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London, a city of contrasts  

London is a city of extremes, says schools minister, Stephen Twig. Speaking at a conference earlier this week, the minister said that in a city where there is both great wealth and incredible poverty and deprivation we must “do what we can to ensure that the cultural, sporting, artistic and business riches are shared around”. He said that all of London’s young people should have the same access to its opportunities. Delegates at the conference were discussing the implementation of the ‘Student Pledge’, one of the Government’s initiatives outlined in its strategy document The London Challenge: transforming London secondary schools. The Student Pledge guarantees that each London child will be able to benefit from the cultural, sporting and business activities that the capital offers before the age of 16. 


Mr Twigg added: “Young people aren’t always able to explore and benefit from the opportunities available to them in their ‘own back yard’. It is vital that ideas are shared and partnerships are forged between businesses, the voluntary sector and the major London attractions to help empower young people to become active citizens.” He said that the challenge was to involve young people in their local communities in a practical and innovative way, complementing what they learn in the classroom through citizenship education.

____________________________________________________________________________________  

Sure Start update

The Sure Start programme is helping parents to improve their relationships with their children. Children’s minister, Margaret Hodge was referring to the second report from The Local Context Analysis of the National Evaluation of Sure Start. It was obvious, she said, that by focusing energy and resources on the early years, every child is given the opportunity to succeed. Local Sure Start programmes aim to improve the health and wellbeing of families and children up to the age of four. There are now 524 local programmes, helping up to 400,000 children living in disadvantaged areas. One million new childcare places have been created since 1997, benefiting more than 1.8 million children. Every three- and four-year- old is entitled to a free part-time early education. Mrs Hodge said that the challenge now was to create 1,700 Children’s Centres by 2008. The centres will provide early education, health, employment and family support. 

______________________________________________________________________________________  

Welsh funding warning

Headteachers have warned that sixth forms across Wales face an uncertain future due to changes in funding. Elwa, the body responsible for post-16 education in Wales, is looking at new measures to try to close the funding gap between schools and colleges. Headteachers will get an indication of how much they will receive per pupil in August. Teachers and Teacher Unions are warning that there may be staff cuts under the new system.

Ysgol Gyfun Ystalyfera in the Swansea Valley is losing teachers this summer, even though pupil numbers will increase this September. Headteacher Eurig Davies is particularly anxious about sixth form funding.   “We’ve had compulsory redundancies in school to bring us into line with the country average. We’ve also had to make reductions in non-teaching staff. It had been a difficult time for the whole school,” he said.

Elaine Edwards of the Welsh teaching union Ucac had reservations that a new system would not take into account the funding needs of rural and bilingual schools.

However, Elwa chairman Sheila Drury said that the new system would be fairer:

“We want to provide more learning opportunities for all 16-year-olds. There are different funding levels across all the local authorities in Wales. What we are trying to do is bring them all into reasonable harmony.” She said that what they could do was maintain the level of funding, but increase the rate at which funding was granted to those whose budgets were overstretched. You have to bear in mind that 85 per cent of school budgets are teachers’ costs – and teachers’ costs are set nationally”. The Minister for Education and Lifelong Learning, Jane Davidson, said that there was no hidden agenda on the future of sixth forms in Wales, but what is on the agenda is making sure that all parts of Wales have high quality post-16 education for future generations. Speaking at an Assembly debate, she said: “The new powers will provide Elwa with the opportunity to undertake the consideration and planning of post-16 provision in a more strategic manner, offering real benefits to learners. The proposed regulations do not take any powers away form individual LEAs but they will benefit learners in Wales.” She added: “Any proposals from Elwa must improve educational achievement participation and/or expand the range of provision for 16-19 year olds. Any proposal unable to demonstrate benefits for learners in Wales will have no merit and I will not approve it.”

______________________________________________________________________________________

£7m for Scotland’s science centres

Scottish Deputy First Minister Jim Wallace has announced a combined investment of £7 million towards Scottish science centres. The Scottish Executive has funded £5.1 million, whilst the Scottish Enterprise has contributed £1.9 million. Four centres at Dundee, Glasgow, Aberdeen and Edinburgh will be benefiting from the investment. They were visited by more than half a million paying visitors in 2003 and a further 109,000 school children.

The £7 million investment is a major part of a two-year package that is expected to include further contributions from the Millennium Commission and local authorities. Mr Wallace said: “Science and innovation are two of Scotland’s key strengths – vital ingredients for economic growth and achieving the aims of Smart Successful Scotland. We are at the forefront of areas like biotechnology and digital media. Innovative ideas continue to come out of our labs and into the marketplace. We recognise that science centres – like those elsewhere in the world – cannot fund themselves through visitor and private sector revenue alone. The substantial interim funding recognises the undoubted public benefits provided by the centres.” The package was put together following the consultancy study, which showed that the four centres would not be able to continue without public funding. Mr Wallace added: “This is not a something-for- nothing investment. In the long-term interests of Scotland’s science centres, changes need to be made.” 

______________________________________________________________________________________

ATL slams profile data 

The Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL) have described experimental data from the Foundation Stage Profile, which assesses the progress and learning of five-year-olds in England, as “unreliable and unhelpful”, and criticised the Government’s decision to publish it. 

The Foundation Stage Profile provides a way of summing up a teacher’s knowledge of a child’s attainment, based on observation of their progress throughout the reception year when most children are five years old. The data is from 2003 – the first (pilot) year that the Profile was carried out. The ATL general secretary, Dr Mary Bousted, said: “This data is unreliable and unhelpful. The Profile was implemented inconsistently because teachers received material, training and moderation at different times. “Publishing data from a pilot year is an unnecessary pressure on teachers who are doing their best to implement a new system under difficult circumstances. “ATL questions the financial costs of producing data that will not be useful to either parents or a child’s next teacher.”

NY shows teacher how music can be a motivational tool   
A  Cheshire music teacher who visited New York as part of a sabbatical programme, revolutionised her school’s music curriculum when she discovered how teachers in the Big Apple are making the most of their resources and using music as a motivational tool. Emma Wycherley visited schools in Staten Island, Brooklyn, Manhattan and the Bronx. She found that many schools used music as a reward for good behaviour and achievement. Pupils at Burnage High School are enjoying the rewards of Miss Wycherley’s trip. The students at the inner city boys’ school have been writing their own hip-hop tunes and have learnt how to write lyrics and read music as a result. 

Miss Wycherley has also started a big band and encourages boys with behavioural problems to take part. She intends to produce a CD of their performances very soon. Miss Wycherley said: “The trip has proved to be a truly advantageous and fruitful experience for all parties involved. I was able to learn from the thoughts and ideas of the teachers in New York and they in turn benefited from hearing of our achievements here at Burnage. “The boys really enjoy taking part in a band, it has been an extremely successful project that students at Burnage will appreciate for years to come.”

______________________________________________________________________________________

New research warns of English grammar instruction

A former Staff Inspector for English from the pre-Ofsted HMI has criticised explicit instruction of English grammar in schools. Dr Graham Frater argues that explicit language teaching may help widen rather than close the “writing gap”. He says that purposeful text-level teaching and reading in particular offer more secure ways of promoting writing. Dr Frater also criticised the DfES and its Literacy Strategy for placing too much emphasis on transcription and explicit grammatical knowledge as distinct from the first order skills of purpose-driven composition.

Dr Frater bases this view in findings from surveys of two groups of schools: one at key stage 2 and the other at key stages 3-4. Both sets of schools were unusually effective in teaching writing and their pupils achieved higher than average results in tests and examinations. These schools had adopted practices that promoted “active reflection” and gave clear purposes for writing tasks. Dr Frater argues that the sentence-level work undertaken in these schools always arose from a clear and well-established purpose and context for a specific writing task, and was never an end in itself. He says that this is in contrast to the planning formats outlined in Grammar for Writing (DfEE, 2000) which he says makes sentence level work “the most chief objection of the instruction”. The author also says that GfW has little to offer the most commonly underachieving group, adolescent males, who feel no “communicative purpose” to the writing and lose interest.

Dr Frater fears that the recent growth of explicit language teaching may well be hindering the improvement of standards. Grammatical knowledge may be needed by teachers but they should not use it to directly influence their teaching. Dr Frater’s paper Improving Dean’s Writing  has been published in Literacy and is available from www.blackwellsynergy.com/links/doi/10.1111/j.0034-0472.2004.03802003.x/abs/.

______________________________________________________________________________________

Research round-up

Seven journals came into our office this week.

Journal of In-service Education (Triangle, Vol 30 No 1) features an analysis of continuing professional development (CPD); a study of a literacy training course called Raiding Standards in Writing and an evaluation of the implementation and efficiency of two models of teacher candidate replacement.

Arts and Humanities in Higher Education (Sage, Vol 3 No 2) this special issue features Languages in Higher Education. It includes articles on the political pressures for increased foreign language learning and the consequences these have for foreign language learning in higher education, and the implications of the internet for world language practice and higher education.

Journal of Early Childhood Research (Sage, Vol 2 No 2) presents the findings from a review of literature on leadership in early childhood (EC); reviews recent research into perspectives on special educational needs and inclusion in the pre-school year; and an examination of handling hard-to-manage behaviour in pre-school provision. 

Theory and Research in Education (Sage, Vol 2 No2) asks, can one be open-minded about a strongly held belief, argues that the objection that private schools ‘jump the queue’ is based on envy, and challenges the argument for the abolition of faith schools.

Research Papers in Education (Routledge, Vol 19 No 2) reports on a research project which involved the use of a variety of statistical techniques to explore the impact of single-sex education and school size on pupils’ progress. The journal also looks at the development of children’s understanding of distant places and environmental issues. 

Teacher Development (Triangle, Vol 7 No 2) presents different reference points in teachers’ ethical reflections on ‘the best interests of students’ and features research which looks at the relationship between social class, notions of masculinity, intelligence and achievement in 16-year-old boys in co-educational comprehensive schools. A case study highlights the impact of emotional condition on trainee teacher’s ability to function efficiently. 

The Developmental Education Journal (Trentham, Vol. 10 No 3) theme is ‘Rethinking subject knowledge’. The journal discusses controversial aspects of ‘scientific literacy’; discusses the lack of opportunities for UK pupils to undertake Chinese studies; and investigates the possibility of a replacement for the Peters Map. 

Practical Issues in Primary Education No 34, published by The National Primary Trust, Values Education: developing positive attitudes. The journal looks at methods of teaching positive concepts to children. It also reports improvements in behaviour, self-perception and behaviour.
______________________________________________________________________________________  

What the papers say

“Anger at go ahead for phone masts by schools”, was the Daily Mail’ s front-page headline on Thursday. In a test case involving Yorkshire schools, parents and teachers were furious when the judge cleared the way for thousands of mobile phone masts to be erected near schools.

On the same day, the Glasgow Herald reported “Parents revolt over rise of Super School”. A survey conducted by the paper revealed that a third of Scottish education authorities have plans for merging schools. According to the Herald, “parent power” saved the day by blocking plans for a 1500 pupil school in Renfrewshire. The Scottish Executive has awarded £2.2 billion to 28 councils, with private public partnership strings firmly attached. Surely the schools aren’t being merged just to save money.

Thursday’s Telegraph and Guardian, lead on stories about both Tony Blair and Michael Howard deciding to put public services at the top of their agenda. Tony Blair obviously didn’t appreciate Michael Howard’s sense of humour, and said: “The Tories are determined to abandon targets for public service performance and to cut the amount for public spending drastically.”

Yesterday’s Independent ran the feature “No room to be small”, which highlighted the plight of Britain’s 3,000 small schools and their battle for survival. Financial problems, the falling birth rate and difficulties in recruiting head teachers mean that village schools are under threat. Faced with closure many of the plucky little schools are joining together as federations to keep themselves alive. 

Yesterday’s Times headline “Primary heads are stressed”, would have surprised no one. A recent survey revealed that headteachers chief worry is how to manage on their dwindling budgets. The survey found that 72 per cent of headteachers felt overloaded by increasing numbers of initiatives, more paper-work, parental pressure and the sheer volume of work. But the DfES told them not to worry as it estimates that over the next few years primary school numbers will fall by about 50,000 pupils annually. That’s OK then.

_____________________________________________________________________________________  
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