'Moving In' and 'Moving Out'

Transfer from First to Second-Level Schooling:
Transfer from first to second-level schooling has been shown to be a demanding time for both students and their families (Naughton 1997, Reay and Lucey 2000,). For students it involves a triple transition: the move from the familiar school culture to a new one, the informal move from established friendships and peer groups to new peer groupings at second level and the coincidental, developmental move from childhood to adolescence (Hargreaves, Earl and Ryan 1996). Yet, little attention has been paid to the issue of transfer in the academic and educational discourse in Ireland although elsewhere it has been shown to be a complex process. It is a process that is mediated by a complex web of in-school and out of school factors. It is characterised on the one hand; by structures at national and local level and the particularities of individual schools (Hargreaves, Earl and Ryan 1996). It is also shaped by students' own individuality, their social class, ethnicity, gender and the resources of their families (Reay and Lucey 2001). Department of Education and Science funded research explored parents', teachers' and students' perceptions of the transfer from first to second-level schooling in a variety of types of schools and locations. This study sought to understand how students' perceived the academic, emotional and social challenges that they had to negotiate as they left their familiar primary school and moved into territory of the second-level school. It also listened to how teachers at both first and second-levels felt about their students' transition and the difficulties that they believed characterised this move. It drew on the experiences of parents as they supported and managed their children through this educational disjuncture. In this short article we will just highlight some of the key findings of the study in relation to this complex transition.

School Choice is starkly shaped by classed identities: Social class boundaries are re-produced and institutionalised rather than transformed at transfer. Students in 'advantaged schools' and from more middle-class type backgrounds maintain social and academic advantage by moving into second-level middle-class schools even if or when this means travelling distances and making the difficult choice of going it alone. Students from working-class backgrounds invariably moved to the local; from the disadvantaged primary schools to designated disadvantaged second-level schools with their peer groups from primary school. Although the social was regarded as important by all students it was of critical importance to working-class students. They needed familiar faces at transfer for both their sense of safety and for their sense of identity in moving to an unfamiliar institution and system.
The Organisation of Learning at Second-Level; Loony or Swot: At primary level it is uncommon for schools to stream students although setting does occur and was found in one large primary school in the study for English, Irish and Maths. Second-level schools varied considerably in how they allocated students to classes in first year. Indeed quite a number of students and their parents were unclear about these procedures. Of the thirty-five schools in our sample, boys single-sex schools were the most likely to differentiate students on the basis of academic ability in first year and girls single sex-schools were the least likely with the community schools varying according to the class composition of the school. Students in lower streams in their new second-level schools frequently expressed feelings of low-esteem and a sense of academic and social exclusion from their schools. They used words like less bright, stupid and slow to characterise themselves and this tended to be reinforced by their peers in higher streams. The data indicate that allocation of students to classes on the basis of ability grouping on transfer is emotionally, academically and socially risky (see Willis 1979, Lynch and Lodge 2002). Students internalised these constructions of their abilities and identified themselves as other or less worthy. Even though schools must cater to a wide range of academic abilities, such institutionalised discrimination is not helpful to students at this time of challenge and adjustment. Working-class students are vulnerable to exclusion and to alienation from the academic and in order to preserve their self-esteem 'moving on' may lead to a need to 'move out'; the transfer experience may lay the seeds of this exclusion. 

School Transfer Programmes, Communication and Transfer Experiences: It was clear from students', teachers' and parents' perceptions that schools varied in the attention they paid to the transfer process, the resources that they had at their disposal to focus on student transfer and the knowledge they had about the impact of their policies on the process. It was clear that disadvantaged schools which were a part of the Home/School/Community Liaison Scheme had implemented transfer programmes to support students to settle into their new second-level schools. The focus of these schemes was to work with parents to create awareness about the transition and its importance in their children's education, to work with school staff to explore and create strategies that would support students, and most importantly, to act as a liaison and to increase communication between the primary and second-level schools. This was a highly important task as teachers frequently indicated that there was an absence of meaningful dialogue between first and second-level schools, lack of clarity and understanding of each others roles, and lack of information about the operation of the two school systems. Teachers suggested that this posed a serious barrier to how well students transferred to second-level and their subsequent progress at school.







Social Hierarchy, Patriarchy and Intimidation: The social relations in all second-level schools were visibly hierarchical and first years were left in no doubt that they were at the bottom. This behaviour was not confined to particular types of schools nor was it gender specific. Students, regardless of their gender, and the gender of their school, were subjected to verbal and physical intimidation. First years were skipped in line for lunch, pushed around in locker areas, toilet spaces and play and recreation areas. This was often done at a subtle level and first years would not approach teachers in relation to these abuses for fear of being labelled 'a rat'. What is most worrying about these relations is that students were reluctant to name the acts as intimidation or to express their outrage, and although clearly uncomfortable, often reduced this treatment to "just messing" or "it's what they do to first years". Despite the efforts of the schools to implement pastoral care programmes, mentoring and buddy programmes, and prefect systems, interference, disrespect and intimidation towards first years were still routine occurrences.
Discipline and Control of the Body: Discipline at primary school was perceived to be a simpler and more relaxed matter. In their last year at primary school, these students had been the "big girls and boys" and were regarded as responsible and grown up at primary school and were now at the "bottom of the school" and experiencing less control and freedom over their movements. At second-level, first year girls and boys, and in particular those in all-girls' secondary schools, were conscious and sensitive to the policing of their bodies through the strict emphasis on school uniform, hair-style and body jewellery. Trousers for example were unacceptable for girls in secondary schools but were permitted in the community schools with the exception of one community school in a middle-class area. In this study, it appears that while working-class girls found a degree of acceptance in their primary schools due to an accommodation by schools to local and community styles and practices, they are pushed into resistance or conformity on transfer to second-level schools and particularly in single-sex convent schools. Some working-class girls resist attempts to reclassify their feminine identities according to traditional conceptions of femininity and much of this resistance is fought on the site of clothes and appearance. 

Coping with the Academic after the School-day: One of the commonly mentioned anxieties expressed by students pre-transfer was that they would find it hard to cope with the demands of extra homework and study on entering the more academically oriented second-level system. Indeed, many students were pleasantly surprised in the first term and acknowledged that in the first few weeks that teachers were probably going easy on them. However, as the year progressed it was clear that more was expected of the first years and the way students met these demands was shaped by their liking of the teacher and/or subject, their fear of the teacher, their parents' expectations and the other demands on their lives outside of school. While not wishing to be over simplistic, the homework issue followed along the lines of social class. All parents wanted the best for their children but middle-class parents had direct experience of the system themselves and also had the resources to help their children with schoolwork. Working-class parents were afraid to push too much. They are well aware of the social cost of academic success in moving away from family and peer group practices (Walkerdine et al 2002). 

Apart from the psychological and cultural obstacles to working-class students being studious, there are also material obstacles. Students living in poor conditions or in areas where night-time activity was noisy and dangerous and visibly criminal had grave difficulty focussing on their studies. After school groups for homework have some potential but are not immediately attractive to working class student identity.

In conclusion we suggest that transfer to second-level schooling is not a process to be taken lightly or indeed for granted. It is a complex transition and can only be understood in terms of its multifaceted nature. It is essential to frame this transition both in terms of structural considerations; the social class of students, the types and nature of school provision and the nature and orientation of the second-level curriculum and modes of assessment and from the point of view of each students' individuality; their gendered identities, their emotional and social responses their varying talents and abilities. The data gathered in this study suggest that currently this is not the case. Transfer is a time of emotional and social challenge for many students, but particularly those without the necessary capitals. Although individual schools have implemented policies to settle their first year students, the weight of classed identity is huge. Transfer can herald a step towards moving out while others move on.
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