How to choose the right Secondary School for
your Child

Sept 2024

1. Visit schools. There is no short cut for this. Many schools offer online
videos, which can be very impressive but the importance of seeing the reality
of schools unedited cannot be understated. Nearly every school offers the
chance for families to visit during the day and/or the evening.

¢ Day visits give you a chance to see classes in action - in particular to
see how the staff and children engage with each other in class and
around the school as well as relationships between staff at all levels.

e The Evenings show the breadth of the school curriculum, pastoral
activities and an opportunity to talk to staff and pupils.

e It is useful to hear the Headteacher talk, as they are key to
understanding the culture and mindset that the school will be
following. In particular, they will be part of the team that set forward
the goals for the school’s future.

e Popular schools often get booked up early so please check out schools
Open Days and Evenings from June/July onwards.

2. Be prepared to be Open Minded. Each person will remember their own
school experiences. Remember, this is not your chance to re-live them (for
better or worse). Your child may be very different. Equally, until you have
confirmation of the school you are going to be offered, please find positives
about EVERY school.

3. What Skills do they focus on as well as academic attainment? How
does the school manage the transition from primary to secondary school?
What do they cover within the curriculum for your child’s emotional and
mental wellbeing? Is the environment a constructive one (fostering
independence)? How does the school add value outside of the academic
focus? How well do they differentiate the needs of all their students?

4. Check out the schools "PROGRESS 8" and "ATTAINMENT 8" scores.
The Government compiles a list of scores to help parents when choosing
State Secondary Schools. The idea of these two scores is to focus schools on
helping all children across the board to reach their potential, not just those
who do well in exams.
e “Progress 8” scores show the added value that a school has given to
any one child over the progress of 5 academic years (ie from entry at
Year 7 to their actual exam results at Year 11). No individual scores
are shown for each pupil but every score is totalled to reflect the
average for that year group.
e A score of 0 means that, on average, each pupil has performed as
expected based on their Year 6 results. A higher score means the
school has added value to the pupils anticipated results over the 5



years and a lower score means that, on average, pupils have not
performed as well as they should have done.

¢ A school that chooses by academic selection is not likely to have a high
score. However, any average score cannot highlight any individual
performances within certain specialities.

¢ Any good school should be able to highlight particular groups by
academic achievement so that you can ask about high achievers; low
achievers; by background etc.

e To find the scores for the most recent cohort, they are normally
published in October after the most recent exams. You can find the
information at https://www.find-school-performance-
data.service.gov.uk/. This website can also highlight the most recent
OFSTED report, some basic financial data, pupils attendance and
absence rates.

Covid meant that the comparison service was not available for results from
the summers of 2020 and 2021.

5. Trust your gut instinct. Research shows that we often make up our
minds, with good reason, very quickly. Have a look at the pupils and ask “can
I see my child fitting in?” or “are their pupils a reflection on how I want my
child to be?” Remember, though, that between Year 6 and 7 there is a large
gap and that at puberty, there are so many changes that they go through.
Children will usually want to follow their friends - that may or may not be
best for them as an individual. Again, experience shows that most children
will go on to make new friends, whether they continue to keep in contact
with their previous friends or not.

It’s not just the answers that may sway you - it’s also how the school
answers your questions.

6. What educational environment would their teacher recommend?
This may not be easy to answer in the first few weeks but teachers will know
after a while how your child responds at primary school. They cannot name a
specific school but can discuss whether your child may respond

¢ In a Mixed or Single sex school
In a competitive or nurturing environment
In a structured, disciplined focussed school
One which focusses on exams or on continual assessment
Size of school
Physical space in play and sports areas etc

While it may seem that a small school with limited numbers is best for
quieter pupils, a larger school will provide a much larger variety of
personalities that could suit your child. A larger school will also be able to
provide more resources and focus on external clubs, potentially, as State
schools in particular are biased towards the number of pupils for funding.
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7. Make your decision. NO school is perfect. Yet there are schools that are
better suited to your child and your values. Ask yourself if you can provide
anything that the school can’t or isn’t able to provide. Your child will get the
best out of education when the parent(s) and the school work together with
that child. It takes all three (the student, the parent(s) and the school) to get
the best from their ongoing education.

8. Pupils can change for a vocational style school after Year 9.
University Technical Colleges (or UTCs) or Studio Schools start their intake in
Year 10 through to Year 13.

They offer a vocational based training, using continual assessment rather
than exams based, for those pupils who thrive in that environment. They
tend to offer a speciality (such as Engineering, Media, Business Studies)
along with the core subjects of English, Maths and Science. You can find
these schools listed within each borough and, again, they will have their own
criteria for admission. They can offer a very positive alternative for some
students.

You can find a list of them and more details here:

https://www.kingston.gov.uk/schools-education/utc-studio-

schools-london-area
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Potential Questions

Remember that each child is different, even within the same
family. Each family will have their own priorities/values that may
be more or less important than someone else. It is also worth
asking the existing students some of these questions - they are
likely to give you an honest answer.

ACADEMIC

Does the school use SATs to set or stream?
Does the school stream/set in Year 7? Do they use any Cognitive Ability Tests as well or
instead? Will they ask for a report from the Primary School?

e Streaming is where a child’s test results will dictate that their measured ability is

the same across most subjects.
e Sets are where pupils are measured for an individual subject and their ability
judged per subject.

English, Maths and Science are key subjects for any school. What other subjects do they
value? Are there any other subjects that they provide above and beyond the standard?
ie Product Design, Music Technology, Photography, Cooking etc, particularly further up
the school? A broader curriculum offers a greater opportunity for engagement of any
child.
Does the school have an early GCSE policy?
How does the school measure success? ie what balance do they allow for results versus
the progress for any individual child to have made?
How are Teaching Assistants or Learning Co-ordinators used? Which subjects do they
work in? Do they work across all year groups?
What size are the typical class sizes where pupils are in sets?
Are there any additional learning areas? For example, some schools actively encourage
special vocational areas for gardening, beauty care and even farming.
How often does the school assess the pupils working level and how do they manage
their expectations for their next level of attainment? How often might a pupil move
between ability groups?



ENVIRONMENT

1. Have alook at their toilets, the Library, the Lunch area and the Sports Hall to see what
investment the school have putin.

2. How are the classrooms set up — are tables in rows or based on encouraging interaction?

3. Istheressilence in classrooms or is there a low, stead hum of activity?

4. Do staff know some of the pupils names?

5. Isthere a special area for Year 7 pupils during break times? How many members of staff
are physically on hand during these times?

6. Are classroom displays kept up-to-date? Do they reflect all abilities or just the highest
scoring?

ENGAGEMENT

1. What opportunities are there for parents and/or pupils to attend school, for academic
feedback and for social/extra-curricular activities? How broad are the interests offered
outside of the school classroom?

2. How often are parents informed of pupils’ progress?

3. How well does the school communicate with parents? What are their regular
communications and how often?

4. What are the skills and experiences of the people making up the Governing Body? Do
they reflect a broad range of areas, both academic and pastoral?

5. What links, if any, do they have with external organisations or companies? What value
do they add?

6. Again, do staff, including senior team staff, know pupil names?

7. Whatis the school’s behaviour policy? What are the different levels of actions for those
breaking rules or the school ethos? How do they reward those pupils going above and
beyond or being consistently well behaved?

8. What school trips are organised, depending upon year group and which subject areas?
Where there are costs, what is the process for notifying parents of costs and payment
plans?

9. Inclass, do pupils pay attention to the teacher? How well do pupils engage with
answering questions? Are the pupils paying attention to the teacher or to visitors?

10. How do they differentiate between learning styles (such as visual, aural, kinesthetic
learners)?

11. How do they differentiate in mixed ability groups?

OFSTED

A new framework is being issued this month, September 2024. Previous reports can be found
using the government website for School “Attainment” and “Progress” reports as well as from
individual school websites.

OFSTED will review State schools and can also be used by some Independent Schools who would
organisations like the ISEB, who only inspect private schools.



OTHER FACTORS
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How will your child travel to school? What impact will it make if public transport or road
networks have problems?

How long would the travel take?

How long has the Headteacher been in place? Is the Head due to leave in the near
future?

What is the turnover of staff?

What investment is made in staff development and training?

Is there an active PTA? If so, what events have they organised?

Do they offer a School Uniform Grant (this may be organised by the borough for some
state schools)?

Can you imagine your child in that school?

Can you imagine your child bringing home friends from the pupils you see?

Please note that only some of these questions will be relevant to any
individual parent — hopefully, they reflect a wide range of values and issues
and feel free to pick and choose those that have meaning to you.

Joanna Lovatt, Parent Support Adviser
Email: psa@grovepark.hounslow.sch.uk

My normal working hours are Tuesdays and Fridays, during term time, from
8.30am-2pm.
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UNDERSTANDING THE DIFFERENT TYPES OF
SCHOOLS IN ENGLAND

September 2024

As a result of changes to the law in recent years, there are now a humber of
different types of schools.

Briefly, there are Maintained Schools (which includes Community Schools;
Voluntary Aided and Voluntary Controlled), Academics (of which Free Schools
are one type) and other varieties.

ACADEMIES
While there are different types of academies in operation in England, they all
have the same status in law as ‘academies’. They are
e Publically funded (ie they are paid for by the state)
e Independent of the local education authority (the money comes from
central government, not from the local borough)
e Can be held to account through a legally binding ‘funding agreement’

They have more freedom and control over their Curriculum, School hours,
Term dates, Staff pay and conditions.

Free schools, academy converters and traditional academies all come under
this umbrella but with key differences focussed on;-

Who sets them up;

Why they are set up;

Whether there was a previous school;

What the ‘provider’ has to demonstrate in order to be given permission
to set one up.
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FREE SCHOOLS are new state schools (and can include independent schools
which become state schools for the first time). They can be set up by
Teachers, Parents, existing schools, educational charities, universities and
community groups. They are run free from local education authority control
but are still accountable through a Department of Education agreement.

TRADITIONAL ACADEMIES were underperforming existing schools who are
handed over to an academy sponsor to take over the running of the school.
These sponsors can be universities, FE colleges, education charities and
business sponsors. Like Free Schools, they are free from the control of local
education authorities but are accountable through a funding agreement with
the Department of Education.



ACADEMY CONVERTERS were, usually, high performing schools already in
existence, who opted out of the local education authority to gain
independence and autonomy. They are set up by existing state schools.

MAINTAINED SCHOOLS

These are schools like Grove Park that are still maintained/overseen by the
local education authority, such as Hounslow borough. They must follow the
National Curriculum as well as national teacher pay and conditions.

There are four different types, depending upon who employs the staff; who
owns the land and the buildings plus who controls the admissions
arrangements.

1. COMMUNITY SCHOOLS are schools (such as Grove Park) which are
controlled and run by the local authority (Hounslow).

2. FOUNDATION and TRUST SCHOOLS are run by the governing body, who
employ the staff and set their own admissions criteria. The land and buildings
are usually owned by the governing body or a charity (Trust Schools).

3. VOLUNTARY AIDED SCHOOLS (VA) are usually faith schools. A foundation
or trust will input a small proportion of the capital costs for the school and
form a majority on the schools governing body. The governing body employ
the staff and set the admissions criteria. The land and buildings are usually
owned by the religious organisation.

4. VOLUNTARY CONTROLLED SCHOOLS (VC) are like the VA schools but
are run by the local authority. The local authority employs the staff
and set the admissions criteria. The foundation or trust (usually a
religious organisation) own the land and buildings, and usually form a
quarter of the governing body.

OTHER TYPES OF SCHOOL
These differ from how they are funded and how they can select their pupils.

GRAMMER SCHOOLS are state funded, which select their pupils on the basis
of academic ability. This means that they can also be maintained schools.
(Please note, however, that there are some schools that are independent and
fee-paying, which is from when government changes years ago meant some
Grammer schools decided not to stay in the state sector but to become
private. Kingston Grammer is one such school).

INDEPENDENT/PRIVATE SCHOOLS charge fees to attend and can make a
profit. They are governed and operated by the school, or they may be part of
a trust. There is a more informal regulation of accountability to the
government.



There are more detailed differences between each type, depending upon
The Curriculum

The students

Finance

Staff

Governance

Accountability

Below is a summarised list of key differences. At the moment, the financing
of schools has been highlighted because of the changes being introduced on
January 1%, 2025, when independent schools fees will be subject to VAT. The
increase in effect is likely to be 15% as there will be some elements that the
school can recover VAT.

CURRICULUM

Maintained Schools have to follow the National Curriculum; Free Schools,
Academies and Independent Schools do not. The latter three must teach
certain subjects, including Maths, English and Science and must provide a
broad curriculum (with Independents needing to cover an ‘experience’ in
languages, maths, science, technology, human, social, physical and aesthetic
and creative education).

TEACHING HOURS for all but maintained schools are free to be changed by
day or term lengths. VC and Community schools have to go through a
consultation process to change the school day.

SPECIAL NEEDS PROVISION. Free Schools and Academies must have a clear
SEND (Special Educational Need and Disabilities) policy, following the
national code of practice. Maintained schools must follow the national code of
practice, overseen by the local authority. Independent schools must ensure
that they have facilities and access suitable for those with SEND.

FUNDING ALLOCATION. Free Schools, Academies and Maintained schools are
free to allocate funds as they choose but with Maintained schools, the local
authority can keep a proportion back for ‘central services'.

TEACHER SELECTION CRITERIA. Free Schools are NOT required to have
teachers with formal qualifications (except the SENCO) but are required to
have a training and development plan in place. Academies and Maintained
schools are required to have teachers that are formally trained at a minimum
QTS standard. Independent schools are free to hire as required.




