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Transition - Choosing a New School

Choosing the next school for your child in their education journey is so important that it can seem a daunting decision to make. This guide is intended to help parents to think of possible things to consider and possible questions to ask when selecting and visiting potential schools. Please note some parts of this guidance will not be relevant to every child and will be dependent on their individual needs.

Which schools to visit?
Think about your child first. It can be helpful to make a list of things that they like, what works well for them and helps them be the best they can be, as well as things that they don’t like and situations that haven’t been so successful in the past.
Consider your family dynamics i.e. does the school need to be within a certain distance or have wrap around care offered at specific times due to your work commitments or travel restrictions.
Does your child have diagnosed or undiagnosed special needs? If so, you may wish to select schools with enhanced SEND provision onsite. This may be in the form of a ‘base’ or ‘unit’ designed to provide more specialist provision within a mainstream school. You need to think to the future and what your child might need going forward.
Ofsted reports and School Performance Tables can be a helpful starting point but use this information to help generate questions for the school when you visit rather than to select schools ‘in’ or ‘out’ as often reports are out-dated and schools can change rapidly. Also, don’t just assume that a school rated ‘outstanding’ or with an ‘outstanding’ reputation will be right for your child and their individual needs.

Arranging to Visit Schools
Always try to visit the school when children are present during a ‘normal’ school day rather than a pre-arranged ‘open’ event (or you may choose to do both).
Always ensure the tour covers the whole school and not just the class or year group that your child is going to be part of.
Always try and take part in any events offered by the school in the months before deciding on a school for example: school fetes, coffee mornings, community events.
Consider whether you should visit the school first as parents and then take your child to view your preferred schools so they don’t become overwhelmed with the number of choices but remain a key part of the decision making process.
	During the Visit – Think About…..

	How the school feels - does the environment feel calm?
	Every school is different. Some schools are noisier and busier than others. Try to look at the environment from your child’s perspective and what they would like or may find challenging.

	Does every class have a ‘quiet’ space such as a reading corner area with soft furnishings?
	Not all schools have break out spaces within the classroom environment. These can be invaluable for children who may need a space to regulate themselves without having to leave the classroom i.e. the potential associated feeling of exclusion.

	Are the children all engaged in learning in their own way or are all children sat at desks?
	Every school is different and their approaches to learning will vary. An inclusive classroom would allow a child to potentially stand or sit on a beanbag or lay on the carpet to listen if it supported the child and was not disruptive to other pupils.
(In secondary schools this type of inclusive practice may only be evident in a learning support base or unit within school).

	Are staff open, engaging and easy to talk to? Do pupils provide your tour?
	If a pupil takes you on a tour be sure to ask them lots of questions. On the whole pupils will give a very honest and accurate account of being a pupil at that school. When entering classrooms and whilst walking around school do the majority of staff engage with you. If they don’t engage with you, they may not engage openly with pupils.

	Look at displays to see if there is evidence of work of all abilities being celebrated and not just the very neatest / highest ability?
	Displays will always give a clear indication of the school’s approach to inclusion. Work of all abilities would be openly celebrated in an inclusive school.

	Things to ask when you visit

	General School Questions

	What are the average class sizes?
	Whilst you may be naturally drawn to a school with smaller class sizes be sure to consider the additional support available in these classes. In mainstream schools sometimes smaller classes mean no additional support due to funding being provided per pupil. Smaller classes can also mean fewer friendship choices.

	How many whole school events such as assemblies are there each week? Do all children have to attend or are interventions run during that time either one to one basis or in small groups?
	Not every child can manage in whole school gatherings. In some schools these events are compulsory for all pupils but other schools use these times as an opportunity to work with children on a one to one basis or small groups to support ongoing needs.

	What systems they have in place to celebrate learning of all abilities?
	It is worth checking whether reward systems are based on academic achievements, behaviour or attendance. Adopted children can struggle to meet or exceed these types of expectations so may struggle to access reward systems. Reward systems that promote personal progress and personal achievements tend to be more inclusive.

	What is the Teaching Assistant allocation in each year group?
	Many mainstream schools will not have full time Teaching Assistants within each classroom – especially as children get older. Often Teaching Assistants are allocated to year groups based on individual needs but there are not always enough Teaching Assistants in a school to meet every need.

	How do they differentiate learning across the school?
	It would be expected that work is provided to meet and stretch every child based on their academic level however, inclusive practice may also include things like work being provided in smaller chunks or in visual formats. Work may also be completed using technology rather than paper. It may include not working at a desk or being allowed a fidget toy or wobble cushion to sit on. It may be that a child is allowed an exit card or more regular action breaks throughout a lesson. The list is almost endless beyond differentiated work being provided.

	What is their approach is to behaviour management i.e. do children miss breaks / experience ‘time out’s’/ detentions?
	It would be hoped that all behaviour policies are inclusive and aim to meet the needs of all children. It can be incredibly detrimental to an adopted child to be excluded from the classroom and a more restorative approach to managing behaviour and building trust with adults should be evident.

	How do they communicate with parents? Will you be able to communicate directly with the class teachers via email? Do they have an ‘open door’ policy?
	This may be different between Primary and Secondary schools. In a Primary school, where your child is likely to have one teacher the majority of the time, it is useful to be able to have direct email contact with them should it be needed. In a Secondary school, your child should have a key contact whether it be a Year Group Leader or a Tutor who is your main, direct contact. In addition, each school should have a Designated Leader for Post Looked After Children (this is often also the SENCO) who you may also need open communication with.

	Adoption Specific Questions

	Who is the named SENCO and are they open to a meeting to discuss specific needs if necessary?
	If your child has any diagnosed or suspected Special Educational Needs you will need an ongoing working relationship with the school SENCO. Whilst SENCO’s are usually very busy staff members they should always make time to meet prospective new parents and be willing to take time to understand a child’s needs.

	What understanding do the school have of trauma informed teaching practice?
	It is not necessarily an issue if the school how not under-taken training so long as they would be willing to take up free training that ATV can offer if you choose that school for your child. T is very important that staff have a good understanding of the needs of adopted children.

	Have they had attachment training as a school? 
	As above

	Would they be open to working with external service for example ATV providing group training or one to one support for staff members?
	Most schools are more than willing to work with external agencies and sources of support especially when the support offered is at no cost to them.

	What is the school approach to Pupil Premium + spending – do they put all money in one pot or is the spend directed to the child as much as possible?
	Many schools put this funding in ‘one pot’ and use it to pay for Teaching Assistants and other intervention requirements. This approach means that it may not directly benefit your child. You have the right to know how your child is benefitting from their Pupil Premium + funding and you should be able to make reasonable requests or suggest how best this funding could be used.

	Pastoral Support Questions

	Is every child allocated a key worker or what is the pastoral support offered?
	Best practice in a Reception class is for each child to be allocated a key worker (this may or may not be the class teacher). The Key Worker role is to ensure that they are a trusted adult for the child but also a key contact for parents. They should provide regular feedback to parents either face to face, via the telephone or email. In Secondary Schools pastoral support varies, however most schools will have a dedicated team of staff members with responsibility for the pastoral needs of all pupils.

	What are the options at break and lunchtime e.g. are there structured clubs on offer, are there indoor options available, quiet spaces available?
	This is particularly important if you know that your child struggles in unstructured environment or struggles in social situations.

	Wrap Around Care Questions

	How is wrap around care run? Is it in house or by a private provider?
	If it is by a private provider (and you will be potentially using this care) it is recommended that you arrange to speak to the provider directly to ask the same types of questions as above to them?



Finally, never forget that you know your child better than anyone else. If a school doesn’t ‘feel’ right to you then it probably isn’t the right place for your child. Remember that ATV want to support you as much as possible on this journey and are always just a phone call away.
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