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1 Introduction 
This report is a synthesis of research and analysis conducted by educational 
academics, statisticians, school teachers and parents of children in the Suffolk 
educational system. It was compiled by the umbrella group “Parents Against 
Change” which has coordinated large areas of Suffolk in questioning Suffolk 
County Council’s proposed abolition of three-tier schooling. 
 
The report’s purpose is: 

·  To show that the findings in Suffolk’s December 2006 “School 
Organisation Review – Report of the Policy Development Panel” are 
misguided, flawed, and unfortunately without merit. 

·  To show that Councillors’ laudable efforts to find a way to improve Suffolk 
education have been led down a blind alley by a misinterpretation of the 
available data. 

·  To suggest an alternative strategy, based on the Dorchester Area Schools 
Partnership model. 

 
This report will argue that the proposal now in front of SCC, to close the 
County’s forty Middle Schools and create a unified two-tier educational system, 
will not result in any improvement in pupils’ academic achievements. Instead, it 
will waste public money and disrupt the county’s school system for a decade. 
 
It will show that: 

·  By doggedly averaging “all Suffolk” school results, the report’s authors 
have missed an obvious and persistent correlation between wealth, 
poverty and school performance. 

·  There is no “systematic” problem with three-tier schooling . There are 
good and bad schools in both systems, and there is no pattern to indicate 
school system is a factor.  
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·  The report has made selective use of statistics to try to demonstrate that 
three-tier schooling is inferior to two-tier schooling. 

·  The report’s “key findings” have missed important conclusions reached 
by its own research team and feedback academics. 

·  Key statistics demonstrate that three-tier education is in many cases 
better than two-tier. 

·  SCC has not adequately researched the financials for its plan. 

·  SCC’s consultation exercise  did not reach the right target audience, and 
the absence of key stakeholder support may endanger the county’s 
Building Schools for the Future application. 

·  SCC has not properly considered alternative solutions  to the county’s 
underperformance in national educational league tables. 

 
This report mirrors SCC’s report in structure, with the addition of a section on An 
Alternative to Creating an All Two-Tier System . 
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2 Executive Summary 

1. Pupil Performance  

1) The report commissioned by Suffolk makes a regrettably large number of 
false assumptions and unsubstantiated claims, and is highly selective and 
sometimes therefore misleading in its use of statistics. 

2) Its cardinal error is to aggregate and average school results from Suffolk’s 
widely divergent population and then use those averages to conclude there 
is a “systematic” problem with three-tier schooling, while at the same time 
ignoring socio-economic difference across the county. 

3) Neither the conclusions, nor the statistical methods used are justified. 

4) Leading academics have shown strong correlations between wealth, poverty 
and school performance. These correlations apply in Suffolk and are the 
only statistically discernible determinant of schoo l performance . Three-
tier Bury St Edmunds greatly outperforms two-tier Ipswich. Deprived areas of 
three-tier Haverhill greatly underperform affluent Debenham. 

5) The report ignores research done by University College London to create 
socio-economically “corrected” League Tables. These corrected tables show 
no bias in favour of either school system and rank a three-tier school as 
best in Suffolk.  

6) The report ignores corrective analysis given by leading academics which 
shows essentially no gap  between two-tier and three-tier Suffolk at GCSE. 

7) The report has overlooked a large body of research emphasizing the benefits 
of Middle Schooling in terms of pupil development, welfare and access to 
specialist teaching and facilities. 

8) The report has overlooked the performance of three-tier schools in other 
countries, notably Canada. 

9) The report’s researchers have not examined the model offered by the 
Dorchester Area Schools partnership, which is producing startlingly good 
results from a three-tier system. 

2. 14-19 Strategy  

1) The report selectively quotes statistics to show a gap at A-level of “two 
grades” per candidate. The actual gap is 0.1 grade per candidate. 

2) Again because of gross averaging, the report mistakenly identifies an 
apparent “problem” with pupils staying on post-16 in the three-tier system. 
This problem is highly localised, and may be the product of mis-interpreted 
data, caused by pupils choosing to do their A-Levels outside Suffolk. 



 
PAC Suffolk Schools Report/6 

 

/6 
 
 
 

3. Resources  
The report’s financials look implausible at best.  

1) SCC has been told it will save £4.4 million/year by abolishing Middle 
Schools. This figure does not appear to include transport costs, redundancy 
costs etc. It is also only 1.3% of the education budget for the county –the 
equivalent of 12p per child per day. 

2) It has budgeted £23 million for its review and says its can build new schools 
at a cost of £55-78 million. This appears to be a woeful underestimate on the 
part of the Council’s financial planners. 

3) The plan overlooks Ipswich’s bid to become a “unitary authority”, a move 
which would completely alter the composition of Suffolk’s school system, 
making it 80% three-tier. 

4) Part of the report’s self-avowed rationale for abolishing Middle Schools is to 
be seen to be implementing an incisive educational plan in order to secure 
government Building Schools for the Future cash. Under the rules of BSF, no 
such cash will be forthcoming, however, if the County cannot demonstrate it 
has the support of “key stakeholders”. The plan as outlined therefore risks  
endangering access to BSF funds, as well as a generation of school pupils. 

4. Sustainability  
The report highlights the idea that that three-tier schooling is potentially “not 
sustainable” because so much of the rest of Britain is two-tier.  
Councillors appear to have been told there is only one higher education body 
currently offering KS2/KS3 courses for teachers, whereas in fact there are 11. 
Teachers polled about the issue of training describe the sustainability issue as a 
“red herring,”  pointing out that combining primary-trained and secondary-trained 
teachers in a middle school, far from being a problem, creates a more vibrant 
atmosphere. 
Britain’s private sector Preparatory School system has no difficulty attracting top 
quality staff. 

5. Consultation  

1) SCC’s consultation process was poorly executed. Leaflets were 
misdelivered. Key stakeholders were not contacted. Parents of pre-school 
children were not consulted. The consultation coincided with school summer 
holidays. As a results SCC received responses from just 1.3% of 
households. 

2) The presentation of the results of the consultation have compounded the 
problem, for example by counting “votes for two-tier schooling” from 
residents of two-tier areas as “votes for abolishing three-tier schooling.”  

3) SCC has not been well-prepared to respond to the concerns and research 
undertaken by groups awakened to the plans since January. 

4) With no resources, the “Parents Against Change” umbrella group has 
gathered over 10,000 signatures on a petition to the Council since January – 
twice the response SCC received in its 4.5 month consultation. PAC has 
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meanwhile received exactly three  communications of support from non-
Councillors for a switch to two-tier schooling since it launched its website on 
January 18th. 

5) PAC has received a huge volume of material in praise of the benefits of 
three-tier schooling. These include: 

·  Enhanced pupil well-being, safety, and confidence at all tiers 
·  Enhanced pupil responsibility at primary and middle school 
·  Access to specialist teaching and facilities at year 5 in Middle schools 
 
Three-tier schooling works. Why else would the private sector use it? 
The alternative is the disruption of the education of a generation of 
schoolchildren. 

6. An alternative to Creating an All Two-Tier Syste m 
Work done on forming “schools partnerships” in Dorset provides a powerful 
argument for looking again at the options for Suffolk. Dorset’s “Dorchester Area 
Schools Partnership” has produced startling educational results. As a result, new 
partnerships of this kind are springing up: both in Dorset and in Bedfordshire… 
and in Suffolk, though here it is without assistance from the LEA. 

7. Recommendations  
It is clear that as a result of mismanaged consultation, skewed analysis and poor 
mathematics, Suffolk’s Councillors have been misled into believing their best 
option for improving education in the county is to abolish three-tier education. 
 
This belief is mistaken; the proposed change will not work; and no decision on 
such an important issue should be taken without further review. 
 
To take the decision at this stage, without  further analysis, and most importantly 
without any detailed planning, would be disastrous. 
 
It would condemn forty Middle Schools and countless primary schools to several 
years in limbo  – their future uncertain, their staff demoralised, and, in the case 
of Middle Schools, their ability to recruit high quality new staff severely impaired. 
 
This report therefore recommends: 

1) That Suffolk County Councillors acknowledge there is more work to be done, 
and vote against the immediate acceptance of the recommendations of the 
PDP Report on March 22. 

2) That SCC define a one-year period for additional consultation, research, and 
analysis of the statistics. 

3) That SCC pro-actively study the Dorset Area Partnership model as a 
potential, and much cheaper way forward. 
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3 Pupil Performance 
SCC’s report makes a large number of false assumptions and unsubstantiated 
claims, and is highly selective and sometimes actively misleading in its use of 
statistics. 
Its principal error is to aggregate and average school results from Suffolk’s 
widely divergent population and then use those averages to try to draw 
conclusions about school systems. 
Neither the conclusions, nor the statistical methods used are justified. Indeed, 
given the very high number of variables involved in pupil performance, it is 
extremely doubtful that the statistical approach used has any real scientific 
validity . Just as it is not possible to determine scientifically whether “apples 
taste nicer than pears” – because every apple is different – so it may not be 
possible to determine whether one “kind” of school is better than any other – 
because each school’s performance is the product of so many variables. 
Averaging the performance of an arbitrary group of schools at Keystage Two, 
GCSE or any other level is certain to create misleading statistics. The SOR 
report masks the fact that the best Keystage Two  results in Suffolk come from 
the predominantly three-tier Mid-Suffolk area. The worst come from two-tier 
Ipswich. At GCSE, the schools in the Bury area are 9.5 percentage points 
ahead of Ipswich.  
The very best and very worst single schools in Suffolk are both in the two-tier 
system. What does that mean? Nothing – except that each school is different. 
Research by Professor Peter Tymms at Durham University (one of the referees 
of SCC’s research) and others shows clearly that academic results are driven 
by:– the pupils first, with their socio-economic and home background, the quality 
of the teacher next, the school third, and the school principal and LEA last.1.  
 

Figure One    
Performance at Keystage Two – Prof Peter Tymms, Durham 
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This points to a need to focus relentlessly on a) recruitment of high quality 
teachers and b) improving the ethos and environment of individual schools if a 
cost-efficient solution is to be found to improving pupil performance. 
The improvement in test scores across Suffolk in recent years shows that this 
kind of approach is actually working. Notable too is that the three-tier schools 
are improving faster than the two-tier ones. 
 
We must conclude that changing the overall school system is a waste of 
money. It won’t work. 
The following points look in detail at the failings of the Suffolk County Council 
report. 
 
 

1. Claims of the SCC report: “Systematic failure” v ersus Socio-Economics  

1) SCC’s report explicitly assumes that socio-economic conditions between 
two-tier and three-tier areas of Suffolk are broadly similar2. This assumption 
works only at a level of gross averaging, and is not helpful in understanding 
patterns of pupil achievement. 
It is a simple matter to demonstrate that the primary determinant of pupil 
performance in the county is wealth and poverty . Changing the school 
system from three-tier to two-tier is a red herring and will not produce the 
improvements Suffolk deserves. 

Figure Two  
Suffolk GCSE results by DfES area, 20063 

 

Towns ranked 
by 5+ A-C 
grades Rank System  

total 
pupils 
@KS4 

5 or 
more A-
Cs 

5 or 
more A-
Cs 
percent 

Debenham 1 2-tier 92 76 83.0% 
Woodbridge 2 2-tier 421 308 73.2% 
Bury St 
Edmunds 3 3-tier 1,341 932 69.5% 
Ipswich 4 2-tier 2,257 1,354 60.0% 
Bungay 5 3-tier 237 142 60.0% 
Beccles 6 3-tier 353 208 59.0% 
Eye 7 2-tier 199 117 59.0% 
Sudbury 8 3-tier 506 289 57.2% 
Leiston 9 3-tier 175 100 57.0% 
Stowmarket 10 3-tier 445 247 55.5% 
Felixstowe 11 2-tier 331 169 51.2% 
Newmarket 12 3-tier 180 92 51.0% 
Lowestoft 13 3-tier 798 385 48.3% 
Haverhill 14 3-tier 320 152 47.6% 

 

A regional breakdown of Suffolk’s GCSE results on the key measure of “five or more” A*-C grades shows 
no discernible pattern based on school system. Instead, it appears to reflect socio-economic status, with 
affluent Debenham and Woodbridge heading the table. Of Suffolk’s two major urban areas, it is 
noteworthy that three-tier Bury St Edmunds outperforms two-tier Ipswich by 9.5 percentage points. 
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Figure Three  

What really drives Keystage Two results 

 

2) The SCC-commissioned report says a gap in pupil performance at Keystage 
2 between 2-tier and 3-tier is never made good, either at GCSE or A-Level. 
In order to make this assertion, its authors have: 
Ignored the obvious correlation between socio-economic status and 
Keystage 2 results (see figure three), which suggests that even at KS2 the 
gap between the two systems is an accidental by-product of wealth and 
poverty. 

·  Ignored the analysis in their own report of GCSE results, undertaken by 
leading educational academic David Jesson at York University, who 
showed that there was in reality only a 1% (40-pupil) difference at GCSE – 
statistically insignificant4 (see Figure 3) 

·  Selectively quoted those GCSE scores which appear to support the case, 
while ignoring those which show the opposite (3-tier schools do better 
overall in GCSE results). 

·  Selectively quoted  A-Level points scores, while ignoring those which 
show no difference between two-tier and three-tier schooling. 

·  Ignored the conclusion of their own research, which was that: “There is 
considerable variability in advanced level performance between different 

Suffolk Keystage Two results and Socio-Economic Status

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Suffo
lk

Ba ber
gh  8

4%
 3

T

Fore
st

 H
eat

h  3T

Ip
sw

ic
h 2

T

M
id

 S
uffo

lk 
82

%
 3

T

St E
dm

undsbury
 3

T

Suffo
lk 

Coast
al 8

7%
 2

T

W
ave

ney 3
T

50%

55%

60%

65%

70%

75%

80%

85%

90%

95%

Hard Pressed

Moderate means

Comfortably off

Urban prosperity

Wealthy achievers

Science

Maths

English

This chart compares performance across different districts of Suffolk at Keystage Two. It plots pupils 
achieving Level Four or above in English, Maths and Science against the percentage of population 
classified under the Acorn classification system as “wealthy” to “comfortably off”. It shows extremely 
strong correlation between socio-economic class and school performance. There is no obvious two-tier 
versus three-tier pattern. Areas which have mixed school systems show the percentage of three-tier in 
the area. Analysis: Viv Hughes 



 
PAC Suffolk Schools Report/11 

 

/11 
 
 
 

areas of the County, however this does not generally correlate to two 
and three tier structures .”5 

 
Thus, In one view, the progress made by pupils in three-tier education 
between KS2 and GCSE is significantly greater than that of pupils in two-
tier schools, and the data could equally well be used to show that Suffolk’s 
underperformance at a national level might best be addressed by the 
creation of a unified three-tier system. 
 

Figure Four  

Indeed, according to a research paper from Cambridge’ University’s 
Department of Education from February 20076: 

"The data put forward by the Suffolk Review (2006), aimed to promote 
the advantages of a two over three tier system, can be equally used to 
indicate that the three tier system may actually be outperforming the 
two tier system with regards to transfer." 

The paper, by PhD student Jenny Symonds, continues: 
"Perhaps surprisingly, from Annex 9 of the Suffolk Review (2006), it 
clearly shows that when using contextual value added data (CVA), 
Suffolk upper school pupils have better overall GCSE results than their 
secondary school counterparts (33% of upper schools  being below the 
national average of GCSE G-A* grades compared to 40% of 
secondary schools) . Although not quite as many upper school pupils 
obtain five GCSE C-A* grades, this may again be related to their higher 
CVA." 

These statistics are ignored in the main body of the Suffolk report. 

Normalised 2005 GCSE Results by Prof David Jesson, York University 
 

Transfer Pupil count Ks2 Pts % 5+ A-C 
Junior - 11+ 3412 27.1 60% 
Middle - 13+ 4028 26.8 59% 

 
In feedback to SCC, Jesson observed that the County’s GCSE results were skewed by a large 
number of pupils making “anomalous” transfers into the County’s three-tier system, typically 
joining Middle Schools from outside the county (or from outside the country) at age 11. 

These anomalous pupils perform significantly worse at GCSE than their peers, because of 
educational disruption. 

By subtracting these anomalous pupils from the figures, Jesson found there was only a 1% 
difference between 2-tier and 3-tier schools at GCSE. 

 

 
Anomalous 

transfer 
Total 

pupils 
percent 

anomaly 
Into 11+ 50 3462 1.44% 
Into 13+ 460 4488 10.25% 
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Figure Five  
 “Alternative GCSE League Tables, compiled by University College London7 

School Name System 

GCSE 
avge 

points 
Predicted 

points Score 

Bury St Edmunds County Upper School 3 Tier 43.56 43.56 100% 

Debenham Church of England Voluntary Controlled High School 2 Tier 48.64 48.73 100% 

St Benedict's Catholic School 3 Tier 45.24 45.47 99% 

Thomas Mills High School 2 Tier 46.77 48.13 97% 

St Alban's Catholic High School 2 Tier 43.61 44.94 97% 

The Benjamin Britten High School 3 Tier 39.88 42.24 94% 

Northgate High School 2 Tier 41.88 44.96 93% 

Leiston Community High School 3 Tier 40.00 43.10 93% 

Hadleigh High School 2 Tier 42.91 46.70 92% 

Holbrook High School 2 Tier 43.28 47.18 92% 

Farlingaye High School 2 Tier 42.90 46.81 92% 

Kesgrave High School 2 Tier 44.10 48.67 91% 

Newmarket College 3 Tier 39.70 44.06 90% 

Hartismere High School 2 Tier 43.32 48.50 89% 

Samuel Ward Arts and Technology College 3 Tier 38.50 43.14 89% 

Thurston Community College 3 Tier 43.11 48.32 89% 

King Edward VI Church of England Voluntary Controlled Upper School 3 Tier 40.93 46.49 88% 

Stoke High School 2 Tier 36.20 41.27 88% 

Bungay High School 3 Tier 40.09 45.85 87% 

Sir John Leman High School 3 Tier 39.54 45.45 87% 

Copleston High School 2 Tier 39.27 45.75 86% 

The Denes High School 3 Tier 32.63 38.57 85% 

Orwell High School 2 Tier 37.85 44.84 84% 

Stradbroke Business and Enterprise College 2 Tier 39.64 47.18 84% 

Stowmarket High School 3 Tier 37.22 44.57 84% 

Thurleston High School 2 Tier 35.13 42.49 83% 

Mildenhall College of Technology 3 Tier 35.69 43.44 82% 

Claydon High School 2 Tier 38.35 46.77 82% 

Chantry High School and Sixth Form Centre 2 Tier 32.58 39.93 82% 

Kirkley Community High School 3 Tier 33.35 42.23 79% 

Deben High School 2 Tier 35.27 44.99 78% 

Castle Manor Business and Enterprise College 3 Tier 30.21 40.70 74% 

Holywells High School 2 Tier 23.43 38.12 61% 
 

UCL Prof Richard Webber’s research into the correlation between socio-economic status and 
school performance was prominently highlighted in the national media in 2006. Yet the authors 
of SCC’s report missed the research, and the “alternative league tables” Webber’s team 
produced. By taking existing GCSE points scores and adjusting them for social class using 
MOSAIC data, Webber created a “predicted” score for every school in the country, and then 
ranked schools by how well they measured up to the prediction. In Webber’s analysis, less well 
off 3-tier County Upper school ranks equal to wealthy 2-tier Debenham High School. 
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2. “Mis-Measurement” issues at Keystage Two  

1) Much of Suffolk’s argument for closing Middle Schools is based on perceived 
differences between two- and three-tier schools at Keystage Two. Not only 
are these difference primarily socio-economic (see above)  but they are also 
the product of the way results are measured  and not of the results 
themselves. 
Writes OECD economist and former Bank of England Economist Sebastian 
Barnes in a critique of the Suffolk Report8: 
 

“The evidence of a ‘dip’ in performance in Key Stage 2 is not so much a 
problem of performance but of measurement.  Given transfer effects, if 
the tests happened to be at age 12 rather than 14, the report would 
draw the conclusion that the 2-tier system performed less well.  Both 
conclusions are clearly incorrect.  If there is really a problem measuring 
performance due to the timing of the tests, the solution is to take that 
into account in assessing test results and not to reorganise the schools.  
All the material in the report on results at Key Stage 2 is essentially 
irrelevant to the question of how well children are prepared for the 
future.” 

3. Other “Performance” problems in the SCC report  

1) SCC’s report is in part a response to Ofsted criticism of Suffolk’s 
performance at Keystage Two. By the time its recommendations are 
implemented, it is likely that Keystage Two will no longer exist . Both the 
present central government and its opposition have recognised that repeated 
formulaic testing at arbitrary intervals is not producing the academic 
improvement in Britain’s schools that was hoped for. 

2) SCC’s report highlights repeated pupil transfer as a cause of poor academic 
performance, ignoring: 

·  a large body of research that shows that transfer per se is far less 
important than school environment. Again to quote Symonds: 

 
“The real problem may lie in the very nature of secondary and middle 
school environments Steps towards improving these environments 
should replace the focus on isolating the process of transfer as 
responsible for declines." 
 

·  The fact that SCC itself actually has “Beacon Council” status for managing 
the transfer of pupils between systems. 

·  SCC’s own research conclusions from 2001 that “attainment and progress 
differences between the 2 and 3 tier systems were not considered 
significant enough  to warrant the restructuring of education in Suffolk, 
with the potentially negative effects that this would have on the learning of 
several cohorts of pupils.”9 

3) The report attempts no analysis of the effect on overall pupil performance of 
Suffolk’s substantial localised populations of non-native English speakers. 
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4) The report conflates poor exam results from both two-tier and three-tier 
systems and then uses this overall underperformance as an argument for 
abolishing three-tier schooling. This argument has no logical basis. 

5) The report argues for a “systematic difference” between two- and three-tier 
schooling as the root cause of Suffolk’s educational underperformance.  
It fails to demonstrate that difference, and as stated above, there are 
fundamental statistical reasons 
why such a difference cannot be 
demonstrated. Each school is 
different. 
The report then goes on to 
argue for a reorganization, 
without considering what effect 
that reorganization might have. 
 
To quote again from OECD 
economist Barnes’ critique: 

“The evidence and 
arguments in the Report 
do not support the 
conclusion that 
reorganisation is a 
sensible policy, even if it 
were accepted that there is 
a relevant difference in 
performance between the 
systems. 
“There is no analysis of the effects of moving from the 3-tier to the 2-tier 
system; it only compares the difference between two established 
systems.  No account is taken of the destruction of the existing 
institutions and the effects of restructuring.  The ‘negative effect on the 
learning of several cohorts of pupils’ of the reorganisation is merely 
mentioned in passing.  But, this negative effect on ‘several cohorts’ is 
large: it easily translates into a harmful effect on the prospects of least 
15,000 children – equivalent to the total population of a town the size of 
Stowmarket.  In 2001, this effect was judged sufficiently important to 
stop restructuring.” 
 
 

4. Performance Evidence from outside Suffolk  

1) SCC’s CYP directorate has claimed in a leaflet that those education 
authorities in England which have switched from three-tier to two-tier 
systems over the past 15 years are outperforming Suffolk. 
This claim is incorrect , as Figure Six shows. 
Those local authorities which switched to two-tier schooling over the past 
fifteen years have shown on average less improvement in key GCSE 
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scores than the three authorities which retained Middle Schools, including 
Suffolk. 
Of those authorities which switched, only one, Buckinghamshire, 
outperformed Suffolk’s results outright in 2006, and it began in 1997 with a 
12.3 percentage point advantage. 
The averaged improvement for the two-tier switchers is also lower than the 
average for those authorities which kept three-tier, at 11.78 points versus 
14.03. 
 

Figure Six  
Pupils gaining five or more A*-C grades at GCSE 10 

 

2) SCC’s report does not deal with volumes of research suggesting that Middle 
Schools play an important role in creating well-grounded, well-rounded, 
confident, and happy pupils. 
Instead, it has used argument by weight of (English school system) numbers 
to suggest that Middle Schools are outmoded.  
In February 2007, however, UNICEF ranked Britain last  among wealthy 
nations in terms of overall child well-being, and 17th out of 21  in terms of 
educational well-being11. At the same time that Suffolk’s advisors are 
advocating a knee-jerk abolition of three-tier education, authorities in other 
countries – notably Canada, which came second in UNICEF’s league tables, 
and is perhaps the developed country most comparable with the UK – are 
building  additional Middle Schools. 
Three of Canada’s five top provinces in 2005 educational league tables 
already operate a Suffolk-style Middle School system. (Interestingly, what 
has not worked for Canada is the US-style “Junior High” system, which 
features a Year 7-9 “middle” school. Provinces operating “junior high”s 
occupy four of the bottom five positions in the country’s rankings).12 

 
  1997 2006 Points 

improvement 
Two-Tier Switch       
Doncaster 33.80% 51.90% 18.10 
Sheffield 38.30% 48.50% 10.20 
Buckinghamshire 59.70% 68.80% 9.10 
Warwickshire 44.50% 58.50% 14.00 
Southampton  40.90% 48.40% 7.50 
    Average 11.78 
Kept Three Tier       
Suffolk (9-13) 47.40% 59.20% 11.80 
Northumberland (9-13) 43.20% 61.70% 18.50 
Bedfordshire (9-13) 44.30% 56.10% 11.80 

    Average 14.03 
National averages 45.10% 58.50%   

 
1997 used as baseline, being the year in which Southampton switched to two-tier. 

Source: National Middle Schools Foundation. 
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4 14-19 Strategy 
1) SCC’s report states that fewer pupils in the three-tier system (130 per 

year=2% of GCSE population) stay on in 16-18 education, and cites this as a 
cause for “serious concern”. 
Research into this phenomenon is still ongoing. Initial indications are, 
however, that the statistic may be flawed because it is based on “Suffolk 
only” data. A regional breakdown of data shows no obvious 3-tier versus 
two-tier pattern in Suffolk. Rather, three-tier figures are skewed by a single 
anomalous school region, Haverhill, which lies close to Cambridge, may be 
losing sixth-form pupils outside the county, has an acknowledged education 
achievement problem in a specific areas, and is trying to implement a local 
strategy to solve that problem. Pupils from Newmarket are also known to use 
Cambridge extensively for sixth form. 

2) The report notes that small sixth forms represent “poor value for money” – 
the conclusion of a study undertaken four years ago, in 2003. It sees a 
“strong correlation” between size of sixth form and results. It recommends an 
optimum secondary school size of 1200, to support a 200-strong sixth-form. 
It is still not clear what bearing this might have on the merits or de-merits of 
three-tier education. However, the conclusion appears to be ill-founded. 
Research by the National Foundation for Educational Research found that a) 
“school size has very little impact” and b) shows that the best GCSE results 
are obtained “in medium-sized schools (with a cohort of approximately 180-
200 pupils), and the worst in the very small or very large schools.”13 
 

Figure Seven 14 
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Note that the pattern of continuing education essentially mirrors achievement at 
GCSE, with the picture distorted by a single, anomalous low-performing area. 
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5 Resources 
1) SCC has been told it will make economies of scale saving £4.4 million/year 

from creating a unified two-tier system, and describes this as an opportunity 
for “substantial additional investment.” In actual fact £4.4 million/year 
represents just 12p per pupil per day, and is only 1.3% of total education 
budget costs. 

·  In addition, the £4.4m is an eventual year-on-year Gross saving and takes 
no account of an estimated £.9m for traveling costs along with additional 
training costs, and budgeted redundancy costs of £4.1 million. 

2) Set against the claimed £4.4 million annual outlay saving are: 

·  A £23 million cost for the study, “teacher training”, and administration of 
the plan. 

·  An estimated cost of £55-78 million for rebuilding schools. 
·  Any “Olympic Effect” additional expenditure. It is worth noting that the cost 

of converting just three schools  in Norfolk over the past two years has 
been £31 million. SCC’s figures are therefore implausibly low . 

3) SCC’s report authors make no mention of Ipswich’s application to become a 
“unitary authority” and the impact this would have on the financial viability of 
its scheme. If Ipswich were no longer a part of Suffolk, then 80% of the 
pupils remaining under SCC jurisdiction would be in the three-tier system. 
The implication is that no sound financial decision can be taken about 
schools planning until Ipswich’s future status is r esolved . 

4) It is not clear how the SOR concluded that a switch to an all-three-tier system 
would provide poor value for money. Figure eight, which plots GCSE 
success against size of GCSE year, appears to show that four of Suffolk’s 
five larger three-tier GCSE schools are delivering better value for money in 
terms of results than many smaller two-tier schools. 

Figure Eight  
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 It also shows that two-tier GCSE “average success” is being boosted by 
results from some of the smallest schools in the county. 

5) The report states that a primary reason for radical change is to attract 
funding under the Government’s “Building Schools for the Future” 
programme. 

“The Panel concluded therefore that a change from the current mixed system of 
provision would provide the best platform 
for the authority’s case for BSF.”15 

BSF funding is available, however, without 
an “eye-catching” plan to overhaul the 
schools system. 
It is not  available to authorities which 
cannot demonstrate they have the support 
of “key stake-holders”. By alienating a large 
segment of the Suffolk population, SCC 
risks endangering not only the three-tier 
school system but its access to funds for 
future schools building as well. 
A Freedom of Information Act request to 
SCC has elicited confirmation that 98% of 
written correspondence on the subject 
of the SOR has been opposed to it. 

6) Part of SCC’s plan to fund its scheme 
appears to involve the “borrowing” of 
schools’ “carry-forward” – the percentage 
of unspent allocations which schools are 
permitted to carry forward into a new 
spending year. This potentially represents 
a dramatic limitation of schools’ power to 
manage their own affairs. 
 

6 Sustainability 
The SCC report makes much of the issue of sustainability, arguing that Suffolk 
will not be able to recruit Middle School teachers in the long-term because so 
much of the rest of Britain operates a two-tier system. 
This is rather like saying no one should teach Latin because not many people 
do. 

1) There are currently eight universities or higher education institutes offering 
postgraduate training for KS2/KS3 teachers, that is teachers with an interest 
in both keystages. 

·  SCC has stated there is only one such college. 
There are also four  institutions offering undergraduate courses. 

2) The country’s private sector preparatory school system , a 9-13 year-old 
Middle School system, has no difficulty attracting top quality teachers, and 
has had no such difficulty in the century or more for which it has existed. 
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3) To quote from correspondence received from one Suffolk school head of 
year:  

“The sustainability question is rubbish. It’s a total red-herring. In middle 
schools you can bring in specialist KS2 teachers for KS2 and specialist 
KS3 teachers for KS3 e.g. those that are primary and those that are 
secondary qualified. Bring them together under one roof and it’s a 
melting pot of experience and ideas – so much more beneficial to the 
pupils. You’ll find many KS3 teachers who also like teaching KS2 and 
like wise the opposite (and vice versa!). In any system you’ll find even in 
a high school those teachers who love A-level/examinations teaching 
and not teaching KS3. It’s all personal preferences.”16 

4) Staff retention and the attraction of high-quality new staff is never an issue in 
a well-managed and attractive work environment. Inner London two-tier 
schools in deprived areas have severe problems attracting staff. 

5) There is, of course, a national shortage of teachers in the UK.  
 
 

7 Consultation and methodology 

1. SCC’s consultation  

1) By its own admission, SCC’s consultation exercise did not go smoothly. 
Leaflets that were supposed to be distributed county-wide were never 
distributed by a contractor. A backup plan involved distribution of leaflets via 
school “book bag” post only, unfortunately ensuring that parents of pre-
school children never got a chance to read Suffolk’s consultation leaflet or 
put their views. 
SCC’s planners made mistakes in promoting the consultation. They made 
little or no contact with school PTAs; there was no follow-up to the late 
leaflet; public hearings were not well advertised and in some cases only one 
person attended. 
The consultation period largely coincided with school summer holidays, 
running from May 15th to an extended deadline of Sep 30th. 

2) As a result, SCC garnered just 4,744 responses, or an answer from 1.7% of 
households.17 

3) Despite a Council injunction in its own minutes that the consultation exercise 
should not be treated as a “plebiscite”, the report’s authors proceeded to do 
just that. By including responses from households already in two-tier areas, 
they contrived to show a slim majority in favour of a change (any change) to 
the system (45% vs 43%). 
However, analysis of the response from the three-tier areas looks like this: 
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Figure Nine  

 
 
And when asked specifically about which system they favoured, residents 
responded as follows: 

Figure Ten  
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4) SCC published its report a couple of weeks before Christmas and proceeded 
to a cabinet vote approving the recommendations on January 16. 
SCC and its Councillors seem to have been poorly briefed and prepared for 
the possibility that the report’s publication might trigger a “true consultation.”  
However, hundreds of letters have been written to Councillors and Mps since 
January 8th, and dozens of public meetings have taken Councillors by 
surprise with the depth of public feeling. 
Regrettably, no single reply to date from a Council lor or Council 
employee has addressed the charge that the PDP repo rt’s argument is 
flawed. Councillors have been unwilling or unable to respond to coherent 
arguments in favour of retaining three-tier schooling, and as a result public 
sentiment against the plan is now running at increasing temperatures. 
Letters to Councillors, who are members of political parties, have also 
unfortunately been answered by Council employees. Most letters, even those 
which show highly detailed knowledge of the PDP report’s contents,  have 
received “form” responses, typically urging correspondents to read the PDP 
report “calmly”. 
As stated above, SCC has responded to a Freedom of Information request to 
confirm that of correspondence received on the SOR, 98% has been 
opposed to its recommendations.  

2. SCC’s research statistical methodology  

1) The methodology deployed by the authors’ of Suffolk’s report has been 
repeatedly questioned by statisticians and academics since the publication of 
its report in December. 
The principal charges are: 

·  SCC’s report was essentially a DIY effort. Despite the fact that the 
County’s education department was under-delivering on education, it 
chose to conduct research on its own, without using outside academics or 
educational consultants. It does not seem to have drawn on the experience 
of other Councils. 

·  The mathematical analysis was performed by County Council staff, and not 
by independent statisticians. The analysis betrays an inherent bias, 
therefore, in favour of the CYP Directorate’s preference for a switch to two-
tier schooling. 

·  The report uses statistical terms like “significant” in a highly questionable  
fashion. A 1% difference, or even a 5% difference is not “significant” 
statistically, given the number of variables that go into a pupil’s exam 
performance. 

·  The report actually uses a very small number of statistics, which suit its 
purpose, and repeats those statistics in various guises throughout in order 
to create an impression of weighty analysis.  

·  The report uses only those statistics which favour the abolition of three-tier 
schooling. As has been shown, there are many ways to view the problem. 

 

2) OECD economist and former Bank of England Economist Sebastian Barnes 
has sharply criticised the methodology used as follows: 
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The evidence to support the decision to close Suffolk’s middle schools 
is seriously flawed, despite the volume of material presented and the 
serious efforts of the authors.   
The conclusions of the Report of the Policy Development Panel and the 
supporting studies are not fully supported by the evidence and there is 
no acknowledgement of the deep uncertainty surrounding the findings. 
The documents give a misleading impression of the evidence they 
contain.  Firstly, the Summary of Annex 3 does not summarise and 
contextualise the information in the main text, but rather makes the 
case for one side of the argument, quoting selectively from the evidence 
to argue against the 3-tier system.  Secondly, the word ‘significant’ 
appears to be used in a way that is basically meaningless: there is no 
evidence presented that the results meet the standards of significance 
accepted in scientific analysis.  Thirdly, it is misleading for to say that 
eminent academics ‘validate the methodology’: they mostly confirm that 
the studies are carried out using recognised techniques and are 
interesting (Annex 4).  But, they do not say that the results are sufficient 
to draw firm conclusions about differences in performance, still less 
reorganise the education system.  It is wrong for the Report to imply 
that they do. 

 

3) The problems are also summarised in a letter to Suffolk County Council from 
the Admissions Tutor at St Catharine’s College Cambridge, David 
Bainbridge, dated Feb 2. No response has been received by Dr Bainbridge 
to date. 

 
To quote from the letter: 

“I am alarmed that the data was claimed to provide a cogent argument 
for change. The report frequently cites small differences between 
comparison groups which it then describes as ‘significant’. This is 
extremely lax use of this term , which has a very specific meaning in 
statistics.  
"I must stress that this is not an abstruse, academic point – it is one on 
which much of our management of our modern way of life is based." 
"The GCSE data are ... frighteningly misrepresented. The data show 
that:  

o A-C attainment is very slightly higher in 2-tier schools 
o A-G attainment is higher in 3-tier schools, 
o Total points are the same in the two school types  

“These data strongly suggest that there is no measurable difference in 
GCSE attainment (the ‘benchmark’ for the outside world) between 
school types. Yet it is used to claim that there is a difference," he writes. 
"The skewed mode of presentation .. suggests a bias in the way the 
entire exercise was conducted. I am alarmed that others have 
supported the methods used. 
"What is proposed is an extremely disruptive change, and I do not 
believe that there is academic evidence to support it. As they stand, the 
proposals are alarmingly vague in both detailed implementation, risks 
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and costs – to an extent that would not be tolerated in most other 
organizations. Perhaps the most important ‘intangible’ that cannot be 
factored in is the inability of Suffolk schools to retain and recruit staff 
over the proposed period of transition – as one of the external referees 
points out, the importance of the quality of recruited teachers far 
outweighs any other aspect of school organization." 

 

3. Parental consultation by PAC since January  
PAC has been impressed by the volume and consistency of the advocacy for 
Middle Schools it has received since launching its campaign of opposition to 
SCC’s plan in January. 
With no funding or prior organization, PAC has collected close to 10,000 
signatures in a month on a petition to SCC. This figure equates to roughly 50% 
of the parents of children at Middle Schools, or 20% of those in the three-tier 
system overall. 
PAC has meanwhile received exactly three  communications of support (from 
non-Councillors) for a switch to two-tier schooling since it launched its website in 
January. 
 
Correspondents have again and again stressed: 

1) Three-tier schooling works. 
(Why else would it form the basis of most private education in this country?) 

·  As stated above, In Suffolk state schools, Professor David Jesson of York 
University has shown that the normalised difference at GCSE between 2-
tier and 3-tier schools is 1% on the “5 As or more” measurement. This 
difference is not statistically significant . It equates to a difference of 1 
grade (a B instead of an A) for 40 pupils out of about 7,500. 

·  At A-Level, the difference in “points per entry” between the two systems is 
6 points, the equivalent of 0.1 grade per candidate. Again, this is so 
statistically insignificant that it could be due to chance variation. 

 

2) Three-tier schooling benefits the poorest sections of the community 

·  Pupils classified as from “hard-pressed” families do better in three tier 
schools than in two-tier schools, by 2% on the 5 As or more measurement. 

·  The difference for the bulk of the rest of pupils, those classified as 
“comfortably off” or of “moderate means” is essentially non-existent. 

·  Children from rich families appear to fare better in two-tier schools. But 
Suffolk’s researchers warn that the “urban prosperity” socio-economic 
grouping is tiny in the county and that data for this group should be treated 
warily. 

3) Three-tier schooling offers children as young as nine access to specialist 
facilities and teaching that primary schools cannot. 

·  In languages: how could a rural primary afford a specialist native French 
speaker? 

·  In science: most primary schools have no laboratory facilities. 
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·  In sport: few primary schools have specialist sports staff; Middle schools 
can offer tennis, basketball, badminton, athletics, gym, fencing etc etc 

·  In music, art and drama: primary schools cannot afford specialist staff in 
these areas. 

4) Three-tier schooling brings many non-academic benefits to pupils 

·  At Primary School:  
(i) Children gain the experience of being “seniors” at an earlier 
age; are given more responsibility sooner; enjoy more challenging 
school drama, school trips etc etc 

·  At Middle School: 
(ii) Children benefit earlier from access to proper science labs, 
computer centres, sports facilities etc 
(iii) They get a second bite at the cherry of being “top of the 
school”, with attendant responsibilities. 

·  At Senior School: 
(iv) All pupils are adolescent and can share common interests 
without the school having to cater to 11- and 12-year olds 

5) Three-tier schooling avoids many social problems  

·  At Primary School: 
(v) Children benefit from smaller schools 
(vi) Children benefit from smaller age range 

·  At Middle School: 
(vii) Children benefit from smaller age range (no problems with 
eleven year-olds sharing a bus with 18-year-olds) 
Children can enter puberty in a secure environment, without 
pressure from older adolescents to pitch straight into sex, drugs 
and rock’n’roll. 

6) A change to two-tier schooling will disrupt the education of an entire 
generation of children. The timeline proposed in the report mean many 
Middle Schools will have to exist for years with no investment in facilities or 
buildings, low staff morale, and dwindling recruitment opportunities. 

·  Research commissioned by Suffolk 2001, and again in 2002, concluded 
that scrapping 3-tier schools was not justified. 

“The evidence from the measured differences in the progress of pupils 
between the two systems over four years does not justify the 
significant period of upheaval of pupils and staff , and therefore of 
learning and attainment,  that school reorganization into a wholly two-
tier system would cause.” – 2002 report18 
“The attainment and progress differences between the two systems are 
therefore not currently considered significant enou gh to warrant 
the re-structuring of education in Suffolk , with all the negative 
effects that that would have on the learning of several cohorts of pupils.” 
– 2001 report 

·  Disruption to education during the transition is certain to affect not just 
three-tier areas but two-tier as well . With so much focus on the 
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reorganisation itself, two-tier school areas will miss out on the investment 
needed to raise their standards.  

 
It should be borne in mind that over one third – eight out of 19 – two-tier schools 
in Suffolk had fewer than 60% of pupils attaining “five-plus A*-C” grades at 
GCSE. The SOR plan makes no provision for improving these  two-tier 
schools, which are liable simply to be forgotten in the heat of the exercise. 
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8 An Alternative to Creating an All Two-Tier System  
Symonds’ research paper from Cambridge University, referenced above, notes a 
growing body of evidence to suggest that Middle Schools can outperform the 
two-tier system by adopting a so-called “Condensed Keystage Three”. 
She notes that preliminary data from school which have piloted a "condensed" 
version of Keystage Three (SKS3) appear to indicate that Middle Schools are 
achieving results in Year Eight that are a whole year ahead  of two-tier 
secondary schools in Year Nine. 
Meanwhile: 

"As pupils progress into GCSE, the distance between the systems 
reverses with upper schools obtaining slightly more GCSE grades 
overall . This may indicate that upper school environments can also 
quickly reduce declines following transfer, or that they incur less 
declines initially. Both of these features may be present in the three tier 
system, and need further investigation before any claims  on middle 
and upper school effectiveness can be made." 

 
The Dorchester Area Schools Partnership   is a working example of the 
Condensed KS3 approach in action, combined with a shared responsibility  
approach across all schools in the partnership for the results of pupils, at 
whatever level. 
In essence the partnership has taken a three-tier system and “joined the dots”, 
tracking results and planning for individual pupils in a unified manner across all 
three phases of education. 
 
The partnership features: 

·  Shared responsibility for academic results across the system 
·  Team work (no blame culture) 
·  Federation of resources, best practice, and money 
·  Investment in schooling in middle and primary schools 
·  Performance of Key Stage 3 tests 1 year early – the “condensed KS3 

approach discussed by Symonds” 
 

As a result of the work the Partnership has put in, the Thomas Hardye School is 
the 19th best Comprehensive school in the country. It is also the best school in 
Dorset (see figure twelve) 
 
Inexplicably, the DASP model does not appear to have been considered by 
Suffolk’s researchers, despites its obvious low-cost appeal and very persuasive 
improvements in results. 
 
Figure Eleven shows KS3 results for three schools in Dorchester, two in North 
Staffordshire, and three in Kent which have adopted the condensed KS3 
approach. 
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Figure Eleven  
Condensed Keystage Three results 2005, Level 5 and above percentages from 

schools in Dorset, Staffordshire & Kent 

 
Figure Twelve  

Dorset & Thomas Hardye School performance 
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The DASP is funded as follows.  
Each school makes a contribution on a per capita (child) basis which is set 
across the entire partnership. This clearly means that the upper schools pay 
much more than the primaries but this is a fair way of doing this. Dorchester 
started with a payment of £4 per child per annum and now each school pays 
£49! Other partnerships have started at between £3-5 per child p.a. and 
Bedfordshire CC have donated £50k per partnership to get their 7 partnerships 
up and running. 
This money goes into a pot shared amongst the partnership which is used to 
fund special teams such as  

·  a 24-hour intervention team in Behaviour Support, Information and 
Communication Technology facilities 

·  the maintenance of their buildings 
·  a database of student attainment and progression, literacy 
·   staff development  
 

The partnership is not, as SCC education chief Patricia O’Brien has claimed in 
correspondence, a “single local example of success”, nor is it a model over 
which a Local Authority can have no influence. 
Bedfordshire for example, is about to start seven such similar partnerships with 
£50,000 funding EACH from the LEA. Dorset has three such partnerships at 
work (one of which is two-tier) and plans a further three. 
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9 Recommendations 
It is clear that as a result of poor consultation, skewed analysis and bad 
mathematics, Suffolk’s Councillors have been misled into believing their best 
option for improving education in the county is to abolish three-tier education. 
 
This belief is mistaken; there is no evidence to support the idea the change will 
have the desired effect; and no decision on such an important issue should 
be taken without further review and consultation. 
 
To take the decision at this stage, without  further analysis, and most importantly 
without any detailed planning, would be disastrous. 
 
It would condemn forty Middle Schools and countless primary schools to several 
years in limbo  – their future uncertain, their staff demoralised, and, in the case 
of Middle Schools, their ability to recruit high quality new staff severely impaired. 
 
This report therefore recommends: 

1) That Suffolk County Council vote against the immediate acceptance of the 
recommendations of the PDP Report on March 22. 

2) That SCC define a one-year period for proper consultation, research, and 
analysis of the statistics. 

3) That SCC pro-actively study the Dorset Area Partnership model as a 
potential, and much cheaper way forward. 
 

[end of report] 

This report draws on academic work by: Prof David Jesson, University of York; Prof 
Richard Webber, University College London; Jenny Symonds, Cambridge University 
Department of Education; Prof Peter Tymms, University of Durham. 

Additional analysis specifically for PAC by David Bainbridge, Admissions Tutor, St 
Catharine’s College Cambridge; Sebastian Barnes, economist, OECD, Paris; Tracey 
Clewer, Advanced Behavioural Modeller and Personal Development Coach; Steve 
Cowper, Corporate Sales Director, Masternaut (UK) Ltd; Neil Fleming, Vice President, 
Strategy, Platts; Dr Viv Hughes, IT Consultant; Lindsay Keswick, Company Secretary, 
Greene King; Michael Wilson, Schoolteacher and Lecturer in Education (retired). 

All contributors acted in an individual capacity and their analysis and views should not be 
interpreted necessarily to represent the views of their employers. 

 

As councillors who have been attending the numerous meetings around Suffolk to 
discuss the county's plans will know, the PAC Group authors of this document represent 
many thousands of parents whose children have been, are, or will be attending Suffolk's 
middle schools and who have, at each of these meetings, made their opposition to 
Suffolk's plans and their total support of middle schools abundantly clear. 
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