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Help! My child’s going to ‘Big School’!

Moving from Primary to Secondary school is a big change – and not just for the children. For parents and guardians, the experience of your child starting Secondary school can be quite a surprise. So some parents of students who are now in S2 or S3 at James Gillespie’s High School have put together these thoughts about ‘things I’d wish I’d known when my child started in S1’ – we hope they’re useful!

Contact with the school

You may feel much less ‘in touch’ with what your child is doing at school. At Primary, you might well have been able to drop them off at the school door, chat with other parents, and perhaps see their teacher quickly at the beginning of the day. Secondary school is very different, and it can feel quite strange to move from the intimate involvement of Primary years to a more distant relationship in Secondary school.

This is partly because the school is so much bigger, and your child will have many teachers rather than just one or two. But it also reflects how children themselves often want a bit more independence as they start Secondary school: it’s an important stage in growing up.

Of course, this doesn’t mean that James Gillespie’s High School is any less interested in your child, or that you cannot communicate with the school and your child’s teachers. In September, the school will be running a ‘parent learning workshop’ for S1, run by Deputy Head Tom Rae along with other teachers. Among other things, the workshop is a chance to discuss the school’s new Home Study policy.

In October, you will get a progress report about how your child is getting on, and in November there will be a parent consultation evening where you can talk to your child’s subject teachers. This event is a good place to talk about any issues around how your child is ‘settling in’, such as homework or their attitude to school. A full report is issued in May.

If at any time you feel you need to talk to someone about how your child is getting on, you can always get in touch with their Support for Pupils teacher (guidance teacher), by email or by phoning the school.

What about exams?

It can be difficult to find information on the work programme that Secondary school pupils follow. The Scottish Qualifications Authority, which runs the system of Standard and Higher Grades and is developing the new ‘Curriculum for Excellence’, has a website at www.sqa.org.uk, but it does not offer a clear, simple guide to what happens when, nor is it easy to find a straightforward explanation of the structure of secondary level qualifications. Here’s an outline of what you can expect, based on what we’ve learned:

In S1 and S2, your child will still be following the 5-14 curriculum that they began in Primary school. Their school day will now be divided into lessons in different subjects, but they do not need to make any choices about what to study. There are no exams to think about, and work in S1 and S2 does not form part of any continuous assessment for external exams and qualifications.

In the second term of S2, students choose the subjects they want to study at Standard Grade. The school will give them clear information about how to do this at the time, and there will be a series of parent consultation evenings at which you can discuss with your child’s teachers what choices would be best. Your child will also probably have some strong ideas of their own!

In the third term of S2, just for the last month, children start on the Standard Grade curriculum that they will follow throughout S3 and S4. Exams come at the end of S4.

If you’d like more information about the various qualifications students can take at the school, there’s a summary on the School Council’s website at http://council.jghs.org.uk/ - look in the ‘Links’ section.

Workload

The type and amount of homework that students get will probably also seem very different from Primary school. This again reflects the fact that they are studying many different subjects, with many different teachers. They are likely to have much more varied tasks than might have been the case in Primary: the parent learning workshop in September will be looking at Home Study, so you can get an idea from that event about what’s expected.

It’s also worth remembering that students are going through a major life change as they start Secondary school. The pattern of study, particularly in S1, needs to allow space for them to adapt to the new social and physical aspects of being at school, and this may mean apparently less emphasis on academic work.

More information

If you’d like more information about any aspect of starting Secondary school, the school or members of the School Council are happy to help. You can contact the Mrs Evans in the Support for Pupils Department in the School for any advice during this transition stage.

Contacting the school: either call 0131 447 1900 and ask for a message to be left for Mrs Evans or email admin@jamesgillespies.edin.sch.uk, putting the name of the Support for Pupils teacher for whom the message is intended in the subject line.

The School Council represents the parents and guardians of all pupils, and aims to improve the school by supporting teachers, supporting parents, organising events, and discussing any issues that concern the life of the school. It meets on the first Tuesday of every month, and meeting are open to every member of the school community. More details are on the Council’s website at http://council.jghs.org.uk/, or you can contact Nigel Goddard 667 4033 or Ann Henderson 667 1646, or leave a message for the School Council with the School Office.

If you want to just have an informal chat with other parents, including over the summer holidays, do get in touch.  An S1 network can be brought together if there is an interest, in the new term. 



