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Big Fish, Little Fish: Teaching and learning in the middle years provides pre-service and
early career teachers with a pathway to understanding the needs of students as
they make the important transition from primary to secondary schooling.

The book explores contemporary challenges for teaching and learning in
the middle years, with a focus on student experience, identity, engagement and
resilience. Key issues, such as teaching academically at risk students, the impact
of education policy on middle years students, and teacher preparation and identity,
are given comprehensive coverage. Unique to this text is its focus on and analysis
of the history of middle years education, as well as its in-depth discussion of the
experiences of young Indigenous and Maori students.

Each chapter brings together learning and teaching theory and practice to
challenge readers, providing opportunities to engage with the content via case
studies, exercises and reflection questions. Drawing on the wide-ranging expertise
of its contributors, Big Fish, Little Fish prepares pre-service teachers to best meet the
needs of students as they enter the challenging middle years of their education.
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Preface

When we imagined the structure and content of this book we asked ourselves
these questions:

e How has our understanding of provisions for learning in the middle
years of schooling evolved over time?

e What are the needs of learners during these critical years?

e What specific issues are associated with curriculum, pedagogy and
assessment for students from Australia and New Zealand in the
middle years?

e How might teachers, both in initial and continuing teacher education,
be best prepared to teach students in the middle years of schooling?

Together, we examined not only the current research and practices that lie
behind today’s policies but also the ways in which this has undergone change and
development, particularly in relation to the reconstruction and reconfiguration of
‘adolescence’ in contemporary times. As well, we wanted to place these policies
in a socio-political context beyond state boundaries and ask critical questions
regarding their viability.

To these ends we sought researchers and scholars who have specialised in
various aspects of education and schooling that hold particular implications for
students in the middle years as contributors to Big Fish, Little Fish. In writing for this
book, they drew upon those aspects of their academic work that would inform the
reader, in clear and well-defined terms, of the ways in which these characteristics
could make sense in the complex world of schooling.

At the same time the contributors have avoided the portrayal of simple,
recipe-like solutions; rather, they have aimed to challenge the reader to connect
the text to their own experiences and transform the information into personal,
professional knowledge. As Lawrence Stenhouse is quoted as saying, ‘Information
is not knowledge until the factor of error in it is appropriately estimated’ (cited in
Rudduck et al. 1983, p. 141). By this it is meant that what you will find in the various
chapters in this book important and well-constructed information, but it will be a
matter for you as the reader to come to it with a critical eye and connect it to what
you already know and understand.

XVii
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Xviii Preface

It is possible, in fact highly likely, that you may find no ‘error in it’, but by
approaching the chapters in this way you will more intensely interrogate the
text and, with your peers and colleagues, ask of it and of each other good critical
questions. To this end we have requested that each contributor embed in their
chapters reflective prompts to encourage you and your colleagues to pause and
engage in conversation and debate.

While most chapters have been written by university-based academics, we
have also included some that are from practitioners in the field, thus bringing
together the academic and practical voices. We see this incorporation as a form of
enrichment.

Finally, a word regarding the title ... Over the years we have had the opportunity
to interview many young people regarding the transition from primary schooling to
the secondary school world, not only with regard to learning, curriculum, pedagogy
and assessment, but also in relation to managing the social context in which they
find themselves. In most of these encounters the phrase ‘going from big fish to
little fish’ has occurred - the transition is indeed a critical one in identity formation
and should be regarded as such when you consider teaching and learning in the
middle years.

Susan Groundwater-Smith
Nicole Mockler
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