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As the current school year draws to a close, we are already making plans for the start of the 

next one. Experience has shown that this is both a time of excitement and anxiety for your 

children and yourselves. Change can be difficult. We acknowledge this. I also know that it is 

the same in schools across the country – be they small village schools like Barns Green 

Primary, or larger schools, such as Billingshurst Primary, or Ocklynge Junior School, the 

biggest school in Europe where I was Head of Year 6 for a number of years back in the 20th 

Century! 

Over the years I have been listening to the questions asked by Parents/Carers and this 

presentation is the latest manifestation of the theory behind our practice. Because my brief 

for this presentation is so broad – How does your school work? – I will, by necessity, be 

making generalisations. In particular, I would like to apologise to any neuroscientists in the 

audience whose decades of work I will be squeezing into a few short statements. 

The 3 key questions that people seem to have are: 

1 How do we decide how to ‘split’ a year group’; 

2 Is a mixed Reception/Year 1 class any different to a mixed Year 4/5 class? and 

3 How does having 2 year groups in a class work? 

This last question is key to the understanding of our curriculum and yet it’s a curious 

one. When I last visited Playgroup, I saw children of different ages mixing together. 

When the children move on to secondary school, they are organised into mixed age 

tutor groups. Tonight we have a wide mix of ages in the hall. Throughout life, we don’t 

tend to mix with people born in the same 12 months as ourselves. And we are as 

successful as we make ourselves. 

I call this a curious question, because beneath it is a specific model of the curriculum, 

strictly organised into year groups, and that children all make their way through that 

curriculum at the same pace as everyone else born in the same year. That model of the 

curriculum does not exist.  That perception can have some significant impact on the self-

worth of learners. For instance, this year was the 1st time we were able to run 5 classes 

and to do this we split our Year 4s. Partway through the year I asked the children how 

they felt this had worked. The children in the Year 3/4 class felt that they were doing 

something called Year 3 work, and that their friends next door were doing something 

called Year 5 work. None of them could tell me what Year 4 work might look like. All of 

them told me that the Year 4s were doing different work to the Year 3s in the class! 

So it is important that we are all using the same language and the same model when 

talking to the children. 

Back to the questions: 

How do we make decision on how to split a year group? 



Headteacher presentation to Parents & Carers – 2nd July 2018 

2 
 

Many school split year groups. In Reception, Year 1 & Year 2 there is a law that says that 

children should not be taught i0n classes larger than 30. That is why the maximum 

number of pupils we accept each year is no more than 20. In order to obey that law, we 

need to split our Year 1 pupils.  

We could have made life much simpler for everyone and just drawn a line across the list 

based on date of birth. Some schools do, citing the ease of explanation to parents. At 

Barns Green Primary we say that every decision is made in the child’s best interests.  

We decided this year that an effective way to use the 5th class this year was to 

‘normalise’ the idea of year group splits and class reorganisation. The Year 4s that were 

split have been rearranged. Our class structure this year, as you will have seen in your 

newsletter, is Reception/Year 1, Year 1/Year 2, Year 3/Year 4, Year 4/Year 5 and Year 

5/Year 6. 

This meant splitting Years 1, 4 and 5. Our goal was to provide a balanced class. It was 

interesting that, when I shared the class lists with various staff members, they spotted 

different things. “You’ve organised it using friendship groups”, or “There’s a balance of 

boys and girls”, or “There’s a good mix of achievement in that split.” Good. That was the 

plan! Gender, year group, previous achievement, friendships and siblings. 

Balanced groups to enable good learning. Which is why we are here, after all… 

1 point I have promised to make. It sounds minor but it can have a big impact on a young 

child. When drawing up your birthday party lists, do please remember that your child 

will have friends outside of their class.  

Question 2 - Is a mixed Reception/Year 1 class any different to a mixed Year 4/5 class? 

This is a good question as it shows you have been listening! 

Reception children continue the Early Years Foundation Stage; Year 1 start the National 

Curriculum. Are the 2 incompatible? No. There are slightly different measurement 

systems (which makes comparing outcomes of Early Years with outcomes at the end of 

Year 2 … challenging) but the areas of learning in the Foundation Stage map quite neatly 

onto the National Curriculum subjects. There seems to be more space in the Dormouse 

class because they have laid claim to some of the shared space in the corridor, with a 

white board and tables and chairs!  

Is there consistency of approach to teaching Year 1? 

Book scrutiny showed that there was a consistency of approach through learning 

objectives, coverage, marking, use of similar methods in maths (following the school 

progression document); independent writing was occurring; key texts used in both 

classes linked to the topic, teachers were making consistent comments in both classes. 
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Shared topic ‘umbrellas’, shared trips (with shared pre-learning), flexibility to work 

together when opportunities arose (Christmas, Frost walk etc.), sharing work from each 

class to show the children. Peer observation 

The topic ‘umbrellas’ are sometimes the same, sometimes different. Same teacher 

teaches Science in both classes, while the other teacher teaches Computing. Planning is 

overseen by 1 person where appropriate, e.g. 1 person oversees the English coverage, 

Maths coverage etc. 

We do have other schools visit us to see how a Reception /Year 1 class works & they 

take away examples of our effective practice. 

How does having 2 year groups in a class work? 

To answer this question, I’ll explain briefly what we know about how the brain changes 

when we learn something and then how the ‘curriculum’ is organised. Before I do that, a 

little fact (albeit prior to the 2014 curriculum). A piece of research from a few years ago 

– in an average, single-age class, there is a gap between highest & lowest achiever of 

approx. 7 years. Teachers are used to catering for a very wide range of children – it is 

their bread and butter. 

The brain 

We know an awful lot about how the brain works when we learn to do something. A 

brain is made up of billions of nerve cells called neurons. These cells connect and 

communicate with each other down ‘pathways’ caReseralled axons. As we learn 

something new, the cells that send and receive information become more efficient at 

doing so. It takes them less effort and, in a sense, the neurons become knitted together. 

A useful example is learning to drive. Most of us can remember those first few lessons, 

when we had to concentrate on changing gear – keeping an eye on the revs, depressing 

the clutch, easing off the accelerator, physically moving the gear stick etc. Once we have 

got used to something, we drive without really noticing it. It’s the same with learning a 

musical instrument – to begin with a lot of concentration is needed. The top musicians 

talk about being ‘in the zone’ – to a point where if they thought about what they were 

doing, they wouldn’t be able to do it. 

I use the examples of adult learning on purpose – the changes that take place during the 

brain when learning occurs all through our lives. Learning doesn’t come with date 

stamps. Theoretically, there is no ceiling to learning. 

There is an important part of learning over which schools have little control. During 

sleep, the cells involved in learning new information become more tightly bound 

together. They become more efficient, reflecting an improvement in understanding or at 

being able to do a new physical skill. 
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There is a correlation between students who are not achieving as well as they could and 

students who do not have a good sleep routine… 

The curriculum 

So what? The question becomes one of how we organise our curriculum to ensure that 

the best learning takes place. It doesn’t matter if a child is in Year 3, Year 4 or year 7. 

They still need to make sure that those neurons are connecting, and there is usually a 

sensible order for that to take place in certain subjects. 

The National Curriculum first came into existence in the 1980s. It has been reviewed 3 or 

4 times since then. It consists of 11 subjects. The core subjects of English, Maths and 

Science, and the rest – Art & Design, Computing, Design & Technology, Geography, 

History, Language, Music & PE. 

For Primary Schools it is split into 2 Key Stages – 1 & 2. Those of us of a certain age will 

recall Infant and Juniors! 

The curriculum provides us with our destination (objective), along with some indication 

of how to get there. It is not broken down into year groups. For the core subjects, 

whatever the year group, the Class Teachers will assess where a child is currently 

working at the start of a unit of work/topic/umbrella. Knowing the end result and the 

steps needed to get there, they will devise a sequence of lessons to ensure each child 

gets there. Each child will start at a slightly different place, and each child will make that 

journey at a different pace at different times.  

That is why we use the Tickled Pink, Green for Growth model of feeding back to pupils, 

to make clear what the pupil can already do and what their next steps are.  

For non-core subjects, we map these out to ensure that children are taught the whole of 

the curriculum over their 6 years with us. Different schools organise this differently, 

which is why a child can join us having learned about the Victorians when they were in 

Year 3 at their old school, and find themselves learning about the Victorians again in 

Year 5. 

We group our work into topics as children learn better when they are able to make links 

between subjects.  

Whatever the ‘hook’ or the ‘umbrella’, each child will make progress towards the end of 

Year 6 expectations at a challenging pace from their own unique starting point. 

We know this because we are held to account, and hold ourselves accountable. 

We look at children’s work, the ‘stuff’ of learning, we talk to pupils, subject leaders 

develop overviews of their subjects, I make termly reports to the Governing Body, and 
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the Governing Body asks informed, challenging questions of the information they 

receive. 

 

I will conclude by briefly outlining our development priorities for the coming academic 

year, and then by summarising the key points that you can take away to support our 

work. 

We have 3 key priorities next year.  

The first piece of work will be to revisit our Values & Vision. The current version was 

devised to guide us through the significant structural change of bringing 2 sites together. 

While successful, we want the values & vision to be aspirational & reflect the challenge 

we all want to take on to improve our school even further. 

Our second priority if to continue to focus on the core subjects, increasing the level of 

support and challenge for the English & Maths leaders. 

Our third priority is the start of a 2 or 3-year project. To revisit the Curriculum Map I 

mentioned earlier, to cut out anything that is ‘non-essential’ and to make sure that we 

are doing ‘less but better’. We want a curriculum that inspires all of our students and 

prepares them for life in a complex and ever-changing world. 

 

 

I have talked a lot. I will give my voice a rest in a moment. Your homework, if you will, is 

hidden throughout my talk. It is: 

 Be careful with your birthday party lists! 

 Think about what you have heard tonight, about the way schools organise and 

support us by making sure your children understand it as well (they have had a 

shorter version of this presentation in assembly) 

 Make sure your children have a good sleep routine 

 And finally, 1 point I haven’t mentioned up to now. The National Curriculum 

states the schools should “set ambitious expectations for reading at home”. 

Quiet reading and calm bedtimes should help you survive the 6 week break!!! 

Thank you. You are now free to mingle with staff and governors! 


