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a) Transition from primary to secondary school 

Parental involvement

Staff training

Transition to secondary school can be difficult for many pupils, but particularly so for
those with special needs. In contrast to primary school, pupils have to relate to many
teachers and find their way to and from different classrooms.

Pupils with Down syndrome are likely to find adapting to new surroundings and adjusting
to new expectations difficult and most will need extra preparation and help. During the
final primary year it is vital that plans are made to make this major transfer as smooth
and as positive as possible for all involved. Essential elements to successful transition
are a positive attitude and a carefully prepared transition plan.

The first step is choosing a school. There may be one main school which most of
the pupils from the primary school feed into. Socially this is the most sensible option 
as the child will be well supported by familiar friends. However, it might not welcome 
the child or have inclusive systems in place. In this case the parents may be better 
looking elsewhere.

In drawing up a transition plan it is important to start early to allow proper liaison
between schools and relevant professionals.

Ensure the annual review in Year 6 is held in the Autumn or early Spring. Planning
between Primary and secondary school with parental involvement is essential.
On the next page is an excellent timeline planner for this taken from the Secondary
Transfer Guide.

ISSUES FOR PRIMARY/SECONDARY TRANSITION

Early liaison & planning

School visits

Friendships

Rules & routines

Unit 9: Transition 
to Secondary School
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Make sure that everybody involved with the child is invited to help design the transition plan.

Invite the class teacher, TA and SENCo from the primary school, the SENCo, form tutor
and TA representative from the secondary, the speech and language therapist, the edu-
cational psychologist, the advisory teacher and LA officer as well as parents.

Set up regular meetings between primary and secondary staff to monitor the progress
of the transition plan.

Invite the secondary SENCO and form tutor to the final termly review in the primary school.

Invite the secondary SENCO, form tutor and TA to observe the child in class.

Arrange secondary class groupings so that the child with Down syndrome has some
familiar and supportive friends in the same form group.

Discuss how home and school can keep communication channels open. Agree who 
will be the child’s key worker.

Discuss ways in which the child will access the curriculum and where small group or
individual work is indicated. By far the majority of time (around 85% plus) should be
spent in mixed ability lessons so that the student has good models of learning and
behaviour. Small group work should be accessed by a range of students for example
for social skills, SRE or speech and language. Individual work should be at a minimum
and should have real purpose and targets e.g. specific speech and language work;
individualised reading or writing programme, learning subject vocabulary.

Agree targets for the child’s first IEP and how subject staff will become involved in IEP
planning and evaluation. A target for independence should always be included both in
lessons without TA support when possible and in moving around the school. This will
vary depending on individual student’s needs. This enables friendships with peers to
develop as well as increasing self esteem.

In some schools, a secondary teaching assistant has swapped jobs with their counterpart
in the primary school for one afternoon a week during the last half term before transfer.
This enables the primary school to learn what will be expected of the child in the secondary
school. It enables the new assistant to get to know the child and how he or she learns
best and it enables the child to make a positive relationship with someone from their
new school.
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The preparation of a personal profile of the child by the parents, primary staff, speech
and language therapist and the child themselves can be really valuable in setting the
scene for new staff who may be quite apprehensive. See below:

Additional visits to the secondary school can be very useful for the child, particularly 
if they will not have many friends there when they start. Try to encourage at least one
friend to go with them and try to visit at informal times as well as during lesson times 
so they can see what goes on at break and lunchtimes.
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Help the child draw a plan of the new school and construct a visual timetable showing
which rooms are used for which activities. Practice walking the route from home or
school transport  to school and from the playground into the correct room for registration,
learning where to hang coats or leave sports kit.

Key fobs for daily timetables can also be useful. The DSA produce a CD to enable
schools to make their own visual time tables. This is part of the Education Support Disc.

Examples of visual time tables:

Visual timetable for a student who remembered the timetable by who was teaching
him rather than by subject:.

The same symbols and words that are used in the visual timetable can also be placed
on subject classroom doors and on exercise books. This enables the student to find his
way to lessons and to pack his pack his school bag independently.
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Board games are also a fun way of helping students to understand the routines 
and procedures of secondary school:

If the pupil is going to a secondary school without current friends, try to arrange some
visits to a primary school that feeds the secondary and let him accompany those children
on their visits to the secondary school.

Discuss what sort of equipment and special clothing will be needed and how the student
is to store and carry it around the school. Involve the parents in doing some dummy
runs to get the student used to carrying a heavy bag around.

A visual checklist of what to pack for which day will help the student to become independent
in packing his bag and will ensure that the correct books, equipment and clothing (for
PE/games/swimming etc.) will be in school when needed!
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Talk about school dinners and how he is to queue up and pay for them or whether he
would prefer a packed lunch. Check whether menus need to be differentiated using 
photos and words so that the student can be independent in making choices. Where 
possible go through the week’s menus preteach and role play making a choice. How 
will the student pay? Cash or a card? Again procedures need to be taught.

Part of any transition plan must involve staff training. New staff are likely to feel anxious
and uncertain as to their role and that of teaching assistants. They need opportunities to
air their concerns and then to receive ongoing support from colleagues and the school’s
Senior Management Team.

Below is an example of a personalised description of learning needs for a school
receiving a pupil with DS for the first time – it was prepared for the school by the
Educational Psychologist with specialist time for supporting students’ with DS and 
was given out to staff at the end of whole school staff training session at a staff
meeting at the end of the school day at the beginning of the Autumn term when 
the student started. It was given to all staff, both teaching and support who were 
going to be directly involved with the pupils in year 7.

Key points and strategies for all year 7 staff who will be teaching and
supporting Sally who has Down syndrome and who is transferring 
to Community College in September 2009.

Sally’s needs in school are the same as for any student – to have the opportunity to
learn, to make friends, to enjoy school and be happy. Sally is a young person who has
her own personality and interests who also has Down syndrome. Sally should be fully
included in all subject lessons with the whole class with appropriate support (by staff
or peers). She should only be withdrawn from class for very short periods of time and
for a specific reason to do with her own learning needs.

Students’ with Down syndrome (DS) have a particular learning style – they are very strong
visual and kinaesthetic learners. They show a learning profile which is not one of overall
delay. They have a specific profile with characteristic strengths and weaknesses.

The range of ability to learn within the population of students’ with DS ranges from 
just below average ability to severe learning difficulty with the majority having moderate 
difficulties in learning. Check that you know at what level Sally is learning.

Sally’s strengths are:

Strong visual awareness and visual learning skills – Her work will need to be differentiated
using visual and kinaesthetic strategies.

An ability to learn from sign and gesture – Sally uses Makaton signing to help others
understand her speech which can be unclear. Staff will need to know which signs she uses
and to use them themselves when teaching. Always use speech when you are signing – this
will help Sally to model good speech patterns which will improve her own speech.

Ability to learn and use the written word – Sally’s ability to read will be ahead of her 
ability to make her speech understood – so clarity of speech will be much better 
when she can read text to you.

Ability and desire to learn from peers – Sally will want to make friends and be part 
of everything, including school clubs. She may need to be supported by staff or peers,
at least initially.

Ability to learn from concrete and practical materials – this needs to be remembered
when differentiating all subjects for her.
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Sally’s weaknesses are:

Significant learning difficulties – she finds it very difficult to understand what is happening
in unfamiliar situations so she will need as much pre teaching as possible; practice in
finding her way around school; what is expected in different subject lessons; routines
for going into class; how to use the canteen; how to read a timetable; where to get
transport home etc. Make everything as visual and small step learning as possible.

Delayed Motor skills – fine and gross. Sally has significant physical disabilities. She has
balance problems, hypotonia (floppy muscles at joints) and ankles that have not formed
properly. She is getting a wheelchair for longer journeys at home, but she will tire easily
and find it hard work, initially, to walk around the school site. She will need help going up
and down stairs – you will need to monitor how fast she can get from lesson to lesson
and make allowances for her if she arrives late for your lesson. If it becomes a problem,
school may need to allow Sally to leave each lesson, say 5 minutes early, so that she
arrives on time for the next lesson. This will also mean that she avoids the rush of students
between lessons. However, make sure that Sally knows and has written down for her,
any homework that is given out! Sally should have homework differentiated for her, and
scribed into homework book by staff or peers.

Speech and language delay – Sally will need her TA to chunk instructions for her – writing
short instructions for her on a small whiteboard will be a good aide memoir for her. It is
important that staff preplan differentiation for her, as well as letting the TA’s know what
areas will be covered during each half term in advance so that the differentiation of work
being done is ready for the lesson rather than doing it ‘on the hoof’. Teaching staff are
responsible for this so opportunities to meet with TAs to discuss planning and differentiation
needs to be built into the timetable whenever possible.

Short term auditory memory – i.e. ‘the listening memory’ is poor in pupils’ with DS, so
back up ‘teacher talk’ with a scribe noting down key points on a small whiteboard; where
possible pre-prepare visual work cards to back up facts being given in the lesson.

Consolidation and retention problems – it is likely that Sally will need to regularly go 
over work taught – ‘overlearning’ a task. Things can be easily forgotten after a weekend,
half-term and especially after longer holidays. (As with many students!)

Generalisation, thinking and reasoning – this is likely to be more difficult for Sally so 
be patient and help her to remember by referring back to material and making the links
for her – mind maps and webs will help her.

Avoidance strategies – like many students, if Sally finds things difficult she may develop
tactics to change the situation – this could be anything from talking about a holiday 
or favourite TV programme to locking herself in the toilet or hiding. So be aware and try
to work out why she might be doing this and alter the situation – if students have difficulty
using language they will not be able to tell you what is worrying them so do some
detective work – ask other staff, parents etc and develop strategies to enable Sally to
prosper. (This hasn’t been a problem in Primary school so hopefully won’t be at College,
but as it will be a big change, forewarned is forearmed!)

Some strategies to use:

• Make use of writing frames, cloze procedure.

• Visual organisers, white boards and highlighter.

• Relate text to pictures, diagrams, charts, mind maps, flash cards, cue cards 
and prompt sheets.

• Computer, practical and concrete activities.

• Use programmes of study and level descriptors from earlier key stages.
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• Curriculum Maps.
• QCA guidelines, P scales, PIVATS.

• Small supported groups for some subjects where the school already does this.

• Creative thinking, flexibility and additional resources.

• Learners who have difficulty in writing down their ideas, need different ways 
of making a permanent record of their work e.g. use grids from Clicker 5,
SwithcitMaker2 to make talking books mind maps.

• Ask questions and note down pupil’s responses.

• Ask pupil to tell you their story, what they have done etc.

• Let pupil give their description to a scribe.

• Give one pupil in the group the role of scribe, another of artist etc.

• Let pupil draw a picture or cartoon strip.

• Ask pupil to label a picture or diagram.

• Let pupil match text to pictures.

• Give pupil words to select from to make a sentence.

• Give pupil words, numbers, sentences on stickers.

• Give part completed sentences.

• Cloze procedure with or without words to choose from.

• Encourage pupil to work with a more able peer who helps them record their work.

• Let the pupil dictate onto a tape recorder to be transcribed later by themselves,
another pupil or an adult.

• Provide a structured plan with headings for notes.

• Provide model sets of notes, model descriptions etc.

• Provide a series of written questions for the pupil to answer.

• Allow the pupil to produce a chart/diagram/mind map instead of a piece of writing.

• Make use of appropriate computer programmes.

Many of these strategies will already be in place for other students so fit Sally in with 
the good practice that already exists in college and most of all enjoy teaching her!
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Educational psychologist supporting pupils’ with DS in mainstream schools

Share other students’ with DS experiences of being in secondary school with 
staff and students in tutor group:

• Discuss how support will be managed to build on the child’s independence and
ensure the involvement of subject staff in the child’s learning programme.

• Discuss how time will be found for teaching assistants to liaise with subject staff
and be involved in the planning of teaching programmes.

• Discuss who will prepare differentiated teaching materials and when this will be done.

b) Using support 

In secondary school the opportunity often arises to consider several ways of organising
support. It is not advisable to have one TA to support a student throughout the day. This
can create over-familiarity and over-dependency on one adult and is very intense for both
student and TA. Encouraging students with DS to become independent in their learning
and social skills is also an important aim at secondary school and a single TA will not
be able to promote these skills.

Research (Beadman 2009) has shown that at secondary level students with DS are better
supported by a number of TAs, ideally between 4 and 6, who cover all lessons. Where
timetabling permits, the TAs should provide support in the subjects which they feel that
they have more expertise in. It is important that the same TA supports for all the subject
lessons so that it is the same TA for example who supports all Maths lessons, whilst
another TA supports all the Science lessons. The same TA may provide support in several
subjects. Within the group of TAs supporting the student one should be designated
lead TA /key worker for the student.

The views of a year 8 boy with Down Syndrome taken from the 
Secondary Transfer Guidance document.

‘When I came to School I was afraid there would be bullies. I told my teacher and I 
have not been bullied here. I like school dinners. I always have sausages chips and 
smiley faces.

The best thing about this school is I like all my lessons except maths. My favourite 
subject is Drama because we are acting the Titanic. I am the captain. It is in pitch 
darkness and we are headed to the iceberg. We have to put life jackets on because 
there is not enough lifeboats for us all.

I am allowed to bring my toys to school but they must be little ones that I keep in my
pencil-case or pocket so teachers can’t see them. I have lots of little animals I bring 
to school with me. They like to come with me in my pockets. Sometimes they watch 
me and sometimes they help me do my work.

My best friends are Chris, Sammy, Son and Karina. They are all in my class. On
Thursday it is Drugs Awareness Day and we can wear casual clothes. I am going 
to wear a top saying SLAM, a casual shirt and some sort of hat.

When I leave school I want to get a job at Whipsnade looking after elephants.
This is my dream.’

(This layout is based upon the pupil’s own computer generated version using ‘Clicker 4’ software.)
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The lead TA has the responsibility to attend training and to cascade down information
both to TAs and to teaching staff. The key worker also supports TAs in all areas to do
with the student with DS alongside the SENCO, and will also be the first contact point
for parents if there are any concerns/issues either from home or school.

‘The school has in place a key worker to link with home, to co-ordinate activities and
subjects and help manage the timetable; this has had a really positive impact.’

‘Teachers will give work to lead TA to differentiate which enables S to access the lesson at
her level e.g. in a recent class French assessment this occurred where S could put symbols
as answers on test – S scored 35/50 on the same test that the whole class were doing.’

‘System working well involving a number of TAs in supporting the student with DS –
Seen as a better way of supporting pupils and meeting their social and inclusion needs.’

Teachers and support staff need to meet regularly to plan, communicate feedback 
and monitor progress. A communication book for all involved to record plans, notes,
ideas and feedback is often invaluable, especially as more than one TA is involved 
with the student.

c) How schools can help with transition

Schools can help transition by recognising the problems students might face and trying
to minimise them. Most students with DS will be in mixed ability classes for the majority
of the timetable when they start in year 7. Some schools keep Year 7 students with a
small number of key teachers who each teach several subjects. Some keep room changes
to a minimum or mark key rooms with a clear symbol/ photo on the door.

A few schools have a small nurture group for year 7 students which may include the 
student with DS – this should be agreed according to individual need and not by assuming
that all students with DS referred to schools with this provision will benefit form it. If schools
have a nurture group it is vital that there is a planned transition into mainstream lessons
with a target of full inclusion during the summer term. If schools continue nurture provision
after this time they promote non-inclusive practice.

In some schools, disability awareness is a key part of their PSHE programme and all
students are encouraged to befriend and support the student with Down syndrome.
Some set up Circles of Friends or use tutor group time to discuss issues such as bullying.
Homework is often a real issue for the student with Down syndrome and their family.
To avoid problems, it is important that all staff take the following actions:

• All homework should be differentiated to make it accessible. All homework should
be written down in full in the student’s planner. It should be accompanied by a
short explanation, linking the homework with the preceding lesson. Key words 
or diagrams should be added to provide a visual reminder. The use of an extra
‘Homework Explanation Book’ should be considered where there are particular
problems. The date by which homework should be completed and handed in
should be clearly indicated.

This is Lily’s successful transition to secondary school

First of all Lily visited with her mum, at the beginning of the spring term of year 6. From
then on she was accompanied by her TA on several visits to help her become familiar with
the Pilton Campus and Community. During this time she joined in different lessons with
the Nurture Group. Over the next 6 months the time increased to allow her to experience
lunchtime and eventually all day. By the end of the summer term she was attending 
secondary school for 3 days a week.
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To prepare for the beginning of term a visual timetable was made and a communication
book to aid her independence around school, this also improved her Speech and
Language skills.

She travelled to school on the bus with an escort for a short time but proved to us all
she could manage this task on her own. Over the time Lily has built up her independence
and she now makes her own way to lessons.

Lily is now in Year 10 working towards GCSE Art, Entry Level Science and several
ASDAN awards.

As you can see from this picture Lily had a very successful transition to Pilton
Community College as, in the first year of school Lily won an award for her effort.

d) Moving up to a new year group

Each change of year presents every student with a new set of challenges, with new people
teaching them, new routines to learn and a new classroom locations or even a new site.
After a long summer break, returning to school requires adjustment even without any
other changes to building or personnel that might have occurred. Students with Down
syndrome do adapt to new situations, but there might be a period of settling in, as they
learn the new routines, get to know new people and adjust to different expectations.

Some students will only take a short time to adjust – some may take a few weeks or even
half a term to regain their attainment achieved at the end of the previous summer term.
All are typical adjustments that students with DS will make on transfer, including from one
year group to the next – so don’t worry about apparent loss of skills during this transfer time!

As in all their learning, students with Down syndrome will be helped by clarity and practice.
They need to be helped to understand the rules and what is expected of them as 
individuals. They then need to be given opportunities to practice newly learned skills.

Unit 9:



U
n

it
 9

:

When significant changes occur for any of us, we may revert to recurrent behaviour 
patterns that emerge when we are insecure or unsure how to cope with change. In students
with Down syndrome, it is not uncommon for behaviours that have disappeared e.g.
refusing to move, running away, avoidance strategies, to reappear temporarily in the
new setting. Once the student settles down they should disappear again, so staff should
not be unduly worried.

Having a learning difficulty may make changes that appear relatively insignificant to 
us seem far greater, particularly for the student with poor social skills or a high level of
anxiety. Staff need to be aware of this and to offer support and understanding to the
student who may be confused or distressed by quite small changes in routine or personnel.

If the year change involves significant change especially a change of site, it is well
worth doing transition work such as visiting the site in the summer term before the
move, meeting new staff (if possible), having a photobook plus descriptive sentences
to take home for the holidays as an aide memoire.
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