with my life: work in a mechanic shop [as an] automotive electrician.”


–
“I’ve always wanted to be a lawyer; I have cousins who are lawyers.”


–
“I’ve wanted to be a teacher since I was five [years old].”


–
“I’m going to be a businessman — a house seller — and work hard and get money for my family.”


–
“I want to be a funeral director and have my own [funeral] business. I’m fascinated about the whole process ever since my great grandmother’s funeral when I was six.”


–
“I’d like to work at a supermarket when I’m a young adult. And later on I’d like to become a rugby professional and then a rugby coach.”


–
“Become a panel beater/mechanic ‘cause I want to do car kits and stuff — design cars.” 


–
“I hope to keep singing and be in the music industry. I’ll do some other things in the meantime to support myself.”

Some students’ comments revealed that while they had ideas about their future, they didn’t necessarily make a link between a desired occupation and the steps they would need to take to achieve it, such as reaching and maintaining a high level of attainment, and having to undertake a particular course of study, as in medicine for example.

Continued …

All Students

Their future aspirations – continued

The occupations students said they might like to do in the future covered a wide range. A considerable number of students aspired to be sports stars/professional sports people, primarily in either rugby (as an All Black) or rugby league, but also in cricket, and in one case, sailing. Other choices involved ‘something in the (performing) arts’, such as a singer, musician, actor, writer, book illustrator, or photographer. 

Another group of students nominated one or more of the professions (to be a doctor, lawyer, architect, teacher, nurse, accountant, physiotherapist, pilot), and yet another group aspired to either the armed forces or the police force.

For remaining students, their choices ranged from working in the IT field, running their own business (eg, “Own my own hair salon”), taking up a trade, becoming an engineer, ‘doing something in science’ (including astronomy), design, engineering, working with animals (veterinarian, zookeeper, animal trainer), and entering the travel industry, including as an air hostess. 

A couple of comments to illustrate students’ diverse ideas follow:


–
“[Be] an entertainer — singing, acting or dancing. Or if all that fails, I might do something with makeup or be a fashion designer. You use a lot of creativity in that.”


–
“To run a Starbucks restaurant or be a politician — because they get heaps of money.”

There were also three or four students at each phase who simply stated that they just wanted to have work, and/or they would do whatever came their way, the implication being that it wouldn’t necessarily be something they’d definitely decided on for themselves:

“A bit too early to think about things like that. Whatever comes my way”; “Anywhere God puts me”; “To have a job at least”. 

By contrast, one student who wasn’t sure about the future, was nevertheless taking steps to plan for it: “Not sure [what I want to do when I leave school]. But I’m doing a careers unit — need to explore options.” 

And a few other students showed they had a clear understanding of the need to undertake higher education (eg, at university) or further training (eg, hairdressing course, training to be a chef) in order to achieve their career goals or aspirations: “Go to university and then become a lawyer (not sure what area of law I’d specialise in yet).”

Summary Statements about Emily as Learner 

The data presented in this chapter suggest that Emily had a very good understanding of the purpose of school and the importance of learning and achieving well for her future. She was motivated both by strong extrinsic and intrinsic factors. Extrinsic forces included wanting to do well in NCEA, having her teachers be proud of her, and her desire to secure a good job in the future. Intrinsic motivators for Emily were a desire not to fail or fall behind, the enjoyment she derived from learning new things, and the sense of increased confidence gained from doing things well. Emily also appeared to be generally very positive about and receptive to learning and studying, and about interacting with others in order to maximise learning opportunities and outcomes. 

Emily’s disinclination to read during the first three phases of the study could perhaps have signalled a possible cause for concern over the longer term, given the importance of reading for achieving very well
. However, in Phase 4, Emily was spending more personal time reading and expressing more positive attitudes towards it. And, according to asTTle data reported in Chapter Thirteen, she was achieving more highly on reading comprehension tasks than previously, showing that any possible reluctance to read was not due to any difficulties with reading. In addition, when she did find a book she could relate to, Emily engaged with it fully. 

Her overall optimism, her enquiring mind, and motivation levels evident in Year 8 appear to have been maintained throughout the transition to Year 9 and on into Year 10. Emily also felt that her teachers were likely to say positive things about her personality and about her progress at school. Emily’s belief in what her teachers would say about her was not unfounded; it was supported by teacher ratings. 

Finally, Emily had enough self-awareness to realise that while she was not yet at the point of being able to stop doing it, her love of talking at inappropriate times could get in the way of her learning. 

Chapter Six: 
Orientation to School
The previous chapter discussed a number of student qualities to do with being a learner — behaviours, competencies, views — that are not necessarily shaped by school experiences, but are likely to be important when looking at how successful a student may be in their learning at school. This chapter continues the focus on important ingredients for learning by considering student views and behaviours in relation to requirements and opportunities for learning specifically within the context of school. 

The chapter begins by looking at the nature and extent of student engagement in the wider life of the school, followed by discussion, with the spotlight continuing to be on Emily, of student behaviour in class, attendance at school, and attitudes and behaviour in respect of homework.

Engagement with School

Participation in the Wider Life of the School

Other studies referred to in the transition literature review by McGee et al
 reveal that participation in the wider life of the school — by taking part in extra-curricular activities, for example — can be an important factor in how well students engage with learning. As well, it can be important for fostering a sense of belonging and commitment to the school they are attending, the degree to which students successfully participate in social networks, and how well they are likely to cope with important changes, such as going from primary to secondary schooling. 

Emily’s responses over the course of the study to questions about extra-curricular activities show that she both participated in and enjoyed such activities. But it was also evident by the end of her first year at secondary school that she was finding it more difficult to balance these ‘extra things’ with her schoolwork and other responsibilities than she had a year, or even several months, earlier. Emily did however anticipate that she would be comfortable about becoming more involved in extra-curricular activities again as a Year 10 student, because she expected to be well used to secondary school by then. A more detailed account of Emily’s extra-curricular involvement follows. 

The extra-curricular activities that Emily took part in when she was in Year 8 included a school drama production, an inter-school performing arts competition, Australian maths competition, and a number of sports tournaments involving other schools.

Once at secondary school, Emily joined a school group that was to perform at a local summertime music and arts festival, joined the school’s cultural group for Māori and Pasifika and other interested students, and tried out for a school netball team and “made it in”. Emily selected these activities because:

“They’re things I used to do and things I like doing and was hoping I’d get into [when I came to this school]. My friends are in these things too.”

Asked about any ‘special responsibilities’ at school in Phase 2, Emily advised that she had been nominated by her classmates for a Year 9 student council representative position and had taken up the opportunity.

By the end of Year 9, however, while Emily had continued to play netball for the school in season she no longer attended the cultural group, had chosen not to take part in ‘Stage Challenge’
, and had not been actively involved in her role as student council representative. Emily explained that her decreased rate of involvement in extra-curricular activities as her first year at secondary school progressed was not due to lack of interest but because she…

“…wanted to settle in [properly] — will do [these things] next year when I’m settled in.”

Emily’s parents, and also her teachers before and after transition, confirmed that Emily had taken part in sports and extra-curricular performing arts activities. They had no concerns about her willingness to participate in such activities. To the contrary, Emily’s parents commented in Phase 3: 

“It’s been great to see her take part and try new things. We are happy with the tasks she has set for herself.”

Emily’s prediction in Phase 3 that she would become more involved in extra-curricular activities again in Year 10 proved to be the case. During her Phase 4 interview Emily said that already that year she had been heavily involved in a school production. She had also joined a choir group, taken part in a sports tournament, been part of a group representing the school in a music and arts festival and, in contrast to the previous year, was intending to become involved in Stage Challenge. 

Emily expressed a high level of enjoyment about everything she was taking part in, apart from feeling “a bit pressured” in some of her subject areas because she had had to miss classes in order to attend rehearsals.

As well as her extra-curricular involvement, Emily had once more been elected by her classmates to be “back-up to the student council rep for my form class”. 

Behaviour in Class 

As a ‘measure’ of a student’s engagement in school, as well as to provide an indication of the nature of student–teacher relations (Chapter Eight has more on this), we asked participating students how they would mostly describe their behaviour in class. 

In Phase 1 Emily considered that she was somewhere between ‘about average’ and ‘not very well behaved’ in class. She explained that this was because…

“…[I] get in trouble for talking — practically every day.”

Quite probably, this behaviour is indicative of a student who not only felt relaxed and ‘at home’ at the primary school she had attended throughout her primary schooling, but was also ready to move on to new challenges.

In contrast to her Phase 1 response, it is noteworthy that Emily rated her behaviour in class much more positively early in her first year at secondary school, now describing herself as ‘very well behaved’. However, near the end of Year 9, she was rating her behaviour as ‘about average’. 

Emily did not offer explanations, but her ratings suggest perhaps that she was careful to behave well in class while she was still getting used to everything in her new school. And that once she was familiar with routines, procedures and people, and had a greater understanding of what was expected of her in her schoolwork, she felt able to relax more and be herself. Conversely, or as well, it could be that in certain contexts or classes, Emily no longer felt motivated to behave as well as she had earlier in the year.

Emily considered that she was ‘very well behaved’ in class, in her first term in Year 10, which is how she rated herself at the equivalent time the previous year. However, on the basis of feedback about Emily’s overall development over the course of the study, it is likely that the reasons for this at each stage were different. That is, while Emily’s good behaviour in class early in Year 9 was probably at least partly to do with her still getting used to a new situation, once she was in Year 10, it was more probably a case of Emily being serious enough about her studies to want to be on task in class as much as possible.

Parent perspective on Emily’s behaviour in class

By also asking parents to comment on their child’s behaviour in class we wanted to see the degree to which their perspectives coincided with those of their child and their child’s teachers.
 The particular question was ‘As far as you know, which of the following
 best describes your Year 8 [Year 9] child’s behaviour in class this year?’ In Phase 1, Emily’s parents estimated their daughter’s in-class behaviour to be ‘about average — about the same as everyone else in class’. Once more showing they were well informed about and in tune with Emily, they added that:

“A lot of her problem was too much talking, distracting other students.”

The next year, Emily’s parents again rated Emily’s behaviour in class as being ‘about average’, but this time without adding a comment.

All Students

Their participation in the wider life of the school

We asked students at each phase of the study if they had ‘taken part in any extra things/activities at school (so far) that year’. In Phase 1, 89 percent of the then Year 8 students answered ‘yes’. The proportion answering ‘yes’ dropped to 69 percent in Phase 2, but rose again in Phases 3 and 4 (to 76% and 78% respectively), although not to the pre-transition level.

The reasons most often given by students who had not taken part in any school-based extra-curricular activities were: 

•
that they weren’t interested in any of the activities on offer or ‘couldn’t be bothered’; 


–
“My laziness, just feel tired.”


–
“Nothing interests me so far.”
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•
not knowing what was available or not knowing how to go about joining up — this was particularly evident in Phase 2, as was the comment from a number of students that they wanted to settle into their new school before taking on extra things; 


–
“I play netball but haven’t joined in the [school production or cultural activities] because I wanted to settle into school this year and do those things next year.”


–
“Because it’s my first year [at secondary school] — I thought I’d just get to know people first.”


–
“Too shy: would like to join basketball or hockey but there were no girls trying out for basketball and I missed out on hockey because we [class] were on a school trip. Will maybe try next year.”


–
“Wanted to play netball but was too late to get in a team ‘cause I didn’t know where to join up.”

•
being unable to stay after school (living too far away, being restricted by limited travel options, being required at home); 


–
“I get a taxi home and I’d miss the taxi home [if I stayed to do extra-curricular activities].”


–
“Don’t know which bus to catch home [if I stayed later], have to get used to first-year routines before joining anything.”

•
having competing sports (not school-based) or other commitments after school;


–
“I play rugby for a club, not at school. I have settled in at the club already so don’t want to play it at school. Don’t want to do any of the other activities — too shy.”


–
“Because I’m busy with ATC. And also the stress of homework this year.”

•
not joining because friends didn’t want to; 


–
“Because of my friends — they don’t want me to go there [ie, join up for extra-curricular activities] and if I do, they think I might like them [the other participants] better than them. I would like to participate in sports.”


–
“My friends don’t want to join extra activity clubs.”

•
health reasons (including sports injuries). 


–
“I can’t play sports for medical reasons.”

There were also a few students who said that while they hadn’t yet taken part in any activities, they intended to, for example, when the season began for the particular sport they were interested in. And one or two students in Year 8 said they hadn’t been at the school long and didn’t yet know how or what to join.

The extra-curricular activities that students had participated in at school covered a wide range, including: sports (soccer, rugby, hockey, badminton, netball, softball, cricket, swimming, athletics, volleyball, touch rugby, cross-country); languages; chess; kapa haka; Pasifika cultural groups; extension art; science fair; English or mathematics competitions and/or extension classes; school and/or inter-school concerts or productions; dance; and music (including barbershop quartet, choir, bands); speech competitions or debating.

Of those who had taken part in activities, almost all expressed very positive views about their participation. They mentioned enjoying or appreciating: the opportunity to do activities in the company of their friends; meeting new people; gaining confidence; receiving recognition from others for achieving well; having a chance to take on a leadership role; being part of a team; having the opportunity to stretch themselves by doing something new; finding
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that an activity they thought would be of no interest was worthwhile and enjoyable after all; being able to build on personal hobbies or interests; and taking pride in representing the school. Examples of the comments that they made follow. 


–
“Enjoy it [sports] because I’m good at it, and people encourage me to do it because they know I’ve got the talent. I say ‘I can’t do it’ but they say I can so I try it and find out that I can.”


–
“Yes, because there are many varieties of activities that you don’t usually do outside of school.”


–
“Get to meet other people from school.”


–
“It’s cool. Once you do well in that sport you get a good feeling inside.”


–
“I like dancing, it’s one of my hobbies. Drama is like acting out another person. And I like sports.”


–
“You can hang out with your friends and they [extra-curricular activities] are just fun. I liked the colours in the art. I like making nice pictures and seeing other people’s too.”


–
“I love sports and when you go to play in the champions you make new friends. I enjoy playing for the school and I do it for fun.”


–
“It was cool [being in the inter-school performing arts competition]: gain confidence in front of a big crowd. Felt proud — we had a good enough skit (came second, nearly first). I enjoyed it all except the early practices — at 8.15am — had to get up 15 minutes earlier.”


–
“’Cause it’s fun and you get competition with other students.”


–
 “Enjoyed all of it. At first it is shame [ie, embarrassing performing in front of others] but you get used to it.”


–
“Basketball was good because I was the vice captain.”


–
“I love kapa haka because I enjoy learning my culture.”


–
“Enjoy it [debating]. Pretty good at arguing — come up with good points. And I like doing props for Stage Challenge.”


–
“It was good, something different. I wouldn’t have thought I would be interested in something like that.”


–
“I really enjoy them all. I just wanted to be involved with the school more. And I make friends there too.”


–
“Team sports I really like. And Project K — gives me experiences I haven’t had before.”


–
“Yes, enjoy it, except that I’m feeling a bit pressured with my work because I’ve had to take four or five days off school for the rehearsals so have a bit to catch up on.”


–
“Chess, it’s pretty good. It makes you think of strategies. Most people just rush into things but chess makes you think of consequences. And I also like the people in the chess club.”

However, there were a small number of students who were dissatisfied in some way with the activity they had chosen or did not feel welcome or part of things.


–
“I’m in the band, but I don’t like it all the time, don’t like some of the music. Would be better if you could choose.”


–
“Kapa haka stopped being fun because some people didn’t like me and I kept being put to the end of the line. I stopped last term.”

All Students

Special responsibilities at school

Because students in Year 8 often spontaneously included ‘special responsibilities’ at school in their references to participation in extra-curricular activities — such as peer mediation, road patrol, library duties, helping younger students with their reading or other work, and being a team leader — we included the question ‘Do you have any special responsibilities at school so far this year? in each of Phases 2–4. 

Just under a fifth of students in Phase 2, and slightly more in Phase 3, indicated that they had special responsibilities at school, but these figures are a little inflated given that quite a few of these students included ‘runner’ duties (taking messages from the office to teachers and students in classrooms around the school), which aren’t really what we intended by ‘special responsibilities’, as all Year 9 students were rostered to take their turn at doing this once or twice during the year. However some students variously mentioned that they had been elected by classmates to represent them on student council, that they helped out in the library or school canteen, were captaining a sports team, and in the case of one student, helping to organise the kapa haka group.

By Phase 4, almost a quarter of students stated they had special responsibilities at school, most often citing involvement around student council, sports teams, and the library (but no longer including runner duties as ‘special responsibilities’).  

An additional question to students who had not undertaken special responsibilities at secondary school was whether they would have liked to have done so. In Year 9, especially in the first part of the year, most students were happy not to have extra responsibilities because they felt they needed a chance to settle into secondary school first:


–
“I decided to settle in first before jumping into anything.”


–
“Wouldn’t want more responsibilities this year, too hard to fit it all in.”

Some Year 9 students felt too that ‘special responsibilities’ at secondary school were really just for ‘the older kids’. And in the case of a few students, it was because they preferred not to stand out: “Just want to be part of the normal class.”

But as the students became more used to secondary school, an increasing number, particularly when they reached Year 10, expressed an interest in taking on some sort of ‘role of responsibility’, such as the opportunity to become captain of a cricket or rugby team, or similar. Some explained that taking on special responsibilities would allow them to get more involved in things at school, meet more people, develop more skills, and simply give them more challenges, satisfaction and enjoyment, as many had found when they undertook such duties as a Year 8 student.

All Students

Self-ratings of behaviour in class 

According to the data in the table, students were more likely to describe themselves as ‘well behaved’ or ‘very well behaved’ early in the school year (Phases 2 and 4) than they were later in the school year (Phases 1 and 3). 

Overall, it seemed that more disruptive classroom behaviours were most likely to occur towards the end of the students’ first year at secondary school. 

By contrast, in Phase 4, more students seemed to be generally well behaved in class, with no student reporting themselves as ‘not very well behaved’.
	
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	Very well behaved
	21
	24
	12
	9

	Well behaved
	29
	36
	32
	48

	About average (eg, about the same as everyone else in the class)a
	48
	37
	49
	43

	Not very well behaved
	3
	3
	4
	–

	Very badly behaved/I cause a lot of problems in class
	–
	1
	1
	–

	Missing data
	–
	–
	2
	–


a
On reflection, this response category may not have been as useful or discriminating as we’d hoped. For example, behaving ‘about the same as everyone else in the class’ could mean very different things to individual students, depending on the overall nature of the class(es) they happened to be in. It is possible therefore that the present results give a slightly more favourable overall picture of student behaviour than might have been the reality, especially in light of the many reported complaints from students about the disruptive behaviours of classmates (as well as acknowledgements, quite often, of their own off-task behaviours in class). And of course teachers are likely to have a different perspective again.

Comments, by study phase, from students who described themselves as not very well behaved included the following.

Phase 1


–
“I like talking.”


–
“I’m always in trouble — for not doing work, or not getting it finished on time.”


–
*“Talk a lot — can’t stop talking in silent reading [and at other times].”


–
“I get high in the afternoon because I eat too much sweets in the morning.”


–
“Yell at the teacher, make fun of her, ‘cause I don’t like her.“ [This student was reacting to a change of teacher part way through the school year; she had particularly liked her previous teacher.]


–
“I get on with my work but when I start to talk to my friends I don’t finish it.”


–
“My friends mostly talk to me and I tell them to ‘Sh-sh’ so I can do some work.”

Phase 2


–
“I don't really like the teachers much. Talking when the teacher is talking, walking round the classroom and being told to sit down.”


–
“I talk a lot and laugh a lot and don't get my work done.”


–
*“Classes are boring so I talk to my mates and disrupt the class. If classes were more interesting I would get on with my work.”


–
“Talk too much, flick rubber bands around, walk around out of our desks. We fight too much in class — the teacher tells us to stop. It's the effect from last year — where bad people were having fights.”
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Self-ratings of behaviour in class – continued

Phase 3


–
“I don’t want to [behave well] because it’s boring — stop listening and try to [annoy] the teacher.”


–
*“I talk too much (can’t handle the silence). Work is boring — if work wasn’t boring, I wouldn’t talk in class.”


–
“Sometimes I answer back the teachers. Get detention, referred out of class. Happens once a week.”

Phase 4

It is notable that the student who had consistently rated himself as badly behaved in class in the previous three phases (his comments are preceded by an asterisk) no longer did so in Phase 4, suggesting that the strategies the school had put in place for this student were having a positive effect and he was coping better at school. (This student was described by his teachers as a boy with learning, behaviour and social difficulties — not helped by other students deliberately stirring him up, to which he tended to respond in inappropriate ways — but also as a ‘lovable rascal’ whom one couldn’t help but like.)

Attendance at School

Our inclusion of interview questions concerning days absent from school was primarily to assess whether students sometimes stayed away from school because they felt disengaged from school for any reason. Questions about attendance at classes and preparedness for class were asked for the same reason. 

In Phases 1 and 3, Emily’s parents reported that Emily ‘hardly ever’ had days off school, confirming what Emily herself said at each phase of the study. In particular, Emily did not want to miss school because she was always so eager to catch up on the news with her friends.

Throughout the study Emily always answered “Yes, every day” when asked if she arrived at school on time most days, adding that she was “never late”.

Class Attendance and being Prepared for Class

As well as being on time for school, Emily asserted that she had ‘all the things she needed for class (eg, pens, calculator, things for technology class, gym gear, etc) with her most days’, an answer which corresponded with her Years 8 and 9 teachers’ assessment of this aspect of Emily’s behaviour.

We did not specifically ask Emily whether she turned up to her classes on time, but according to her Year 9 and Year 10 teachers, occasionally she did not. These teachers also rated Emily as being occasionally absent from class. However, with what we know about Emily from other information collected, these findings were almost certainly largely to do with her involvement in extra-curricular school activities, and not because she was reluctant to attend classes or tardy for no good reason. 

All Students

Whether they arrived at school on time

At each phase of the study students were asked ‘Do you get to school on time most days?’ Any student who answered ‘no’ was asked for reasons.

The data showed that at least 90 percent of students at each phase indicated that they generally arrived at school on time. Students were least likely in Phases 1 and 4 (3% and 2%) to say they were sometimes or more regularly late for school than they were in either Phase 2 (11%) or Phase 3 (7%).

During Year 9 in particular, a reason given by about half of these students for arriving late was that the bus, or the family member who gave them a ride to school, was late: “Brother who gives me a ride is usually late so often 5–10 minutes late. Sometimes it’s embarrassing.” Other explanations given by tardy students at each phase were that they slept in, their mother slept in and didn’t get them up in time, “I take too long to eat breakfast — Mum gets angry”, and, in the case of two students, that they had a range of home responsibilities to deal with before school: “Have to get my younger sisters ready for school.”

Whether they came prepared for class

A frustration frequently expressed by teachers is that at least some students often arrive in class without all the tools they need for their work, which is disruptive for the rest of the class, and can significantly reduce effective learning time. Such behaviour can also be an indicator of less positive student attitudes towards school. To explore this issue we put to students the question ‘Do you have all the things you need for class (eg, pens, calculator, things for technology class, gym gear, etc) with you most days?’

Although the great majority of students at each phase were of the opinion that they mostly brought along what they needed for their classes, students were most likely to admit that they did not when they were in Year 8 (12% answered ‘no’ to the question in Phase 1). By contrast, only four percent of students answered ‘no’ in Phase 2, suggesting that they were taking particular care to come prepared to classes in their early weeks at secondary school. However, by the end of Year 9, nine percent of students stated that they quite often did not bring everything that they needed; the situation was much the same early in Year 10, with 10 percent of students saying this. 

Most often, the students’ reasons for failing to bring pens, calculator, gym gear, etc, with them to class were that their belongings had been stolen by other students or not been returned by the people to whom they had been loaned, that they simply forgot, or that some equipment had broken or been damaged. One student stated in Year 9 that she ‘couldn’t be bothered’ carrying a bag of books and other equipment around all day, and another blamed his mother: “My Mum clears out my bag and takes everything out.”

A teacher perspective on this and related issues, such as behaviour in class, is provided in the third report on our transition study.

Homework: Experiences and Attitudes

The student interviews included a series of questions about ‘homework’.
 According to the transitions research literature, homework can be an important factor in how students view their schooling experience, especially when they have quite different experiences of it before and after the Year 8 to Year 9 transition. Attitudes to homework may also constitute another measure of a student’s engagement in school, interest in or commitment to learning, and how they link learning at school to learning in a much broader life context.

Frequency of Homework

In Phase 1, Emily advised that her teacher gave out homework for the whole week “every Monday”, with the expectation that students handed in their completed work on Friday of the same week.
 This happened most weeks; students were occasionally exempted from homework if a special event was scheduled, such as a school production or inter-school sports tournament.

A few weeks after transition (Phase 2), Emily advised that while she did not necessarily receive homework every school day, there was usually something to be completed for about three of her subject areas each week. The task set could either be to do with ongoing project work or an assignment. Homework was not set in every subject area — for instance, at this stage, Emily was not being given homework for technology or for art (“except maybe just finishing off stuff”). She most often had homework in English, social studies, mathematics and science.

Students were not asked about the frequency with which they were given homework in Phase 3 but in Phase 4 Emily had this to say about ‘how often’ she had been getting homework so far that year:

“Not much at all this term — way less than last year. Only had one assignment [so far] this year.”

The Amount and Difficulty Level of Homework 

Amount of homework

At each phase of the study, students commented on how they felt about the amount and level of difficulty of the homework they received. 

In Phases 1 and 2, Emily considered that the amount of homework she received was ‘just right’. In Phase 1, Emily added “I like it [my homework].”
But when in Phase 3 Emily rated the amount of homework received as ‘too much’, this appeared to be more a matter of the timing of homework from different subject teachers rather than quantity per se:

“Like [it’s hard] when three assignments all come at once.” 

Early in Year 10, however, Emily now considered that the amount of homework she was receiving was…

“…just right, considering all the extra-curricular activities I’ve been doing this term, otherwise [the amount of homework] would be too little.”

Difficulty level of homework

Throughout the study Emily reported that homework was neither too easy nor too difficult for her — ‘most of it is just right’. This finding fits with other information from Emily: that she seldom needed to seek help with her homework, and that she felt her homework assignments helped her revise and build on what she had done in class. Emily also felt that completing her homework showed that she was capable of working and learning effectively and independently.
Time spent on homework
Although it perhaps sounds unlikely, in Phase 1 Emily considered that she was spending around eight hours each week on her homework. A few weeks after her transition to secondary school, Emily’s response was that…

“…it depends— some weeks more than others. [But usually spend] about 30 minutes a day.”

Towards the end of Year 9, Emily seemed to have established a homework routine for herself. In relation to how much time she spent on homework each week she stated: 

“Same every day — one hour. Don’t like the idea of failing.”

However, in Phase 4, Emily estimated that she was currently spending only about 30 minutes a week on homework; this was because her teachers had so far given out very few homework assignments.  

Emily’s feedback at different phases of the study suggest that she may perhaps have devoted more time to homework in Year 8 (to ‘fun projects’, possibly) simply because she enjoyed it, whereas once at secondary school her reasons for completing it were more serious: that she recognised the need to revise in order to get on and not fall behind. In particular, she had a desire to ‘prove herself’ and do well. 

Luke on homework

In Year 8, Luke felt that homework ‘matters’ because you “need it to learn —and you can’t cover everything in class”.

However, Luke seldom liked doing his homework and although eventually “it gets done every week” he often found it hard to complete “because of sport after school most days”. He added that he ‘sometimes’ needed help with homework and that his parents and grandparents helped him when necessary. They also regularly checked that he had completed his homework.

In his first term at secondary school, Luke considered the amount of homework received was bordering on ‘too much’. He quite often found it difficult to get his homework done mainly because “I just don’t get down to it, get distracted easily” but also because as well as just not enjoying doing it, overall (some he found too easy) he was finding quite a bit of his homework to be more difficult or challenging than he had in Year 8 and now only ‘usually’ rather than ‘always’ completed it. Nevertheless he continued to feel that homework ‘matters’ because “You need to do it or you’ll get detention. [And it] helps with learning, learning new stuff.”

His attitudes towards homework remained much the same towards the end of Year 9, although he seemed to be spending a little longer on it — about two hours a week — than he had earlier in the year. He again rated homework as mattering, this time “because you’re going to have to do it [ie, be organised, meet deadlines, do self-directed study] someday so it’s best to practise doing it, to get used to it.” But despite his forward thinking, Luke still said he ‘sometimes’ found it hard to get his homework done because he had…

“…other things to do — computer and TV distract me. And it’s hard to balance everything when things [assignments and other responsibilities] come at once.” 

He also ‘never or hardly ever’ liked doing his homework.

In his first term in Year 10, Luke spent around three hours a week on homework. He was generally feeling more positive about it than he had previously, saying that the amount and difficulty levels were mostly ‘just right’ and that he ‘sometimes’ liked doing his homework, a considerable contrast to the previous year when he said he ‘never or hardly ever’ enjoyed doing it. As well, Luke once more said that homework ‘matters’ in order “to do well”. 
Feedback from Luke’s mother at different points of the study confirmed that ‘homework’ was one of the least favourite aspects of school for her son, both before and after transition. Her particular view was that Luke found it difficult for two reasons: sometimes because he found the tasks difficult, but more often because he did not always like working hard and particularly did not like ‘having to be organised’ and take responsibility for having all the right books and so on at the right time.

All Students

Views on amount of homework received

For many students, being asked whether the amount of time they have to spend on homework is too much or too little is likely to evoke an ‘emotional’, rather than an objective, response. Bearing this in mind, we found that students’ answers varied considerably: that is, some students who said they were only doing 5 to 10 minutes homework a day were also likely to say this was ‘too much’, whereas some other students who felt they were doing several hours homework a week considered this as ‘just right’.
Students often reported receiving very different amounts of homework. Undoubtedly, in large part, this was because students were in several different classes, and therefore likely to have been assigned varying amounts of homework by their particular teachers, especially when students were working at different ability/achievement levels. However, in the case of some students at least, ‘frequency’ and/or ‘amount’ may have been more a perception than a reality.

But whatever students’ perceptions were regarding amount of homework, the data in the table show that the proportion saying they were receiving ‘too much’ homework rose sharply following transition and remained at much the same elevated level through into Phase 4.

But rather than ‘amount’ per se, quite often a greater concern for students, especially by Phase 3 of the study (although decreasing again in Phase 4), was that of balancing the timelines for multiple homework tasks from different teachers:


–
“Sometimes it’s too much: when assignments all come at one time. When it’s periodically, it’s OK.”


–
“Too much homework when you have two or three assignments at once.”


–
“Sometimes can be heaps of homework assignments at once and then we have none.”


–
“Assignments from different teachers come at the same time and there’s much more [homework] than last year. Not used to it, [although] it’s easier now than it was at the beginning of the year.”
	View on amount of homework received
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	Too much
	4
	31
	27
	26

	Just right
	80
	56
	51
	60

	Too little
	11
	6
	9
	5

	Don’t know/haven’t thought about it
	2
	2
	2
	2

	Some other responsea
	–
	5
	9
	7

	Missing data
	3
	–
	2
	–


a
‘Other responses’ included: “Between ‘too much’ and ‘just right’. At times too much (mainly when there are clashes in [due dates for assignments] and at times ‘just right’; ‘Could be more”; “Less than I would have expected”; “Seems to be too much because of moving house”; “The assignments are big”; “Just right, even though it’s a lot more than last year.”

All Students

How difficult they found their homework

As already mentioned under views on amount of homework, once students reached secondary school, the biggest challenge for most students in relation to homework was not so much the amount or its difficulty level, but the fact that they had to plan for and manage deadlines, and adapt to different expectations, when receiving homework assignments from a number of teachers:


–
“Having timetable clashes for homework sometimes is tricky.”
	View of difficulty level of homework
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	Most of it is too easy
	10
	7
	5
	4

	Most of it is just right
	76
	71
	73
	80

	Most of it is too hard
	5
	7
	6
	7

	Don’t know/haven’t thought about it
	1
	3
	4
	4

	Some other responsea
	8
	11
	9
	4

	Missing data
	1
	1
	3
	–


a
‘Other responses’ included: “Sometimes too hard, sometimes too easy; “Sometimes too hard, sometimes just right”; “Depends on which subject”.

However, for a small but important number of students, it was evident that they struggled with the homework they were given, sometimes taking several hours to complete homework that other students probably completed quite quickly, turning it into an ordeal for the student and often his or her parents as well:

“Homework, it sucks, it takes me hours, and it hurts my hand doing all the writing.”

And this student’s parent commented:

“Homework is a difficulty, it’s a real struggle every time to get [him] to do it. He’s so slow at it, it really drags things out but it’s important for his learning, so he doesn’t fall too far behind.”

All Students

Views on the importance of homework

While at each phase of the study a large proportion of students rated homework as (most of the time) either ‘very important’ or that ‘it matters’, scrutiny of the comments that accompanied their ratings showed that students often had quite different sorts of reasons for considering homework to be important. 

Some students, for example, rated homework as mattering because it: 

•
helped them revise and remember work they had done in class; 


–
“It helps your education: you can practise what you’ve learned.”


–
“Because it’s revision of what you have learned. Helps you get to know the subject better.”


–
“Re-learning things we have done, testing ourselves.”

•
extended their learning; 


–
“Important for our education. If we don’t do these things we won’t get ahead in life.”


–
“It helps you learn. You find out things. It gets your brain working — that extends your thinking.”


–
“It matters heaps. I like getting good reports. And it helps with learning.”


–
“So the teachers can find out what you need to know and what you’ve already learned.”


–
“So you learn; would rather do homework than not do it.”

•
helped them prepare for assessments (several students in Year 10 and even in Year 9 made particular reference to the need to think ahead to NCEA); 


–
“Prepare for the tests.”


–
“To get us used to studying for NCEA — so we get into the habit of doing it.”


–
“To prepare for NCEA in two years. For revision.”


–
“It goes towards your year’s marks; gets you into a good routine for NCEA.”

•
demonstrated that learning does not just occur at school;


–
“So you get to learn at home too. And so you can get used to it and learn to plan, then it will be better when you grow up. [Getting it done] depends on how you plan your day, put yourself out.”


–
“So I can learn at home as well as at school.”


–
“Because it helps me achieve work outside of school and gives me a bit more time to think about what I’m writing down.”

•
helped them learn how to plan and organise themselves (which they felt were particularly important skills for their future career and other goals). 


–
“So you can get ready for college, learn to hand stuff in on time.”


–
“When you grow up you might have ‘due dates’ for assignments or essays so it helps you get used to organising yourself.”
	Importance of homework
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	Very important
	54
	67
	43
	57

	It matters
	31
	25
	42
	33

	Not important
	6
	3
	5
	4

	Don’t know/haven’t thought about it
	2
	2
	5
	2

	Depends
	5
	–
	3
	4

	Missing data
	1
	3
	2
	–
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Views on the importance of homework – continued…

Other students, however, and considerably more frequently once they were in Years 9 and 10 compared to Year 8, regarded homework as mattering because on the one hand they had been told by their school/teachers that completing homework was one of the criteria by which they were assessed for ‘graduation’ into Year 10...


–
“I don’t want to stay behind and be a Year 9 again.”


–
“Marks will fall if I don’t do it [homework]. Falling behind in college is one of the worst things.”

…and on the other hand was a way of avoiding ‘getting into trouble’ with their teachers — receiving after-school detention or being required to stay in class during lunch break to finish their homework, or making their parents angry, should the school ring or send a letter home to say that they were not doing homework:


–
“Because if we don’t, we get in trouble and I don’t like getting in trouble. Have to finish off homework at school and if we don’t we get lines or have to run.”

And in quite a number of cases, students gave both views: that doing homework helped their learning and also helped them avoid negative consequences.


–
“Get punished if homework is not finished, have to stay in over lunchtime to complete it. It improves learning.”


–
“Because this year there is a system of having to graduate to Year 10: having to complete homework is one criterion [for graduation]. It helps me learn too.”

Other reasons students gave for considering that homework matters were that: it gave them something constructive to do at home when there was nothing else that seemed appealing; it taught them to take responsibility; helped with getting parents involved in what they were doing; made them feel good when they pleased teachers and/or parents by doing well on their homework tasks; and because they just enjoyed doing it.


–
“’Cause you’ve got to learn responsibilities and stuff like that, and it helps your learning.”


–
“Like doing the work and like to make teachers happy.”


–
“When I’ve got nothing to do I can just pull it [homework] out and do it.”


–
“Revision of what you do in school helps my learning. Helps to build up relationship with family — getting them to help.”


–
“Because you’ve got to do it yourself, without the teacher’s help.”


–
“It matters usually. But it depends on whether you are good at schoolwork. I like homework ‘cause sometimes there’s nothing to do at home and homework is an alternative. Homework is maybe just to help you catch up — sometimes if people fall behind in class, people can catch up by doing homework (doesn’t really happen to me though).”


–
“It’s a responsibility — set by teacher, should do it. Makes you keep up with other kids. Important for learning.”


–
“Teaches us life skills, responsibility to complete tasks.”

As a more general comment, students sometimes commented too on the nature of the homework received, and/or that their feelings about homework depended on which subject area it related to.
Continued …
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Views on the importance of homework – continued…

Students preferred homework: 

•
targeted to their needs, rather than just a broad task or worksheet given out to the whole class ‘for the sake of it’; 

•
they could see would advance their understanding and skills in a particular area; 

•
that would help them revise for a particular test; or 

•
that would help them practise and therefore better retain new concepts so that they didn’t fall behind.

The relatively small proportions of students at each phase who felt that homework was usually not important or that it ‘depended’, most often felt that spending all day at school should be enough time to cover everything they needed to accomplish, that when at home they should be free to choose their own activities and spend time with their families rather than do homework, that most homework didn’t help their learning but was in their experience boring and ‘pointless’, or they just didn’t believe in it.


–
“You do so much at school. You need to spend time with your family. If you have homework, there should be a longer weekend.”


–
“It’s not very important ‘cause we do it in class and we, like, do it again at home, it’s real boring.”


–
“Schoolwork should be done at school, after school is for relaxation/sports. I don’t bother doing it because I know I won’t get it finished.”


–
“[Homework is not important] ‘cause heaps of people say [Year 9] is a ‘muck around year’, that next year is when things kick in.”


–
“School is for learning, not home.”


–
“Spend six hours in school and that’s enough, we should be able to muck around for awhile after school and not have to worry about doing homework.”

The Importance of Homework

Given the previous discussion, not surprisingly, Emily considered homework to be a ‘very important’
 aspect of her learning and schooling at each phase of the study.

As is often evident in Emily’s answers, her reasons for saying homework was important show her to be a reflective student. 

In Phase 1, she explained that homework was important: 

“Because if you do homework it helps parents know what you are learning. Helps them see that you can work individually [on your own].” 
And in Phase 2 her view was:

“Because it’s revision of what you have learned. Helps you get to know it [the subject] better.”

In Phase 3 Emily again mentioned that homework was helpful for extending her learning, but added two further ingredients: that of ‘negative consequences’ for not completing homework (often mentioned by our students once they had reached Year 9), and the value of homework for refining organisational skills (eg, juggling deadlines).

“Because if we don’t, we get punished. [Also so we] learn independently of the teacher — so it is what we know, not the teacher. And it helps us organise ourselves, and things like that.”

And in Phase 4 Emily’s reason for considering homework to be very important was:

“Because of NCEA — preparing for it. And so parents can see you are learning something.”

Problems Completing Homework

Emily reported at each phase of the study that she did not have any problems getting her homework done.

Parent Feedback about Homework 
Parents too were asked a number of questions about homework, some focusing on their own ‘homework behaviours’. When we asked in Phase 1 whether they helped Emily with her homework, Emily’s parents  answered ‘no, never or hardly ever’, explaining that this was “because she understands what needs to be done.” But they did add that they regularly checked how Emily was progressing with her homework and that, on occasion, when Emily required it, one of them would “give explanations on certain subjects so she understands facts”.

A further question in Phase 1 — and repeated in each subsequent phase — asked for opinions about the amount of homework students were receiving. Emily’s parents shared Emily’s own estimation, that is, that she was getting ‘about the right amount’ in Year 8, adding that they felt that Emily’s homework during the year …

“…has helped prepare her for Year 9, especially completing tasks by certain days.”

Their view in Phase 3 of the amount of homework Emily had been receiving in Year 9 was that it ‘seems about the right amount’.

Emily’s Overview of Homework

Finally, on the topic of homework, students were asked to rate a number of statements — shown in Exhibit C — to say how often each one ‘happened with their homework’. This was partly to cross-check their previous responses about homework and partly to obtain some additional information about homework in a concise way. The results show that while Emily continued to be assiduous throughout the study about doing her homework — at each phase she indicated ‘always or almost always’ completing it, by Phase 3, and to a lesser extent on into Phase 4, she was feeling considerably less positive about doing it
. Her references to the difficulties involved in successfully managing assignments from different teachers in order to meet deadlines probably largely explains this less positive attitude in Year 9, whereas in her first term in Year 10, as signalled earlier in this report, it was more likely due to her heavy involvement in extra-curricular activity at school.

Exhibit C:
Overview questions regarding students’ views and experiences of homework
	Aspect of homework

	a) I do my homework

	b) I use a computer at home to do my homework

	c) My parents/caregivers check that I have done my homework

	d) I need help with my homework

	e) My parents/caregivers help me with my homework if I need it

	f) Someone else (other than my parents/caregivers) helps me with my homework if I need it

	g) I find my homework more challenging or difficult than homework last year

	h) My homework this year helps me learn or understand better

	i) I like doing my homework

	Students indicated the extent to which each statement applied to them by selecting from the following scale:

•
1 = Always or almost always

•
2 = Usually

•
3 = Sometimes

•
4 =Not very often

•
5 = Never or hardly ever
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Difficulties experienced in completing homework

The table shows students’ responses to the question ‘Do you find it hard to get your homework done?’
	
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	No
	68
	36
	37
	30

	Yes, sometimes
	29
	60
	54
	65

	Yes, usually
	2
	5
	7
	3

	Missing data
	1
	–
	2
	1


It is of note that once at secondary school, considerably more students indicated that they found it hard to get their homework done, at least some of the time.

Students who ‘sometimes’ or ‘usually’ experienced difficulties in completing their homework in Phase 1 explained that, most often,  this was for one or more of the following reasons: having after-school sports commitments (N=9), finding the homework boring (8) and/or not wanting to do it (5), forgetting to take their homework assignments home (7), feeling too tired (7), finding it too noisy at home to be able to work at it (6), finding the homework too hard (5), being lazy and/or easily distracted from the task (5), and preferring to play on the computer/Playstation (5).

In Phase 2, students gave the same sorts of explanations for any difficulties in completing homework; however, they were now more likely to give tiredness as a reason (12), to say they preferred to watch TV (11), (perhaps, again, because they were more often tired after school than they had been at primary school), to say they found homework boring (10) or difficult (9), and to say they just didn’t want to do it, because there were better things to do (9). However, students were less likely to say they forgot to take their homework assignments home (3).

In Phase 3, while the above reasons were mentioned once more — especially finding some homework too hard (N=11), the most frequently mentioned difficulty was now that of coping with deadline clashes. Some of the students who gave this reason also expressed the realisation that it was often their ‘own fault’, and that they needed to plan and organise themselves more efficiently. 


–
“Bit too hard or too much, especially when it’s all due at once. Sometimes I don’t get down to it and have to rush at the end, and sometimes get four projects at once.”


–
“It’s a planning issue — when assignments come all at once. And there’s more homework than last year, so it’s busier.”


–
“I leave it to the last minute so then it’s a rush and I have mum and dad yelling at me.”


–
“Too many due on one day can be hard.”


–
“When I have a lot to do: sometimes we get lots of assignments at once and it’s hard to fit them all in.”


–
“Lots of ‘stuff’ on, not enough time. Need to think ahead and plan what I need to do.”

By Phase 4, the proportion of students who indicated that they at least ‘sometimes’ had difficulties completing their homework was slightly higher than it was in Phases 2 or 3. 

Once more the reasons given were generally the same as those raised previously, with tiredness, difficulty of the homework, and trouble managing competing deadlines featuring most often in students’ responses. And, in the case of seven students, having to do household tasks made it harder for them to complete homework. A more general response was the desire to do other things rather than homework, such as watch TV and spend time with friends.

Continued …
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Difficulties experienced in completing homework – continued


–
 “Other things to do, like rugby training. It’s hard to fit it in. Get tired with school and rugby training. (I play rugby on Saturday and Sunday for a club as well as playing for school.) I’d like to be in the All Blacks one day and I don’t see the point in doing it [homework].”


–
“Sometimes happy to do it and sometimes not, especially when I’ve got other things to do, like going to ATC [Air Training Corps], and when I’m really tired. I’m tired when I get home from school.”


–
“Heaps of distractions, headaches, brother is noisy, Mum wants me to do little jobs for her.”


–
“I’m not good at time management.”


–
“Sometimes I don’t see the point in doing it, so I just don’t do it.”


–
“We’ve got both Playstation and X-box in the living room and usually I’m playing one of them.”


–
“Mum asks me to do jobs around the house.”

Overview of students’ views and experiences of homework

The data in the tables below show that, over the course of the study, although students did not generally indicate needing less assistance, parents became less likely to help their children (in the study) with homework or check that they had completed it. Students also seemed less likely to receive help with their homework from other people as time went on.

There could be a number of reasons for this, including it becoming more difficult to assist increasingly independent teenagers, but also perhaps because of an assumption that the older the child becomes, the less likely they are to need help. And, as well, there is the possibility that some parents at least become less confident about their ability to assist with homework once their child reaches secondary school, perhaps perceiving the tasks involved to be much more difficult or as beyond their experience. 
	
	Proportion of students who answered ‘Always or almost always’ or ‘Usually’a to each of the listed statements

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

	I do my homework
	91
	90
	84
	84

	I use a computer at home to do my homework
	47
	42
	43
	37

	My parents/caregivers check that I have done my homework
	70
	73
	55
	61

	I need help with my homework
	18
	21
	19
	14

	My parents/caregivers help me with my homework if I need it
	83
	89
	77
	73

	Someone else (other than my parents/caregivers) helps me with my homework if I need it
	56
	46
	39
	32

	I find my homework more challenging or difficult than homework last year
	Not asked 
	58
	48
	36

	My homework this year helps me learn or understand better
	Not asked 
	78
	67
	65

	I like doing my homework
	62
	49
	38
	40


a
To simplify presentation of the data, these two response categories have been combined.
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Overview of students’ views and experiences of homework – continued

Data relating to the statement ‘I find my homework more challenging…than last year’ suggest that once they reached Year 10, students were now more ‘comfortable’ about the homework they were receiving, having gained a greater understanding of the expectations placed on them in terms of study and homework at secondary school than they’d had in Year 9, and also because of accumulated experience in juggling homework assignments from different teachers. 
	
	Proportion of students who answered ‘Not very often’ or ‘Never or hardly ever’a to each of the listed statements

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

	I do my homework
	1
	5
	8
	1

	I use a computer at home to do my homework
	30
	20
	23
	31

	My parents/caregivers check that I have done my homework
	8
	13
	19
	20

	I need help with my homework
	46
	44
	34
	46

	My parents/caregivers help me with my homework if I need it
	3
	5
	7
	10

	Someone else (other than my parents/caregivers) helps me with my homework if I need it
	26
	22
	33
	35

	I find my homework more challenging or difficult than homework last year
	Not asked 
	18
	17
	30

	My homework this year helps me learn or understand better
	Not asked 
	6
	6
	3

	I like doing my homework
	14
	26
	34
	29


a
In the interests of simplicity, these two response categories have been combined.

Although the proportion of students who indicated seldom doing their homework was low overall, it is of note that relatively more students in Year 9 answered this way — five percent in Phase 2 and eight percent in Phase 3, compared to only one percent in each of Phases 1 and 4. In light of other data relating to lower levels of engagement in their learning over time, it is also of interest that students were considerably less likely to say they enjoyed doing their homework once they were at secondary school. 

Summary Statements Regarding Emily’s Overall Orientation to School
The information presented in this chapter shows that Emily had very good school attendance, a strong work ethic, and, on the basis of her positive attitudes and behaviour in relation to homework, a realisation that learning did not begin and end at the school gates. And it is very evident that for such a highly people-orientated person as Emily, the social opportunities afforded by school, including those opened up by participation in extra-curricular activities, held very strong appeal. 

Chapter Seven:
Student Views and Experiences of School

Reference to the ‘differences’ between primary and secondary schools and speculation about how these differences may impact on students are prevalent. As well, the research literature pays considerable attention to this topic. We therefore wanted to investigate, as an integral part of this study, how Emily and other students regarded their schooling experiences at various intervals, as they progressed from Year 8 through to Year 10. And, again, consideration of the extent to which a student enjoys school continues the theme in the previous two chapters of important ingredients for student learning.

Feelings about School at each Phase of the Study

Students were asked the same broad question about the extent to which they liked school at each phase of the study. The question was: ‘Thinking about school this year [or this term], most of the time, do you enjoy or like going to school?’
 Emily’s particular responses are now discussed.

Overall Enjoyment of School 

Emily was ‘definite’ about enjoying or liking school as a Year 8 student. However, she added that what ‘would have helped [her] enjoy school more’ that year was…

“…if school had a larger population to meet more people [and if there had been] more school sports”,

suggesting she was ready to move out into a ‘bigger world’, an encouraging indicator for a positive transition to secondary school.

Early in Year 9, Emily was again definite about enjoying school, but, in the context of this specific question
, was more conservatively positive towards the end of Year 9. She explained:

“Because I don’t look forward to coming for some of the classes sometimes. Don’t like the work. [But] I like coming to see my friends and hear all the interesting things going on.”

In Year 10, Emily once more ‘definitely’ enjoyed school, due in large part to her friends:

“Not being around my friends I would die! I have to text people even when I’m on holiday. [I’m] just really nosey and want to know what’s happening.”

Best Liked Aspects of School — Emily’s Perspective 
As well as obtaining the overall rating of their enjoyment of school, we asked students what they most — or least — liked about school at each phase of the study. 

This is what Emily had to say about what she was enjoying most about her final year at primary school:

“Meeting new people. Learning particular subjects. Writing stories. Learning new sports this year. [Having senior student] privileges to look forward to and getting certain privileges — eg, sit on benches instead of on the floor in assembly. Going to camp, senior formals, prize giving. My teacher and the other [Years 7 and 8] teachers — they’re cool. Practically anything that is fun.” 

After a term at secondary school, Emily was even more enthusiastic about school, but this time she particularly emphasised her pleasure at being able to see her (new) friends at school:

“Everything! Especially getting to see your friends — ‘cause the only time I get to see them is at school. They don’t live in my area. (And I like all my teachers — just some expect a lot more [than others].)”

All Students

Overall enjoyment of school at each phase of the study

The table below shows that more than half of students (58%) were very positive about school in Year 8 (Phase 1), saying they ‘definitely’ enjoyed it when asked whether, in general, they liked or enjoyed going to school.
	Like or enjoy school this year/term?
	Phase 1
%
	Phase 2
%
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	Yes, definitely
	58
	60
	43
	55

	Qualified yes
	33
	35
	48
	38

	Qualified no
	4
	4
	3
	4

	No, not at all
	5
	1
	3
	2

	Missing data
	–
	1
	3
	–


The things they enjoyed most about school were spending time with friends, playing sports, their particular teacher(s), and learning about specific subjects or topics.

After a term at secondary school a very similar proportion (60%) of students again said they were ‘definitely’ enjoying school. 

However, by the end of Year 9 students were less likely to indicate ‘definitely’ liking school, with only 43 percent now giving this rating.

The proportion of students expressing very positive attitudes towards school had risen again by Phase 4, with 55 percent of students indicating they ‘definitely’ liked going to school.

And, as was the case at all other phases of the study, students most often said that, first and foremost, what they most liked about school was seeing their friends there.

As well, they enjoyed learning new and challenging things, enjoyed particular subjects, and appreciated the opportunity to play different, or several, sports, and take part in a range of performing arts and other extra-curricular activities. 

They also said it was good to be at school because they would get bored if they stayed at home all the time:


–
“I get bored at home. Never want to say home even if I’m sick. It’s good meeting with friends and I enjoy some of my subjects.”


–
“Because it’s something to do outside home, and you get bored if you stay home. I get most of my friends from school. I learn a lot at school, though sometimes I get bored.”


–
“Like coming to see my friends. Nothing to do at home, just watch TV and play games.”

Continued …
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Overall enjoyment of school at each phase of the study – continued

The data in the table further show that most remaining students at each phase gave a ‘qualified yes’ response, saying that while they mainly liked going to school, there were some things they particularly didn’t enjoy. These included: not liking to go to school on days when there were tests (especially when they hadn’t prepared for them); when they hadn’t done their homework or completed an assignment and knew they faced punishment; when they had had a falling out with their friends or a teacher; when what they were studying in class was too difficult, or too boring; and when they didn’t feel well or were too tired.
The small number of students at each phase who either gave a ‘qualified no’ response or said that they did not like school at all at one or more phases of the study (none were consistently ‘negative’ overall at all four phases) mostly said that this was because of:

•
relationship difficulties, the behaviour of others;


–
“I wish I had more friends.”


–
“Teachers blame me for things I don’t do.”


–
“Because I just don’t enjoy it, I don’t know — I reckon other schools can be cool, but this school…— all right, I just don’t like the kids.”


–
“I don’t like most of the teachers because they pick on me because I’m not that good, I’m not perfect at everything. They say you should be more like the brainy people but I don’t want to do that.”


–
“When people insult me about my health problem.”

•
finding the work difficult, or in one case, not challenging enough;

•
finding school in general to be ‘boring’, irrelevant, and hard to cope with.


–
“Rather be doing other things, like riding my motor bike.” 


–
“School is boring. Teachers are boring.”

And in Phase 2 in particular, but also in Phase 3, negative feelings about school were sometimes related to the transition:


–
“Didn’t want to come to this school ‘cause it had a bad reputation. Would like to be at another secondary school where my best friend is.”


–
“I don’t like this school, too much fighting.”


–
“I much prefer primary [school], primary was more fun. It gets boring here, nothing to do at lunchtimes, no lunchtime sports. There’s no equipment to use and it’s too much to bring your own ball (from home) and carry it around all day.”

‘All Students’ sections later in this chapter contain further comments from students about what they most/least liked about school.

When, in Phase 3, she was asked to think back over her first year at secondary school and say what the best things about it had been, Emily was again very positive. The excitement about social opportunities expressed earlier in the year was still evident, but now that she had had longer to settle in, Emily seemed to have re-established the more balanced view about school suggested by her Phase 1 response, where she mentioned enjoying both social and ‘academic’ aspects of school:

“Meeting new people. Learning new things. I just like everything — it’s just like a challenge every day.”

At various times throughout her Phase 4 interview Emily mentioned a range of interesting things she was doing and learning at school as a Year 10 student. However, when asked specifically what she felt were the best things about school so far that year, not surprisingly, given so many of her previous responses, Emily focused on social interactions:

“My friends and the people I meet — all the people I come in contact with.”

Parent Perspectives on what Emily Most Enjoyed about School 

To the question ‘What are the main things that your Year 8 child enjoys about school this year?’, Emily’s parents advised that Emily especially enjoyed extra-curricular activities and special projects:

“[The school musical], camp, disco, and being elected to the committee for putting together the Year 8 [students’] yearbook.”

One year on, Emily’s parents stated that “having lots of friends” was a particular source of enjoyment for their daughter in her first year at secondary school, further reinforcing a consistent theme that friends and social networks were very important to Emily. Also, the similarity in responses from Emily and her parents once more highlight effective levels of communication between them.

Luke on Enjoyment of School

While Luke liked school “most of the time” in Year 8, from time to time he was less enthusiastic: “sometimes the work is too hard” or “when I am too tired ([eg], we went to the circus last night and didn’t get home until midnight.” 

Once at secondary school, Luke stated early on that he “definitely” liked going to school and considered that there was really “nothing” that he did not like.

But towards the end of Year 9, Luke expressed less positive feelings about school than he had previously, now saying he only “sometimes” enjoyed school. He explained: 

“Because I’m tired — it’s hard to get up in the morning.”  (But this was perhaps more an indication of the effect of his personal worries at the time than a measure of his feelings about school per se.)

And, unlike at the other three phases of the study when he said there was not really anything that was ‘not so good’ about school, at this stage Luke commented:

“The rubbish, the litter around the school. It looks awful.”

At the end of his first term as a Year 10 student, Luke explained that the reason he ‘definitely’ enjoyed school some of the time and at other times felt less keen was: 

“When I’m tired or when I haven’t done my homework I don’t like it so much, but the rest of the time it’s good.”

It is probably not a coincidence that once his personal worries had passed, Luke reverted to more positive expressions about school (ie, in Phase 4).

The things Luke had enjoyed or liked most about Year 8 were:

“Seeing friends; going on school trips — I enjoy them, we’ve been on heaps of them; dance class at school — we’re going to perform at camp; sports, and [I] mostly like the teachers.” 

In his first term in Year 9, the ‘best things about school so far that year’ were: 

“Just meeting new friends — a bigger range of people; learning new stuff — [especially in] social studies and maths, and hanging out with my friends.”

Despite being not quite as positive about school as he had been earlier in Year 9, Luke nevertheless still mentioned enjoying both social and ‘academic’ aspects of school near the end of his first year at secondary school:

“Having different options. Hanging out with friends. The teachers are cool, some of them.”

Once in Year 10, Luke was obviously enjoying the increased status of no longer being a first-year student at secondary school: 

“Not being a third former [any more]. Having different teachers — good to have a change.”

All Students

What they liked best about school

Phase 1: Year 8

All students at this stage identified one or more things that they enjoyed or liked most about school that year. The aspects most often mentioned as particularly positive for them were: 

•
interacting with their friends; 

•
participating in sports; 

•
their particular teachers and often other teachers in the school as well; 

•
learning particular subjects, new things, or learning and schoolwork in general, especially when they could see they were making good progress — “Understand work better than last year”; ”Seeing how much I have learned”; 

•
going on school trips, including school camp which was a particular favourite with quite a number of students; 

•
taking part in performing arts activities;

•
the special duties or responsibilities they had taken on: “The jobs I do for the school to help them out”; “Enjoy organising the Talent Quest we have on at the moment” ;”Being road patrol rep ; “Was chosen to be house leader”; “I like organising things in the school”; and 

•
that they found school as a whole an inviting, friendly, comfortable place to be.

Phases 2 and 3: Year 9

The majority of our students also found a range of things to enjoy in their first year at secondary school. 
In each of Phases 2 and 3, but especially in Phase 2, as overall enthusiasm for school had declined somewhat towards the end of Year 9, they mentioned enjoying:

•
increased social opportunities (eg, the bigger, more diverse student population), and making new friends;

•
hanging out with friends;

•
the positive interactions they had with teachers;

•
new challenges

•
learning new things, learning particular subjects, and learning and schoolwork in general;

•
having option subjects;

•
greater opportunities for extra-curricular involvement, particularly sports and the performing arts, and also cultural activities, such as kapa haka;

•
having a range of teachers and defined subject areas;

•
feeling more grown up (this was more often said in Phase 2 than in Phase 3);

•
considering, at times, that there were less restrictions on them than at primary school (‘getting away with a bit more’ because teachers were less likely to see everything they did over the course of a day);

•
school trips;

•
simply being at school rather than at home;

•
there being established rules to help everyone;

•
having a school canteen.

Continued …
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What they liked best about school – continued

The following quotes from students in Year 9 sum up well the sorts of positive comments that students made overall: 


–
 “The teachers are very easy to talk to. It’s cool to have options, different activities — we didn’t have that last year. More chance [this year] to do sport, singing out of school. Good to have canteen, ‘cause last year we didn’t have it. Schoolwork is cool — not too hard and not too easy, it’s at your level, and you can always ask for more if it’s too easy.” 


–
“Meeting new people, like friends and stuff. Lots more things to do, more things offered to you than at primary. More sports, more opportunities. Get offered things like Outward Bound, going out of school and doing stuff. Singing groups, Barbershop competition. School trips — get to go to fun places (performing arts show, Pacific dances).”


–
“Meeting new people, making new friends. Having different options, hanging out with friends. The teachers are cool, some of them.”


–
“Don’t see the same teachers all the time, see different teachers for different subjects.”


–
“The variety of sports that we have. Much bigger library than last year, more reference subjects. Lots more subjects than last year. Like it way better than school last year: way more stuff to do (we did the same thing all the time there).”


–
“Getting more confidence through dance and drama because it takes most of the shyness away — we get to perform in front of our peers. Maths I’m getting really good at because I’m being taught new things.”


–
“The peer supporters: it’s like having a lot of leaders. They’re seventh formers, they’ve been through what we’re going through now and they can tell us [about their experiences and what to do]. They come to our class every form time. There’s five of them in my class. Some of the teachers are really nice and they teach us new things, so we’re learning new stuff. They’re the main things I like about school.”

Phase 4: Year 10

Once in Year 10, the students again emphasised that ‘hanging out with friends’, including making new friends, was the aspect of school they most enjoyed. This was followed by enjoying learning particular subjects or topics, especially when learning new or different things; playing sports and participating in other extra-curricular activities; and liking or appreciating particular teachers. 

Students at this stage were less likely to spontaneously mention ‘new challenges’ as an aspect of school they particularly liked so far that year but, in contrast, quite often referred to enjoying feeling more relaxed about school because they now knew how things operated, and were no longer the youngest in the school.

A small sample to reflect the flavour of students’ comments in Year 10 follows.


–
“Just the new people coming in, the third formers [Year 9s]. It’s good to see new faces and it makes me feel a lot older. It’s much easier at school this year because of being used to it now. Know what to watch out for and stuff — for example, if you’ve done a test before and know what you’re being judged on. And you know what teachers to look out for: the strict ones and the nice ones. And I just like how the school is improving every year, it makes it better coming here. They [the Student Council] are coming up with new ideas every year, like having picnic tables. They [the school/teachers] listen to what the students have to say.”


–
“Probably because I’m not a third former this year and I’m more confident to do things now that I know the school. I’m more involved with the school, do more, get to know more people. I didn’t know what to expect last year.”

Continued …
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What they liked best about school – continued


–
“Being Year 10, [younger] kids look up to you.”


–
“Doing new things — learning stuff we don’t already know. Hanging out with my mates.”


–
“My friends. All the sports activities. Get more options this year. I like performing arts.”


–
“Teachers are nice to me, respect me. They give me challenging work and homework if I ask for it.”


–
“[School this year] taking us one step closer to something big — probably a better future. It depends on what options you take.”


–
“Teachers are pretty cool — awesome. Sometimes I enjoy work: boring to begin with, but if I get a good mark I’m pretty proud.”

Least Liked Aspects of School — Emily’s Perspective 

For Phase 1, we asked the students what they did not like about school only if they had already indicated that they did not generally enjoy going to school. As Emily had answered that she “definitely!” enjoyed school, this topic was not pursued with her.

However, in Phase 2, all students were asked ‘What do you think are the not so good things about school so far this year?’ Even though Emily basically liked “Everything!” about her new school, she added:

“Some of the boring topics — some of them aren’t fun. But you do get to learn new things.”

Similarly, in Phase 3, while continuing to say that, overall, she still liked pretty much “everything” about school, she referred to some ‘relationship’ issues:

“[In one of my classes], I don’t really get along with the teacher that well. Treats us too much like little kids. But she is getting better — sort of better anyway after she did a survey of students about what they liked and didn’t like. [The other not so good thing is] fear about [getting] a hiding [from another student] — for something that once happened.” 
The only ‘not so good’
 thing about school for Emily in her first term in Year 10 was: 

“Getting involved in all the extra-curricular activities and not being able to finish all my schoolwork. Getting behind in two subjects.”
But Emily did add that since her involvement in one particular extra-curricular activity had ended, she was getting back on track with her work, and her worries about falling behind had reduced considerably.

Parent Perspectives on what Emily Did Not Enjoy about School

Outlining the main things their daughter ‘did not enjoy about school that year’, Emily’s parents stated in Phase 1 that “Overall, she has enjoyed everything”, reinforcing Emily’s own viewpoint.

But in Phase 3, again reflecting Emily’s responses, parental feedback was that life at school was not as plain sailing for Emily as it had been: 

“Emily has not enjoyed being pulled up by one of her teachers for behaviour that is not acceptable and not being given a chance to explain the situation.”

Overview of Emily’s Attitude to School from the Perspectives of Parents and Teachers

Parent perspective

Parental responses to the list of statements shown in Exhibit D support Emily’s statements that, for the majority of the time, she enjoyed going to school, found much of what she was learning at school to be interesting, generally tried to do her best (despite indications of a small decline in effort by Phase 3
), and was proud of her achievements at school. These data also reinforce other parental feedback, and information collected from teachers and from Emily herself, that Emily had good relations with most other students. 

However it was also evident that Emily felt less ‘safe at school’ at the end of Year 9 than she had a year earlier: compared to their view in Phase 1 that Emily felt safe at school ‘all or nearly all of the time’, in Phase 3 her parents now answered ‘sometimes yes, sometimes no’. As previously discussed, this appeared to be a result of one student who had threatened to give Emily ‘a hiding’, and not due to more widespread concerns about the behaviour of the student population as a whole. 

Teacher perspectives 

Teachers in each of Phases 1, 3 and 4 rated students on the extent to which they were enjoying school, trying hard at school, and engaging well in extra-curricular activities beyond the classroom. 

The data showed that Emily’s Year 9 English/form teacher was a little less positive in Phase 3 regarding the amount of effort Emily was putting into her schoolwork than her Year 8 teacher had been the previous year. Their respective ratings on a five-point scale from ‘1=Very much’ to ‘5=Not at all’ were ‘2’ and ‘1’.

This result is similar to the feedback provided by Emily’s parents when they noted in Phase 3 that Emily was not currently trying quite as hard at her schoolwork as she had in Phase 1. And while teachers before and in the first year following the transition to secondary school were in agreement about the level of Emily’s engagement in extra-curricular activities (each giving her a rating of ‘2’), the teacher answering in Phase 3 was a little less likely than the Year 8 teacher — and Emily and her parents — to say that she enjoyed school (a rating of ‘2’, rather than ‘1’).

In Phase 4, however, Emily’s Year 10 teacher rated Emily as enjoying school ‘very much’. She also indicated that it was ‘very much’ the case that Emily tried hard at her schoolwork and engaged well in activities beyond the classroom. This teacher’s responses coincide with what Emily herself frequently suggested in various ways: that she was feeling much more established and settled at school in Year 10, and was intending to do her best. 

Exhibit D:
Dimensions on which parents rated their child’s attitudes to school and other matters 

	Parental perceptions of child’s views
	Parents rated their child on each of these statements according to the scale that follows:

1= Yes, all or nearly all of the time

2 = Yes, most of the time

3 = Sometimes yes, sometimes no

4 = No, not very often

5 = No, never or hardly ever

8 = Not sure, don’t really know

	My child enjoys going to school
	

	My child wants to do well at school
	

	My child tries her best at school
	

	My child is proud of her schoolwork
	

	My child thinks they do interesting things at school
	

	My child feels safe at school
	

	My child finds some subjects difficult
	

	My child finishes all homework
	

	My child enjoys new experiences or challenges
	

	My child asks me for advice or help
	

	My child gets on well with other students
	

	My child shows me respect
	


All Students

Least liked aspects of school

Phase 1: Year 8

Students were less likely in Year 8 than they were in either Year 9 or Year 10 to nominate what for them were ‘not so good things’ about school. One student, for example, commented: “Nothing too much [that I don’t like] actually — I enjoy most things.”

But of those who did, they most often mentioned issues to do with their schoolwork — when it was too hard, when it was boring, not interesting, or they considered it irrelevant, or when they went over the same things, instead of moving on to new work; and relationship problems, with other students and/or teachers.

Examples of responses follow:


–
“Feel awkward if I’m left behind in work.”


–
“If I’m having difficulty with something in work, that’s when school is not so good.”


–
“I don’t like maths, it’s too hard.”


–
“Silent reading is boring and we have to do it for ages.”


–
“I don’t like learning about religions, it’s kind of boring, not useful. That’s the only thing I don’t like [about school].”


–
“Sometimes boring and they teach us the same things.”


–
“Being tired makes work too hard sometimes.”


–
“Don’t like my teacher — grumpy with the boys, favours girls.”


–
“My other friends drag me down.”


–
“Some students are annoying.”


–
“When I get in trouble.”

Phases 2 and 3: Year 9

Seventeen percent of students in Phase 2 and 11 percent in Phase 3 stated that there was nothing they currently disliked about school: “Can’t really think of anything I don’t like”; “Even when I don’t like some things (eg, some teachers) I still have fun”; “Nothing bothers me”. 

But the remaining students, as well as specifying a range of things they had particularly liked about their first year at secondary school, also talked about ‘not so good aspects of school’ from their perspective. 

The difficulties they mentioned fell into one or more of the following categories.

•
Difficult relationships with teachers and/or having to adjust to a range of teacher personalities and styles.


–
“Some of the teachers are not the best, they’re OK. But sometimes we get told off for little things that don’t matter. We get told off for talking, but it might just be a problem with how they teach. I loved all my teachers last year, so I miss them. It was weird at the beginning of the year to have all different teachers.”


–
“When I ask a question in social studies the teacher says ‘Don’t start an argument’.”


–
“My dean thinks I’m a bad boy or something. [Q: Why is that?] “’Cause I hang around with the wrong friends.”


–
“Don’t like teachers telling us off.”


–
“Some of the teachers are mean, strict and don’t understand us.” 

Continued …
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Least liked aspects of school – continued

•
Issues with their schoolwork: when it was too difficult; too easy/not challenging enough; when they did not enjoy particular subjects, topics, or activities; when the way they were learning was boring or de-motivating and/or the learning environment did not facilitate learning (eg, was disruptive); when it was hard to juggle class work with other commitments.


–
“The work is too hard most of the time, and homework, it’s too much and mostly too hard.”


–
“Science: I pay attention but sometimes I just don’t get it, and there are lots of big words to learn like ‘photosynthesis’ and you forget what these words mean if you learned them at the beginning of the year.”


–
“Boring subjects, the writing, the theory stuff, copying stuff down.”


–
“Options are not so good as I thought they’d be.”


–
“Behaviour management problems: would rather be in a different class. Some teachers don’t explain things properly.”


–
“Having to learn so much.”


–
 “What they teach isn’t interesting to me.”


–
“Workload is greater than intermediate.”


–
“Trying to juggle school stuff and extra-curricular activities such as cricket, scouts and debating.”


–
“Students are a lot noisier in class. They call out, get away with a lot more. Some teachers deal with it well, some can’t make them [students] settle down. Makes it hard for others to learn.”

•
Worries about or dislike of homework, in particular, balancing timelines/assignments from different teachers.


–
“Get quite a bit of homework, all at the same time, so it’s hard to get it all done. It’s a big change from last year.”


–
“Sometimes get heaps of homework — lots due at the same time. I try to work on them all at once but it’s hard to balance this. Sometimes just finish one assignment and we get another one. The work is easier than last year but it’s harder to plan the time or get the time for it.”

•
The longer days, different interval and lunch times, having set timetables/timelines, carrying bags around, moving classes, increased travel to and from school: all contributing to greater fatigue.


–
“The school day is too long, longer than before. Get tired. The late lunch, get hungry”. 


–
“Having to carry books around all day — heavy bag — can be tiring (‘cause I’m only small).”


–
“Going to different teachers, having to move around, so many people, it gets tiring. Having to get up earlier (it’s good getting to sleep in in the weekends).”

•
Not having their friends in their classes or even in the school.


–
“Don’t have all my old friends here. And don’t like some of the students here.”


–
“Miss some of my friends, they went to other schools.”


–
“The bullies! And not many of my friends are in my classes.”

•
Moving on from their previous school and teachers (ie, finding it hard to let go).


–
“Miss being in just one class.”


–
“I miss my old teacher. (The teachers here are OK.)” 

Continued …
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Least liked aspects of school – continued

•
The behaviour of some other students (eg, wagging school, bullying behaviours, smoking).


–
“Students who act tough, older students. They say, ‘get out of the way’.”


–
“Some of the Year 10s are bullies and boss us around.”


–
“The people, some of them, do stupid things, like wag and stuff. I’m not into it.”


–
“Bullying by Year 10 to Year 9 students.” 


–
“The fights (physical) at school — teachers get involved.”


–
“Some of the students are just so naughty they get on your nerves.”


–
“Too many people in lines for the canteen: they push you and take your place. Don’t like going there because it’s like that.”


–
“When there is fighting.”


–
“Annoying students that think they are the boss, sometimes there’s a bit of racism.”


–
“There is some racism. I’m becoming more aware of it. I can be disturbed by it.”


–
“A lot more pushy, bigger, louder, noisier, ‘bullier’ people. A lot of smokers here — heaps: third formers having smokes in the toilets.“

•
Adjusting to the different rules and procedures; and having to wear a uniform.


–
“I don’t like the uniform, it’s not warm enough and it’s quite expensive. Some students don’t have the warm jacket. I would prefer mufti or a more flexible uniform where you could wear some of your own clothes, like your own jacket.”


–
“Getting detentions for coming late to school late with no excuse and wearing non-regulation uniform.”


–
“You get in trouble more easy.”


–
“No trips outside school, need to be trusted more (so that we can sit under the trees in the shade, go in the corridors without getting kicked out).”

•
Finding lunchtimes were not the relaxing, fun breaks they had been used to in their previous schools (often because they lacked the confidence to go where the ‘bigger students’ were or to find out how to join available activities).


–
“Nothing interesting to do at lunchtime and interval. We do the same things over and over again. (And on cold, wet days can’t just go in form class.)”


–
“Nothing much to do at lunchtime except for walking around: big people take up the courts at lunchtime.”


–
“Nothing to do at lunchtimes; lunchtimes are cold and uncomfortable.”


–
“Not many things to do at lunchtime — I like playing basketball but there are only three courts at school and they are taken up by the older kids. The line for the canteen at morning tea and lunch is too long.”


–
“There’s nothing to do sometimes at lunchtime or interval — for example, if the gym is closed.” 

•
Being the ‘babies’ in the school and disliking being called names by the older students and/or sometimes feeling ‘afraid’ of them.


–
“[Being at the] bottom of the heap.”


–
“Some Year 10s yell and call the Year 9s ‘turds’. Happens at morning tea and lunchtime.” 

Continued …
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Least liked aspects of school – continued

•
Less ‘comfort’ than they had been used to (mostly relating to the physical environment but also generally).


–
“The school, it’s too big, especially the whole school assemblies.”


–
“[Don’t like] how the school is breaking in pieces because there’s not enough money to fix things.”


–
“The rubbish, there’s always rubbish around.”


–
“Pretty nervous, didn’t know many people.”

Phase 4: Year 10

Fifteen percent of the students in Phase 4 stated that there was not really anything that they were disliking about their first term in Year 10: “Nothing really — everything is going really good.” 

Of those who did specify ‘not so good aspects of school’ at that time, their comments were mainly to do with their relationships with certain teachers, dislike of or problems with homework, issues to do with school rules and discipline, dislike of what and how they were learning, and finding some of their work too difficult (especially compared to the previous year). Representative comments follow.


–
“I don’t like all the writing — mainly in science and social studies but pretty much in every subject except for options. Probably that’s the only thing I really don’t like, all the writing.”


–
“Just some of the work, it’s just boring”; and, “Sometimes it gets boring — when we’re doing stuff we did last year.”


–”The level of work: the standard of work we have to work to, it’s just hard. In some subjects it’s harder than last year (eg, social studies, ‘cause we’re doing NCEA credits — it was recommended to us to do it). In other subjects it’s easy (eg, English, it’s my best subject). Maths is hard. Nothing else I don’t like, I think that’s it.”


–
“More work to do in classes, and exams — we have to study.”


–
“[Don’t like it] when what we’re learning is not relevant.”


–
“The classes get boring. I’d rather be doing other things (like talking to my mates). I want to stay at school but I’ll probably get sick of it before Year 13. Don’t think the work is relevant, for example, will never need trigonometry in my life.” [Q.: What would you like to be learning?] “Things that you might be interested in.”


–
“The learning system because, you know, the teachers need to control the kids: we don’t learn — kids in my class can’t learn the task because of the distractions.”


–
“The way things have changed — my Year 9 was easier than Year 10. Some of the work is harder, teachers are more harder (stricter).”

And as was evident in students’ responses in Year 9, some students again found the behaviour of other students disturbing at times, especially when physical fights occurred, there was bullying (of other students, rather than themselves), and when it interrupted their learning in class: 


–
“In some classes some students muck around and the whole class misses out.”


–
“I hate my class because of the boys — they are really loud and we always get zeros [for behaviour].”


–
“Students talk in class and won’t be quiet when asked by the teacher — distracts me from learning.”


–
“There’s too many fights, there’s just fights everywhere. Other people get into trouble for it but I never do [ie, don’t fight]. It puts the school down. I wish the kids were better behaved.”

All Students

Parental perceptions of their children’s attitudes to school and other matters

Overall, parents were more positive than teachers in how they rated students in terms of their attitudes to school. For example, 88 percent or more of the parents who responded at each phase of the study felt that their child enjoyed going to school nearly all or most of the time, whereas, as stated above, between 70 and 75 percent of students’ teachers considered this to be the case.

Similarly, considerably more parents than teachers felt that the students generally tried hard at their schoolwork.

On a different track, however, it is interest to note that, apart from an increase in Phase 2, when students no doubt came home with plenty of news about all the things they were finding different or interesting about secondary school, parents were less likely as time went on to answer that their child thought they did interesting things at school. This finding parallels the downward trend over the course of the study in the proportion of students expressing positive attitudes to their subjects at school.
	
	Phase 1
	Phase 2
	Phase 3
	Phase 4

	
	All, nearly all of the time/ Most of the timea
%
	Not very often/ Never or hardly evera
%
	All, nearly all of the time/ Most of the time

%
	Not very often/ Never or hardly ever

%
	All, nearly all of the time/ Most of the time

%
	Not very often/ Never or hardly ever

%
	All, nearly all of the time/ Most of the time

%
	Not very often/ Never or hardly ever

%

	My child enjoys going to school
	92
	3
	98
	–
	97
	2
	88
	3

	My child wants to do well at school
	89
	–
	93
	–
	91
	–
	90
	–

	My child is proud of his/her schoolwork
	74
	2
	89
	2
	78
	2
	82
	–

	My child tries his/her best at school
	79
	2
	95
	–
	78
	3
	77
	–

	My child thinks they do interesting things at school
	60
	3
	78
	4
	53
	7
	47
	3

	My child feels safe at school
	92
	2
	89
	4
	86
	3
	77
	2

	My child finds some subjects difficult
	18
	40
	4
	44
	19
	38
	15
	43

	My child finishes all homework
	69
	6
	73
	2
	64
	7
	70
	5

	My child enjoys new experiences or challenges
	82
	–
	84
	–
	83
	–
	82
	–

	My child asks me for advice or help
	60
	8
	55
	9
	33
	14
	48
	15

	My child gets on well with other students
	85
	–
	93
	2
	95
	2
	90
	–

	My child shows me respect
	84
	–
	78
	4
	88
	–
	80
	3


a
As in previous ‘All Students’ tables, the response categories ‘All or nearly all the time’ and ‘Most of the time’ have been combined to simplify presentation of the data over multiple phases; the response categories ‘Not very often’ and ‘Never or hardly ever’ have been similarly combined. When providing their feedback, as part of a six-point scale, parents also had the response categories ‘Sometimes yes, and sometimes no’ and ‘Not sure/don’t really know’ at their disposal. For participating parents there was minimal missing data for this question: similarly, very few (between 1% and 3% on a small number of the dimensions) chose the ‘Not sure/don’t really know’ option.) 
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Teacher perspectives on students’ overall attitudes to school

In each of Phases 1, 3, and 4, using the five-point scale ranging from ‘1 = Very much’ to ‘5 = Not at all’, students’ teachers considered that between 70 and 75 percent of students generally enjoyed school (ie, they rated them as either ‘1’ or ‘2’).

In Phases 1 and 4, teachers also considered that just over two-thirds of students mostly tried hard at their schoolwork/did their best at school, although in Phase 3 (end of Year 9) only around 55 percent of students were given a rating of either ‘1’ or ‘2’ on this dimension.

And when asked to rate students on how well they engaged in school activities beyond the classroom, teachers were considerably more likely to say this was the case in Phase 1 (around two-thirds of students) than they were in either Phases 3 or 4. It was also notable that considerably more teachers post-transition answered that they did not know enough about individual students to be able to rate them on this aspect of their schooling.

Views on Learning in Class at the Different Phases

A popular topic in the education literature
 concerns the different learning environments students are likely to encounter in primary and secondary schools, and the effects these may have. 

There is the often implicit assumption that secondary school classroom environments are usually more formal and structured and ‘less fun’ for students than their primary school equivalents. 

But, somewhat contrary to the assumed characteristics of secondary school classrooms just referred to, some researchers report that students do not necessarily find schoolwork in their first year at secondary school to be ‘harder’ than at primary school. In fact some students are reported to find it easier or less challenging. This has sometimes been suggested as an explanation of why some students appear to be less motivated learners once they reach secondary school.

To learn more about how participating students viewed their school learning environments before and after transition, and how they felt about the difficulty of the work they were undertaking, we asked them to describe, at each phase of the study, what learning was like for them in their class/es by rating the factors listed in Exhibit E.
 

Note that whereas Emily and most other students in the study were rating a single classroom environment in Year 8, once at secondary school all students were required to make an overall judgement — that is, they were asked to think in terms of what learning was mostly like across all their subject classes.

Emily’s feedback on the dimensions shown in Exhibit E is now discussed under the broad groupings of: ‘Difficulty and interest levels of work’; ‘Views about classroom environment’; ‘Views about teaching strategies or approach’; and ‘Views about classroom management’. It is of course appreciated that the complexity of any given classroom cannot be adequately captured by means of the data presented here, but it is hoped that the information discussed will give helpful insights about how a student may experience some aspects of life within the classroom at different times. 

Difficulty and Interest Levels of Work

Shortly after her arrival at secondary school it seemed that, in general, Emily felt that at least some of the work she was encountering in class was less challenging
 than it had been at primary school: whereas in Phase 1 she had given a rating of ‘definitely true’ to the statement ‘We have to learn things that are too hard’, in Phase 2 she rated this same statement as ‘mostly not true’. 

Exhibit E:
How students indicated their views of overall classroom learning environment at each phase of the study
	The aspects or dimensions of classroom learning environment that students rated

	We do interesting things in class

	We do lots of fun things as a class

	We have to learn things that are too hard

	We have to learn things that are too easy

	We have to learn about too many boring things

	We move around the class a lot when we learn

	We often go to the library to do research

	We go outside to do some lessonsa

	We go on class tripsa

	We have to sit still most of the time and keep quiet

	We do a lot of talking/discussing in class

	The teacher(s) ask for our opinions a lot

	The teacher(s) listen to/use our ideas

	The teacher(s) tell us what to do most of the time

	The teacher(s) tell us off a lot

	We laugh a lot when we are learning

	We try new or different things

	Sometimes other kids in the class take the lessons

	Students help each other

	We work in pairs or small groups

	It is easy to ask the teachers for help/to get the teachers to help us

	The teacher(s) make sure everyone understands

	It takes a long time for everyone to quieten down and get to work

	It is hard to work in class because it is too noisy or disruptive

	Students rated these statements using the following scale:

1 = Definitely true

2 = Mostly true

3 = Sometimes true, sometimes not true

4 = Mostly not true

5 = Definitely not true


a
For Phases 2–4, the wording of this statement became: ‘We don’t always have to do our lessons in the classroom — eg, we go outside to work or go on class trips. The option ‘We go on class trips’ used in Phase 1 was therefore omitted in subsequent phases.

But by the end of Year 9, and again in her first term in Year 10, it seemed that Emily was once more finding a considerable proportion of her work to be challenging, albeit, perhaps, still not quite to the same extent as she had in Phase 1.  

Although Emily mostly found that her work became more challenging as her first year at secondary school progressed, there were times when she found it ‘too easy’. This was more often true near the end of Year 9 than it was quite soon after transition. However, in Phase 4, Emily was again much less likely to say that she was experiencing work that was too easy. This was similar to her response in Phase 2: that is, at about the same time in a new school year.

As time went on, Emily was also more critical about the intrinsic interest of at least some of what she was learning in class: whereas in Phases 1 and 2 Emily answered ‘mostly true’ to the statement ‘We have to learn about too many boring things’, in Phase 3 she gave a rating of ‘definitely true’. In Phase 4, however, Emily returned to her earlier rating of ‘mostly true’ on this dimension. And for a fuller perspective on how she viewed this aspect of her classroom learning, Emily was also of the opinion that they mostly learned about interesting things in class at each phase of the study.

Views about ‘Classroom Environment’ 

Emily’s ratings of aspects of ‘classroom environment’ per se, according to various dimensions in Exhibit E, suggest that, on the whole, she was very positive about many of her experiences of learning in class both before and after transition. For example, at each phase of the study, she rated the statement ‘We laugh a lot when we are learning’ as ‘definitely true’ (although this may say more about student dynamics than anything to do with what and how they were learning in class!). 

Emily’s positive ratings about classroom environment fit well with her other feedback about enjoyment of school and with teacher reports of her ‘optimistic outlook’, for instance. However, it was also evident that while Emily mostly found what she was learning interesting, learning in class at secondary school generally seemed to her to be a little less fun and less flexible compared to primary school. In particular, she felt there was less use of spaces for learning outside of the classroom, fewer class trips and opportunities to do research in the library during lesson time, and more sitting still and keeping quiet.  

Views about Teaching Strategies or Approach

In terms of specified teaching strategies or ‘teacher approach’, on the whole Emily seemed to make little differentiation between her primary and secondary school teachers. For instance, at each phase of the study, she considered that it was ‘definitely true’ that: ‘We do a lot of talking/discussing in class’; ‘The teacher(s) ask for our opinions a lot’; ‘The teacher(s) listen to/use our ideas’, and ‘The teacher(s) make sure everyone understands’. But, in contrast, she felt that, compared to Year 8, there was much less opportunity at secondary school for students, rather than the teacher, to direct learning.

Some of these responses — especially the one concerning the amount of discussion in class at secondary school — seem to contradict to some extent Emily’s view that students are more often expected to keep quiet in class at secondary school compared to primary school. 

This may be an artefact of her having to ‘iron out’ individual class differences in order to make one, overall assessment of experiences in the classroom at secondary school, when, in reality, between-classroom differences are often quite considerable. 

However, although it is possible that another explanation of the apparent discrepancy in her answers (above) is that students talk and discuss amongst themselves against a teacher’s wishes, Emily did also report at each phase of the study that it was ‘definitely true’ that students helped each other in class and that students worked in pairs or small groups some of the time.

Views about Classroom Management

In terms of classroom management, Emily reported that her teachers before and after transition spent considerable time reprimanding students in class, especially towards the end of the school year. For example, in each of Phases 1 and 3, Emily considered that the statement ‘The teacher(s) tell us off a lot’ was ‘definitely true’. The fact that Emily also rated the statement ‘it usually takes a long time for everyone to quieten down and get to work’ in the same way, sheds some light on why the teachers were telling them off so frequently. 

It is of interest to note here, however, that although Emily gave consistent ratings about students in class taking a long time to quieten and settle down to work, she answered ‘definitely not true’ in each of Phases 2 to 4 to the statement ‘It is hard to work in class because it is too noisy or disruptive’. By contrast, in Phase 1 she rated this as ‘mostly true’. It may be that although there was often some degree of disturbance in her secondary school classes, it was less noisy than at primary school and that, in any case, Emily probably enjoyed the liveliness that accompanied higher noise levels.
 

All Students

Their views on aspects of learning in class at each phase of the study

The table below shows how students rated the various dimensions listed to indicate how they found learning in their classes overall at each phase of the study. A short discussion of the data then follows.

	Aspect of classroom/learning environment
	Phase 1
	Phase 2
	Phase 3
	Phase 4

	
	Definitely/Mostly truea
%
	Mostly/ Definitely not truea
%
	Definitely/Mostly true
%
	Mostly/ Definitely not true
%
	Definitely/Mostly true
%
	Mostly/ Definitely not true
%
	Definitely/Mostly true
%
	Mostly/ Definitely not true
%

	We do interesting things in class
	80
	3
	68
	5
	54
	3
	56
	7

	We do lots of fun things as a class
	69
	3
	59
	11
	34
	9
	41
	8

	We have to learn things that are too hard
	39
	19
	21
	39
	16
	34
	13
	31

	We have to learn things that are too easy
	24
	28
	16
	42
	14
	37
	4
	40

	We have to learn about too many boring things
	27
	45
	27
	35
	31
	23
	25
	27

	We move around the class a lot when we learn
	38
	24
	23
	42
	25
	46
	23
	44

	We often go to the library to do research
	65
	6
	40
	22
	26
	31
	32
	37

	We go outside to do some lessonsb
	49
	12
	–
	–
	–
	–
	–
	–

	We go on class tripsb
	56
	15
	–
	–
	–
	–
	–
	–

	We don’t always have to do our lessons in the classroom — eg, go outside to work, go on class tripsc
	–
	–
	30
	44
	22
	49
	42
	12

	We have to sit still most of the time and keep quiet
	42
	20
	44
	25
	40
	21
	33
	24

	We do a lot of talking/discussing in class
	78
	6
	61
	7
	52
	8
	50
	9

	The teacher asks for our opinions a lot
	76
	4
	51
	7
	47
	14
	49
	10

	The teacher listens to/uses our ideas
	90
	3
	73
	5
	60
	12
	64
	4

	The teacher tells us what to do most of the time
	66
	8
	60
	7
	67
	7
	54
	3

	The teacher tells us off a lot
	29
	31
	24
	38
	25
	24
	30
	31

	We laugh a lot when we are learning
	52
	13
	43
	14
	43
	14
	38
	14

	We try new or different things
	78
	2
	69
	3
	57
	5
	54
	7

	Sometimes other kids in the class take the lessons
	39
	32
	23
	52
	13
	66
	8
	73

	Students help each other
	84
	3
	67
	12
	59
	5
	63
	3

	The teacher makes sure everyone understands
	89
	2
	88
	3
	71
	4
	76
	3

	We work in pairs or small groupsd
	–
	–
	51
	10
	49
	9
	44
	8

	It is easy to ask the teachers for help/to get the teachers to help usd
	–
	–
	80
	4
	64
	7
	75
	8

	It takes a long time for everyone to quieten down and get to work
	58
	15
	55
	17
	55
	9
	48
	15

	It is hard to work because it is too noisy or disruptive
	35
	33
	28
	42
	24
	40
	23
	45


a
In order to allow for more concise presentation of the data over the four phases of the study, the two categories signalling greatest agreement have been combined; likewise, the two categories indicating least agreement have also been combined. The ‘Sometimes true, sometimes not true’ rating from the five-point scale that was provided for students has been omitted here, as has reporting of any missing data (which was minimal, ranging from 0% to 3% for any given statement).

b
The dimensions ‘We go outside to do some lessons’ and ‘We go on class trips’ were included in Phase 1 only. For the following three phases, these were replaced with ‘We don’t always have to do our lessons in the classroom — eg, we go outside to work [etc].’

c
As indicated in footnote b, this dimension replaced two of the Phase 1 dimensions in subsequent phases of the study.

d
This particular option was included from Phase 2 onwards.

All Students

Their views on aspects of learning in class at each phase of the study – continued

In general, the data in the table reveal that students in Phase 3 were much less likely than they had been in Phase 1 to say that they did interesting or fun things in class, or that they tried new or different things. 

And, although the proportion of students who rated the statement ‘We have to learn about too many boring things’ as ‘definitely’ or ‘mostly true’ remained quite consistent (ie, did not markedly increase) at each phase, at around 25 percent, other data, however, show that students were more likely over time to indicate that they experienced too much boring material in class. That is, the proportion of students who chose the ‘sometimes true/sometimes not true’ category increased from 25 percent in Phase 1, to 37 percent in Phase 2, 43 percent in Phase 3, and 47 percent in Phase 4. Similarly, the proportion of students who rated this statement as ‘mostly’ or ‘definitely not true’ dropped from 45 percent in Phase 1 to 23 percent in Phase 3, and remained at much the same level in Phase 4. 

These data correspond with the comments students frequently made in their interviews that some of what they learned in class was too boring. 

Students’ ratings for Phases 1 and 3 in particular also indicated that they saw differences in how they were able to interact with other students in class shortly before and almost one year after their transition to secondary school. For example, they were less likely as time went on to say that students helped each other in class, less likely to say they discussed work with their classmates, and less likely to say they laughed while they worked/learned. 

The data further revealed that students felt that the ways in which they interacted with teachers underwent some changes:  for instance, once at secondary school the students rated their teachers as less likely than their teachers in Year 8 to ask for their opinions or to listen to their ideas. In addition, they felt that, overall, teachers were a little less likely than teachers at their primary schools to make sure that everyone understood the work.

By Year 10, overall student ratings on many of these dimensions were more positive again, although generally not to the same level as they had been when the students were in Year 8.

Pastoral Care
Pastoral care is identified in the research literature as vital to the well-being of students. Reference is also made to the increasingly important part that this plays in the everyday life of schools. Some of the literature shows too that there is often a perception that strong pastoral care is the domain of primary schools in particular.
 In addition, there is a fear expressed by some primary teachers and others that the same level of pastoral care may not be available to students in the much larger, and possibly less personal, environment of a secondary school. With this background in mind, we felt it was important to explore the pastoral care experiences of our students before and after transition.

Having Someone at School to Talk to about Problems 
When they were in Year 8, we asked our students if there was someone at school they could talk to about problems if they needed to. Emily’s response was to identify “friends” as her first port of call, followed by her teacher. She felt comfortable about approaching her teacher …

“…’cause she understands everything. She’s always there for me when things go wrong. She comforts you.”

And it was also evident that because all of her primary schooling had been at the one school, there were a number of other teachers and staff in the school that Emily felt comfortable about approaching for advice and support, especially other teachers in the Years 7 and 8 syndicate.

Once the students were at secondary school, we wanted to know if they had been told by their new school who they could go to if they wanted help or advice, or just needed to talk. Emily advised that they had been provided with this information, and listed school counsellors, Year 9 deans, and senior student peer supporters as support people she remembered being mentioned. But, as she had the previous year, Emily again specified friends as her confidantes of choice: 

“My friends — nearly all of them — ‘cause they’re people who I know well — we share experiences and confidentiality”, adding that…

“I’m not ready to go to teachers yet — don’t know if they’re trustworthy or not.”

When we repeated the question in Phase 3 about who they would go to, Emily once more said, as her first choice, that she would go to “My friends, especially four of them — two guys and two girls”. 

However she confided that the previous term she had taken a specific problem to …

“…[one of] my teachers — she sorted out the [threat of a] hiding [by another student] issue — can trust her.”

Asked if there was anyone else she might go to with problems, Emily mentioned the school counsellor as a possibility, but added:

“I haven’t been to her — no need. [And anyway I] don’t know if I can trust her or not.”

Emily’s comments as a Year 9 student suggest that although she knew there were structures in place in school to assist her with any problems she might have, it was important to her to feel she had had the opportunity to get to know support people, including teachers, first, and make up her own mind about whether she was willing to place any trust in them, especially with anything very close or personal. 

By Phase 4, Emily seemed a little more open in her views about accessing support networks in the school. While she first mentioned one of her teachers, and then her friends, as the people at school she would talk to about problems if she needed to, this time she referred to the school counsellor as a definite possibility
:

“I haven’t had any need to but I’ve heard she’s real cool.”

Summary Statements on How Emily Experienced School

On the basis of the information provided by Emily, her parents and teachers, Emily’s experiences of and attitudes towards school before and after transition were mostly very positive. Although friends, social opportunities and extra-curricular activities predominated in Emily’s reasons for generally feeling good about school, she also talked about how much she enjoyed learning new things and being challenged in her learning. 

The explanations Emily gave for sometimes feeling less positive about school included: misunderstandings with some teachers; not being comfortable about approaching staff she didn’t yet know very well with problems; when she felt work in class was boring, irrelevant and ‘not fun’; unpleasant encounters with other students; and when she had difficulties balancing homework and other schoolwork-related activities with extra-curricular responsibilities and interests. Over the course of the study, relatively speaking, any difficulties that Emily had with school most often occurred in the second half of her first year at secondary school, and not in the first days or weeks following the Year 8–9 transition.

Chapter Eight:
Student–Teacher Relationships
Teachers are integral to students’ experiences of, and attitudes towards, school. This chapter discusses Emily’s relationships with teachers from her own point of view as well as giving a parental perspective on how Emily felt about her teachers.

What Emily had to say is then compared with teacher feedback about her, to enable us to see where they had views in common and where their opinions diverged. There is, for instance, evidence from this study and other research to suggest that teachers and students sometimes have quite different perceptions of their common relationship.

As in previous chapters, references are made to Luke and to participating students overall. 

Emily’s Views about her Teachers
With some qualifications, discussed below, Emily felt very positively about her teachers.
 

Commenting on her Year 8 teacher, Emily stated:

“Sometimes if we’ve been told something she [teacher] changes it and it’s confusing. It gets a bit frustrating. [But] she’s always bubbly and happy; always willing to talk. If you have a problem, she gets on with it [to help you].” 

From other remarks, it was also evident that Emily valued this teacher for her sense of humour and because she could make learning fun.

Contrasting Views about Teachers 

Once at secondary school, our students were asked if they had ‘different feelings about different teachers’. In Phase 2, Emily answered ‘yes, definitely’. She explained:
“Some teachers I can really get along with. [But] some teachers are there just to teach [us] and not to have fun. Some teachers really enjoy the kids and get along with the children. They joke around and don’t mind if we’re giggling amongst ourselves. Others just get real angry — [but I] still like them ‘cause they haven’t done anything to me.”

By the end of Year 9 (Phase 3), although Emily liked “the majority” of her teachers ‘very much’, her responses when asked how she would describe her overall relationship with each of two core subject teachers
 showed that she had much more definite, and differentiated, views about particular teachers. For instance, Emily rated her relationship with one of these two teachers as ‘not at all good or positive’, explaining that this was…

“…because s/he treats us like primary children and s/he doesn’t listen to us, s/he just shouts at us,” whereas

she described the relationship with the other teacher as ‘excellent/very positive’: 

“S/he’s the coolest teacher ever because s/he relates to us.”

It continued to be evident in Phase 4 that Emily responded to her various teachers in different ways:

“Some teachers I really, really like — six of my teachers. Some I tolerate as I respect them for what they do.”

All Students

What students mostly thought about their teachers

Overall, students were much more positive than negative about their teachers in general. But it was also evident that students in Phase 1 were considerably more likely to say they liked their teachers or liked them very much than they were in subsequent phases, especially in Phase 3.

The considerable increase in the proportion of students who gave the ‘sometimes I like my teacher(s) and sometimes I don’t’ answer post-transition is no doubt in part due to the difficulty of making an overall judgement about multiple teachers compared to often just the one teacher they were rating in Year 8. However, it is also indicative of other data from the study that many students were becoming increasingly discerning about what they most and least liked about their teachers (as discussed further in the next ‘All Students’ section), and about what and how they liked to learn.
	View about teacher(s)a
	Phase 
% 
	Phase 2
% 
	Phase 3
% 
	Phase 4
% 

	I like my teacher(s) very much
	36
	15
	8
	8

	I like my teacher(s)
	30
	37
	24
	32

	Sometimes I like my teacher(s) and sometimes I don’tb
	28
	37
	53
	52

	I don’t like my teacher(s) much
	2
	–
	4
	4

	I don’t like my teacher(s) at all
	2
	1
	1
	–

	I’m not sure
	3
	1
	–
	–

	I haven’t really thought about it
	–
	8
	7
	4

	Missing data
	–
	–
	3
	–


a
Note that in Phase 1 students were rating their main teacher for the year. However, to take into account the different situation at secondary school, in subsequent phases of the study students were required to make a rating on the basis of what they mostly thought about their teachers overall.

b
After Phase 1, the wording of this option became: ‘It varies: I like my teacher(s) some of the time but at other times I don’t’.

All Students 

Contrasting views about teachers

In Phase 2, to the question ‘Do you have different feelings about different teachers?’, 20 percent of students responded ‘yes, definitely’ and a further 41 percent, ‘yes, quite a lot’. In contrast, close to 40 percent of students answered either ‘no, not really’ or ‘no, not at all: “I like them all”; “All good and help me”; “They are all kind and they are responsible.”

Comments from students who said they felt differently about teachers most often included references to why they liked or preferred some teachers rather than others. For example, although they quite often worded their responses in terms of what they did not like, they appreciated it when teachers: 

•
made learning fun, and interesting; 


–
“Some of them are funny and fun and some of them make us bored out of our heads — they make it boring. They need to try to explain it in a more fun or interesting way — for example, real life examples.”


–
“Sometimes they’re just boring, so I don’t take an interest. They talk too much. We have to take lots of notes. Would like to do much more activities.”

•
explained things well and helped when they were struggling;


–
If you can’t understand it [the work], they say do it even though you say you can’t do it — they don’t believe you. They make you feel shamed: other kids think you’re brainy and when you have to ask for help — [it’s humiliating].”

•
treated students fairly; 


–
“Because some teachers treat you different. Sometimes they pick on you and they have teacher’s pets. It’s not fair. (They don’t really do it to me, but I see them do it to others.) Other teachers are more fun.”

•
understood them as an individual/related well to them; 


–
“Some understand you and some don’t. Some are real cool, some are real mean.”


–
“Good teachers get along with me. I like my favourite subject because of the teacher.”


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

•
demonstrated a sense of humour;


–
“Some are cool, they’re funny.”

•
listened to them; 


–
“Some understand you and stuff and they always listen and answer your questions.”

•
were not too strict or grumpy.


–
“Because some are kinder than others, they don’t shout at us all the time if we are noisy: they just give us a warning and tell us to be quiet (eg, ‘if you don’t be quiet, you could get a detention’).”


–
“Some teachers are just ‘nicer’. A couple of teachers are nice and don’t growl but others shout at us.”


–
“Sometimes it’s the way some of them speak to us — growl at us all the time.”
Continued …

All Students 

Contrasting views about teachers – continued

Additional comments, often encompassing several of the categories above, follow.


–
“I like my form teacher and my graphics teacher and my art teacher. They are my favourite subjects and they explain things better, making learning more fun.”


–
“All teachers are OK but some are better — English and science are best. They make work more interesting: explain it easy, not strict, pretty fun, not boring people. PE [teacher] is pretty cool too — took us [to a recreation area] for a barbeque.”


–
“I like teachers that explain things and make learning interesting and ones that can control and manage the class better.”


–
“Some teachers talk a lot and I feel bored, some teachers don’t talk a lot but they just set us off to do the work and don’t give us any detail how to do it, but some do both [ie, explain well but don’t talk too much] and that makes me feel all right.”

Comments from other students, however, simply referred to individual differences in personalities and ways of doing things that you would expect to find amongst any group of people:


–
“Different personalities: sometimes they are more like you so you get on with them better.”


–
“’Cause they teach different things: get different views from them.”


–
“It’s to do with the teachers themselves because each teacher has a different personality and a different way to teach. I respond to the personality of the teacher, I think this is true for most students.”


–
“Some are really interested in teaching, others really want to get to know you first.”

To further explore students’ views about different teachers and approaches to teaching and the possible impact of this on learning and achievement outcomes, we asked students in Phases 3 and 4 to describe their overall relationship with each of their English and mathematics teachers. The results are provided in the table below, followed by students’ written explanations for the ratings that they gave (mostly similar in kind to those listed above).
	Rating
	Relationship with 
English teachers
	Relationship with 
mathematics teachers

	
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4 
%
	Phase 3 
%
	Phase 4 
%

	Excellent (very positive)
	25
	34
	21
	22

	Good (mostly positive)
	34
	35
	25
	39

	OK (not positive)
	29
	18
	29
	28

	Not very good (more negative than positive)
	6
	12
	17
	8

	Not at all good or positive
	4
	1
	6
	2

	Missing data
	3
	–
	3
	1


Students’ ratings of their relationships with both their English and mathematics teachers were much more positive than negative overall. In general, however, students tended to consider relationships with their English teachers a little more favourably than those with their mathematics teachers. But, as well, it was evident that when two or more students were being taught by the same teacher, individual students were as likely to have contrasting views about that teacher as they were to express very similar views to those of their classmates. 

Continued …
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Contrasting views about teachers – continued

The comments that follow illustrate some of the qualities that students particularly appreciated in their teachers. These qualities included teachers:

•
showing that they understood and liked their students;


–
“She is very nice and she understands me.”


–
“She’s our form teacher too so she understands us.”


–
“We get along well. I like the way she treats us in class: the way a student wants to be treated, very kindly. I think that’s important.”


–
“He is really nice and he is understanding. He is cool and is a good teacher.”


–
“I can tell him anything; it’s a friendship.”


–
“I like maths and the teacher likes to teach me.”

•
always being willing to help when students needed it and explaining things well; 


–
“She’s funny and she helps you understand the difficulties.”


–
“He concentrates on students who get his attention and it stops him from teaching the class, but when he gets the opportunity he tries to help his students the most he can. He asks students if they need help but it is up to the student to decide. His help is very useful.”


–
“Very good maths teacher because she helps us when needed and makes things clear with us.”


–
“He is a good teacher who explains the work and how to do things and asks us if we need help or if we don’t understand.”

•
having good class management and the ability to create a positive — interesting, fun, settled — learning environment; 


–
“He’s very into it [the subject] and we do lots of anti-bookwork [ie, not bookwork] activities. He involves the class a lot.”


–
“He’s very funny and we learn in different ways.”


–
“He plans out what we are doing before we do an activity.”


–
“She has very good control over the class and teaches useful things.”


–
“Doing a very good job, very strict which a teacher is supposed to be. Also knows how to control the class.”


–
”He teaches good maths. He makes maths feel fun.”

•
providing encouragement for students;


–
“She is always very positive about what we are learning. She wants us to do very well in fifth form [Year 11] next year.”

•
showing enthusiasm for their subject. 


–
“Very enthusiastic [about the subject]. Sometimes forgets we are here when she’s solving an equation!”

What students found difficult about their relationships with teachers included:

•
when teachers rushed the work and didn’t allow enough time for students to adequately master aspects of it; 


–
“She rushes us and expects too much.”


–
“He doesn’t explain things well enough for us to understand and he rushes and that’s a big problem.”


–
“Needs to let us practise the work more.”

Continued …
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Contrasting views about teachers – continued

•
when they didn’t listen to students’ views;


–
“Too strict and needs to listen to what students are saying.”

•
when they were not sufficiently available to help with problems; 


–
“I need a little bit more help.”


–
“They need to help us more and not just hand us work which we have to complete.”

•
when they allowed disruptive behaviours from some students to continue to the detriment of learning for the class as a whole;


–
“She doesn’t seem to be very good at managing a class and we hardly ever do anything fun, only bookwork.”


–
“He needs to control the class more because the other students take advantage of him: always talking and never working.”


–
“Needs to harden up: lets the kids get away with bad behaviour.”

•
when they were too ‘grumpy’; 


–
“He can stop saying that everyone’s gonna go on DT [detention] and not do anything about it. I want him to be more friendly and socialise with our class.”


–
“She is strict and angry.”

•
when they did not create a learning environment that encouraged learning.


–
“I don’t really pay attention that much in class because it’s boring, how we do things — the activities. Group things I don’t like because the group doesn’t work together.”


–
“S/he’s real boring. Doesn’t sound like s/he’s into the stuff s/he’s teaching.”


–
“We need notes and all, but all [the teacher] gives us for maths is notes. At the start of last year and this year I had much better maths teachers but when we have a test to separate us, I’m always put into a top class with a bad teacher. Would much prefer going to my old maths class where I actually learn something.”

Parental Perspective on Emily’s Attitudes towards her Teachers

When asked which option ‘best described how their child felt about her teachers that year’, Emily’s parents indicated in each of Phases 1 and 3 (data were not available for the other two phases) that Emily ‘mostly likes her teacher(s).

There was a close match between Emily’s disclosures about her teachers and parental observations. In Phase 1, Emily’s parents reported that their daughter “Generally liked everything” about her teacher. Likewise in Phase 3, their response was that Emily mostly liked her teachers. While they did not comment on the qualities that Emily appreciated in her teachers, they noted that what Emily did not like was… 

“…being targeted [unfairly] in the classroom and the teacher not listening to her explanation.”

Teacher Views about Emily

We asked teachers a number of questions aimed at attaining their perspective on student–teacher relationships and interactions within and beyond the classroom. 

Rating their Relationship with Emily

Once it was established how well a teacher felt they knew the student they were providing feedback about
 — in this case, Emily — we asked how they would rate their relationship with that student. Teachers before and after the transition rated their relationship with Emily as ‘excellent/very positive’. Emily’s Year 8 teacher went on to add that:

“Emily is easy to relate to — have built a strong relationship with her.”

And the Year 9 form/English teacher’s view was that Emily had an…

“…open personality, sense of humour — an amiable person who relates well with adults.”

Working with and Teaching Emily 

A more specific question for teachers in Phases 1 and 3 about their relationships with individual students in the study was: ‘In general, how would you describe what this student is like to deal with and/or teach?’ 

The purpose of this question was three-fold: to learn more about our participating students, to gain greater understanding of the ways in which teachers may ‘define’ their experiences of the students that they teach, and to provide a point of comparison for what the students said they most and least liked about their teachers. Table 4 has the results for Emily.

A picture of Emily from a teacher’s perspective retained a high level of consistency over the course of a year, with her Year 8 teacher describing her as ‘fun’, ‘enjoyable’ and a ‘satisfying or rewarding’ student to teach and her Year 9 English teacher making a similar assessment: again describing her as ‘fun’ and ‘satisfying’, but also adding that she was ‘straightforward’ and ‘challenging (in a positive way)’.

It is interesting that both teachers described her as ‘fun’: a sense of humour and the ability to make learning fun were characteristics that Emily valued in her teachers and missed a great deal when she felt these were absent. Emily’s views about the best and least liked aspects of teachers are discussed further in the following chapter.

Table 4:
Characterising Emily as a student to work with: teachers’ descriptions before and after transition

	Student ‘descriptor’
	Phase 1: 
Year 8 teacher
	Phase 3: 
Year 9 English/form teacher 

	Straightforward
	
	(

	Satisfying/rewarding
	(
	(

	Difficult
	
	

	Frustrating
	
	

	Easy
	
	

	Worrying
	
	

	Challenging (in a positive way)
	
	(

	Unexciting
	
	

	Fun 
	(
	(

	Other comment (specify)
	( 
(“Enjoyable”) 
	


All Students

Teachers’ views on their overall relationships with students

In Phase 1, from a list of descriptors provided*, teachers most often chose to describe participating students as ‘satisfying/rewarding’ (around two-thirds) and ‘fun’ (approximately half). While a further third of students in each case were characterised as ‘straightforward’, or conversely, ‘challenging (in a positive way)’, and just over a quarter as ‘easy’, 10 percent were considered to be ‘difficult’, 24 percent as ‘frustrating’ and 13 percent as ‘worrying’. 

In Phase 3, the relative frequency with which each of these terms were chosen by teachers to describe students remained much the same, with the largest group of students being described as ‘satisfying/rewarding’ or as reasonably ‘straightforward’, plus around a quarter as ‘challenging (in a positive way)’, but with an important minority of students continuing to be regarded as ‘difficult’ or ‘worrying’.

* The descriptors were: ‘Straightforward’; ‘Satisfying/rewarding’; ‘Difficult’; ‘Frustrating’; ‘Easy’; ‘Worrying’; ‘Challenging (in a positive way)’; ‘Unexciting’; ‘Fun’; and ‘Other’.

The Teacher–Student Relationship: Comparing Views 
The Year 8 teacher’s assessment of her relationship with Emily largely — it was a little bit more positive — matched Emily’s view of the relationship (see earlier discussion). However, there was a notable difference between Emily’s ‘not at all good or positive’ rating of her relationship with her Year 9 English teacher and this teacher’s perception of their relationship as ‘excellent/very positive’. This is especially interesting, as this teacher felt she knew Emily very well.

A further perspective on the teacher–student relationship came from teachers’ ratings of the statements: ‘[This student is] confident in her interactions with me’; and ‘[She] shows me respect’. The teachers who provided feedback about Emily in Phases 1, 3 and 4 answered that these two descriptors ‘always’ applied to Emily, suggesting that Emily’s thoughts and feelings were not necessarily reflected in her behaviour. 

Teacher Ratings of Emily’s Behaviour in Class Compared to her Self-Ratings

The ways in which students behave, see themselves as behaving, or are perceived to behave by teachers or others in class are undoubtedly important factors in teacher–student relations (not to mention student–student relations). For this reason, teachers were asked to describe the behaviour of participating students’ in their particular classes. Teacher feedback about Emily in Year 8 was that she was ‘very well behaved’ in class, whereas a year later, in Year 9, her behaviour in class was described as ‘about average’ by her form class/English teacher. (Feedback was sought but not obtained from her maths teacher.) 

As discussed in Chapter Six, we also obtained students’ views about their own in-class behaviour. Emily’s estimate of her behaviour in class in Year 8 was less positive than her teacher’s. Emily was aware that she talked a lot in class but, while she declared she enjoyed talking too much to stop doing it, she apparently sometimes also felt guilty about it. 

In contrast, her teacher, although no doubt annoyed about this talking at times, appeared to have a different perspective on it than Emily, perhaps either seeing her talking as part of everyday student behaviour, or possibly, considering Emily’s positive attitudes to learning and school, regarding her as very well behaved or rewarding relative to other students in class. It may be, too, that it was easy for the teacher to ‘overlook’ or minimise certain distracting behaviours because of Emily’s bright, likeable personality.  

An additional point of interest is that the teacher reporting on Emily’s behaviour in class in Phase 3 gave a less positive rating (see above) than her Year 8 counterpart. However, the Phase 3 teacher’s response was much the same as Emily’s assessments of herself in class in each of Phases 1 and 3.

Views on Receiving Help from Teachers in Class

To provide further measures of teacher–student relationships and of the nature of the learning environment within the classroom, we wanted to know from students: whether they felt their teachers made it clear what they expected from them in their work, including clarifying work objectives or goals; whether they felt able to ask teachers for help with their work if they needed to; and what teachers did to help them improve their work or help them better understand. Discussion relating to these matters follows.

Teachers Clarifying Work and what they Expected from Students 
In Phase 1, Emily felt that her teacher(s) ‘made it clear what they expected’ from her, whereas in Phase 2, she initially stated “Not really”. She elaborated on this by saying she was finding that some but not all teachers made it clear what they expected. 

To some extent, this response is quite probably indicative of the process that students go through while learning to adjust to several subject teachers with their different requirements and approaches, a new experience for many since moving into Year 9. However, it also serves to illustrate how important it is for students to clearly understand what is expected of them, particularly at times of change.

In Phase 4 Emily’s response was that teachers “usually” made it clear what they expected.

Approaching the Teacher for Help in Class

We asked students in Phases 1 and 2 ‘What do you do when the teacher has given you some work to do and you aren’t sure what to do?’. Emily’s reply in Year 8 was that…

“…I ask my friends first — then if I still don’t have a clue I ask the teacher. [I ask my friends first] ‘cause I know my friends understand me more.”

And as a relatively new Year 9 student, Emily’s response was almost the same: 

“Ask a friend [classmate] first and if they can’t explain it, would ask the teacher.”

Although Emily’s initial impulse was to ask her friends for help — perhaps, sometimes, because she did not want the teacher to know that she hadn’t listened properly to instructions, and also because asking peers probably felt more natural, especially for such a social girl — her answers indicate that she had no hesitation about approaching her teachers for assistance when required.

What Teachers did to Help Students Understand their Work 
Emily’s responses to the question ‘What does the teacher [or your teachers] do to help you improve your work, or help you if you don’t understand something?’ reinforce that she was comfortable about approaching teachers. Her comment in Phase 1 was:

“She [teacher] makes you understand easily. If you have a problem she’ll sit down and explain to you. She makes sure she’s explained clearly before she sends you off with a task.”

And in Phase 2 it was:

“They explain it a couple of times [and] tell us we can go to them if we have any problems. [Also], if we need to do something and we haven’t done it, some [teachers] give you an extension.”

The Phase 2 response suggests, perhaps, that while Emily mostly perceived her Year 9 teachers as willing to provide assistance if she needed it, she understood that they were possibly not quite as likely or able to spend time helping her as her Year 8 teacher had been. 

Emily’s Phase 4 response was simply to say that teachers helped her to understand her work better…

“…because they explain themselves clearly.”

Views on Teachers Providing Further Assistance with her Work
In Phases 2 to 4, we enquired if there were ‘(more) things you would like the teachers to do to help you with your work’. On each occasion, Emily conveyed her belief that there was more teachers could do. While still very much in the midst of ‘learning the ropes’ in her new school, she would have liked teachers to:

“Explain their expectations better — what they expect of you. I get a shock sometimes at what you have to do [at secondary school].”

Emily had more specific suggestions later that year. She wanted teachers to provide:

“More fun activities — when it’s boring we want to talk and they get angry. We would probably behave better if it was more fun, especially [in] English, art and technology this term.”

Similarly, in Phase 4, Emily again wished her teachers would…

“…give us more fun activities. And they should rethink some of their topics. For example, instead of [the novel we have to read] in English, which we hate, we could read [something like] ‘Holes’ [by Louis Sachar] or read short stories by Witi Ihimaera, ‘cause they relate to young Māori kids.”

All Students
On what teachers did to help their learning

Students most often felt that teachers best helped their learning when they: 

•
made learning fun; 

•
taught things in different ways, including encouraging student participation, and incorporating a range of activities into lessons rather than ‘just book work’; 

•
facilitated good dialogue between teacher and students; 

•
gave clear explanations and ensured that students had grasped what they had to do; 

•
provided effective feedback (on what and how they could improve as well as what they were doing well); and 

•
actively encouraged them as being capable learners.

Comments from students that illustrate these categories follow.


–
“They get through to you.” 


–
“They tell me never to give up. That advice makes you feel good, gives you more self-esteem.”


–
“They involve the class: get different people to answer things in class. We have fun, do interesting things, not just text book work. In science we get to do experiments and not just do book work. (It’s been very interesting doing experiments, [eg], using chemicals).”


–
“We do fun stuff with them, like doing posters and making things as well, not just talking and writing. They let us go out of the classroom, like in PE.”


–
“He doesn’t growl a lot, takes it slow.”


–
“They encourage me to learn and ignore the people that talk to me.”


–
“They do the lessons in different ways so we stay interested.”


–
“They use language we understand and explain things well — not like in science where they use really big words that we’ve never heard of.”


–
“They trust me.”


–
“Don’t mind when we correct them, fun to learn with.”


–
“They give you chances.”


–
“They get students involved with the teaching process. It’s more fun, more interesting.”


–
“When I go to the maths teacher to check my work and when I say it’s easy, and he is pleased.”


–
“They don’t make me feel stupid if I have questions for my study, they’ll help me out.”

All Students

On what teachers did to help them improve their work or help them if they didn’t understand 

Responses from students in Year 8 to the question ‘What does the teacher do to help you improve your work?’ focused on how helpful they found it when their teachers:

•
explained clearly, especially when they provided some context for the topic or repeated their explanations, in different ways if necessary, until they understood; 


–
“She makes sure we can understand. She tells us a bit about the subject. She looks around and makes sure everyone is on track.”


–
“He helps us by showing us an example. He uses easier language so we can understand — he makes us understand.”


–
“Tells me what to do clearly.”

•
gave them one-to-one attention/instruction if they were having difficulty with the work; 


–
“When I can’t do it, he takes time off from the rest of the class just to help me.”


–
“She sees that I’m not really good at something, so she gives me one-to-one help.”

•
gave them effective feedback, showing where and how they needed to make improvements, as well as emphasising when they were doing well; 


–
“She writes little comments on what I’ve been doing right and what I could do better next time. She helps me when I ask for tutoring and to explain.”


–
“She crosses out words that are wrong and puts the correct words in. She tells us when we are doing good.”

•
were perceptive and well informed enough about them to know when to either give them work that would extend them, or adjust the work so that they could take extra time if they needed it, or do the task in a different way than others in the class;


–
“She changes the work and makes it easier for me.”


–
“Extends me — gives me harder work.”


–
“Helps me with grammar. Gives me extra time. Helps me find resources.”

•
were easy to approach for help; 


–
“She gives me advice on what to do to make things better. She explains things if I’m not understanding. She encourages us — tells me when I’m doing well. If we say negatives about it [work], she helps to encourage us — saying positives. She’s been very helpful: we’ve done heaps of things I wouldn’t have been able to do with my first teacher this year. Couldn’t really talk to my first teacher, was quite shy with him. I get along well with my new teacher. She’s good at explaining — or if not, it’s really easy to ask her for help. She’s been the first teacher it’s easy for me to talk to.”

•
made it clear what the goals and expectations were;


–
“Sets standards: I usually achieve those standards.”


–
“Tells us how to do stuff: how he wants it done. Checks our books and writes notes about how we can improve.”

•
offered practical tips (eg, how to find resources);


–
“She tells me how to research and she shows me examples.”
•
simply provided encouragement.


–
“Just pushes us and encourages us until we get it right. She’ll read it out to you and you will pick up the mistake. Will give one-to-one help.”
Continued …

All Students

On what teachers did to help them improve their work or help them if they didn’t understand – continued

An equivalent question — ‘What sorts of things do the teachers do to help you improve your work, or help you if you don’t understand something?’ — was put to students in each of Phases 2 and 4.

Their responses on those occasions were very similar in range and nature to those described above. For example: 


–
“If you don’t get something, you ask and they’ll tell you. They’ll talk to you if they feel something is not going right or talk to you if it’s going right — they say when you’re doing well. It gives you encouragement. Or they will send letters home: blue slips if you’re doing well and pink slips if you’re not doing so well (I’ve had four blue slips so far, for English, performing arts, textiles and social studies.)”


–
“They tell us what the work really means.”


–
“They practically tell us to ask if we need help. They offer to help us in breaks or at lunchtimes (my English teacher).”


–
“They spend more time with you when you need help, they explain it to you again (eg, in science, she gave me a table about ‘ions’ and I didn’t get it. I told her I didn’t understand and she explained it again the next day until I got it.”

All Students

On teachers providing further assistance with their work/learning

Although when asked ‘Are there (more) things you would like the teachers to do to help you with your work’? the majority of students (at least 60 percent) answered no,  there were also a quarter or more of students in each of Phases 2, 3 and 4 who felt that they would like (more) teacher assistance for their schoolwork. This was especially the case in Phase 3, with more than a third of students giving this response.

The sorts of assistance students wished for — often reflecting the same themes evident in responses to other questions, such as what they liked best or least about teachers, and what best helped them to learn — included: 

•
more one-to-one attention from teachers (most often mentioned by students in Phase 3); 

•
greater opportunities to learn in different ways (eg, ‘real-life’ approaches to what they were learning, rather than copying out of text books or off the board);

•
teachers explaining more clearly what students were required to do, using more straightforward language, and checking that students really did understand the set tasks; 

•
being allowed more time to grasp certain topics or, alternatively, for some students, being given more challenging or demanding learning opportunities — in other words, teachers being more aware of ‘where they were at’ in their learning; 

•
more scope to learn in different settings;

•
more group work in class and/or opportunities to talk to classmates about the work they were doing; 

•
more opportunities to revisit and practise new concepts; and 

•
being given more relevant work. 

Continued …
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On teachers providing further assistance with their work/learning – continued

There were also a small number of students who wanted their teachers to be more aware of certain physical difficulties that they were experiencing, such as problems seeing the board and/or deciphering teachers’ handwriting on the board, and difficulties in writing, especially writing quickly enough to keep up with dictated notes. 

And an additional wish expressed by some was that teachers could stop other students from being disruptive so they themselves had the chance to listen, understand and concentrate better.

Some illustrations of these points follow.

Phase 2


–
“They could do handouts for us — a summary of their notes (key points) of what they’ve taught in class so we have a backup file. Sometimes they go too fast and we can’t keep up.”


–
“Let us talk to friends in class about our work — we’re not allowed to. This is different from last year [at primary school].”


–
“Teach slower so we understand, explain clearer.”


–
“Would like harder work for maths, maybe harder work for science.”


–
“Make it more interesting. Don’t do it out of the text book. More hands-on work, more practice.”


–
“Make it less boring (eg, in social studies). Maybe working in groups would help.”


–
“Answer the questions when we put our hands up. Explain it clearly.”

Phase 3


–
“Some teachers could make it more interesting: instead of just writing it down, teach it in a different way, ‘cause we do a lot of writing and don’t really take it in, especially in science.”


–
“Do games outside and stuff. It’s too hard to sit in class all the time and write. Writing sucks: it’s just that I’m not good at it [the physical act of writing].”


–
“They could make it a bit harder. Some of it is too easy, some of it is boring. It would help me try harder if it was less easy and less boring.”


–
“Move around and work with different people in class, ‘cause it might help to hear their suggestions. [Would like] more group work, it doesn’t often happen.”


–
“Sometimes [for teachers to give] clearer instructions — write them on the board. They need to explain more clearly. No-one is listening sometimes and no-one knows what to do. Everyone keeps talking, it’s disruptive. The teachers spend too much time telling them off and so it’s frustrating for others.”


–
“Would like the teachers to write bigger so I can see: am expecting glasses soon, short-sighted.”


–
“Make it [lessons] more interesting. We’re not allowed to talk and have to copy a lot of stuff.”


–
“Have a reward system: if we did well the whole week, they could let us choose something we wanted to do (like using some of the gear in the PE shed).”


–
“[Teachers to] go to each one of us and ask us if we understand what we have to do. Talk to us individually.”


–
“Come over [to me] more often [in class] in case I have a complaint ([eg, if it is] too noisy) and to help me.”


–
“Sometimes to read a story to the class.”


–
“Sometimes to revise the lesson we just learned.”


–
“If I need help they can help me out. They sometimes say you should have been listening and I was but couldn’t understand.”

Continued …

All Students

On teachers providing further assistance with their work/learning – continued


–
“[Teachers to] have control of the class. Teachers need to explain things more, but they can’t when they don’t have control of the class.”


–
“Give us revision time in class; give us more facts, like putting it into sentences and that.”


–
“They don’t always explain things well enough; I’d like them to explain things properly, and explain in several different ways.”


–
“Sometimes in English, the teacher’s writing on the board is hard to read — she writes a lot.”


–
“Every teacher is trying their hardest. They are good teachers but it is what they are teaching [that is the problem].”

Phase 4


–
“Something different: do different topics from the ones we do. Can’t see the point of some of them. It would help if they [the teachers] explained why more [often], why we have to learn some things.”


–
“Would like more experiments in science to make it more interesting.”


–
“I wish our maths teacher would give us more time to practise it [new concepts] — you can’t learn it in one day. The rest [of the teachers] are OK.”


–
“Sometimes [wish they would] explain what they want you to do better. More one-on-one help.”


–
“Get us out of the classroom more often: we are usually in one place for the whole hour, which can be boring. Maybe do work outside if it’s a nice day (sometimes it gets too hot in the classroom).”


–
“Change the [learning] environment [sometimes]. Maybe go outside a little: more space, change of scene.”


–
“I’d like teachers to make things clearer sometimes. They could like go through it with me individually if I didn’t understand it. I’d like it [ie, one-to-one] more often. Some teachers don’t really do it [at all].”


–
“Make it more exciting, because if it gets boring too quickly, people get less interested.”


–
“I probably need more help with maths. The teacher is easy to approach but not easy to understand. And [s/he] needs to check better to see that you really do understand. S/he comes around and looks at my book and says ‘You’re doing really well, great’, when I haven’t even started doing the work [set] — when all I’ve done is just copy from the board. So [s/he] just assumes I know what I’m doing without checking for sure. And I’m getting behind.”

All Students

On teachers having expectations of them

Students’ responses in Phases 3 and 4 when asked whether they thought their teachers ‘usually expect you to do well in your studies’ are shown in the table.
	
	Phase 3
%
	Phase 4
%

	Yes
	88
	91

	No
	–
	–

	Other responsea
	11
	9

	Missing data
	1
	–


a
‘Other’ responses were usually along the lines of ‘some teachers do, others don’t; or that teachers ‘sort of’ or ‘kind of’ expected them to do well but it either wasn’t that obvious and/or they (the student) hadn’t thought about it very much: “Not sure why. Some are not so good at encouraging us.”

Students’ explanations for why they felt their teachers usually expected them to do well included that their teachers encouraged them, pushed them to work harder, tried to make them listen and attend so that they wouldn’t get behind in their learning, explained things well, provided assistance when required, and generally had faith in them. 


–
“My teachers do: they say, ‘You can do better!’ They’re probably right.”


–
“They don’t like to see us fail. They make us understand.”


–
“They talk to us individually during and after class. Say: ‘I expect you to do more and do better’ and say ‘You shouldn’t hang around with kids who talk a lot’.”


–
“Because they always like tell us: ‘If you do well, you’ll have a great future’.”


–
“Teachers want me to do well. They move me so I don’t get disruptive [otherwise] my classmate sits next to me and he often talks to me.”


–
“She wants me to do well. For example, she asks me if I want help — sometimes I want it.”


–
“’Cause they tell us to be quiet in class, they tell us ‘do well’ — like, our science teacher does.”


–
“’Cause they usually check up on us to see if we’re studying.”


–
“If I am naughty they tell me off. [Q. Why is that do you think?] So that I can achieve.”


–
“They tell me — ‘cause they say I got a lot of potential and I’m a real good leader.”


–
“They always tell me to get to work when I’m in a daydream.”


–
“The teachers are always pushing us, and making sure we understand.”

And a number of students stated that a teacher having high expectations of them was part and parcel of being in certain classes — in particular, a streamed ‘high ability’ class:


–
“I’m in a streamed class — we are expected to do well, to do better than the average.”


–
“Because I’m in the top class for Year 9, so we have a good learning surrounding.”


–
“Our class has been put forward to do NCEA. Teachers expect us to study and do well — I just know they do.”

Conversely, there was also an indication, especially among ‘lower achieving’ students, as compared to some students in the ‘top’ streamed classes, that some students believed it was simply part of a teacher’s job description to ‘expect’ students to do well or at least get on with their work, and that this expectation wasn’t necessarily specifically to do with them as an individual.


–
“’Cause they just expect us to do well, ‘cause they’re our teachers and they’ve been teaching us.”


–
“They want us all to achieve, they wouldn’t care enough if they didn’t.”


–
“Because we’re supposed to. They expect us to be quiet and do our work.”

Continued …
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On teachers having expectations of them – continued

And a few students emphasised that they considered that some but not all of their teachers showed that they had high expectations and that they wanted individual students to fulfil those expectations.


–
“Can see they way they teach. Some don’t try hard, I can see they don’t care if we are successful. Others try really hard. Our class is a bit naughty. Don’t listen, have to have things repeated seven, eight times. Our science teacher tries so hard to teach us, but they [other students] never listen to her.”

Doing Well in her Studies: Perceptions of Teachers’ Expectations 

That the sorts of expectations teachers have can impact in important ways on students’ learning outcomes and self-concept is an ongoing topic of discussion in the education research literature (see, for example, Bishop et al, 2003
). To discover what students in the present study could contribute to our understanding of this matter, we asked them in Phases 3 and 4 to consider whether their teachers ‘usually expect you to do well in your studies’. 

Explaining in Phase 3 why she felt her teachers did expect her to do well, Emily commented:

“Because they don’t want us to fail, majority of the time. They want to know that they have taught us something. They get a buzz when we do well: that’s what they tell us anyway.” 

And in Phase 4, Emily’s response was:

“Yes, because they always make you study. You see their reaction when you fail — they feel they have failed as a teacher.”

In a slightly different context — that is, when asked what helped her ‘learn best’
 — Emily further revealed that her teachers’ opinions of her work were very important to her, and that knowing they had high expectations of her was motivating. She put it like this:

“…if your teacher expects you to learn and you do, you feel proud of yourself.”

Summary Statements about Emily’s Relationships with her Teachers

Despite what were probably largely ‘settling in’ ups and downs in her relationships with some teachers in her first year at secondary school — feeling she was misunderstood, and disliking the frequency with which teachers chastised students, for example — Emily mostly had very positive views about her teachers. 

She talked about liking her teachers, especially when they showed they enjoyed and understood teenagers, but she also respected them for the ways in which they helped her to learn. In turn, she was well regarded by the teachers who provided feedback about her.

Emily felt, too, that in general teachers before and after transition were approachable, and very helpful when she requested their help with her work. As well, she considered that they mostly made it clear what they expected from her, especially once she had had time to get to grips with the reality of how different teachers went about things. However Emily also emphasised that at times she would have liked teachers to make learning in class more interesting, relevant and fun, with a particular emphasis on content that was of practical significance, and also personally meaningful. In addition, she wanted teachers to ensure that they clarified work goals and made clear what they expected of students in class — this was particularly the case in Year 9, when she was still adjusting to all that was new or different at secondary school, and when undertaking homework or other assignments. 

It appears too that it was very important to Emily that teachers expected her to do well and showed that they believed she would live up to their expectations.

Chapter Nine:
Student Views on what Makes a Good Teacher

With the present study’s emphasis on ‘student voices’, it was important to give students the opportunity to provide their views and insights about teachers. 

Therefore, in addition to the information discussed in the previous chapter on relating to and working with their teachers, we asked students to think about teachers more broadly and express their views on what they most and least liked to see in teachers. 

Emily’s feedback follows.

What Makes a Good Teacher?

When we asked students in Phase 1 what they thought ‘makes a good teacher’ (or, in other words, ‘what sort of teacher you would like if you could choose’), Emily had this to say:

“[That] they weren’t so serious, [that] they could joke. They could turn work into fun — not just boring stuff all the time. [I like it when] some comments are turned into jokes.” 

As also mentioned in the previous chapter, it was evident that Emily really valued teachers having a sense of humour. She valued it too when “they are good at explaining”.
Best Liked Aspects of Teachers

In subsequent phases of the study, rather than asking students what they thought ‘makes a good teacher’, we used a slightly modified version of the question. This was: ‘Thinking about the teacher(s) you like best this year, what sort of things do you most like about them?’. Emily’s reply in Phase 2 was:

“Some have close connection to all their students. And they are slow to anger. And when they get angry it’s really time to settle down.” 

Some months later, building on the ideas she had expressed as a new Year 9 student, Emily again made reference to valuing it when teachers showed they had ‘a close connection with their students’. That is, in Phase 3, Emily observed that the teachers she liked best were those who related well to young people, took an interest in them, and ‘understood’ them:

“They [most of my teachers] treat us like adults; they relate to us — not like [ie, in the same way as] our parents, in a different way, but they sort of know where we’re coming from, as teenagers. We’re more to them than just students. Two of them, they’re like old people but they can [still] understand us. [Part of the reason they can understand us is that one] is an ex army [officer] and [the other] was a primary school teacher.”

In Phase 4, as a Year 10 student, Emily once more emphasised the importance that she (and her peers) placed on teachers ‘understanding’ and valuing them as young people:

“Because they treat us like teenagers, not like little kids. They have respect for us. They talk to us how we want to be talked to. They listen to us and they give us chances. One teacher [told us she] was a naughty girl [at school] and she understands us. We respect her.” 

All Students

Best liked aspects of teachers

The students told us they liked it when teachers:

•
demonstrated a sense of humour;

•
listened to students;

•
explained things clearly;

•
helped them understand;

•
made boring things interesting (eg, were flexible in their teaching approach);

•
taught them new things.

Students also appreciated it when they felt teachers: 

•
understood them, and knew where ‘teenagers are coming from’;

•
showed they liked, cared about, and had respect for their students;

•
treated people fairly/were consistent;

•
showed they liked teaching and were interested in their subjects; 

•
provided effective feedback; 

•
included them, and 

•
were friendly, ‘nice’, patient, and approachable. 

In effect, it was evident that students wanted teachers who could teach them well and with whom they could have a positive relationship. For example:


–
“When they show they have an interest in teaching and a love for the students. They show they care about the students, by helping them out, listening to their side of the story — listening to what they have to say.”


–
“They’re friendly, easy to talk to. Most of them have a good sense of humour. They give us warning before a test which is quite good. Some of them make things interesting, but mostly it’s that I just like them as people.”


–
“Some of them make us laugh a lot. Our computer teacher helps us whenever we’re stuck. And she lets us have a lot of spare time on the computers. I like [teachers] who explain clearly and when it’s easy to ask them for help.”


–
“Most of them are good teachers. A bad teacher is when they expect you to hand in homework on time but then give some students extra time, which is unfair. I have a good social [studies] teacher — expects you to do well. Probably will yell at you if you don’t want to do well. But there’s no point in going to school if you’re just going to muck around. I like it when they [teachers] are serious about your schoolwork, when they expect you to do well: I like that. Most teachers are good, but some are not so serious about your work: when you do bad in an essay, they just say ‘Do better’ but don’t talk to you about what you could do better. I like it when you get feedback: good teachers do that.”

Least Liked Aspects of Teachers

Students were given the opportunity in Phases 2, 3, and 4 to comment on what they didn’t like about any of their teachers.

Early in her first year at secondary school, Emily’s least favourite experience of her new teachers was…

“…when they [some of them] get angry all the time for reasons we don’t understand.”

Later that year, what she didn’t like about some of her teachers was…

“…when they don’t listen, when they shout at us, and when they treat us like five-year-olds.”

But as a Year 10 student, Emily had a perhaps more mature view to offer. That is, instead of indicating things she did not like about any teacher she commented:

“I can’t say — nothing [I don’t like] about them, as people. Just the way they teach. They could make it more fun. But [it’s] not always their choice what they teach [ie, it is the curriculum so not their fault].”

All Students

What they least liked about teachers
Students were critical of teachers when they:

•
were ‘boring’ in the way that they taught; 

•
didn’t explain things clearly; 

•
were not easy to approach for help; 

•
were inconsistent with punishments and rewards; 

•
became angry, growled or shouted ‘all the time’. 


–
“They tell us off all the time. [Often it’s] just some students who are naughty but the whole class gets into trouble. They’re too grumpy. They don’t let us talk in class (not at all).”


–
“Some are mean and strict. Like when we’re not on time they don’t give us a chance to explain. Some of them, they treat us different from the girls — mainly me and my friends. They always think we’re automatically wrong, it’s not fair.”

Luke on Best and Least Liked Aspects of Teachers

Best liked aspects

Luke’s view in Year 8 on what makes a good teacher was someone who…

“…has a good sense of humour, is funny, generous — [that is], helps us with our work, gives us rewards [ie, praise]. They’re encouraging. Help us do our work. Help us understand.”

Luke added a comment about his particular teacher that year, saying that she…

“…encourages us to do our work. Sometimes is funny [although] sometimes she says a joke and no-one laughs!”

In Phase 2, the aspects of teachers Luke liked best were that: 

“They listen to you — they listen to our ideas so we [feel able to] put forward ideas in class. Some have a good sense of humour — they laugh in class. They explain it [the work] well. They teach us new things.”

Luke’s Phase 3 comments again emphasise the importance he placed on teachers demonstrating that they listened to students, showed that they had a sense of humour, and had the ability to clearly explain subject matter and make it interesting:

“They listen to us — they use our ideas when they ask for them. They’re cool, they’re funny. They are good at explaining — they make it clear. [They] sometimes make things interesting.”

Once in Year 10, best liked aspects of teachers for Luke continued to be when teachers listened and showed that they liked to hold discussions with students, and when they made learning fun and interesting (at least some of the time): 

“They like to talk to us – about the subjects. They understand us. They play games in class — it makes it interesting. Like in English we played a game where we were given examples of behaviour of famous writers [etc] and we had to guess who it was. It was fun.”

Least Liked Aspects

Early in Year 9, Luke’s comment on what, if anything, he did not like about his teachers was:

“Nothing really — except they get angry sometimes (at the class).”

Towards the end of Year 9, Luke again referred to teachers becoming angry when students misbehaved in class. He added that he felt that this was sometimes caused by students disengaging from the way they were being asked to learn:

“They get angry most of the time — when we don’t do the work. We just don’t settle down and keep on talking because it’s boring. We work better if it’s not boring. I don’t like it when they make us copy out of books.”

In Year 10, Luke once more focused on the way teachers reacted to students talking in class as the aspect he least liked about his teachers:

“They get angry sometimes. They get grumpy at us for talking.” [Is it deserved when they get angry?’] “Yes, [it’s often deserved] but I still don’t like it.”

Summary Statements on Emily’s Preferences Regarding Teachers 

This brief chapter reinforces themes evident in the previous chapter which discussed Emily’s feedback about her relationships with teachers, particularly in the classroom. The information presented also has links with the data in Chapter Seven concerning Emily’s views on aspects of learning in class at each phase of the study, and to data in Chapter Five on what helped students ‘learn best’. And, as will be seen, Emily’s views about teachers are integral to her expressed attitudes towards some subjects, which is the focus of the following chapter. 

Feedback from study participants — from Emily, from Luke, and from the students overall — reveals a great deal of consistency in what students most and least liked to see in teachers, with a sense of humour and ability to make learning interesting and fun being top of the list of the most desirable characteristics and teachers ‘growling a lot’ being the most frequently mentioned ‘least liked’ behaviour.

Chapter Ten:
Attitudes towards Subjects

To further our understanding of the factors that may impact on transitioning students’ achievement outcomes, motivation levels, and engagement in school, we sought student feedback about the subjects they liked best and least and the subjects they felt they were ‘good’ at. 

This chapter shows how Emily’s and the other students’ views about subjects changed and developed over the course of the study and discusses the explanations they gave for changes in their points of view. 

Best and Least Liked Subjects

Students were encouraged at each stage of the study to nominate the subjects they liked learning about best. The question simply required students to volunteer their best-liked subjects off the ‘top of their head’, rather than give a relative rating to each in a list of subjects presented to them. From Phase 2 onwards, students were also asked which subjects they least liked learning about.

Best Liked Subjects

The data in Table 5 — and also Table 6 (least liked subjects) — indicate that, irrespective of whether a student has an intrinsic, overall interest in a subject, attitudes towards subjects quite probably will not remain constant. For example, while she had not nominated mathematics as a favourite subject in Year 8
, it had become one for Emily in her first year at secondary school. This was because… 

“…I really like the teacher and he makes it really fun.”

However, Emily’s choice of English in Phase 2 as a best liked subject is consistent with her response in Phase 1, when she nominated writing stories as a favourite activity. Emily stated:

“I’ve always enjoyed writing and being creative. And we’re learning new things in English this year and they [teachers] make sure you understand.”

By contrast, in Phase 3, while Emily again said mathematics was a best liked subject, she now nominated social studies and not English (her explanation regarding English is discussed under ‘least liked subjects). Metalwork was also a current favourite subject — “We made a train” — and, as was the case when she was in her final year at primary school, Emily was especially enjoying performing arts.

Emily’s main reason for continuing to nominate maths as a best-liked subject was once more due to the teacher: 

“Look forward to having a class with the teacher.”

Similarly, the teacher was a very important factor in Emily’s enjoyment of social studies, both because she liked her and because she felt the teacher demonstrated good teaching practice:

“She’s a cool teacher. She explains so we understand. And she jokes with us so is not boring.”

Emily also named several favourite subjects in Phase 4 (Table 5), stating that she enjoyed them… 

“…mainly because of the teachers and because I love the subject in particular. [For example], social studies, that’s cool. [And] I enjoy English right now because we are doing ‘careers’ but I didn’t enjoy the book we had to read.” 

Table 5:
The subjects Emily liked learning about best 

	
	Phase 1
	Phase 2
	Phase 3
	Phase 4

	Mathematics
	
	(
	(
	(

	Reading
	
	N/Aa
	N/A
	N/A

	Writing
	(
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A

	English
	N/A
	(
	
	(b

	Science
	(
	
	
	

	Social studies
	
	
	(
	(

	PE and health
	(
	
	
	

	Tikanga Māori
	
	
	
	

	Te reo Māori 
	
	
	
	

	Other language 
	
	
	
	

	Art
	
	
	
	

	Music
	(
	
	
	

	Performing arts/ drama
	(
	
	(
	(

	Technology 
	
	
	( (metalwork)
	

	Computers
	
	
	
	

	Other subject(s)
	
	
	
	( (‘business studies’)


a
‘Reading’ and ‘writing’ as subjects in their own right did not apply once students were at secondary school. Likewise, students did not study ‘English’ per se at primary/intermediate school.

b
Emily qualified her nomination of English as a favourite subject in Year 10 by saying: “[I enjoy it] right now — [but] it depends on the topic.”

All Students

Their ‘best liked’ subjects

Asked ‘What subjects at school do you like best’, almost all students specified at least one ‘best liked’ subject at each phase of the study. However, ‘best liked subjects’ nominated by individual students often varied over the course of the study, frequently influenced by how they were feeling about specific topics currently being studied within particular subjects, for example. 

When we asked the students to say why they enjoyed particular subjects more than others, their explanations characteristically included the words ‘fun’, ‘exciting’, ‘interesting’ and ‘new’. 

More specifically, they tended to most like a subject when: 

•
the subject material was made fun and interesting; 


–
“They [social studies, PE, and performing arts] are fun: we do interesting things and we are not just sitting down doing nothing.”


–
“PE, it’s fun and keeps me fit for the rugby league season.”


–
“Social studies, I like that because it is interesting, about history and people. We are learning about South African history and about the Dutch.”

•
they were learning new things; 


–
“I learn new things in English and performing arts, it’s about excitement.”


–
“I get to learn new things and they are fun subjects.”


–
“I liked Māori because it was a new language that I never learned before.”


–
“I like maths because we’re learning different things. At primary, it was often a lot of the same things that we’d do.” 

•
they could see the relevance of what they were learning to themselves/real life; 


–
“Science, it’s interesting: all the equipment in the lab. I enjoy experiments and I like being told about the practical applications of science.”


–
“Social studies, it’s cool what we’ve learnt about, real projects like endangered species. Graphics: it has the best homework ever! You get to draw something, like design a microwave oven. The teacher was an engineer, he tells us a lot about all the things he drew.”


–
“In technology, I like learning new things about computers and just generally learning useful stuff.”  


–
“Social studies is interesting, and it tells us what’s gonna happen in the future — for example, how the ozone layer is getting big, how it’s gonna affect us if we don’t stop it.”


–
“[In social studies] we get to know how things were created in the world and what’s happening in the world.”

•
lessons included practical, hands-on approaches; 


–
“I like hands-on, practical work (in English, music, PE, performing arts).” 


–
“You get to make stuff, like electronic circuit boards.”


–
“Metalwork is fun, it’s to do with metal work, working with my hands. More practical, which is what I like.”

•
they felt they were good at it and/or they could see they were making progress (helped by receiving effective feedback); 


–
“I like art because my teacher says I’m good at it.”


–
“For performing arts, they help you get rid of your shyness and stuff and get more confidence.”

Continued …

All Students

Their ‘best liked’ subjects – continued

•
they liked the physical activity involved and/or being able to move around while they learned; 


–
“[I like] PE, art, technology: they’re more active, rather than sitting all day at a desk.”

•
the subject was challenging; 


–
“English, but not just when it’s reading comprehension, more things like studying an author or a book or poetry (reading and writing poems): the more in-depth stuff. And I like science, it’s different from last year.”


–”Science makes me think about why things happen: cause and effect.”

•
they found the content straightforward/’easy’; 


–
“Maths, because it is easy for me.”


–
“Maths — because I get it!!!”

•
they liked feeling they were actively contributing to their own learning; for example, by carrying out their own research, especially for assignments where they’d had a choice of topics. 


–
“In social studies we do fun project work and get to go on the Internet and do searches. I actually learn something: at the end of the day I feel that I have learned.”

Students often mentioned relationship factors too: liking and respecting their teacher — getting on well with the teacher and/or finding that the teacher explained well and generally helped or facilitated their learning; and, getting on well with the other students in the class which impacted on how well they worked and learned together.


–
“Teachers are fun to learn from. They sometimes play games. And in art the teacher doesn’t rush you.”


–
“The teachers, the way they teach. Maths, I like it because it’s my form class so we all know each other and get on well together. And in performing arts I see other friends and in French I get to make new friends.”


–
“The teachers make me feel good about myself, like I know what I’m doing.” 


–
“In performing arts, I get to do something and I don’t get left out. And [I like] social studies because the teacher makes me feel comfortable.” 


–
“In performing arts, the teacher is cool: she never growls unless we are really naughty.”


–
“Maths, because sometimes I don’t understand so the maths teacher makes it very clear and now I’m good at maths. For English, the teacher makes me learn more English stuff so I can improve.”


–
“Performing arts, because I can get along with my teacher. She understands that if I cannot do something she accepts that I just can’t do it.”


–
“’Cause of the students in my class, and the teacher, they’re great!”


–
“I like those [subjects] the most because of the teachers: they’re nice, helpful, fun (other teachers need to be more fun).”


–
“PE, I love it. The teacher is fun, she’s cool.”

A number of students also simply stated that they liked a subject because the content area or activities involved appealed to them. 


–
“Maths because I just enjoy trying to figure out the solution or answers — problem-solving.”


–
“They [English, technology, te reo, performing arts] are fun — they are just what I like!”


–
“Maths — I like thinking about numbers; social studies — I like thinking and talking about somebody else’s stories.”


–
“Music and drama, because they’re my hobbies too.”

And a small number of students — usually those who said they liked all or almost all of their subjects ‘best’ — stated that: “I just like learning.”
Least Liked Subjects

Table 6 shows that after several weeks at secondary school, science was one of two ‘least liked’ subjects named by Emily. 

This is in contrast to her statement in Year 8 that science was one of her favourite subjects. Emily had this to say about her change of viewpoint:

“I used to like it [science] — but there are no interesting experiments now. [Science is] not as interesting as [it was in Years 7 and 8] or as interesting as I thought it would be. [Last year, for example], we did the NIWA science fair. Now it’s just about writing stuff down all the time. It doesn’t seem like an important subject anymore.”

Other information shows that whereas social studies was one of Emily’s best liked subjects at the end of Year 9, earlier in the year it had been one she’d least enjoyed:

“I like the teacher but not the subject — ‘cause [the topic we’re learning about], it’s about land.”

And contrary to the views she expressed about writing in Phase 1 and English in Phase 2, Emily named English as a least liked subject at the end of Year 9. On the basis of earlier comments about her teachers, it seems that Emily’s altered view about English in Term 4 was due in large part to a change of teacher part way through the year, which had been unsettling for the whole class.  

Her reasons for nominating art as another least liked subject in Phase 3 were that:

“It’s not fun, it drags and drags, it’s much harder than you think, [and the teacher] doesn’t want us to talk.”

Emily regarded English and science as two of her least favourite subjects early in Year 10, but qualified this once again by saying it depended on the topic. For example, she was currently enjoying English because of the interesting careers unit they were undertaking. This involved each student being randomly assigned a vocation — in Emily’s case, a ‘jeweller’ — which they then had to research. Her task was to investigate the qualifications a jeweller would require, find out what a jeweller would typically do in a working week, what they would earn, and the sort of lifestyle that would be possible on the basis of that income. Emily particularly enjoyed the ‘real life’ aspect of this assignment. 

By contrast, Emily had recently not enjoyed English at all because of the novel they were studying. In part, this was because she did not find the book personally relevant or engaging and partly because it was “really boring” having to listen to classmates take turns to read a portion of the book aloud during lessons.

It was evident from Emily’s observations, that particular teachers, particular topics or activities within subjects, and also particular ways of teaching, are likely to have a considerable effect on a student’s attitudes towards a subject at any given time.

Table 6:
The subjects Emily least liked learning abouta
	
	Phase 2
	Phase 3
	Phase 4

	Mathematics
	
	
	

	Reading
	
	
	

	Writing
	
	
	

	English
	
	(
	(b

	Science
	(
	
	(

	Social studies
	(
	
	

	PE and health
	
	
	

	Tikanga Māori
	
	
	

	Te reo Māori 
	
	
	

	Other language 
	
	
	

	Art
	
	(
	

	Music
	
	
	

	Performing arts/drama
	
	
	

	Technology 
	
	
	

	Computers
	
	
	(

	Other subjects
	
	
	


a
In Phase 1, students were not asked about subjects they least enjoyed learning.

b
Emily explained that while she mostly regarded English as one of her best liked subjects (see footnote b in Table 5), at other times it was one of her least favourite subjects because of “some of the topics — when it’s something boring.”

All Students

Reasons for not liking subjects

We asked students in Phases 2, 3 and 4 to name the subjects they least liked learning about, together with their reasons.

Each time they were asked, irrespective of the subjects the students identified, there were common themes in why they did not like particular subjects (or topics within subjects). The reasons most often given were:

•
relationship difficulties with teachers;


–
“I don’t really like the teacher and that makes a difference. She is too strict. Can’t really learn, she is always telling us off.”


–
“Teacher is not very helpful.”


–
“The teachers don’t like me. I just don’t like the teachers or the classes.”


–
“The teacher in maths sometimes mistakes me for doing something wrong — he blames me for talking.”


–
“We got a different teacher and she doesn’t really like any of us and it’s more difficult to learn.”


–
“Maths, it’s boring, and the teacher in maths tries to make us hurry and after s/he explains it we don’t understand some of the words s/he uses to explain it. And we ask about what s/he was showing us (formulae) and s/he just told us to stay after school for detention.”

•
finding the material was not at an appropriate level for them: too difficult, too easy, or too much the same as  material they’d previously covered;


–
“Don’t like the content and the way it is taught. Easier than what I thought, same as last year.”


–
“Maths: we’re just repeating stuff we did last year.”


–
“Science, lots of hard language, hard to understand. Just done chromatography, don’t know what it means.”


–
“Maths — it gets too difficult because we are doing Year 10 work [in our first term in Year 9].”


–”It’s hard to learn Māori even though I am Māori.”


–
“I’m not the best mathematician, and ‘cause the teacher doesn’t explain it well.”


–
“Learning English, it’s too hard. All the reading.”


–
“Maths: I don’t like number topics. I know all the formulas but can’t do it practically. We can use the scientific calculator this year which is quite good. But can’t do basic facts!!”


–
“I don’t really understand.”


–
“In art, we do the most boring-est stuff: Māori patterns, I hate Māori patterns now because we’ve done too much of them. We did them last year.”


–
“Science, it’s hard, all the signs (chemistry) and stuff. And we do a lot of copy work.”


–
“Music is too hard.”


–
“Maths, just because it’s too much work and homework. I was away a lot last year with ‘flu so I didn’t get to learn a lot of maths.”

•
finding aspects of it outside their personal comfort levels (eg, due to shyness, being self-conscious);


–
“I don’t like PE because I don’t like playing in front of people when we have to play games like cricket and tennis.”


–
“Māori, music, drama, they are really hard for me. I hate standing up in front of people and doing things.”


–
“I took drama because I know I had to do one performing arts, but I don’t like getting up on the stage and performing.” 

Continued …

All Students

Reasons for not liking subjects – continued
•
finding the subject matter to be boring or not feeling it was relevant;


–
“In English we have to do so much boring stuff, like poetry.”


–
“I don’t like metalwork because it’s just not interesting to me.”


–
“In English, I don’t like Shakespeare, it’s too classic. It’s hard to understand. They try to teach you about movies, storyboard, how to make a movie, the angles. We discuss the movies: how you feel about the movie. ‘Do you think it was funny, scary?’ But I just like to watch the movies.”


–
“Don’t really think that [it] would be useful in the long run. Nothing really ‘clicked’. Just didn’t like it.”


–
“Can’t see maths being relevant to my job in the future.”

•
finding the teaching approaches to be boring, unchallenging, and generally not helpful for learning or motivation (eg, having to do too much copying work);


–
“Too much writing in science, no experiments, too boring”; and “In science we do more writing than we do experiments.”


–
“Maths is boring, would like to do more exciting things. It is mostly book work.”


–
“Teacher is boring, talks too much and writes a lot of stuff on the board and we have to copy it down and then he rubs off the first part before we have had a chance to copy it down. I don’t like that.”


–
“Music is boring because all we ever do is keyboards. I like to play other instruments.”


–
“Maths is boring: I like the subject but not how it’s taught. But hopefully we will get a better teacher next year. And in social studies, we have to do a lot of copying from books or from OHPs.”


–
“Technology (electronics) was extremely boring. It was just doing theory. About all we do is write (although we did make a useful device after awhile). It’s much better when it’s theory and practice together. I don’t like subjects when they’re boring.”


–
“It’s quite confusing in science, learning about all the elements. It’s boring the way it is taught. We don’t get to do experiments. It would be cool if we got to do more experiments. We also have to do lots of writing. Out of all our subjects, we have to do the most writing in science.”


–
“Because it’s boring, we write all the time, we never get to do any fun stuff — except on the last day [when] we just watched videos, talked, played games and stuff.”


–
“In English you do the same kind of thing every time: worksheets and writing, it’s boring, it just drags on. We work in groups and have to write group stories. The teacher tries to help but it just doesn’t work.”

•
that the classroom environment was not conducive to learning.


–
“Disruptive class: would like it [art] if we actually did stuff, doesn’t really go anywhere.”


–
“Because every time you go to graphics it is too noisy and you can’t hear anything and the teacher just goes on and on.”


–
“I want to learn science but, you know, students talk too much and you can’t work.”


–
“English, most of it is good, but sometimes our teacher, she gets a bit cross. Our science teacher is sometimes grumpy too. And the class plays up more. So sometimes the students are the problem!”


–
“Probably because the teacher is not, you know, she’s not really strict and so people can like step all over her — we don’t get a really good learning system because of that. She’s not telling the other kids to quiet down, and people can just step all over her. All of them [other students in class] are really distracting, you can’t really learn in English.”

Teacher Views on Emily’s Most and Least Preferred Subjects
In Phase 1 we asked each participating student’s (main) class teacher to specify the subjects they felt the students most and least liked and also subjects the student did best and least well in. In Phase 3 the students’ form class teachers provided similar information. Table 7 has the results for Emily.

For more focused information on subject preferences, we also asked each student’s English and mathematics
 teachers in Phase 3 to give their opinion on how the student viewed the particular subject area that they were teaching them.

The English teacher’s feedback (equivalent information from the mathematics teacher was not provided) that Emily ‘mainly liked’
 English at this stage of her schooling is at odds with Emily’s nomination of English as one of her least liked subjects in Phase 3. Emily attributed much of her reduced interest in English to feelings about her teacher but from the teacher’s perspective, it appears that Emily’s intrinsic liking — and, probably, her aptitude — for this subject remained evident. It may also be that the teacher’s view was influenced by Emily being, on the whole, well behaved in class. 

Most Interesting and Useful Things to Learn about at School

Responding to a question in Phase 1 on whether the things they learned at school were ‘interesting things to learn about’, Emily’s reply was ‘yes, some of the time’ — “majority of the subjects”.

A related question for students in Phases 3 and 4 was ‘Of the things that you’ve been learning at school, this year, which do you think are the most interesting, useful or important things to learn about? To help students, we added the prompts: ‘does learning about these things help you in your life; ‘how might they help you in the future?’; or, ‘why have you found them interesting?’
 
Emily’s response in Phase 3 was: 

“In maths it was algebra — I really enjoy that. In social studies, Māori history, ‘cause it’s my history. And I got 8 out of 10 on an assignment about famous people; I did it on Nelson Mandela. In performing arts, my confidence has really grown. I performed in the school concert; I did a solo. I love drama and dance.” 
And in Phase 4, of particular interest and importance to Emily so far that year were:

“Drama techniques: improvisation, conventions (‘flash back’ and ‘flash forward’, ‘slow motion’); choruses.” 

Emily’s responses here again highlight the point discussed earlier, that attitudes towards a subject can fluctuate over time, and that this is often influenced by how a student feels about the particular topic currently being studied.

Table 7:
Teacher views on the subjects that Emily most and least liked  

	The subject the student…
	Phase 1:
Year 8 (main) class teacher
	Phase 3:
Year 9 form teachera

	…likes best
	Written language; group work; research
	Social studies

	…likes least
	Reading; fitness
	[not answered]


a
Form teachers were first asked if they were ‘aware of how things are for this student in his/her subjects generally — eg, the subjects s/he likes best and least and/or how the student performs in different subjects?’ Only teachers who answered ‘yes’ were then asked to state the subjects they thought the student most and least liked.
Luke on the Most Interesting and Useful Things to Learn about at School

In Year 8 Luke thought that almost all of the things he learned about at school were ‘important or useful’ things to learn about…

“…because you’re going to use it in later life.”

In relation to whether his learning at school was ‘interesting’, Luke felt that it was ‘some of the time’. He specified maths, PE and sports as the most interesting things he was learning.

One year later, towards the end of Year 9, when asked what he had found to be the ‘most interesting, useful or important things to learn about’ that year, Luke replied:

“Nothing stands out, not yet.” 

But in Year 10, to this same question, Luke was much more positive and forthcoming, nominating several things that he had found interesting, useful or important: 

“Computers, typing is useful, the Treaty of Waitangi and the Battle of Taranaki and just all of it [ie, social studies] is interesting and important, and home economics is interesting, so many things I didn’t know. And in cooking we have been making things like muffins: that’s useful, and fun. I enjoy cooking.”

Choice of Option Subjects
Having option subjects was something that many of our Year 8 students looked forward to when they thought about going on to secondary school. Option subjects can give students a sense of having some control over what they study. However, making choices about the option subjects that would be best or most enjoyable for them can also be difficult for some students, because of lack of knowledge or experience. And in some cases, ‘choice’ may be imposed upon them by someone else.

It seems reasonable to assume that a good match between students and their option subjects will contribute to students having positive feelings about their secondary schooling experience. With this in mind, we wanted to know something about how students chose their options and how they were enjoying the options they were undertaking.

Emily advised in Phase 2 that she had chosen performing arts and art as her two Year 9 option subjects. Her reasons for choosing them were that…

“I love dancing and acting and am confident to perform. [And I chose] art ‘cause I thought it would not be much work and a nice break but I was wrong! (But I find it a big help in understanding literature and social studies.)” 
Although at this stage Emily was clearly trying to see the positive aspects of having chosen art as one of her options, discussion earlier in this chapter shows that by Phase 3, Emily viewed art as one of her least liked subjects, with the suggestion that it had not lived up to her expectations of being a relatively easy, fun option. It is also of interest to note that Emily’s Year 8 teacher felt that art was one of the subjects in which Emily had performed least well in her final year at primary school (refer Table 9).

In Year 10, three option subjects, rather than the two of the previous year, were available to students. In Phase 4, Emily was again taking performing arts as one of her option subjects; her other two options were ‘information management technology’ and ‘business studies’. She explained that she had chosen…

“…performing arts ‘cause I love it, computers because it will help in all careers in the future, and ‘business studies’ ‘cause I’ve got the confidence — I like to inform people and I’m able to persuade people — and because it looks fun and will help with future ideas.” 

But when reflecting in Phase 4 on her option choices it was evident that once again Emily was not happy with all of her choices. She stated:

“I do enjoy ‘business studies’ [and, of course, performing arts] but I don’t enjoy computers [‘information management technology’] because the computers are really slow and it’s a boring subject and the teacher doesn’t make it interesting.”

All Students

What they found most important, interesting or useful to learn about at school

Views prior to transition

To the Phase 1 question ‘Do you think the things you learn at school (in class) are important or useful things to learn about?’, the large majority of students answered ‘yes, mostly’ (85%). 

Most of the rest (13%) thought this was the case ‘some of the time’. 

Only one student responded ‘no’, explaining that this was because it was often hard to see the personal relevance of what they were learning: “Lot of stuff you won’t use when you’re older. [For example], some reading stuff is useless — have to read something and answer the questions: the questions are dumb.”

Students who felt that what they were learning was mostly important and/or useful usually made reference to the core curriculum subjects (maths, reading), or to when they learned about practical things — such as cooking or knowing how to do your banking. The common theme in responses, therefore, was to do with learning that would prepare them well for the future: “If you can’t read, you can’t get a job.” 

A further question in Phase 1 — ‘Do you think the things you learn at school are interesting things to learn about?’ — resulted in a rather different pattern of responses, with just over half (56%) of students answering ‘yes, mostly (usually)’. A further 39 percent answered ‘yes, some of the time’ and four percent, ‘no, not really’. On the basis of these data, it seems that students were considerably less likely to find their schoolwork interesting than they were to feel that it was important or useful.

As might be expected, what appealed to individual students varied greatly. But aspects of their learning that students found interesting in Phase 1 most often included: 

•
special topics, especially when they were able to choose their own topic and carry out the relevant research themselves;


–
“Don’t find core subjects interesting but I like researching topics. I like having the choice. I researched a country in the world — I chose America and used the Internet to find out things about it.”

Continued …
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What they found most important, interesting or useful to learn about at school – continued


–
“I like topic work. We’re learning about religions at the moment. We find out stuff that you wouldn’t otherwise know about. I would like more choice of more topics.”


–
“I like one of our science topics — evolution of man. It’s really interesting. We get to learn stuff we didn’t know.”


–
“I’d like to do more ‘enquiry’ work. I found religions interesting and also water elements was pretty interesting. And out of ‘enquiry’ work we get to go places. Like when we made advertisements, we went to an advertising company [as part of our research].”

•
learning about other cultures or other languages;


–
“I like learning about other people’s culture, how they live and the sort of things they do and wear. We are learning about this island called Tonga.”


–
“Learning how to speak other languages. My teacher knows other languages.”


–
“Cultures and stuff. When I grow up I want to go round the world.”

•
mathematics;


–
“I like learning maths — learning a lot more skills this year.”


–
“Learning maths — we learn different things every day instead of doing the same maths.”


–
“Maths: I like sequences, rules.”

•
reading;


–
“I enjoy reading comprehension.”


–
“Reading — I like it and get more knowledge by reading.”


–
“Reciprocal reading. Rainbow reading. That’s what I like.”


–
“Reading, because I get a wider range of bigger and longer words, more vocabulary.”


–
“Reading: I like to read about animals and I like going to the library [during class-time].”

•
science;


–
“We did ‘forces of gravity’ in science. Just learned new things I didn’t know before.”


–
“Science makes you think.”


–
“I like working on science projects: the creativity of doing that.”

•
history/social studies;


–
“We’re always learning about the future and the now, history is about the past. It’s important you know what went wrong in the past and don’t repeat them [the mistakes].”


–
“History because you can learn more about the past, famous people, and it can be about other countries’ past wars.”


–
“We did the ‘80’s. Found that interesting ‘cause things have changed since then.”


–
“Learning about how it used to be in earlier years, what it was like in the 1900’s. It’s way different now.”


–
“We’re learning about ancient history — lapis lazuli pottery [and things like that]. I like it because you get to know more about it.”

•
learning practical/life skills;


–
“In social studies, [learning] how to walk away from a fight and how to handle your anger and not take it out on someone else.”


–
“[Interesting] learning about puberty.”


–
“Food technology, because you can learn easy recipes.”

Continued …
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What they found most important, interesting or useful to learn about at school – continued

•
learning about cultural matters of personal relevance to themselves.


–
“Māori — it’s my favourite because that’s my background, that’s who I am.”

Other ‘interesting’ things mentioned related to the arts and sports/fitness activities.

As well as specifying particular subjects or topics within subjects that they found interesting, students quite frequently commented on what contributed to their finding learning interesting: mostly — reinforcing themes referred to throughout this report in relation to ‘student engagement’ — these comments were to do with having interesting activities in class, doing things in different/innovative ways, being able to see the relevance of what they were learning, learning new things, and having some choice:


–
“Maths is often boring — we just do, like normal stuff, get stuck on the same subject. Lots of numbers. But when we do things like doing graph assignments — average head size, eye colour [etc] — when we choose our subject and put it into a line or dot graph, it brings it to life and is much more interesting. And in technology we have been building 3-D structures, something a bit different from what we normally do.”


–
“Doing practical things to help us learn; in maths we are making an algebra game on the computer.”


–
“Hands-on things, like when we have to make things.”


–
“When we go on trips — like we went to the museum as part of our topic study. It’s interesting doing stuff outside of school. If you’re only at school it gets a bit boring, so doing something different is a bit cool.”


–
“I like learning new stuff, like about space (something I’ve never known about).”


–
“Hands-on stuff, like in technology, and in science when we dissected a cow’s eyeball.”


–
“It’s kind of fun when we do things in groups.”


–
“I just like learning new things.”


–
“PE, when we have free time and can choose what we do. I enjoy shooting goals.”


–
“We did evolution and, like, we didn’t learn anything! It’s like early man and like it’s so boring. We had hardly any information [to work with]. We had to get it ourselves and put it on a boring poster. It was OK but I wouldn’t do it if I had a choice. I would like to learn about being a lawyer or learn about teaching or something — something that’s good, that I could use.”

Views following transition

In Phases 3 and 4, students were asked an equivalent question to the one asked in Phase 1, albeit worded slightly differently. The question was: ‘Of the things you have been learning at school [so far] this year, which do you think are the most interesting, useful or important things to learn about?’ 

Once more, as illustrated in the comments that follow, students were particularly positive about subjects and topics when they could relate what they were learning to themselves in some meaningful way. 

It seemed that some students were particularly good at making links between what they were learning in and across subjects with everyday life, either on a personal level and/or more generally, and at relating present learning with what they might do in the future. This ability perhaps made them more likely than other students to be ‘open’ and see value in a wider range of learning content and opportunities. 

As well, it appeared that some teachers were particularly good at ensuring that students were able to see and understand links between classroom learning and the wider world, making the subjects more interesting and worthwhile for students.

Continued …
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What they found most important, interesting or useful to learn about at school – continued

Phase 3 comments


–
“Health is quite interesting, it’s less boring than other subjects. She teaches us good, useful things about life: stuff about smoking and how it’s bad for you. Social studies is good for the future. Even though it’s kind of boring, it’s useful: political stuff and leadership. I’ve never been good at that before.”


–
“Like, stuff in social studies: conservation, pollution, and stuff like that. It’s been the easiest subject to learn about throughout the year. And French: it’s a bit hard for me but it’s a good thing to learn. It’s good to learn another language, for when you go travelling. So you will know the basics of it if you go to another country.”


–
“Shakespeare in English, that’s pretty cool. I like the way they used words back then and how they’ve changed back now. I liked when we did a study of parliament in social studies. I understand more now about how the system is. And in performing arts I like learning about different music and listening to different music.”


–
“Social studies: I found learning about all the cultures in New Zealand interesting. I really like Shakespeare in English — ‘Midsummer Night’s Dream’. Those are the two things that stand out.”


–
“Option classes: enjoy my options because we pick them.”


–
“Graphics: I need it for my career. Science is quite interesting, learning about light and sound, and about ears and eyes (what’s inside them). And maths is interesting. And ‘Food for Life’ — bits of the body, what we’re supposed to eat.”


–
“Social studies: I love social studies. I think because it’s mostly the teacher I like — that probably helps, ‘cause the teacher is really cool. But there are interesting topics and it’s good for general knowledge. Performing arts and English are good too — having real cool teachers in each helps a lot too (although it’s been hard to have all the relievers in English). I’ve always loved English, it’s always been a favourite.”


–
“Music classes — learned heaps of stuff, playing guitar and reading notes.”


–
“Social studies: we watched a video called ‘The Power of One’ about how people lived in Africa (apartheid). They started to help each other to have a better life — history — I hadn’t heard about that before.”


–
“Learning about things in health — good and bad things, about certain thoughts, consequences and effects of certain things.”


–
“Maths, social studies, English, ‘cause in everyday life, they’re everywhere. Social studies tells you about the world and maths is complicated to learn, but if you really get into it, it’s fun.”


–
“English, because I want to do professional writing, like ‘Lord of the Rings’.”


–
“Commerce, health, science and English. Commerce because it tells you how to handle your money, science because it teaches you about your body and the way of life.”


–
“Drama, and kapa haka: it’s important to know who you are, so you learn to be confident in yourself.”


–
“English, ‘cause it just teaches you what you need to know (grammar, vocab, speaking in front of people and stuff). Unlike science — you may learn it but you may not need it. Maths ‘cause when you grow up you need to know about money and stuff so you don’t get ripped off.”

Continued …
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What they found most important, interesting or useful to learn about at school – continued

Phase 4 comments


–
“Maths is the most useful. It helps me in what I do. I enjoy it when the work is different, for example, experiments in science. I like science better now ‘cause of the experiments. We did an experiment on gravity: we blew up balloons.”


–
“The drama skills that we learn are good. We learn the skills to put into drama, and working with different people is so much fun. I’m getting more confident at it too. Home economics is good. We’ve been doing a theme of vegetables (we made stir fry). We’ve also made banana muffins, ‘Subway’ sandwiches and smoothies. The careers stuff in English has been good: budgeting, etc. We made business cards for homework, it was quite fun.”


–
“Science, it’s real fun. Have a good teacher this year. She’s real cool and makes it fun. She takes us outside for class trips — we look for dead animals [insects] on algae plants, for example. And we dissected squid.”


–
“In English I like learning about movies, about all the shots, angles, special effects and the language they use.”


–
“We learn interesting, useful things in metalwork. For example, if we buy chairs, we will know what the best structure is, what would last the longest.”


–
“Music — I don’t like learning theory but it is helping me.”


–
“Performing arts, I really enjoy it, it’s fun. Drama is real cool. We get into groups and act out skits; we make up dances in pairs. It builds your confidence: we have to do it in front of others. (We have the same teacher as last year.)”


–
“Learning about Māori culture and language so when I go home I can speak it.”


–
“Science is kind of important for me, ‘cause I want to be a doctor and need to know what to prepare for, for later. I like science and am doing well in it.”


–
“We have a new teacher in science: she teaches us what we’re interested in.”


–
“PE improves my sporting and helps me understand more about the body. Maths will help you later on in life because I hope to be a mechanic.”


–
“Volleyball — might get me a sports scholarship. Health — helps me to watch out for bad drugs and not to get involved. Maths — will help me for any kind of work. English — helps me to spell words, how to speak properly, and helps with my reading every night (the Bible).”


–
“French, because it’s a new language to me, something quite different to what you’re used to.”


–
“Electronics, because it helps me. It would be a good job, being an electrician. I also like computers, it would help me if I join [ie, study both] electronics and computers, they’re related. In the future, if I wanted to be an electrician [learning about these things] would help.”


–
“Some of the practical stuff I like, like science, teaches us about electricity, how everything works (eg, switches). Tech — it teaches you how to build stuff. And some of maths is [useful] — tells you how to construct circles, angles if you are a builder.”


–
“I like automotive because I’m interested in cars, interested in doing a job in that area. Art, it may help me in the future, in developing the design of cars. And social studies, I like looking towards history.”

Subject Performance: Student and Teacher Perspectives

As an important focus of the study we wanted to look at what relationships, if any, there might be between a student’s attitudes towards a subject, how good they felt they were at the subject, and their measured, and/or reported, achievement
 in that subject. At each phase of the study, therefore, as well as asking students about their subject likes and dislikes, we asked students about the subjects they felt they were ‘best at or good at’.

Nominating Subjects in which she Performed Best

When asked about the subjects she felt she was best at or good at, in Phase 1 Emily specified writing, science, “drama”, and music (“singing”).

But in Phase 2, Emily’s much less confident verdict was:

“I can’t really say — I don’t put myself in that position [of saying what I’m best at].”

While she did mention performing arts as something she felt she was good at, Emily’s initial comment in Phase 3 was similar in kind to the one she’d made in Phase 2:

“Don’t like talking about myself. It’s been a real topsy-turvy year — just getting used to everything.”

In Phase 4, however, Emily was much more at ease about saying what she felt she was good at:

“Performing arts, because I’ve got the confidence, I’m not ashamed [to perform]. ‘Business studies’ [because] I like to get a point across. Believe I would be very persuasive. Social [studies] — because I like to learn about different cultures and history.”

All Students

Explaining why they were ‘best at’ certain subjects

When students were asked at the various phases of the study why they felt they were ‘good at’ or ‘did best’ in certain subjects, their comments largely focused on: the feedback they received about their progress in a subject; the quality of teaching and/or their relationship with the teacher; the extent to which they were building on past learning; how much they liked the subject; whether they had an aptitude for the area of study; the effort they put in; the nature of the activities they undertook in class; the quality of the learning environment; and receiving support or encouragement from home. Each of these broad categories is now illustrated with students’ comments.

•
Helpful/encouraging feedback which builds confidence, and/or ‘doing well’ in the subject/getting good grades.


–
“’Cause I did well in my tests and my teacher spoke to me in private and told me that I’m doing well.”


–
“I enjoy them and my teacher told me ‘You’re doing good in these subjects’.”


–
“Because my test results tell me I am good. I am confident when I am doing these subjects. They are not a problem for me.”


–
“Because I get a lot of good feedback from the [English and performing arts] teachers.”


–
“Drama: because Miss tells me I can do it next year because I’m good in a group.”


–
“In art, other people (the teachers and other students) tell me I’m good at it.”


–
“Because if someone’s doing well, teacher will say ‘you have the potential’.”


–
“Technology, because I enjoy it and the teacher tells me — or wants me — to take it again next year.”


–
“Don’t like science but I’m good at it: get good marks.”


–
“In maths I get high marks in tests and teachers always say I have done well. Graphics: some of my work is on the wall in the classroom.”


–
“Have been involved in musicals. Had the lead in the school production. Very good feedback.”


–
“Social studies (even though I don’t like it), probably because I got a ‘good letter’ sent home for my assignment about aboriginals. We had a movie to watch and we had an assessment on that. I was told I wrote the report well.”

•
Good teaching/relating well to the teacher.


–
“Drama because the teachers all make me feel comfortable. They make me feel like I can do it even when it’s hard for me — they support me.”


–
“Because the teacher explains more stuff to me and makes sure that I understand. Not like the other teachers.”


–
“Maths, because the teachers are supportive. They help you and so you understand what you are doing and they revise with you.”


–
“’Cause my [maths] teacher always helps me. I listen a lot more in maths.”


–
“Because they’re fun and the teachers actually help you out.”


–
“I can communicate with those teachers more.”


–
“Have a new teacher, he’s a funny guy.”


–
“Science, it’s all right this year ‘cause we have a new teacher and she’s cool. And I feel I’m good at maths this year (I wasn’t last year) because of the teacher. She’s a good teacher. She makes it interesting and explains it well.”


–
“I like the teacher, she is kind.” 


–
“Teachers make subjects exciting.”


–
“Get positive response from teachers in these subjects. Never negative.”

Continued …
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Explaining why they were ‘best at’ certain subjects – continued
•
Able to build on past learning (students often expressed liking a sense of building on what they already knew/had previously learnt at school or at home).


–”In maths I have a long memory of what I learnt at primary school since Year 6.”


–
“Because I learned them well back in primary school and find they are easy.”


–
“I’m good at tikanga and te reo Māori because I speak Māori at home and I am Māori.”


–
“English because it has most of the stuff I’ve learnt about already. Economics, the same thing: I’m building on past stuff I know.”


–
“In maths and science I have lots of knowledge in them. They’re my favourite subjects and I do well at them.”


–
“More experience at school of these subjects, whereas I have only had a couple of years of technology and graphics. New subjects take time to get used to.” 

•
Enjoying the subject: for example, finding it interesting/new/challenging/relevant.


–
“Because I try harder at them than I do for other subjects because I enjoy them more.” 


–
“I am more confident and because I learn new things I can concentrate more. I like doing it.”


–
“I do best in science because I’m interested in science. There are lots of career options in science, for example, microbiology. Lots of career opportunities.”


–
“Social studies because I really enjoy it. It’s really interesting to find out about the past.”


–
“I am best at them because I like them and they interest me. When I’m interested, it’s always a lot easier to pick up.”


–
“In social studies I’ve never failed any test and I like the things we learn about — [for example], global warming (things that can happen in the years to come), and what’s happening now. I like learning about these things — this makes me good at it.”


–
“English, the writing part. I love stories. I have heaps of stories on my Dad’s computer.”


–
“When I like something, I get good at it.”


–
“Automotives — I’m really into cars and that stuff so when I grow up I’ll probably work in a garage, like sell car parts and that stuff. And for drama, I really like acting and stuff.”

•
Having an aptitude for the subject.


–
“Because my Mum says I have a talent for it [art] and I got a high merit for it.”


–
“Good at social studies because I’m good at geography and general knowledge.”


–
“Because I know I can do them. I have ability in them and enjoy them.”


–
“Maths: I’m good with numbers, good with figures.”


–
“I’m good at art ‘cause it runs in the family: my aunty and my Mum’s mum and my Dad’s sister and my brother, they’re good at painting, and they do mosaic stuff and things like that.”


–
“Graphics: I’m good at designing.”


–
“I am good at maths even if I don’t like it.”


–
“Maths and computers because I’ve always been able to pick them up easily.”


–
“PE, because I can play many sports easily.”

•
Having the ability/motivation to work hard.


–
“I do all my homework. I work hard at it.”


–
“My report came home saying I did well [in English]. I read every night before I go to bed, and I have made up a ‘chapter book’, a bit like a diary.”


–
“I just try hard.”

Continued …
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Explaining why they were ‘best at’ certain subjects – continued

–
“I try my hardest in these subjects more than I do in others because they are the classes I want to get into next year.”


–
“I enjoy them so I practise.”


–
“Because I study hard and I always read history at home and on the Internet.”

•
Preferring the sorts of activities, learning approaches in those subjects.


–
“Performing arts because I’m better at ‘doing’ things than ‘writing’ things.”


–
“They are sort of fun things to do so I enjoy them more and so I do better at them.”


–
“PE, it’s fun, the games we do are cool.”


–
“They are more practical, hands-on.”


–
“Do fun things, [for example, to do with] job opportunities, things that will help us in the future.”

•
A quality learning environment that suits their needs.


–
“Because my friends are not in those classes.”


–
“When I get a chance [ie, without lots of distractions], I do learn.”


–
“Drama — we’re all one and no-one judges me. We sit in a circle, give each other ideas.”


–
“In dance, I’m really getting along with the people.”


–
“Because if I don’t understand [in class] I can ask for help.”

•
Parental/family support and encouragement.

–
“My sister teaches me how to use computers. She taught me how to type.”


–
“My Dad teaches me at home (in maths). Shows me how to do the working out.”


–
“My Dad teaches me if I don’t understand.”

Teacher Views on the Subjects in which Emily Performed Best and Least Well 

Teachers provided feedback in Phases 1 and 3 about the subjects they felt individual students in the study did best and least well in. Table 8 contains the data specifically relating to Emily.

There are some interesting parallels and gaps between these data and teacher feedback about the subjects they felt Emily most and least liked (shown in Table 7).

The Year 9 form teacher’s nomination of social studies as a subject Emily did best in, although at a different phase, reinforces Emily’s assertion in Phase 4 that social studies was one of her strongest subjects in terms of achievement. 

Table 8:
The subjects that Emily did best and least well in according to her teachers 

	The subject the student…
	Phase 1:
Year 8 teacher
	Phase 3:
Year 9 form teachera

	…did best in
	Māori; written language; mathematics
	Social studies

	…did least well in
	Fitness; art
	[not answered]


a
Only form teachers who answered ‘yes’ to the question ‘Are you aware of how things are for this student in his/her subjects generally — eg, the subjects s/he likes best and least and/or how the student performs in different subjects?’ were asked to comment further. 

It is also of note that the Year 8 teacher reported that mathematics was one of three subjects Emily did best in. This view is reinforced by the data in Table 14 (Chapter 13) which show that Emily achieved a high score on the asTTle mathematics test in Phase 1. However, this level of achievement in maths did not appear to continue, as Emily’s asTTle scores for this subject declined quite markedly in subsequent phases of the study. This was despite Emily saying she enjoyed maths more as time went on (Table 5), attributing the enjoyment in large part to feeling very positively about her maths teacher. It is notable however that at no point did Emily specify maths as a subject she was ‘best at or good at’.

Preference for Subjects as Measured by the AsTTle Attitude Scale

Students were assessed at each phase of the study in reading, writing and mathematics by means of the package, Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning (asTTle). 

As part of asTTle assessments, students are required to complete six attitudinal questions about the particular subject in which they’re being assessed. Three of the attitudinal questions in the mathematics and reading assessments and two questions in the writing assessment ask how much the student likes the particular subject. A further three questions in mathematics and reading and four questions in writing ask students how good they feel they are at these subjects, and whether they feel their teachers and parents or caregivers think they are good at the subject, the aim being to determine how confident students are of their ability, as well as how they think others view their ability.

As shown in Exhibit F, students indicate how they feel 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. Students’ answers are then averaged to indicate their overall preference for a particular subject. 
Exhibit F: 
Questions answered by students in asTTle testing sessions to gauge overall preference for a subject area (in this case, reading)
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The first five attitude questions were essentially the same in each of the assessment areas of reading, writing and mathematics. But question A6 above, for reading, was replaced with ‘How do you feel about doing things in maths you haven’t tried before?’ for mathematics, while for writing, question A6 became ‘How good do you think you are at spelling?’
Emily’s attitudes towards mathematics, reading, and writing, as measured by the asTTle scale, are shown in Table 9. 

Interestingly, her results do not generally follow the downward trend in attitudes towards subjects over time, characteristic of students overall, both in this study (see ‘All Students’ data below) and, for maths in particular, the national asTTle data set. However, they do reflect quite closely what Emily conveyed about subjects in her interviews. For example, as discussed in Chapter Five, while Emily did not speak favourably about reading in Phase 1, by the end of the study she was feeling much more positive towards it. The data in Table 9 reveal that Emily’s attitude score for reading was only 2.2 in Phase 1 (and below the group mean), but had risen to 2.5 by the end of the study, which while still not high was at least in the desired direction. 

In contrast, Emily regarded writing as a pleasurable spare time activity in Phase 1 and her asTTle attitude score at that time was considerably above the group mean, at 3.3. While she remained generally quite positive about writing over the course of the study, her asTTle attitude score never resumed the pre-transition level, suggesting that her priorities were changing, especially in relation to writing as a leisure-time activity. 

Her attitude scores for mathematics are interesting in that they increased slightly between Phase 1 and Phase 4, even though her achievement in maths showed a considerable decline over the same period. However, again, her asTTle scores are consistent with comments made in her interviews: that she was enjoying maths more at secondary school than she had at primary school. 

Table 9:
Emily’s attitudes towards mathematics, reading, and writing as measured by asTTle at each phase of the studya
	
	Mathematics
	Reading
	Writing

	
	Rating
	Group mean
	Rating
	Group mean
	Rating
	Group mean

	Phase 1 — November 2003
	2.7
	2.9
	2.2
	3.1
	3.3
	2.8

	Phase 2 — March 2004
	3.0
	2.9
	2.5
	2.9
	2.5
	2.6

	Phase 3 — October 2004
	2.7
	2.8
	1.7
	2.8
	2.7
	2.6

	Phase 4 — April 2005
	2.8
	2.7
	2.5
	2.8
	2.8
	2.6


a
Note: The higher the rating score (the maximum being 4), the more favourable the attitude towards the curriculum area in question. 

Luke’s attitudes towards mathematics, reading, and writing according to asTTlea
Confirming comments made in his interviews, Luke’s asTTle attitude scores, shown in the following table, indicate that he was considerably more positive about reading than he was about writing. His attitude towards mathematics fell somewhere in between.
	
	Mathematics
	Reading
	Writing

	
	Rating
	Group meanb
	Rating
	Group mean
	Rating
	Group mean

	Phase 1 — November 2003
	2.5
	2.9
	3.0
	3.1
	2.2
	2.8

	Phase 2 — March 2004
	2.5
	2.7
	3.0
	2.9
	2.2
	2.6

	Phase 3 — October 2004
	2.7
	2.7
	2.8
	2.8
	2.2
	2.6

	Phase 4 — April 2005
	2.3
	2.6
	3.0
	2.8
	2.0
	2.6


a
Note: The higher the rating score (the maximum being 4), the more favourable the attitude towards the curriculum area in question. 

b
It may be noted that group means for mathematics in the table for Luke differ from the group means for this subject reported in Table 9 (Emily’s results). This is because, from Phase 2 onwards, students who had achieved high scores in the maths asTTle test in Phase 1 (of whom Emily was one) took a slightly different test (incorporating a few items at a higher curriculum level). Thus there were two ‘test groups’ of students for mathematics. (Reasons for the test variation are explained in our report Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling.)

All Students

Their asTTle attitude scores

As can be seen from the graph, students’ attitudes towards each of mathematics, reading and writing declined quite markedly between Phases 1 and 4 of the study. These data are discussed in more depth in our report Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling.
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Summary Statements on Emily’s Attitudes towards her Subject Areas
The extent to which Emily could gain a sense of the relevance of particular subjects to her present or future life was a very important ingredient in how positive her attitudes were towards that subject, or to specific topics within the subject area. 

For Emily, other important influences on the development of positive attitudes to or about a subject included: ‘liking’ it, often simply because it appealed to her, irrespective of whether it would be of particular value for her future; ‘having fun learning it’; a good relationship with the teacher taking the subject; learning something new; being challenged by the work; and receiving recognition for good work or effort.

The discussion in this chapter further indicated that a preference or liking for a particular subject is not necessarily constant, but can fluctuate for much the same reasons as those given in the preceding paragraph: that is, feelings about the person teaching the subject at a particular time, how the subject is being taught, the current topic of study, and recent feedback about progress in that subject.

And, sometimes, dislike of a subject seems to develop when there is a mismatch between what a student was expecting, and the reality. Where Emily had expected art to be a relaxed, fun subject, she found instead that it often involved hard, serious study, and a formal classroom environment which discouraged students from talking. Similarly, on her arrival at secondary school, Emily anticipated that science would involve a lot of interesting, fun experiments, but the reality was quite different, for reasons she did not understand.

Also, for Emily, liking or enjoying a subject did not always necessarily mean doing well in it (that is, compared to her performance in other subjects). For example, while her enjoyment of mathematics increased at secondary school, her achievement in this subject did not. But unlike some other students in the study, for Emily, feeling she was good at a subject did seem to correspond closely to her liking for the subject, for example, performing arts and writing. 

Chapter Eleven:
The Year 8–9 Transition
This chapter focuses specifically on the Year 8 to Year 9 transition — that is, when students undergo the shift from primary to secondary schooling.
 The data presented from and about Emily and the other students in the study provide valuable insights about the ways in which students experience this transition point, and the sorts of things teachers and schools do, or could do, to ease students through it. 

But these data are of even greater value when considered in conjunction with other findings of the study, such as the information presented in previous chapters about student learning and social engagement before and after transition, and the student achievement data as presented in Chapter Thirteen. 

The importance of any links between these various sets of data are discussed in Chapter Fourteen, when addressing the research questions established for our transition study, as well as in the other two reports in the series.

The particular content of this chapter includes discussion of choice of secondary school, student feelings about moving on to secondary school and what they anticipated would be the best and not so good things about secondary school. As well, there is discussion about the preparation students received for the transition, how long it took to settle in their new school and the main influences on this, how students were experiencing secondary school early and late in their first year there, and how they felt secondary school compared with school the previous year.

Previous Experience of Moving to a New School

The transition research literature
 talks about the impact on students of changing schools, or even of undergoing year to year class changes within the same school. This ‘impact’ is frequently referred to in terms of negative effects, such as stress for the student, disruption to social networks, and interruptions to academic progress. 

By asking students in Phase 1 how often, or if, they had changed schools in the past, we wanted to gauge the extent of students’ experience of this sort of transition and how they had found that experience. 
  

It happened that Emily had attended the same primary school since the day she began school. 

All Students

Previous experience of changing schools

The large majority (81%) of participating students were enrolled in full primary schools at the beginning of the study, while the remainder attended intermediate schools.

In Phase 1, 44 percent of our then Year 8 students who were attending a full primary school said that they had been going to the same school since they began their primary education. A further 32 percent had had one change of school, while the remaining students — just under a quarter — had experienced between two and seven moves (the latter students mostly going back and forth between the same two schools). 

We also asked the students attending intermediate schools in Phase 1 how long they had been at their present school. Most of these students had attended the same intermediate throughout Years 7 and 8, although five students had spent only one year or less there.

Students to whom it applied were further asked how moving schools had felt. While for some students the move had been a recent experience (a matter of weeks or less), for most of the students it was at least a year or more behind them, often several years. 

However, the comments students made are very similar to the feelings they expressed when anticipating the transition to secondary school, and their experiences once they arrived at secondary school. That is, a chief fear for students before arriving at a new school was that they would miss their old friends and have difficulty making new ones, that people wouldn’t be ‘nice to them’, they wouldn’t know their way around or how everything worked, and so on. 

And, as was the case for the students when contemplating the move to secondary school (see later in this chapter), rather than anticipating only problems about going to a different school, some students felt that their new school might well offer advantages over their present school. 

Most students commented too that, looking back, despite some adjustments, they had settled into their new school quite quickly, especially in cases where the school had assigned them a ‘buddy’ to give them support in their early days there. 

It is of interest to note that when students talked about moves between primary schools they seldom mentioned worries about their schoolwork, concentrating more on social aspects of school. The students in intermediate schools, however, as well as expressing remembered anxieties about friendships, also referred to worries about coping with schoolwork and homework, and to the size of the school: the same sorts of responses students made when talking about the transition to secondary school.

A sample of the students’ comments follows.

Primary students


–
“At first I didn’t want to ‘cause I was sad leaving all my friends at my old school behind. But I settled in quite quickly.”


–
“[Changing schools] makes me nervous and shy but I settle in quite quickly.”


–
“Excited, and a friend came here too. But I made new friends instantly on the first day.”


–
“I felt nervous, scared, frightened and I didn’t feel like going to another school.”


–
“Was nervous: I played them [kids at this school] in rugby when I was at my last school and I thought they’d hate me [because we won] but they like me.”

Continued

All Students

Previous experience of changing schools – continued


–
“I was really annoyed [having to move schools] because [my last school] was rich and flash and we had all kinds of things there. When I got here it didn’t feel that it had that much stuff. Here the people are more friendly but they swear a lot.”


–
“Lonely, didn’t know anybody. School gave me a buddy on the first day to help me.”


–
“Felt shy, didn’t know anyone. Difficult getting to know the teachers.”


–
“Nervous, don’t know anyone. Sometimes I repeat work done at other schools.”


–
“People couldn’t pronounce my name, didn’t know any people, made new friends after a couple of days. Difficult getting to know new teacher.”


–
“Scary. Meeting new friends and people all over again.”


–
“Wasn’t that bad because I knew one girl there.”


–
“Wasn’t scary because I was used to moving ‘cause I’d done it once before.”


–
“Very nerve wracking, unsure, didn’t know anyone at this school.”


–
“Scary and it was very difficult coming to this school because people tease you and other people bully others and tease them.”

Intermediate students


–
“Scared out of my wits: thought work was going to be hard, that I was going to be dumb. It’s probably what 200 people thought when I [we] first came here.”


–
“Scary. Meeting new people was hard, this school was much bigger than my small primary school. The size of the school, and the students scared me a lot.”


–
“Scary. Thought the work was going to be harder, and someone might come and bully me.”


–
“When I was at [my primary school] I wasn’t getting as good an education as I could so I was scared about the work. And I didn’t really want to come because my friends wouldn’t be here, but it was OK. It is more like a college, more people. We don’t change classes but we have to stick to timetables.”


–
“Scary, I didn’t know many people. But good things were the new environment, new facilities and experiences.”


–
“Actually kind of frustrating because of all the homework (but got used to it). I felt nervous, hard to get along with new people in my class. Good things were I had a nice teacher and people were kind enough to show me around.”


–
“Was nervous about making friends and what teacher I’d get — whether she’d be a kind teacher.”


–
“I liked it. When I came here I had lots of friends here already and it’s a good school.”


–
“Nervous. Meeting new people, new school and because my friends were going to a different school — I wanted to go with them.”


–
“Just been here seven months [since he and his family came from India]. Felt scared but the students behaved well with me. Teachers told me everything I need to do.”

Choice of Secondary School

A smooth transition to secondary schooling can be affected by the extent to which students feel positively about the school they are to attend, and feel they have at least some choice about the school selected. Although Emily said in Phase 1 that the secondary school she was to attend was a ‘parents only’, rather than a joint, decision, she did not express any concerns about this.

Her view on why she had been enrolled in the particular secondary school was simply that it was the local school for students who lived in the area (and therefore not really a matter of ‘choice’) and also because it was the closest school to where she lived. 

Emily’s parents responded similarly; that the secondary school Emily was to go to served the local community and that it was not a matter of choosing as such. They did however add that the school had been their second choice but did not offer an explanation. 

All Students

Choice of secondary school 

By the time we interviewed them in Phase 1, all students in the study had recently been enrolled in a secondary school. We asked them who had chosen the secondary school they were to attend and what the main reasons for choosing it had been.

Just over half (52%) of students advised that they and their parents had made the decision together. 

For a further 29 percent it had been a ‘parents only’ choice, while, in contrast, 17 percent of students felt that they alone had decided. The few remaining students answered that it had not been a question of ‘choice’ because the school they were to attend was the only one available in their school zoning area.

The most frequent sorts of responses given to the question regarding main reasons for choice of secondary school were: that the school was the closest to home and/or it was the local school; friends were going there; older siblings were currently there or had attended the school in the past (as had, in some cases, their parents); the school had a good reputation; and it offered a good subject choice (curriculum) and/or range of extra-curricular activities (particularly sports).

Of note is that for at least 12 percent of students in the study, ‘selection’ of the secondary school they were to attend was because they could not get into their first (or second or even third) choice of school, usually because they lived out of zone for the preferred schools. 

It was also evident that for several of the students who couldn’t get into their school of choice that this meant they entered secondary school with greater feelings of negativity than would otherwise have been the case. 

Mainly, they had wanted to attend a different school because their friends were going there, but some had wanted to attend other schools because they felt they would be better catered for in terms of their academic and/or performing arts (eg, music) or other needs. 

And a few were also unhappy because they had wanted to go to a higher decile secondary school, to ‘match’ the primary/intermediate school they were currently in, especially as most of their friends had been successful in enrolling in such a school.

But with the exception of the last-mentioned students, most of those who had been unsuccessful in their (or their parents’) first choice of secondary school did not seem to be too concerned about it:


–
“I wanted to go to [another] school ‘cause most of my friends are going there. But my parents didn’t want me to ‘cause it’s too far. But I feel all right about going to [this school] now.”


–
“I would like to go to [a school in town] probably because you can learn more out there because you would meet different people. Because my friends sometimes want you to do something you don’t want to do. Also I wanted to go to [a different school nearer home] but parents said it has one of the lowest passing rates so they chose [the one I’m going to] — but that’s fine with me.”

Preparation for the Move to Secondary School 

In their review of the literature on the primary to secondary transition, McGee et al (ibid) refer to research which focuses on the importance of primary and intermediate schools ensuring that students are well prepared for secondary school, and that secondary schools have initiatives in place to help their new Year 9 students settle and adjust well to secondary schooling. While this particular report focuses primarily on a student perspective of what schools and teachers did to help students through the transition, comment on the transition from the point of view of teachers and principals is provided in our report Easing the Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling: A Resource Document.

At the beginning of the study, when the students were almost at the end of their primary schooling, we asked them if ‘anything been done at school to help you learn things about the secondary school you will be going to next year’. Emily’s response was that:

“My teachers have talked to us about what to expect next year: behaviour things, what work will be expected, consequences of behaviours.”

Emily had also been to an interview with her parents at her intended secondary school, which she found “OK”. As well, her parents had talked to her about moving on to secondary school. 
Overall, Emily felt that the information she had received from her teachers and parents and through attending the interview had been ”helpful”, and that there was nothing more she ‘would like done to help [her] get ready for the move to secondary school’, or, at least, nothing more that she could think of at the time.

All Students

What their schools did to prepare them for secondary school

Asked in Year 8 if ‘anything [had] been done at [or through] school to help you learn things about the secondary school you will be going to next year?’ the large majority said that there had. The remaining eight (7%) students either responded ‘no, nothing has been done’ or answered that they were ‘not sure/can’t think of anything’.

The students who felt that they had received some preparation for secondary school most often mentioned that: 

•
the principal of the secondary school they were enrolled in had come to their primary/intermediate school and given a talk to the Year 8 students, followed by question time; 

•
they had gone with their parents to a meeting or special evening at the secondary school to hear what it was like there; 

•
they and their parents had attended an ‘enrolment interview’ with the principal at secondary school (“Interview with the principal at the [secondary school] — it was fun”);

•
their Year 8 teachers had been talking to them about what they might expect when they reached secondary school; 

•
they had received an information pack from the secondary school. 

And a number of students felt they were familiar with the secondary school because they had visited the school quite regularly for a particular reason, such as to attend rehearsals for a school production which was to be staged there.

Other ways the students had learned about their intended secondary school included:

•
their school having arranged for Year 8 students to go on an orientation visit to the secondary school during school-time; 

Continued …

All Students

What their schools did to prepare them for secondary school – continued

•
senior students from the secondary school coming to talk to them and give ‘a student perspective’ of life at secondary school (“They were interesting and useful because they told us how they felt on their first day at the new school”); 

•
Year 9 deans visiting their Year 8 classes to answer questions and administer ‘pre-entry tests’. 

Some students mentioned too that their Year 8 teachers had been giving them work that was ‘more like secondary school’ or had implemented other strategies to help Year 8 students familiarise themselves with anticipated ‘ways of doing things’ at secondary school: 


–
“The work we are doing in class, it’s more like next year’s [work].” 


–
“We get given extension form 3/form 4 [Year 9/Year 10] work: a taste of what we will be getting at college. And little tests to see what our average is on ‘older students’ work’. The teachers help to see if we can cope.”


–
“Getting a bit more maths homework to help us prepare for next year.” 

A further question to students who felt they had received some preparation for moving on to secondary school was whether they had found the information received, or the meetings or activities they had participated in, interesting and/or useful. 

Most students answered positively, although there were around 10 percent who felt that what they had received was either not useful (mainly because they couldn’t remember what they had been told): “He [teacher] gave us some tips but I can’t remember what they are” or not interesting, for example: “Not very interesting. They were only explaining that we’d have the same activities as we have at this school.”

Some comments from students who did find the preparation helpful follow. (It is interesting to note that the advice they received quite often included a focus on ‘what would happen’ if they didn’t work hard and behave well at secondary school.)


–
“Teachers have talked to us about next year. There will be a point system. If we don’t hand in homework we’ll get a detention and things like that. Principal from [the secondary school] came to talk. It was helpful. We heard what it will be like, what the classrooms are like, what subjects, what will happen on the first day.”


–
“Prepared you — [for example], about deadlines for handing in work and that we will have to be moving around classes.”


–
“Quite helpful. [When I went to the open night] it looked like a fun school. The teachers [here] have talked to us: they told us how we will have to be on time, about changing teachers, [etc].”


–
“Teachers at this school have talked to us about what we’ll be doing there, what subjects to choose from and where to go with problems. And people have come in [here] — the principal from [the secondary school] — and told us about the subjects and sports. Some of it was useful. Gave an idea of what it might be like.”


–
“Yep [been helpful]. My teacher has talked about behaviour things — consequences of behaviour — and what work will be expected. Had an interview at [the secondary school] with my parents: it was OK.”


–
“[My teacher], he says it will be a lot harder and if you want to muck around the teachers won’t take it [ie, put up with it], they’ll just give you a detention.”


–
“[What my teachers here have told me has helped me] because if we have a problem at secondary school we can just go back in time and think of the things we have been taught by the teachers [here].”


–
“Useful. Principal told us reasons, ‘don’t be afraid, it’s just like going to intermediate but with people that are older than you’. I half believed it, half didn’t.”


–
Useful. Learned from the principal that if you be naughty you’ll get into trouble and get suspension. Also [learned] that the school was caring.”

Continued …
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What their schools did to prepare them for secondary school – continued


–
“Was helpful. They [the principal and senior students] brought videos of how it’s going to be like there. Doing PE every day. That will be a new change. And they have class periods. I haven’t learned about that yet. I had an interview [at the secondary school too]. I was a fair bit nervous. They gave me my letter of acceptance right there.”


–
“[Teachers here] have taught us how to write notes very fast. How to cope at secondary school. The work you will be expected to do. Like 500-word essays.”


–
“My teacher has talked to us a bit. She says it’s a good school. I liked the principal’s talk. Learned about options we can take. I’m going to take art and graphics next year. And I like languages.”

What they remembered of the advice provided by Year 8 teachers to prepare them for the transition

When we asked the students in Phase 2 if they could think back to when their teacher(s) had talked to them about coming to secondary school, and remember anything that had particularly helped them to settle into Year 9, a few students could think of things but claimed it hadn’t been of help: “Was told to ‘be a good boy and don’t get into trouble’. Hasn’t really helped me.” And several others answered that they couldn’t think of anything: “Can’t remember”; “Nothing I can think of.”  

But most students could recall advice, suggestions or practical tips that had been of some help to them. 

Their comments fell into several main categories. These were:

•
Reassurance;


–
“Telling us that the work would be similar, that maths and English would be much the same.”


–
“They told me that [the secondary school] is a really good school. My teacher said it’s such a good school. It helped me feel positive about coming here.”


–
“That you’d meet new friends and that it is important to try and be friendly.”


–
“’It’s just the same as primary. You are going with your friends, and sometimes I will visit you’.”


–
“Said we did pretty good last year and we would be ready for college.”

•
‘Shock tactics’: that is, being told ‘for their own good’ that they needed to work hard now, learn to be organised, and so on, because their secondary school teachers would be less lenient, the work would be harder, homework would be more prolific, and there would be punishments, such as detentions or suspension, for inappropriate behaviours;


–
“Better be ready for heaps of work!”


–
“That we wouldn’t get away with talking in class.”


–
“She told us to pay more attention in class because the stuff will be harder to learn.”


–
“Told us to be more organised — in schoolwork, homework. Told us the teachers [at secondary school] wouldn’t give us as much slack as [we were used to].”


–
“We were told the work would be harder and that we’d need to change work habits so that we can get through high school.”


–
“He warned us and said we weren’t going to be given everything on a silver platter. He said if you want something, you’re going to have to do it/get it yourself.”

•
Positive encouragement to make the most of the new or wider opportunities that would be available to them at secondary school;


–
“That it’s good to get into extra-curricular activities, make more friends by doing this.”


–
“Just do well in school, try to get yourself involved in things.”
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What they remembered of the advice provided by Year 8 teachers to prepare them for the transition – continued

•
Practical tips and facts to refer to or ‘fall back on’;


–
“They told us that you have to get used to the kids first —  so you won’t be alone — and then the teachers, ‘cause you only have the teachers once a day and the kids are with you all day long. That [advice] helped me.”


–
“Choosing the right friends — so they don’t hold back my learning.”


–
“[Told to] ’do heaps of reading’.”


–
“We developed ‘key learning’ books in maths last year (containing important concepts to remember). Our teachers said it would help us this year. For example, being able to look back in our books and see how to multiply and turn numbers into fractions. It has helped me this year — for example, the rhymes we wrote down to help us remember things.”


–
“[To] be good, don’t annoy teachers and do your homework — make [doing] it a habit. Prepared me better for this year.”


–
“She gave us more homework so we would be prepared for next year.”

•
General best wishes for the future.


–
“Hold your head high and reach for the stars.”


–
“To try my hardest, jump at the opportunities and do well in everything I do.”

Whether anyone else had ‘told’ them about secondary school prior to going there

Students were also asked if anyone (outside of school) had talked to them about going on to secondary school, including telling them specific things about the school, the work, and so on. 

A large majority of students (83%) answered ‘yes’, specifying that most often the people concerned were either older siblings and/or parents. Some students also mentioned that they had received some preparation as a result of their parents taking them to an interview with the principal of their intended school. 

Students variously found the talks they had had:

•
reassuring (hearing about the positive aspects of the school, including the wide range of opportunities available); 

•
unsettling (eg, when siblings scared them about the hard work they would encounter); 

•
interesting but not necessarily helpful (eg, when their parents talked about their own days at the school),;and 

•
insufficient — for example, students indicated wanting more facts about the nature and difficulty of the work they would encounter, how much homework they would receive, what would be expected of them, and what their teachers would be like, and, particularly significantly, some wanted more help with their reading, writing, spelling and maths so they felt better prepared for secondary school).

And, rather worryingly, there were also almost 15 percent of students who felt that no-one outside of school had talked with them at all to help them prepare for the transition. 

All Students

How they felt about moving on to secondary school

In their last term at primary/intermediate school, just over one-third of the students felt “excited”, “happy”, or in a few cases “enthusiastic”, “confident” or “good” when they thought about going to secondary school. The students most often said that they were ready for and looking forward to new challenges, to learning new subjects, and meeting new people — both students and teachers. Some students’ positive attitude, however, seemed to relate more to feeling reassured because they already had friends or relations at the school or had had the chance to become familiar with some aspects of their new school. Some, too, simply stated that they were ready to move on in their life, and that they were looking forward to adulthood. 

A considerably larger group (55%) of students described themselves as “nervous”, “scared” or “sad” in anticipation of the move to secondary school. Some of these students put it even more strongly: for example, one stated that “I dread it” while another said “I’m very nervous — it’s a huge step”. 

Students who were worried about secondary school frequently expressed concerns about “bigger kids” and the possibility — or even, in the view of some students, the likelihood — of being bullied, whether or not they would make new friends or “fit in”, and having to cope with what they expected to be considerably harder, and more, work. 

Other fears included getting lost in a much bigger, unfamiliar school, getting into trouble for being late for class, and having to cope with multiple and “much stricter” teachers. 


–
“Probably will get lost. It is a big school. Then I won’t get to class on time and I’ll get into trouble. My parents will get a letter saying ‘how come he can’t get to class on time’. Kids at the school, I’ll feel different, I won’t be the biggest. The teachers might be strict too.”

Some students too were very sad at the thought of leaving their old school behind, especially those who had attended the same school throughout their schooling. They were unhappy about no longer seeing teachers with whom they had established a particular rapport and anticipated missing younger friends in the school. A few were just clearly apprehensive about the thought of ‘change’.

Although some of the students’ fears were potentially major — being able to cope well with change, and establish positive, new relationships, for example — other concerns, such as fear of getting lost and being late for class, are likely to be only very short-term transition problems for most students. A number of students, while anxious, had some awareness of this. One student observed: 


–
“I’m worrying ‘what if I don’t know what I’m supposed to do or say’. But I’m beginning to calm down. I now realise that people I already know are there. And I’ve also heard that [the school] is getting really good entertainment and music and drama reviews. I reckon when I get there I’ll be OK.”

And another, pragmatic, student simply stated:


–
“It’s part of life — nothing much you can do about it.”

Remaining students (10%) said they were feeling both “nervous and excited” or “happy and sad” about their move to secondary school. Despite some concerns about how they would cope with things that were different from their primary schooling experience, they were looking forward to new challenges and experiences.

Feelings about Secondary School before Transition

When we asked the then Year 8 students if they could think of one word to describe how they felt about going to secondary school, Emily’s word was “scared”. 

Emily advised that her own teacher, as well as other teachers of Year 8 students in the school, had talked to the class about what to expect at secondary school. But regardless of the preparation she had received, Emily still felt apprehensive…

“…because I don’t know what is expected of me. I just don’t want to go ‘cause I want to stay here — ‘cause everything’s given to you here.”

So although Emily had indicated earlier that the information provided by her primary school teachers on what it would be like in Year 9 was helpful and sufficient
, and despite the range of data that reveal Emily as a social girl with very positive attitudes to school and education generally, she still felt very uncertain about the prospect of the unknown: part of the ‘normal human condition’ perhaps. 

Emily’s perception of ‘how secondary school would be different from school this year’ was that:

“There’ll be different classes. Here you know everyone in the school, [there], you won’t know most people. I will feel scared about getting a hiding from older kids; I feel safe at primary. And you feel comfortable with teachers at primary, ‘cause you know them.”

It was this sort of response from Emily and other of our students that led us to include a question in Phase 2 about relationships with older students once they arrived at secondary school — see later in this chapter.

Perceptions of the Best and Not So Good Things about Secondary School Prior
to Transition
Best Things

To further gauge Year 8 students’ feelings about moving to secondary school, we asked what they 
thought would ‘be the best things about going to secondary school’. Emily stated:

“[It will be a] new challenge and experience. Knowing you are becoming older and becoming 
an adult and not a kid anymore.”

This response reflects Emily’s basically optimistic side: despite some natural concerns about the changes she would face as a result of the Year 8—Year 9 transition, she recognised the positive aspects of taking new steps and moving forward.

Not So Good Things

To the question ‘What do you think will be the not so good things about going to secondary school?’ Emily again referred to her fear of possible aggression from other students:

“Maybe getting a hiding from bigger kids.”

Anticipated Best and Not So Good Things about Secondary School: 
Parent Perspective

Emily’s parents felt that the best thing about secondary school for Emily would be “to further her education”.

And in relation to the ‘hardest — or not so good — things’ for Emily about going to secondary school they simply stated “we do not envision any problems”. 

Teacher and Parent Predictions of How Well Emily would Cope with the Move to Secondary School

In Phase 1, Emily’s parents and Year 8 teacher were asked how well they thought Emily would cope with the transition to secondary school.

Emily’s Year 8 teacher expected that Emily would cope ‘extremely well’:

“Emily is a confident student who adapts well to new environments and situations. She relates well to students and teachers (is highly social!).”
Similarly, while Emily’s parents felt Emily was “Excited, nervous” about the prospect of secondary school, they also considered their daughter would cope ‘extremely well’ with the transition:

“Emily is a very confident and responsible student so she should not have any problems.”

Luke on the Year 8 to Year 9 Transition

Luke had wanted to attend a different secondary school, in the area where his father lived. But because the school had a considerable waiting list and took only a limited number of students from out-of-zone, he effectively had no choice but to attend the local school. 

Although disappointed about not obtaining his first choice of school, this was mainly because of the link with his father and not because he did not like the idea of the school he was to attend. A reassuring aspect for him of going to his local school was that several of his primary school friends were also going there.

Nevertheless when Luke was in Year 8 he was “scared” at the thought of going to secondary school:

“It’s way bigger than this school. Won’t be used to it.”

He did say, however, that his teacher had talked to them about what to expect the next year and had been introducing them to work in class that would be more like the work they could expect in Year 9. In addition, Luke had been on a tour of the secondary school and had attended an open night at the school with his parents.

Luke went on to say that he would like to have known more about how much homework he’d be getting at secondary school and how hard it (the homework) would be.

 He anticipated that the ways in which secondary school would be different from primary school would be that…

“…the work will be harder and the population of kids [will be different] — lots of older ones.”
In Luke’s opinion, the best things about secondary school would be:

“Meeting new friends, playing against other colleges in sport.”

And when asked about what might be the ‘not so good things’ about going to secondary school, Luke replied:

“Not really anything.”
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Predictions about the best and not so good things about secondary school 

The ‘best things’

There were three main themes in what our then Year 8 students anticipated would be the ‘best things’ about secondary school. These were that:

•
secondary school would provide opportunities to take up new challenges and opportunities; 

•
they would be able to meet and make friends with a much wider, and diverse circle of young people; and 

•
they would have a greater choice of subjects and be able to learn new and different things. 

The possibility of greater sporting opportunities, especially being able to play in school teams against other schools, were also very important to a considerable number of students, as were the expected music and drama options for a number of other students.

And some students simply referred to secondary school as a symbol of greater freedom, in the sense that they were becoming young adults and were ready to take on more responsibilities.

The ‘not so good things’

Although a few students stated that they did not think there would be any ‘not so good things’ about going to secondary school — “Nothing bad really, it just depends on yourself, what you do”; “Nothing, I’ll probably enjoy everything” — the majority of students mentioned at least one worry or concern. 

They were most likely to state that they might experience problems with ‘relationships’: would they be able to make new friends? and the ‘right sort of friends’?; how would they get on without their present friends who were going to different schools?; would they get on with their new teachers?; would they ‘fit in’?; how would they cope with being the youngest in the school again, without their former responsibilities and privileges?; how would they feel being part of a much bigger school population? 

There was also considerable anxiety about being bullied by the ‘big kids’, and whether they could manage what they anticipated would be harder work, with a lot more homework.

Again, there was frequent reference to worries about negotiating a larger, unfamiliar school, moving between classes without getting lost and being late, managing their books and other equipment, and getting used to wearing a uniform.

Parent and Teacher Perspectives on Luke’s Transition to Secondary School

Luke’s mother felt that the best thing about secondary school for Luke would be that he…

“…would be forced to improve his self-organisation, that he would be able to do new subjects such as Māori and performing arts, take part in a greater range of extra-curricular activities, and generally have more opportunities to try new things.”
And in relation to anticipated ‘hardest’ things for Luke about secondary school, she stated that it would be…

“…being organised!”

Asked how well she thought Luke would cope with the move to secondary school, Luke’s mother considered he ‘[would] cope reasonably well in most respects/some ups and downs’. 

She noted that although Luke was…

“…a wee bit nervous, [the transition] is still quite a way off [for him] and he doesn’t seem too worried yet, and also he knows other people who are going there, and is reasonably confident about trying new things.”

However, she added that she herself was more nervous about the transition than her son at that point, referring again to her concerns about his organisational skills:

“I’m really worried [about Luke’s transition]: will he get to the bus on time, will he remember which class, will he lose his bus pass! And he’ll be a ‘small fish in a big pond’.”

Luke’s Year 8 teacher predicted that Luke would cope with the transition ‘extremely well’:

“He has excellent social skills, he loves being involved in positive activities, and is resistant to peer pressure.”

She also wrote:

“He has excellent leadership qualities. His lack of application in written activities may hold him back academically but shouldn’t affect his attitude and transition.”
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Coping with the transition to secondary school: parent and teacher views shortly before and after the transition

To complement the students’ perspective, we asked parents and teachers prior to the transition how well they thought individual students in the study would handle the progression to secondary schooling; in Phase 2 of the study we also asked them how well they considered students had coped during their first term in Year 9. 

The data in the table below reveal that, pre-transition, parents were somewhat cautious in their assessment of how well their child would cope at secondary school, with less than half (47%) indicating that they would cope either ‘extremely well’ or ‘well’. However, after their children had been at secondary school for a number of weeks, 87 percent of parents felt that their children were actually doing very well, suggesting that their earlier fears were often unfounded.

Teachers’ responses showed a similar trend overall with just under 60 percent of Year 8 teachers predicting their students would handle the transition ‘extremely well’ or ‘well’, and more than three-quarters of the teachers post-transition reporting that the students were coping extremely well or well in their first term at secondary school. 
	Rating of how student would cope/was coping
	Teacher feedback in Phase 1 
(N=110 students)a
%
	Teacher feedback in Phase 2 
(N=99 students)a
%
	Parent feedback in Phase 1  
(N=60 students)
%
	Parent feedback in Phase 2  
(N=55 students)
%

	Extremely well
	20.9
	50.5
	24.2
	50.9

	Well
	38.2
	28.3
	22.6
	36.4

	OK/reasonably well
	32.7
	17.2
	38.7
	10.9

	Not very well
	1.8
	4.0
	8.1
	–

	Not very well at all
	4.5
	–
	–
	–

	Not sure/unable to comment
	1.8
	–
	6.5
	1.8


a
Most participating teachers commented on several students.

Experiences of Secondary School on Arrival

Hardest Things to Get Used to 

Reflecting on the ‘sorts of things she found hardest to get used to’ when she began at her new secondary school, Emily considered they had been:

“Being separated from all my friends. Getting used to having different teachers. Not knowing anyone. All the expectations — about uniform, etc. And having to find my way around the school: but it actually seems quite small now.”

How Long it Took to Feel Settled 
By the time we interviewed students in Phase 2, around nine weeks into their first year at secondary school, Emily said she felt ‘settled’ at school. She estimated that it had taken her ‘about one month’ to feel this way and that it came about…

“…when I started making friends and when teachers knew who I was. I was still hanging on to [my primary school] until then.”
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What they found hardest to get used to on arrival at secondary school 

Reflecting on what they had found hardest when they arrived at secondary school, students first and foremost — just over three-quarters — mentioned the (short-term) problems of learning to find their way around in a generally much bigger school and not get lost or turn up late to class, and getting to grips with the timetable and general structure of the school day:


–
 “Going to different classes, just walking around finding classes. Kept getting lost. Took me about a week to get used to it.”


–
“Different routines: starting at an earlier time, having lunch at a later time.”


–
“Getting used to the six-day timetable, getting to the right classes on time. Worried about being late.””


–
“Form time — confusing about where you have to be.”


–
“Size of the school. It seemed huge at first but now it’s kind of small.”


–
“Just the way things are done at college compared to primary: changing rooms and having a lot of different teachers, carrying bag around.” 


–
“Times of interval and lunch — later than used to from primary school.”

Almost half of students also mentioned finding it difficult (tiring, burdensome) having to carry what they needed for classes around with them all day:


–
“Having to carry all my stuff around.”


–
“Bags get too heavy.”


–
“Carrying my bags and folders around is awkward.”

Other more ‘weighty’ difficulties mentioned by 40 percent or more of students were:

•
adjusting to having several teachers — more specifically, students referred to difficulties learning all their teachers’ names, understanding the different expectations of their various teachers, and getting used to not knowing or being known by teachers as they had been at primary/intermediate school;


–
“Getting to know all the teachers [has been hard].”


–
“All the different expectations and the amount of work in all the classes.”


–
“Getting to know teachers and people in class all at once.”

•
having to cope with what seemed to be a lot more homework, and homework from different teachers at the same time;  


–
“The amount of homework — got it as soon as we started school.”


–
“Teachers need to coordinate assignments better.”


–
“Having all the homework from different teachers, learning to organise it, for example, when one project is due the next day and then getting homework from another teacher as well.”


–
“Too many assignments all at once.”

•
being separated from friends and/or having to get to know a lot of previously unknown students.


–
“Leaving all my friends from primary school.”


–
“Learning names of other students.


–
“Making new friends. Finding a friend at lunchtime.”


–
“Being around different people in class.”


–
“Being separated from all my friends. Getting used to having different teachers. Not knowing anyone.”

Continued …
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What they found hardest to get used to on arrival at secondary school – continued

Other difficulties or adjustments experienced included:

•
getting used to differences in the student population at secondary school compared to primary school;


–
“Nobody is the same as they were last year, seem all grown up, so it is not as fun anymore — people are boring, too serious.” 


–
“At times, mixing with ethnic groups: they tease us.”


–
“It’s hard to get used to wearing a skirt — have to be careful how we sit and stand, because of all the bigger, older boys around.”


–
“Getting to know older kids.”


–
“Hard to get used to all the different people.”


–
“Worried about getting bullied — not happened though.”

•
being among the youngest in the school, with consequent loss of status, instead of part of the most senior group; 


–
“Being the smallest in the school compared with last year.”


–
“Going from a senior to a junior student.”


–
“Being a new kid.”

•
having to get up earlier in the morning and/or travel further to get to school; 


–
“Have to get up much earlier now, ‘cause have to get the bus to school. It gets tiring.”

•
wearing uniform; 


–
“The uniform — don’t like wearing it.”


–
“It’s easier to sort out what to wear now but I hate to wear the clothes [uniform].”

•
less hospitable physical environment;


–
“On rainy days, no covered place to eat: not enough spaces to keep warm and dry for so many kids.”


–
“Crowded corridors — trying to get around students to get to class.”


–
“Not doing anything at lunchtime — [compared to last year], now we do nothing ‘cause nothing to do.”

•
certain rules, regulations, and ‘consequences’, such as detention;


–
“Detentions — didn’t have them at primary school, had consequences but no detentions.”


–
“Bit strict compared to last year.”

•
generally just getting used to change, including new ways of doing things and having to be organised accordingly.


–
“Didn’t know what stuff to bring.”


–
“Remembering the right books. Organising myself.”


–
“Other people in the school: was very nervous of all the new people. Was nervous about all the homework. The timetable — getting organised. And drumming the map of the school into my head.”


–
“Another girl having the same name as me [which I’m not used to] — got mixed up in classes.”


–
“Keeping my gear together, the stuff you need for school — books, etc. I’ve got a locker now.”


–
“It’s hard organising all the things you have to do as a secondary school student.”
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How long it took to feel settled at secondary school

Despite all but one student in the study saying that there were a number of aspects associated with being a new student at secondary school that they found difficult, our data somewhat unexpectedly also indicated that the great majority (81%) of students felt they ‘settled’ into secondary school quite soon after their arrival — within two weeks, with most of the remaining students saying they ‘settled’ after one to two months. Four percent of students felt they were not yet settled when we interviewed them near the end of their first term in Year 9. The reasons these students gave for not feeling settled were:


–
“Finding work hard; would prefer to be back with my teacher [from last year].”


–
“Still getting used to space [much larger size of school, etc].”


–
“Probably because of my class, it’s not mixing well. Sometimes I get left out”


–
“If we had some students of the same culture in our class it would help a lot.”

Although the results on how long it took to settle portray a very positive situation for almost all students quite quickly after their transition to secondary schooling, other data collected over the course of the study suggest that this finding requires some unpacking. 

It is likely that students interpreted the question on how ‘settled’ they felt quite narrowly, and that if the question had been asked in another way, their answers would have been different. For example, for some students in the study, ‘being settled’ quite possibly referred primarily to the more superficial aspects of their new schooling experiences —becoming familiar with the layout of the school, and so on, rather than to more significant matters such as feeling confident enough to find out about extra-curricular activities and join in, getting used to different teacher expectations, learning how to get on with a wider range of students.

Our student, Emily, for instance, who said she had ‘settled’ quite quickly at secondary school, had “heaps” of friends, was enjoying the work and the opportunities available, and considered herself to be coping well with her studies, nevertheless stated, when asked in Phase 3 if she missed the responsibilities and leadership roles she had had at primary school, that she was pleased she did not currently have to deal with these because: “It’s been a real ‘topsy turvy’ year — just getting used to everything.”

Interacting with Older Students at Secondary School

Analysis of data from Phase 1 of the study revealed that many of our participating students mentioned ‘older students’ as one of their main fears about going to secondary school, particularly in terms of potential bullying. Because of this finding, we asked students in Phase 2 if they had ‘had any contact with older students in the school so far that year’. Emily’s answer to this was ‘yes, but not very much’. She elaborated:

“Only in school activities which would involve older students — [eg] ‘Stage Challenge’ and peer support.”

Emily’s contact with more senior students was usually just “Saying hi” to those who used to attend the same primary school as herself. Other than that, her contact was mainly through peer support activities
, through special activities at school involving students in all year levels, and just coming across them in the school grounds and school canteen.

We also asked students to rate the nature of the contact they had mostly had with older students in the school, not counting brothers and sisters, cousins or friends. Emily rated this contact as ‘very good/great’:

“They [older students] don’t do anything negative to me — but I thought I wouldn’t get friendly vibes from them before I came here.”

All Students

Views about ‘older students’ at secondary school 

In Year 9, most students in the study did not ‘socialise’ per se with older students at secondary school. However, many had some quite frequent contact with older students, which they rated as generally ‘good’.

In particular, our Year 9 students mentioned positive interactions with senior student peer supporters, who had been appointed by the school to ‘look out for’ the new Year 9 students. Students typically described their contact with the peer supporters in the following ways:


–
“Peer supporters — we do fun games with them, really like that.”


–
“Talk to peer supporters sometimes when I need them. They introduced me to other people.”


–
“When peer supporters come to our science studies classes, they do activities with us and make it [learning the subject] more fun.”


–
“Peer supporters: if you need help you can count on them.”

Other ‘older students’ that our students most often came in contact with were siblings or other relatives (their own or their friends’), and their friends, and students whom they’d known from their previous schools:


–
“Older students remembered me from my old school.”


–
“Some are old friends from [my previous] school.”

Quite often, students with older siblings, cousins, or family friends at the school relied on them to some extent to help them with problems — “They help me if I have a problem around school” — and to introduce them to certain ‘key people’, thus making it more straightforward for them when it came to taking up various out-of-class opportunities at school.

Some students also advised that they’d had positive contact with older students at school through sports and other extra-curricular activities they’d become involved in, and, at a more superficial level, just by encountering them around the school grounds at break times.

While there were indications that some students felt fearful or in awe of older students — “Try not to [have contact with them]. Some of them are not very nice: older boys beat people up and throw their lunches away and throw rocks at girls (but we don’t want to be tattle tales)” — most students were pleased when they had friendly encounters with older students because it helped them feel more at ease and settled at the school.
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What their secondary school did to help them settle following the transition

Students most often mentioned one or more of: the powhiri/welcoming assembly; the help they had received from senior student peer supporters; and orientation day, in response to the question in Phase 2, ‘Has the school done anything special this year to help you settle in and belong?’ The focus of all activities mentioned was on students getting to grips with practicalities such as the layout of the school, getting acquainted with other students, and meeting some of their teachers. No mention was made of any activities specifically concerning preparation for class work.

Although a few students ‘couldn’t really remember’, and a few others felt that the powhiri and/or orientation day activities had been ‘boring’ or not necessarily helpful (eg, “It was good but I still didn’t know my way around. Was interesting but you can’t really show them around the school and then expect them to know everything — have to find it yourself”), comments were mostly very positive about what their school had done to help them settle in, particularly (as also discussed in the previous ‘All Students’ section) in relation to the peer supporters. For example:


–
“We had fun activities to do on the first day — ball games (etc): ‘get-to- know-you’ games. The peer supporters were there to help you if you didn’t feel good, to say friendly things to you.”


–
“Only Year 9s and some Year 13s [the peer supporters] on the first day, so you didn’t get thrown into a school with 900 students.”


–
“It was good having no big kids there the first day (first day of term was for Year 9 students only).”


–
“We did an orientation sheet where we had to go and find certain things. We had to find certain rooms, a good way to learn your way around.”


–
“The principal said something good to us [at the orientation day], made me feel good.”


–
“Just everyone being there, the teachers welcoming you.”


–
“[Orientation day] made me feel that there was no need to hide from going to school.”


–
“Got to meet people from the Māori group [at the orientation] which was good.”


–
“Older students and teachers talking to us and introducing people, made us feel welcome.”


–
“The peer supporters showing us around the school on orientation day for Year 9 students, and the activities they did with us helped us get to know one another.”


–
“The peer supporters helped us get to know our classmates really well.”


–
“The peer supporters are really helpful for the Year 9s. Can ask them if you don’t know something.”


–
“The powhiri was good: the kapa haka group, the different dances from different cultures. The peer supporters showing us around helped a bit.”


–
“Powhiri: the seventh formers performed Māori dances and dances from the Pacific Islands. Was good.”


–
“The powhiri, it was funny, good performances.”


–
“The kapa haka encourages me to do well in school.”

‘Other things’ included:


–
“Teachers took it easy during the first week or so, didn’t feel we were overloaded. Didn’t do any work on the first day, just walked around and got used to places.”


–
“The activities we did in groups about a week after we began [here]. We had a competition between houses. It was fun and we got to know people. I got put in with all my family.”


–
“We had a big sports day, the third day at school. The whole school was involved, helped us get used to having all the kids around.”

Teacher Views on How Well Emily Settled at School after Transition

In Phase 2, Year 9 form teachers rated how well they felt participating students had settled now that they had been at secondary school for some weeks. Emily’s teacher judged her to have settled ‘very’ or ‘extremely well’, which complements the prediction by her Year 8 teacher and parents that she would cope well with the transition.

What the School Did to Help New Students Settle In

A particular objective of the study was to look at strategies schools put in place to help their new Year 9 students settle into secondary schooling. The question ‘Has the school done anything special this year to help you settle in and feel you belong?’ was intended to gauge student awareness, or perceptions, of any such strategies. Emily’s answer to the question was:

“Yes, the peer supporters. They’re really helpful and they’re not teachers — they talk like your friends. [And the school] picked the right peer supporters for each class [ie, the senior student peer supporters were well matched well with the class they were assigned to]. And having a powhiri in the first week [was good]. That’s about it; the rest is up to us because they put us as young adults now. [The expectation is] ‘you’re not a baby, you’re Year 9 and have to be responsible’.”

Orientation day

Unless students had already volunteered the information when replying to the preceding question, they were also asked if there had been ‘an orientation day’ for Year 9 students when they first arrived at their new school. Although possibly not entirely sure what this meant, Emily said that there had been, and that it had, for example, involved older students “showing us around [and] telling us what the coloured lines meant [ie, out of bounds areas for students]”.

Asked if the orientation activities had helped her feel welcome in the school, Emily thought that… 

“…it sort of helped — [it was] all a bit much [overwhelming].”

Other Things that Helped the Settling in Process 

To a question in Phase 2 concerning ‘any other things that have helped you settle in so far this year’, Emily reflected:

“My friends and my Mum and Dad and teachers from last year — ‘cause they tried to prepare us and it was a big help.
 They talked to us about the higher expectations and moving around and meeting different people, and having to approach teachers ourselves, and not rely on them [secondary teachers] being there for us [because of it being a much bigger school with lots more students].”

Emily went on to say that she had been “worried about fights [among students]” before coming to secondary school, but finding that she had not had to contend with that after all had really helped her to settle in.
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Other things (besides what the school did) that helped them settle in during their first weeks at secondary school

As a follow up to the question ‘Has the school done anything special this year to help you settle in and belong?’ (see previous ‘All Students’ section), we asked students in Phase 2 if there were ‘any other things that have helped you settle in so far this year’. While the large majority of students could identify at least one ‘other thing’ that had been or continued to be helpful for them, seven students responded that ‘there was nothing in particular that they could think of that had helped’.

By far the most frequent response to this question (by two-thirds of students) was that ‘friends’ had been very important in helping them to settle into their new school. Students often mentioned feeling much better once they had ‘made new friends’ and/or that they were glad that friends from their previous school were at the school, especially when they were also in the same class(es).


–
 “Main thing is having my friends from last year here, but making new friends is starting to feel good.”


–
“Having students of same culture at the school [to be friends with].”


–
“Having friends in my class [but] I like school [this year] anyway — it’s new, different and funner [more fun] so that has helped me settle in as well.”


–
“Getting to know new friends: once I made friends it was easy to settle in.”


–
“It was good knowing someone straight away when I arrived — friend from last year.”

Other things that had helped students settle in were:

•
help and support from parents, family;


–
“Parents making me feel confident.”


–
“My Mum and Dad have helped me a lot — talked to me about what to expect.”


–
“My older sister helped me. She showed me around. Told me who’s who and who not to mess with and where not to go (that there were gangs in some places in the school).”

•
having older siblings, cousins, or family friends already at the school;


–
“My cousins and [an older] friend already here at the school.”


–
“Having my brother here (he’s in Year 11) helped a lot.”


–
“People from church who go here.”

•
the peer supporters; senior students being friendly;


–
“The senior students being friendly (it is good finding they are friendly) and also the peer supports, they’ve helped us a lot. They’re good to talk to.”


–
“Some of the older kids talk to you.”


–
“The peer supporters, they’re friendly: a friendly face to talk to. They helped us a lot too — tell us where things are.”


–
“The peer supporters/senior students, they’re good fun. They talk in a fun way. They helped us find our way around the school. Having my friends here also helped me.”

•
the preparation provided by teachers the previous year;


–
“My teachers from last year, ‘cause they tried to prepare us and it was a big help. They talked to us about the higher expectations and moving around [classes] and meeting different people, and that we would have to approach teachers ourselves and not to rely on them being there for us.”


–
“Told things about this school last year, so we were prepared when we got here.”

Continued …
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Other things (besides what the school did) that helped them settle in during their first weeks at secondary school – continued

•
a particular teacher or teachers in general;


–
“My form teacher has helped, and the Year 9 deans.”


–
“Some teachers being friendly.”


–
“My mates and my art teacher, form teacher, and science teacher — fun and cool teachers.”


–
“The teacher aide (who works with another student in my class). She’s great to talk to.”


–
“Just being welcomed by friendly teachers. I don’t like seeing bad faces on my teachers. Most of them I find good.”


–
“The teachers made me feel comfortable at the start of the year.”


–
“Form teacher helps by saying where everything is, and what the peer supporters are, takes us around the school so we can know it better. Explains the rules, what to do and what not to do.”

•
feeling they were doing well in their schoolwork, including receiving positive feedback about their progress;


–
“Understanding the work.”


–
“Teachers telling me I’m doing well.”

•
taking part in sports, cultural groups, or other extra-curricular activities;


–
“Taking part in sport, that’s how most people know me. Having my brother and cousins here. My form teacher. Doing well (but sometimes other people muck it up, stop you from doing work, get distracted easily. Not so much fun then).”


–
“The Samoan group.”


–
“Being in Kapa Haka.”


–
“Being in a sports team, playing sports is good for making friends. You meet more people by playing with them.”

•
being familiar with the school through previous visits there.

Later in Year 9, we asked a closely related question to the one asked in Phase 2, to see if students’ responses would be different or much the same. The particular question in Phase 3 was: ‘What sorts of things have most helped you settle in/enjoy school this year?’

In general, the same range of factors raised earlier in the year were repeated, with having ‘friends around them’ continuing to be mentioned most frequently as a major impact on how well settled they felt at secondary school. However, no student now responded that ‘there was nothing in particular that they could think of that had helped’.
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Views on whether the school needed to do more to help students feel settled

When asked in Phase 2 if there was ‘anything (more) you would like the school to do now to help you feel more settled or comfortable or to get on better’, very few students chose, or were able, to make suggestions. The great majority answered, in the context of this question, that they ‘didn’t need any more help at that stage’ as the teachers and others had explained procedures and systems well. Of the six or so students who did make suggestions, these were to do with making learning more fun, ensuring that there were no bullies at school, having more male teachers, a need for greater control over disruptive students in class, more opportunity to wear mufti rather than uniform all the time, and making food from the school canteen less expensive.

A similar question was put to students in Phase 3, towards the end of Year 9. The question was ‘Would you have liked the school or your teachers to do anything else to help you feel more settled or enjoy school more this year?

To this question, the large majority (83%) of students again answered that the school or teachers did not need to have done more to help them feel settled or enjoy school more in Year 9, which is at odds with other data discussed in this report — students not engaging well with some of their learning in class, for example — suggesting that this and the equivalent Phase 2 question were perhaps not worded in a way that many students could relate to. However, there were 14 percent of students who did specify things that they felt would have helped them. Their ideas, in the main echoing important themes from the study, already identified, included the following:


–
“Make it [the work] more interesting.”


–
“Do more fun work.”


–
“Make sure that we understand everything that we’re doing, like the work and what we do.”


–
“[Some of the] teachers to treat me more fairly. Some of them treat me better [than other teachers].”


–
“Be a bit more nicer — not giving us detentions all the time or keeping us in at lunchtime.”


–
“It’s hard when teachers leave [partway through the year] and new teachers come. That happened with two of my teachers.”


–
“Explain how the classrooms worked so I didn’t have to figure it all out myself.”


–
“Take us outside more, we’re always stuck inside. Could do lessons outside.”


–
“Control the kids so other students can learn easily. If kids are naughty and other people are trying to learn, tell them to quiet down or send them to another class to work for a day.”


–
“Get [enable] third formers [Year 9s] to do more things — ‘cause older students do it all. They take all the courts [etc]. They boss the third formers around. They need to give us more turns.”


–
“Make it easier for us to play sports at lunchtimes — being able to use the gear.”


–
“The uniform, I don’t like it. It takes away your individuality. We’re not allowed to wear black socks or jewellery. I don’t feel the same without jewellery. Jewellery doesn’t stop you learning!”

Whether the School Needed to do More to Help Students Feel Settled 

Asked whether there was anything (more) she would like the school to do to help her feel more settled or comfortable or ‘get on better’, Emily said she was OK, and did not feel she needed more help at that stage (ie, in her first term in Year 9). In term 4, the question was repeated, and Emily answered in the same way:

“No [I don’t need the school or teachers to do anything else to help me feel settled or enjoy school better], ‘cause I enjoy it already.”

Comparing Secondary School with Primary School 

Perceptions of Main Differences between Primary and Secondary School

Students were invited in each of Phases 2 and 3 to compare their present experience of school with their final year at primary or intermediate school. The specific question was: ‘Compared to school last year, what are the main things that you are finding different about school this year?’ 

Emily’s response in Phase 2 was: 

“Having to wear uniform, having to move around [classes], having different teachers for different subjects. [Here at secondary school] there is a huge range of people, different cultures. Very different from [school] last year. Know only a few people after being used to knowing everyone.”

Eight or so months later, the ways in which her experience of school had changed since the transition were expressed as follows:

“The idea of periods and the six-day timetable, and carrying our bags, and all the different teachers. It’s a big change. But what is the same, is we stay with the same [form] class most of the time.”

After almost a year at secondary school, Emily was signalling that she was still very conscious of differences between her primary and secondary schools. However, comparing her Phase 2 and Phase 3 comments, it was apparent that she no longer felt daunted by the numbers of people in the school and by not knowing everyone, and was more able to recognise (positive) similarities in her two schooling experiences.

Preference for Primary or Secondary School

Students were not formally asked in Phase 2 whether, on the basis of their experience thus far, they preferred one school over the other. However, Emily volunteered the information that the two schools were…

“…just different — but I enjoy both schools.”

For Phase 3, it was decided to formally check with students whether they now had a preference for either their ‘pre’- or ‘post-transition’ school. The specific question was ‘On the whole, do you like the way things are at school this year, or would you prefer things to be more like primary [or intermediate] school?’

Emily’s response after a year of secondary school was:

“I like it here more. Last year it was good, we were like a whole big family and we were close. But here I’m out of my comfort zone — not knowing everyone [like I did before]. It’s better for us: a lot bigger, more people. It’s more like real life, like [you experience] when you are older.”

All Students

Comparing secondary school with primary school

In Phase 2 and again in Phase 3 we asked students to tell us the main things they were finding different about school compared to when they were in Year 8. The students identified aspects of secondary school they liked or preferred to primary school, as well as aspects they found difficult. And some responses were simply observations about differences with no particular value judgement attached. 

Students’ responses early in Year 9

In Phase 2, most often, students referred to having to get used to: 

•
a much bigger school, with many more, and more diverse, students and teachers; 


–
“Lots more teachers, the size of the school and the number of students. Small fish in a big pond this year.”


–
“Heaps of people. They all look the same in uniform.”


–
“All the different cultures at this school. We were told there are 50–60 different cultures at this school. At my last school they didn’t have that many different ethnic groups at school.”

•
the different rules, routines, procedures, and ‘change’ generally;


–
“The bell time because we have to change class every hour. It’s very tiring because sometimes you get mixed up about the classroom changes (eg, in social studies, sometimes we go to one room and then it changes to another room).”


–
“Carrying around all your books — it’s heavy.”


–
“Interval, lunchtime: for interval we only get 20 minutes and lunchtime we get 45 minutes. It’s shorter than the ones at intermediate.”


–
“More subjects every day, more time at school — makes me tired. You get detention if you do wrong things.”


–
“[The layout] of the school being on different levels: [the grounds at my school last year] were completely flat. Here there are lots of stairs. Didn’t have corridors in old school. Can’t go in certain parts of the school (eg, can’t go in teachers’ car park and not allowed on some of the grass areas).”


–
“Swapping classes and not used to carrying my bag everywhere. I think secondary is fun but I do miss some things about primary — [for example], coming together as a whole syndicate to have fun. Miss the teachers.”


–
“Having to wear uniform, having to move around, having different teachers for different subjects. Huge range of people, different cultures, very different from last year. Only knowing a few people after being used to knowing everyone. They’re just different but I enjoy both schools.”


–
“The amount of people, getting used to all that. All the Year 9 classes — a lot more classes and teachers. We changed teachers for some things last year, this helped getting used to all the different classes and teachers because we were used to travelling between classes. [Secondary school] is probably better, but mainly they are just different. I like both.”


–
“How many classes there are. How many teachers there are and getting to know them all. Wearing a uniform (but I like wearing it). Having things called C block, B block (etc) instead of having room numbers. Nothing else really, except all the students. Such a lot of them.”


–
“Some of the teachers are not so nice, but mine are OK. I’m not bothered by being the youngest here but I miss not having teachers that know me. I miss all the teachers [from last year], I knew them all. I prefer primary but this was a good change, ‘cause I’d been there [at primary school] for a long time and needed a change.”


–
“It’s a longer day. Way later lunch hour, get really hungry by lunchtime. The amount of work [is more] and having to change classes. Like primary better: shorter days, easier work. I especially liked my teacher from last year.”

Continued …
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Comparing secondary school with primary school – continued

•
the nature of the work they encountered in class;


–
“Maths, it’s just the way they teach us. It’s cool at primary school when they give us stuff to learn, but I don’t really like the work at secondary.”


–
“Studies are harder.”


–
“The amount of work. It makes last year’s workload look good, it was mild in comparison. Makes you want to go back to last year’s work (not really).” 


–
“There are more subjects and we learn at a higher level. Different work — learning new things.”


–
“The new subjects, they are more fun. I like getting challenged by the timetable. Helps you get organised for your career later.”


–
“More subjects — five periods per day covering different subjects, whereas last year we covered only three subjects per day. Different teachers each day. Prefer college — learn more, better teachers.”


–
“School this year is more easier — mostly copy stuff off the board. Last year had to look for own answers.”


–
“The way they have homework: different subjects have to be handed in at different times, unlike primary when you got one sheet to fill in. Have to be organised now to fit it all in.”

•
their changed status (the dynamics of being the youngest rather than the most senior students in the school);


–
“Now we go to school together with older students.”


–
“Prefer primary — we were the oldest kids then, not just the youngest. We were treated more like adults last year.”


–
“I was at the top of my class last year and had more responsibilities and now I am at the bottom — different expectations. It kind of goes backwards and forwards.”

•
anxiety or concerns about the behaviour of other students.


–
“More swearing. Makes me feel uncomfortable.”


–
“The people aren’t so nice — some of the students. It is not so friendly as before. There’s a lot more litter and graffiti at this school.”

Students also often made reference to the increased opportunities — for example, through having subject options, and through the greater range of extra-curricular activities — they felt were available to them at secondary school:


–
“Play sport for [the school] now rather than a club. More opportunities.”


–
“That you can choose your own subjects [here].”


–
“The options, I especially like the options this year.”

Students’ responses towards the end of Year 9

The students continued to compare primary/intermediate and secondary school in much the same terms — both favourable and less favourable — as they had earlier in the year, again referring to the size of the school, the number of students and teachers, changing classes, student behaviours, and so on. Students also continued to say that the longer school days were tiring, and that differences in how they were learning/being taught, and expectations of them in terms of class work, homework, and certain behaviours, were an ongoing challenge.


–
“Changing classes a lot and not so much to do at lunchtimes. The amount of people that smoke at lunchtimes and morning tea. They do it even though they get caught. All the rubbish [lying around] and gum stuck under desks.”

Continued …
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Comparing secondary school with primary school – continued


–
“I knew all the teachers and most of the kids at primary, but there are so many kids and teachers here you can’t know them all.” 


–
“The amount of work — much more. It was real relaxed last year. Didn’t have so much homework. Have to get up early now, longer days.”


–
“Swapping classes. Just the way things are done at [secondary school], for example, roll at every class. The standard of work has been raised. We work at a higher standard now (that’s good).”


–
The work is harder. The ‘bigness’ — how big the school is.”


–
“Longer days: they feel longer. I always feel tired after school now.”


–
“Carrying bag around, shifting classes. Here we know what classes we are having and when but at primary we didn’t.”


–
“Getting here on time: we get detentions when we’re late, I’ve had heaps! Handing in your assignments at the right time — things are due at different times for different subjects, it’s hard.”


–
“Work is much harder, takes time to get used to things.”


–
“It’s bigger, work is a bit harder, teachers are more strict.”


–
“A lot more going on, a good thing.”


–
“The older kids. We used to be the oldest. It’s been a big change but I don’t really mind now. We have lots more teachers now: it took a while to get to know them, to know who they were.”


–
“How we learn. And the longer hours — I’m tired.”


–
“The teachers are way different from my other teachers last year, they’re really strict. Last year, teachers were just right, not very strict.”


–
“My homework’s getting harder and I have big responsibilities in high school now, instead of mucking around — trying and doing well in school, staying out of trouble and keeping focused.”


–
“Having older students in school with you, having a lot of teachers.”


–
“Not having the same friends around, and the different classrooms.”


–
“Work pressure (workload), different subject opportunities, the type of schoolwork.”
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Preference for primary or secondary school

To the Phase 3 question ‘On the whole, do you like the way things are at school this year or would you prefer things to be more like primary school?’, just over three-quarters (76%) of the students expressed a preference for secondary rather than primary school at this time, while 15 percent of students stated that they would prefer ‘things to be more like primary school’. A further five percent of students didn’t have a preference, saying they liked both primary and secondary school ‘equally’, albeit often for different reasons. (Responses to this question were not obtained for the remaining four students.)

Students’ reasons for preferring secondary school included that: 

•
they were ready for a change;


–
“I was just ready for the change.”

•
they felt more grown up at secondary school; 


–
“It feels more grown up.”


–
“I like it this year, it makes you feel older. Would feel like you’d never grow up if you were still at primary, so it’s a cool feeling.”

•
they liked having several teachers and moving around the school rather than staying in one classroom, with one teacher, all day;


–
“You aren’t sitting in the same class all the time and you get to meet other teachers.”

•
they liked the greater diversity among the student population and making new friends; 


–
“Just the people here and the different range of classes. More interesting, more to get to know and be friends with.” 


–
“It’s better here at secondary — there are more students of the same age to talk to, lots of different ones.”


–
“’Cause it’s pretty cool changing around classes.”


–
“Because of my new friends and the new teachers.”

•
there was more interesting work and/or more helpful or knowledgeable teachers; 


–
“Prefer this year, more options.”


–
“It’s a good school and the teachers are more helpful than last year.”


–
“This year is better. The teachers know more about their stuff.”


–
“I like things this year ‘cause you learn new stuff.”

•
there seemed to be a bit more freedom; 


–
“’Cause it’s got better stuff here — table tennis and stuff. You can do more things and you don’t have to wait to eat your lunch. Can just buy it at the canteen and you can buy it at interval and eat it then.”


–
“Like it this year, I reckon. I guess it’s more freedom. I reckon it’s not as strict as primary, [for example], ‘cause you can eat lollies here, not like last year. Teachers here don’t notice so much. They don’t see you all day and don’t see little things like that.”


–
“I like it [here] — find it a bit easier. If you did something wrong at primary you would get into trouble but you can get away with a bit more here.”


–
“I like college better, but I miss some of my old friends (we still talk on the phone though). I like it better here because it’s more relaxed, less stressful.”

Continued …
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Preference for primary or secondary school – continued

•
things were just different or new;


–
“I like the way things are this year because it’s different.”


–
“I like it here better, I don’t know why, but I like it better, even though I liked it last year. I still go up [to my old school to visit] every Wednesday.”

•
they had simply now adjusted to their different situation.


–
“’Cause I’m used to it now — used to [secondary] school.”

Students who after almost a year at secondary school still wished that things were more like primary school most often said that this was because they missed their previous teachers, preferred to remain in one class with one teacher throughout the day, liked the feeling of knowing and being known by everyone, and preferred a school that was smaller and more ‘manageable’ generally.


–
“Would like it to be more like primary school — have only one teacher for the day. I liked my teacher last year, I still see him sometimes.”


–
“Just want to have the same teacher all day. Miss my old teacher. And [miss] doing everything together in a syndicate. We were all friends and together all the time. And we had real cool teachers there.”


–
“Prefer one whole class that teaches everything, or else stay in the same class and teachers move around.”


–
“Prefer primary, less people there. I miss the teachers (go back to visit them).”


–
“Prefer primary, was more fun there. The work wasn’t too serious, now we have to work here.”


–
“Would like it to be more like my old school, it was more fun. Teachers were more fun and old friends are still there.”

And the students who liked both their primary and secondary schools made comments like the following:


–
“I like them in different ways. In some ways I like primary school better but in other ways I like this one. At primary it was mainly not so boring in class and at lunchtimes. But it’s better here [in relation to] changes of teachers and atmosphere: it’s bigger, more people, more interesting and exciting.”


–
“No, it’s good. It’s pretty good. It’s pretty much like primary really. The work’s a bit harder but that’s just what you expect from college. The teachers are just as nice.”

Lunchtimes 

Spontaneous comments from some students in Phase 2 suggested that they were not finding lunchtimes to be the relaxing, fun, or comfortable breaks that they had been used to at primary school, and that this experience was making it more difficult for them to adjust to secondary school. We therefore thought it worth exploring this matter further in Phase 3, by asking all of our students whether they thought there were ‘fun things to do at lunchtimes’ or, in more general terms, how they were ‘finding lunchtimes at school this year’.

Emily’s view was:

"Well [they’re not really fun], not here — 'cause it's like you're getting older — no playground. You have to find your own fun. [It can be hard getting the chance to play sports at lunchtimes, for example, because] girls have to have an opposite team member [ie, there has to be another girl in the opposing team, because you can't play with all boys]. I play with the boys — rugby — when I can. I would like more things to do [at lunchtime]. I'd like a playground. All we can do is walk around and wait for something to happen — like a fight, which hardly ever happens."
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Views about lunchtimes at secondary school

To the specific question in Phase 3 ‘Are there fun things to do at lunchtimes?’, most students seemed largely happier than they had been earlier in the year with the nature of their lunch breaks, in that they had by now mostly made quite a number of friends at school and enjoyed the chance to get together with them at break times and talk. They had also found activities that they enjoyed, usually but not always in the company of friends, and had established where around the school they could undertake them, without being in anyone else’s ‘space’: 


–
“Yes, there are some fun things. Like playing sports on the courts and we (friends and me) play netball shoots. We just do it when we feel like it: we get a ball out of the gym. But mostly we just talk and eat lunch. It’s fine I think.”


–
“Yes, play basketball and badminton in the gym nearly every day. The gym is only closed on hot days. [But just] hanging with friends is fun enough, that’s fine for me.”


–
“Play with friends, hang out, walking around, playing games, sometimes sport.”


–
“Yeah, sit in form class and have a laugh. Sometimes play soccer or ball games — [one of my friends] brings his ball from home.”


–
“Sit and read in music block.”


–
“Yes. Group activities and make our own fun. Library is open during lunchtime.”

Some students also mentioned that they had simply adjusted to the fact that things were now different than they had been at primary or intermediate school, accepting that this was just ‘how it was’:


–
“It was different at primary — like, we had the playground. Now we just sit and talk and go to the canteen and buy lunch. Not sure what I [would] want [to be different], it’s just how college is. (But more sports at lunchtimes would be cool.)”

But there were still a third of students who felt that lunchtimes at secondary school were not particularly enjoyable and would have liked more structured opportunities to participate in activities and/or more defined areas where they, as Year 9 students, could spend their break times.


–
“No. We just walk around, maybe go to the library. Would like to be allowed in the gym — well, we can go there, but it’s always full of older kids and you can’t play anything.”


–
“No. More entertainment would be nice as it can be a bit boring. We’re not allowed in the classroom at lunchtime even if it’s cold. Some classes are allowed in their class but we’re not.”


–
“Not really [fun] — just walk around, there’s nothing to do. I would like there to be more things to do, more sports. Opportunities for the girls to play touch: the boys won’t let us play, they think they’re too good for us. The teachers should help [by organising things for students at lunchtimes].”


–
“Boring. Sit in our form room with friends. School should perhaps provide sport, and drama, art [etc] during lunchtime, especially in the winter.”
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Views about lunchtimes at secondary school – continued

The latter group included some students who seemed to be simply misinformed about the opportunities available: for instance, they felt that they were ‘not allowed’ to borrow rugby balls, etc, from the gymnasium in order to play a game at lunchtime, when comments from other students showed that this was not the case, or just did not seem to know how to go about accessing the equipment they needed.


–
“Not really. We’re starting to find things to do now but mostly it’s pretty boring. Do get fun lunchtimes sometimes — when you have a good time with your friends. But it would be quite cool to have a sports shed so each week a form could have a day to get gear out. Each form could have a sports tub where we could take stuff out. ‘Cause we can’t get gear [balls, etc] out now; if you want to play something at lunchtime people have to bring their own gear [from home]. The school should organise something like that.”


–
“Not really, just talk with friends. Would like more [things to do] but don’t really know what. Have a playground like [at school] last year perhaps. You can’t go to the gym here, I don’t think so anyway. I would like that.”

And for a few students, lunch breaks could be particularly frustrating because of having to placate or ‘keep in with’ more dominant friends:


–
“Not really. We just walk around, talk to each other. Sometimes me and one friend might want to go to the gym but another friend doesn’t so we don’t go if we don’t all agree. We don’t want to get angry with our friend so we stick together.”


–
“There is fun stuff but my friends want to stay inside. There are inside people and the outside ones are the sporting ones. (I’d like to do the outside stuff but I stay inside with my friends.)”

There were students, too, who evidently enjoyed free-wheeling lunch breaks where they could spend time with their friends, but whose comments about ‘hanging out’, when it did not involve particular activities, seemed to suggest considerable potential for troublemaking to occur:


–
“Yes, [lunchtimes are fun]. We play water fights, we chase people around or we hang around our friends’ boyfriends and we mock them.”

Brief Overview of School Experiences since Moving to Secondary School

By means of the statements listed in Exhibit G, we obtained a summary view of how students regarded some of their school experiences since moving to secondary school, together with their perceptions of the extent to which some aspects of primary and secondary school life differed. In general, Emily’s responses to these statements support her claim of ‘liking it here more’ at secondary school: for instance, in Phase 3 she answered ‘agree’ to the statement ‘I have more fun at school this year’.

It is interesting that early in Year 9, Emily judged her schoolwork to be around the same level of difficulty as the work at primary school, but by the end of Year 9 she thought it to be much more challenging.
 But she did not consider the work she was encountering to be more interesting than that at primary school — although from other information she provided throughout her various interviews, it was evident that Emily generally found much of her schoolwork to be interesting.
 

The research literature suggests that, compared to primary school, students may find themselves treated ‘less as an individual’ at secondary school. Emily had a close, positive relationship with her Year 8 teachers at primary school, and missed them a great deal in the early stages following transition. But while she ‘disagreed’ in Phase 2 with the statement ‘I am now treated more as an individual [at secondary school than I was in Year 8]’, she explained that this was because she felt she was “Treated equally [in each school]”. This statement was later qualified to some extent when Emily commented in Phase 3 that she realised her teachers now knew her much more as an individual than they had earlier in the year, which made her feel ‘more at home’ at secondary school. 

Emily ‘totally disagreed’ with the statement that her Year 9 teachers were nicer or looked after her better than her teachers had the previous year.

Although Emily did not consider she was treated more like a child at secondary school than previously, she did ‘totally agree’ in each of Phases 2 and 3 that she had had more school responsibilities in Year 8. She reasoned that this was “because I was an older student in primary school”.

Exhibit G:
The aspects of their primary and secondary school experiences that students were asked to compare 
	Comparing Year 9 at secondary school with Year 8 at primary/intermediate school
	

	The work here is more demanding or challenging (harder)
	In Phase 2, and again in Phase 3, students rated the extent to which they agreed with each statement according to the following scale:

1 = Totally agree

2 = Agree

3 = Neither agree nor disagree

4 = Disagree

5 = Totally disagree

	I am repeating work I did before
	

	The work is easier
	

	The work is more interesting
	

	I had more school responsibilities at my old school
	

	I am treated more like a child here than at my old school
	

	I am now treated more as an individual
	

	I have more fun at school this yeara
	

	The teachers are nicer/they look after me bettera
	


a
Students were not asked to rate these particular dimensions in Phase 2.
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Comparing aspects* of Year 9 and Year 8

Two-thirds of students in each of Phases 2 and 3 ‘agreed’ or ‘totally agreed’ that, overall, work at secondary school was ‘more demanding or challenging (harder)’ than it had been when they were in Year 8. Two percent of students in Phase 2 and four percent in Phase 3 disagreed with this, with remaining students giving a neutral (neither agree nor disagree) response.

Almost a third (32%) of students in Phase 3 ‘agreed’ or ‘totally agreed’ that they were repeating work they had done before, a slight increase on the 29 percent of students who gave this response in Phase 2. In contrast, however, slightly fewer students in Phase 3 now felt that in general work was easier than it had been in Year 8 (18% compared with 15% in Phase 2).

Although a good majority (around two-thirds overall) of students judged work in their first year at secondary school to be ‘more interesting’ than it had been the year before, a slightly downward trend can be observed as the year progressed: that is, in Phase 2, 29 percent of students ‘totally agreed’ that their current work was more interesting than work the previous year, with a further 44 percent ‘agreeing’, whereas in Phase 3, although the proportion ‘agreeing’ remained the same at 44 percent, the proportion expressing ‘total agreement’ dropped to 21 percent. Six percent of students at each phase definitely did not agree that current work was more interesting than their previous year’s work, while remaining students (19% in Phase 2 and 26% in Phase 3) gave a ‘neither agree nor disagree’ response.

More than half of students (55% in Phase 2 and 51% in Phase 3) ‘agreed’ or ‘totally agreed’ with the statement ‘I had more responsibilities at my old school’. However, although students quite often talked in their interviews about the various responsibilities they had had in Year 8, such as mentoring younger students, ‘because they were the most senior students in the school’, there were also approximately one-fifth of students who ‘disagreed’ or ‘totally disagreed’ that they had had greater responsibilities at primary school than was currently the case. 

While this latter finding was probably because a proportion of our students did not have particular responsibilities at primary/intermediate school, it also suggests that, for some students at least, even though they were now the juniors in ‘the big school’, there were nevertheless some opportunities for them to take on roles of responsibility quite early on at secondary school. (However, another possibility is that there may have been some students who interpreted ‘extra responsibility’ differently to what was intended in this context, thinking instead in terms of having to cope with increased homework and other unfamiliar demands on them since arriving at secondary school.) 

Although a fifth of students in Phase 2 and 14 percent in Phase 3 felt they were being ‘treated more like a child’ in Year 9 than they had been in Year 8 at their previous school, approximately half of the students (49% in Phase 2 and 52% in Phase 3) disagreed or totally disagreed with this. And students’ responses on what one might expect to be a closely related dimension— that is, the statement ‘I am now treated more as an individual’ — showed a similar, albeit slightly more positive, pattern, with 59 percent of students in Phase 2 and 63 percent in Phase 3 agreeing or totally agreeing. (At the other end of the scale, 13% of students in Phase 2 and 8% in Phase 3 disagreed or totally disagreed that they were now being treated more as an individual than they had been at primary or intermediate school.)

Sixty percent of students in Phase 3 agreed/totally agreed that ‘I have more fun at school this year’ (13% disagreed/totally disagreed).

And to the dimension ‘The teachers are nicer/look after me better [this year], almost half (46%) of the students gave a ‘neither agree nor disagree’ response in Phase 3, with just over a third saying they agreed/totally agreed and 17 percent disagreeing or totally disagreeing with the statement.

It is of interest to compare these data with those in the ‘All Students’ section on p.220, on students’ comparisons of Year 10 and Year 9.

*      Refer Exhibit G in the main text for the aspects students were asked to rate.
Parent Views on the Best and Not So Good Aspects of School for Emily in Year 9

Emily’s parents provided another perspective on what the first year following transition may be like for a student. For example, in Phase 3, they thought the ‘best things’ for Emily in her first year at secondary school had been:

“[Emily] taking on new challenges. Being able to settle in as well as she has, graduating with distinction. Being proud of what she has achieved.”

And on the subject of the ‘hardest — or not so good — things’ about Emily’s first year at secondary school, it was…

“…[Emily] being threatened physically and being scared to leave the classrooms.”

The Best and Not So Good Aspects of School for Luke in Year 9: Parental Perspective 

Towards the end of his first year at secondary school, Luke’s mother felt that the best things for her son about being in Year 9 were:

“Doing things he has never tried before — eg, performing arts. Gaining confidence in who he is as a person. Learning to accept responsibility for his actions, for his learning.”

And commenting on the ‘hardest’ or ‘not so good things’ for Luke over this same period, she stated:

“Being organised — right books, right place, right time, etc! Not being with [some of his] old friends. Not getting into the school of my choice. Average kids get lost in the crowd and become a number in a big school.”

Summary Statements on Emily’s Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling

As a Year 8 student Emily was ‘scared’ at the prospect of moving to secondary school. However, she was also looking forward to it in a number of ways: in particular, she emphasised that she was ready to move out into the wider world, an attitude that stood her in good stead for making a smooth transition. Both her parents and Year 8 teacher predicted that Emily would have few problems with the transition, and this prediction was well-founded according to feedback from the Year 9 form teacher. 

Emily had some trouble balancing workloads at first: she felt a bit overwhelmed by everything that was new or different, and her response was to cut back on the amount of extra-curricular activities she took part in while in Year 9, until she felt ‘more settled’. There was also evidence (see previous chapter) that she was feeling less confident than she had at primary school about what she was best at in terms of her learning and subject areas, as she adjusted to learning new material and learning in different ways than she was used to in primary school. Another factor was increased fatigue: Emily mentioned that, in Year 9, she was very tired by the end of the school day.

Friends helped Emily to settle, as did a supportive family: her parents took a close interest in her progress and well-being and Emily was able to talk freely at home about her school experiences.

Other factors that seemed to be important in Emily’s generally very positive transition include the evidence that she was a keen, motivated learner, and that she was able to find a special niche for herself at secondary school in performing arts activities. As well, she had positive experiences with teachers: she was especially pleased when she saw that they ‘knew who she was’. And her fear expressed in Year 8 about older students at secondary school being unfriendly, or even intimidating, was not realised (not counting the bullying episode discussed earlier in this report).

Over the course of the study, it was evident that Emily was gaining confidence. By the end of her first term in Year 10 she was thriving on the greater diversity of a bigger school, and receiving recognition for her developing leadership qualities, in that she was elected by her class to be a deputy student representative on student council.

Emily was keen to take up as many opportunities as she could but had to the good sense to realise that at times she had to be careful not to take on too much or it would undermine her ability to cope well with everything.

The following chapter presents information about Emily’s and ‘all’ students’ progression from Year 9 to Year 10, to provide a point of comparison for the Year 8–9 transition data.

Chapter Twelve:
Beyond the Transition: Comparing Year 10 with Year 9
While the previous chapter dealt with the move from primary to secondary school, this chapter discusses how Emily and the other students found the step from Year 9 to Year 10 within the same school. In particular, it discusses how this step compared to the students’ experiences of the Year 8 to Year 9 transition.

Anticipating the Move to Year 10

At the end of their first year at secondary school, students were asked to describe how they felt about going on to Year 10. Emily’s response was to say she felt “excited”. An equivalent question one year earlier, about the prospect of going from primary to secondary school, had prompted Emily to say she felt “scared”.

Emily’s explanation for being excited about the prospect of Year 10 was:

“Not being the youngest of the group any more. [Will feel] settled in when you reach the fourth form [Year 10]. No more being called a ‘turd’. When you’re older, you know there’s more [exciting things] coming.”

But when students were further asked if they thought Year 10 would be different from Year 9, Emily’s response was:

“I don’t think it will be — not different really.”

And to a specific question about what she thought the ‘best things’ about Year 10 would be, Emily ‘didn’t really know’, although she did repeat earlier comments that she would enjoy no longer being one of the most junior in the school. She further noted that while she would feel settled because she was familiar with the school and how things worked, she would also be feeling excited about the new experiences she expected to have. 

In terms of any anticipated ‘not so good things’ about Year 10, Emily was simply going to “wait and see”.

Parent and Teacher Views on How Emily would Cope with the Move to Year 10
Regarding her upcoming progression to Year 10, Emily’s parents commented:

“She is looking forward to the new year for what awaits her.”

And Emily’s Year 9 English/form teacher was of the opinion that Emily would cope ‘extremely well’ with the step to Year 10.
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Parent and teacher views on students coping with the move to Year 10

Students thought likely to cope best were described as:

•
mature;

•
well regarded by peers;

•
well regarded by teachers;

•
having done well in Year 9 in terms of their schoolwork;

•
having engaged well in the wider life of the school;

•
having a good attitude, and being motivated to do well;

•
being well organised; and

•
able to adapt well to change and/or enjoy new challenges.

Students expected to cope less well were described as:

•
having social difficulties/being immature;

•
falling out with teachers;

•
not staying on task (being easily distracted and missing out on things because they don’t listen);

•
poorly organised, showing poor study habits;

•
having difficulties in reading and writing;

•
tending to struggle with harder work generally;

•
feeling distanced from school — wanting to leave, not engaging in extra-curricular activities; and

•
having limited experiences of the wider world.
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Their thoughts about moving to Year 10

At the end of Year 9, overall, most students were considerably less anxious about the thought of going on to Year 10 than they had been the year before when thinking about beginning Year 9 (see discussion in previous chapter), often saying this was because they were used to how things were done at the school by now. 

Asked in Phase 3 if they ‘could think of one word that says how you feel about going on to Year 10’, 41 percent of students said they were primarily feeling “excited”, “good”, or “confident” at the prospect: 


–
“Confident — can’t wait until next year.”


–
“Overall, pretty excited. Will be older, more special.”


–
“’Good’ — because I know what it will be like. It won’t be that much different from this year. I’ll just be older.”


–
“I can’t wait, won’t be a ‘turd’ anymore.”


–
“Because it’s going to be different: I’m a bit excited.”


–
“Looking forward to it because I won’t be the youngest anymore. It will be good to be further up the school.”


–
“Excited, because I’m no longer a third former [in Year 9]. I know everything now: I know what to be aware of, so don’t feel so confused.”


–
“Everyone (Year 9s) will look up to you. Won’t be called a ‘turd’.”


–
“Because I’m ready to take on more challenges.”

Continued …
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Their thoughts about moving to Year 10 – continued


–
“Excited. There’ll be a lot more subjects at Year 10 (more interesting). I was worried coming here [to secondary school] but there’s nothing to worry about going to Year 10.”


–
“Confident: can’t wait until next year. Because of the stuff you learn this year, it helps you for next year. I feel prepared for next year. It’s a bit different, ‘cause you’re given more responsibilities I guess.”


–
“I’ve passed [this year now], won’t be the lowest in the school, makes you feel more like an adult.”

A few of the students who were ‘excited’ at the prospect of Year 10 did not perhaps have the best of reasons for this however, saying they felt this way simply because they would be closer to the time when they could leave school:


–
“Only three more years [of school] left!! And can get a job after school [next year].”


–
“Only got four more years of school.”


–
“Hurry up and finish school.”

Responses from just under a fifth (18%) of students to the question indicated above were more ‘neutral’ in nature— that is, these students said they felt OK or ‘didn’t mind’ about moving on to Year 10, again, often because they felt that after a year at secondary school, they were now well familiar with ’how things worked’: 


–
“I don’t really mind, I’m not really nervous or anything.”


–
”It’s OK, feel all right about it.”


–
“Just go with the flow.”


–
“Just the same as Year 9 (familiar with the school now).”


–
“Just another year at school.”

And two students said that they ‘hadn’t really thought about it’.

But the remaining 39 percent of students described themselves as “nervous”, “scared”, or “worried” about the thought of going on to Year 10, most often because they anticipated the work would be much harder (too hard for them personally):


–
“Harder work, more homework than third form [Year 9]. I can’t even handle third form work.”


–
“It’s going to be hard. I don’t want to go.”


–
“Anxious — I don’t want to be in the dumb class.”


–
“Maybe the Year 11s will pick on us. There will be exams.”


–
“Might not pass.”


–
“Harder work — one more step closer to NCEA (nervous about NCEA).”


–
“Don’t know what to expect — because I’ll be going to a new class and new teachers.”


–
“Because all my friends will be separated from me. They are the only friends I have.”


–
“There will be more responsibilities on me, will be exams to do.”

Views as a Year 10 Student on the Main Differences between Years 9 and 10

Repeating our approach of the year before, once the students were in Year 10 we asked them to consider the main things they were finding different about school compared to the previous year. 

Emily specified that the main differences for her about being in Year 10 compared to Year 9 were that:

“I’m not a ‘turd’ anymore. We’re not the babies anymore. [But] they expect a lot more, now that you’ve been here a year. No leeway now. Rules are tougher.”

To two further questions  — ‘Is there anything about being in Year 10 that you are liking more or finding better than being in Year 9?’ and ‘Is there anything about being in Year 10 that you are finding not so good as Year 9?’ — Emily answered ‘no’, reinforcing her earlier comment that this move did not represent a big change in her life. Together with the way she rated the statements listed in Table 10, this response suggests that, on the whole, Emily was comfortable with being at secondary school, and well familiar with the way things worked, now that she was a Year 10 student. Data discussed earlier in this report also lend weight to this, such as Emily’s reference to feeling much more confident and able to take on extra-curricular activities in Year 10 than she had in Year 9, when she felt she needed more time to adjust to ‘being a secondary school student’. 

Further reinforcement of this perhaps comes from her ‘totally agree’ response (see Table 10) to the statement ‘I have more fun at school this year’ (compared to her ‘agree’ response to an equivalent statement in Year 9 — refer Exhibit G in the previous chapter), despite her reference to higher expectations, tougher rules, and her ‘totally disagree’ response to the statement that work was easier in Year 10 compared to Year 9.

Teacher Views on Emily’s Progress in Year 10 

To balance the information from students and parents, we asked the students’ Year 10 form teachers: ‘Overall, how well do you feel [this student] is getting on so far this year?’ Emily’s teacher rated her as getting on ‘very well/extremely well’. (At the same time the previous year, Emily’s then Year 9 form teacher had described Emily’s early progress at secondary school in the same way.) 

Table 10:
Emily’s views of Year 10 in relation to Year 9 

	Aspect of Year 10 being compared with Year 9
	Totally agree 
	Agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Disagree
	Totally disagree

	The work this year is more demanding or challenging (harder)
	
	(
	
	
	

	I am repeating work I did before
	
	
	(a
	
	

	The work is easier
	
	
	
	
	(

	The work is more interesting
	
	
	(b
	
	

	I have more school responsibilities this year than I did last year
	(c
	
	
	
	

	I am treated more like an adult than I was last year
	(
	
	
	
	

	I am now treated more as an individual
	
	
	(
	
	

	I have more fun at school this year
	(
	
	
	
	

	The teachers are nicer/they look after me better
	
	
	(d
	
	


a
Emily added the comment “Some of it‘s a bit harder” to her rating here of ‘neither agree nor disagree’.

b
Explaining her rating on this dimension, Emily wrote “Some of it is interesting”.

c
These were: “More extra-curricular activities [such as role in school production]”.

d
The qualification “They are still the same” was added.
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Teachers’ feedback on students’ progress in their first term in Year 10

The table summarises Year 10 form teachers’ feedback to the question ‘Overall, how well do you feel this student is getting on in Year 10 so far this year?’ 
	Rating
	Year 10 form teacher response
% of studentsa

	Very well/extremely well
	33

	Well
	35

	OK/reasonably well
	24

	Not very well
	2

	Not at all well
	–

	Not sure/don’t know student well enough to be able to comment
	–

	Missing data
	9


a
Note that individual teachers quite often rated a number of participating students. (At this phase of the study there were 92 participating students.)

The present data appear to provide a quite global rather than more focused indication of how teachers felt the students had settled into Year 10 and were progressing in their learning in class, and overall. We know from other data collected throughout the study that more students than would be suggested by the data in this table were not doing as well in their learning and achievement as might be hoped, and that, although proportionately quite small, there were a number of students who were generally feeling more negative than positive about school.

Luke’s Move from Year 9 to Year 10

In Phase 3, Luke was “nervous” about going on to Year 10. He was “not too sure why— just going up a new step.” He had made a similar response in Phase 1 when anticipating the move to secondary school.

Luke considered that the main difference in Year 10 compared to Year 9 would be “Harder work”. But he also anticipated that the best things about going on to Year 10 would be:

“Meeting new friends, going on camp, having three options [rather than just two].”

Once he was in Year 10, Luke said that there was nothing he had found difficult to get used to so far that year, adding “Not like last year”. 

Luke felt that his friends — both ‘old friends’ and new friends that year — had been what helped him most to feel settled and to enjoy school. As well, he stated: 

“I just feel settled in [to school] from last year — used to it now.”

Commenting in Phase 4 on what he was finding different about school compared to the previous year, Luke simply stated:

“Just feel different [more relaxed] about being in Year 10, and not being called a ‘turd’ is good.”

Luke responded very similarly when reflecting on what he was currently finding ‘best’ about school. And there was nothing about Year 10 that he considered ‘not as good’ as Year 9. (Luke’s mother also noted that Luke was enjoying not being one of the ‘babies of the school’ any more.)

Asked to compare some of his present school experiences with those of the previous year, amongst other things Luke felt that while the work in Year 10 was more demanding, it was also more interesting. 

He further felt that he was treated more like an adult than in Year 9, that he now had more responsibilities at school, and that he was having more fun at school than was the case the previous year.

His mother’s view on what had been the best thing for Luke in his first term in Year 10 was…

“…being in the school production — gave him confidence.”

And in relation to the ‘hardest, or not so good, things’ for Luke, she simply stated “schoolwork”. 

She indicated too that while Luke mostly liked school and wanted to do well, he didn’t always put in as much effort as he could, and that being sufficiently organised in terms of study, having necessary books and equipment to hand, and so on, was a constant challenge for him.

However, Luke’s Year 10 form teacher considered that Luke was getting on ‘very well/extremely well’ at school so far that year:

“He shows quiet confidence, participates in extra-curricular activities, and is class rep on board of trustees.”
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Comparing Year 10 with Year 9 

It is of interest to compare the data in this table with the comparisons students made in Phases 2 and 3 regarding their experiences of Years 8 and 9 (see ‘All Students’ section on p.213). For example, it can be observed from the present data that almost three-quarters (72%) of students totally agreed or agreed that they were having more fun at school in Year 10 compared to Year 9 (although it should be kept in mind here that students were answering in their first term in Year 10; on the basis of the pattern of students’ responses in the latter part of Year 9, their answers may well have been different towards the end of Year 10). By comparison, less than two-thirds (60%) of the students had totally agreed/agreed in Phase 3 that they were currently having more fun at school than was the case the previous year.

There was a similar trend in responses for the statement ‘The teachers are nicer/they look after me better’, with 42 percent of students in Phase 4 totally agreeing/agreeing with this statement when comparing Year 10 with Year 9, but only just over a third agreeing or totally agreeing with this when comparing Year 9 with Year 8.
	Aspect of Year 10 being compared with Year 9
	Totally 
agree
%
	Agree

%
	Neither agree nor disagree
%
	Disagree

%
	Totally disagree
%
	Missing 
data
%

	The work this year is more demanding or challenging (harder)
	12
	46
	36
	5
	1
	–

	I am repeating work I did before
	4
	24
	42
	27
	2
	–

	The work is easier
	–
	12
	51
	30
	4
	2

	The work is more interesting
	14
	50
	30
	3
	1
	1

	I have more school responsibilities this year than I did last year
	9
	23
	35
	23
	10
	1

	I am treated more like an adult than I was last year
	11
	40
	43
	4
	1
	–

	I am now treated more as an individual
	7
	46
	39
	8
	1
	–

	I have more fun at school this year
	26
	46
	20
	8
	–
	–

	The teachers are nicer/they look after me better
	16
	26
	47
	10
	1
	–
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The best and not so good things about Year 10

To the question ‘Is there anything about being in Year 10 that you are finding not so good as Year 9?’, two-thirds of students in Phase 4 answered ‘no’, most often adding either that this was because things were “much the same because I’m used to secondary school now” or that “Year 10 is better”.
Although the move to Year 10 represented a much less dramatic change for students than their transition from primary to secondary school, there were nevertheless concerns expressed by approximately a third of students once they were in Year 10. Most often, their concerns were that:

•
the work was harder, more advanced;


–
“The work’s harder, more demanding. In Year 9 the work was easier.”


–
“It’s hard, difficult work and harder homework.”


–
“The work’s harder so it makes me feel lazy.”

•
the workload was heavier;


–
“Too much work, last year it was much less.”


–
“The workload is bigger.”

•
they were having to do exams;


–
“Getting pretty scary, ‘cause we are getting close to exams.”


–
“Not looking forward to exams.”

•
they were much closer to having to cope with NCEA;


–
“Knowing that I have to do NCEA — a bit nervous.”


–
“Closer to NCEA now.”

•
teachers were stricter and more serious;


–
“The seriousness of the teachers. The extra workload.”


–
“Teachers being more strict.”

•
expectations were higher; they were expected to be more responsible now that they were older; there was less fun;


–
“They expect more of you now. Sometimes a bit more pressured.”


–
“Expected to do more work — last year was more fun.”


–
“You can’t have all the fun we had in Year 9 ‘cause you’re older. Have to sit down and study, more serious.”


–
“I’d still like to be a Year 9. Everyone expects more of you in Year 10. It’s hard to cope with.”


–
“I’m growing up. I don’t want to be a teenager.”


–
“We have to bring more things. Teachers expect more from us.”

•
it was difficult adjusting to new teachers, and/or disappointing not having some of their Year 9 teachers again; 

•
they were missing friends who had gone to other schools.


–
“Some friends moved to another school at the end of Year 9. It’s not so much fun in class this year as last year.”

But as was the case when they were in Year 9, most students reported a range of positive aspects of their Year 10 school experiences: friends, teachers, option subjects, learning new things, extra-curricular involvement.

For example, while a third of students answered ‘no’ when asked ‘Is there anything about being in Year 10 that you are liking more or finding better than being in Year 9?’, often because they considered things were much the same as they’d been (in the latter part) of the previous year, the remaining two-thirds of students answered ‘yes’ to this question.

By far the most frequent response from those who answered ‘yes’ was that they were pleased, now that they were in Year 10, to no longer be the youngest students in the school, and were especially glad to no longer be called names because of their junior position:


–
“Not being the youngest anymore. More to do around the school when you’re older, because you’re more confident. More confident to do things — for example, acting in front of Year 9s.”


–
“Don’t feel little now. We’re not the new-comers anymore.”


–
“Don’t get called ‘turds’ anymore — used to get called that quite a bit last year. Not being the youngest.”


–
“Knowing that I’m not in the youngest group of people anymore.”


–
“Not being at the bottom of the food chain.”


–
“I’m not the youngest in the school anymore. Just a nice feeling not to be the youngest (even though I didn’t really get called names last year).”


–
“Not being the youngest, being more responsible, so younger kids will look up to me.”


–
“The Year 9s look up to us. The Year 10s are like the seniors of the juniors.”

A related response was that they enjoyed being treated ‘more like an adult’ as a second-year student:


–
“People respect you, teachers respect you as well, you are known — part of the school.”


–
“We don’t get treated like we’re the bottom of the school — as if we’re babies.”


–
“Just the fact that we’re treated more like adults. We’re given more responsibility and more freedom. The teachers can trust us to do stuff now, now that we know the procedures.”


–
“In some ways you get a bit more ‘respect’. Kind of treated older than last year.”


–
“Treated by teachers better — don’t get the ‘talks’ from them like we got last year.”


–
“There is a bit more responsibility, and I guess your parents trust you a bit more, because last year you were less trustworthy and younger.”

Other comments made in response to the question emphasised that students felt more relaxed at secondary school in their second year there, because they were in a now familiar environment and knew and were known by more people.


–
“I know more people now and I know the teachers better and so it makes the work easier. Easier to talk to them and ask questions. And I know my way round the school now.”


–
“Our teachers are like friends, now that we know them better. Say ‘hi’ to them every day.”


–
“It’s good to feel more relaxed about school.”

Most of the remaining responses from students regarding aspects of Year 10 they liked better than Year 9 concerned their learning in class, particularly having more option subjects, being able to choose subjects that suited them best because of experience gained the previous year, and having more challenging or exciting work.


–
“The work is more challenging than Year 9 work.”


–
“We’re starting to get [NCEA] credits now — to get ready for fifth form [Year 11]. We do more interesting things this year than we did in third form [Year 9]. We have more options, more fun things to do, like the posters we did in English, and science experiments. Also camp is coming up.”


–
“Better subject choice, can do subjects this year that weren’t available last year.”


–
“We get to do a lot more stuff in option classes and learn more things. And we get three options; last year we just had two.”


–
“Better classes: instead of trying out all the different subjects like last year, you do your favourite ones [ie, options].”

Summary Statements about Emily’s Progression to Year 10
By the end of her first term in Year 10, on the whole, Emily was very comfortable about being a Year 10 student. As well as saying she was used to everything at school now — that is, the ‘way things were done’ — she was enjoying new challenges and responsibilities, and learning new things. She was also pleased to no longer be one of the youngest in the school and commented that she enjoyed ‘being older’ generally. As well, Emily was expressing greater confidence about her abilities in her subjects, in her extra-curricular activities, and in her social interactions. She did not now refer to her world as being “topsy-turvy” as she had when talking about some of her experiences as she adjusted to her first year at secondary school. 

Chapter Thirteen:
Ability, Achievement and Progress

The international research literature reports that, throughout their education, there is a tendency for students’ achievement to dip at times of transition, but particularly after more significant transition points, such as that represented by the move from primary to secondary schooling. We wanted to see whether this finding held true in a New Zealand context, and if so, the nature of the dip, and how long it might endure. From the outset of our study, therefore, a key focus was to be on student achievement shortly before and at three points after the Year 8–9 transition. 

This chapter begins by providing teacher and parent estimates of Emily’s ability level, and goes on to present data on how well Emily was progressing at school, including the nature of her overall achievement, and, more specifically, estimates of her achievement in each of reading, writing/written expression, and mathematics.

Also included in this chapter is more ‘formal’ reporting of Emily’s achievement, in the form of  asTTle
 results. Her scores in reading, writing and mathematics, from asTTle testing sessions conducted at all four phases of the study, are discussed. Because these scores are derived from a consistent measure of achievement, we were able to look at patterns in Emily’s achievement over the course of the study, and reflect on these in light of other information about Emily and in terms of the research evidence about student achievement following the transition point we are focusing on. 

Important Note:

Our report — Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling — deals extensively with the topic of student achievement within the context of our transition study. Data relating to the achievement of the overall group of participating students has therefore been kept to a minimum in the present report (and chapter). 

Estimates of Ability Level

We obtained an estimate of ability level from teachers and parents for each student that took part in the study. This was to provide a broad reference point against which to consider our students’ achievement levels, and also to see how likely it is that different people have contrasting views about a student’s ability level.

Teacher Estimates of Emily’s Ability Level

Teachers before and after transition were consistent in rating Emily as being of ‘above average ability’.

Emily’s Year 8 teacher arrived at this estimate
 by a combination of assessment procedures she had developed herself for use with her class as a whole, information from other teachers within the school, standardised test scores, general observations of Emily’s work and behaviour, plus other “personal observations” (Table 11). This teacher considered that these methods were the most important because:

“[They] have given an overall picture of Emily’s strengths and weaknesses [and because they are] reliable methods.”

Emily’s Year 9 teacher simply stated that she’d placed most weight on ‘general observations’ to arrive at her estimate of Emily’s overall ability level.

Table 11:
How teachers arrived at their assessment of Emily’s ability level

	The basis for estimate of student’s ability 
	Phase 1 —Year 8 teacher 
	Phase 3 — Year 9 English/form teacher 

	Information from previous/other classroom teachers within this school
	(
	(

	Information passed on from the student’s previous school
	
	

	Information from specialist teachers (eg, RT:Lit; RTLB)
	
	

	My own assessment procedures that I have used with the class as a whole this year
	(
	(

	Assessment procedures that I have used specifically with this student
	
	

	General observations of how the student works and behaves
	(
	(

	PAT scores
	
	[Not given as a specific option in Phase 3]

	(Other) standardised test scoresa
	(
	

	Other waysb
	(
	


a
The standardised test scores specified by Emily’s Year 8 teacher were: STAR, Daniels and Dieck, Australian maths & English composition, Running Records.

b
The ‘other way’ specified was that of “personal  observations”.

Parental Estimate of Emily’s Ability Level

When asked to describe their ‘Year 8 child’s overall ability’ in Phase 1, Emily’s parents stated:

“She is above average. In fact, she is very intelligent for her age.”

Parental estimate of ability is therefore consistent with that of Emily’s teachers before and after transition. In fact, to the question ‘Do you think your view of your Year 8 child’s ability is the same as the school’s?’, Emily’s parents considered that it was.

They went on to say they had based the assessment of their daughter’s ability on…

“…parent–teacher interviews, school reports, her whole attitude and performance of wanting to do her best at everything.”

This comment suggests that Emily’s parents had good communication with the school about their daughter and also reinforces other information discussed in this report regarding the positive, caring relationship between Emily and her family.

All Students

Parent estimates of their child’s ability level 

We asked parents to give an estimate of their then Year 8 child’s ability level. Of those parents who responded (N=60), almost 60 percent judged their child to be of ‘above average’ ability, with a further 30 percent regarding their child as ‘average’. Four parents advised that their child was ‘below average’, and two that their child was of ‘superior ability’. And one parent was ‘not sure — hadn’t really thought about it’.

Most often, parents based their estimation of ability primarily on their own knowledge and understanding of their child, but they also took into account feedback from their child’s current (main) teacher, and to a lesser extent, assessments made by previous teachers, and results of various standardised measures, including Progressive Achievement Tests (PAT). 

A large majority of the responding parents felt that their estimate of their child’s ability would be the same as the school’s estimate of ability.

Predictions of Emily’s Highest Educational Qualification

As with their estimates of Emily’s ability level, teachers before and after transition were consistent in their response to the question ‘What do you think is the highest level of qualification this student is likely to achieve?’, both predicting that Emily was likely to achieve an undergraduate university degree (eg, BA). 

Although parents were asked in Phase 1 what sort of qualifications they thought their Year 8 child would achieve in the future, Emily’s parents omitted to answer this question. However, when asked how much education they wanted Emily to receive, they replied “As much as possible”, adding that there was “Nothing we can think of” ‘that might stop [her] from getting the kind of education [we] would like her to receive’.

Achievement

Emily’s Own Estimate of How Good she was at Learning

The discussion in Chapter Five indicated that, in general, Emily considered herself to be ‘good at learning’. Also, data in Chapter Ten show that Emily identified at least some subjects in which she felt she was doing well.

Teacher Views of Emily’s Progress and Achievement

To provide some context for their assessment of Emily’s achievement, we first asked teachers to ‘describe the overall level of achievement of this student’s class in relation to other students at this year level’.

The Year 8 teacher positioned overall class achievement slightly more positively than her Year 9 counterpart, giving a rating
 of ‘very good/excellent’ for Emily’s Year 8 class, compared to the latter teacher’s rating of ‘average, but very good in some respects’ for her class in Year 9.

Similarly, when teachers described Emily’s ‘overall level of achievement in relation to other students in her class in each of reading, written expression/writing and mathematics, the Year 8 teacher rated Emily more highly than her Year 9 form teacher did a year later (Table 12). 

However, in contrast to the data in Table 12, teachers before and after transition were consistent in their ratings of Emily’s overall ‘progress in school/schoolwork in relation to her own performance’. They each considered that she had made ‘very good progress’.
Emily’s Year 8 teacher added a comment:

“Emily has worked consistently hard and as a result has made good gains in all areas.”

Her English
 teacher in Phase 3 also rated Emily as having made ‘very good progress’ in that subject during the year.

Table 12:
Teacher ratings of Emily’s progress in three subject areas relative to other students in her class

	Rating of progress compared to classmates
	Phase 1 — Year 8 teacher
	Phase 3 — Year 9 English/form teacher

	
	Reading
	Written expression/writing
	Maths
	Reading 
	Written expression/writing
	Maths

	Minimal/very low
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Slow/below average
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Average/medium
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Average, but very good in some aspects
	
	
	
	(
	(
	(

	Very good/excellent
	(
	(
	(
	
	
	

	Other rating
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Not sure
	
	
	
	
	
	


All Students

Parent predictions of students’ highest educational qualifications

To the Phase 1 question ‘What sort of qualifications do you think your child will achieve in the future?’ no parent answered ‘none’. The largest group (around 40%) felt their child would achieve either an undergraduate and/or postgraduate university degree.

The response from around one quarter of parents was that they either hadn’t thought about it at that stage, it was too early to say, or that they ‘didn’t know/were not sure’. 

Only two parents felt their child would achieve only NCEA level 1 (School Certificate). 

Teacher views of the highest qualifications students were likely to achieve

The data in the table below suggest that, overall, the students’ teachers were less positive or optimistic than participating parents about the level of qualifications students would be likely to achieve. For example, teachers in each of Phases 1 and 3 were of the opinion that 16 percent or more of the students would achieve either no formal qualifications or only NCEA Level 1. (However, it should be noted here that, in general, parents of the students who had achieved in the ‘middle range’ or upper quartile on the asTTle assessments, tended to be more highly represented in the study.)
	Highest qualification the student was expected to achieve
	Phase 1:
Year 8 teachers’ views
% of studentsa 
	Phase 3: Year 9 English or maths teachers’ views
% of studentsa,b

	None
	6
	7

	NCEA Level 1 (School Certificate)
	10
	12

	NCEA Level 2 (University Entrance)
	11
	15

	NCEA Level 3 (Bursary)
	4
	6

	Trades Qualification
	8
	8

	Tertiary diploma
	11
	8

	Undergraduate degree
	28
	23

	Postgraduate degree
	10
	8

	Other
	1
	2

	Don’t know/not sure
	10
	12

	Missing data
	1
	3


a
Teachers often provided feedback on more than one student in the study.

b
The data reported here are an average of the responses of English and mathematics teachers.

How much education parents wanted their child to receive

Parents commenting in Phase 1 on ‘how much education they would like their child to achieve’, most often indicated that they would like their child to at least complete their secondary school education (to the end of Year 12, and preferably Year 13), with the relevant qualifications, and then go on to some sort of tertiary study — usually university, but also in some cases to a polytechnic or a work-related ‘training’ institution. But there were also a considerable number of participating parents who simply stated that it would depend on what their child felt happy doing: that they should go as far as they wanted to or felt capable of.

Thinking about what might prevent their child achieving the education they would want for them, the largest group (41%) expected that there should be no impediments. But several parents in each case listed peer pressure, money worries, the child’s attitude/lack of motivation and/or the nature of their choice(s), and health and family problems as factors that might hinder or limit their child’s future education.

As well as the feedback from teachers in Phases 1 and 3, form teachers gave a more general rating
 of students’ academic progress in Phases 2 and 4. 

The particular question put to them was ‘Overall, how would you describe [this child’s] academic progress so far this year?’. 

The teacher in Phase 4 rated Emily’s progress as ‘excellent’, a considerably more positive rating than that given by her counterpart at the equivalent stage of the previous school year. This latter teacher, who had been Emily’s form/English teacher for her first term in Year 9 only, rated Emily as having made ‘satisfactory’ progress. 

These contrasting ratings are, perhaps, less indicative of relative progress per se than they are about how teachers perceive still largely unknown students soon after the transition from primary school, compared to how they see the students once they have become much more familiar faces in the school (the Phase 4 teacher had been Emily’s form/English teacher since Term 2 the previous year).

Parent Views of Emily’s Progress and Achievement

Parent feedback in Phase 1 when asked ‘How do you feel [Emily] is getting on this year in each of reading, writing (written expression) and maths?’ is shown in Table 13.

Table 13
Parent views on Emily’s progress in Year 8 in specified subject areas 
	Subject area
	Parental assessment

	Reading
	“Excellent.”

	Written expression/writing
	“Excellent.”

	Mathematics
	“Okay?”


It is of interest that the comment about mathematics seems to suggest that Emily’s parents either felt less well informed about their daughter’s progress in this subject, and/or that they did not feel confident enough about their own knowledge or understanding of mathematics to be able to give a definite opinion, as they had for Emily’s reading and writing. 

All Students

Form teacher ratings of students’ academic progress early in Year 9 and Year 10

The data show that although fewer teachers chose ‘excellent’ to describe students’ academic progress in Phase 4 compared to Phase 3, overall ratings were more positive in Year 10. Teachers also noted that quite a number of students seemed much more settled and positive in Year 10 than they had been the previous year.

However, there were a relatively small but important proportion of students judged to be falling below a ‘satisfactory’ level of progress.
	Rating of progress
	Phase 2 — Year 9 form teacher
% of studentsa
	Phase 4 — Year 10 form teacher
% of studentsa

	Excellent
	19
	12

	Above average
	26
	35

	Satisfactory
	42
	48

	Below average
	7
	2

	Causing concern
	2
	4

	Not sure/don’t know student well enough to comment
	2
	–

	Missing data
	1
	–


a
Teachers often provided feedback on more than one student in the study.

To the further question, ‘What sort of progress do you think your Year 8 child has made in her overall class work this year?’, Emily’s parents replied: 

“Very good. Every task that was put toward her she completed with great achievement. Even if she was not sure about anything she attempted to complete all tasks.”
Similarly, in Phase 3 of the study, it was evident that Emily’s parents were generally very satisfied with how their daughter was getting on at secondary school. They described her as having progressed ‘very well/extremely well’, explaining their assessment as follows:

“Her [Emily’s] comment is ‘I’ve laid my foundation, I’ve had fun and next year I’m going to settle down and work hard for the goals that I set for myself’. That tells us that she has settled, plus positive school reports, positive letters sent home, and interaction with school teachers.”

AsTTle Results

Mathematics Results

While Emily had stated in her interviews that she enjoyed mathematics more at secondary school, largely because of her maths teacher, her achievement, as measured by asTTle, did not reflect this. 

The data in Table 14 show that Emily’s asTTle score in Phase 2 was significantly lower than it had been in Phase 1, mirroring the general trend in mathematics for students in the present study, as well as for students in the national data set for asTTle, and students in other studies (refer footnote 93 in Chapter Fourteen, for example). 

And even though Emily’s maths score in Phase 3 was higher than in Phase 2, taking her to the next curriculum attainment level, it was below the group mean and continued to be lower (if only slightly) than her Phase 1 attainment. Emily’s maths score dropped once more in Phase 4, again reflecting the overall trend among participating students of a dip in mathematics achievement following a transition. 

Throughout the study, Emily’s overall curriculum attainment level for mathematics showed a considerable decrease, from the ‘level 4-Proficient’ she gained in Phase 1, to ‘level 3-Advanced’ in Phase 4. The overall decline in Emily’s maths attainment, according to asTTle, was not typical of other students in the study who, like Emily, had achieved high scores in maths for the Phase 1 asTTle assessment. Most of these high-achieving students went from strength to strength in their mathematics over the course of the study (as discussed in our ‘achievement report’).

However, the data in Table 14 coincide, in a broad sense, with information obtained from interviews with Emily: that is, that her attitudes towards — and, apparently, achievement in — various subjects either fluctuated or changed considerably over the course of the study.

Table 14:
Emily’s asTTle achievement scores and overall curriculum-level attainment in each of mathematics, reading, and writing at each phase of the study

	
	Mathematics
	Reading
	Writing

	
	Scores
	Curriculum levelsa
	Scores
	Curriculum levelsa
	Scores
	Curriculum levelsa

	
	Emily’s score
	Group mean
	Emily’s level
	Group mean
	Emily’s score
	Group mean
	Emily’s level
	Group mean
	Emily’s score
	Group mean
	Emily’s level
	Group mean

	Phase 1 — November 2003
	720
	607
	4P
	3A
	487
	481
	3B
	3B
	651
	508
	4B
	3B

	Phase 2 — March 2004
	568
	659
	3P
	4B
	513
	487
	3B
	3B
	664
	519
	4P
	3B

	Phase 3 — October 2004
	686
	776
	4P
	4A
	621
	535
	4P
	3P
	672
	576
	4P
	3A

	Phase 4 — April 2005
	619
	824
	3A
	4A
	665
	585
	4A
	4B
	656
	563
	4B
	3P


a
Note: In relation to curriculum levels, Level 3 of the curriculum is broadly speaking the average level at which students in Years 6 to 8 operate, while Levels 4 and 5 are generally the levels applicable to most Years 9 and 10 students. ‘B’ denotes that a student is working at a ‘basic skills’ level, ‘P’ = proficient, and ‘A’ = advanced.

Luke’s Achievement

At the end of Year 8, Luke’s asTTle scores (these are presented on p.234) showed he was achieving at level 3–Basic of the curriculum in reading, level 2–Advanced in writing (below the group mean for study participants of level 3–Basic) and level 3–Advanced in mathematics. 

In Phase 2, Luke’s asTTle score in reading had fallen only slightly compared to his Phase 1 score, but his score in maths showed a dramatic drop, taking him from Level 3A to level 2A of the curriculum.

 But, interestingly, although he stated that he did not like writing and was not good at it, his asTTle writing scores increased in Phase 2 and again in Phase 3. And in Phase 4 he gained the same score as he had in Phase 3. 

Despite his improvement, overall, Luke’s scores in writing indicated that he was working at a lower curriculum level in this area by Phase 4 (level 3–Proficient) than he was in either reading or maths (level 4B in each case). His Year 8 teacher had earlier commented that although she felt Luke would handle the transition to secondary school very well in most respects, she had concerns about his application in the area of writing.

After his dip in reading achievement in Phase 2, Luke’s reading scores showed a slight gain in Phase 3, and a more substantial one in Phase 4, showing he made steady overall progress in reading over the course of the study, and reflecting the pattern of results in reading for the group as a whole.

Following the significant dip in his maths score between Phases 1 and 2, Luke made significant gains in Year 9 (from curriculum Level 2A in Phase 2 to level 4B in Phase 3) and remained at this level in Phase 4. 

However, despite this gain, his asTTle mathematics results for Phase 4 were only slightly higher than his Phase 1 results, suggesting that perhaps maths learning in Year 9 had been more a case of consolidating prior learning rather than progression to new or higher-level learning. This may account for his greater enjoyment of maths in Phase 4: that is, he said he was now starting to learn new concepts in maths, making it more interesting for him than it had been the year before.

Overall, it is likely that Luke was working below his potential. For example, his mother referred to his ongoing lack of application and organisation to do with his schoolwork and mentioned his school reports in which teachers stated that they thought he ‘could work harder’. And Luke himself often referred to his propensity for becoming distracted by friends and classmates, which meant that he often missed important information.

Reading Results

Early in the study, Emily indicated that she was not very interested in reading, and her Phase 1 and Phase 2 asTTle achievement scores in reading seem to reflect this attitude. But by the end of the study, Emily was expressing more positive attitudes to reading; interestingly, there was a corresponding increase in her asTTle achievement reading scores in the latter two phases of the study, particularly in Phase 4.

Writing Results

In contrast to reading, Emily was very positive about writing in Phase 1 and subsequently, which is contrary to the findings of a number of national and international studies that show that students tend to develop increasingly negative attitudes to writing over time. She also scored highly — considerably above the group mean — on the asTTle writing tasks in Phase 1, with subsequent asTTle scores in writing remaining at much the same level, despite a small drop-off in relative curriculum level in Phase 4. The Phase 4 result may have been influenced by Emily’s disclosure that while she still felt positive about it, she currently had less energy and inclination for ’creative writing’ activities due to unusually heavy other commitments.

Summary Statements about Emily’s Achievement and Progress at School

Emily’s asTTle achievement scores coincide, in a broad sense, with other information obtained from or about her throughout the study, including teacher and parental feedback on her strengths and progress, and the information that showed that her attitudes towards various subjects fluctuated or changed over the course of the study. The main exception was the dramatic overall decline evident in Emily’s asTTle mathematics scores, despite the evidence that she felt increasingly positive towards maths following her transition to secondary school and the Phase 1 score that seemed to indicate that she had been doing very well in maths in Year 8. 
Overall, however, Emily is shown to be a student with definite strengths in a range of subject areas, and as a student with generally very positive attitudes to learning and a strong desire to do well.

Comparing Luke’s AsTTle Achievement Patterns with those of the other Participating Students 

Luke’s asTTle results reflected the broad achievement trends for all participating students over the first three phases of the study, in that there was a drop off in his scores in Phase 2, compared to Phase 1, particularly in mathematics, and a subsequent rise in scores in each of reading and writing, and, most markedly, in mathematics in Phase 3. Luke’s Phase 4 results for reading and writing again corresponded quite closely to the group trend in that his reading score showed a quite dramatic increase compared to Phase 3 (and earlier phases), while his writing achievement showed a ‘plateau effect’. In contrast to other participating students, however, Luke’s maths scores did not dip in Phase 4 following the move to Year 10, although the gain in his score was not substantial. 
	
	Mathematics
	Reading
	Writing

	
	Scores
	Curriculum levelsa
	Scores
	Curriculum levelsa
	Scores
	Curriculum levelsa

	
	Luke’s score
	Group mean
	Luke’s level
	Group meanb
	Luke’s score
	Group mean
	Luke’s level
	Group mean
	Luke’s score
	Group mean
	Luke’s level
	Group mean

	Phase 1 — November 2003
	612
	607
	3A
	3A
	487
	481
	3B
	3B
	474
	508
	2A
	3B

	Phase 2 — March 2004
	469
	511
	2A
	4B
	471
	519
	2A
	3B
	506
	519
	3B
	3B

	Phase 3 — October 2004
	643
	588
	4B
	4A
	496
	535
	3B
	3P
	550
	576
	3P
	3A

	Phase 4 — April 2005
	658
	545
	4B
	4A
	579
	585
	4B
	4B
	550
	563
	3P
	3P


a
Note: In relation to curriculum levels, Level 3 of the curriculum is broadly speaking the average level at which students in Years 6 to 8 operate, while Levels 4 and 5 are generally the levels applicable to most Years 9 and 10 students. ‘B’ denotes that a student is working at a ‘basic skills’ level, ‘P’ = proficient, and ‘A’ = advanced.

b
It may be noted that group means for mathematics in the table for Luke differ from the group means for this subject reported in Table 14 (Emily’s results). This is because, from Phase 2 onwards, students who had achieved high scores in the maths asTTle test in Phase 1 (of whom Emily was one) took a slightly different test that incorporated a few items at a higher curriculum level. Thus there were two ‘test groups’ of students for mathematics. (Reasons for the test variation are explained in our report Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling.)

All Students

Their achievement in mathematics, reading and writing as measured by asTTle

[image: image3.emf]
The box and whisker plots above show the spread of students’ achievement scores on asTTle  in mathematics, reading and writing over the course of the study. 

Between Phases 1 and 2:

•
average student achievement in mathematics declined;

•
there was no significant improvement in reading;

•
students achieving in the highest quartile for reading showed a significant decline in achievement;

•
there was no significant improvement in students’ writing scores.

Between Phases 2 and 3:

•
there was a marked improvement in average student achievement in all three subjects;

•
students in the highest quartiles in mathematics and reading in Phase 2 showed a greater gain in mean performance than students in the lower quartiles;

•
the spread of scores increased for maths and reading.

Between Phases 3 and 4

•
there was a noticeable overall improvement in reading only;

•
students in the upper quartile for mathematics continued to improve; 

•
there was a drop off in achievement in maths for students in the lower quartile; 

•
students in the lowest quartile in maths and writing showed the lowest rate of progress;

•
the spread of scores increased for maths, but decreased slightly for reading and writing.

As mentioned elsewhere in this chapter, in-depth discussion of students’ achievement within the context of the study is contained in our report Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling.

PART IV: DISCUSSION

Chapter Fourteen:
Considering Findings and ‘Key Implications’

This chapter begins by identifying the overall aim of the primary to secondary schooling transition study, together with a number of the research questions
 that were established for the project. After briefly discussing a ‘definition’ of transition within the context of the present study, findings presented in previous chapters about Emily and all participating students are synthesised in order to address the specified research questions and, ultimately, the aim of the study.

The discussion then moves on to briefly consider evidence from the study in relation to the wider educational issues of students’ attitudes to subjects and ongoing engagement in their learning. 

The chapter concludes with a brief review of major results and indicates some ‘key implications’ suggested by the study findings.

Identifying the Research Questions 

The overall aim of the research was to…

…identify the variables that seem to facilitate or hinder a smooth transition for students between the two school sectors in terms of their: 

−
overall learning and achievement; 

−
social development or adjustment; and 

−
attitudes towards school, learning and achieving well. 

The particular questions were:

−
‘What views do individual students have about their own transition from primary to secondary schooling, before it occurs and in the 18 months following, particularly the first six months?’

−
‘What are students’ predictions about their own learning and social development prior to, and after, the primary to secondary schooling transition?’ 

−
‘What are students’ expectations of secondary school and to what extent are they realised?’ 

−
‘What are the social impacts of the primary to secondary schooling transition on individual students and groups of students?’

−
‘How do students view their own learning prior to, and following, transition to secondary school?’

−
‘What do they see as the most significant impacts on their learning and achievement?’

−
‘What are the particular positive aspects of the primary to secondary schooling transition for students in general?’

−
Are there negative aspects of the primary to secondary schooling transition for students overall, and if so, what are they and how do they impact?’

−
‘What specific student characteristics — such as prior learning, behaviour, attitudes, and life experiences — most often arise to explain differences in experiences and/or views expressed by students in relation to transition?’

Defining ‘Transition’ within the Context of this Study

Anecdotal and other evidence suggests that the Year 8 to Year 9 transition is frequently regarded as a particular ‘event’.

The Concise Oxford Dictionary (Ninth edition, 1995) defines ‘transition’ as: n. 1. a passing or change from one place, state, condition, etc, to another (an age of transition; a transition from plain to hills).

This definition implies both a sense of ‘evolution’ — of change that occurs over time or space — and, to a lesser extent, perhaps, a more immediate or definitive change or event. 

While the short-term sense of this definition may more often be applied to the Year 8–9 transition, importantly, the findings of the present study indicate that it should more appropriately be considered as an ongoing process
 that takes an often difficult-to-determine length of time.

It is suggested, therefore, that a concept of transition as encompassing both event and process be kept in mind when considering the findings presented in this chapter.

Addressing the Research Questions

As part of the process of achieving the aim of the transition study we have brought together various sets of data from the study to provide as comprehensive a response as possible to the identified research questions. 

For coherency, data relating to each of the research questions identified above are discussed under a number of broad headings, which are as follows: 

−
‘Student views and experiences of the transition to secondary school’; 

−
‘The social impacts of the primary to secondary schooling transition’;

−
‘Student views of their own learning and what most impacted on their achievement’; 

−
‘Positive aspects of the transition for students’; 

−
‘Negative aspects of the transition for students’; and

−
‘The importance of individual student characteristics in relation to the transition’.

In most instances, the data most strongly linked to just one research question is discussed under each heading or section; however, in two of the sections, two or three research questions apply and the relevant data are discussed together. Each section is preceded by a number of summary points.

Student Views and Experiences of the Transition to Secondary School

This section discusses some of the fears and hopes that students had about secondary school in the weeks preceding their arrival there, plus students’ feedback about what it was like for them, in and out of the classroom, as they progressed through Year 9 and on into Year 10.

Research questions

What views do individual students have about their own transition from primary to secondary schooling, before it occurs and in the 18 months following, particularly the first six months?

and

What are students’ predictions about their own learning and social development prior to, and after, the primary to secondary schooling transition? 

and

What are students’ expectations of secondary school and to what extent are they realised? 

Summary Points 

The following points have been organised into four groupings to correspond with the four phases of the study. The first phase was prior to the transition, when the students were still in Year 8, the second and third phases were early and late in the students’ first year at secondary school, while the fourth phase occurred when the students were several weeks into Year 10.

In Year 8, prior to transition, in general students…

· …anticipated that finding their way around in a much bigger school
, with lots more people, would be problematic.

· …thought learning would be more difficult (for them) at secondary school and that there would be a lot more, and harder, homework.

· …felt teachers would be stricter and that there would be more rules.

· …were often sad and anxious at the thought of being separated from existing friends and had fears about their ability to make new friends at secondary school and ‘fit in’.

· …feared bullying, especially from older students.

· …thought learning would be more interesting and exciting at secondary school and that there would be more or wider learning opportunities.

· …thought there would be more, and more exciting, extra-curricular opportunities, particularly in sports and the performing arts.

Soon after transition, in their first term at secondary school, students’…

· …felt they had settled into their new school quite quickly in terms of the shorter-term, more ‘superficial’ aspects of the transition.

· …in most cases had made new friends.

· …often missed having their school friends from the previous year in classes with them, or even at the same school.

· …frequently mentioned that friends being ‘there for them’, and parents and family showing that they were interested in their progress and well-being at school, had helped them settle at secondary school.

· …also found that some of the strategies put in place by their new school to help them settle in had been helpful; in particular, they were very positive about the help and support provided by senior student peer supporters.

· ...were sometimes able to recall information and advice provided by their Year 8 teachers that had helped them adjust to secondary school.

· …were relieved that bullying was not commonplace as they had feared and that older students were not generally unfriendly.

· …mostly found the increased diversity amongst the student and teacher population exciting.

· …quite often found it challenging building relationships with a number of new teachers at the same time as getting to know new classmates.

· …felt less ‘known’ by their teachers, which gave a greater sense of freedom for some students but was difficult for others, in that they missed the more personal teacher contact they had been used to.

· …were mostly very positive about their new teachers, finding them more approachable and helpful and less ‘strict’ than they had anticipated or been led to believe when in Year 8.

· …expressed diverse opinions about the difficulty level of their schoolwork: from more (too) difficult compared to primary/intermediate school, to easier (less challenging). 

· …generally felt that the amount of homework had significantly increased compared to primary/intermediate school, which impacted on their leisure time, and that while the homework itself wasn’t necessarily more difficult, it was challenging juggling multiple deadlines. 

· …were able to identify subjects, topics or projects that they found interesting, exciting (because the content was ‘new’), and enjoyable to learn about or undertake.

· …were particularly positive about having option subjects.

· …enjoyed features of secondary school that were, to them, novel, such as the school canteen, especially as it gave them a feeling of being more grown up and independent.

· …felt less at ease during break times than they were used to being: less sure about their position when it came to claiming places to play games, for example, often feeling they needed to defer to older students.

Towards the end of Year 9, almost a year since the transition event, students…

· …were less likely than they had been at the end of Year 8 or early in Year 9 to say they ‘definitely’ enjoyed school.

· ...mostly preferred the ‘way things were’ at secondary school rather than the idea of a return to primary/intermediate school, despite expressing lower overall levels of ‘enjoyment of school’.

· ...had established which teachers they related to best or preferred to have teaching them and were able to clearly articulate their reasons (as they had in Year 8 when asked about the qualities they most favoured in their teachers).

· …were more critical than they had been earlier in the year or when in Year 8 about aspects of teaching and learning.

· …showed that while they generally found at least some subjects or topics worthwhile and interesting, were now more likely to say they were having to learn too many things that were boring or irrelevant to them.

· …mostly felt that their option subjects had lived up to earlier expectations and were interesting and enjoyable; however, in some cases students were disappointed to find that rather than ‘light relief’ by being fun and interesting and personally meaningful (eg, te reo Māori), their option subjects were instead ‘boring’, alienating, too difficult, or far more work than expected. 

· …tended to have more established friendships after ups and downs and ‘trial and error’ alliances earlier in Year 9.

· …had often, but not always, become involved in extra-curricular activities that they enjoyed and that made them feel more part of and involved in the wider life of the school.

· …felt there was less ‘comfort’ offered by the physical environment at secondary school (finding it particularly unpleasant being locked out of classrooms in lunch breaks during winter months, for example), and considered the environment to be generally less attractive (eg, more litter in the grounds, less colourful or well set out) than at primary/intermediate school.

· …looked back over their first year at secondary school and realised that some aspects of it had been more difficult for them than they had appreciated earlier in the year. 

· …were, despite a few anxieties, much more relaxed about the idea of the transition from Year 9 to Year 10 than they had been about the Year 8 to Year 9 transition, chiefly because they were well familiar with their secondary school by now and understood ‘how things worked’.

Beyond the Year 8–9 transition: towards the end of their first term in Year 10, students’…

· …found, for the most part, that beginning Year 10 was much less stressful than it had been to embark on their first year at secondary school.

· …were more likely than they had been near the end of Year 9 to say they ‘definitely’ enjoyed school.

· …were enjoying at least some of what they were learning in class and developing a greater sense of continuing to build their knowledge/skill base.

· …were often enjoying — and gaining confidence from — opportunities to take up new extra-curricular activities at school or build on ones from the previous year. 

· …appreciated (where applicable) opportunities to take part in programmes or activities designed to boost student self-confidence or foster certain skills that had been specially arranged for them by the deans or other staff within the school, in consultation with parents/family.

· …discovered that while they were well familiar with ‘how things worked’ at their secondary school, there were nevertheless still challenges or adjustments to be faced: new teachers, losing some of their Year 9 classmates or friends, encountering different or more difficult work, having to balance extra-curricular activities with the demands of schoolwork, feeling that NCEA was something they already needed to think about, and having greater expectations placed on them at school and, in some cases, simultaneously by their parents/families, who expected them to take on extra responsibilities ‘now that they were older’.

· …continued to find that aspects of their work did not engage them and that the classroom environment was not always conducive to effective teaching and learning.

Discussion 

While just over a third of students in the study were primarily ‘excited’ when they were in Year 8 about the prospect of moving on to secondary school, most were largely anxious or afraid, even though they could identify some things about secondary school they expected would be good: of their more specific fears, they most often worried about the possibility of being bullied. But for most students it was to a great extent simply that they were ‘fearful of the unknown’ — the feeling of not knowing what to expect or what would be expected of them. Their parents also frequently expressed anxieties about how their children would cope with the transition, as did some teachers.

However, some weeks after the transition, despite their earlier fears, most students in the study, including Emily and Luke, considered that they had ‘settled’ quite quickly — within two to three weeks — into their new school, feeling they had coped well with learning the layout of the school, travelling between classes, understanding the timetable and systems and rules, and adjusting to the fact of multiple teachers. 

It is worthwhile here to bear in mind the possibility that the beginning of their first year at secondary school may in some ways be a ‘honeymoon’ period for students, with the excitement of the new, and, perhaps, teachers giving new Year 9 students more support and attention. This may account in part for why students became comparatively more critical about many aspects of their school life towards the end of Year 9, when ‘real life had set in’: less leniency by teachers over rules broken and homework undone, a more down-to-business approach in class to getting through what students needed to learn and work on, and consequently less time for the more fun, and often social, activities that students had mentioned enjoying earlier in the year. 

Other factors influencing students’ less positive views as Year 9 progressed may have been the novelty wearing off, and students, and students and teachers, becoming more familiar to one another, which while clearly a good thing in terms of allowing for more established and well-informed relationships or interactions, also gives greater scope in some cases for tensions to escalate. 

In addition, the level of input specifically intended to support new Year 9 students provided by deans, senior student supporters, and others tended to reduce quite considerably as the year progressed, when it would very likely have been advantageous for students if this support had been maintained at the same level throughout the students’ first year at secondary school. Undoubtedly, however, this would have considerable implications for the overall workload and commitments of the deans, peer supporters, and others involved in working with transitioning students. 

So although the majority of students felt they had coped well with many of the more immediate aspects of the transition and found much that was positive and enjoyable about their first year at secondary school, other data from the study suggest that the overall picture was less straightforward and that there were many aspects of this transition point and the period that followed that students took considerably longer to get used to. 

Further to this point, it was evident that when they looked back over Year 9, many students had found it much harder than they’d necessarily realised at the time. Some of the challenges they mentioned were: 

−
‘letting go’ of their previous school and teachers, and the younger students there whom they had often mentored or helped or just liked being with; 

−
getting used to the more numerous, diverse, complex social interactions, with both students and teachers, to be found at secondary school, especially as for most students the school was much larger than their previous school; 

−
adjusting to different pedagogies and to taking tests; 

−
becoming used to changes in the physical environment of the school; 

−
coping with the presence of large numbers of older, bigger, more senior students and with how it felt to be the youngest in the school again, including being teased or called names by older students as part of junior students’ ‘rites of passage’; 

−
realising the need to develop effective organisational skills but finding this difficult, especially when having to balance competing homework and test deadlines and other commitments; 

−
adjusting to longer days and often more travel; 

−
dealing with the changed nature of lunch breaks — being hungry because lunchtimes were later than at primary school, and missing having an established space of their own in which to play games or ‘hang out’, which they had taken for granted at primary school; 

−
carrying their books or heavy bags around with them all day; 

−
being much more fatigued by the end of the school day than they had been previously; and 

−
the various expectations that different teachers had of them in terms of both study and behaviour. 

While it could be exciting, some students also found it unsettling to discover that they could test boundaries in a way that they perhaps hadn’t experienced before: that is, when they realised that no one teacher was able to keep an eye on them throughout the school day, as at primary school, and that for awhile at least they could ‘get away with’ a bit more. And for some, there was simply the challenge of adjusting to change generally.

Emily’s explanations for sometimes feeling less positive about school following transition provide a more personalised account of the difficulties that students could experience. She cited: misunderstandings with some teachers; not being comfortable about approaching staff she didn’t yet know very well with problems; when she felt work in class was not stimulating or personally relevant, and was ‘not fun’; unpleasant encounters with other students; and when she had difficulties balancing homework and other schoolwork-related activities with extra-curricular responsibilities and interests. Over the course of the study, relatively speaking, any difficulties that Emily had with school most often occurred, or at least were most often mentioned, in the second half of Year 9, and not in the first weeks following the Year 8–9 transition.

But by the time students were in Year 10, despite ongoing challenges for students, most were finding their second year at secondary school more straightforward (less stressful), in that they knew the ropes, were familiar with the routines and, in a broad sense, knew what was expected of them as a secondary school student. Also, many were pleased to no longer be the youngest in the school. 

Emily, for example, was able to build positively on her mostly successful experiences in Year 9, and by the end of her first term in Year 10 was on the whole feeling very comfortable about being a Year 10 student. As well as saying she was used to everything at school now — the ‘way things were done’ — she was enjoying new challenges and responsibilities, and learning new things. In addition, Emily was expressing greater confidence about her abilities in her subjects, in her extra-curricular activities, and in her social interactions. She also commented that she enjoyed ‘being older’ generally.  

Alongside the evidence that most students found aspects of secondary school enjoyable and generally managed well the challenges or difficulties posed by the transition process, it was evident that a small number of students, rather than assimilating into their secondary school, became increasingly distanced from some or most aspects of school life, despite saying they had ‘settled’ quite quickly when they first arrived. 

This was variously due to: ongoing difficulties in handling class work; not ‘believing’ in the need for homework and resenting having to do it; wanting to be elsewhere (for example, the student who had a strong desire to begin his career as a mechanic, and was impatient with everything at school); less than successful interactions with teachers and other students; not finding a comfortable or workable niche at school; and non school-specific factors such as personal/family problems.

The Social Impacts of the Primary to Secondary Schooling Transition

As social factors are inextricably linked with student learning and achievement at school, as well as being important in their own right, we ensured that our investigation of the primary to secondary schooling transition included a strong focus on its social impact.

Research question

What are the social impacts of the primary to secondary schooling transition on individual students and groups of students? 

Summary Points 

· Before and after transition, ‘friends’ were almost always mentioned by students as a key reason for enjoying school, and as a ‘best liked’ aspect of school.

· When reflecting on the purposes of school and why it was important to attend, students in part described school as where you learn how to ‘get on with people’ so you can do well in later life.

· Being separated from their Year 8 friends in class was difficult for a large number of participating students when they entered Year 9.

· Despite this, most students made new friends quite quickly following transition.

· A minority of students continued, throughout Year 9, to significantly miss being with their ‘old’ friends.

· Friends were frequently mentioned by students as crucial to helping them settle into secondary school.

· Following transition, students often maintained friendships with long-term primary school friends as well as, in most cases, making additional friendships.

· For some students, especially those who had been ‘excited’ at the prospect of moving on to secondary school, the larger student population at their new school was of great appeal, with more people to meet, and greater diversity in potential friends in terms of previous school attended, ethnicity and background. 

· For other students, the increased numbers and diversity were more worrying or challenging and took time to get used to and begin to make the most of.

· New ‘friendships’ made soon after the transition did not necessarily last, and students often became involved in a considerable process of trial and error, sometimes painful, especially with ‘romantic attachments’ much more part of the mix. 

· Our data show that for the students in this study, bullying (of themselves) reportedly decreased at secondary school; however, other information from students, such as comments that they saw it ‘happening to others’, suggested that incidences of bullying, or at least ‘hassling’, occurred quite frequently, apparently increasing once students reached Year 10.

· According to teachers, and the students themselves, there was little indication following transition, that students were now more likely to mix with people likely to get into trouble at school, or who would pressure them to ‘do stupid things’. 

· However, other data showed that students, especially post-transition, felt strongly that distractions in class caused by other students, and often their own tendency to join in, at times seriously impacted on their ability to learn and achieve in class.

· Some students wished that teachers would intervene more in situations in class where other students’ behaviour obstructed their learning; it was also evident that there were students who would have liked teachers to ‘rescue them from themselves’ — that is, where they knew they talked too much or were generally inattentive, making it more difficult to keep up in class, but were ‘unable’ to stop these behaviours on their own.

· When rating aspects of their friendships at school at each phase of the study, students were less likely over time to say that their friends enjoyed learning new things at school, and more likely to say they wagged school. But they were also less likely after transition to say that they ‘wished they had different friends at school’, perhaps because, in some cases at least, they had more scope to meet like-minded people than in a smaller primary school.

· In Year 8, students quite often mentioned enjoying the ways in which they interacted with younger students, including mentoring and generally looking out for them: in contrast, at secondary school in Years 9 and 10, most students tended to mix on a day-to-day basis almost exclusively with other students in their year group, although they really enjoyed positive contact with older students at school when it came their way. 

· While the students felt when they were in Year 9 that the nature of their contact with more senior students in the school was generally fine, it also appeared that they were somewhat in awe of older students, particularly soon after their arrival at secondary school, tending to keep out of what they perceived to be ‘senior student areas’ of the school. They also waited to be formally introduced by their, or their friends’, older siblings or cousins, or by the Year 12 or 13 peer supporters, rather than approach older students of their own accord.

· The Year 8 to Year 9 transition represents some quite marked changes for many students in relation to teachers: not only do they have more teachers to relate to over the course of a school day, but the nature of their interactions with teachers also undergoes changes, with the greater compartmentalising of the secondary school day compared to primary school, for instance, and the greater numbers of students overall that secondary teachers work with.

· Being less ‘known’ by their teachers at secondary school was hard at first for some students, particularly for those who had had a close relationship with their previous teachers.

· However, it was also evident that as Year 9 progressed many students established very good relationships with many of their teachers and were as likely to say these teachers cared about them as they had been to say this about their primary/intermediate school teachers.

· For some students, having several teachers a day was a very positive aspect of being at secondary school: it gave more variety and interest but also freed them from a situation (in the case of a few) where they had been all day in a classroom with a teacher they did not relate to well.

· However, as Year 9 progressed, students showed an increased tendency to compare and contrast their experiences of teachers, including specifying their reactions to the ways in which different teachers conducted teaching and learning in class.

Discussion 

Relating to other students

For most students in the study, friendships at school were a strong influence on how they viewed and experienced school. This was very evident before and after transition. 

Emily was no exception, with the  most significant of all her friends being school friends: references to her social interactions featured largely in Emily’s reasons for saying she enjoyed school at the different points of the study and eagerness to see her friends each day also accounted for her being reluctant to miss a day of school. 

Emily had the occasional clash with other students in her first year at secondary school, and handling the fallout through to a successful resolution proved to be a difficult learning curve for her.

But overall it was very evident that the social opportunities afforded by school — including those opened up by participation in extra-curricular activities before and after transition — held very strong appeal for such a highly people-orientated person as Emily. 

Fears about their ability to make friends and fit in when they arrived at secondary school were key concerns for students contemplating the transition. But a number of weeks after beginning secondary school, like Emily, all students advised that they had at least one ‘friend’ at school, even the one student who had had ‘no friends’ at primary school, and most continued to have contact with non-school friends. Note, however, that for a small number of students, other data suggest the likelihood that the term ‘friend’ was more optimistic than reality, and that their stated friends were more accurately simply acquaintances or fellow classmates whom they would like to become friends.

The students’ friends at school were most often a mix of friends from primary school and new friends; in some cases, though, students either stayed exclusively with former friends or had made all new friends/acquaintances. While in general students now reported having a smaller pool of ‘good’ friends at school than they had had in Year 8, there were already more than a tenth of the students who claimed to have “heaps” of friends in their new school. Students had mainly met new friends through being in the same form or other classes, or through their participation in school sports or other extra-curricular activities. 

Following transition, students often found that they had few, if any, of their former friends in the same classes as themselves. Their views about this situation were divided, however, emphasising one aspect of the challenge for schools in attempting to achieve the best class placements for individual students. While more than half of students were either glad to have some of their previous year’s friends or classmates in their Year 9 classes, or were sad that they had not, just over a tenth of students preferred not to have previous friends with them, primarily because they tended to distract one another from their learning in class. Thus in cases like this, the transition represented an opportunity to ‘escape’ from troublesome social interactions which they weren’t able to handle effectively.

And a little less than a third of students didn’t mind either way, because they had made new friends, felt that the absence of previous friends freed them up to form other friendships, or just simply were not bothered.

Towards the end of Year 9, all students declared that they had at least one friend at school, the great majority saying they had between three and ‘five or more friends’. Mostly, friends were other Year 9 students, although just under a fifth of students had older friends, usually siblings, cousins or family friends. These latter students mentioned that the presence of relatives or family friends (often from the same neighbourhood) at school was an important factor early on in how comfortable they felt about being at the school.

In Year 10 some students had to ‘re-group’ a little in terms of their particular friendship groups in response to class and other changes within the school, and because of student movement in and out of the school. Current friends were a mix of old and new for three-quarters of the students in Year 10; however, around two-thirds of the students further indicated that their friends were mostly friends from school the previous year (and often earlier than that) and/or siblings, cousins, family or neighbourhood friends, suggesting that, for many, friendships had consolidated by Year 10, in contrast to the ‘disruptions’ to social networks in the early part of Year 9 in particular. 

Almost all students continued to maintain friendships with people who did not attend their school, although school friendships tended to predominate.

As well as social impacts of the transition in relation to students’ friendships, there are also social impacts in terms of classroom dynamics. The most notable of these was the previously mentioned one of disruptions in class due to various student behaviours, which in turn had an effect on teaching and learning and on students’ attitudes to and experiences of their learning. 

In addition, a comparison of students’ ratings at the end of Year 8 and the end of Year 9 revealed differences in how they felt they were able to interact with other students in class before and after transition — for instance, they were less likely as time went on to say that they helped each other during lessons, less likely to say they discussed work with one another, and less likely to say they laughed while they worked/learned. 

Relating to teachers

The nature of students’ relationships with teachers impacted on their expressed attitudes towards some subjects, as well as colouring their views about school generally. 

Feedback from Emily, from Luke, and from the students overall, revealed a great deal of consistency in what students most and least liked to see in teachers, with a sense of humour and ability to make learning interesting and fun being top of the list of the most desirable characteristics, together with teachers showing they enjoyed and understood teenagers. At the other end of the spectrum, a teacher ‘growling a lot’ was the most frequently mentioned ‘least liked’ behaviour. 
Students further valued it when teachers ‘knew them as an individual’ and acknowledged their particular characteristics and needs: recognising, for example, that they were good at something or had special qualities — such as a positive attitude to life, a strong work ethic, an ability to relate well to others, the maturity to take on responsibilities — or sometimes had difficulties learning and needed practical help with these as well as understanding. 

However, other of our data revealed that, once at secondary school, students rated teachers as less likely than their teachers in Year 8 to ask for their opinions or to listen to their ideas and felt that, overall, teachers were a little less likely than teachers at their primary schools to make sure that everyone understood the work.

Other relationships

Although not school-related per se, another consideration, perhaps, regarding students transitioning to secondary schooling, is that students’ relationships with parents and family are often undergoing changes at the same time. For example, a number of students referred to the higher expectations or greater responsibilities being placed on them by families, because they were now perceived by them as much more grown up. For some students, this was an added burden: at a time when they continued to need their parents/family to provide support and show an interest in how they were getting on at school, they were finding that this was tending to reduce. Also, although students continued to value parental/family support and interest, this coincided quite often with communication patterns that were less open and relaxed than they had previously been, making it seem, perhaps, that they no longer valued such input.

In summary, then, it was evident that the social aspects of the transition required a considerable adjustment for many students, in that they needed to accommodate the different personalities, expectations, and teaching methods or approaches of their new teachers, get along with many other previously unknown students, balance established friendships with new ones, and, at times, adjust to some changes in family relationships and expectations. 

The process of establishing new friendships or consolidating others tended to be a significant rival, too, for the students’ schoolwork, in terms of their time, energy and attention. 

And while all students stated that they had at least one ‘friend’ at secondary school, some friendships were at times counter-productive, for example, the students who missed out on extra-curricular activities they would have enjoyed because their friends did not want to take part. 

Student Views of their own Learning and what Most Impacted on their Achievement
Students’ learning and achievement are the core business of schools and fundamental to any investigation of how students experience aspects of their schooling, including a significant transition such as the one from primary to secondary schooling.  

Specific questions put to students about aspects of their learning included what they felt helped them learn best, when and why they found learning more difficult, what led to their liking for or dislike of particular subjects, and how they found conditions for learning in class. Common themes emerged in the students’ responses to these questions.

Research questions

How do students view their own learning … prior to, and following transition to secondary school? 

and

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

Summary Points 

Conditions for learning; what helped them learn best

· At the four phases of the study, students felt that the following factors helped them learn best: 

−
their own efforts: when they worked hard, paid attention and listened well; 

−
good teaching; 

−
a positive relationship with the teacher (see previous section for more detail about this); 

−
when what they were learning was interesting, new, relevant, fun;

−
parents/whānau who helped and encouraged them; 

−
a learning environment without lots of distractions; 

−
having a love of learning and/or a good attitude to learning and to the work involved; 

−
receiving help and support from friends and/or mixing with like-minded friends; 

−
knowing how to find or look up information in the library or on the Internet; 

−
knowing they had the ability to handle the work; and 

−
being physically prepared (not tired or hungry). 

· Reflecting on when they found learning more difficult, students, especially post-transition, very frequently mentioned the classroom environment as a problem: high noise levels, with disruptive classmates generally, or particular friends distracting them with inappropriate talking or other behaviours, often resulting in angry teachers and interrupted teaching and learning. 

· Students, including Emily, also often acknowledged that they made learning harder for themselves by talking too much or being inattentive. 

· Other difficulties included: 

−
finding some subject matter too difficult or not understanding what the teacher was saying;

−
finding the subject or topic uninteresting or irrelevant; 

−
feeling there was not enough time given to master new material; 

−
being too tired; 

−
feeling unhappy or worried about home or family circumstances, bullying or other relationship difficulties or distractions; 

−
health issues; 

−
being in a bad mood, or conversely, excited about something so that they couldn’t settle or concentrate; and

−
having a physical difficulty, such as with handwriting. 

Subject preferences
· Almost all students specified at least one ‘best liked’ subject at each phase of the study. 

· Nomination of best liked subjects was not always constant, however. 

· Students’ fluctuating views about subjects were influenced by their feelings about topics currently being studied, who was teaching the subject or topic, how it was being taught, and recent feedback received about their progress in that subject. 

· Students tended to most like a subject when: 

−
the subject material was presented in fun and interesting ways, and there was variety or flexibility in approach, including group work, and taking into account students’ ideas or other input; 

−
they were learning new things and ‘moving on’; 

−
they could see the relevance of what they were learning to themselves/real life; 

−
lessons included practical approaches and not just theory; 

−
they felt they were good at it; 

−
they could see they were making progress — considerably helped by receiving effective feedback; 

−
lessons involved physical activity: being able to move around while they learned, or learn outside the classroom; 

−
material was appropriately targeted for them: whether that be sufficiently challenging or, alternatively, straightforward or ‘not too difficult’; and

−
they were able to actively contribute to their own learning, including carrying out their own research, and choosing a topic of personal interest within the broad framework of the assignment they had been given. 

· Explaining why they enjoyed particular subjects more than others, students frequently used the words ‘fun’, ‘exciting’, ‘interesting’ and ‘new’. 

· They often mentioned relationship factors too: 

−
getting on well with the other students in the class which impacted on how well they worked and learned together; and

−
liking and respecting their teacher, including finding that the teacher explained well and generally helped or facilitated their learning. 

· There were also students who simply stated that they liked a subject because the content area was of particular interest or value to them in their lives generally. 

· And a small number of students — usually those who said they liked all or almost all of their subjects ‘best’ — stated that they ‘just liked learning’.

· Students’ explanations early and late in Year 9, and again in Year 10, for ‘least liking’ some subjects, were, not surprisingly perhaps, very often similar to their explanations for when they found learning more difficult. 

· Irrespective of the subjects nominated
, students’ reasons for ‘least liking’ them included: 

−
relationship difficulties with teachers;

−
finding the material they were to learn was not at the appropriate level for them or was too much the same as material covered previously; 

−
finding the subject matter boring or not feeling it was relevant;

−
finding the teaching approaches de-motivating, unchallenging, and generally not helpful for learning: too much ‘copying work’, for example; and

−
a classroom environment that was not conducive to learning: too many disruptions, and too much tension, such as when students were being reprimanded by teachers.

· And dislike for a subject sometimes developed when expectations did not match reality. In Emily’s case, for instance, whereas she had expected art to be a relaxed, fun subject, she found instead that it often involved hard, serious study, and a classroom environment which required students to restrict their talking. Similarly, Emily had anticipated that science would involve many interesting experiments at secondary school, but the reality she found quite different, for reasons she did not understand, and which she felt had not been explained.

Teacher impact

· As outlined earlier in this chapter, students identified teachers as an important influence on when they learned best; conversely, they sometimes considered that their teachers contributed to occasions when they experienced difficulties with their learning. 

· In general, before and after transition, students found teachers to be approachable. 

· Many found too that while teachers post-transition often did not have as much time available to spend with them as perhaps their primary school teachers had, they were generally very helpful when requested to assist with schoolwork. 

· However students also emphasised that there were times when they would like teachers to clarify work goals and be clearer about what they expected of students in class and when undertaking homework or other assignments. This view was particularly expressed when the students were still adjusting to all that was new or different at secondary school. 

Discussion

Students’ views about foremost impacts on their learning were the same in kind before and after transition, except that students tended to become more critical about aspects of teaching and learning at school as they proceeded through Year 9 and beyond. 

For example, asked to rate aspects of learning in their classes overall, towards the end of Year 9 students were generally much less likely than they had been in Year 8 to record that they did interesting or fun activities in class, or that they tried new or different things. And there was an overall increase in the proportion of students who indicated that they had to ‘learn about too many boring things’. 

Of course, this tendency to become more critical is undoubtedly part and parcel of growing up. However, an increasing ability to become more (constructively) critical is essentially a good thing, and it is important to carefully analyse student feedback to see where certain conditions for learning may need to be improved or changed in order for students to experience greater satisfaction and achieve better outcomes.

Students identified a considerable range of factors that they felt impacted in important ways on their learning and achievement and attitudes to subjects before and after the transition. 

But in all their responses to do with learning at school, the same messages predominated: that they found it easiest to learn and gained greatest satisfaction when they found the material, and the ways in which they were learning it, interesting, relevant or personally meaningful, and enjoyable. 

However, for Emily, and other students in the study, liking or enjoying a subject did not always necessarily mean doing well in it — that is, compared to performance in other subjects. As an illustration, while Emily’s enjoyment of maths increased at secondary school, her achievement in this subject did not. But unlike some other students in the study, for Emily, feeling she was good at a subject did seem to correspond closely to a particular liking for the subject, for example, performing arts. 

The students most at risk in terms of disengagement from learning and school generally were the ones least likely to nominate a range of subjects or topics they enjoyed, least likely to find much of what they were learning of interest or relevance to them personally, and/or most likely to say that they were experiencing difficulties with a significant proportion of their schoolwork. One of the last-mentioned students was fearful about secondary school because he felt he had not gained sufficient mastery over primary school material to equip him well enough for the transition. He was again apprehensive about moving to Year 10, anticipating that the work would be ‘even harder’ than in Year 9, which he hadn’t coped with well as it was.

( More about students’ achievement in subject areas is contained in our further report Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling.
Positive Aspects of the Transition for Students

Anecdotal evidence suggests how difficult the primary to secondary schooling transition can be for students; however, our data showed that there were many positive effects for students.

Research question

What are the particular positive aspects of the primary to secondary schooling transition for students in general?

Summary Points 

According to students in the study, in general, the transition to secondary schooling led to a range of desirable experiences, situations or outcomes, including: 

· increased social opportunities;

· the positive interactions they had with teachers, including form teachers and Years 9 and 10 deans;

· positive interactions with senior student peer supporters;

· having a number of teachers and defined subject areas, and being able to move around the school to different classrooms;

· learning new things;

· being able to undertake special projects, especially where they had a choice of topics and scope to do their own research (as many had experienced at primary/intermediate school and particularly enjoyed);

· having option subjects;

· when they earned positive feedback (eg, letters of commendation sent to their homes) for their work and progress at school;

· being able to broaden their horizons in a more challenging environment compared to the smaller, more ‘confined’ primary school environment they felt they had grown out of;

· increased opportunities for extra-curricular involvement;

· being able to make a ‘new start’ — for example, being in a different class or school from disruptive friends, or having a range of teachers rather than just one that they hadn’t related to well;

· feeling, at times, that there were fewer restrictions on them than at primary school, or that they were now part of a more grown-up environment; 

· feeling more grown up generally;

· school trips and special out-of-class activities (also frequently mentioned by the students as a favourite part of their primary/intermediate experiences); and

· a greater sense of ‘learning or preparing for the future’.

Discussion

While most students did not mention all of the factors listed above, many students identified a range of positives for them personally. And there were no students who were unable to identify any features they liked about secondary school in their first weeks and subsequent months there (up to and including their first term in Year 10). However, there was nevertheless a small group of students for whom the ‘positives’ were overshadowed by more negative elements on a number of levels, increasing the likelihood, if their views and experiences did not change, that they would not properly benefit from their time at school. 

Negative Aspects of the Transition for Students

The question of whether there are negative aspects of the primary to secondary schooling transition for students overall is a difficult one to answer in many respects, not least because of the different conclusions that may be arrived at depending on whether the transition is being regarded as a short-term ‘event’, or as an ongoing ‘process’ (see discussion regarding a definition of transition at the beginning of this chapter).

Another reason that this research question is not a straightforward one to answer is because there are various key elements in a student’s transition, namely, in broad terms: their ‘overall learning and achievement’; their ‘social development or adjustment’; and their ‘attitudes towards school, learning and achieving well’.

It became clear from our data that the balance between these elements can be quite different for individual students, and that it would therefore seldom be a simple matter to say that either students’ overall, or given students, had made a ‘successful’ or ‘unsuccessful’ (‘negative’) transition in the light of all elements.

With regard to the transition as an event — which is here taken to refer to the more immediate aspects of the transition, such as students negotiating their way round in a new school, getting used to changing classes and having a different teacher for most subjects — the answer to this research question is largely ‘no’, as almost all students in our study reported that they quite quickly accommodated these previously (in most cases) unfamiliar aspects of school life and frequently enjoyed the initial excitement of the new.

In contrast, considering transition as a before, during, and after ‘process’ means a less clear-cut situation, with the ‘answer’ to this research question more a case of ‘yes’ in some respects and ‘no’ in others. However, despite the complexity, some summary points are offered as follows.

Research question

Are there negative aspects of the primary to secondary schooling transition for students overall, and if so, what are they and how do they impact?

Summary Points

· Firstly, it is of note that, when in Year 8, the majority of our students were more fearful than excited about moving on to secondary school, which suggests that many of them carried this fear over a quite considerable period, before they had the opportunity in most cases to discover that their fears were (largely) unfounded. This fear persisted, pre-transition, despite attempts by many of their teachers, and others, to prepare the students well for the transition.

· The fear that students had emphasises that this transition was frequently seen as much more than simply the next step in a natural progression through their schooling; instead it was clearly perceived as a move to something that was quite new and strange, not only by the students but by their parents and, often, their teachers as well.

· For some students, at least, fear about the Year 8 to Year 9 transition was inadvertently fuelled by usually well-meaning attempts by others — teachers, parents, older students or siblings — to help them understand what they would find at secondary school. Several students mentioned, for instance, that older siblings had alarmed them by telling them how hard the work would be, how much extra homework they would get, and that some of the people they would encounter would be difficult or ‘aggressive’. 

· Although their early fears were mostly unfounded and most students felt they had coped with the transition event itself quite quickly and well, average student achievement in reading, writing, and mathematics
, but particularly in mathematics
, showed a decline when they were tested some weeks after the transition. 

· Most students’ achievement scores had increased by the end of Year 9, usually to a level exceeding their Year 8 performance. However, although, overall, students recovered from the achievement drop that was evident some weeks after their move to Year 9, a small but important proportion of students either showed a decline in achievement scores or did not exhibit a clear increase compared to their pre-transition scores one year earlier.
 

· Students’ mathematics scores in particular showed a further drop following the Year 9 to Year 10 transition: the drop was at a lower level but signals a further ‘transition effect’.
  

· Added to the achievement trends is evidence from the study that students were not always well placed in terms of starting/continuing levels of study so that at the commencement of their secondary school career, some found the work too easy or not challenging enough, while others found it too difficult. This tended to impact negatively on these students’ early experiences in their new school and on their developing attitudes to secondary level teaching and learning.
 

· Some students showed good or very good progress in their learning and academic achievement over the course of the study while others did not; however, it cannot necessarily be said that these latter students did not make a ‘positive transition’ because quite often they had made good gains in terms of social development or adjustment, had positive attitudes towards school, and sometimes, too, good attitudes towards learning and achieving well, even though their achievement scores did not necessarily reflect this.

· Conversely, there were students with the ability and prior learning to maintain very good or better levels of achievement and make significant progress, but who became progressively less positive about school and what they were learning, less positive about extra-curricular activities, and sometimes less socially successful (getting off-side with teachers, choosing less desirable friends), potentially putting them in as much, if not more, danger of dropping out of school prematurely as students significantly struggling with their schoolwork.

· As well as the fluctuations in achievement for students overall, there was a general decline in positive attitudes to subjects over the course of the study, and evidence of increasing levels of disengagement from aspects of their learning at school. While it is unlikely that these negative outcomes could be attributed to transition as an event, it is perhaps possible to attribute at least some of this decline to the range of deeper-level changes that students encounter after a significant transition point, and that take time to assimilate during the transition process.

· But, offsetting the broad, negative trends outlined above, at the end of Year 9 the majority of students stated a preference for secondary, rather than primary or intermediate, school. 

Discussion

Broadly speaking, the transition was not ‘negative’ per se for students in the study overall, but it certainly was a marker of an important time of adjustment for many students. 

Students undergo a number of transitions throughout their education, including year-to-year transitions as they move through the system, which have the potential to throw students off-balance to a greater or lesser degree. Our data showed, for instance, that while considerably less than they were for the Year 8 to Year 9 transition, there were some discernible ‘transition effects’ before and soon after students moved on to Year 10. 

The Year 8 to Year 9 transition, then, like the one from early childhood education to school, does seem to represent a more than usually significant transition for many students, including as it does a change of schools for the majority of students
, and not just a move within the same school. There are also other often considerable changes for students inherent in this transition, including differences in the ways that primary, intermediate, and secondary schools organise the school-day and the school timetable, and other aspects referred to earlier. 

Emily, for example, reflecting at the end of Year 9 on her first year at secondary school, came to the realisation that she had been more unsettled by the change than she had understood earlier in the year. The effort required in getting used to all her different subjects, learn what was required of her to make good progress, and cope with extra homework, as well as handle a whole new set of social demands, had been more than enough for her to manage. As a result, she had less energy for the extra-curricular activities that she loved and which had featured largely in her life in Year 8, and had chosen to defer her involvement in such activities until Year 10 when she felt she’d be in a better position to take part again (which proved to be the case).

And for a minority
 of students, the transition — both the event and the process — was difficult. As an example, some of these students tended to miss out on what would very likely have been particularly valuable social and other opportunities (eg, being in a school production, or joining a sports team) because, unlike other students, they did not ‘know’ how to join up, and did not have the confidence or social maturity to find out. Such students were in danger of ‘getting lost’ without the level of monitoring or overseeing that they had often received at primary school. 

Other more vulnerable students included: those with a history of difficulty with their studies when they arrived at secondary school and who mostly continued to find class work too challenging; those who were particularly upset by disruption to their friendships from previous years and/or continued to look back with longing to primary school until late into their first year at secondary school; and those who did not find it easy to develop successful relationships with other students or interact well with teachers or other adults. 

The majority of students, however, seemed to cope well with most of the ups and downs involved in a significant change in circumstances and, despite the data that revealed an overall decline in students’ attitudes to subjects and to how engaged they felt in their learning at school, most students at the end of Year 9 showed that a return to ‘how things were at primary school’ was not an idea to be entertained. Even though a major reason for this was that students now saw themselves as too grown up for primary/intermediate school, it suggests too that they did not generally regard secondary school as a place to ‘get away from’, despite difficulties or issues they may have been experiencing. 

This finding, together with other data from the study, also highlights that students often tended to form their overall attitude to school from a particular perspective or value system, that was essentially different from, say, that of their teachers or parents. Most students showed ‘agreement’ with teachers and parents in that they made frequent references to subjects or topics they enjoyed learning about, recognised, in theory at least, the importance of schoolwork for their future, and expressed a desire for good teaching and learning opportunities to equip them with the skills and knowledge they needed. However, for many students, it seemed that ‘enjoyment’ of school was more heavily influenced by friendships, liking their teachers, and other social opportunities and experiences, than it was by what they learned in class. 

An important challenge therefore seems to that of how to turn students’ desire, and need, for satisfying social interactions (at school) to best advantage in terms of maximising teaching and learning opportunities and ensuring better achievement and other outcomes for students. 
The Importance of Individual Student Characteristics in Relation to the Transition

The wealth of data collected for this study from and about students emphasises that on the one hand, despite the diversity represented in the group as a whole, there were many common themes in students’ experiences, views, and perceptions regarding their learning and achievement and about social aspects of their schooling. On the other hand, the data equally emphasise the importance of individual student characteristics for understanding the importance of different factors for particular students — for example, where one student may have required more input and support for their learning and achievement to make a successful transition, another may have needed more support around social relationships and involvement.

Research question

What specific student characteristics — such as prior learning, behaviour, attitudes, and life experiences — most often arise to explain differences in experiences and/or views expressed by students in relation to transition?

Summary Points 

As an initial step towards addressing the inherent complexity of this question, the following statements provide a summary of characteristics that combined to shape the way in which Emily experienced the immediate effects of the transition and how she adjusted to and viewed her new/changing situation over the following year.

· Emily had a close relationship with her family. She described them as being very supportive in all aspects of her life, including her education. 

· For the most part, Emily and her parents talked freely, with Emily regularly telling her mother in particular what happened to her at school — everyday things, as well as triumphs and problems, and about her friends.

· The data revealed Emily to be a young person with a range of interests and pursuits, and as someone who enjoyed spending time in the company of an increasingly diverse range of others, often ‘just talking’. Her busy social life meant that Emily spent comparatively little time watching television or using the computer for leisure purposes. 

· Her family had high expectations of and for Emily and rules and boundaries she was required to abide by. At all phases of the study, Emily appeared to generally respect those guidelines. And Emily was fortunate in that the modest home chores and responsibilities required of her did not interfere with her ability to complete school-related tasks or take part in sports and other leisure-time activities. 

· With the exception of one or two hiccoughs, overall her friendships were a positive force in Emily’s life.

· Despite Emily’s tendency to become distracted and talk to friends in class, this was offset by her strong sense of future goals and broader horizons; as well, a particularly positive aspect of her talkativeness was that she was well practised in putting her thoughts, feelings and ideas into words, a skill that some other students in the study found difficult.

· Emily’s parents were aware of who she was mixing with and helped her maintain a positive balance in her life. 

· Emily had a very good understanding of the purpose of school and a strong sense of the importance of learning and achieving well for her future. She was motivated both by strong extrinsic (eg, wanting to do well in NCEA) and intrinsic factors (eg, the enjoyment she derived from learning new things). She was also generally very positive about and receptive to learning and studying, and about interacting with others in order to maximise learning opportunities and outcomes. 

· Emily’s overall optimism, her enquiring mind, and motivation levels evident in Year 8 appeared to have been maintained throughout the transition to Year 9 and on into Year 10. She also felt that her teachers were likely to say positive things about her, both in terms of her personality and her progress at school. 

· Emily had enough self-awareness to realise that her love of talking at inappropriate times could get in the way of her learning: however, although she was not yet at the point of being able, or wishing, to stop, her fundamental interest in learning and her overall capability as a learner largely offset what might otherwise have been a real impediment to her learning. 

· Before and after transition, Emily’s experience of and attitudes towards school were mostly very positive. Although friends, social opportunities and extra-curricular activities predominated in Emily’s reasons for feeling generally good about school, she also talked about how much she enjoyed learning new things, being challenged in her learning, and seeing how what she was learning (eg, in the performing arts) linked to her current interests and future goals.

· Emily mostly had very positive views about her teachers: she talked about liking her teachers, especially when they showed they enjoyed and understood teenagers, but also that she respected them for the way in which they helped her to learn. In turn, Emily was well regarded by the teachers who provided feedback about her.

· As a Year 8 student Emily was ‘scared’ at the prospect of moving to secondary school. However, she was also excited: in particular, she emphasised that she was ready to move out into the wider world, an attitude that stood her in good stead for making a relatively smooth transition.

· Emily was reported by her teachers before and after transition to be achieving and progressing well in her studies, and to have sound skills in reading, writing and mathematics when she arrived at secondary school. 

· Emily had very good school attendance, a strong work ethic, and, on the basis of her positive attitudes and behaviour in relation to homework, a realisation that learning does not begin and end at the school gates.

Discussion 

Emily’s characteristics are not intended to be a blueprint for a ‘student most likely to make a successful transition from primary to secondary schooling’, but they do constitute a helpful starting point, especially as, in most respects, Emily did handle both short- and longer-term aspects of the transition very well: it was evident that Emily was gaining confidence over time both in her studies and personally and that by the end of her first term in Year 10 she was thriving on the greater diversity of a bigger school. She was also developing leadership qualities and receiving recognition for these in that she was elected by her class to be a deputy student representative on student council.

Other factors that seemed to be important in Emily’s generally very positive transition include the evidence that she was a keen, motivated learner, and that she was able to find a special niche for herself at secondary school in performing arts activities. In addition, she had positive experiences with teachers and was especially pleased when she saw that they ‘knew who she was’. 

Individual characteristics in terms of their impact on students’ views and experiences in relation to transition as an event did not seem to be very discriminating: that is, the majority of students, despite their earlier fears and irrespective of their particular backgrounds or characteristics, felt that they had settled quite quickly into secondary school
; similarly, a wide range of students said they liked at least some aspects of school before and after transition. However, probing more deeply, individual characteristics became much more important when considering ongoing student achievement at school, many of the views that students expressed, their behaviours, and desire and ability to become involved in the wider life of the school. 

Students who expressed most positive attitudes to school and learning as the study proceeded tended to be those who had satisfying friendships, interests outside of school, a sense of future goals or aspirations, an open mind, a liking for change or an ability to handle it well, a general enthusiasm for life, willingness to try new things, and freedom from significant problems in their home life.

By contrast, students with the least positive attitudes to school and learning, and/or who had experienced a more difficult transition, were most often those who had difficulties with their learning, together with social or other difficulties. They sometimes expressed a desire to leave school as soon as possible. (Difficulties with studies alone did not necessarily mean that a student expressed negative attitudes to school, because some students to whom this applied were socially successful, with a consequent positive impact on their overall views of school.)

Social or other difficulties encompassed unsuccessful relationships, including in a few cases, experiences of bullying over time, social immaturity, or difficult home or personal circumstances.  

Furthermore, students least likely to have participated in extra-curricular activities at school often appeared to be in greatest need of this sort of involvement to help them become well assimilated into the school environment. But they missed out because ‘finding out’ how to become involved, within the required timelines, seemed to be beyond them: they were too anxious or withdrawn, or feeling too negative to put themselves forward. Or, alternatively, they were too influenced by certain friends who didn’t want to participate.

Less confident or adventurous Year 9 students often faced another particular difficulty in that they were more likely than their peers to be in awe of older students, with the result that their lunch-time activities became more confined and they felt less at ease about being at school. 

Students who continued to say they would prefer to be back at primary school until well into Year 9 were also less likely than other students to have handled the transition well, taking longer to adjust to the overall changes. These students continued to miss teachers and the general environment of their former school, preferring the greater consistency and security of one teacher, one class.

Other students in the study who were least likely to be doing well at school post-transition were those for whom there appeared to be low levels of interest or input from home regarding their progress at school, and those who spent a lot of leisure time (above the average) watching TV, or in some cases, using the computer, to the detriment of other interests or activities, including reading. 

Sometimes, too, there appeared to be a ‘poor fit’ between the student and the school. For example, one of the girls did not like all the ‘rough, older boys’ at the secondary school and very probably would have been much better suited to an all girls school, but this was not an option available to her. Also, there were a small number of students from high decile primary or intermediate schools who had wanted to attend an equivalent secondary school, along with their friends, but because of zoning, had had to attend a lower decile school, causing them to feel particularly negative on entry to the school. Although some of these particular students adjusted well after a time, others did not, and continued to be unhappy or dissatisfied until in some cases they managed to achieve the desired transfer for the beginning of Year 10 (which partially accounted for the reduction in the number of participating students in Phase 4 of the study). 

Underlining that predicting which students are likely to make a more, or less, positive transition is not straightforward, there were students who had a perhaps unexpectedly positive transition. For example, a student who had been unable to find like-minded students to mix with at primary school and was somewhat of a loner, found that the move to secondary school, with its much larger student population, wider extra-curricular opportunities, and option subjects available, resulted in him discovering compatible companions. It also meant that his special aptitude and abilities in the performing arts were now able to be showcased in a way they hadn’t been before. As a result he blossomed, from the positive attention and recognition received from other students and through being able to use and extend his particular abilities. 

In a similar vein, there were also students who, while academically and socially successful at primary or intermediate school, did not settle as well as expected at secondary school: sometimes because other events had arisen in their lives to distract them from school concerns, and sometimes because of situations such as finding that being socially successful in a relatively small primary school does not necessarily transfer to being socially successful at secondary school, where there is added ‘competition’.

But overall there did seem to be some broad ‘predictors’ in terms of how well students with particular characteristics coped with aspects of the transition. For example, those with sound academic skills on entry to secondary school were likely to cope best with their schoolwork throughout the transition (although this did not mean that they necessarily developed positive attitudes to their learning, especially if they felt unchallenged or bored by the work they were assigned). Also, more socially able students were better able to handle the increased diversity of the student and teacher populations at secondary school and take better advantage of the extra-curricular opportunities opening up, thereby becoming more  successfully immersed in the wider life of the school. And of course, there were some more fortunate students who demonstrated strengths both socially and academically, and/or were generally positive and optimistic in their outlook.

Other favourable factors for a smooth transition included students making the move to secondary school in the company of existing friends, providing these friends were a positive influence, and having a supportive and interested family. 

And students who understood the concept of developing strategies or tools that would enable them to learn and research what they needed to know in order to achieve life goals, and realised that these were inherent in much of what they were learning in class, appeared to be at a distinct advantage. Especially as they often also seemed to be students who could appreciate learning for its own sake, including topics that did not, at face value, have a direct link to everyday life or what they might want to do in the future. By contrast, students who did not understand this so well tended to be more critical, dissatisfied, or ‘bored’ when they had to learn things they couldn’t see the practical significance of.

( Our third report, Easing the Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling: A Resource Document, incorporates more on the topic of individual student characteristics, with an emphasis on those least likely to transition well, and including teacher and parental views on the qualities that may play an important part in how students experience and view the transition before and after. Also, individual student characteristics in relation to achievement are discussed in the first report in the series, Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling.
Issues Arising from the Study Findings

We found that most students in the study understood the reason for and value of school. Most expressed a preference for going to school rather than staying at home. And many found a lot to enjoy at school — before and after the transition — both socially and in their learning in class and for the range of other opportunities afforded them through school. Most students even rated homework as ‘very important’ at each phase of the study (although this did not necessarily mean that they always felt keen to undertake it). 

However, another key finding to emerge was the evidence of a steady decline in positive attitudes to subjects and a simultaneous drop in the extent to which students overall engaged in their learning, suggesting that many do not always get the best out of their learning time at school. Even Emily, a generally positive, motivated student, talked about being bored and disengaged from aspects of her schooling. And while disengagement may be inevitable, or natural, at times for almost everybody, there were indications that the extent to which this occurred for some students at least was too great. 

Decline in Positive Attitudes towards Subjects

Analysis of the asTTle attitude data collected at each of the four phases of the study showed that while students had quite positive views about reading, writing and maths in Year 8, their attitudes towards these subjects generally became less positive during Year 9 and again in Year 10. This decrease was particularly obvious in mathematics.

Other studies, both national and international, reveal similar trends of a decline in students’ attitudes towards particular subjects. For example, results from the longitudinal Competent Children, Competent Learners
 study show a drop in students’ attitudes towards reading and writing between primary and secondary school. And information collected from the National Education Monitoring Project (NEMP)
 illustrates how students’ enjoyment of reading in their own time decreases as they progress through the school system. 

Additionally, national asTTle data
 and further NEMP findings show that students’ attitudes towards maths decreased from year to year. This is of particular interest and concern given that in the present study students’ achievement scores in mathematics showed a considerable dip following the Year 8 to Year 9 transition
, and again, albeit to a lesser extent, following the Year 9–10 transition, especially when compared with the pattern of students’ scores for reading and writing. This suggests, in common with other national and international studies, that mathematics learning and achievement is more particularly, and adversely, affected at times of change than other areas of learning. 

Student Engagement

It became clear from their feedback over the course of the study that keeping all students engaged in their learning at school can be problematic, and increasingly so over time. 

As previously discussed, students had criticisms about some aspects of their school-based learning; these criticisms double as explanations of when and why they tended to disengage from learning in class. A brief recap of the most frequent criticisms/reasons for disengagement are given below, along with students’ suggestions on what would help them remain engaged in their learning.

Issue: They found it difficult to learn and stay focused when they were unable to see the relevance of a lot of what they were learning. 

The students were not necessarily criticising curriculum content per se, although sometimes they were, but more emphasising that they were not being presented with convincing reasons or an understandable or recognisable context for what they were learning.

Student suggestions:

Receive clear explanations or demonstrations of why subjects or topics are relevant to them and how they link to everyday life; learn new concepts by means of ‘real life’ examples, or experiences.

As an illustration, some students mentioned an assignment on ‘careers’ that they had especially enjoyed because it helped bring to life the concepts they were learning. The task was to carry out their own research to discover what it would take to become an engineer (say) — the course of study and qualifications that would be required, and desirable personal characteristics or qualities — and to then consider the life-style that would be possible for an engineer in terms of salary earned, and so on.
Issue: They found there was frequently too much writing and copying work to do at secondary school, and too many lessons generally that were not interesting or fun.
 As well, they found it de-motivating when their expectations or hopes about a subject, topic, or activity did not match reality: that is, when they thought there would be interesting content and approaches to learning, and this did not occur (in their view).

Often, the writing and copying work was just considered ‘boring’ because it did not promote or allow a sense of involvement with what they were learning, but some students — especially boys — also found it physically difficult, making it a challenge to write everything down in time and not ‘get left behind’ in classes.

Student suggestions: 

Ensure more variety in approaches to teaching and learning; and

Incorporate ‘fun’ when learning, through increased use of humour in class, for example.

Issue: They found the classroom environment was not always conducive to learning. 

Students’ comments about classroom environment fell into two main categories: (a) that noisy, disruptive classroom environments interfered with their learning, especially for quieter, less assertive students and those already struggling to learn unfamiliar or more difficult material; and (b) that tension, strife or unpleasantness within the classroom did not create a positive atmosphere for learning. 

Student suggestions:

More relevant or enjoyable lessons to reduce the incidence of off-task, disruptive student behaviours;

More emphasis on student input into lessons to increase engagement and interest; 

Teachers showing that they like and are interested in students; 

Teachers intervening to reduce disruptive behaviours without penalising others in the class; and

Students taking responsibility for their own learning and behaviour by addressing their tendency to talk too much and to listen and stay on-task too little.

Issue: They found the difficulty level of their class-work was often either too high or too low.  

Student suggestions: 

The students themselves did not offer direct suggestions about this issue; they simply identified it as a reason they tended to develop a dislike for a subject or said that it contributed to when they found their learning particularly difficult or particularly unsatisfying. It was clear, though, that students desired ‘lessons that were more targeted to their needs and abilities, and existing levels of achievement’.

Issue: It was difficult at times adjusting to the larger, more complex environment of a secondary school, and getting to grips with all the different expectations, making it harder to feel settled and positive in class. 
Student suggestions: 

Students indicated (for example) that they would like more opportunities for one-to-one instruction time with teachers, especially on the occasions when they were struggling with concepts or tasks. 

In addition, they emphasised that it was important to them to be recognised as an individual, with specific strengths and needs, and that they needed to more often receive feedback that was timely, constructive, meaningful, accurate, in order to progress their learning and achievement. 

They also liked it when teachers showed they were enthusiastic about the subject they were teaching.
Reviewing Main Findings

· Before and after transition, most students found a lot to enjoy and value at school.

· While most students felt they ‘settled’ quite quickly into their new secondary school, the months following proved to be a challenging time for students in many respects, both socially and in relation to what and how they were learning.

· Students’ attitudes to school, learning and achieving well were heavily influenced by their relationships with teachers and other students at school, their experiences of teaching, learning and achievement within the classroom, and by the level of interest, support and encouragement for their schoolwork provided by parents/family.

· Our data indicated that school transition strategies did help to ease the transition for students in the study. Primary, intermediate and secondary schools each played an important role.

· Although most students generally handled many aspects of the transition process well, this was not true for a minority of students,
,
 who struggled with a combination of learning, social, and/or personal difficulties during this period.

· Despite the asTTle data which showed good overall achievement gains for most students over the course of the study, our data also showed that students showed increased disengagement from their learning over time, and increased negativity towards their subjects in general. 

Some ‘Key Implications’ Suggested by the Study Findings

The transition

· School transition strategies are important: preparing Year 8 students well and accurately for the immediate impacts of the transition helps give transitioning students a sound basis on which to build, and reduces the fears they often have about the move to secondary school.

· Similarly, once the students arrive at secondary school, it is equally important that schools ensure that students feel welcome and receive assistance so that they can quickly become familiar with what is required of them in their new setting and begin their secondary schooling with a positive outlook.

· As part of the integration process, and because of the importance of social factors for students’ adjustment and well-being, an important strategy to consider is that of actively assisting, where appropriate, students to become and stay involved in extra-curricular activities at school that they would personally enjoy, thus helping them to feel more part of the school. 

· It is equally important to know about and give recognition to transitioning students’ prior learning and achievement in order to ensure optimal starting points for the new phase of their studies at school.

· Achieving the best ‘placement’ for students and best meet their ongoing needs within the framework set for the overall class also requires knowing as much as possible about the individual student. 

· This has implications for the sorts of information about students that is passed between primary and secondary schools and for how and when that information is used.

· Evidence that some new Year 9 students were finding their work in certain subjects too difficult while other students were not finding it challenging enough is a particularly compelling reason for very good communication between the sectors regarding students.

· Achieving the best possible class placement for students is complex, taking into account as it must not only students’ learning needs, but also how specific students will relate to their classmates and/or particular teachers, and how workable the overall dynamics of a given class turns out to be with its particular mix of students and teacher(s).

· That some students were identified as struggling with a combination of learning, social and other difficulties suggests the importance of maintaining post-transition support for students throughout Year 9, especially for the more vulnerable students. An added impetus for this is the finding that the biggest ‘danger period’ for students, in terms of an increased tendency to be more negative about school, their relationships with teachers, and teaching and learning in general, seemed to be in the second half of Year 9, rather than in the first few weeks following the transition. 

· Where students have difficult personal or home circumstances, it is especially important that the school environment, in all senses of the word, is as good as it can be to encourage all students, and especially those most ‘at risk’, to want to learn and achieve well and believe that they can.

Data from the study
 showed that participating schools and teachers, particularly Year 8 teachers and Year 9 deans, put considerable thought, time, and energy into easing the transition for students. However, those involved with transitioning students often acknowledged that they would like to ‘do more’ for students at this time. ‘Doing more’, however, has significant implications in terms of human and other resources within schools.

Student Disengagement

· For some students, at least, heightened, ongoing levels of disengagement can lead to the very real possibility that they will drop out of school with few or no qualifications, and develop a negative attitude to schooling and learning generally. 

· Some of the students at particular ‘risk’ of poor outcomes are those who disengage from school quite early on and arrive at secondary school with established patterns of low achievement and/or social or behavioural difficulties. Competent Learners @ 16 (the most recently completed phase of the longitudinal Competent Children, Competent Learners study referred to earlier), for example, noted that students who became disengaged from school tended to do so before the age of 12 years, with their lack of engagement escalating in adolescence and secondary school. 

· Other students more likely to become disengaged are those who do not feel challenged enough at school and lose interest; as well, there are students who could usually be expected to do well because of prior achievement and overall ability but who do not, because of problems that arise in their personal or home circumstances.

· It is important to take into account as early as possible input from the students themselves when addressing student disengagement. 

· Students indicated that rather than it being assumed, they often needed very deliberate or specific guidance or demonstrations to help them see how what they were learning was applicable to their lives and how certain knowledge and skills acquired in one context could be transferred to other contexts. 

· Student feedback suggested too that an important area of ongoing focus  should be on how to encourage or enable students to take more responsibility for their own learning, and (have the opportunity to) more often actively contribute to improving conditions for their own learning and achievement, thereby complementing the roles of teachers, parents, and others. Such a focus might include:

─
teaching or motivating students to: develop good organisational and other self-help skills, such as an ability to seek out information that they need; listen more; and engage in less off-task talking and other disruptive behaviours in class; 

─
helping students understand that not everything they need to learn can be ‘fun’, and that qualities such as perseverance and an open, enquiring mind, are necessary if they are to gain satisfaction from their learning and reach certain goals for their future; and

─
helping students to articulate what they mean by ‘boring’: students regularly use this term when they are dissatisfied with aspects of teaching and learning at school but find it difficult to be more specific. It would be helpful, for themselves and for teachers, if they were better able to unpack and communicate their thinking when they say ‘boring’, and also offer constructive ideas on what would make learning contexts less dry for them.

Concluding Comments

That most students in the study generally coped well with the overall transition from primary to secondary schooling is due in considerable part to the work put in by schools and many teachers. Students indicated that it had been helpful when their Year 8 teachers had encouraged them to make the most of the new opportunities that would be available to them at secondary school. Similarly, some of the particular steps and initiatives that their secondary schools, deans, and teachers put in place did facilitate the transition process: peer support schemes were particularly well received by students new to Year 9. 

In addition, when there was good communication between students and their families, and between their families and the school, this did seem to be an important factor in how positive students felt about being at school, and in particular, how well they coped with the transition.

All students are likely to benefit from schools, teachers, and parents/families providing appropriate support and encouragement to ease the transition, but such input is particularly important for students for whom the transition period proves to be a more than usually difficult time. 

In contrast to the finding that most students handled many aspects of the Year 8 to Year 9 transition well, and could identify many positives about school before and after transition, aspects of the primary to secondary schooling transition are nevertheless cause for reflection. 

Our report, Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling, shows that while asTTle results revealed good achievement gains for most students over the course of the study, the learning and achievement of students in the lowest achievement quartile was of concern, as were some aspects of students’ learning and achievement overall, but in mathematics in particular. 

There was the considerable evidence too of an increasing trend for students to express less positive attitudes to their subjects over time and an increased tendency to disengage from aspects of their learning at school. Significant impacts on students’ enjoyment of and engagement in learning at different stages included curriculum and pedagogy, relationships with teachers and other students, and student self-efficacy.

And a repeated theme in students’ responses about learning in class was the deleterious impact on their learning caused by the disruptive behaviours of other students. This has a number of important implications, most of which have already been raised. In particular, it has implications for how and what students are taught in order to keep them engaged in their learning and reduce the likelihood of off-task behaviours, it has implications for how effectively students’ behaviour is managed by teachers and by the school overall, and of course it has implications for the students’ themselves in terms of willingness and ability to act responsibly, not only in the interests of their own learning and development but for the well-being of their classmates. As well, there are questions to ask about when, how, and to what extent schools may need input and support from parents, families, the wider community, and from policy-makers and others, to ensure classroom environments that are more conducive to learning for everybody.

Whether students’ overall decline in positive attitudes to their subjects and lowered levels of engagement in their learning post transition occurred because of the transition or simply followed transition is a moot point. In truth, it was probably due to both. To a ‘transition effect’ in terms of students having to adjust to different teaching and learning approaches, including some that they found disappointing, and finding work either too difficult or not challenging enough. Or, conversely, to the ‘age and stage’ of the students: that is, a period during which they encounter a rapid or marked increase in social distractions and challenges, and when they themselves become increasingly likely to challenge things they may previously not have questioned. 

But whatever the explanation, the most critical consideration is that these outcomes were occurring and are confirmed by similar findings reported in other national and international studies.

These findings emphasise too that taking into account students’ views and experiences about their learning, especially in terms of their take on the relevance of what they are learning, and their preferred ways of learning, is of considerable importance if negative consequences for students in our schools are to be avoided. It would be particularly valuable in further research endeavours to investigate how feedback of this kind from students could be used most effectively, including identifying the factors that would either facilitate or work against its use; and, to assess, in a systematic way, the outcomes for students, in terms of their achievement, attitudes, motivation and well-being, in classes and schools where use of such feedback was seen to be regularly occurring.

Finally, many findings presented in this report will not come as a surprise to those most closely associated with the young people in our schools. But at the same time, being closely involved in a situation can make it difficult to encompass all of the aspects that make up the bigger picture. It is hoped, therefore, that the compilation in this document of Emily’s and all participating students’ experiences of and views about school, learning and achievement, together with information about themselves and their families, shortly before and at three points following their move from primary to secondary schooling, has helped to highlight the many strengths to celebrate and build on of our schools, teachers, students, and families. And, as well, that it has helped to identify in a constructive way where there are issues to be addressed.







Emily occasionally ‘hassled’ other students.





In Year 9, Emily sought teacher help for a bullying incident. 








Key to rating categories �in Table 2:


1 = Always


2 = Often


3 = Sometimes


4 = Occasionally


5 = Never





She felt ‘strong’ enough to resist peer pressure.





Emily mostly related very well to other students.





Before and after transition, teachers considered Emily had made ‘very good’ progress in her schoolwork. 





Teachers considered Emily’s friends to be a positive influence.





Parental concerns about some of Emily’s friendships had lessened by Phase 3.








Some friends were not well engaged by school but this did not seem to impact negatively on Emily.





By Phase 4 there was greater diversity among Emily’s friends.








A challenge in Year 10 was balancing personal choice and group decisions.





Emily observed in Year 9 that girl–boy relationships led to tensions among friends.





A ‘not so good thing’ about friends in Year 8 was when they couldn’t keep a secret.











Teachers anticipated that Emily would achieve an undergraduate university degree.





Friends make life exciting and interesting and they care about you.





Get-togethers with friends in Year 10 involved ‘hanging out’ rather than specific activities.





Parental and teacher estimates of Emily’s ability level coincided. 





“I just like mixing, that’s the thing.”





Emily was ‘experimenting’ with friendships: to meet a wide range of people.








Year 9 friends were geographically scattered, making it more difficult to see them outside of school.











Emily did not find it difficult to make new friends. 








She claimed 10 or more friends in her first term at secondary school, a mix of old and new.











Emily had many friends at primary school.





Her friendship networks changed over the course of the study.





Teachers consistently rated Emily’s ability as ‘above average’. 





Emily put a high value on social contact and having friends.

















Emily felt she had less time or energy in Year 9 for leisure-time activities.





She had only light duties at home.











Emily had a low level of weekly computer use. 








Watching TV did not significantly interfere with participation in other activities.





Emily spent less time watching TV once she was at secondary school. 





Key to rating categories in Table 1:


1 = Every or almost�       every day


2 = Three to five days a�       week


3 = One or two days a�       week


4 = Less than one day a�      week


5 = Never or almost�      never














Friends continued to be a priority in Year 10, but emphasis on other leisure activities was changing. 





Preferred pastimes in Year 8 were spending time with friends and sports. 








Her parents were very satisfied with Emily’s overall progress in Years 8 and 9.











Taking part in the school production in Year 10 was an important boost to her confidence.











She was characterised as optimistic, confident, and friendly.





Emily seldom had days off school for illness or any other reason.














Her parents had few concerns about Emily after her first year at secondary school.





There was a small negative change in Emily’s behaviour in Year 9.





The move to Year 10 did not represent a big change in Emily’s life.








Emily generally respected the rules and boundaries set by her parents.





The family had established rules for appropriate behaviour.





Teachers regarded Emily’s parents as very supportive. 











Her parents ensured that Emily completed her homework. 





Emily regularly talked with her mother about what happened to her at school.





Emily’s relationship with her parents/ whānau was very positive.





Her parents were keen for Emily to have the best opportunities in life.





Emily identified as New Zealand Māori/ Pakeha and lived with her parents, grandparent and younger siblings.








Key points are highlighted throughout the report in ‘pull-out’ statements like this.





Her view was that teachers expected more of students in Year 10.





They predicted Emily would take the step to Year 10 in her stride.











Emily was excited about moving on to Year 10.











Her parents felt that Emily had responded well to the challenges that Year 9 presented.








She did not feel she lacked individual attention at secondary school.





Emily generally regarded secondary school as interesting and fun.








Emily wished lunch-breaks were more fun: the way they were at primary school.























Emily reflected that secondary school is more like ‘real life’: it gets you out of your comfort zone.





At the end of Year 9, Emily was still very aware of differences between primary and secondary school.











Supportive parents, friends, and teachers, and relief that there were not lots of bullies, helped Emily adjust.  





Emily appreciated the way the peer supporters had made her feel welcome. 








Emily’s experience with older students early in Year 9 was positive but also low-key.














Making friends and teachers ‘knowing who she was’ helped Emily to settle.











Both teacher and parents expected Emily to cope well with this transition.











She was looking forward to being treated more like an adult.








Her greatest fear was that she’d be bullied.





Emily felt scared at the prospect of secondary school.

















Teachers and parents had helped Emily prepare for the transition. 





She was happy about the secondary school she was to attend. 














Emily had attended the same school throughout her primary schooling.














Despite enjoying maths, Emily’s achievement in this subject declined. 














Emily was much less confident in Year 9 about identifying subjects she was ‘best at’.

















Some of her option subjects did not live up to her hopes or expectations.








Emily valued learning things she could personally identify with.





Emily was less positive about English than her teacher realised.














Emily particularly enjoyed topics that she could easily see related to real life.





To her surprise and disappointment, Emily was not finding art to be fun.








Particular topics influenced the way Emily felt about a subject at a given time.





“Science is not as interesting as it used to be. … It doesn’t seem like an important subject anymore.”











Liking a subject was heavily influenced by feelings about the teacher of that subject.





Emily’s attitudes towards subjects did not remain constant.








Emily wished for fun lessons, but reflected that teachers do not always have the choice about what they teach.





It is hard when teachers “get angry all the time for reasons we don’t understand.”








And who “know where we’re coming from as teenagers”.





She liked teachers who are “slow to anger.”








For Emily, a good teacher is one who can joke, turn work into fun, and explain things well.











In Emily’s view, teachers “feel they have failed as a teacher” if students don’t do well in their studies. 





Her teachers having high expectations and encouraging her to do well were very important to Emily. 

















She felt that “more fun activities” in class would help her learning.





“I get a shock sometimes at what you have to do at secondary school.”





Teachers helped her understand by explaining clearly.





Emily felt she could approach teachers for help in class, although her first impulse was to ask friends.





Some but not all of her teachers made their expectations clear.








Emily and her Year 8 teacher held contrasting views about her behaviour in class.





Sometimes, Emily and a teacher had quite different perceptions of their common relationship. 








They described Emily as ‘fun’, a quality that Emily in turn particularly valued in her teachers.





Teachers saw Emily as an open young person who related well to adults.





Emily found it upsetting when teachers were ‘unfair’.

















There is ’liking’ a teacher and ‘respecting them for their ability’. 





She valued teachers with a sense of humour, and who liked young people.





Emily generally felt very positively about her teachers.





She needed to ‘get to know’ pastoral care staff before she would share problems with them. 











She did not feel disturbed by classroom noise at secondary school.





Emily observed that teachers frequently reprimanded students.





There was much to interest and challenge her, but learning was not quite as much ‘fun’. 





Emily became more critical about the intrinsic interest value of what she was learning.





At first, schoolwork seemed less challenging, but by the end of Year 9 Emily judged it to be comparable.




















Teachers reported Emily as much more settled in Year 10.





Her parents advised that Emily was experiencing some ups and downs at school.





Emily was more critical when work was boring and she did not have rapport with a teacher.











Her parents also identified friends as a major factor in Emily’s enjoyment of school.





Late in Year 9, Emily expressed well-balanced views about school: she was enjoying learning as well as friendships.








Emily identified many ‘best things’ about Year 8.











Friends were fundamental to Emily’s liking for school.





She was keen to expand her horizons beyond primary school.





Emily once more emphasised the difficulties managing multiple homework deadlines. 











They felt that homework in Year 8 helped prepare Emily for secondary school. 








A more pragmatic view was that by doing homework, you can avoid punishment!





According to Emily, homework helps show that a student can work independently. 

















Emily recognised that good homework habits would help her do well and achieve her aims.





Homework was helpful for building on what she had worked on in class.





She found it difficult balancing assignment deadlines from different teachers.








Emily was always keen to come to school. 








In Year 10, Emily described herself as ‘very well behaved’ in class. 








Emily increased her level of extra-curricular involvement in Year 10. 





“I get in trouble for talking, practically every day.” 











In Year 8, Emily participated in and enjoyed a range of extra-curricular activities.





She was keen to learn and achieve well.





She was finding  it difficult to juggle extra-curricular activities and other responsibilities.





Emily intended to complete Year 13; her teachers anticipated she would go on to university.























Emily had aspirations to travel and ideas for future career options. 

















She believed that without school she would have no future.





Emily had a well-developed understanding of the ‘purpose’ of school.








It was important to Emily to feel that teachers knew her as an individual.





Emily thought her Year 8 teacher would say she was confident, sociable and very talkative. 














Key to rating categories in Table 3:


1 = Always


2 = Often


3 = Sometimes


4 = Occasionally


5 = Never





“Being happy makes you want to learn and gives you the energy to learn.”





She acknowledged that ‘talking all the time’ sometimes hindered her learning.





Not wanting to fail NCEA helped Emily to be ‘a good learner’. 




















“If your teacher expects you to learn and you do, you feel proud of yourself.”





Emily considered herself to be ‘good at learning’.








Creative writing was something Emily ‘definitely’ enjoyed.

















Emily did not regard reading as a favourite activity.





Emily’s social interactions were usually successful, but she had her share of ‘human failings’.





She related well and appropriately with adults.



































�	Although each report is self-contained, some cross-referencing occurs, to show where further information on a particular topic may be obtained in one of the other reports, details of which can be found on page 6.


2	More information about the study is provided in Part II of this report (p.14 following).


3	The names ‘Luke’ and ‘Emily’ are pseudonyms. 


�	Yin, Robert K. (1994): Case Study Research: Design and Methods (Second Edition), Applied Social Research Methods Series, Volume 5, SAGE Publications, Inc, Thousand Oaks, California.


�	See the ‘box insert’ on this page for details about the literature review that was commissioned prior to the commencement of our primary to secondary schooling (Year 8–9) transition study.


�	In the event, our achieved sample comprised a higher than expected proportion of Pasifika students and a slightly lower than expected proportion of Māori students. According to the Ministry of Education report, Education Statistics of New Zealand for 2006, Pasifika students made up 9.1 percent of the school student population, and Māori students 21.6 percent. The relative proportions of these groups of students in the present study were around 27 percent and 17 percent respectively. (However, for an additional perspective on the proportion of students in the study who identified as Māori, see footnote 10.)


�	Students (and others) were able to withdraw from the study at any stage if they chose. We also explained the purpose of the study to the students, as well as their parents, schools, and teachers, including outlining what the information they gave us would be used for — that is, to inform policy and practice — and by whom. Some interim feedback to students was provided some weeks after completing the fieldwork for Phase 4.


�	During the interviews with principals, teachers and school counsellors, we did not focus on particular students, but asked more broad-ranging questions about the Year 8 to Year 9 transition. For example, we asked respondents for their views on the issues, if any, they felt were associated with this particular transition point. (These views are reported in our third report on the study – see p.6.)


�	Discussion of the asTTle data, together with other achievement-related data, is contained in our report Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling (2008), as are further details about asTTle itself. 


�	The figures given are not precise for two reasons: firstly, over the course of the study student numbers varied (however the effect of this on overall proportions for  the various ethnic groupings at each phase of the study was only slight). Secondly, students provided ethnicity data in two different ways. The first of these was by means of their responses to a background question in their asTTle tests about ethnicity — with the broad response options of ‘NZ European/Pakeha’, ‘NZ Māori’, ‘Pacific Nation’, ‘Other’. The second way was during their first interview for the study, where they were asked ‘Which of these people groups do you belong to?’, with the following options given: ’ New Zealand Māori’, ‘Pakeha/New Zealander’, ‘Samoan’, ‘Tongan’, ‘Cook Islands Māori’, ‘Chinese’, ‘Indian’, and ‘Other’ (specify). It is interesting to note that when they were given a greater choice of response categories, and scope to select more than one, as in the interview situation, more students identified as Māori (as well as Pakeha, or Samoan, or Cooks Islands Māori, for example). This resulted in a figure of 28 percent of our students identifying as Māori in their interviews, as opposed to the 17 percent on the basis of the asTTle data (refer footnote 6 for more on this). In order to be consistent between the present report and the ‘achievement report’ arising from the  study, we have opted to report ethnicity figures collected during asTTle test sessions, but supplementing them with some of the detail from the interview data, about specific Pasifika identities, for example.


�	A school’s decile indicates the extent to which the school draws its students from particular socio-economic communities. Deciles are used to provide funding to state and state integrated schools to enable them to overcome the barriers to learning faced by students from low socio-economic communities. The lower the school’s decile, the more funding it receives.


�	School decile has not been more precisely defined here (ie, as either decile 2 or 3) in the interests of school and student anonymity.


�	As explained in Part I, this is not the student’s real name.


�	A New Zealand Māori author of national and international acclaim.


�	All students in the study were asked in the Phase 1 interviews whether the features or items listed were in their home. Students were also asked to estimate — they were provided with a simple ‘formula’ to help them gauge this — how many books there were in their household. The purpose of these questions was to obtain a quick, very broad indication of family socio-economic status. 


�	Emily rated almost every statement listed in Exhibit A as ‘always or almost always true’ across all four phases of the study. The exceptions were statements d), i), l) and q) to which she responded as follows. 


�
Phase 1�
Phase 2�
Phase 3�
Phase 4�
�
d) My parents worry too much about what I do at school�
1�
3�
4�
3�
�
i) My parents want to control whatever I do�
3�
5�
4�
5�
�
l) My parents expect too much from me�
2�
2�
5�
5�
�
q) My parents let me do what I like�
3�
4�
4�
3�
�
	Note: ‘1’=Always/almost always true; ‘2’=Usually true; ‘3’=Sometimes true/sometimes not true; ‘4’=Not very often true; and ‘5’=Not at all true. �Emily’s answers suggest that her parents were according her greater independence as time went on, while at the same time ensuring that they were looking out for her well-being by continuing to have rules and boundaries for behaviour in place.


�	This question was also asked of parents in Phases 2 and 4 but Emily’s parents did not provide feedback at these phases of the study. 


�	By contrast, when asked to describe parental support for students in her class as a whole, this teacher rated parents as ‘supportive’, adding “Generally”.


�	Each of these areas for family rules was listed in the parent questionnaire. Parents were asked to answer ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or ‘Not applicable’ to each one, as appropriate.


�	Parents were not asked this question in Phase 3 and feedback from Emily’s parents was not provided in Phase 4.


�	Refer discussion related to Exhibit D in Chapter Seven.


�	At each phase of the study we asked parents to indicate whether they were currently worrying about specified aspects of their child’s behaviour or well-being. For the details, see p.50.


�	Students could choose one of five options to describe how they felt ‘most days’. These options were: ‘I feel good/happy’; ‘I mostly feel OK’; ‘I don’t feel either good or bad, happy or unhappy’; ‘I don’t feel very good/more unhappy than unhappy’; ‘I don’t feel at all good/mostly unhappy, depressed; ‘Don’t know, haven’t thought about it’.


�	In Phase 2, the wording of this question was ‘Other than coming to secondary school/college, have there been any big or events in your life?’.


�	As an aside, two of the researchers had the opportunity to observe Emily when she was in Year 10 during a lunchtime rehearsal for her performing arts class. She and other students in the class (and in the study) had written and produced a series of sketches to demonstrate various drama techniques. Emily was observed to be relaxed and confident, and enjoying her interaction with other students and the teacher.


�	Watching television often seems to be a ‘default’ activity for many people, including Emily, Luke and other students in the study — that is, something that they do as a matter of course, rather than consciously choosing as an activity that they particularly enjoy. 


�	For this phase of the study, students rated how often they watched TV/videos/DVDs rather than specifying how much time they spent on this each day. 


�	It is however interesting to note here that in other responses during the Phase 4 interview, Emily reported that she had not been getting a lot of homework so far that term, and that the amount received was significantly less than in Year 9. Her reference to homework here may therefore refer more to ‘catch up’ work she was doing of her own accord because of missing classes when rehearsing for the school production.


�	While they reported ‘no concerns’ about Emily’s behaviour at home in Phase 1, in Phase 3 Emily’s parents reported that they ‘sometimes’ had some concerns about this. In addition, they were less likely than previously to say that she showed them respect (see Exhibit D in Chapter Seven).


�	The overall aim of the research was to: identify the variables that seem to facilitate or hinder a smooth transition for students between the two school sectors in terms of their: overall learning and achievement; social development or adjustment; and attitudes towards school, learning and achieving well. 


�	Emily’s views of and relationships with teachers are discussed in more depth in Chapters Eight and Nine.


�	The specific question was ‘What are the best things about your friendships (being with your friends)?’’


�	On dimensions a), c), d), and e) in Exhibit B, for instance, Emily gave a rating of ‘definitely true’ at each phase of the study, and for dimensions k) and l), ratings of ‘definitely not true’ at all four phases.


�	This was perhaps because they felt a greater need to discuss or compare notes about the requirements of homework tasks than they had at primary school.


�	For example, Emily consistently answered ‘definitely not true’ to the statement ‘My friends push me to do stupid things’. 


�	However, as discussed earlier in the chapter, Emily appeared to be keen to ‘experiment’ more in her social interactions in Year 10 and have a more diverse range of friends, including some less keen on school and schoolwork.


�	Emily was also apprehensive about encountering ‘older students’ generally at secondary school, but according to information presented in Chapter Eleven, her fears were unfounded.


�	The range of rating options was: ‘Minimal/very low; ‘Slow/below average; Average/medium’; ‘Average, but very good in some aspects’; and ‘Very good/excellent’. Teachers could also specify some ‘other’ rating or select a ‘Not sure/unable to comment’ option.


�	Parental feedback too — see discussion in Chapter Seven relating to Exhibit D — was that Emily typically enjoyed new experiences and challenges.


�	The NZCER Competent Learners @ 14 study, for example, refers to the importance of reading for academic and more general success. In the report Growing Independence: A Summary of Key Findings from the Competent Learners @ 14 Project, it states (p.25) that ‘…it is not enough just to learn to read — one of the strongest indicators of positive engagement in school and learning was the enjoyment of reading. Those who enjoyed reading also had higher average scores or positive relationships with family and friends, and showed less risky behaviour’. This report may be downloaded by going to: ��HYPERLINK "http/www.educationcounts.govt.nz/goto/competentlearners"��www.educationcounts.govt.nz/goto/competentlearners�


�	See p.14 for details about this review.


�	‘Stage Challenge’ is a performing arts competition between secondary (and sometimes intermediate) schools; competition heats are held regionally, and finalists from each region then compete nationally. Each participating school writes and produces its own short musical, and all those who perform are students from the school in question. One of the aims of the competition is for each school to include as many of its students as possible in some capacity, from stage design to acting, singing or dancing on stage.


�	For teacher ratings of Emily’s behaviour in class, see Chapter Eight. 


�	Parents had the following response categories to choose from: ‘Very well behaved’; ‘Well behaved’; ‘About average (ie, about the same as everyone else in the class)’; ‘Not very well behaved’; ‘Very badly behaved/she [or he] causes problems in class’; ‘Don’t know’. 


�	It is noteworthy that various data collected over the course of the study show ‘homework’ to be a topic on which opinion is often divided: across schools, among teachers in the same school, among parents, and among students. 


�	It was evident from teacher interview data that, in this case, frequency of homework was school policy, rather than specific to individual teachers or to individual students.


�	Students were asked to say how important they thought homework was by choosing one of the following options: ‘Very important’; ‘It matters’; ‘Not important’; ‘Don’t know/haven’t thought about it’; ‘Depends’.


�	Compared to Phase 1 when she ‘always or almost always’ enjoyed doing her homework, in Phase 4 Emily was now stating that she only ‘sometimes’ enjoyed it.


�	Students’ responses were categorised as ‘Yes, definitely’, ‘Qualified yes’, ‘Qualified no’ and ‘No, not at all’. 


�	As discussed later in this chapter (in particular, refer footnote 51), Emily also had many positive things to say about school in Phase 3 when asked what she ‘liked most’ about it. But in terms of what she least liked about school at that stage, Emily identified some ‘relationship issues’ as a difficult aspect for her of being in Year 9. 


�	Emily’s answer here seems to contradict her ‘qualified yes’ response in Phase 3 to the question ‘…most of the time do you enjoy or like school this year’, discussed earlier in this chapter. But, on reflection, it seems entirely plausible to express both of these views simultaneously. The different nuances expressed may also be a function of the way the questions were worded. In addition, Emily’s responses on what she least liked about school show that while she was generally very positive about school, she did experience some difficulties.


�	To other questions in Phase 4, however, relating to her subjects, teachers, teaching, and so on, Emily provided insightful comments about how she thought things could be even better at school: that is, she had no major complaints, but was at the same time aware that ‘things are never perfect’.


�	To the statement ‘My child tries her best at school’, Emily’s parents answered ‘yes, all or nearly all of the time’ in Phase 1 but chose the rating ‘yes, most of the time’ in Phase 3.


�	See, for example, references in the research literature review by McGee et al, 2003. Refer p.14 for details about this review.


�	Participants in the Competent Learners @ 14 study were also asked to rate these factors. (For the website address for this study, refer footnote 40.) 


�	While this may unfortunately have diluted somewhat the informative power of the data collected, there appeared to be no viable alternative: that is, it would not have been feasible to ask students to rate each of their classes at secondary school individually. 


�	It is possible that use of the word ‘challenging’ here may change the meaning and be misleading — that is, if Emily thought some of the work in Year 8 was inappropriately difficult, rather than ‘challenging’, with its more positive connotations.


�	But in saying that, it was also clear that other students in the study quite often found that noise levels and general disruption went beyond the acceptable, and interfered with their learning. This is discussed more in relation to ‘All Students’ views on learning in class, and also in discussions about what sometimes made it hard for them to learn — Chapters Five and Fourteen.)  


�	Secondary schools are, however, more likely than primary schools to have formal pastoral care provisions in place (eg, to employ school counsellors).


�	It appeared that Emily now considered the school counsellor as a source of support because that person had been ‘sanctioned’ by some of her friends/peers; it may also be that Emily’s changed view was because she was considering the possibility of taking up a similar occupation (ie, child psychologist) herself when she was older. As well, Emily was more settled at secondary school generally and felt she was much better acquainted with most people at school than she had been in Year 9. In other words, she was feeling a level of comfort much more like her experience of primary school. (Further discussion about pastoral care in relation to ‘All Students’ is included in the third report on the transition study.)


�	At each data collection phase, students rated how they mostly felt about their current teachers. In Phases 1 and 4, from a five-point scale, Emily chose the second most positive response, ‘I like my teacher(s)’, to describe how she felt, and in Phases 2 and 3 her response was, overall, ‘I like my teachers very much’. 


�	The purpose of these questions was to gather information which would help inform us of the possible impact of a student’s attitudes about a teacher on their attitudes to the subject being taught by that teacher. (Students’ feelings about teachers in relation to subject preferences are discussed in Chapter Ten.) Because it was not feasible to gather data on students’ views about all of their teachers, we chose to ask about their mathematics and English teachers only, as these subject areas linked to the asTTle focus areas of maths, reading and writing.


�	The response options available were: ‘She likes the teacher(s) very much’; ‘She mostly likes the teacher(s)’; ‘Sometimes she likes the teacher(s) and sometimes she doesn’t’; ‘She doesn’t like the teacher(s) much’; ‘She  doesn’t like the teacher(s) at all’; ‘Not sure/don’t know’. (Note that when Emily was in Year 8, the rating referred only to her main teacher for the year, whereas in subsequent phases of the study the ratings encompassed Emily’s views of her teachers at secondary school overall.)


�	Before asking teachers specific questions about their relationship with a particular student, we first established how well they felt they knew them. Participants were provided with a scale on which to answer this: ‘Well/very well — the student is an open and easy young person to relate to’; ‘Not very well yet — I have not known this student for very long’; ‘Not very well — the student has been in my class all year but is not easy to get to know’; and ‘Other answer (specify)’. The Year 8 teacher had taught Emily all year but had not known her prior to that. The teacher answering in Phase 3 had taught Emily for English for several months and had been her form teacher over the same period. This same teacher provided feedback about Emily in Phase 4, in her capacity as Emily’s Year 10 form teacher. 


�	Other data too reinforce that Emily was happy to approach her teachers for assistance if she required it. For example, Emily answered ‘definitely true’ at each phase of the study to the statements ‘It is easy to ask the teachers for help…’ and ‘The teachers make sure everyone understands’ (refer discussion relating to Exhibit E in Chapter Seven). 


�	Bishop, R., Berryman, M., Tiakiwai, S., Richardson, C. (2003). Te Kōtahitanga: The Experiences of Year 9 and 10 Māori Students in Mainstream Classrooms. Hamilton: University of Waikato. This report can be downloaded from the Education Counts website either via the Ministry of Education website or directly: �� HYPERLINK "http://educationcounts.edcentre.govt.nz/publications/maori/te-kotahitanga.html" ��http://educationcounts.edcentre.govt.nz/publications/maori/te-kotahitanga.html�  �Reports on later phases of Te Kōtahitanga, by Bishop et al (2007), may also be accessed from Education Counts.


�	Further discussion of Emily’s views on what helped her learn best, or made learning more difficult for her, is contained in Chapter Five.


�	Instead, Emily said she most liked writing stories, science, music, ‘drama’ (performing arts), and PE and health, reinforcing other information about her positive attitude to writing and also her enjoyment of sports activities, music and dancing. 


�	As it would have placed too great a burden on schools to ask all of our students’ teachers to provide feedback, we approached only teachers of English and mathematics to provide comment on students (ie, in addition to that provided by form teachers). These subject areas were chosen because they paralleled the asTTle test subject areas.


�	There were six response options. These were: ‘Favourite subject/likes the subject very much’; ‘Mainly likes it’; ‘Neither likes nor dislikes it’; ‘Dislikes it’; ‘Not sure’; ‘Other answer’. 


�	It is relevant to note here that students’ responses to this and the Phase 1 version of this question were very much quick, ‘top of the head’ ideas and probably do not represent very well what the full range of students’ answers might have been had they had time to reflect more. It would be of considerable interest and value to explore this topic in more depth with students at different stages of their schooling.


�	‘Ability, achievement, and progress’ is the subject of Chapter Thirteen. But for a more in-depth analysis and discussion of student achievement within the context of the present study, with a particular focus on student achievement in reading, writing, and mathematics as measured by Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning (asTTle), please refer to our other report Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling (see p.6 for further details). 


�	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/area schools, who remain in the same school as they transition from primary to secondary schooling, are not represented in the present study. (Refer footnote 90 in Chapter Fourteen for details about the numbers of students in New Zealand schools who make the transition within the same school compared to the number who do not.)


�	Details of these reports are provided on p.6.


�	For example, see p.14 of this report for details about the literature review by McGee et al (2003). 


�	While it might be predicted that frequently, or even occasionally, changing schools will be at least unsettling for a student, an opposite, but related, situation is that a transition such as the one from Year 8 to Year 9 could be particularly difficult for a student who has received all of their primary schooling at the one school. And especially if that school has been a very small and/or geographically isolated one. However, data from the present study are not able to directly address the latter situation, that is, what it is like for students moving from a small, rural school to a much bigger secondary school in a town or city.


�	It is of note here that while Emily recognised at an objective level the value of what her teachers in Year 8 were doing to prepare them for Year 9, at an emotional level she seemed to find it hard to relate to at the time. But once at secondary school, and looking back on how she and her classmates had been prepared for the transition, she was able to be much more appreciative of it (see page 201).


�	Part of the school’s strategy to ease the transition for their new Year 9 students was to assign two or three senior students to each Year 9 form class in the capacity of peer supporters. These students were there to show new students around the school, answer questions, listen, and from time to time take the class for fun, getting-to-know-you activities.


�	It is of interest here to note the observations made in footnote 77 on p.193.


�	Emily’s answers here, while not identical, are largely consistent with her responses when commenting on various aspects of classroom environment — see Exhibit E and related discussion in Chapter Seven.


�	For example, to the statement ‘We do interesting things in class’ (Exhibit E, Chapter Seven), Emily gave a rating of ‘definitely true’ at all four phases of the study.


�	The content of this section reinforces the views expressed by Emily and her parents about best and least liked aspects of school at each phase of the study — discussed in Chapter Seven. 


�	Refer p.16 — under the heading ‘Achievement Testing’ — for a brief explanation of asTTle (Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning).


�	Teachers indicated which assessment measures they placed most weight on in order to rate a student’s ability level. The teachers were given a list of methods to choose from; these are listed in Table 11.


�	The response options provided were as listed in Table 12.


�	We also invited mathematics teachers to provide feedback about students’ progress in their subject area, but this information was not obtained for Emily. 


�	It was assumed that quite early in the school year, teachers may not necessarily know students very well; this is why we sought more general feedback at this stage, rather than in-depth information.  


�	Further research questions, together with other information collected throughout the study, are dealt with in the two other reports on the transition study. The first of these reports takes an in-depth look at students’ achievement over the course of the study. And the second includes suggestions from study participants —teachers, principals, parents and students — on what may improve the immediate transition experience for all students and maximise their learning experiences, opportunities, and outcomes thereafter. (See p.6 for additional information about these reports.)


�	We felt that the need to distinguish between ‘transition as event’ and ‘transition as process’ — the latter emphasising that students are required to make ongoing adjustments over quite some time — clearly emerged from the data for this study. The idea for labelling these two distinct aspects of a transition in this way came from research carried out by a team of British researchers — Sanders, White, Burge, Sharp, Eames, McEune and Grayson — who were looking at the effectiveness of the transition for children moving from early childhood education to school. One of the recommendations from their report, ’A Study of the Transition from the Foundation Stage to Key Stage 1, National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER), UK, March 2005, was that ‘Schools’ staff should view transition as a process rather than an event’. 


	A similar approach is espoused in Sue Dockett and Bob Perry’s research: they talk about the importance of making a distinction between ‘orientation’ and ‘transition’ when developing programmes to ease children’s transition from early childhood to primary school education. They define ‘orientation programmes’ as ‘those run prior to commencement of school for the purposes of introducing the child and family to the school and vice versa. Orientation programs ensure that enrolment is appropriate, and the child is familiar (to some degree) with the school and staff. … In contrast, transition programs are ongoing, operating over a longer time and including a wider range of experiences for parents and children. Transition programs recognise that the move to school will involve different strategies for different students. Transition programs involve a range of stakeholders and may continue for a term, or even throughout the first year.’ (p.15). More about this can be found in Docket and Perry’s report Beginning School Together: Sharing Strengths, Australian Early Childhood Association Inc, 2002.


�	Important Note: According to the Ministry of Education report Education Statistics of New Zealand for 2006, around 26 percent of students making the transition from Year 8 to Year 9 in New Zealand schools each year do so within the same school — that is, they attend a composite/area school or Year 7–15 secondary school, which cater for both primary and secondary level students. Because the transition for all of the students in the present study involved a change of school, it is not possible to comment in this report on the extent to which experiences of the primary to secondary schooling transition for students who did not change schools may have been the same or different. However, the present study does reflect the situation for the large majority of students (just under three-quarters), for whom the transition meant a change of schools.


�	All but a few students nominated one or more subjects that they ‘least liked’ at the three phases of the study following transition.


�	Students undertook asTTle (Assessment Tools for Teaching and Learning) tests in reading, writing and mathematics at each phase of the study. An extensive look at the achievement of students in the study is contained in our report Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling (see p.6 for details.) 


�	Evidence from other research studies, for example, the report on the IEA Third International Mathematics and Science Study Mathematics and Science Achievement in New Zealand: Summing up New Zealand’s participation in three cycles of TIMSS at Year 9 (Megan Chamberlain, Research Division, Ministry of Education, Wellington, New Zealand, 2007) indicates that many students in New Zealand schools are largely in a ‘holding pattern’ for maths between Year 5 and Year 9 — that is, they do not show as much movement across curriculum levels as might be expected during this period, for whatever reason, which perhaps is why students’ mathematics scores suffered the greatest decline following transition, emphasising the rather ‘vulnerable’ state of their maths mastery.


�	As discussed in the report Students’ Achievement as they Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling, the proportion of students consistently achieving in the bottom quartile in one or more of reading, writing and mathematics across all phases of the study was typically between at least eight and 11 percent of the total group of participating students.


�	Also discussed in the achievement report, as referred to in the previous footnote, is acknowledgement that while these achievement results occurred post-transition, it is not possible to conclusively attribute them to the transition per se, as other possible explanations for the data exist, such as ‘summer learning loss’, also referred to in work by New Zealand researcher Cedric Croft as ‘holiday fade’. It is quite possible however that a ‘transition effect’ and ‘summer learning loss’ operate in tandem.


�	Other data from the study, primarily from interviews with teachers and principals, identified the issue of how to ensure effective transfer of information about students between schools. Related information from these participants centred on the factors that can influence schools’ ability to place students accurately so that their progress through the curriculum levels, before, during and after transition, is smoother. These topics are taken up in the report, Easing the Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling: A Resource Document. 


�	See footnote 90 earlier in this chapter regarding students who do not have a change of school when they make the Year 8 to Year 9 transition. 


�	Refer footnote 105 for a brief explanation of what we mean by ‘minority’ in the context of this study’s findings.


�	This is not to say, however, that there were not certain, important influences on how well students settled: for instance, it did seem that students who had had the opportunity to gain prior experience of their new school (eg, through attending technology or other classes there while still at primary/intermediate school, and/or knew people there already) were at an advantage compared to some other students. And of course there were a range of specific strategies put in place by the schools designed to help students settle, such as the availability of senior student peer supporters to provide support, advice and guidance.


�	The website address for this study is:  �HYPERLINK "http://educationcounts.govt.nz/goto/competentlearners"��www.educationcounts.govt.nz/goto/competentlearners�


�	For further information about NEMP go to:  �HYPERLINK "http://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/goto/nemp"��www.educationcounts.govt.nz/goto/nemp�


�	Further information on national asTTle data is available on � HYPERLINK "http://www.asttle.org.nz" ��www.asttle.org.nz�. 


�	Refer footnote 95 earlier in this chapter for a note about ‘transition effect’ vs. ‘summer learning loss’. 


�	The knowledge environment, and, often, life-style, for today’s students is heavily influenced by a media/technology-saturated world, with its inherently ‘short attention bytes’ approach. This undoubtedly impacted on the preferences that at least some students in the study expressed about approaches to teaching and learning, and thus is likely to be an important consideration when addressing the issue of student engagement. 


�	It is not possible to provide a precise figure here for the number of students who made up this minority, because it changed according to which particular variables or ‘measures’ were being focused on — that is, whether they were to do with the students’ achievement, social interactions, attitudes towards subjects and teaching and learning in general, home circumstances, and so on, or to various combinations of these. However, as noted earlier in footnote 94, as a guide, there were at least 8–11 percent of participating students whose achievement levels over the course of the study gave cause for concern. Furthermore, when asked to describe what it was like to teach or generally deal with individual students in the study, participating teachers used the descriptors ‘difficult’ and ‘worrying’ for between 10 and 13 percent of the students (see ‘All Students’ data in Chapter Eight). They also considered (p.90) that around one-fifth of students showed ‘poor concentration when working’.


�	We do not, and cannot, claim to be able to generalise to all students in New Zealand at this stage of their schooling, on the basis of this study’s findings (although participating students do represent a diverse range of characteristics and circumstances, and exhibit similar patterns of responses on various variables compared to students in other studies, for example, the national asTTle data set). Nevertheless, if one was to speculate that in any given 100 or so students there is likely to be at least some individuals — say, at a conservative estimate, two or three — who experience significant learning or other difficulties at school throughout the primary to secondary schooling transition process, this could mean a very considerable number of students overall about whom we would need to have concerns.


�	As discussed in our further report, Easing the Transition from Primary to Secondary Schooling: A Resource Document, participating teachers and principals felt that structured, frequent and collegial communication between primary, intermediate and secondary schools was critical: to enable more accurate, workable, ‘starting levels’, based on prior learning and achievement, to be established for new Year 9 students; and, to facilitate improved pastoral care for students with difficult personal or home circumstances.


�	Most of the relevant data are presented and discussed in our third report, referred to in the previous footnote.


�	The present study did not track students through to the end of Year 10. However, in light of the findings from the Competent Children, Competent Learners study about the deleterious and cumulative effects of disengagement over time, it would be valuable to investigate whether students in Year 10 became more negative about teaching and learning and school in general in the latter half of the school year, as was the pattern for students in this study when they were in Year 9. 






