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Mathematics curriculum discontinuity on
secondary transfer

Aim of the project

Existing research evidence identifies a decline in pupils’ mathematics performance, or lack of progress, on transfer to
secondary school. The extent of this decline varies but affects as much as 40% of the pupil population, when assessed
using common tests before and after transfer. Explanations for the decline are complex but tend to centre on inadequate
curriculum continuity, and unsatisfactory progression in teaching and learning.

The project was designed to measure the extent to which this lack of progress following transfer was a consequence of
‘redundancy’ in the Y7 mathematics curriculum: time being spent teaching what is already known!

The project then developed a suite of diagnostic tests which allowed classroom teachers to adapt their teaching to the
varying needs of their Y7 pupils.

Context

The study was conducted in one secondary school for boys, with three Y7 intakes of 112, involving seven teachers. It took
place over a period of three years, commencing in 1999.

Summary of main findings

• The study revealed that levels of ‘redundancy’ in the delivery of otherwise successful Year 7 lessons (a measure of the
discrepancy between teaching approach and pupil need) are demonstrated to be as high as 35%.

• Diagnostic pre-tests were shown to have significant potential in planning classroom approaches for pupils after school
transfer, when associated with purpose-made marking grids.

• As a result of eliminating a substantial proportion of the ‘redundancy’, it was possible to augment the Y7 programme of
study with material previously reserved for Y8. 

• This effect has allowed about a month of teaching time to be reclaimed in Key Stage 3 for extension activities, relating to
reasoning and ‘proof’.

• Although the level of ‘redundancy’ was so high, pupils appeared to have been socialised into accepting the teacher-
directed repetition of material. 

• Informal reports suggest that pupils now view their Year 7 mathematics lessons as both rewarding and challenging.

Suggestions for further reading

A full report of the use of the diagnostic pre-tests appeared in ‘Mathematics in School’ (Vol. 31 No. 2 May 2002 and No. 5
Nov 2002) available from The Mathematical Association (www.m-a.org.uk) 
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