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The KS2-KS3 Divide – doesn’t bridge itself! Image credit: DIGITAL VISION/PHOTODISC/THINKSTOCK 

In the last few weeks we’ve held two excellent meetings as part of what we call our Primary Transition Forum: one for 

English; one for Maths.  They’ve both been incredibly interesting, useful and eye -opening.  There is so much to learn; so 

much we don’t know about what goes on on the other side of the KS2-KS3 chasm.  It’s something I go on about all the time 

– the extent to which teachers from primary and secondary sectors are segregated in their professional lives.  The one 

teacher – one class primary model contrasts so sharply with our highly specialised multi -teacher secondary model and, 

arguably, the skills and dispositions needed to span the range from Y7 to Y13 are very different to those needed to span 

from Reception to Year 6.  We’re different.  But not THAT different.  Given that our students progress from one domain to 

the next ever year and occupy space in the same community, and that the curriculum has so many common components, 

it’s ridiculous how little contact teachers have with each other across the divide. 

We wanted to change that.  Last November we ran our first Transition Forums to explore how useful this could be.  Our 

conclusion was that it is something we need to sustain as part of our routine engagement with our feeder schools; the 

meetings are part of a process, not one-off events. That’s the goal.  We’ve been able to engage in discussions about 

pedagogy and curriculum that have been amazingly rich both in terms of information sharing at a time of change and in 

terms of a deeper understanding of pedagogical sequencing and standards.   Our Maths forum included teachers from five 

primary schools and about four HGS staff; the English forum was attended by staff from two feeder schools and three of us 

from HGS. From our perspective, we’d learn a lot from just one school but with more you get a sense of the range of 

practice between schools; they have a great deal in common although some seem to be more confident with pitching the 
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content higher earlier within KS1 and KS2.  It’s exciting working with someone like Tanya Watson, Head of William Tyndale 

Primary School in Islington, pushing the standards agenda with great drive and passion and showing what can be 

done.  Our challenge is to take her students on with the same level of drive so they don’t experience  a gap at all. 

Some of the issues we’ve discussed include the following:  

General: 

 The end of SATs and the new tests coming in from 2016.  Primary colleagues are still finding out about the precise 

structure and content of these new tests. 

 The general trend towards teaching more difficult concepts to younger children.  KS2 colleagues were repeatedly 

telling us that a certain topic or concept used to be in Y6 but is now in Y4; Y4 content is now beginning in Y2 and so on. 
We discussed how this ‘raising the bar’ process works in practice and the likelihood that cohorts may stretch out 

wider as higher KS1 attainers progress faster whilst lower KS1 attainers continue to wrestle with more basic 
concepts.  The floor might rise but might the range also expand? That’s something we need to anticipate.  

 The general pattern of ‘dips’ between years.  There is a summer break factor and a peak performance factor between 

all years – even within primary schools from year to year. The Y6-Y7 transition needs to take account of these factors; 
examples of best work will be a useful guide to peak performance but the need to gear up is inevitable.  We need a 

balance of consolidation and pushing on so that students continue to experience stretch and challenge – but we need 
to consider stretch through breadth, depth and mastery within a topic as well as moving on to new concepts.  

 Removing levels will force us (happily) to consider the transition in terms of content and work samples and not the 

levels… that tired old process of casting doubt on the validity of the assessment in NC levels will go.  However, 
secondary staff will need to learn the ropes with the new scale so that it makes sense relative to the way students’ 

aptitudes manifest themselves in our context. There was enthusiasm from primary colleagues for the  Learning 
Ladders software that facilitates tracking of assessment in highly adaptable format. Over time we will need to engage 
in routine moderation activities between KS2 and KS3, especially with writing.  

Maths 

We talked about: 

 place value and the power of the pattern of families: 1,10,100 and extending the range of number students are 
expected to handle routinely 

 partition methods for arithmetic/multiplication 

 the new emphasis on aritmetic in general; the ‘how do you know?’ questions are less prominent; questions are more 
purely arithmetical and abstract with long sections of the new tests given to this. 

 the use of calculators – essentially it seems that it is secondary schools that introduce calculator dependency and we 
need to address that across our curriculum 

 the use of concrete resources such as dienes blocks seems to fade out prematurely.  We all agreed that we needed to 
focus on students’ concrete understanding of number, building stronger mental models and that concrete resources 

can support learning for students at all levels. 

 
Dienes blocks. Image via Amazon. 

 the concept of proof and ‘show that’ questions.  This is coming into KS2 more strongly. 

http://headguruteacher.com/2015/06/27/our-primary-transition-forum-bridging-the-ks2-ks3-divide/
http://headguruteacher.com/2015/06/27/our-primary-transition-forum-bridging-the-ks2-ks3-divide/
http://www.williamtyndale-islington.co.uk/welcome
http://www.williamtyndale-islington.co.uk/welcome
https://www.learningladders.info/learning-ladders/
https://www.learningladders.info/learning-ladders/
https://headguruteacher.files.wordpress.com/2015/06/imgres.jpg


http://headguruteacher.com/2015/06/27/our-primary-transition-forum-bridging-the-ks2-ks3-
divide/ 

 
 a range of specific areas where less confident children struggle – eg with times tables – as discussed in this earlier post 

about mental models in maths. 

 spiralling, marking and feedback and the need to have a good understanding of the next steps chi ldren need to take 

rather than always moving them on to new material – different ways to move sideways as well as forwards. 

We exchanged books and curriculum plans; showed our text books and assessments and agreed to trial a process with one 

of our feeder schools whereby all the children bring us their most recent Year 6 maths book in September.  We will 

evaluate how useful this is by looking at the books over the first few weeks of term as we get to know our students.  

English 

We discussed the following: 

 Atomised responsibility for writing: At KS2, the one teacher- one class model creates the environment for writing to 

be developed across a range of genres with a common and coherent focus on standards of writing, grammar and so 
on.  At KS3, this responsibility falls too heavily on the English teachers who don’t see their students as much; we need 

to work harder to develop a shared sense of responsibility for writing across departments with stronger common 
standards and a shared understanding of the expectations we have of students. 

 Exemplars are key. Descriptors are problematic. We looked at some Islington exemplars for expected writing in Y5 and 

Y6 and exceeding Y6.  These were ‘published’ pieces – ie based on scaffolding and redrafting.  The standards are high; 
the exemplars showed some highly sophisticated structures. 

 The issue of meeting all or some of the curriculum objectives to meet  a standard; some primaries are going for All – 

but that’s demanding. 

 Examples of bar raising:  the use of apostrophes for possession being taught in Y2; the expectation of ‘convincing 

metaphors’ in Y5/6 – as opposed to any metaphor. 

 Authentic vs forced writing.  The notion of ‘fake it to make it’ – ie many children need to use structures that are 

unfamiliar and unnatural relative to their normal speech prior to adopting them more instinctively.  This can lead to 
writing feeling forced. There is a maturation process with writing – authenticity flows with it – but children can be 
taught to use the structures earlier. 

 Are authenticity and maturation fundamentally inked to frequency and breadth of reading?  At William Tyndale, 
they’re placing more emphasis on reading now, having worked a lot on writing; reading in a ‘forensic’ style to tease 

out the structures and vocabulary – alongside reading for pleasure. 

 Does topic immersion generate better writing?  As the content is richer, children appear to be more naturally inclined 

to include it in their writing and, crucially, they focus on drafting specific pieces of work for longer. Thi s is more 
possible at KS2 through topic based work where literacy and content inter-link; it’s an issue for us to consider at 
KS3.  eg in History, linking content to the quality of writing in a 3 hour per fortnight cycle is more challenging.  

 The terminology of grammar. This is not even firmly understood by teachers or used consistently from KS3-KS5.  eg 

articles vs determiners. (an article being just one type of determiner).  

 Reading recovery/acceleration.  At primary school, one-to-one reading and guided reading are routine in some schools 

depending on students’ needs.  One school sets 30 mins reading homework per day.  At HGS our resources are 
possibly spread too thinly. Should we focus on fewer students so they get more intensive one -to-one reading support 
every day? Should we do even more to develop a culture of reading, again not just focused on the English 

department. 

 Guided reading methods: the role of the questioner, summariser and so on – something more KS3 teachers could do. 

I haven’t captured everything here.  We covered a lot in 90 minutes. We’ve agreed to trial the process of asking our new 

intake to bring with them at least one piece of ‘published’ writing to show us what they can.  I love this idea of publishing  – 

of writing up best work.  If we have these reminders stuck in books, teachers and students will have concrete information 

about baseline standards in Year 7 to refer back to. 

We’ve just started this process.  We all expressed a commitment to continuing with it in the long-term. Our next Forum will 

be held at one of the primary schools. 
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In looking into this area I’ve found this resource from Michael Tidd @MichaelT1979 incredibly helpful. I’m going to make 

sure my staff have a copy.  Click the link to download from the TES site. 

 
An excellent summary of the primary curriculum by Michael Tidd via TES Resources.  
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