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Introduction
Starting school is the beginning of  a long adventure that will take your child from early childhood to 

teenager – and as parents you are an important part of  that adventure. Research repeatedly shows that 

parental involvement has a significant impact on how well a child achieves in life. 

But things have changed since our generation went to school. What’s it like going to school today? What 

subjects are children taught and how are they taught? What can you expect at school? What is your role in 

your child’s learning and school life?

School can seem a confusing place to new parents, with a whole new system and language to understand. If  

you know what to expect at school and how schools work, you will be better equipped to work with teachers 

and give your child the best start in their school life. When home and school work together, the outcome is a 

happy and thriving child who is more likely to meet his or her full potential.

This book will help you to:

Understand what schools do and what their priorities are �

Understand what school life is like for your child  �

Learn more about the different people and initiatives that shape your child’s learning experience �

Understand more about how you can help your child to get the most out of  their time at school. �

The Essential Guide to the First Years of  School tells you what you need to know about how schools work 

– from what your child is taught to the important role you play as a parent. It’s essential reading for every 

parent who wants to help their child to do well.
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Part 1 – Why do children go to school?
Ask any child why they need to work hard and do well at school and they will probably reply, ‘So I can

get a good job when I grow up.’ When the Government first started providing education for the children 

of  ordinary working parents over 150 years ago that was one of  their main reasons too. With the huge shift 

from agriculture to industry, from village life to the growing towns, there was a need for workers who knew 

how to read and write, and children needed to be kept busy while their parents worked in the factories, very 

similar to today in fact. However, many teachers and parents would agree that there is more to education 

than keeping kids occupied and preparing them for a productive working life. 

Children need to have a high level of  skill in literacy and numeracy, not to mention essential ICT skills; they 

also need to be inquisitive and creative, able to make decisions and be a good team player. We and their 

teachers also want them to be fit and healthy, to enjoy their learning, and be happy at school. Good schools 

exist to give children the best start in life; to help them to fulfil their goals and aspirations, and to encourage 

and support them to achieve everything that they are capable of. 

Primary schools are the focus for a community, whether it’s a village or a housing estate, a part of  a town 

or a district of  a large city. Primary schools can teach anywhere between 50 and 400 children, yet they all 

have some things in common. All primaries educate children between the age of  four (Reception class) and 

11 (Year 6), though the structure of  the schools can vary. An infant school covers Reception to Year 2, and a 

junior school covers Year 3 to 6.

The curriculum changes as your child moves up from Reception to Year 6: from a play-based curriculum 

to a more formal one. Children are usually taught in a classroom by one teacher; although some primary 

schools have specialist teachers, perhaps for French or PE. 

In some, the children are put into ability classes for literacy or numeracy when they are higher up the school and 

may go to a different teacher for these lessons. All primary schools have a governing body that is responsible for 

everything that happens in the school; although the day-to-day responsibility for the school falls to the headteacher.
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How schools differ regionally
Until May 2010, education in England was the responsibility of  the Department for Children, Schools and

Families (DCSF). However, since the new Conservative-LibDem government came into power on May 12, 

education is now the responsibility of  the newly-formed Department for Education.  

In Wales, education is the responsibility of  the Welsh Assembly Government; in Northern Ireland, the 

Department of  Education is in charge. In Wales, lessons in the Welsh language are compulsory for all pupils 

up to the age of  16. Another major difference in Wales is that there is no compulsory testing at the end of  

Key Stage 1, as there is in England.
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What are Key Stages?
At school children are grouped into ‘Key Stages’ according to their age. The easiest way to think about this is 

in terms of  school year blocks. The stages are:

Early Years Foundation Stage – Ages 3-5 (Reception) �

Key Stage 1 – Ages 5-7 (Years 1 and 2) �

Key Stage 2 – Ages 7-11 (Years 3 to 6) �

Key Stage 3 – Ages 11-14 (Years 7 to 9) �
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What are levels?
These are the National Curriculum levels that will indicate whether a child is performing at, or above / 

below the expectations for their age. The average expectations would be that by the end of  each academic 

year pupils would be working at:

Level 1 in Year 1  �

Level 2 in Year 2 �

Level 3 in Year 4 �

Level 4 in Year 6  �

Each level is split into three stages starting at C, then B and then A. Children progress through these before 

moving to the next level. At the junior stage, pupils would be expected to progress at approximately half  a 

level per year, although greater rates remain goals for schools.
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Part 2 – New pupils

Starting primary school
Going to school for the first time is a very special event for both parents and children and you will want to 

be sure that your child is well prepared for the big day. This chapter contains some tips to help you make a 

success of  it, so that it is a satisfying and rewarding experience for you and your child. 

We have used ‘she’ throughout the book for children, and ‘he’ for teachers. This is to make it 

easier to read. 

When should my child start school? 

Legally, children have to attend school from the term after their fifth birthday, but many schools take children 

in earlier than this, into a part-time nursery class or at the beginning of  the school year in which the child 

will be five. You do not have to send your child early just because the school allows early admission. In some 

schools, children attend part-time at first. This is to help younger children to get used to school life.

Individual schools give details of  their specific arrangements, and these arrangements are at the discretion 

of  the Head Teacher. Once you have found out about the arrangements at the school you have chosen, then 

you will be able to decide when your child should start. 

At the end of  2009, former Secretary of  State for Children, Schools and Families, Ed Balls, announced that 

all children will have the option of  starting school in the September after their fourth birthday, to counter the 

educational penalty faced by those born in the summer. The starting date from the term before a child’s fifth 

birthday to the September after their fourth is due to be introduced in September 2011. However, this may 

change under the new coalition government, check the Department for Education website for details.

Applying for a place at school 

Many areas have a fixed date by which you must apply for a place at the school. This application date can 

be up to a year before your child is due to start, so watch out for posters in clinics and playgroups, or contact 
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your local school for details. 

Finding out about your child’s school 

Most schools organise special events to inform parents about the school. Go to all the meetings and 

introductory sessions offered. Find out as much as you can about the school and what is going to happen. 

All schools have a prospectus or brochure, which may answer lots of  your questions. Some may even have a 

book for the children themselves. 

Getting your child ready 

Some schools organise home visits during the summer holidays before they are due to start school, to give 

you and your child a good chance to talk to the teacher, to find out his or her name and for all of  you to get 

to know one another. 

Other schools organise special visits for the children to see the school, to get to know the teacher and the 

other children and to become familiar with school routines. 

If  your child has been to a nursery or playgroup, she will be used to spending time away from you. If, 

however, this is the first time she is going to be separated from you, try to arrange for her to spend some time 

with another adult she knows well so that she can get used to being without you. 

If  you are new to the area, or if  your child hasn’t been to the local nursery or play-school, try to arrange for 

her to play with some of  the other children in the class before the term actually begins. That way, there’ll be 

some familiar faces on the first day. 

Talk to your child about starting school and help her to look forward to it. Even if  you are dreading it, don’t 

let her know that! Make her feel that this is a real, grown-up adventure, something to be excited about, and 

she will be more likely to look forward to the experience.
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A week or so before your child is due to start school, your school may send you a ‘welcome pack’, which may 

contain:

Information about the class topic/s your child may be doing �

Information about school start and end times �

Your child’s teacher’s name �

The school prospectus �

The Ofsted report summary �

Information about the Home School Association (HSA) or Parent Teacher Association (PTA) �

Information about arrangements for the first day �

 ‘Nuts and bolts’ information which will tell you everything your child will need: uniform, dinner money/ �

packed lunch, PE kit etc.

If  you are in doubt about anything to do with your child starting school, contact the school for more 

information. They are always happy to help new parents!
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Basic skills for school
These are things you can help your child to learn at home, to make their transition to school much easier 

for them:

Praise all her efforts.  �

Toilets – try to make sure she can go to the toilet and wash her hands by herself.  �

Show her where the toilets are in school when you visit. If  you have a boy, has he ever used a urinal?  �

 Lunch – if  she’s going to have school dinners, it will be useful if  she is used to eating with a knife and fork,  �

although, of  course, staff  will be happy to help cut the difficult bits. Let her practise opening things from a 

lunch box if  you will be giving her a packed lunch. 

 Clothes – it is a great boost to children’s confidence if  they can get dressed on their own. Staff  will, of   �

course, help with difficult fastenings and laces. Some clothes and shoes are easier to manage than others, so 

try to choose things that are easy for your child to put on and take off, such as Velcro fastenings for shoes 

and pull on trousers or skirts with elasticated waistbands. Make sure you name EVERYTHING!

 Books – children who listen to a story for the first time at school may find it difficult to sit still for long  �

periods. If  they have already found that books are enjoyable, they are more likely to manage this. Try to 

read some books with her before she starts school. 

Writing – most children enjoy drawing and pretend-writing, as well as cutting and sticking, so give your  �

child plenty of  opportunities to practise. If  your child is left-handed, you will need to get some scissors 

suitable for left-handed children. 

Numbers – number rhymes and games are a good way to get your child used to the names of  numbers.  �

Make the most of  opportunities to practise counting together as you go through your daily routines of  

cooking and shopping. 

If  your child wants to do school-type work at home, fine! But if  she doesn’t, don’t worry too much. Pushing a 

child to read or write too early can put her off  it for a long time. 

The school may have leaflets explaining how you can help with reading or numbers. They may have sheets 

showing how they teach children to form the letters of  the alphabet so that you can practise writing with your 

child. In this book, you’ll find activities and games to do with your child to help her to prepare for school.
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The night before the first day

Your child may be feeling excited or nervous and have trouble getting to sleep. You can help by explaining 

that everyone finds it difficult to get to sleep when something special is going to happen. If  your child is 

nervous, try to reassure her that school is going to be fun and that she’ll make some good friends. Make 

bedtime a peaceful end to the day, with a warm, relaxing bath and a special story. 

The first day 

When taking your child to school, arrive on time, and be there punctually at the end of  the session to collect 

her. You will want to know how she spent the day, but she may not be interested in telling you all about it. 

She will eventually let you know what she has been doing in her own time.

How you and your child might react 

Some children will walk through the door on their first day at school without looking back. Others find the 

thought of  being separated from you very hard to cope with. If  your child does get upset, stay cheerful. Be 

brave. Stay for a little while to allow her confidence to grow and then slip away quietly. No matter how much 

you want a warm goodbye cuddle, it might trigger off  a further burst of  tears, so try to do without it and 

keep a smile on your face as you leave.

Almost all children are fine once their parent has disappeared. It’s the parting that is hard, so try not to draw 

it out. (You will probably find this hard to believe but it is true. Ask some parents of  older children!) 

You are bound to feel apprehensive – this is the beginning of  a new and very influential stage in your child’s 

life. But don’t let your child know it if  you are feeling upset. Try to be bright and cheerful and then allow 

yourself  to shed a few tears back at home. The school staff  will understand. They know it’s a big step for 

both of  you. 
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The Foundation Stage Profile
Starting school is a very exciting time in your child’s life. It can also create some worries for parents and 

carers. The Foundation Stage Profile is one of  the first issues to do with your child’s early time at school. The 

purpose of  the profile is to gather information about each child at the start of  their schooling so that teachers 

are aware of  each child’s achievements. Here we explain what it is and how it will affect your child’s future 

learning. 

What is the Foundation Stage Profile?

The Foundation Stage Profile is the name given to the way in which your child’s teacher finds out what your 

child knows, what she can already do and what she understands about the world when she first comes to 

school. This helps the teacher to plan the work that your child needs for her future learning. 

The Foundation Stage Profile helps the school to keep a close check on your child’s future progress 

throughout her time in school, to be sure that she does as well as she can.

Since 1998, schools have been legally obliged to carry out a Baseline Assessment, which has similar 

objectives to the Foundation Stage Profile. However, the Baseline Assessment was replaced by the Foundation 

Stage Profile in 2007. It has been used in schools since 2008.

What is being assessed?

All schools have to use the Foundation Stage Profile.

The profile includes six areas of  learning:

 Personal, social and emotional development – is your child happy to be in the classroom? Will she play and  �

cooperate with adults and other children?

 Communication, language and literacy – how confident is your child when talking or listening in small and  �

large group situations?

Mathematical development �

Knowledge and understanding of  the world �
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Physical development �

Creative development �

When does the assessment take place?

Don’t panic! This isn’t a formal assessment and your child doesn’t need to study for it. The teacher will 

observe your child during different activities with achievements then recorded on a scale. Schools may also 

choose to use their own recording methods. 

Assessments are made over the course of  the year so it is possible to see what achievements have been 

reached at the end of  the Autumn, Spring and Summer terms. The profile will also form the basis of  school 

reports.

How will this affect my child in the classroom?

When she first enters school, there will be a wide variety of  activities for her to join in with. The

classroom will probably be organised so that all the children have a certain amount of  time when

they have to do specific tasks, perhaps to work with a teacher to make patterns or sort objects. There will also 

be time for them to create their own play situations.

You will find that much of  the ‘work’ is approached through practical and fun activities, where your child is 

encouraged to take an active part in the task.

The Foundation Stage Profile covers many aspects of  your child’s development, but the areas that are being 

looked at will be assessed within the normal routine of  a classroom.

During the normal daily routine, the teacher is able to assess your child’s ability to:

Dress and undress independently �

Recognise letters in their name  �

Help other members of  the class �

Understand reading rules, such as that print is read from left to right �
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Attempt writing and ability to write some words or her name from memory �

Hold a pencil correctly �

Understand that print and pictures have different uses. �

The list is endless and your child won’t even know that she is being assessed!

How can I help?

There is no need to worry about preparing your child for this assessment. The main aim of  the Foundation 

Stage Profile is to find out what she already knows and can do. The areas that are being looked at are things 

that develop over a long period of  time.

Trying to prepare for the assessment won’t change how your child performs. The activities that you already 

do with your child at home, such as sharing books, talking about what is happening around her, laying the 

table together, and so on, are invaluable and provide the best kind of  preparation.

What feedback can I expect?

The assessments are based on teaching staff ’s observations over the course of  the year. They will take into 

account previous feedback and that from parents. It’s recommended that parents and teachers work together 

and that parents are kept informed of  their child’s progress through a variety of  methods from discussions to 

class displays. 

A parents’ evening early on is a good time to share your knowledge about your child, receive feedback from 

the school and discuss ways in which you can support your child’s learning at home.

Encourage your child to discuss their school day. This will enable you to understand what your child is doing 

and how she feels about it. But if  she doesn’t want to talk about it, don’t push it, she’ll talk about it when 

she’s ready. 
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The Foundation Stage Profile isn’t anything to worry about and it’s unlikely that your child will even realise 

that she is being assessed. The feedback is useful for both schools and parents to recognise your child’s 

achievements and how she can be further helped. Help your child to keep up her enthusiasm for school by 

taking an interest in what she’s doing. 
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Buttons and Bows
Equipping your reception child with the skills they need for school will help them to be more independent 

and confident when their first term starts.

 

School uniform? Check. PE kit? Check. Book bag? Check. Lunch box or dinner money? Check. You’ve got 

everything ready so that they are presentable and fed for their first days at school, but have they got the skills 

that they need for school? Recent reports in the news revealed that some children were starting school unable 

to get dressed on their own, go to the toilet unaided, or use a knife and fork. 

Helping your child to learn the skills that will increase their independence before they go to school will help 

them to enter the classroom happily and confidently. 

Teachers recommend that children gain the following skills before they start school. It will help a child’s 

independence if  they can:

Dress and undress themselves �

Go to the toilet without adult help �

Use a handkerchief �

Be responsible for their own possessions �

Use a knife and fork, drink with a straw and from a drinking fountain. �

Doing these things will give your child:

Self-confidence and self-esteem �

A feeling of  security and well-being �

Greater control over situations �

Independence from the adults around them. �

Tips for teaching these skills to your child:

 Choose a time when both you and your child are relaxed and not pressured by deadlines. Five minutes  �

before you need to leave the house is not an ideal time!
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 Choose a time when you are feeling patient and calm, not a day when you are very busy or everything  �

seems to be going wrong!

Don’t tackle everything at once. Take small steps, and take your time �

Be prepared for lots of  mistakes before your child gets it right �

 Give plenty of  praise and encouragement for good attempts, and ignore the mistakes. It’s all part of  their  �

learning process.

How to help your child with dressing and undressing:

 Buy clothes with easy fastenings. Avoid small fiddly buttons, complicated buttons and straps and choose  �

t-shirts, sweatshirts, pull-on trousers and skirts with elasticated waists

Choose slip-on shoes or shoes that fasten with Velcro �

Buy mittens instead of  gloves �

Teach simple ways to recognise front and back (i.e. looking for labels and name tags on clothes) �

Teach your child simple strategies for recognising which feet shoes go on – for example, buying an  �

inexpensive watch for your child to wear on either wrist, to help them to identify left and right. Shoes can be 

marked inside with an “L” for left and an “R” for right.

How to help your child go to the toilet unaided

Try to make sure that:

Fastenings on clothing are easy to manage (very important if  you’re in a hurry!) �

 Boys know how to use a urinal and know what to do. As this can be tricky for single mothers to achieve,  �

most schools will be happy for you to visit the school to familiarise your son with this before the term starts

 Your child is familiar with a blow hand-dryer and knows what to do (some children are frightened of  them,  �

because of  the sudden noise they make)

Your child knows the importance of  washing and drying their hands thoroughly. �

How to help your child look after their own possessions

When you child goes to school, it becomes difficult for them to identify their possessions, because other 

children will have exactly the same things. Losing their belongings can be very distressing for them, and you 
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can help in the following ways:

 Make sure everything is labelled with your child’s name, and that they recognise their own name �

 Encourage your child to be responsible for their own things by finding their peg and hanging up their coat  �

and bag, folding up their clothes when they get changed, and learning to put things away in their right 

place

 If  your child likes to go slow, encourage them by gently setting deadlines. Egg timers work well, for  �

example, “Can you brush your teeth and put your shoes on before the sand in the egg timer runs through?”

 Remember that all children are unique, and that some need more time, patience and support to become  �

confident and independent. Don’t panic if  your child can’t do all of  these things perfectly before they start 

school, they will get there in the end with your help and encouragement.
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What is the Early Years Foundation Stage?
Lots of  your child’s learning takes place from birth until she is six years old. This can be a difficult time for 

parents, and decisions about your child’s education can seem confusing. Part of  this time is now called the 

Early Years Foundation Stage of  education. This chapter explains what this is. It also explains how early 

learning goals fit into the Early Years Foundation Stage and how you can help your child. Most of  the 

learning at this age will be introduced through high quality play. 

When is the Early Years Foundation Stage?

This is the time from when your child is three until the end of  the Reception year in school. It is a

time when your child should have a range of  experiences on which all her future learning can

be based.

Where will my child receive the education described in the Early Years Foundation Stage?

Many children aged three are still at home most of  the time, so the Early Years Foundation Stage really 

begins with you at home. It continues there and in other places of  education, such as playgroups and nursery 

schools (a place is available in one of  these for all three and four-year-old children, if  parents wish to use it). 

Children then transfer to the Reception class in a school during the year in which they are five. This is the 

last year of  the Early Years Foundation Stage.

What are the aims of the Early Years Foundation Stage?

The Early Years Foundation Stage aims to give all children the same wide range of  opportunities to learn in 

the following areas:

Personal, social and emotional development �

Language and literacy �

Development in maths �

Knowledge and understanding of  the world �

Physical development �

Creative development. �
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What is ‘personal, social and emotional development’?

This is about encouraging your child to develop as an individual and to get on with others.

You can help by:

Asking her how she feels about things �

Playing games and encouraging her to take turns �

Teaching her to get herself  dressed and undressed �

Encouraging her to do puzzles and activities for increasing lengths of  time. �

What is ‘language and literacy’?

This covers a wide range of  skills. It includes reading, writing, speaking and listening.

You can help by:

Talking, asking questions and listening to your child �

 Encouraging her to use pencils, crayons, glue and scissors, because learning to use these skilfully helps with  �

learning to read and write

Sharing books together �

Playing ‘I Spy’. �

What is ‘mathematical development’?

This includes counting, sorting, recognising patterns, recognising shapes and measuring. If  your child 

becomes confident using the early number skills then she will be happier and more secure in her maths work 

later on.

You can help by:

Counting steps, for example, when you go upstairs to bed �

Looking at the shape of  things as you go for walks �

Laying the table together and counting cutlery �

Sorting socks into pairs together. �
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What is ‘knowledge and understanding of the world’?

In this area of  learning, your child is encouraged to start developing the skills that she will need to

help her make sense of  the world.

You can help by:

Going on walks and talking together about what you see �

 Building models together and talking about things, for example, ‘Why does it fall over?’ and ‘How can we  �

make it stronger?’

Talking about how things work. �

What is ‘physical development’?

At this young age, your child needs to become confident in the way she moves and uses tools and apparatus. She 

needs to become confident in her use of  both large apparatus (play equipment) and small apparatus (scissors, etc.).

You can help by:

Encouraging her to butter her own bread �

Taking her to the park and playing on the swings �

Encouraging her to walk along the lines of  the pavement to help her balance �

Using play dough with her. �

What is ‘creative development’?

Your child needs to develop her own creativity. This area covers things such as art, music, dance

and imaginative play.

You can help by:

Giving her chances to paint and mix colours �

Singing nursery rhymes or other songs together �

Encouraging her to act out her favourite story �

Playing together with the bath water and bubbles �
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Does my child’s school cover all these areas?

Yes. All schools must aim for children to be able to do certain things in each of  the above areas by the end of  

the Early Years Foundation Stage. These are called ‘early learning goals’.

What are early learning goals?

Early learning goals include things such as:

Being able to count to ten �

Learning the alphabet �

Developing confidence in their ability to learn �

Being able to concentrate on their own play or work. �

Some children will do more than is expected of  them and other children will be working towards

the goals by the end of  the Early Years Foundation Stage. Ask your school if  you want more information on 

the individual goals.

How does the school know how to help my child?

When your child joins a Reception class, her teacher will carry out a ‘Foundation Stage Profile’ (see previous 

chapter for more information).

This means that your child’s teacher works with your child to find out how she is doing. The school

then knows how best to plan to help her reach the early learning goals by the end of  the year.

How does play fit in?

Play is an important part of  your child’s development. She learns well through play because she finds it fun 

and enjoyable. Most learning areas can be introduced through play, and within her play your child will feel 

safe and secure and will develop skills and understanding. Staff  at playgroup, nursery and school will help 

her learn by carefully planning play activities for her. They will make them even more useful by joining in.
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Where do parents fit in?

As a parent or carer, you are the first person to teach your child. The Early Years Foundation Stage aims to 

build on your work and to help develop your child’s abilities with you. You will be invited to regular meetings 

about your child, and activities may be sent home so that you can continue helping your child there. Your 

nursery or reception class will keep a record of  your child’s progress . This may be a folder which you will be 

given at the end of  the year.

Continue to support your child in the ways that you already do. Enjoy these early days together by taking 

a real interest in what she does. If  you aim to make her early learning fun, then she will want to carry on 

learning.
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Early Learning Goals
When your child starts school, she will be learning alongside other children. Work and play activities will be 

planned to help her reach certain points in her learning by the end of  the Reception year. These are known 

as early learning goals. 

This chapter explains what these are, how they fit in with what your child will be doing at school and how 

you can help support your child. 

Early learning goals describe the things that children should be able to do by the end of  the Reception class. 

Some children will go beyond them, while others will still be developing towards them. This is because a few 

months’ difference in age at this early stage of  learning can make a huge difference. 

As the child gets older, this gap no longer affects her learning in the same way. The teacher uses the early 

learning goals to plan activities so that they are not too hard, but so that they help your child learn and 

practise new skills.

There are early learning goals in each of  the following areas:

Personal, social and emotional development �

Communication, language and literacy �

Problem solving, reasoning and numeracy �

Knowledge and understanding of  the world �

Physical development �

Creative development. �

Does my child take a test to see if she has reached the goals? 

No. The goals simply fit in with everything else your child is doing at school during the course of  her first 

year. Young children usually learn best through play-based activities. As the children play and work, the 

teacher will be taking notice of  how well your child is learning and will keep a record of  her progress. The 

teacher will do this all through the year and will know whether your child has reached the goals.
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What are ‘personal, social and emotional’ goals?

These goals are to do with your child’s development as an individual, and include:

Being able to work in a group, taking turns and sharing �

Dressing and undressing herself �

Being confident enough to try new activities �

Being happy to talk aloud �

Understanding what ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ means and why. �

How can I help?

Let her get dressed by herself. Make sure she can manage the fastenings �

Encourage her to share food and toys �

Play games that involve taking turns �

Talk together about things you have done and how she feels about these experiences.  �

What are the ‘language and literacy’ goals?

Some of  the early learning goals in this area are:

Listening and responding to stories, songs and poems  �

Hearing and saying the first and last sound in a word �

Talking about things clearly and in the right order �

Holding a pencil correctly and writing her name  �

Reading common words such as ‘I’, ‘am’ or ‘a’. �

How can I help?

Talk, listen and ask questions of  your child �

Share stories together, pointing out simple words when you see them in books �

Encourage her to experiment with writing �

Paint and draw, cut out pictures from old magazines and stick them into a scrap book. �
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What are the ‘mathematical’ goals?

Some of  these early learning goals are:

Counting ten objects �

Recognising numbers 1 to 9 �

Using mathematical language, such as ‘more’, ‘less’, ‘heavy’, ‘light’  �

Making and continuing simple patterns �

Talking about and recognising shapes �

Adding and taking away numbers. �

How can I help?

The opportunities to develop your child’s maths are all around us!  �

 Try talking about maths, for example, ‘You had six grapes but you’ve eaten one, how many have you got left?’ �

Encourage your child to make patterns with beads or bricks �

Count objects in your shopping trolley together �

Point out house numbers �

Share number rhymes, such as ‘Ten Green Bottles’. �

What are the ‘knowledge and understanding of the world’ goals?

These include:

Finding similarities and differences  �

Asking questions about the world  �

Being able to use the senses of  sight, smell, touch, taste and hearing and talk about them  �

Saying what she likes and dislikes about places �

Building models  �

Finding out about where she lives. �

How can I help?

 Go for a walk and talk about what you see: the leaves changing colour in the autumn, the different noises  �

of  vehicles, animals, horns and alarms
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Play with bubbles and talk about what happens to them �

Make ice lollies and talk about what happens as they freeze or melt �

What are the ‘physical’ goals?

Your child will need to become confident using apparatus and equipment. Some of  the goals are:

Moving safely with confidence and coordination  �

Knowing what happens to her body when she exercises �

Travelling around, over, under and through apparatus �

Handling tools such as scissors, rolling pins and stencils safely. �

How can I help?

Your child’s confidence in this area is an important part of  her development. 

Paint and draw, cut out pictures from old magazines and stick them into a scrap book �

 Roll, squash and mould dough together. You can buy play dough or make some re-usable dough (one cup  �

of  flour, one cup of  salt, mixed together. Add enough water to make into dough. Add food colouring to 

make it more visually appealing.)

Let your child use building bricks and construction toys �

Encourage her to use small equipment such as balls and skipping ropes �

Teach her to cut up her own food. �

What are the ‘creative’ goals?

These goals are in areas such as art, music, dance and imaginative play. Examples are:

Exploring the colour, shape and feel of  things �

Being able to sing songs and notice how sound changes �

Being able to communicate how she feels about a song or a story �

Using her imagination to draw, sing, dance and tell stories. �

How can I help?

Encouraging your child to be creative will help her to use all the other skills in different situations �
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Sing songs with her �

Encourage her to act out her favourite stories �

Give her the time and opportunity to sing and dance to her favourite music �

Provide paper, paint and crayons.  �

Everything that you do with your child can be used as a real learning opportunity. These six areas help pave 

the way for future learning as well as encouraging children to be thoughtful , understanding and inquisitive. 

Make the time you spend together as fun and exciting as possible. If  she enjoys herself  then she will want to 

carry on learning!
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Part 3 – How things work at school

The importance of the home/school agreement
The education of  our children is a shared responsibility. As your child’s parent, you are your child’s first 

teacher and you continue to play an important role in their education after they walk through the school gate 

for the first time. 

Your child’s school should keep you informed of  what your child is learning each term so that you can 

reinforce that learning at home in different, fun, shared ways. 

The ‘business’ of  a school is to educate its children, and, as in all good businesses, the needs of  the ‘clients’ 

should be the priority of  the enterprise. 

However, the school has a responsibility to respond to the needs of  the parents or carers as well as to those of  

their children. 

All schools are required to have a home/school agreement and all parents are encouraged to sign it.

The contribution of parents 

The education of  our children should be a shared responsibility. Parents are the children’s first teachers and 

can continue to play an important role in their education. They are often willing and able to complement the 

work done in school if  they are given the right information and their efforts are recognised by the school. 

When parents feel that there are open channels of  access, and when their wishes are heard, respected and 

responded to in some way, they will have confidence in the school. Parents should feel valued and respected 

by all of  the staff. 

At the same time, parents should show respect for the school and the people who work in it. The ground 
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rules should be clearly and openly laid down and must be respected by both parties if  relationships are to 

develop in a positive way. 

What the school will do

The school is responsible for creating a home/school agreement, which will help to develop good 

relationships between parents, children and the school.

 The school should be welcoming and available when you need to talk to them. The school might ask you to  �

make appointments through the secretary, indicating what you would like to talk about 

The school should open general channels of  communication such as newsletters and noticeboards. �

Your school can offer more opportunities for parents to come into school  �

Your school might improve the quality or frequency of  parents’ evenings, reports, etc.  �

 Schools can organise sessions or workshops for parents at times of  change or act as a parents’ information  �

and education programme 

 Staff  members can encourage parents to take an active part in the daily life of  the school, whether they are  �

able to come in during the day, or whether they are working parents 

 Teachers might pass on information about what is planned to happen in class, as well as about what has  �

already taken place 

 Teachers might suggest ways in which parents can supplement class work, help with homework or add  �

extra opportunities to those that the school provides 

 Schools might invite parents into school to help out, to come and support events or to visit on special  �

occasions 

 Schools might ask for the skills and talents of  some parents, for example, if  you are a proficient musician or  �

a computer wizard whose skills could benefit your child’s class or school as a whole

 Schools should encourage parents to share these skills, through practical support or by helping children to  �

develop their own skill level.

Parents should:

 Check notice-boards and book bags daily for newsletters and other communications about upcoming  �

events and special days
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 Let headteachers and staff  know if  there is an issue which could affect their child’s behaviour and well- �

being at school

 Support their child’s learning at home by showing an interest in whatever their child is learning, and  �

sharing their own thoughts, knowledge and experiences of  those topics

Be willing to offer their own skills and support to the school. �

A positive atmosphere 

However your school approaches the home/school agreement, they should ensure that all of  those practices 

are underpinned by the ethos of  the school – that indefinable quality which gives a sense of  warmth and 

welcome to people. 

Tolerance and respect should be openly displayed within the school at all times. Everyone should know that 

they matter, and in this kind of  environment it will be easy to promote positive relationships between home 

and school. 

When parents and teachers work together, they strengthen the value and impact of  their individual influence 

upon the children. By developing a strong partnership with parents, you will make a considerable difference 

to the life of  the school and the learning experiences of  the children. 

You can read more about how a home/school agreement is set up at www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/ , however, 

things are changing due to the new government and the site may re-direct you to current information.
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Becoming a school governor
School governors work with head teachers to decide policies, oversee management and create a general 

ethos for the school. So who can become a school governor and what role do they play in the community?

Parents often criticise the way their children’s schools are being run. They may take exception to the lack 

of  after hours provision or extra curricular activities. Moreover, far too many assume that they have no role 

to play in the management of  the school and that some unknown group is responsible for making these 

important decisions. 

Parents and school governors

The truth of  the matter is that parents can influence the decision-making process if  they become school 

governors. In most schools, the governing body (composed in the main by school governors) work alongside 

the head to establish the school’s aims, values and ethos. They are also accountable for deciding its policies, 

overseeing management and observing performance – although the head is responsible for the day-to-day 

running of  the school.

However, many parents wrongly assume that you need to be a ‘professional’ person (doctor, lawyer or 

teacher), or have a university degree to be a school governor. 

Although having these abilities and qualifications may be useful, they are not an essential requirement. In 

fact, you do not even have to be a parent to be a governor. What you must possess, however, is a desire to 

make a difference, plus time, energy and commitment; a readiness to accept responsibility; the ability to work 

as part of  a team; and, most importantly, an interest in the future of  the school’s children.

Types of governors

There are currently four types of  governors:

Parent governors �

Staff  or teacher governors �

LEA appointed governors �
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Co-opted or community governors. �

Under current regulations, you must  have ‘parental responsibility’ for a pupil at the school to be a parent 

governor. Parental responsibility comprises step-parents, foster parents, grandparents or the permanent 

partner of  a biological parent, as well as the biological parent. Also, your child needs to be on the school roll 

at the time the election is held - although you will not be asked to resign if  your child leaves the school before 

the end of  your stint.

The role of school governors

Once appointed as a school governor, you are provided with training about your role, and the responsibilities 

and work of  governing bodies. Training also includes once-a-term briefing meetings where governors 

are informed about the latest developments within the sector. The initial term of  office is four years, but 

governors can stay on for further terms, if  re-appointed.

Governors usually meet at least once a term - more often than not in the evenings – to discuss school-related 

issues such as planning, finance, staffing, discipline and curriculum. However, if  they have a lot of  work to 

deal with they may meet twice a term. School governors are also encouraged to visit their school during 

school hours (with prior agreement from the school head) so that they can get a better feel for the school.

Although being a governor is open to almost anyone, restrictions are placed upon those who have committed 

certain offences or have been declared bankrupt.

Research suggests that there are a number of  reasons why some parents are reluctant to become governors. 

As mentioned before, there are those who believe you need to hold certain jobs or have particular 

qualifications in order to take on the role. Others who had bad educational experiences are perhaps 

unwilling to re-enter a school in any capacity.

Others are not aware of  the fact that all rookie school governors receive appropriate training to ensure they 

are familiar with the work of  governing bodies and their own responsibilities. Moreover, alongside regular 

training days, many also provide briefing sessions to enable governors to be cognisant of  new legislation.
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Being a school governor is a voluntary post which enables you to put something back into the community. In 

fact, school governors form one of  the largest voluntary groups in the UK.
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All about homework
Research in many countries has shown that carefully managed homework makes a big difference to how well 

children do in school. This section gives you some information about homework and suggestions for what 

you can do to help your child. 

What is homework?

The word ‘homework’ often makes people think of  formal written work, carried out quietly at home by a 

child without any outside help. Sometimes this might be the case, but homework is much more than that.  

It means any activity or work that children are asked to do outside normal lesson time. It is an issue that 

interests many people in the drive to raise standards of  achievement in learning.

Homework activities may include:

Finding out information �

Reading,  spelling and other literacy activities �

Reading as preparation for a particular school activity �

Preparing a presentation to the class �

All kinds of  maths activities �

Investigating ideas from class lessons �

Finding and collecting together specific items. �

Your child may occasionally bring work home to finish that was meant to be done in class. This should not 

happen regularly. If  it does, speak to your child and the class teacher to find out why. 

Activities outside lesson time help children to learn and reinforce the work done at school. Schools have 

different views on homework and each one has a homework policy which explains how homework is 

organised in the school, how much children are expected to do and what they are expected to do. 

For homework to be useful and manageable, children, parents and teachers all need to understand what the 

homework is trying to achieve. The homework policy explains this, so ask for a copy if  you haven’t seen one.
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Parents often have a wide variety of  views on what is appropriate homework for their child’s age group. 

Generally speaking, the older the child, the more they should be doing.    

How long should homework take?

The previous Labour government recommended regular homework for children from Year 1 onwards and 

made the following suggestions, which should stay in place under the new government until September 2012. 

(For more information, visit the Department for Education website.)

 Years 1 and 2 – activities based on reading, spelling, number and other literacy work, totalling an average  �

of  1 hour per week

 Years 3 and 4 – activities based on literacy and numeracy, but occasionally other subjects too, totalling an  �

average of  1.5 hours per week

 Years 5 and 6 – a regular weekly routine of  about 30 minutes a day (2.5 hours per week), with an emphasis  �

on literacy and numeracy, but including a wide range of  other subjects.

Daily reading may be a part of  the above, but is an essential which should always be encouraged.

The time spent on homework is not as important as what the work is, why it has been given to your child and 

how you support your child.

What’s the point of homework?

The purpose of  homework will change as your child grows older. To begin with it will be helpful in the 

development of  a good home-school partnership and give you a way to get involved with what your child is 

doing at school. 

Early on, activities may not be called ‘homework’, but will be things that give your child lots of  opportunities 

to talk with an interested adult. As your child gets older, homework activities will begin to help her develop a 

range of  strategies and skills that she can use when working alone.  

Activities outside lesson time support the work your child is already doing in class. They may back up or 
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build on the knowledge, skills and attitudes that are being worked on, but should always be at the right level 

for your child’s stage of  learning.  

Homework gives opportunities for teachers and parents to work together to improve learning. They give 

you a chance to talk and share learning experiences with your child, giving her the encouragement that is 

so vital to her progress.  Homework also helps her to use things outside the classroom to find answers to her 

questions.

As your child gets older, regular homework will help to develop study skills, personal organisation, self-

discipline and the confidence to move on to secondary school, where she will need to be more independent 

and rely upon herself  in many different ways.  

What you can do to help

A regular pattern is important, so ask your child’s teacher for a timetable of  weekly tasks so that you know 

when your child should be bringing work home and when that work should be completed.

Homework should not prevent your child from enjoying other out-of-school activities, such as sport and 

music. If  you feel that your child is losing out in this way because of  homework, talk to her and to her 

teacher to see if  there is a mutually agreeable solution.

Provide a suitable place for your child to work at home. This doesn’t have to be a special room, just 

somewhere where you can both think clearly without too many other distractions and where any written 

work will be safe from being damaged (or eaten by the dog).

If  finding somewhere to work at home is difficult, speak to the school to find out whether they have 

opportunities for lunchtime study. There are also a number of  ‘homework clubs’ springing up around the 

country. Contact your local council to find out if  there are any in your area.
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Encourage and praise as much as possible

Show that you value the work your child is doing at school and at home by explaining how it helps and by 

supporting the school homework policy.

Ask your child leading questions (questions that can’t be answered with a simple “yes” or “no”) and suggest 

things around the subject to get your child thinking, rather than giving them the answers. For example, 

“Think about what you did to begin with.”

Talk to the teacher about anything you’re unsure of. Ask to be contacted early on if  there are any worries 

about homework. Make sure that you read the school’s homework policy, and talk to your child’s teacher if  

you have any concerns about your child’s homework. 

When it comes to homework, schools need to be able to count on parents for their support and parents need 

to feel fully consulted and informed. Children do better when schools and parents work together, so talk to 

your child’s teacher to make sure that your child has the opportunity to use their homework as a valuable 

part of  their whole learning experience.
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Circletime
Your child may come home from school talking about ‘Circletime’. This section explains what Circletime is 

and why it is an important part of  your child’s learning. 

We all know, from our own experience, that there are some things you can learn from a book – but some 

things you can’t. 

Understanding feelings, respecting other people’s views, developing confidence and learning to trust each 

other are all good examples. To learn these things we need to think, talk about them with other people and 

work in a way that helps them to develop. 

To help improve standards in reading, writing and numeracy, the government brought in the National 

Literacy Strategy and the National Numeracy Strategy. But what about these other areas of  learning? All 

parents want their children to develop good personal and social skills, so how do teachers get on with trying 

to teach them? 

One method that teachers use is called ‘Circletime’. This isn’t a new idea, but more and more schools are 

using it as they see how valuable it is in teaching personal and social skills to children. 

What is Circletime? 

‘Circletime’ is a term used by many teachers to describe a time when the whole class meets together, sitting 

in a circle, either on the floor or on chairs. But it isn’t as simple as that. It’s a carefully planned time in which 

children can develop a wide range of  skills and attitudes such as:

Confidence �

Self-esteem �

Talking effectively �

Listening to others. �
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It is particularly useful for:

Developing trust  �

Helping a class to ‘gel’  �

Working on problems such as bullying  �

Developing children’s awareness of  their responsibilities towards others and towards themselves �

Exploring new ideas  �

Developing moral values  �

Helping children to feel they ‘belong’  �

Making children feel special  �

Having fun! �

Circletime can help children to enjoy learning. It also helps children with their friendships and strengthens 

the relationship between the teacher and the class. This in turn improves everyone’s experience of  school 

and helps children to get the most out of  their school day. 

How long does it last? 

Circletime may last from about 20 to 45 minutes, depending on the age of  the children and the reason why 

the teacher is using it. This time is just as valuable as the daily numeracy and literacy hours, but it deals with 

different things and different ways of  learning. Teachers and schools who use Circletime choose to do so 

because they believe it is the best way to teach the things they use it for. 

Circletime has its own rules and children come to think of  it as a ‘special’ time, which they feel good about. 

These rules make sure that children feel confident during Circletime, and not nervous about having to say or 

do something. 

For example, children know they will have a time when they can say something without anyone else 

interrupting. To help children remember this, the class might pass an object round the circle and the rule 

is that only the person holding the object may speak. Nobody has to speak but the teacher makes sure that 

everyone has an equal chance to do so. 
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Why sit in a circle?

Sitting in a circle in important for two reasons. First, it’s practical because everyone can clearly see and hear 

everyone else. Second, there is no front or back, no beginning or end, no ‘best’ or ‘worst’ position.

Everyone is in an equally good place to take part in the activities, including the teacher.

Children see this as ‘fair’ and it helps teachers to work on the idea of  equal respect for everyone, an attitude 

that is developed through Circletime.

When a class first starts to have Circletime, the teacher will explain the rules clearly and keep reminding the 

children of  them. However, as time goes by, the teacher will begin to be less of  a ‘leader’ in the circle and will 

aim eventually to take part in the same way as all the children.

What happens in Circletime?

Sometimes the activities are good fun, and sometimes they are more serious.

The activities in a typical Circletime include:

Short ‘rounds’ where children complete a phrase such as “Something I’ve really enjoyed this week is…”  �

Debates on issues such as animal rights and children’s TV  �

Discussions about good and not so good things going on in the classroom  �

Activities to sort out a problem, such as bullying  �

Games to develop trust and help children to work together  �

Games to improve children’s listening skills  �

Drama  �

Sharing ideas  �

Celebrating good things that have happened  �

Opportunities for children to share thoughts and feelings in a carefully managed way  �

Trying different ways to relax. �
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The list is almost endless! Something Circletime does is provide an opportunity for smiling and sharing good 

experiences, which has to be good for learning. 

How do teachers make it work? 

Teachers make Circletime work by sticking to the simple, positive rules all the time, otherwise it quite simply 

wouldn’t work! These rules help make it a special time when children realise that they can be honest about 

what they think and feel. 

Often, in a class lesson, children say what they think the teacher is hoping they will say, rather than what they 

really think. In other words, they’re used to trying to get it ‘right’. Circletime is different. It’s what the child 

really thinks that is most important. This makes the children value Circletime, which also helps to make it 

work. 

Circletime builds a shared sense of  value for everyone in the group and a sensitivity towards other people 

that is not always easy to find time for in a busy school day. 

Whatever schools use Circletime for – whether it’s teaching about curriculum areas such as citizenship, 

personal and social education, and speaking and listening, or simply helping children to get on with each 

other - they know it’s one of  the best ways of  helping children to learn and be happy at school.
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What happens when trainee teachers 
work in the classroom?
As well as their work in college, every trainee teacher has to spend a period of  time each year working 

in a school. This is called ‘teaching practice’. They do this to find out how to teach children in a ‘real’ 

environment and to get ‘real’ experience. 

Trainee teachers go into schools from the very start of  their course. Courses vary, but a trainee in the first 

year might visit a school once a week to spend time with a particular class. Trainee teachers don’t start 

teaching the class straightaway. They spend most of  the time observing or working with small groups under 

the close supervision of  the class teacher. 

As their training progresses and their skills increase, they begin to work with larger groups or teach the whole 

class for short periods. The class teacher remains in overall charge and acts as a mentor or advisor to the 

trainee teacher. All trainee teachers have to undergo full criminal records bureau (CRB) checks before they 

can work with any children.

 

So if  your child comes home announcing the arrival of  a ‘new teacher’, rest assured. The trainee will be 

following the planning already agreed by the teachers in your school. The class teacher, acting as mentor, is 

there to help the trainee and to make sure that standards don’t slip.

 It’s the job of  the mentor to advise in difficult situations and to provide extra advice, encouragement or 

training where needed. Trainees can benefit a school considerably by offering new ideas, enthusiasm and 

dedication and can enhance your child’s learning in many ways.
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School trips
An educational visit is often the highlight of  a school project. But if  it is to be successful, it needs careful 

planning. This section looks at how and why school trips are organised and gives advice on how you can 

prepare your child to make the most of  this exciting and educationally enriching experience. 

Why do schools organise educational trips? 

We learn best when we can see, hear, touch and feel – in other words, when we can experience things first-

hand. Multi-sensory learning is an important part of  school life, and school trips answer the requirements of  

all five senses, and also help to support projects that your child is undertaking in class.

It’s because of  this that the school arranges visits to help your child learn more about the subjects they are 

studying. History, geography and science are the most popular subjects for visits, but educational trips can be 

used to support all kinds of  subjects.

Educational trips take many different forms. When your child visits a museum to find out more about a 

history topic, walks into the local town to do some geography fieldwork, or goes to an art gallery or theatre, 

she is taking part in an educational visit.

Whatever the subject, you can be sure that these visits are planned to help your child enrich their learning 

experience. And the best bit is that they are having fun while they’re learning!

The legalities

The school has a legal obligation to inform the governors if  it plans to take children out of  school. That’s 

because it’s the responsibility of  the governing body to make sure that the visit is appropriate and that all 

measures have been taken to ensure the safety of  the children. 

Your child’s school will provide you with information about safety arrangements. Schools are required to 

carry out a risk assessment for each school trip. Visit the Department for Education website for guidance on 

risk assessment in connection with adventure activities and for educational visits.
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The school will go to great lengths to look after your child properly, but if  for any reason you are not happy 

about safety arrangements, you have the right to withdraw your child from a planned trip.

Information about school trips

The first time that you will usually hear about a school visit is when your child brings a letter home from the 

school informing you of  the intended visit.

This letter should give you the following information:

Date and times of  visit �

Destination �

Purpose of  the visit �

Cost of  the trip (which is usually voluntary, for example to accommodate families on low incomes) �

Travel arrangements. �

You will usually be asked to return a slip either giving or withholding your permission for your child to go on 

the visit, along with any payment for the trip. The letter may also ask you if  you are able to help on the day, 

and if  you have not already had a Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) check, you will need to have one before 

you are allowed to accompany children. Most schools will pay for CRB checks on parents and these can take 

around six weeks to process.

If  you are unsure of  any of  the arrangements for the school trip, do not hesitate to speak to the class teacher 

or head teacher and ask for further details.

Payment 

Few schools can afford to meet the total cost of  trips that involve transport and entry fees. You may therefore 

be asked to make a voluntary contribution towards the cost. The school can’t force you to pay and it can’t 

bar your child from a trip because you have refused to pay.

If  you are unable or unwilling to make a contribution, talk to the head teacher to find out what can be done. 



The Essential Guide to the First Years of School

50

However, the school may have to cancel a planned visit if  the total parental contributions don’t cover most of  

the costs. 

What happens on a school trip

Your child’s teacher will most likely have drafted in extra helpers and the class may be divided into small 

groups with an adult helper in charge of  each group. This is partly for safety and partly to make sure that 

your child has plenty of  help and supervision.

The class will have been briefed beforehand about what they are learning and what to look out for. Some 

teachers, particularly of  older children, feel that a worksheet encourages children to look carefully and make 

a note of  what they see. 

Others prefer children to concentrate on the experiences of  the day, without the distraction of  recording 

information. Either way, the day after a school visit is usually spent on discussion and follow-up work.

A school trip is a time for best behaviour. Your child’s teacher will have overall control of  the group, but you 

can expect helpers to keep an eye out for problems which, if  need be, they will refer to him. 

Remember that it is essential that your child’s school has up-to-date contact numbers for you and for anyone 

else who can be contacted if  an emergency concerning your child should occur. So remember to ensure that 

you give the school have a written record of  your contact numbers, and let them know immediately of  any 

changes.

What to wear and what to take

Your child’s school will often give some advice about what the children should wear. Your child may be asked 

to wear school uniform, so that they can be identified in a crowd. But if  your child is going to the farm or the 

beach, old but presentable clothes are more sensible. 
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Think carefully about footwear. Your child will need a pair of  comfortable shoes, and if  they are going to the 

beach they will need well-fitting beach shoes for the inevitable rock-pooling and paddling that will occur! A 

lightweight shower-proof  coat is essential even in summer. 

Cagoules (especially the sort that roll up into their own bag) are very good as they will take up very little 

space in your child’s backpack. Other essentials  are  sunscreen, a packed lunch, and a drink. A change of  

clothes may also be needed. A small rucksack is ideal for carrying things around all day. It leaves your child’s 

hands free for other things.

Lunch, for the children, is often the most important time of  the day. Take care that the lunch you pack will 

travel well. Avoid glass bottles or cans of  fizzy drink. A plastic bottle with a screw top allows your child to 

drink a little and often. Remind your child not to leave any litter behind, and if  there is not a bin available, 

to bring their rubbish home with them.

Valuables

Schools cannot be held responsible for valuables such as cameras, computer games and personal stereos. If  

your child wants to take something like that with her and the school rules allow it, make sure it is carefully 

named and that she knows how to work it. But it is probably best to discourage your child from taking 

personal belongings such as this with them, as if  she loses it she will find it very distressing. The school 

cannot be responsible for any lost items. 

If  your child needs to take spending money, find a secure purse for it and try to give it to her in change, 

rather than in a large note.

There’s much more to an educational trip than just a day out and no lessons for the day. Safety 

considerations come first with everybody. Careful planning helps to make a school trip a memorable learning 

experience for your child.
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What happens when your child is tested?
Testing and assessment are important parts of  your child’s education. So what is the difference between 

them, why are they done and what happens? This section answers those questions.  

A test or an assessment? 

A test is a ‘spot check’ to find out if  your child has grasped what has just been taught. It probably looks like 

the sort of  test you did when you were at school, with each child writing answers to questions on her own, 

without discussing it with anyone else. A test is a special event, different from most of  the work your child 

does in school. 

Testing is likely to happen less often with younger children, but in many schools it becomes a regular part of  

children’s work from Year 2 onwards. 

An assessment is something a teacher will make, based on a piece of  work your child has done or is doing 

in class. Assessments are made about the work your child does day-to-day. They might be about a piece of  

writing, a drawing or a graph. 

Assessments can come from the teacher watching how your child goes about a task, or from the teacher 

listening to your child talking about a piece of  work with other class or group members. Whatever age your 

child is, assessment will be going on all the time. It’s one of  the most important things a teacher does. 

Tests and assessments together will tell the teacher if  your child understands what she has been taught, 

whether she needs more time to learn it, and whether she is ready to move on to the next step. 

Tests in class 

Most children will be tested at regular intervals in areas like spelling and tables. Some words or tables might 

be sent home for the children to learn on a Monday and then there may be a short test on the Friday. In 

either case, your child’s teacher will have worked out the test questions. Each child has to answer on her own 

and she will know how well she did at the end. 
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The aim of  setting tests is to encourage your child to: 

Learn the work in the test  �

Get used to being in a test situation (important as it will happen more often as she gets older)  �

Begin to understand how important it is to learn and pay attention in class �

Try her best  �

Want to do better next time, because doing better brings praise and encouragement  �

Enjoy herself  (yes, some children do enjoy tests!).  �

Your child may be tested quite often. Testing is a good thing if  the tests provide information for the teacher, 

for you, and for your child about how she is doing and what she needs to work on. This information can 

be used to help your child improve and develop the areas of  learning where she feels unsure and may be 

struggling. 

Diagnostic tests 

A diagnostic test is a special kind of  test, which is used if  your child is having difficulty in a particular area of  

learning. Diagnostic tests help teachers to identify what the problem is. 

If  your child is taking a diagnostic test, she will almost certainly do it on her own. When your child has taken 

the test, the results should help the teacher to decide what extra practice or teaching is needed and how it 

should be taught. 

The teacher may also use diagnostic tests with groups of  children within the class to plan their next step of  

learning. 

Assessment  �

Marking work  �

Marking is the most common method the teacher uses to assess your child’s progress. It could take the form of: 

• Comments written in your child’s book 

• A discussion with your child about a piece of  work: what was good about it, what could make it better and 
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what the teacher and your child should concentrate on next time.

Very young children obviously need more discussion than written comments, but even the youngest can 

benefit from a ‘Well done!’ or a ‘smiley face’ at the end of  their work. 

Targets

By marking and assessing your child’s work, the teacher will know what she needs to learn next. Even if  your 

child is very young, it is still helpful if  she knows what her teacher is trying to teach her and what she is trying 

to learn. 

If  the handwriting target is something like ‘to make all my letters sit on the line’, she is much more likely to 

achieve it because she knows what she is trying to learn! 

These targets become more complex as children grow older, but the principle remains the same. Setting 

targets may not seem like assessment, but your child is more likely to be able to assess her own work if  she 

knows what she is supposed to do. 

Specialist assessment 

A few children will have special needs which require specialist assessment. Your school’s special educational 

needs co-ordinator (SENCO) will judge whether this is necessary. This is where the educational psychologist, 

the speech therapist or the language support teacher comes in. 

The specialist spends some time observing and working with the child to assess the nature of  her needs. This 

might take place in the classroom or away from it for a short while. Your permission has to be given for this 

to happen and you will be told the results of  the assessment. 

It’s then up to the school or the local education authority to try to provide for her particular need. Without 

the assessment, though, it is very hard for them to do this. 
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What you can do to help 

Testing and assessment should be a normal part of  your child’s education. They are meant to help your child, 

so it’s important your child isn’t overly worried about them. You can help by doing the following. 

Show an interest in all her work, not just the tests  �

 Be as relaxed as possible when you work with her. Don’t let her link school work with unpleasant feelings,  �

otherwise this will affect her motivation. 

 Try not to talk about ‘passing’ or ‘failing’ the test. Most tests in primary schools don’t work like that. Ask  �

what she thinks she did well at and not so well. 

 Talk to your child’s teacher whenever you can to find out how your child is doing generally. This will help  �

you know what her test scores mean.
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What happens during SATs? 
In early summer, children up and down the country take their Standard Attainment Tests or Statutory 

Assessment Tests, otherwise known as SATs. Schools will be preparing for the date long before it takes place 

at the start of  the summer term. If  you have a child in year 2 (Key Stage 1) or in year 6 (Key Stage 2), you 

should receive information about the tests from the school well in advance so you can help your child to be 

prepared and confident for SATs.

What are SATs for?

SATs help teachers to learn more about the strengths and weaknesses of  your child in relation to a subject, 

and also to find out how your child is doing in relation to other children of  the same age.Your child’s school 

needs to know how well your child is doing and where they need to work harder. The subjects tested and 

assessed are English, maths and science.

 7-year-olds are tested on reading, writing, spelling and numeracy. 11-year-olds are also tested on those  �

subjects, and some schools test knowledge and understanding of  science. 

 Key Stage 1 teachers mark the tests themselves, with their marking checked by the authority’s advisors or  �

inspectors, but Key Stage 2 tests are sent away to be marked by outside experts. This is to make sure that 

all results are fair. 

Who takes SATs and when are they taken?

In England, the tests are compulsory for all 7-year-olds (Year 2) and 11-year-olds (Year 6), unless parents 

can give a very good reason why their child shouldn’t take the tests. These reasons include severe learning 

difficulties which make it impossible for the child to access the tests; a complete lack of  spoken and written 

English, or serious illness. 

You can’t withdraw your child from SATs because of  your personal views on the tests or because you feel that 

the tests may be too stressful for your child. Only a fraction of  children miss the SATs every year.

However, in summer 2010, the two biggest teaching unions voted to boycott all work to do with the SATs, so 

a number of  schools didn’t administer the tests to their pupils.
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What happens at Key Stage 1? 

Towards the end of  Key Stage 1, at age seven, Year 2 children take their KS1 SATs. However, the children 

are also assessed by their teacher throughout the period between the beginning of  January and four weeks 

before the end of  the summer term, which gives teachers (and parents) a much better idea of  how their 

children are doing over a period of  time.

Tasks and tests may be given at any time during the assessment period, though formal tests are normally 

completed during May/June. The 2010 Key Stage 1 SATs will follow a new assessment system. While Year 2 

pupils will still take SATs, reported results will be determined by teacher assessment. 

This means that your child’s results will reflect their everyday achievements and won’t simply be determined 

by a test.

What happens at Key Stage 2? 

For 11-year-olds, things are more formal. The Key Stage 2 tests are mini-exams, done in silence and with a 

time limit. In each test, your child will have a booklet to complete. 

To make it fair, there is a timetable, which every school in the country must follow, and it includes maths tests 

with and without calculators; a mental maths test; reading test; spelling and writing tests. Science tests are no 

longer compulsory for all children, and only a small percentage of  sample schools administer science tests.

SATS and special educational needs

Modified tests are available for pupils who would otherwise have problems accessing the tests. Modified large 

print, Braille and enlarged print versions of  the national curriculum tests are available for pupils with visual 

impairment. 

Modified materials are also available for pupils taking the mental mathematics tests who have hearing 

impairment, and pupils who use sign language. If  your child has needs that mean they cannot easily access 

the tests, the school should have already ordered these modified materials to increase accessibility. 
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If  your child has special educational needs, the school may provide a scribe or a reader to help your child to 

access the tests.

What happens if my child misses a test? 

At Key Stage 1, teachers will arrange for your child to take it at another time. If  it’s a Key Stage 2 test, she 

will simply be recorded as absent and won’t receive a test level. 

What happens if my child is not ready for the tests? 

At Key Stage 1, the teacher may decide to begin by giving your child individual tasks instead. These are a 

little easier than the tests. If  she does well on the tasks, then she will have a go at the tests. If  she finds the 

tasks hard, then she won’t do the tests. 

It’s important to get SATs in proportion. They are just one of  the ways the school works out how well your 

child is doing. They shouldn’t be stressful, and in fact some children enjoy the change in routine, as long as 

they know they have your support and understanding. 

It is likely that testing and assessment will change under the new government, though these changes will 

not be fully implemented until September 2011. For more information, visit the Department for Education 

website.
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What happens at parents’ evening?
If  your child is starting school this September then you’ll have your first experience of  a parents’ evening 

soon. They can feel quite intimidating if  you are not sure what to expect. However, there’s a lot you can do 

to make sure you get the most out of  meeting with your child’s teacher, not just the first time but every time. 

This section will help you to successfully handle your first parents’ evening.

Parents’ evenings take place so you can find out how your child is doing at school, the teacher can discover 

more about your child, and you can talk about upcoming activities the class will be doing.

Janet Tang is a Reception year teacher. She explained: “The first parents’ evening is very helpful for the 

teacher. I like to know what the child is like in the morning before coming into school, what they’re like at 

home and what activities they like to do.”

It’s a good idea to have some questions prepared beforehand so you can have your queries answered 

efficiently, because your child’s teacher will probably be pushed for time when you meet them. You’ll have 

around ten to fifteen minutes with the teacher, which can pass surprisingly quickly. 

Some teachers ask you if  you have any questions, but if  not make sure you steer the conversation so you get 

you want from the meeting. Write down your questions if  you think you might forget them on the evening.

Questions to ask at Reception year stage could include how your child interacts with other children and the 

teacher, how confident they are, what they enjoy doing and what they’re reluctant to do. You should expect 

to see your child’s work, get an idea of  their personal progress, and hear what they are involved in there and 

how they behave in class and out. 

Parents’ evenings are an excellent opportunity for the teacher to be honest with you, and you with the 

teacher, so that any areas of  difficulty are addressed openly. These may include any problems in class, how 

your child interacts with their peers and any areas they may be struggling in.

Not all teachers will have examples of  your child’s work with them at the parents’ evening, so it may be 
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worth having a word with the teacher before the meeting to see your child’s work and prepare questions you 

may have.

If  there’s an important issue you want to address, parents’ evening is probably not the right time to do it. 

Arrange a separate meeting with your child’s teacher to discuss major concerns. Similarly your child’s teacher 

will contact you if  there is something they’re concerned about.

Education has changed a lot since we were at school, and the focus on play-based learning is something some 

of  us have to adjust to. For example, not all schools use books in the Reception year, and you may have to 

adjust your expectations of  your child’s education.

If  you’re disappointed with your meeting at parents’ evening, you can arrange to see your child’s teacher a 

second time. The teacher may not always tell you what you want to hear, but having a good relationship with 

your child’s teacher will help you feel supportive about the work your child is doing at school. 

Hearing your child is doing well at school is great news. But don’t assume they can do it all by themselves. 

They’ll continue to need your support and guidance throughout their years of  education. 
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What to do if your child is ill
Illness is part of  childhood, and every child misses a few days of  school each year when they’re unwell. So 

how do you know if  your child is well enough for school? And when do you keep them home?

This section is about common ailments and illnesses and how to manage absence with your child’s school. 

You can read more about childhood illnesses in Part 8 – Medical Conditions.

Your child can attend school if  they have a minor cold, sore throat or headache. Giving them some 

paracetamol suspension may help them before they go to school in the morning.

If  your child is feeling under the weather then ensure the school can contact you at any time should 

your child’s condition worsen. Make sure there’s someone who can collect them from school promptly if  

needed. It is very important to always make sure that the school has your current contact details (including 

emergency contact)  and knows about any changes immediately.

You will need to keep your child off  school if  they have a raised temperature, vomiting and diarrhoea or 

an unexplained rash. If  the raised temperature persists, you should take your child to their GP, and rashes 

should be investigated too because they could be an indication of  something more serious, such as meningitis. 

Earache and toothache will require examination and treatment. In some cases you may need to keep your 

child off  school for a few days. 

If  you need to keep your child home from school then it’s important to let the school know early in the 

morning on the first day of  absence. You may need to keep your child off  school for longer than three days 

and in this case, the school may want to see a note from your child’s GP. 

If  your child’s time off  is significantly longer than three days then have a chat with your child’s teacher to 

explain the situation. The school may want to discuss the reasons for absence, if  your child is regularly 

absent. If  this is due to genuine illness then keeping the school informed about why your child is absent will 

help the situation.
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You may be worried that your child may be missing out on some work while they’re absent from school. 

Have a chat with the teacher about the activities the class has been doing and see if  there’s some catch-up 

work you can do with your child. If  you want to do this, then make sure you do the catch-up work only when 

your child is feeling up to it! 
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Taking your child out of school during term-time 
Parents are legally required to ensure their child attends school regularly. If  your child has a poor attendance 

record, you can be liable for prosecution. Schools and local education authorities have a range of  powers for 

dealing with parents of  truanting pupils. 

You are required by law to make sure your child receives full-time education. If  your child is registered at a 

school (as opposed to being home educated), it’s your responsibility to ensure they attend. If  you fail to do 

this, there is a legal framework in place to encourage you to comply.

If  your child misses school then you must tell the school the reason for absence as soon as you can. Failing to 

give a good reason for why your child isn’t at school is classed as ‘unauthorised absence’.

You child may take time off  school for the following reasons:

Illness �

Compassionate grounds �

Transport problems �

Religious observances. �

There may be another unavoidable reason why your child needs to miss school, and discussing this with the 

school as soon as you can will help them understand the situation.

Holidays in term time are granted at the discretion of  the school. As a parent, it’s tempting to use school 

time for holidays because the cost of  a holiday is significantly cheaper then. 

Your child can be granted up to ten days’ authorised absence in a school year. The school may agree for this 

to be used as holiday if  you ask well in advance, your child’s attendance is normally good and the holiday 

has some educational benefit. However, granting this time off  is entirely the decision of  the school and some 

headteachers have a zero tolerance approach to holidays in term time.
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If  you take your child out of  school to go on holiday, without the agreement of  the school, then it will be 

considered as unauthorised absence. You may be issued with a penalty notice if  the school decides your child 

has taken too many days of  unauthorised absence within a set period of  time. 

This decision is based on the guidelines set by the local education authority. If  you need to clarify what they 

are, ask the school or the LEA. The penalty notice is £50 and rises to £100 if  it isn’t paid within 28 days. 

Failure to pay the penalty can lead to prosecution.

A Parenting Contract can be put in place between you and the school if  your child is not attending regularly. 

This is an informal arrangement and you’re not required to agree to it. However it’s probably in your 

interests to, as more heavy-handed action can take place if  your child’s attendance remains poor.

Other pieces of  legislation for parents of  persistently truanting children include an Education Supervision 

Order, where a supervisor will work with the parent to get their child back into school. You can also be taken 

to court and receive a fine of  up to £2,500, a community order, or even a jail sentence of  up to three months, 

if  you don’t ensure your child is attending school regularly.

If  you’re in any doubt about when you can take your child out of  school, then chat to your child’s teacher or 

the local education authority for clarification. Keeping the school informed about your child’s absence is very 

important and could help avoid any misunderstanding.

Further information: school attendance and absence: the law http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/parents/

schoolslearninganddevelopment/yourchildswelfareatschool/dg_066966
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Part 4 – How subjects are taught

Your child will be taught a broad range of  subjects as part of  the National Curriculum.

Schools may choose to teach these at different times but the subjects for every maintained school are:

Core subjects

English �

Mathematics �

Science �

Non-core subjects

Design and Technology �

Information and Communication Technology �

History �

Geography �

Art and Design �

Music �

Physical Education �

Your child may also be taught

Modern Foreign Languages �

Religious Education �

PSHE and Citizenship �

SEAL �
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How spelling is taught  
By the age of  seven, children are expected to be able to spell common words, such as ‘are’ and ‘the’, as well 

as words that follow patterns, such as ‘string, straw’, or ‘find, mind’. They should also know some of  the ways 

we change words by adding different endings or beginnings, such as ‘see, seeing’ or ‘tidy, untidy’. 

 Good spelling helps your child read and write accurately and helps them enjoy these activities. Correct  �

spelling is important for every subject throughout your child’s education.

 If  you want to know about the ways spelling is taught in school and what you can do to help, this chapters  �

gives an explanation and offers ideas on how you can help your child at home.

1 Through games and play

Two sorts of  games are helpful to young children when they are learning to spell.

 Matching games, like picture dominoes and snap, help children to see what is the same or different between  �

two groups of  things

 Ordering games, like threading beads in a pattern of  different colours or organising jumbled up pictures so  �

that a story makes sense, help children to see that order is important.

These games help with spelling because your child needs to be able to match and order letters and sounds to 

spell words.

Support your child by:

Asking your child to help you set a table for a meal, matching each item for each separate place at the table  �

Playing games like dominoes and snap. �

2 Through rhyme

Rhyme helps children to spell. It lets them see and hear the sounds of  words or word endings, for example 

hot, spot, dot and cot. At school, your child will hear and learn nursery rhymes, poems and songs and play 

word games.
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Support your child by:

Reading and singing nursery rhymes and songs with your child �

Making up some funny rhymes with her.  �

3 Through using memory

When we spell words, we often ‘see’ the word in our minds. For a split second before we write the word, we 

recall what the word looks like, its shape or special features. Children learn to do this first of  all with letter 

shapes and then with words. Teachers often develop children’s memory skills through games or puzzles.

Support your child by:

 Playing memory games. Put some objects on a tray and ask your child to look at them. Cover them with  �

a tea towel and ask her to name the objects. You can make the game more fun by removing some of  the 

objects and asking your child to say what has been taken away.

Playing word games such as Scrabble or Hangman. �

4 Through understanding how words are built up

The word ‘look’ can be changed to make ‘looks’, ‘looked’ or ‘looking’. ‘Advertise’ can be changed to make 

‘advertising’ or ‘advertisement’. The starter word ‘look’ or ‘advertise’ is called the ‘root word’.

Many words are built from a root word. When your child understands this and knows some of  the add-ons, 

she will be able to spell better.

Support your child by:

 Looking for words that have been built from others. Use your child’s reading book, or magazines and  �

newspapers. Make it into a game when you are shopping or out and about. 

Showing them rules, tricks or exceptions. �

You probably remember some spelling rules you learned when you were at school, such as ‘i’ before ‘e’ except 

after ‘c’. Other rules include silent letters such as ‘k’ in ‘knight.’ Rules like this can be very useful as long as 
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you remember they aren’t always true!

Support your child by:

Finding out the rules that are being taught in school and help your child to learn them. Look for examples  �

and exceptions in reading books and signs.

5 Through learning the sounds of letters 

Children need to learn the sounds of  a whole range of  letters and groups of  letters. Some children seem to 

be able to do this easily; others find it harder. When they begin to write, children often write words in ways 

that seem to match the sounds, for example, ‘wot’ instead of  ‘what’. 

They are trying to do the right thing even when their spelling is ‘wrong’. That’s why teachers don’t worry too 

much about this with young children. It’s all part of  learning about the link between sounds and letters.

Your child will usually learn these sounds in a certain order. First come the sounds of  single letters. Next 

come the sounds of  two or three letters used together, ‘ch’, ‘sh’, ‘str’ and so on. That’s why it takes a while for 

your child to learn that ‘eight’ has the same sound as ‘ate’.

Support your child by:

 Playing sound games such as ‘I Spy’. They help children to learn single letters or groups of  letters at the  �

beginning of  words. 

Helping your child to notice common groups of  letters, such as ‘ing’, and to hear the single sound. �

6 Through using word banks or word lists

Teachers often use lists of  words which children then learn to spell. Sometimes children also make their own 

lists, like a personal dictionary, when they want to know how to spell a certain word. These lists might be of  

words with the same pattern, using the same spelling rule, or on a particular level of  difficulty.

Lists help children to memorise and find spellings, and to recognise similarities and differences. However, 
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spelling tests based on lists are only part of  the story. Your child’s teacher will also be looking out for how 

your child uses what she has learned in her written work.

Support your child by:

Helping your child to make a personal dictionary  �

Helping her to learn lists sent home by the teacher. �

7 Through reading

Often, people who read a lot can also spell well (although there are always a few who can’t). Perhaps it’s not 

surprising that the more your child sees and enjoys words, the better her spelling will be. That’s one of  the 

reasons why schools try to make reading (and books in general) a pleasure to children. It’s also why they hear 

children read as much as they can.

 Support your child by:

Reading with your child for about ten minutes a day.  �

Letting your child see you reading.  �

Praising rather than criticising her reading.  �

Spelling is complicated, but it’s important that children learn to spell so that they can communicate well in 

writing. In school, your child’s teachers will help her not only to learn lists of  words by heart but also to be 

able to spell those words, and others, correctly in her writing. Don’t be worried if  words are spelt wrongly 

or you can’t work out what they are. Learning to spell is a gradual process. You can help her at home with 

practice and encouragement.
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How literacy is taught
The literacy hour is part of  the way of  teaching reading and writing that most schools follow. Here, we look 

at the reasons behind it. We’ll also explain what your child will be doing during the literacy hour, and answer 

some of  your questions.

How the literacy hour is taught �

Why this system is used  �

The evidence seems to suggest that children do best when: 

At least an hour a day is set aside for developing the skills of  reading, writing and spelling  �

Work is carefully planned to give children a chance to learn and practise new skills in a step-by-step way �

The whole class concentrates on reading and writing.  �

With a whole-class approach, the teacher has an hour in which to concentrate on English alone. It gives 

children a chance to practise new skills as a class and in small groups. 

What do children do during the literacy hour? 

The literacy hour is split into four parts, each lasting around 15 minutes. These are:

1.Shared reading and writing 

The children spend about 15 minutes practising reading or writing. They do this as a whole class. Some days 

it will be reading, some days they will write. 

The teacher will often have a ‘big book’ – a jumbo-sized copy of  a familiar text (story or factual) or will use 

an overhead projector to show a passage from longer books for older children. Everyone will join in with 

reading it out loud. 

The teacher will show children how to work out unfamiliar words, how to use the punctuation so that it 

makes sense. He will demonstrate how to read with expression. By joining in, the children can all have a 

go at their own level without feeling conspicuous. Children can then enjoy books at a level they might not 
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manage on their own. Older children will look at how authors use words and phrases to create effects and 

give information. 

If  the children are writing together, the teacher will use this time to demonstrate how we think, plan and 

then write down our ideas. The children may also join in and contribute their ideas to the piece of  writing.

2.Word work 

Then, still as a whole class, the children might learn how to build and spell words, or work on some aspect of  

grammar. 

3.Activities 

During this period, the teacher will work with one group while the others work on their own. The teacher 

will follow up some of  the reading or writing that was done together, and work on it in more depth for a 

particular group of  children. The others will be expected to work on tasks set by the teacher. They may be 

asked to talk about their work in the final session of  the hour. 

4.Plenary 

Finally the class comes together for ten minutes to review what the children have learned in what is called the 

‘plenary’ session. 

What will be covered? 

Teachers are expected to follow a detailed programme which outlines the areas to be covered each term. It 

includes work on sounds, spelling, grammar and punctuation and an exploration of  fiction, non-fiction and 

poetry. 

Some sample activities 

At Key Stage 1 

Working at word level: look for word families, such as words ending with ‘ck’ or ‘ing’. 

The ideas used in the literacy hour aren’t new. What is new is the way in which the literacy hour has drawn 
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them all together and presented them as a package, in order to make sure that every child has access to 

teaching that really works. 

Working at sentence level: find words that join sentences together, for example ‘after’, ‘during’ and ‘next’.  �

 Working at whole-text level (reading and writing fiction and non-fiction): read a story and retell it using lists  �

or story maps to get the events in the right order. 

At Key Stage 2 

Working at word level: look for little words in a big one  �

Working at sentence level: explore differences between written and spoken language  �

 Working at whole-text level (reading and writing fiction and non-fiction): read short novels and write a story  �

retelling events from the point of  view of  one of  the characters. 

How will the literacy hour help my child? 

The literacy hour provides a clear framework that will help her understand what to expect, and what is 

expected of  her.

It runs right through primary school, so she will find that each teacher uses the same approach. She won’t 

have to lose time getting used to a new style as she moves from class to class, or from one school to another. 

It uses ideas that have been tried and tested both in this country, and in countries like New Zealand, where 

standards of  reading and writing are particularly high. 

It is well balanced, so that in the literacy hour she will have lots of  opportunities to practise the skills of  word-

building, as well as developing the more creative side of  literacy. 

How can I help? 

Working at word level 

Word games will encourage your child to break down words and look for patterns. See if  she can find words 

that rhyme, spot a little word in a big one or make up a word from the letters on a car registration plate. 
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Working at sentence level 

Collect examples of  different kinds of  headings and captions in newspapers, magazines and advertisements - 

some descriptive, some short and to the point and some rhyming. 

Working at text level 

With your child, read and talk about stories and information books. 

Phonics: The Primary Framework for Literacy places an increasing emphasis on using phonics. Recognising 

and using phonics helps children break down words into sounds, which helps children vocalise new words.

Literacy doesn’t have to be just about classroom topics. It can be practised everywhere. For example, you 

could encourage your child to read directions and instructions out load, help with a shopping list or write a 

story.
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How maths is taught
By the time they are seven, children are expected to be able to work with numbers up to 100, in many 

different ways, using mental and written methods to solve problems. They should be familiar with 2-D and 

3-D shapes, and be able to describe them mathematically. 

They should be able to measure length, weight, capacity and time. They should be able to sort and record 

data in a number of  different ways. 

If  you’re not sure why your child learns maths in the way they do, we’ll tell you how with ideas for how you 

can help at home.

How can I help?

There are several ways your child learns maths. You can help by doing similar things at home. 

1 Through handling real objects 

Many young children find it hard to think without real things around them. (Adults are often the same. You 

know that feeling when someone is trying to explain something to you and all you want to say is “Let me 

have a go”.) 

When your child begins to count, it helps if  she can count real objects. It helps if  when she first starts to 

add two numbers together, she can actually add two lots of  things in front of  her, so that she can see what’s 

happening. That’s why at school she will use special equipment to help her see. For example, how adding six 

tens (60) and five tens (50) makes something different: one complete hundred and a remaining ten (110). 

At home you could: 

 Make sure your child always has counters or cubes to hand when she is doing maths. (Fingers are quite  �

good, too!) 
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2 Through discussion 

Sometimes, talking in classrooms is a waste of  time. But, sometimes, it’s very important.

 

Most of  us understand things much better when we have a chance to talk about them. Talking makes us 

think about what we mean. It forces us to work out what we are doing, and it helps other people to take part 

and occasionally put us right. 

Your child is no different. By talking with you and her teacher about what she is doing, your child is helping 

her brain get a grip on the ideas of  maths. 

It also gives her teachers a chance to see how well she understands what she’s doing. Through doing and 

talking together, her understanding will develop much faster than it would otherwise. 

At home you could: 

Talk with your child about how you do maths �

Listen to her tell you what she’s doing.  �

3 Through using maths in real life 

Doing maths in books is good practice, but it doesn’t always help children to see how useful it is.

 

So, whenever possible, teachers will try to find ways of  letting children use maths outside their maths lessons 

or away from their maths books. Your child might be asked to use maths when they are making maps in 

geography, or building models in technology. Using maths in real life is one of  the ways you can help your 

child a great deal. 

At home you could: 

Count knives and forks when laying the table.  �

Let your child see you using maths in day to day life.  �
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4 Through introducing pictures and writing as symbols 

Adults are so used to using pictures and writing that we sometimes forget that they are not real.

 

A picture of  a ball isn’t a ball. It’s just a picture of  a ball. The word ‘ball’ isn’t a ball either. It’s a collection of  

letters, which we have come to realise means a round object that can be played with. 

Learning maths takes time for most children. There are stages your child needs to go through – she can’t 

learn everything at once. The National Curriculum has laid out the important stages for your child as she 

moves through school.

 

Some children pass quickly through the stages. If  your child is naturally good at maths, the school will not 

want to hold her back. If  she isn’t, this doesn’t mean that she can’t improve. It’s important that at each stage 

she is given the chance to learn maths through the different sorts of  activities we’ve described. 

No one activity is better than any other. Your child needs the chance to practise them all in order to become 

as good at maths as she can. 

The digit ‘5’ isn’t five real things, either. It’s a special sign, which we have to learn means this number of  things. 

For young children, making these links between pictures, words and the ‘real thing’ isn’t always easy. 

That’s why the books that young children use at school often have pictures alongside the numbers and signs 

which make up maths. You might think that 5 + 7 is easy to understand, but your child has to learn what it 

means. 

5 Through ‘tricks of the trade’ 

Maths has its rules and ‘tricks’ like everything else. 

If  your child knows all the combinations of  numbers that add up to 10, then adding up numbers that come 

to more than 10 can be easier, for example 6 + 5 = 6 + 4 + 1. 
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If  your child can count in twos and then fives, tens and so on (what schools call ‘number patterns’), she will 

be able to add and multiply much better. 

If  your child knows that an odd number added to an even number always results in an odd number, it is 

easier for her to have an idea of  whether she has the right answer.

The ‘tricks’ don’t replace understanding. If  your child only knows the tricks, and has not done any of  the 

other kinds of  learning maths, they are not being taught as they should be.

6 Through mental maths 

Mental maths is very important, which is why we teach it. There’s nothing especially difficult about mental 

maths. It simply means your child knowing the basic facts (for example, 2 + 3 = 5) so well that she doesn’t 

need to work them out. 

We try to make the learning of  maths facts fun by using games and quizzes. 

7 Through practice 

Practice helps your child get better. Your child will be given as many chances as possible to practice what 

she’s learned. Sometimes, this will be by doing lots of  sums in her books. At other times, it will be by using 

her maths in other subjects. Your child’s teacher will monitor how much practice to give each child. 

Practice can sometimes waste time, if  your child already knows what to do. Too much practice can also be 

boring. 

Numeracy time 

Your child will do a lot of  maths work during numeracy time, a special time every day when all the children 

in the class concentrate on maths together for up to an hour (sometimes called the daily maths lesson). 

During this time, your child will be learning through the ways described above, and also through using 
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published maths materials and schemes. If  you want to have a closer look at these materials, please ask your 

child’s teacher. You might also get the opportunity to look more closely at materials and the work your child 

produces at open evenings.
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The Primary Framework for Literacy and Numeracy
In this section, we look at why the Primary Framework for Literacy and Mathematics was introduced, and 

what your child will be doing during numeracy time. 

How the Primary Framework for Literacy and Mathematics is taught

Why do we need a Primary Framework for Literacy and Mathematics?

Several years ago, the government set up a task force to find out the best way of  raising standards in 

numeracy in English schools. The National Literacy Strategy’s Framework was introduced to schools in 

1998, and the National Numeracy Strategy’s Framework was introduced in 1999. Numeracy means knowing 

about numbers and how they work. Recent studies seem to suggest that English children are not as good at 

arithmetic as children in other countries. 

English children are good at solving problems and working with shapes and measuring. However, they are 

not as advanced in number work – that is addition, subtraction, multiplication and division, and work such 

as using fractions and percentages – as children of  their age in nine other countries in Europe and beyond. 

Scottish children, by contrast, are doing rather better in number work. 

So the task force was set up to look at how mathematics is taught in the United Kingdom and abroad with 

a view to finding the methods that work best in helping children to learn. They found big differences in the 

way different countries go about it. These are some of  the things that the task force found out:

 In the countries where children do well in maths, teachers spend a lot of  time in the early years on mental  �

arithmetic. In England, children start pencil and paper sums in infant school but in Hungary, for example, 

they don’t try written sums until they are eight, and they’re not encouraged to use calculators until they’re 

in secondary school. 

 English children are expected to cover a wide range of  mathematics early on in their schooling. In many  �

other countries, children spend most of  their time in the early years practising numbers. They don’t study 

shapes or data handling until they get to secondary school. 

 Both in the UK and abroad, children seem to do best when they spend much of  their time working with  �
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the teacher as a whole class, learning and practising their skills. Getting children to work at their own pace 

through a maths textbook is less effective. 

 In the most successful schools, children have a regular maths session every morning lasting between 50  �

minutes and an hour. 

The task force looked at all the evidence and came up with a framework for teaching numeracy. The 

framework spells out what children should learn, how lessons should be organised, and what kind of  

standards we should be expecting of  children at different ages. 

These are some of  the things expected of  a numerate 11-year-old. She should:

Have a sense of  the size of  a number, and where it fits into the number system  �

Know by heart number facts, such as number bonds, multiplication tables, doubles and halves  �

Use known number facts to work out answers in her head  �

Work out sums accurately, both mentally and on paper  �

Make sense of  number problems  �

Check whether answers are reasonable. �

Since 1999, all English primary schools have been expected to adopt the numeracy framework and to set 

aside time each morning for a numeracy hour to run in parallel with the literacy hour.

This is now usually called ‘numeracy time’, reflecting the fact that it lasts between 45 minutes and an hour. 

This framework has since been incorporated into the Primary Framework for Literacy and Mathematics. 

What exactly will happen in that time? 

The Primary Framework for Literacy and Mathematics draws together all sorts of  successful teaching ideas 

from other countries and from successful schools in the UK. It’s very carefully planned to help your child 

learn easily and quickly. 

You can play a vital role by helping your child practise new mathematical ideas and skills at home. If  you’re 
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confused because the way your child is being taught maths is different to how you were taught, talk to the 

school – they’ll be happy to explain things further to you and other parents. 

What happens in numeracy time? 

Lessons follow a ‘teach, practise, apply and review’ format, which can be broken down as follows:

Oral and mental starter 

In a typical lesson, your child will spend the first ten minutes doing mental arithmetic and spoken work led 

by the teacher. She will use this time to learn and practise number facts such as times tables, addition and 

subtraction facts, and doubling and halving numbers. Research has shown what every parent knows: that 

regular practice helps to keep skills sharp. 

Explanation and demonstration of new work 

The main part of  the lesson is spent on introducing or practising new work. Again, your child will probably 

spend some time listening with the rest of  the class while the teacher goes over the work, giving plenty of  

examples to make sure everyone knows what they’re doing. But the children won’t just sit and listen. 

They’re expected to join in this session by working out problems, demonstrating ideas on the board, and 

coming up with answers or suggestions. 

Activities 

When the teacher is satisfied that all the children understand what they are supposed to do, he will set the 

class to work practising the maths they have just covered. Your child might work with a friend playing a 

number game, join a group to discuss an investigation, or work on her own trying out a quick method of  

calculation that has been introduced by the teacher. 

Plenary 

Towards the end of  the lesson, the teacher will call everybody together again to talk about what they have 

learned. This is called the ‘plenary’ session. He will spend ten minutes checking that everyone understands 
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what they have done and getting them ready for the next day’s session. 

Helping at home 

Children learn fast during numeracy time. Because your child spends much of  her time working with the 

teacher and the rest of  the class, she may need a bit of  extra time to follow up what she has learned. She 

might bring home an activity to work on with you. 

Homework is valuable because it develops the habit of  independent study, but you have a key role to play 

in encouraging her and showing that you think the work is important. That’s why ten minutes a day spent 

practising tables or number bonds (for example, 10 – 2 = 8) is time well spent. 
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How science is taught
By the time your child is 11, she should be able to work in scientific ways - observing, making predictions, 

collecting evidence and drawing conclusions from it all. She should also have knowledge about living things, 

and the processes of  life, about materials and about physical processes such as electricity, gravity and space.

This section gives an explanation of  how science is taught, together with some suggestions of  ways in which 

you can help. 

How is science taught? 

Science is central to the world in which children are growing up. Your child needs to learn some of  the facts 

of  science, but she also needs to understand and use science skills to learn about the world. Scientists ask 

questions and collect the evidence to answer them. 

An understanding of  science will be of  lifelong value to your child. It gives her a chance to learn about the 

world around her, and to find out why and how things happen. It gives your child opportunities to use her 

growing language and maths skills, and it’s fun! 

So, the first way science is taught by giving children the chance to take part in lots of  investigations – about 

living things, materials and physical processes, such as electricity and forces. 

All the children in school, from the youngest to the oldest, take part in investigations. 

Teachers work in a number of ways:

1 Through questioning 

We sometimes think that science is about answers. Scientists know that there are few answers – but plenty of  

questions! 

At school, children are given opportunities to ask questions such as ‘How?’, ‘Why?’ and ‘What will happen 

if…?’
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They are also encouraged to investigate the things around them, so that they begin to answer some of  their 

own questions and think of  more questions. 

At home you could: 

 Encourage your child to ask questions about the world around her. Don’t expect - or even try - to answer  �

all the questions. Get your child to think about how she could find out more. 

2 Through predicting what will happen 

To do this, children are encouraged to use their prior experience, their imagination and a bit of  inspiration.

 

At school, children are asked to predict what will happen in an investigation or experiment. They might, for 

example, predict what will happen when a plant is left without water. 

At home you could: 

 Encourage your child to guess what is going to happen when, for instance, you put ice cubes in a jug of   �

water 

 Encourage your child to think scientifically and to use her previous experiences. Use phrases such as, ‘This  �

has always happened before, so I would expect it to happen again’. 

3 Through observing 

At school, your child is taught to make observations. She will carry out investigations, observe what happens 

and record the results. 

She might, for example, roll a toy car down a slope. She will observe how far it travels and make a note of  

the distance. She will do this with slopes made of  different materials, such as wood, metal, corrugated card 

and sandpaper. 

Through this investigation, her observations and her records, she’ll be able to learn something about the 

nature of  different materials. 
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At home you could: 

Encourage your child to observe things around her and describe what she sees and hears  �

Ask her to make comparisons. For example, ‘Is that the same as…?’ or ‘How is this different from…?’.  �

Science is the active investigation of  questions. It’s about changing things and observing what happens. At 

school, your child is given opportunities to carry out experiments and investigations. 

You can help at home by encouraging her to ask questions and to observe the world around her. The skills 

she learns and practises will be invaluable throughout her life. 

4 Through testing 

Science investigations often involve testing the effects of  small differences.

 

Your child might, for example, take two very similar plants and put one on the windowsill and the other in a 

cupboard. If  she waters them both, the only real difference is the amount of  light. 

Through this investigation your child will observe, record and learn about the effect of  light on a plant. 

When there is just one difference in an experiment like this, it’s called a ‘fair test’. If  there was more than one 

difference, the results would be confusing. It’s important for children to learn the need for fair tests in their 

science activities. 

At home you could: 

 Do the same thing twice with just one small difference, and then talk with your child about the effect. You  �

could, for example, make two batches of  cakes – one with plain flour and one with self-raising flour. 

5 Through drawing conclusions 

It’s important to use evidence to draw conclusions. It’s not enough to ask questions, make predictions, carry 

out investigations, observe and record what happens. At school, your child is encouraged to draw conclusions. 
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She is asked to think about why something has happened and what she has learned. 

She might, for example, be asked to say what happens to her pulse rate after exercise and to give a reason for 

this. 

At home you could: 

 Talk with your child about the things around her and encourage her to think about the reasons for what  �

she observes. 

Learning how to investigate is the most important part of  your child’s work in science. Through 

investigations she will not only learn how to work like a scientist but she will also learn a great deal of  

scientific information. 

But children learn about scientific information in other ways too. 

6 Through class lessons 

Sometimes we formally teach children about different aspects of  the science work they are doing. Our 

teachers prepare their work and either give children important information or take part in discussions with 

children so that they will think more carefully about the work they are doing. 

7 Through reading and research 

We use lots of  books when we teach children science. We ask children to use them to look up facts and to 

research information connected to the investigations they are also doing. Using books in this way also helps 

children to develop their skills in reading and writing. 

At home you could: 

 Encourage your child to use the library to look for books related to her science work. Buy your child  �

information books as presents. Let your child see you reading science books and talk to her about the books 

you are reading. 
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8 Through films, TV and computers 

We use films, TV programmes and CD-Roms to help children learn about science, making sure that 

everything children watch is linked to their investigations. These different media help broaden children’s 

experience of  science and make it more exciting. 

At home you could: 

 Find time to watch science-related TV programmes with your children – there are many excellent ones  �

on offer 

Buy science-related DVDs, computer games or simulations.  �



The Essential Guide to the First Years of School

88

How ICT is taught
By the time she leaves primary school, your child should be able to use technology to communicate in words, 

pictures and sound.

She should be able to access and exchange information in different ways. She should be able to use 

technology to control events and equipment. This article explains what ICT is, how it is being taught in 

primary schools and what you can do to help your child. 

What is ICT? 

ICT stands for Information and Communication Technology. It is a separate subject in the National 

Curriculum and is taught in all schools. It involves children using and understanding computers and the 

software packages (programs) which run on them.

Studying ICT helps children to understand how we use computers, and equipment such as videos, televisions 

and sound systems, to communicate with each other. 

Children learn how to gather and use information, present it and share it with others. Using ICT to 

communicate with people in secondary education and the wider working world helps children in primary 

schools to understand how large a part ICT now plays in our lives. 

What do schools have to teach? 

In the National Curriculum there are two headings for what has to be taught in ICT - ‘knowledge, skills and 

understanding’, divided into four smaller sections, and ‘breadth of  study’. Here’s what this covers at Key 

Stages 1 and 2. 

Knowledge, skills and understanding 

1 Finding things out 

Finding and using information from different sources. �

Choosing, saving, arranging and checking information �
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Looking at saved work, understanding it and thinking about what could happen if  there are mistakes in it.  �

2 Developing ideas and making things happen 

 Organising and developing ideas using text, charts, pictures, sound, etc and adding new information where  �

necessary 

Planning and carrying out instructions to make things happen and then seeing how well they worked �

Answering ‘What if…?’ questions by using ICT to find out what happens. �

3 Exchanging and sharing information 

Through, for example, displays, posters, emails to friends and family �

Thinking about who is going to look at their work when planning it for presentation.  �

4 Reviewing, modifying and evaluating work as it progresses

Discussing initial work to help develop ideas for a finished piece  �

Describing how well their ideas worked and how the use of  ICT helped  �

Talking about how they could improve future work.  �

Breadth of study 

All of  the above knowledge, skills and understanding should be taught through 

Using different types of  information, e.g. using the Internet and doing a class survey  �

 Using different ICT ‘tools’, for example measuring the weather, changing sounds, searching the Internet  �

and designing a pattern

Talking about how we use ICT at home or at school.  �

What equipment do schools have? 

The number of  computers in schools and how modern they are varies a lot. Some have just one machine 

in each classroom. This can cause difficulties for the teaching of  ICT, as it takes longer for everyone to have 

their turn. 
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Many schools have used government funding to buy more computers. These can be put together in a room 

purely for the teaching of  ICT. This means that children can be taught in groups, or as a whole class, if  there 

are enough computers. 

How do schools teach ICT? 

If  there is just one computer in a classroom, then these two methods are often used:

1  The teacher demonstrates the work to the children in small groups. The children then have to remember 

what they’ve been shown until it’s their turn to go on the computer. 

ICT introduces children to skills and ideas for use in their private lives, their studies and the world of  work. It 

is a subject in its own right, but it is also a tool that will be vital for them as they grow up. 

2  The teacher demonstrates to a few children who in turn work with and explain the work to other children, 

and so on. In this way children strengthen what they know by both learning from one person and showing 

another. 

In schools that have groups of  computers in use, children get more hands-on experience and teachers can 

concentrate just on ICT. 

Some schools have software that allows the teacher to control all the computers that the children are looking 

at from one central computer. 

The teacher can then demonstrate something to all the children on their screens at the same time. 

One useful way of  working is to put children in pairs. They can discuss problems with each other and suggest 

solutions – two heads are better than one!

 

A lot of  software packages allow the child or teacher to set the difficulty of  the problems or the time in which 

they have to be solved. This helps teachers to provide work at the right level. 
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When using the Internet, the teacher will find websites and direct the children to them, rather than letting the 

children search for them, which is a skilled and time-consuming task. Some schools allow children to search 

on the Internet – these schools use special software programs that stop children opening unsuitable websites. 

Both of  these approaches are sensible, but not foolproof, no matter how much effort is made. Schools may 

ask parents to sign a disclaimer to cover this. The children are expected to use the school’s protocol when 

using computers, and most schools have a written agreement for children to discuss and sign. 

What other subjects is ICT used in? 

At Key Stages 1 and 2 it should be used to some degree in all subjects. ICT isn’t used directly in PE, however, 

it can be used to video sequences so pupils can analyse their movements and develop new ideas.

ICT can be used in many ways. Most of  them can be sorted into three main categories. 

1 Practising skills, trying out ideas and reinforcing learning 

Software can enable children to practise skills that have been taught to them previously in maths, English 

or science, using games, tests and quizzes. It can also help them to try different ways of  doing things on the 

computer rather than in real life (this is called ‘modelling’).

In art or design technology, for example, younger children could try dressing a teddy bear in various clothes 

to see how it looks, while older ones might try rearranging the furniture in a room. 

2 Creating their own work from scratch 

Word-processors allow children to present their written work in different styles:  the end result can look 

very professional! Painting packages are designed to help children create pictures in art, or to illustrate their 

geography, history or topic work. 

Spreadsheets help children to collect, organise and present information as charts and graphs in science, 

maths and history. 
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3 Researching information 

CD-Roms and the Internet mean that children can find information on a huge range of  topics. Teachers 

work hard at making sure children find what they need, particularly on the Internet, and helping children to 

realise that the information they find is not always what they really need. 

How can parents help? 

If  possible, get hold of  a computer to use with your child at home. If  buying a new one is not an option, 

think about the following ideas: 

 Businesses often upgrade their machines and sell off  their old ones cheaply. Some companies sell  �

reconditioned computers with limited guarantees. 

 Libraries often have computers that the public can use. Or try an Internet cafe - there are lots around. Both  �

may require a small fee per hour of  use. 

Some people give their old computers away for free on community recycling projects such as Freecyle.org.

The government has launched a scheme for low income families to help with the purchase of  a computer 

and broadband. Find more out at www.homeaccess.org.uk or by calling 0333 200 1004. 
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How art and design is taught
Art

By the time she is 11, your child should have acquired skills in using different art media and techniques, and 

be able to use them to represent ideas she has taken from the world around him. She should also be able to 

discuss her own work and that of  other people. If  you’re not too sure what your child’s art education consists 

of, this article provides a brief  guide. 

How art and design is taught

Throughout history, people have used art as a way of  expressing their thoughts. Young children do exactly 

the same. They draw what they know, understand and what is important to them. 

Your child’s art education consists of  activities that involve her in:

Investigating art, craft and design  �

Producing her own artwork, using different materials, tools and techniques  �

Developing her knowledge and understanding of  the work of  different artists, craftspeople and designers  �

Giving her own opinion about her work and about other people’s work.  �

Investigating and making 

Your child will experiment with different tools and techniques for drawing, painting, printmaking, collage 

and 3-D work (such as clay sculpture and papier mâché). 

This work will be planned to progress over several years and your child will repeat many activities and 

gradually extend them. So don’t be surprised if  your child is, for instance, doing close observational drawing 

in each class she is in.

 

As you look around your child’s classroom and at her work, you should see plenty of  examples of  

investigating and making. 

As she moves through the school, look for the progress she is making. You will find that your child will be 
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concentrating on one or more of  the following 

Pattern  �

Texture  �

Colour  �

Tone  �

Shape  �

Space �

Your child will probably use a sketchbook at school to record and develop her ideas in drawing. The 

sketchbook is not likely to contain finished work, so don’t worry if  it doesn’t look too impressive. In art, the 

sketchbook does the same job as scrap paper for jotting down ideas in writing or a doodle pad for working 

out ideas in maths. 

Knowledge and understanding 

As well as creating her own works of  art, your child will be helped to learn about the different materials, 

patterns and methods used in the art that she sees around her every day. After some time, she will be able to 

use this knowledge in her own work. 

Your child will learn about the way that art has been used in different periods in history. She will also learn  

to recognise the way art changes according to the time and place in which it was produced. 

Your child will learn about the art forms of  different cultures, both past and present, and learn to compare 

these ideas and approaches. 

This knowledge will help her to make choices in her own work and give her confidence about the effect she is 

trying to create. 

As in all areas of  school life, your child also needs to understand the words that are used to talk about art and 

to talk about her own ideas and opinions using these special words and phrases. 
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The teacher will help your child to think about her work in a positive way, helping her to decide how she can 

change, develop and improve her work without her feeling a failure or that she has made mistakes. 

Art is a lot more than simply painting and drawing. It is by no means a ‘time-filler’, nor is it meant to be a 

competition, or only for children who are considered to be ‘artistic’. 

It’s a time for children to explore and express themselves while developing their skills and understanding. 

Sometimes, your child will gain knowledge and understanding by going on visits to art galleries or by 

watching specially chosen videos. At other times, art is taught at the same time as your child is actually 

creating it. 

Your child will learn how to look after and use the different art resources and she will know about how to 

use the tools safely. You can help by giving your child an art overall or an old shirt for her to use during art 

activities in school. 

You could also find out what sorts of  things your child’s class uses regularly for art and save them from the 

household rubbish. For example, camera film canisters make good glue pots and a class can never have too 

many yoghurt pots! 

All kinds of  objects can be used as part of  collages or ‘junk’ sculptures – from bits of  old fabric to cardboard 

tubes to cereal boxes. Finding everyday objects that can be used in art will help your child to be creative in 

what she uses as art resources. 

Art in other subjects 

One of  the great things about art is that it can help a child understand so much about other subjects, 

including history, geography, science and music.

 

So when your child brings home a piece of  work or when you see what she has done in school, don’t be 
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surprised if  she has painted a picture about a story she has read, made a model of  some aspect of  her history 

work or taken some time to draw a flower she has been investigating in science. 

Inspiration all around us 

Children learn through their experiences and these come to them through their senses – taste, smell, hearing, 

touch and sight. So, in art,  the teacher will want your child to concentrate on these senses – to look closely 

and really see, to touch carefully and to learn something new from what she feels. 

Your child’s art experiences will be changing and developing as she grows. Her teachers will make sure that 

these will help her to build her understanding of  the world around her.

How you can help 

Most of  us are not artists. We might think that we don’t know very much about it. However, this doesn’t 

mean that we can’t help our child at home in simple ways.

One of  the most important things you can do is show you are interested in your child’s art. Instead of  saying 

‘What it it?’, ask her to describe her picture to you.

If  you can, display your child’s work carefully at home and show it to visitors. It will mean a lot to your child 

and will let her know how important it is to you. 

You can also help by pointing out patterns in the environment around you, by noticing the effect of  shadows on 

shade and tone and, generally, by encouraging your child to look closely at the details and describe them to you. 

Encourage your child to talk to you about her opinion of  these things - what she does and doesn’t like and 

why she feels that way. 

Encourage her to experiment with different pencils, paints and crayons. Even a humble HB pencil can create 

a variety of  very different effects! 
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Art is important for many reasons and it’s almost always fun to do. Get a small collection of  colouring pencils 

and paper for art play at home so your child can practise various techniques and try out new ones. Allow 

your child to discuss the art she has made and what it represents.
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How music is taught
In school your child will compose, perform and listen to music, as well as think about her reactions to it. By 

the time she is seven she should be able to sing and keep to a steady beat. 

By the age of  11, she should be able to maintain her own part in a group performance. She will be 

developing improvisation skills and should be able to use symbols and notation to write down her ideas.

This article explains how your child is given the opportunity to learn all this. 

Music is taught:

1 Through other subjects and through real-life examples 

 Your child’s teacher will use opportunities to teach music through other school subjects, for example,   �

number patterns can be a chance to develop work on melody 

Religious festivals often provide opportunities to look at the instruments used and the effects they create �

History topics are a chance to consider the music of  the period  �

In drama sessions your child might compose ‘special effects’ music. Poems can be made into songs �

 Your child may learn to respond to her name in the register by replying to the teacher using the same  �

rhythm or tune in which the teacher called her name. 

At home you could: 

 With your child, listen to the sounds around you – for example, loud sounds, soft sounds, sharp sounds and  �

dull sounds – and ‘sort’ them into groups

Talk about how you could make some of  these sounds yourselves  �

 Discover the sounds that different everyday objects make if  handled in different ways – for example, hitting  �

a spoon onto the palm of  your hand or shaking a packet of  rice 

 Talk about the route to school and the different sounds you both hear. Then think of  different ways of   �

recreating these sounds – you could even make up a musical ‘sound story’ of  your journey to school. 
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2 Through music games 

Children learn very easily through games, as they enjoy them so much. Your child will be involved in many 

games with a musical purpose.

At home you could: 

 Play musical games with your child. You could hit two or three saucepans with a spoon to make different  �

sounds. Use different-sized pots to create the different sounds. 

3 Through composing in small groups and individually 

Composing is simply choosing sounds that go together and putting them in a pattern. 

Children do this very readily, in the same way that they choose colours when painting a picture or choose 

words when writing a story. 

Your child will learn about the different sounds that instruments can make and understand how to group 

these sounds. 

She will be given different starting points for composing her music, such as stories, poems and objects. 

She will learn different ways of  writing these sounds so that she can remember what they were when she 

wants to play them again and so that others can play them too. 

She will start off  with pictures and made-up signs to represent the instruments and how to play them 

(called ‘graphic scores’) and she’ll eventually move on to formal musical notation. This is where your child is 

introduced to the symbols that show which notes are being played in any piece of  music. 

By the time your child reaches this last stage of  writing music, she will want to write down the music as 

quickly as possible and get on and play it. Then the world of  crotchets, quavers and treble clefs will be a very 

‘friendly’ one to her! 
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At home you could: 

Encourage your child to make up short tunes and add some words to accompany them.  �

4 Through performing 

Performing music is about a lot more than simply singing. Your child will be helped to learn to sing and she 

will take part in many singing activities. 

These and all of  the other musical activities (e.g. composing her own music) will finish with a performance of  

that music. 

She will have the chance to develop accompaniments to songs that other children will be singing and playing. 

Working towards a public performance of  her music is a very worthwhile activity, helping your child to 

develop confidence, and valuable social skills as well as musical ones. 

At home you could: 

Be the audience for your child’s first musical compositions  �

Encourage her, ask her questions and make suggestions that will help her to think about her performance.  �

5 Through listening 

She will learn the difference between hearing something and really listening to it. At home, you probably 

have music on in the background. 

In school, however, music is usually played for a particular reason – it will be something to be noticed. 

Your child will develop her skills as an active listener in lessons such as language and drama, as well as during 

music, and will have the opportunities to listen to a wide range of  music from different cultures. 

At home you could: 

Listen to the music that comes on at the beginning of  your child’s favourite TV programme and discuss it together.  �
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You could ask the following questions:  

Why did the composer choose that instrument?   �

What effect does the music have?  �

6 Through school music and individual instrument teaching 

Your child will have the chance to become more involved in the musical life of  the school by joining the 

school choir or an instrument club. The school might well link these opportunities to the classroom activities. 

How much your child wants to become involved will depend on how much she enjoys music and on how 

much encouragement she gets from everyone around her. 

At home you could: 

 Encourage your child to practise her chosen instrument (including singing) regularly. A little and often will  �

help to maintain a steady progress. 

 Let your child experiment with several instruments before she chooses one to focus on. Don’t worry too  �

much about her producing a pleasing sound immediately. 

 Encourage her to have a go at whatever instrument she is interested in, even if  it seems a strange choice  �

at first. 

The key to learning music is having fun 

Learning about music is like learning about life. Everyone can enjoy the process, as long as they are 

encouraged to see themselves as having something worthwhile to offer. 

At school, teachers will help your child understand the world of  music. You can help your child at home by 

learning with her and discovering the fun for yourself. 



The Essential Guide to the First Years of School

102

How drama is taught
Drama helps children to learn. In primary school it does not always lead to a performance for an audience. 

Instead it is used in the classroom to develop skills and to present ideas in a new and interesting way. It helps 

children to combine imagination and real-life experience to make sense of  what they are learning. 

By the time children are seven they should be able to take part in presenting drama and stories and respond 

to a performance. By age 11 they should also be able to improvise and write plays. This section explains how 

they learn to do this. 

Drama isn’t only – or even mainly – about rehearsing to produce a play. There’s much more to it than that. 

 Drama is a good activity for primary children because it Extends and deepens children’s ideas and  �

understanding about the world they live in and the situations they face in their own lives 

Allows children to explore and take risks in a safe way  �

 Can be of  real relevance and interest to the children, by drawing on their knowledge, enthusiasm and interests.  �

Drama gives every child a chance to shine. A child who perhaps has difficulty with work in the classroom 

can enjoy and be good at it. A chance to succeed in front of  classmates builds self-confidence and helps to 

develop a positive attitude to school. 

Examples of  how drama is used in the classroom 

 In the Reception class, the imaginative play area can be turned into a travel agent’s shop to support a topic  �

on ‘Far Away Countries’. Children can practise talking on the ‘telephone’, taking instructions and looking 

up places on a simple map. 

 Children might use drama to explore the issue of  bullying. Working in small groups, they take on the role  �

of  bully, victim and onlookers in order to find out why it happens and ways of  dealing with it. 

 An older class studying Ancient Egypt might research and act out the death and burial of  the Pharaoh as  �

part of  their history topic. This helps to give them a much better understanding of  the Egyptian period 

and remember it more vividly. 

 A group of  children studying a proposed new road development in geography could take on the role of   �

supporters and opponents of  the plan and argue the case for and against the road. 
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In each of  these cases – and wherever drama is used – children are able to increase their knowledge and 

understanding of  a range of  National Curriculum subjects and other areas. 

How drama helps children 

Drama helps children to: 

 Work together in groups, in which they have to learn to trust one another and appreciate how each person  �

plays a part in the group 

 Think about how people behave in different circumstances by exploring a range of  everyday situations  �

(testing out different reactions in drama is a safe way for children to gain confidence about their own 

actions) 

 Share different points of  view and gain valuable experience of  problem-solving and decision-making by  �

working through their problems 

 Explore human feelings by acting out a range of  emotions.  �

Drama might at first appear to be a time when children ‘play’, but a closer look will show how your child’s 

teacher presents challenges to the children through:

Carefully chosen questions and discussions arising from them  �

Opportunities for your child to think about what’s happening in the drama �

Careful use of  props.  �

Drama in primary schools is used to develop children’s self-confidence, self-esteem and understanding of  the 

world in which they live.

It aims to help them mix with others, see situations from other people’s points of  view and explore different 

attitudes and opinions. 

Children happily take on these roles. You can help by joining in your child’s make-believe world and having 

fun together! 
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What happens in drama lessons? 

In drama lessons, children take on a variety of  roles and use language in many different ways. 

They may be asked to act out a scenario in which they have to challenge, calm or influence other people. 

This helps them to understand that we use different types of  language for different purposes and audiences 

– an important part of  literacy. 

You can help your child at home by talking about the people you speak to during the day and pointing out 

how you change your language for each person. 

How do you talk to somebody when you answer the telephone?  �

How do you talk to your family?  �

How do you talk to a teacher at school?  �

Drama is also a part of  storytelling, for example, bringing characters to life by using different voices and 

sound effects. 

You could help at home by sharing a story book and asking your child to read the part of  one of  the 

characters, putting on a different voice. 

Your child will also have opportunities to learn drama through mime, movement, dance, improvisation, 

making small group plays and whole-class or school productions. 

Drama may take place in a large space such as the hall or in the classroom with the children seated. Many 

props may be used or none at all, depending on what the lesson is trying to do. 

Here are some of  the phrases you might hear about your child’s drama lessons.

 

Working in role 

Most children’s experiences of  drama should include times when they talk, move, listen and behave as if  they 
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are something or someone other than themselves. 

The taking on of  a role while exploring an idea is an important element in drama. It helps children to see 

things from a different point of  view and to put themselves into other people’s shoes. 

Still pictures or ‘tableaux’ 

This involves children working in groups, working out a pose and holding it, as a ‘frozen’ picture. 

They are often used as starting points for further work or at important moments during the drama. 

Living pictures 

The still picture can be brought to life by turning it into a ‘living’ picture, that is by giving children a chance 

to add details and fill out their roles. 

Hot-seating 

Children may sit in the ‘hot seat’ and answer questions, while in role, from other children in the class. This 

technique is often used when exploring stories and characters from history. 

Drama is a great way for children to learn more about their own behaviour and others. It helps them to 

understand other people, ideas, emotions and actions in a risk free environment. Using a variety of  methods 

and props, children can explore potential real life situations or bring stories to life. Anything is possible with 

drama.
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How geography is taught
By the time she is 11, your child should be able to recognise the differences between places, locally and 

around the world. She should know about the effects (good and bad) that people and developments have on 

the environment. This section explains why children learn geography and what topics they do in primary 

school. There are also ideas for ways you can help your child at home. 

Geography teaches children about places and the ways in which they are shaped by people and by nature. It 

helps them to make sense of  their own surroundings and of  the wider world. 

Through geography, children learn to take care of  the environment. 

In geography, children are encouraged to find out about the world by asking questions and carrying out 

investigations. They collect evidence and try to predict what will happen in the future. This teaches them to 

think for themselves and helps them to understand other subjects, such as science and maths. 

Following the National Curriculum, children learn about the following things: 

Places 

Children study:

The area they live in  �

A contrasting place in the UK or overseas  �

The wider world, including developing countries.  �

At Key Stage 1, your child might be asked questions like these:

What is special about your own area?  �

How is it different from the other areas you have learned about?  �

How does the weather affect us?  �

How do we use land and buildings?  �

What do you like about your own area and what don’t you like?  �
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How can we make it better?  �

At Key Stage 2, your child might be asked questions like these:

Where is this place? How do you get to it?  �

Why is it like it is?  �

How has it changed?  �

What difference have people made to it?  �

What difference do the physical features of  the landscape make?  �

Themes 

As your child moves through the school, she learns about the weather, rivers, the world of  work, towns and 

settlements and the environment. 

Wherever possible, work is tied in with real situations and to the area that your child knows.

 

As she grows older, the questions that she tries to answer get more complicated, like these: 

How will the new supermarket affect traffic in the town?  �

Do we need a bypass? If  so, where should we build it?  �

How does the river change as we follow its course?  �

How is the life of  villagers in India affected by the climate?  �

Your child will also learn how to:

Use maps and instruments to conduct surveys �

Find things out from pictures, books and videos �

 Use words common in geography, such as hill, river, road, valley, town, city, temperature, transport,  �

industry, agriculture, reservoir, water, pollution and rainfall. 

 �

At Key Stage 1, geography is often taught as part of  a wider topic. If  your child is doing a topic called Myself, 

Our School, Weather, At the Seaside or Journeys, she is probably doing geography. 
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Geography is all around us and there are lots of  chances for you to help your child to find her place in the 

world and to learn about life in Britain and in other countries.

If  you take an interest and encourage your child, you can help her to grow up with a knowledge of  the world 

and with respect for her environment. 

At Key Stage 2, children sometimes study a geography topic about once or twice a year. In this case, children 

do a lot of  geography during one term and then study other subjects, such as history, in another term. If  

your child is studying Rivers, India, or Travel or if  she is going on a residential trip, then the chances are the 

class is doing a geography topic. 

Residential trips 

Children need to practise geography skills, such as reading a map or using a compass. They also need to 

learn about different areas in order to build up their understanding of  what makes different places special. 

Many schools organise a residential trip to another area where children can practise these skills by exploring 

a different kind of  landscape and a different way of  life. 

Residential trips are hard work – both for the children and the teachers – but they are worth it, because 

they give children the chance to learn for themselves about real places. In geography, a day of  first-hand 

experience is worth weeks of  lessons out of  textbooks. 

How you can help 

At the supermarket, using maps and plans

Look for a plan of  the supermarket at the entrance and use it to work out routes. What is the quickest way 

from the coffee to the cat food? Can you get from the fruit section to the fish without passing the sweets and 

chocolate?

Talk about the way the supermarket is set out. For example, why the cash registers are near the exit, and why 
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the newspaper and magazine section is often close to the main door.

Young children will enjoy making their own model supermarket at home and placing the different products 

in the right place.

At the supermarket – the wider world 

With your child, look for goods from other countries. How many products are marked from the UK? When 

you get home, sort the food you have bought into ‘UK produced’ and ‘food from other countries’. Look up 

the countries on a map. (You could throw in a bit of  maths by asking your child to calculate how many miles 

they think the food from other countries has travelled to get to your kitchen.)

On a journey – using maps 

Get out the car maps before you start your journey and show your child how they work. Can she find a 

motorway, a river, a railway line, a big city, a little village, an airport or a seaside town? 

Try to involve her in planning the route and encourage her to look for road signs as you drive along. 

On a journey – words used in geography 

A game of  ‘Spot the Feature’ is a good way of  getting your child to use geographical words. Give one point 

for common features, such as a roundabout, a road bridge, an hotel, a bungalow or a block of  flats. Give 

three points for less common ones, such as stream, river, bridge and footpath, and up to ten points for 

unusual features, such as a castle or a quarry. 

On holiday – learning about places 

Talk about how the place you are staying at on holiday is different from your home. Collect some of  the 

things that make the holiday place special, for example shells, postcards or photographs. You could also 

make up a holiday scrapbook with your child. 

Geography helps children to understand the environment they live in along with the wider world. They 
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will learn about buildings, people, man-made environments and natural ones both at home and abroad, 

including the causes and effects of  various events. Geography serves as a great introduction to the world.
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How history is taught
Do you remember doing history at school? It was often about dates and kings and queens with a bit of  

everyday life thrown in. Children today still learn about dates and kings and queens, but they also learn a 

whole lot more. 

History isn’t only about knowing facts. It’s also about piecing clues together to find out about the past.

By the time she is 11 your child should be able to talk about different periods of  history and identify the 

characteristics of  each one. She should also be able to understand why people behaved differently in other 

ages, and be able to select useful information from a variety of  sources. Here, we explain how she is taught to 

do this. 

Why history is taught

History helps your child to have a sense of  where she has come from. It helps her to understand the world 

around her and why things are as they are. 

History teaches your child how to find things out. She has a chance to look at evidence carefully and to 

compare different points of  view. This is an important skill in its own right. 

She will use it in her own life when she has to decide which politician to vote for in an election, or which 

version of  a news story is closest to the truth. 

History is also interesting and exciting. It contains some of  the best stories your child will ever hear. 

What history will my child learn about? 

When your child is between five and seven years old she will learn about how everyday life has changed 

in the past. She might look at old objects and pictures and talk to grown-ups about their memories of  

childhood. She will learn about family life and changes in schools. 
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She will learn the similarities and the differences between herself, you and her grandparents. She may also 

listen to stories about famous people like the first man in space or Guy Fawkes, and well-known historical 

events, such as the Great Fire of  London. 

Between seven and 11 years old she will learn more about local history. She will also study British history, in 

particular: 

The Romans, Anglo-Saxons and Vikings  �

Britain and the wider world in Tudor times and either : �

The Victorians  �

or 

Britain since 1930  �

Ancient Greece is the focus of  European history. In world history, schools choose between: �

Ancient Egypt  �

Ancient Sumer  �

The Assyrian Empire  �

The Indus Valley  �

The Maya  �

Benin  �

or 

The Aztecs.  �

How your child learns history 

Old-style history books were all about facts. Henry VIII was a bad king. Stone-age men lived in caves. All 

Romans wore helmets. The problem with this is that some of  the ‘facts’ weren’t facts at all. They were 

opinions or half-truths. 

Was Henry VIII a bad king in everything he did? What about stone-age women? How do we know the 

Romans always wore helmets? But children weren’t expected to question any of  this information. They wrote 

down the facts they were given and learned them. 
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Nowadays, children are encouraged to think for themselves. Their teacher will encourage them to think and 

work like real historians, puzzling out what happened and why, from the evidence they have available. 

History isn’t just dates and facts. It’s an exciting way of  learning how to think and find out about things. It 

builds skills that your child will need in later life. Your child’s school works hard to make sure she enjoys 

history. You can help at home in lots of  simple ways to make it as much fun as possible. 

Here are some of  the things your child might do to help her find out about history and work out her own 

points of  view. 

Age five to seven 

Look at an old house and work out which parts of  it have been changed  �

Listen to stories and decide which are true and which are fiction  �

Compare what different people remember about their schooldays.  �

Age seven to 11 

Talk about why the Romans invaded Britain  �

Compare the viewpoints of  the Romans and Celts.  �

Look for Victorian buildings in your local area.  �

Find out what happened to your area during World War 1 or 2.  �

Use archaeological evidence to find out what the ancient Egyptians believed �

Sort out household objects from different times and use them to explain how life has changed. �

All through school she will use books, videos and posters to help her gather as much information as possible. 

Textbooks and the school library are very important parts of  learning about history. 

How your child gets better at history 

She will increase her knowledge. As she moves through the school, she will study several different periods. 

Gradually she will come to know more about how people lived in the past.
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She will get better at using the skills of  research and using evidence to back up her opinion. But she will also 

understand more. 

She will begin to understand the idea of  time. 

She will do work in the early years on the days of  the week, the months of  the year and the special days that 

come back every year. By the time she is seven she should have some sense of  time. She will be able to sort 

out recent events from ones that happened a very long time ago and put the events she knows about in order. 

She will begin to explain why things happened and recognise ways in which life has changed. 

She will know quite a lot about different periods by the time she leaves primary school and she should have 

some idea of  how they fit together. 

She will be able to use different kinds of  evidence to find out about the past. She will be working like a real 

historian. 

How you can help 

History is one of  the most exciting subjects in school. It’s all around us and there are lots of  good books and 

television programmes that will help your child to follow up a history topic. 

Here are some general things you can do: 

 Use the memories of  your own childhood. Talk about them and about the way life has changed. You  �

might have family photographs or letters to share and discuss. Looking through a family photo album is a 

wonderful way of  helping young children to develop a sense of  time. 

 Take a look at your own local area. The nearest tourist information office may do a town trail. Take your  �

child on a history detective walk looking for clues to the story of  your own local area. For example, you 

might look for one new building, one building that is quite recent, a Victorian building and one even older. 

Talk about the differences between them. 
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• Visit a museum. Your local museum is probably small and friendly. It may even be free, and put on events 

for children during the school holidays. If  you haven’t been to a big national museum recently, take a trip if  

you can. They have changed so much that adults can have as much fun as children. (One tip - don’t stay too 

long in a museum unless your child really wants to. A quick, exciting trip is much better than a long dull one, 

for both of  you.)

History isn’t just about learning facts from a long time ago. History helps your child find out about things 

and offers them a chance to use decision making skills to decide if  a fact or event is right, wrong or partially 

correct. Children will also learn about how events of  the past have shaped the present and future.
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How religious education (RE) is taught
Every school has to teach religious education (RE) and hold an act of  worship each day. That’s the law. But 

what happens if  you don’t like what’s on offer? This article describes the kind of  religious education your 

child will receive in school and explains your rights as a parent or carer. 

Religious education and worship in schools 

The law says that every school must provide religious education for school children in class. Wherever your 

child goes to school, her RE lessons will cover the same broad themes. But the law also says that the local 

community should produce a detailed programme that’s right for local children. It’s done this way because 

different communities have very different needs. 

Religious leaders of  different faiths, together with teachers and advisors, work out what they think should be 

taught to the children in their area. (This is known as the ‘locally agreed syllabus’.) 

What your child will learn in RE

Your child will learn about three different aspects of  religion. 

Knowledge and understanding of Christianity 

The 1988 Education Act states that ‘the religious traditions in Great Britain are in the main Christian, whilst 

taking account of  the teaching and practices of  other principal religions in Great Britain’. 

This means that learning about Christianity, including its history, stories, customs and teachings, takes up 

most of  the religious education programme. For example, your child might study Bible stories or visit a 

church to find out the meaning of  the different symbols there. 

However, the 2010 government’s revised guidance for RE says that primary school pupils should learn about 

Christianity plus the five other world religions and secular views. They will also look at traditional religions 

from other countries such as Zoroastrian, along with humanism.
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Knowledge and understanding of other faiths 

In our multicultural society, children should also know about and be able to respect the beliefs of  others. So 

your child will learn about the other five world religions. This might include work on the festivals and special 

celebrations of  another faith such as Pesach or Diwali. 

Understanding the meaning and importance of religion 

This helps her to think about important questions and to express her ideas in different ways. Who am I? Why 

am I here? How do I decide what is good? 

The daily act of worship 

Every school must, by law, hold a daily act of  collective worship. This could be held in the hall with everyone 

present or in your child’s own classroom. The law says that it should give children a chance to ‘…worship 

God, to consider spiritual and moral issues and to explore their own beliefs.’ 

Every child must have a chance to take part – and that means not just being there, but listening and 

responding.

 

The law says the act of  worship should be mainly Christian. It’s up to your child’s school to decide what that 

means and to come up with a programme that suits everybody. It isn’t easy because families belong to many 

different faiths – and then there are those who don’t see the point of  worship in school in the first place.

 

If  your child goes to a Catholic, Church of  England, Church of  Scotland or other Church school, you 

can expect a strongly Christian message coming through in the daily act of  worship. There will be regular 

prayers and Bible stories and the local priest or vicar may come in from time to time to lead the worship. 

If  your child goes to a non-Church school then you may find teachers concentrate on a more general moral 

message. (For example, the story of  Florence Nightingale might lead to a discussion about helping other 

people.)

The law says your child’s school must offer religious education and a daily act of  worship and both must be 
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broadly Christian. Some parents don’t like that. You may be one of  them. In that case you have the right to 

withdraw your child but, before you do, talk to the school.

 

Schools work very hard to provide the kind of  religious and moral teaching that suits their children’s needs 

and backgrounds. You may be able to work out a compromise. 

In some schools, the act of  worship is also used to praise children for good work or to share the wonders of  

the natural world. However your child’s teachers interpret it, the daily act of  worship is a very important part 

of  the life of  the school. 

Facts about religious education and worship in schools

1 Can I withdraw my child from religious education lessons? 

Yes. You can ask to have your child excused from just one lesson or from all of  her religious education lessons. 

And if  you want to take your child out of  school to receive religious instruction elsewhere, you can do that 

too, provided it doesn’t interfere with her other work.

 

2 Can I withdraw my child from the act of worship? 

Yes. You can take your child out of  school, or ask for her class teacher to make sure she is looked after. You 

don’t have to give your reasons, but it can be helpful to sort it out with the headteacher. 

You might want to talk about:

What exactly you object to in the act of  worship  �

What will happen to your child during the time when other children are attending the act of  worship  �

Whether you need advance notice of  an act of  worship and if  so how much.  �

3 What happens in schools where most children follow a different faith? 

If  most parents decide to withdraw their children from the act of  worship, then the head teacher can ask 

for the school to be allowed to change what it does. Parents and governors have to be talked to first. If  they 

agree, then the school asks permission from the local education authority to offer a different act of  worship 
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more suited to children’s and parents’ needs. If  permission is granted, it has to be asked for again every five 

years. 

4 What’s the difference between the collective act of worship and an assembly? 

An assembly is the bringing together of  different classes. It doesn’t have to be religious or spiritual. It can be 

for all sorts of  purposes. All kinds of  people take part. Perhaps you’ve been to a ‘good work’ assembly or a 

class assembly at your child’s school and heard about all the work she and her class have been doing. 

The collective act of  worship, on the other hand, must have a spiritual and moral message. It doesn’t have 

to involve the whole school getting together but it must give your child an opportunity to think about her 

deeper thoughts. 

Religious education isn’t purely about learning about Christianity and the other world religions. It is also a 

time that schools can use to discuss the world and moral issues. Taking part in religious education will give 

your child the opportunity to learn more about other people, their beliefs and customs alongside their own.
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How personal, social and health education 
(PSHE) and citizenship is taught
As part of  her lessons on PSHE your child will learn about the basic rules for health and by the age of  11 

should be able to make informed decisions about this aspect of  her life. But PSHE covers much more than 

this. This article looks at two aspects which often cause concern among parents: sex education and drugs 

awareness. 

Being healthy and happy means different things to different children. Some will say it’s eating the right things, 

others that it’s about being loved, having fun, getting enough sleep or having friends. They are all right – it’s 

about all of  these things. 

PSHE gives your child the knowledge and skills she will need to help her think for herself  and make 

informed decisions about what she wants to do, and also to see how her decisions affect others.

PSHE includes learning about things such as:

Making friends  �

Helping others  �

Caring for the environment  �

Bullying  �

Bereavement  �

Keeping safe  �

Living in a community  �

Nutrition and making healthy choices �

Making choices, recognising likes and dislikes, rights and wrongs �

Health education is part of  the PSHE programme, but may also be taught as part of  a science topic. Your 

child will meet PSHE topics several times as she moves through the school so that she has a chance to build 

on what she has learned. If  the class topic this term is ‘Me and my body’, or ‘Staying safe’ or ‘Keeping 

healthy’, then the topic is probably part of  PSHE. 
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Sex education 

This is the theme that causes the most disagreement. You, as a parent, no doubt have a very clear idea of  

how you want your child to learn about the facts of  life. So does every other parent in your child’s class and 

the school has the difficult task of  trying to please everybody. So let’s look at the legalities. 

 All schools must have a policy on sex education and the government recommends that schools teach it. If   �

schools choose not to offer it on the curriculum, they must have a policy statement clearly explaining and 

justifying this. 

 The school must teach the basic scientific facts about growth and reproduction. This is laid down in the  �

National Curriculum science programme. 

 You are entitled to withdraw your child from sex education lessons, but not from science lessons dealing  �

with growth and reproduction.  

 If  you wish to withdraw your child from the school’s sex education programme, you should contact the  �

head-teacher to discuss the matter. 

You don’t have to give a reason for your decision. But you should remember that even if  you do decide to 

withdraw your child, she may still get a version of  the information at secondhand from classmates, which is 

often confusing for younger children. 

 Your child’s school must inform you about the content of  lessons. It must include information about sex  �

education in the school prospectus. 

You are entitled to look at the school’s sex education policy. 

Sex education prepares your child for the challenges of  growing up and gives her a basic understanding of  

human reproduction and the changes in her own body. Work in the early years includes: 

My body and other people’s bodies  �

Similarities and differences  �

Changes that happen as we grow  �

Keeping safe, including good and bad touches  �
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Different types of  families  �

Feelings, for example love and jealousy.  �

PSHE is important. It equips your child with the knowledge and understanding she needs to make healthy 

choices about her lifestyle and helps her cope with the issues he faces as she grows up. But PSHE doesn’t just 

take place in the classroom.

 

Parents have a vital role to play and it’s important that you and your child’s school work together to bring up 

a happy, healthy child. 

Most schools don’t deal with the changes of  puberty and human reproduction until the final year of  junior 

school, when children are ready for them. However, some schools introduce the subject of  menstruation at 

Year 3, as it is not uncommon for girls to begin to menstruate at eight or nine years old and it’s important 

that children are informed before the event. 

Some schools find children are more comfortable covering this unit of  work in single sex groups and the 

school nurse is often involved. 

You will be informed in advance about how things will be managed. Your child’s school may call a meeting 

of  parents to talk about what’s going to happen. If  the teachers plan to use a video, you will get a chance to 

see it and to ask questions about any issues that concern you. 

During sex education lessons, your child’s teacher will try to answer questions sensitively and to show respect 

for your beliefs and those of  other parents and carers. If  a child asks an explicit question in the classroom, 

she may be asked to wait till later for a direct reply. Generally speaking, questions are answered openly and 

honestly. 

Young children are inquisitive and are generally happy with an honest and simple answer. 
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Drugs education 

Drugs are a great force for good and ill. Like it or not, they play an important part in our lives. Even very 

young children know about drugs. PSHE helps your child to understand what drugs are and learn how to 

cope with them. All schools must have a drugs education policy.

 

In the infants, your child will learn that all medicines are drugs, but not all drugs are medicines. She will find 

out about the drugs that some children need to keep them healthy. There will probably be children in her 

class who use an inhaler or possibly someone who injects insulin to control diabetes. Most children will at 

some point have taken some medication from the doctor or over-the-counter medicines administered by their 

parents. 

The teacher builds on this knowledge and she will learn what different medicines do, how to use them safely, 

and what precautions she must take.

 

Substance abuse 

In the junior years your child will look at tobacco, alcohol and, as she gets older, she may study the illegal 

drugs. Police schools liaison officers often support the head teacher and class teacher with this. 

Your child will learn about what drugs do to people’s bodies and why they can become addictive. The aim 

is for children to be well informed so that they can make appropriate choices about keeping themselves safe 

and healthy. 

Children will be given the facts and the skills to resist pressure if, for example, they are offered a cigarette or 

invited to try other drugs.

Illegal drugs are no longer just a problem of  the inner cities. They are widely available and it’s vital that 

children have the facts and the skills they need to deal with them. PSHE plays its part in the fight against 

drugs. Prevention is better than cure. 
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It is important for children to learn about PSHE topics in a structured environment so they learn the 

facts and are able to discuss the topic in the classroom. By learning information about these sometimes 

difficult topics, children will be armed with the correct information rather than second hand, or incorrect, 

information.
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How design and technology (DT) is taught
In design and technology lessons your child will be learning how to design and then make things. By the 

time she is 11 she should be able to produce detailed working plans, and have the skills to produce goods that 

meet their required purpose. 

She should be able to think and talk about her work and come up with ways in which she could improve 

it. Here, we explain how design and technology is taught in school and suggest some things you could do at 

home to help. 

When is design and technology taught? 

Rather than having one short lesson each week, the teacher is more likely to focus on a piece of  work for 

a day or, perhaps, over several consecutive afternoons. This saves having 30 half-finished models scattered 

around the room, with a risk of  damage or loss. 

What is included in the lessons? 

There are four distinct parts to the lessons, although the teacher will probably not focus on all of  them  

at once.

Developing, planning and communicating ideas 

Any manufacturer has to know what product is needed and what sort of  job it is going to do. Designers then 

plan the work, thinking about suitable materials and methods. They draw up plans. Think of  the ‘exploded’ 

diagrams that came with your flat-packed bookcase. Think of  the difficulties you had because the directions 

were not very clear! 

Your child will be set tasks with a purpose and will learn how to draw plans and sequence the production 

process.

For example, she might be asked to design something which will transport a particular soft toy from the 

classroom to the school shed, where the toys are holding a birthday party. She will have to think about the 
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size of  the vehicle, how the toy will stay in it, how the step out of  the classroom can be negotiated and so on. 

She will sketch out all or some of  her ideas before settling on one plan. 

Knowledge and understanding of materials and components 

Your child needs to know how different materials work. In the early years she might learn that some materials 

are waterproof, but that others are not.

 

Later, she will learn about using electricity and technology to power things. Some of  this information is also 

taught in science lessons. 

Working with tools, equipment, materials and components to make quality products 

Your child will learn to use tools safely and how different materials can be joined together. She will also have 

to choose the right materials and tools for the job. Safety is a key factor when handling tools and using glue, 

so she will be expected to follow rules to make sure that she and her friends are safe. 

Design and technology will teach your child many of  the skills she is going to need as an adult. You will be 

surprised at how many of  the things you do every day depend upon the things children learn in these lessons. 

Take as many opportunities as you can to let her practise these skills around the home. 

For example, she will have to choose strong materials to build her vehicle, and use the correct sort of  glue or 

fastenings to fix it together. She will have to know about the way wheels and axles work so that the wheels 

turn round and move in the same direction. 

When she is older she may be able to make it into a powered vehicle. She can finish her vehicle to make it 

look attractive or sporty. She might want to use fabrics for the seat covers and use sewing skills to add a logo. 

Evaluating processes and products 

Your child will be expected to think about her plans, her choice of  materials and tools, and the processes she 

is going to use to make her product as she goes along. She will be able to adapt her ideas if  they don’t work. 
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Young children find this very hard and hate changing something or starting again. Older children can see 

this as a practical benefit, knowing that if  things don’t work out they can scrap their ideas and start again or 

adapt their first design. 

Things you can do at home to help 

 Take an interest in how things work. Boys often take things apart, but girls tend not to do this as much and  �

may not get as much encouragement to do so as boys. Encourage your child to investigate how things work. 

Even a clothes peg, for example, is an interesting object. Can your child take a wooden peg to pieces and 

then put it back together again? 

 Encourage the use of  simple kitchen tools. Let your child use a round-bladed knife to butter some bread.  �

Show her how to use some of  your cooking utensils properly and let her help to prepare food, by chopping 

carrots or grating cheese. 

 Do some sewing. If  you don’t have sewing equipment in the house buy some kits designed for children to  �

use. They usually contain everything you need. Making simple clothes for toys or cutting out pieces from 

one fabric and stitching them onto another piece to make a picture can be done with all sorts of  oddments. 

 Let your child use scissors and glue, and encourage her if  she would like to try making models from kits.  �

 Let her help you when it’s safe to do so, as you fix the car or mend her bike. Again, talk about the  �

importance of  safe working practices, care of  the tools and using the right tool for the job. 

Design and technology lessons are a great way for children to be creative while learning about many different 

products. Designing, creating and finding the right way to make something presents an interesting challenge 

and children love to see something that they have made work. Design and technology draws on many other 

skills such as art for the design, maths for measuring and science for testing.
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How PE is taught
Your child will be learning to gain and develop skills through all of  her PE lessons. She should be able to 

improve her skills and her performance and know about the importance of  health and fitness. She should be 

able to use tactics and understand the rules and conventions of  different games.

This section explains what your child will be doing in PE. Some or all of  the activities might be taught at 

your school and all children are encouraged to have a go.

How PE is taught

There are two aspects to the teaching of  PE. 

 Teaching children the different skills they need to take part in all sorts of  physical activities, and giving  �

them an understanding of  general fitness and health 

Involving children in different types of  physical activities in order to acquire and practise all of  these skills.  �

What kinds of activities will my child be doing? 

During Key Stage 1 (age five to seven years) your child will do:

Dance  �

Games  �

Gymnastics.  �

If  the school has facilities for swimming, then this can be started during Key Stage 1. 

During Key Stage 2 (age seven to eleven years) your child will do:

Dance  �

Games  �

Gymnastics  �

Plus any two of  

Athletics  �

Outdoor and adventurous pursuits  �



The Essential Guide to the First Years of School

129

Swimming.  �

If  all of  the work for swimming was not covered during Key Stage 1 then swimming has to be one of  the two 

chosen sports. 

It is usual for schools to teach different parts of  the work at different times of  the year, to take account of  the 

weather. Swimming in outdoor pools, for example, would be concentrated on in the summer term. Athletics 

would be taught in the run-up to sports day. 

How children are taught about exercising safely

Children are always expected to wear appropriate clothing for the activity. The school  will have a uniform 

for PE lessons and this is to make sure that the children are safe. This is part of  their learning about health, 

fitness and safety procedures. Their bodies need to be warm, but clothing mustn’t impede their movements 

or be a source of  potential danger. 

Jewellery 

Jewellery must never be worn during PE lessons. It can catch and trap your child, it can injure another child, 

it can cause thousands of  pounds worth of  damage to swimming pool filter systems or pool linings. Ears can 

be ripped when earrings get caught and fingers can be severely damaged by a ring catching onto a piece of  

equipment. The teacher will be strict about enforcing these rules. 

They are there for the safety of  your child and the other children, not to be awkward. If  your child has a 

Medic-Alert bracelet or something similar, talk to the teacher and work out a compromise. 

Behaviour 

Learning the rules is part of  taking part in any game. The children will be introduced to the formal rules 

as they play different sports. They will be expected to follow these rules and will be ‘sent off ’ or forfeit 

advantages to the opposing team for breaking them. 

There are also rules about general conduct. Teachers will introduce these from the very first PE lessons in 
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school. Children will be expected to follow them to make sure that equipment is used and stored safely, and 

that they and other children are safe as they work. 

Each local authority has its own set of  guidelines which schools must stick to. 

Throughout all of  these activities your child will also be learning to become a good team player. She will 

learn to watch out for the safety of  others and respect their skills. She should be able to enjoy competition 

and set herself  personal challenges. And she will be starting a life-long pattern of  enjoying sport and exercise.

 

Special needs 

If  your child has physical difficulties the teacher will take these into account. Your child may have a support 

assistant who works with her and who can be with her for safety or support through these lessons. It may 

be that she cannot take part in some or all of  the activities. The school must then find an alternative for 

her. Some teachers will incorporate your child’s physiotherapy exercises into the lesson, perhaps when the 

children are warming up, so that all the children can join in. 

Dance 

The teacher may use:

A taped programme  �

Music  �

Story themes.  �

All of  these things are used to encourage the children to express themselves, to create and perform dances 

and to respond to moods and atmosphere. The children may learn dances from different cultures. You might 

see the results of  these lessons in performances at Christmas, Diwali or May Day.

 

Gymnastics 

Children will work on the floor and on apparatus. They will learn to put together simple sequences of  

movements and then to practise and improve them until they are able to demonstrate them to others. 
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Games 

Your child will develop the following skills needed to take part in games: 

Throwing and catching balls, beanbags, etc  �

Using bats and racquets from different sports  �

Using simple defending and attacking tactics.  �

She might play football, cricket, tennis or hockey. This will depend on the traditions of  the region, but 

schools must include: 

Invasion games (e.g. football)  �

Net games (e.g. tennis)  �

Striking/fielding games (e.g. cricket, rounders). �

She will also have opportunities to devise and try out new games. 

Athletics 

In athletics she will learn to develop the skills of: 

Jumping  �

Throwing �

Running.  �

She will be expected to set personal challenges and play competitively. She will try out challenges that 

include speed and stamina, such as short speed races and distance running.

 

Swimming 

By the age of  11 she should be able to swim for at least 25 metres, using different strokes, and be able to use 

some personal survival techniques. 

Outdoor or adventurous activities 

She may follow trails, in areas that are familiar to her and then in unfamiliar areas, using skills of  
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orienteering. She will be challenged to solve problems, working as a team member. 

What you can do at home 

Encourage your child to take part in sports. She could join clubs at school or at your local sports or 

community centre. Let her try dancing lessons to develop body control. Go along to matches when she is 

playing and cheer her on.

 

Celebrate her achievements by framing her certificates and display any trophies she may collect along the 

way. Remember not to put too much pressure on her to win - taking part and having fun are most important. 

Children will be expected to take part in, and learn to understand the rules of, various team and individual 

sports at school. They might even join a school team. Children will find out about how to play games safely, 

wear appropriate sportswear and, most of  all, have fun.
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Part 5 – Activities for 
parents and children

Working with your child at home
We know that it can make a big difference when children and parents spend even 15 minutes working together 

three or four times a week. The interest you show in your child is at least as important as the interest shown by 

your child’s teacher. So how can you make the best use of  the time? This section gives you a few tips to help.

1 Make sure the time is right

Don’t ask your child to work when her favourite programme is on television or friends are playing outside. If  

your child has been running about let her settle down before starting to work.

Limit the amount of  time to slightly less than you know your child can manage.

Try to set a regular time to work with your child, and agree with her when would be best. Then make sure 

that both of  you stick to it.

2 Choose the quietest place you can

If  you have lots of  people in your house, try to agree that none of  them will come into the room for 15 

minutes. Try to distract your child as little as possible.

3 Talk with your child about her work

Ask your child to explain to you what she has to do. (This is helping your child, too.) Spend a few minutes 

together at the beginning, talking about how she might do it. Let your child talk as much as possible while 

you listen.

4 Have as much fun as you can

Try to make work at home fun. If  your child’s work involves a game, join in. If  she’s doing some maths, do 
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some yourself. If  there’s a chance to have a laugh, take it. Don’t be a stern teacher.

5 Give rewards

Small rewards help children, although not every day and nothing too grand. You might promise a go on the 

swings at the weekend, a few sweets, or an extra story in bed.

6 Praise, don’t criticise

Your child doesn’t want to come home after a day in school to be criticised by you for her work. Praise as 

much as you can - for the work itself, the way your child did it, and how she stuck at it. Never call your child 

stupid or thick. She will believe you and may try to live up to the name.

7 If you feel frustrated, walk away

It’s quite normal for you to get frustrated when working with your child. But when you feel your frustration 

rising, walk away before it becomes obvious and take a breather. Staying that extra minute isn’t worth it.

8 Don’t ask your child to do work that is too difficult

Try to make sure that the work your child is doing isn’t too difficult. Short steps are best, especially if  they are 

linked to work she has already done.

9 Be firm

Once you have agreed a time to work each day, be firm about sticking to it. Tell your child why it’s important 

and ensure you keep to it.

Do what you can, when you can. ‘Little and often’ is a good motto to be guided by. If  you feel you can’t do 

some of  the work, ask at school for further guidance, or be honest with your child and work it out together.

Ideas for supporting your child’s learning at home

Sharing a picture book

If  you want your toddler or pre-schooler to become a good reader, the answer is simple. Read to her yourself. 
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Reading at home gives children a head start when they get to school.

Here, we explain why and suggest some things to do with your child to help her to enjoy story sessions.

Why does reading together matter?

There’s something very special about sharing a story with a small child. Most young children love to cuddle 

up with a willing adult and explore the pages of  a book. And it’s an important time for your child. It teaches 

her that books are fun and it helps her to learn about the world around her, and about other places and 

times, but most important of  all, it starts the reading habit that hopefully will stay with her all her life.

Reading together is her first reading lesson. Long before she starts on letter names and sounds she needs to 

understand how books work. Sitting beside you, looking at the illustrations, she begins to understand the 

difference between pictures and writing. She learns that the black marks on the page tell a story and, by 

following your finger, she can work out which way the writing goes.

Little children love to hear the same story over and over again. You may get tired of  Postman Pat but your 

child likes plenty of  repetition. Gradually she begins to join in parts of  the text. She may recognise some 

frequent words or passages. She isn’t reading yet but she’s laying the foundations.

She’s learning to enjoy books and to make sense of  them.

Tips for reading together

There are no rules for sharing a story. You know your own child best. But here are some ideas for making the 

most of  your story sessions.

 Try to set aside a special quiet time when you can enjoy a book together. Turn off  the television, or go into  �

another room.

Choose books that you like as well as your child. It should be fun for both of  you. �

Make sure you are both comfortable and close. �

Don’t turn it into a reading lesson. Sometimes your child will just enjoy listening to the story. But  �
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encourage her to talk about the story from time to time. Talk about what is happening and what she thinks 

might happen next.

 See if  she can find words or phrases that keep cropping up. For instance, in ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’ you  �

might say the words, ‘Fee, Fi, Fo, Fum’ and see if  she can find them for herself.

Talk about rhymes if  they are part of  a story. �

 Encourage your child to join in with lines that are repeated, like, ‘Then, I’ll huff  and I’ll puff  and I’ll blow  �

your house down’.

Give your child plenty of  time to look at the pictures and talk about them. �

On some days your child just may not be interested. Don’t worry, there’s always tomorrow. �

Favourite picture book stories

There are some wonderful books, new and old, for very young children. Look for books that have repeated 

words or phrases and rhymes that children can remember and join in with. Some suggestions are listed below.

 Where’s My Teddy? and It’s the Bear! by Jez Alborough (Walker Books) – written in rhyme with some good  �

parts where you can both join in

The Very Hungry Caterpillar, and other stories by Eric Carle (Hamish Hamilton) �

Going on a Picnic, Doing the Washing, Going Shopping and other stories by Sarah Garland (Puffin) �

The ‘Jolly Postman’ series by Janet and Allan Ahlberg (Heinemann) �

Five Minutes Peace (Walker Books) and Peace at Last (Picturemac) by Jill Murphy �

Not Now, Bernard (Sparrow Books) and I Hate My Teddy Bear (Anderson) by David Mckee �

Owl Babies by Martin Waddell (Walker Books) �

 One Bear at Bedtime is all I Need by Mick Inkpen (Hodder Children’s Books) – this one will encourage  �

your child to look carefully because there’s something to find on every page.

 Dear Zoo by Rod Campbell (Picture Puffins) is a good story about a mystery gift of  a pet. The story gives  �

lots of  opportunities for trying to guess what the mystery gift is and for discussing pets.

Don’t forget traditional tales such as ‘The Three Bears’ and ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’. 

Nursery rhymes are excellent too. Your child will enjoy saying, or singing them with the book. There are lots 
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of  good collections to be found in bookshops, supermarkets and libraries.

Follow-up activities

You can follow up favourite stories with other activities that are fun and that will help language and number 

skills. For example, if  you are reading a story about gingerbread people you could make some yourself.

Buy a gingerbread cutter and make gingerbread men either with the real biscuit mixture or with the play 

dough recipe below.

Easy play dough recipe

500g self-raising flour �

500g salt �

Water as required to make pliable dough �

Food colouring if  required. �

Mix the salt and flour together in a large mixing bowl, then add water in small amounts until the mixture 

becomes soft and pliable. If  it gets too sticky, add a little more flour. Then add a few drops of  food colouring, 

tip the dough out of  the bowl and roll out to a thickness of  about 2.5cm or ½”, then cut out shapes using a 

cookie cutter.

 Decorate the gingerbread or play dough men with different numbers of  buttons for a simple counting activity. �

 Make up stories and rhymes about them or give them different names. If  your child is ready to begin letter  �

sounds, try picking names with the same initial (James, Jack, Jeremy, Jane, etc.).

Use them to act out stories. �

Your child may enjoy setting up her own zoo or safari park with toy animals, making labels and notices (in 

first scribble writing), pretending to be the keeper, feeding the animals and keeping them clean.

She could make her own first book with scrap pictures cut out of  magazines of  animals, or build her own 

safari bus with boxes or bricks.
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The most important thing about sharing a book is to make it fun for everyone, but do remember, all children 

are different. Some take longer than others to become interested in books and reading. 

If  you keep it relaxed and interesting there is a good chance that your child will become hooked on books 

and will soon want to read them for herself.
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Reading with your child
Reading is probably the most important skill that your child will learn in primary school. It opens up a whole 

new world of  learning and imagination. The more you help her at home, the easier she will find it to develop 

this vital skill.

Here, we offer some pointers on the best ways to support and encourage your child as she learns to read.

Why reading is important

When you share a book with your child at home, you are showing her that you think reading matters. You 

are giving her your full attention and that tells her that reading is a special activity that is worth time and 

trouble. Setting aside time to support her is the single most important thing you can do to help her learn. 

Research shows that you don’t even have to be a good reader yourself.

Children who get help and encouragement at home learn to read much better than those who only read at 

school. So if  you want your child to do well, try to make time for reading.

Helping at home

When your child is under five, reading bedtime stories and enjoying books together is the best preparation for 

learning to read. As your child learns to read, usually between ages five and seven, you will be able to help 

her by listening to her read. As her reading progresses, you still have an important role to play in helping her 

to enjoy books and become ‘a reader for life’.

Helping the beginner reader

Support interest in books and stories through reading to your child �

 Point out words that you see while you’re out with your child – on road signs, shop fronts, posters,  �

packaging, price labels, and so on

 Let your child choose the book you read together – don’t worry about re-reading a favourite book night  �

after night!

Support your child in learning to read by helping with the ‘reading book’ that she brings home from school �
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 Encourage a love of  reading by pointing your child in the direction of  books she might enjoy – choose  �

books together in a bookshop or library

 Let your child see you reading – dads in particular may want to encourage their sons to read by picking up  �

a book, magazine or newspaper themselves.

Listening to your child read – how to go about it

Choose a time when you’re both relaxed and not too tired �

Settle down somewhere quiet and comfortable �

Look at the cover together and talk about the book first �

Let your child read in an atmosphere of  quiet encouragement and listen carefully. �

What to do if your child gets stuck on a word

Encourage your child to find clues in the pictures as to the meanings of  words �

 Suggest that she reads to the end of  the sentence if  a word is unclear – this might help with the meaning of   �

the word. Ask your child ‘what would make sense there?’ and encourage guessing.

 If  your child gets really stuck on a word, you could give her the first sounds to help her. Break the word  �

down into smaller parts (syllables) if  that helps.

Read the word for her if  that helps the flow �

If  your child guesses a word, and it’s nearly right, and fits the sense, let her go on with the story. �

Do

Read along with your child if  she is nervous �

Re-read familiar books to increase your child’s confidence �

Praise your child for getting a word right �

Aim to make the reading experience fun, cosy, and time together that you both enjoy. �

Don’t

Push your child to read if  she’s tired and wants to stop �

Criticise her for getting a word wrong �
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Make your child read a book she isn’t interested in �

Make reading a chore which prevents her having fun. �

How often should I read with my child?

Try to share books together every day, even if  just for a few minutes. However, sharing can include talking 

about books or telling stories. Here are some suggestions.

Tell your child a story from your imagination �

Talk about a book you both enjoy. �

Read an ‘old favourite’ to your child �

Encourage her to act out a favourite story. �

Reading with an older child

Once your child is reading independently, try to continue to read to her and talk about books to encourage 

wider reading choices that will extend and develop her reading. Sharing stories together can carry on for as 

long as you both enjoy it. This can help her to tackle a book that she wants to read, but finds hard.

Share books you enjoyed as a child, or choose a new book from the library. Create a special space for your 

child’s books, and encourage friends and relatives to give books for Christmas and birthday presents.

What should I read with my child?

Apart from the books coming home from school, there are lots to choose from. Talk to your child about 

what interests her. Visit your local library or bookshop for ideas. As well as fiction, she may enjoy non-fiction 

books. 

There are books and magazines on a range of  interests, including football, hobbies and DIY. 

Computers are available at most main libraries, and your child may enjoy CD-Roms and the internet as an 

alternative to paper books.
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What if my child is reluctant to read?

It could be that your child is not enjoying what she is reading! Try a more varied diet – comics and picture 

books are all ‘reading’ and many very exciting stories are told through pictures. Let your child choose a 

comic to read at home. 

Audio books on CD are also a good way to encourage reading. Suggest she reads the book of  a favourite film 

or video. Sometimes a book comes with an audio CD so you can read along as the story is being read. This 

can make the story seem more exciting.

Sometimes lack of  interest in reading is caused by lack of  confidence, so give her plenty of  encouragement. 

Carry on reading to your child books you both enjoy.

Enjoying books together is the best way to start your child reading. Let her learn to read at her own pace, 

and if  in doubt, ask the teacher for advice. If  you support your child’s reading and extend her interests and 

reading habits, you will have given her the best start in life.
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Play with sand and water
Few young children can resist playing with water, sand and mud. Go for a walk after a rainstorm and your child 

is splashing in puddles. Try to do the washing up and suddenly there is an eager little helper at your elbow. Do 

some gardening and someone is just behind you doing her own bit of  digging. Playing with these materials is 

great fun. It does not take a lot of  expensive equipment and your child learns from the experience. 

Here, we look at the ways in which you can provide this kind of  play for your child and help her to learn at 

the same time.

Finding out how materials work

Children enjoy playing with sand and water and as they do so, they find out how materials work. These 

discoveries will be important to your child when she starts doing science at school. 

She will learn how these materials behave in different situations. She will find out that wet sand behaves 

differently from dry sand. She can mould and shape wet sand, but dry sand behaves a bit like water – it flows 

and is easy to move. 

She will discover that some things float on water, while others sink. She will find that materials sometimes 

change in certain conditions – for example, water can turn into ice, and adding a lot of  water to sand makes 

it hard to mould. These are important steps towards later scientific understanding.

Learning new words

With some help from you, your child will learn many new words and their meaning. Some of  the language 

will help her later when she starts to do maths. Words such as full, empty, half  full, half  empty, more, less, 

fewer, big, little and so on, will naturally come into conversation.

There are many other words your child will learn if  you can sometimes play too. In water play you can use 

words like pour, flow, trickle, gush, spill, overflow, gurgle, float, sink, leak and dribble. In sand play you can use 

words such as tip, scoop, scrape, shape, mould, crumble, firm, loose, dry, heap, burrow, tunnel, hole and pit.
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Counting

It’s fun to encourage some counting while you play. You might ask questions such as these.

How many yoghurt pots of  water/sand does it take to fill the bucket? �

Can you put four flags on your castle? �

Can you make three sand piles? �

Things to do with sand:

Feel how wet, damp and dry sand are different �

Mould and build with wet sand �

Pour and sift dry sand �

Pour sand from container to container �

Fill up bigger containers from smaller containers and count �

Make flags with paper and lolly sticks �

Make a road for cars and other machinery �

Make a building site with toy vehicles, stones, pebbles, matchboxes and twigs �

Make gardens in the sand using coloured pebbles, stones, fir-cones, leaves, flower petals and twigs �

 Give your child a collection of  things that make interesting patterns in sand – old combs, a piece of  mesh,  �

a potato masher, a flower pot, sticks and tubes  

 Making patterns and play writing will help her with the work she will be doing when she goes to school. �

Things to use with sand and water:

Some things can be used with both sand and water. Here are some suggestions: sieves, funnels, old spoons, 

plastic containers, plastic pipes and tubing, straws, washing-up liquid bottles, rubber gloves, empty spray 

containers, bubble pipes, corks, stones, sticks, pebbles, shells, fir-cones or lolly sticks.

Things to do with water:

Let your child help wash the car and wash up �

Have a toys’ tea party with water in the teapot and a bowl to wash up in afterwards �

Wash dolls’ clothes and hang them on a small washing line at child height. �
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Bath the dolls and remember to provide real soap, flannel and towel �

Water the garden �

Provide coloured water (use a few drops of  food colourings) �

Make and blow bubbles �

See which things will float and which will sink �

 Provide old guttering and pipes to make rivers and canals. Experiment with moving water with siphons and  �

pumps. 

Sand and water play can be messy, but they are an important part of  your child’s learning. They help her 

to practise using her hands and help her to understand how materials work. Writing, maths, science and 

physical education – they’re all there in sand and water play, and it needn’t cost a thing!
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Imaginative play
As grown-ups we sometimes think play is a waste of  time. At best it’s a bit of  fun: something to do when the 

work is over. But play for children is a serious business.

Play is a child’s work, how she finds out about the world. When your child plays ‘Let’s Pretend’, she isn’t just 

making things up. She is finding out about herself  and the world around her.

Here, we look at how your child learns through imaginative play and what you can do to help.

What do children learn from playing ‘Let’s Pretend’?

Being someone else �

Pretending to be someone or something else helps your child to understand the world she lives in  �

 Playing at being mum or dad, the doctor, a police officer or a teacher will give her a chance to work out  �

how adults behave. Watching and copying grown-up behaviour helps her to practise the people-skills she 

will need in later life. 

Imaginative play makes it easier for her to fit into the world of  grown-ups and teaches her about special jobs, 

people and places.

Coping with problems

Play helps your child to explore her feelings. It can calm her fears and prepare her for unfamiliar or anxious situations.

For example, if  she’s going into hospital (or you are), you can help her to get ready for it by encouraging her 

to play at hospitals. Let her take the role of  doctor, nurse or the patient. Show her how to give her teddy an 

injection or bandage up her doll. 

When the time comes, she’ll have some idea of  what to expect and a potentially scary situation becomes 

much less frightening.
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In the same way, an imaginary game of  going to school or moving house will help your child to work 

through other problems that may be bothering her.

Practising skills

All young animals use play as a way to develop their skills and children are no exception. Play helps your 

child to get better at talking and listening, solving problems, counting, sorting and being creative. It teaches 

her to concentrate and to keep going, even when things are hard. That’s something that will stand her in 

good stead when she gets to school.

Learning to share

Playing teaches your child how to get along with other people. Playing imaginatively with a group of  friends 

will help her to share, to take turns and listen as well as talk. It’s not always easy. Don’t be surprised if  there 

are a few squabbles. 

That’s all part of  learning to live with other people and the more chances she has to practise now, the easier 

she will find it to mix with people in later life.

Let’s play house

Blankets or towels draped over tables or a clothes horse and chairs in a circle will create a cosy space. You 

can use old boxes to make cookers, tables, chairs and sink units. Look around the house for other equipment. 

You could use non-breakable pots and pans, dusters, cushions and rugs.

If  you can get hold of  an old telephone, add that, together with a pencil and pad to take pretend messages, 

plus some old envelopes and cards. Your child can practise pretend-writing. That’s a vital first step in 

developing writing skills and the more you can encourage it, the better.

Let’s play picnics

Add a basket or a rucksack and pretend or real food. Children can make maps and lists of  things to take 

with them. Help your child to count out a plate, a cup and paper towel for each person who is going on the 
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picnic. Matching plates to people helps her to understand how counting works. This kind of  play lays the 

foundations for maths work at school. And it’s fun!

Let’s have a birthday party

There are lots of  things your child can learn from planning a pretend birthday party for a teddy, doll or 

a friend. Getting ready could include making invitations and birthday cards, wrapping pretend presents, 

making place names, setting the table, making a pretend cake, thinking of  party games, making party hats for 

other toys and people. 

All these things help your child to learn lots about writing, counting and making things.

Going to the shops

It’s easy to set up a shop with tins and empty cartons and plastic bottles. You could include real or pretend 

money, paper and pencils for making labels and writing shopping lists and a notice saying ‘Open’ and 

‘Closed’. A pretend shop gives good practice in weighing and measuring.

Going on a journey

This is a fun way to get your child ready for a holiday trip. Use old boxes to make a car, a bus or an 

aeroplane. Your child can make tickets, maps and lists. She can play the role of  an air hostess, a bus driver or 

a ticket collector.

Safety tips

Play safe. Be sure that cardboard boxes have no sharp protruding staples or jagged edges �

 Make sure any empty containers have not contained dangerous or poisonous substances, such as bleach or  �

disinfectant

 Beware of  long scarves, long dresses and wobbly shoes that may cause your child to trip or fall or could get  �

caught on things

Warn your child and her friends that it is dangerous to tie things round their necks �
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Simple safety routines are all part of  the learning process.

Play isn’t just fun. It helps your child to get ready for formal schooling. She will learn naturally from play, but 

you can help her by joining in yourself  from time to time. You could show her what a bus driver or doctor’s 

receptionist does. By playing with your child you can make opportunities to practise writing, counting and 

sorting. And, most importantly, you and your child will enjoy yourselves at the same time.
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Part 6 – SEN and specific 
learning difficulties

A Parents’ Guide to SEN terms
The ‘Code of  Practice on the Identification and Assessment of  Special Educational Needs’, published by the 

Department for Education in 1996, tells schools how they should go about providing for children with special 

needs. It was published in January 2002. This guide explains the most important terms used in the Code of  

Practice. 

Special educational needs coordinator (sometimes called the SENCO) 

Every school has one teacher who takes responsibility for coordinating the work of  the school to support 

children with special educational needs.

This teacher keeps an overview of  children’s progress, advises other teachers and talks to parents. He is a 

central point of  information about everything connected with special education in the school. If  you are 

worried about your child’s progress, you can speak with the coordinator. 
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Special educational needs policy 
Schools have to have a policy that describes how they support children with special educational needs. 

It contains basic information about what the school does and any specialist facilities it may have, such 

as buildings adapted for wheelchair access. It will include the name of  the special educational needs 

coordinator. 

If  you’re thinking about choosing a school for your child who has special needs, it’s a good idea to ask the 

school for a copy of  its special needs policy. The governors have to report to parents every year about the 

success of  their policy. 

Local education authorities have policies for special educational needs too. These describe how each 

authority organises its provision for children with special educational needs. 

Responsible person 

The head or a named member of  the governing body will make sure that all the staff  in the school know 

about a child’s special educational needs. The school’s special educational needs policy will give the name of  

this ‘responsible person’. 

Graduated response 

Children experience difficulties in different ways. The school is expected to respond to the particular needs 

of  each child. This will start with the class teacher using normal classroom resources. 

If  there is still concern about a lack of  progress, the school’s SENCO could give advice to the class teacher 

and may provide more support.

 

He might provide special equipment or organise some training. He will make further assessments to try to 

pinpoint the exact nature of  your child’s difficulties. This level of  response is called ‘School Action’. 

If  your child’s progress is still causing concern, the SENCO will ask for someone outside the school to give 
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advice about her needs and what help should be given. This might be an advisory teacher or an educational 

psychologist. This level of  response is called ‘School Action Plus’. 

At each of  these steps in the graduated response, you and your child will be consulted, so that you can make 

your views known and talk about ways in which you can help. 
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Individual education plan (IEP) 
This is the special plan drawn up for a child needing work, equipment or a teaching style which is different 

from all the other children in the class. The plan will include a description of:

Your child’s difficulties �

Clear learning targets for your child �

A description of  the support the school will offer �

Ways the school will monitor your child’s progress �

Any help you feel you can offer at home.  �

Most IEPs last for a term. The school will invite you to be involved in drawing up the plan and its review. 

Schools and local education authorities have a duty to work with parents to help children with special needs. 

If  your child needs extra support, it is important that you understand what is happening so that you can 

help too. 

Special needs register 

Schools keep a register of  all the children who are being helped. This is a confidential document. 
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Statutory assessment of special educational needs
If, despite the work the school has done, your child is still not making the progress everyone would wish, the 

headteacher can ask the local education authority if  statutory assessment is needed. The school can give you 

another leaflet to help you understand all that will happen in this case. 

This process should take no more than six months. The local education authority collects information from 

the school and others helping your child. They might decide that your child needs more support than the 

school can offer and issue a Statement of  Special Educational Needs. 
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Statement of Special Educational Needs 
A Statement will protect your child’s rights to the special support she needs. It describes 

Your child’s needs  �

What help your child should receive  �

The long-term aims of  the support  �

Who will help your child, including a named officer from the local education authority (LEA). �

At the beginning of  the statutory assessment, the LEA should give you the name of  the person who will be 

your contact while the assessment is taking place. 

Named person 

A ‘named person’ is someone you choose to give you support during the assessment. This person could be a 

member of  your family, a friend or someone from a parents’ group or voluntary group. Your local education 

authority will have a list of  people who are willing to act as a named person.

A named person can attend any meetings that are arranged, give you help with all the paperwork and be 

someone who you can talk to. 

Annual review 

The Statement of  Special Educational Needs will be reviewed once a year at least. Everyone who has been 

involved with helping your child, as well as yourself, will be invited to attend and give their views about your 

child’s progress. You can write your views down for everyone to read or simply speak at the meeting. Your 

named person is welcome to come with you. 

The people at the meeting will decide on what your child should be able to do over the next year, and will 

plan how to help her to do this. There will be a discussion about whether the Statement still describes your 

child’s needs and if  there should be any changes made. 

After the meeting, the school writes a report and sends copies to everyone who was invited. The LEA also 
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reviews your child’s Statement to see if  any changes have to be made. 

SEN Tribunal 

If  you’re unhappy about a decision made by the local education authority (LEA), you should talk to someone 

at the LEA about your concerns and try to reach an agreement. If  you’re not sure whom to contact, ask the 

school.  

If  you still can’t agree, you have the right to appeal to the SEN Tribunal. This is made up of  three people, 

one of  whom is a lawyer. They will listen to your case and the LEA’s case and then make a ruling about the 

point of  disagreement. Decisions are binding on both parties.

Statutory assessment is the formal procedure that might be used by a local education authority to identify 

your child’s special educational needs. Talk to the school or LEA if  you have any concerns about the process.
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An introduction to different 
special educational needs
Some children may have combination of  more than one condition. Here is an overview of  the more 

common special educational needs.

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder, otherwise known as ADHD, is a complicated condition. It’s hard to 

identify the cause and it can be difficult to diagnose.

 

ADHD symptoms include restlessness, poor concentration and impulsive behaviour which can involve 

interrupting conversation, speaking out of  turn or doing something physically dangerous. Children with 

ADHD often suffer from other conditions such as dyslexia, depression and a range of  other learning 

difficulties.

It’s estimated that between 5% and 10% of  children suffer from ADHD. Boys are more likely to be 

diagnosed than girls. This doesn’t mean that they’re more likely to suffer, instead it may mean that their 

behaviour is more likely to be restless and easier to diagnose. Girls who suffer from ADHD may be more 

quietly distracted instead.

If  there is a history of  ADHD in the family, there’s a greater likelihood your child could suffer from the 

condition. Other causes can include exposure to toxins during pregnancy, food additives and brain anatomy. 

It can be difficult to specify an exact cause for ADHD and a lot of  research is still being carried out.

Diagnosis usually takes place between the ages of  three and seven. ADHD is not a straightforward condition 

to diagnose and specialists have to take into account a wide range of  factors when assessing your child. For 

a diagnosis to take place your child will need to have been suffering from ADHD symptoms for at least six 

months. She will also have to display symptoms in more than one setting, for example home and school.

If  you’re concerned about your child’s behaviour, it may be worth assessing her lifestyle. Ensure she has 
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a routine to her day with a regular bedtime and is getting enough sleep at night. Make sure she is getting 

enough physical exercise and isn’t spending too much time in front of  a television, computer or game 

console.

 

Evidence has shown that children’s behaviour can be affected by food additives, so try to make sure she is 

eating a balanced diet and not consuming too many foods and drinks with artificial additives in them.

Children with ADHD will still display symptoms even when adjustments to lifestyle are made. If  you suspect 

your child is suffering from the condition then take her  to your GP. If  your GP agrees with you then they will 

refer your child to a specialist. It’s important to seek medical help if  you’re worried, the sooner the diagnosis 

is made, the more support can be provided for your child.
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Autism 
Around one in 100 people have autism. However, the way autism affects people varies widely across the 

autistic spectrum disorder. There are many theories about why autism occurs and, lately, theories about 

whether there is any recovery.

 

This introduction to autism explores what autism is, the autistic range, how children can be supported in 

schools and tips from parents to help you cope. 

What is autism?

Autism is a widely recognised developmental disorder which typically affects verbal and non-verbal 

communication skills, social interaction and lack of  comprehension of  imagination or creative play. It can 

affect anyone, regardless of  gender or socio-economic status, and research suggests that around one in 100 

children are autistic. 

Autism was first recognised in the early twentieth century and the term autism began to be applied to a 

particular type of  behaviours by Leo Kanner in 1943.

Often there is a lack of  understanding about the range autism covers. Autistic people can be high 

functioning, such as having photographic memories or being outstanding in topics such as art and music. 

They can also be mildly affected and able to live their lives just like a person without autism. 

On the other end of  the spectrum people can be severely autistic and require lots of  help. Autistics may be 

able-bodied, able to speak or severely disabled or unable to talk. 

A variety of  health problems may be present, including seizures or none at all. The many different variations 

fall under the collective term autistic spectrum disorders.

 

Autism is a life-long developmental disorder. Though many claim to have treated or cured autism, it is very 

hard to prove scientifically. However, some people do find results through altering diet, use of  medicines and 
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different therapies including behavioural therapies, speech and language help and other special educational 

needs that can be provided in school.

What causes autism?

Currently there are no clear conclusions drawn as to what causes autism. Autism can affect people across all 

nationalities, race, sexes and socio-economic backgrounds so it isn’t a particular genetic or ethnic grouping 

that causes it. It also cannot be caused by the autistic person or someone responsible for their upbringing.

If  your child has an autism spectrum disorder it is not her fault and it is not your fault either.

Why does it affect boys more than girls?

Current findings suggest that boys are more affected than girls, however, it is difficult to say whether there 

really are more autistic spectrum boys than girls. Several theories have been offered to account for why 

there seems to be more male autistics than female. These theories include genetic differences between males 

and females, how autism is diagnosed and the indicators that point towards autism may be weighted more 

towards males than females.

However, as it isn’t known what causes autism, it’s hard to say why some people are affected more or less 

than others.

The autistic range

The autistic spectrum disorder takes into account a wide range of  abilities and disabilities with some autistics 

affected to a more or lesser degree than others. Symptoms may be very mild, with people able to lead 

perfectly normal lives.

 

On the other end of  the spectrum, people may be severely disabled and need total care. Intelligence levels 

also differ widely,  from those with very low IQs to those with genius level skills. Those on the spectrum may 

manage well in mainstream schools while others need specialist care in special schools.
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Recognising the signs

Victoria Erbes of  the National Autistic Society says, “People on the spectrum will have areas of  difficulty 

in predominantly three specific areas which are the triad of  impairment. This is the impairment of  

imagination, communication and social understanding.

“Children who have difficulties in the impairment of  imagination, will present with behaviours such as 

difficulty in coping with change or unexpected things happening in their lives. 

“They might get very anxious about things or present with challenging behaviours, or they might have 

difficulties in making decisions or planning ahead. If  you think about school children, organisation can 

become a real difficulty. They might be forgetting homework or PE kit, and preparing themselves for the 

next day is hard. It’s very difficult for them to imagine themselves in a situation that’s very different from the 

one they are in at that precise moment.”

She added that communication also becomes difficult when faced with the challenges of  non-verbal 

communication, such as tone, eye contact and body language. “A person on the spectrum takes up to six to 

10 seconds to process a verbal instruction, or a verbal request, which is a huge amount of  time. 

“You might find that children are not responding to requests or instructions. You might feel that they haven’t 

heard you but in actual fact they are still trying to process what you have said.”

Some typical signs of  autism include:

Difficulty in coping with change �

Need for routine �

Inability to plan ahead �

Literal comprehension of  language �

Slow processing of  verbal instructions or requests �

 Lack of  comprehension or non-usage of  non-verbal communication e.g. eye contact, body language,  �

personal space
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Focus on one activity or topic �

Inability to interact with other children or prefers to be alone. �

Can a person recover from autism?

Autism is a lifelong condition and as such there is no cure. As we don’t yet know what causes autism, it is not 

possible to be certain that there is any definitive cure. 

Each case of  autism is different. Things that have worked for one child may not work for yours and vice 

versa. There are a range of  therapies and educational help that may help your child. These aids may help 

your child’s learning and the way they deal with day to day life, but should not be seen as a cure.
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Asperger’s Syndrome
Asperger’s syndrome affects the way a child communicates and relates to others. It is a form of  autism. If  you 

think that your child might be affected by Asperger’s syndrome, or you would just like to know more about it, 

read on to find out more. 

What is Asperger’s syndrome? 

Asperger’s syndrome is a form of  autism. A child who is affected by it has difficulty in: 

Communicating  �

Difficulty with social relationships  �

A lack of  imagination �

Difficulty with creative play.  �

What causes Asperger’s syndrome? 

No- one is sure what causes Asperger’s syndrome. There is probably no single cause. However, we do know: 

It has something to do with the way the brain develops  �

It can be linked to a number of  different physical factors  �

It is not a result of  a child’s early experiences at home or at school  �

Boys are four times as likely as girls to have it  �

 It is not linked to ability - children with Asperger’s syndrome are often of  average or above-average  �

intelligence.

 

Recognising Asperger’s syndrome 

A very young child with Asperger’s syndrome might: 

Avoid eye contact  �

Dislike change to routine and have a tantrum if  change happens  �

Not be able to play imaginative games  �

Play with one toy only, ignoring all the other toys  �

Not want to play with other children  �

Find it very difficult to make friends  �
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Appear clumsy and have difficulty with such things as riding a bicycle  �

Seem ‘different’ to other children.  �

Without expert help and the diagnosis of  Asperger’s syndrome, it can sometimes be mistaken for a 

behavioural problem. With an older child – one at school – the problems might become more obvious. 

A school-age child with Asperger’s syndrome might: 

Speak fluently, but not take any notice of  the listener’s reaction  �

Find it very difficult to understand the expressions on people’s faces or the tone of  their voice  �

Not understand people’s feelings  �

 Take things too literally and become frightened or confused by statements such as “It’s raining cats and dogs.”  �

Not understand jokes or sarcastic remarks  �

Not be able to make or keep friends and, as a result, become isolated  �

Not be able to judge how personal behaviour affects other people  �

Find it difficult to cope with playtimes and lunchtimes  �

Be upset by sudden changes, for example a different teacher for the day or an alteration to the timetable  �

Insist on strict routines, such as always walking along the same route to school  �

Find learning facts and figures, such as the times tables, quite easy  �

Have problems with subjects or activities that need imagination �

Not be able to see things from another person’s point of  view  �

Develop an almost obsessive interest in a hobby or collection such as car number plates or train timetables.  �

How can the school help? 

If  the class teacher thinks your child may have Asperger’s syndrome, he will ask for expert advice. He will 

inform the school’s special educational needs coordinator (SENCO). An educational psychologist might be 

asked to assess your child and he will also give advice and information. 

Your child’s teacher might draw up an individual education plan (IEP), listing the help the child will get to 

achieve certain targets. (You can ask the school for more information on IEPs.) 
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At school, the teacher might: 

Seat your child near to him so that he can help her more often  �

Give clear, simple instructions  �

Use pictures or diagrams to help explain things  �

 Help your child to establish useful routines, for example in the morning put her lunch-box away, take out  �

her pencil and copy the date from the board 

Match your child’s work carefully to suit her needs and interests  �

 Be aware of  any “obsessive” habits or interests and avoid them if  possible, or use them as a reward at the  �

right time 

Prepare your child carefully for any changes to her normal daily routine  �

 Make sure that all school staff  are aware of  her difficulties so that a consistent approach is adopted by  �

everyone she comes into contact with – especially the staff  on duty at lunchtime 

Help your child to develop socially – teaching her about facial expression, for example, or tone of  voice  �

Encourage a positive and sympathetic approach from the rest of  the class  �

Arrange for someone to be with her at playtimes and lunchtimes.  �

Specialist help 

If  the help provided by the school isn’t enough, your child may be formally assessed for her special 

educational needs (this is called statutory assessment).

 

At the end of  the formal assessment procedure, the local education authority might issue a Statement of  

Special Educational Needs. This will describe your child’s difficulties and the help that needs to be provided 

for her. 

Your child might have a non-teaching assistant appointed to help in the classroom or at playtimes. She might 

also get specialist help to develop social skills. Some authorities employ specialist teachers to work with 

children with Asperger’s syndrome or advise their teachers. 

Many children with Asperger’s syndrome manage very well with extra support in mainstream education 
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(ordinary schools). Others need to be taught in smaller groups in special units.

What you can do to help 

If  you suspect that your child might have Asperger’s syndrome, discuss it with her teacher and your family 

doctor. If  they recognise the symptoms, they may be able to advise you and, if  necessary, refer your child on 

to the experts. 

The teacher might appreciate any leaflets or information you have on Asperger’s syndrome to share with the 

other staff  in school. 

A contact book between home and school might be a useful way of  keeping in touch on a daily basis. 

Help and information 

You can get advice from the National Autistic Society, which has branches throughout the country. One of  

their family services workers may be local to you. The National Autistic Society – www.nas.org.uk. You can 

contact the Autism helpline (open Monday to Friday, 10am – 4pm) on 0870 070 4004.

If  your child has Asperger’s syndrome, it’s important that you work closely with her teacher. You can help 

the teacher to understand her difficulties and the best way to deal with certain situations. That way you can 

make sure that your child gets the best possible opportunity to have a happy and successful time at school.
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Dyslexia
Dyslexia is a learning difference that affects the way we read and write. It affects around 10% of  the 

population and could be present in anyone. It isn’t a curable learning difference, but it can be managed using 

appropriate learning strategies and your child can still continue to receive the education she deserves.

What is dyslexia?

Dyslexia is a widely recognised learning difference that affects reading, spelling and writing. Sometimes it 

can affect numeracy too. It can affect anyone and will be a lifelong learning difference so it cannot be ‘taught 

away’ or ‘corrected.’ However, it can be managed through alternative learning methods and extra help. 

Dyslexia will not prevent your child from achieving in life, but your child may need extra help with her 

school work and might need help to raise her self  esteem if  she finds herself  frustrated. 

Who does it affect?

Dyslexia can affect anyone. It does not discriminate across social strata, girls or boys or educational ability. It 

is not something that can be ‘caught’. Dyslexia is likely to be present from birth and you may find that other 

people in the family also have it, even if  they are unaware of  it. 

Dyslexia can be present when there other special educational needs. However, it can also be present as a 

stand alone learning difference. Figures vary but it is thought that around 10% of  people have dyslexia.

Is it a learning disorder?

Dyslexia is often referred to as a learning disorder. However, the British Dyslexia Association (hereafter, BDA) 

commonly call it a ‘learning difference.’ By using this term, they hope to change the way dyslexia is viewed, 

interpreted and subsequently taught. They regard dyslexia as a condition with ‘strengths and weaknesses in 

common with all learning styles and preferences.’ The BDA believe, “viewing dyslexia as a learning difficulty 

implies that something is ’wrong’ with the learner. This leads to a focus on identifying weaknesses rather than 

celebrating strengths.” 
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By acknowledging that dyslexia is a different way of  learning, the BDA hope that teachers and other 

practitioners will be encouraged to identify ways in which they can help dyslexics learn, including identifying 

where help is needed earlier rather than having to wait for a statement of  educational needs before 

developing a strategy.

As dyslexia is not always presented the same way, your child may need more or less help than another 

dyslexic. The important thing is to get the balance right so your child can learn confidently and effectively.

Diagnosing dyslexia

Ideally your child’s learning differences will be picked up during their pre-school or Early Years education 

when some common traits such as delayed speech or lack of  interest in reading become apparent. An early 

diagnosis can help your child’s school put teaching strategies in place much earlier and hopefully address 

issues before your child starts questioning their competence.

Some parents find that they subsequently recognise dyslexia traits in themselves following their own child’s 

diagnosis. This is because dyslexia was not recognised so much a generation ago and it may never have 

occurred to anyone to check. For some parents, learning that they have dyslexia can be a relief  from a 

lifelong assumption that they were ‘stupid’ in school.

If  there are concerns about dyslexia, your child will need an assessment. This will be carried out by a 

specialist teacher or an educational psychologist. 

There are also a number of  Dyslexia Action Centres throughout the country that can carry out assessments. 

The centres are staffed by specialist assessors and psychologists. They also offer a free half  hour appointment 

to discuss whether an assessment might be needed. You will find contact details in the resources section at the 

end of  this guide.

Key characteristics

You may have already recognised a pattern in how your child is struggling to understand written work, 
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reading and spelling, and may suspect dyslexia is the root cause. There are a number of  characteristics that 

define dyslexia. Some, but not all, will be present in your child. You might recognise them, or your child’s 

teacher might have observed some behaviours at school.

Some key characteristics in a dyslexic child include:

Using bizarre spellings and displaying poor phonological awareness �

Frequently losing the place when reading and seeing blurred or distorted word-shapes �

Confusing some high-frequency words e.g. was/saw �

Reversing letters and number digits beyond the age where this is normal �

Writing words with the correct letters in the wrong order �

Writing sequences of  letters and numbers in reverse �

Being unable to remember simple sequences such as days of  the week �

Experiencing problems following oral instructions �

Having poor senses of  time and direction �

Having some coordination difficulties. �

Support strategies

Your child’s teacher will be able to use a number of  strategies to aid your child’s learning. Don’t worry if  

some of  these terms sound unfamiliar, your child’s teacher will explain which strategies they feel will be 

appropriate and should explain to you how these will be put in place. 

This will help you to understand the methods that the teacher will employ to help your child. It will also help 

you to support your child’s learning at home.

We’ve listed some support strategies below but not all will be appropriate or put into practice as it will 

depend on how much your child is affected.

To support your child, the teacher may need to:

Teach syllable count to help your child hear how many syllables are in a word �
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Teach onset and rhyme to help discriminate between words aurally �

Teach phoneme discrimination to help identify phonemes in words �

Use multi-sensory methods to support learning �

Ensure repetition of  learning, using words and language games for enjoyment �

Teach keyboard skills and encourage use of  spell-checkers �

 Encourage alternative methods of  recording, for example, writing frames, diagrams, labelled drawings,  �

flow charts, comic strip stories

 Allow the use of  a scribe where appropriate, especially for copying anything important such as homework  �

instructions

Raise self-esteem and confidence with lots of  praise and encouragement. �

ICT and dyslexia

ICT is recognised as being effective when used for teaching and learning with dyslexia. In Identifying and 

Teaching Children and Young People with Dyslexia and Learning Difficulties, a study conducted by Sir Jim 

Rose in 2009, he found that computers can be part of  the solution, but won’t be the whole solution. 

This means that when children are able to use a computer, they can type more clearly than writing and 

can correct mistakes easily such as erasing and replacing text, correcting spellings or inserting new pieces 

without making the work look messy. However, computers may not benefit children who have co-ordination 

difficulties that affect how they use a keyboard. 

Encouraging reading

Publishers Barrington Stoke specialise in books for dyslexics. They say that, “Struggling and dyslexic readers 

don’t need boring books in childish language – they need the best stories they can get.” 

Reading is a life skill. It may be difficult for your child to learn to read, but it doesn’t mean they won’t enjoy 

and value reading and books. 

Encourage your child to read by finding topics that interest her and that she would be keen to learn more 
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about or simply enjoy for entertainment. Reading to your child is not only a lovely shared activity between 

parent and child, but it also helps your child understand the story and develop her vocabulary, listening skills 

and concentration. Your child can join in with the story when she feels ready, picking out and working out 

words. Let your child pick up age appropriate books in your home, at the library and the book store and let 

her enjoy them at her own pace. 

You may be familiar with the Biff  and Kipper books that are widely used in primary schools. These books 

are dyslexia friendly and help your child learn to read through using short sentences, natural language and 

new words. They are illustrated in a way that tells the story too and that supports the reading whilst being 

visually appealing.

Dyslexia Action and Waterstones have teamed up to develop a reading list for dyslexic children with a wide 

range of  books that will help them learn as well as be entertaining. Ask at your local library or book store if  

they have reading lists for dyslexics.

Raising self esteem in dyslexic children

Children with dyslexia may suffer from poor self  esteem when they struggle with class work that their peers 

may find easy. They might feel that they are ‘stupid’ or ‘incapable’ and will need reassuring that dyslexia is 

not their fault and that there are strategies that can help them cope.

Simple strategies for helping dyslexic children include: 

Patience  – take your time when helping your child learn. Don’t rush and don’t get frustrated. �

 Praise – your child will appreciate knowing that you find her clever and that you are impressed with her  �

efforts.

 Little and often – don’t allow your child to get frustrated and annoyed through prolonged work. Try  �

working in short bursts instead, then repeat to reinforce learning.

 Activities – life and learning aren’t all about class work. Watch a movie, listen to an audio book, visit a  �

museum or a park. These things are all part of  learning and they’re fun too.
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How to get more support

Initially, you should talk to your child’s teacher. He may have already noticed patterns in the work produced 

that indicates dyslexia. He may even have approached you with his concerns. You should discuss these 

concerns and it may help if  you note down some of  your child’s strengths and weaknesses prior to the 

discussion. 

The teacher will discuss with you how to move forward. This might involve putting different teaching 

practices in place or asking for an assessment to confirm dyslexia. The teacher may suggest conferring with 

the schools special educational needs coordinator (SENCO) who may have more experience of  working with 

dyslexic children. The goal is to help your child in the best way possible.
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Dyscalculia
Dyscalculia is a very real syndrome where numbers are as confusing as words can be to dyslexics. As a 

relatively new learning disorder there is currently little long-term research. However, over the past five years, 

as the disorder has become more widely recognised, more money is being pumped into research and a wider 

understanding of  the disorder is being developed. 

What is dyscalculia? 

Dyscalculia is a condition of  the brain where numbers and sometimes mathematical symbols are hard to 

understand. Those with the condition may find it hard to remember, understand and use numbers and 

mathematical equations, such as recalling the times table, recognising numbers and sequences. 

While dyscalculia is a literal translation from Greek and Latin meaning ‘counting badly’, it can also affect 

time reading, measurements and spatial reasoning. Simple number concepts may appear as baffling as 

complicated equations.  

As it is one of  the lesser known learning disorders it is so often not recognised, or poorly understood, making 

it awkward for dyscalculics to receive the appropriate help.  

Who does it affect? 

Dyscalculia can affect a wide range of  people and is often presented at an early age. There does not appear 

to be any particular prevalence between boys and girls, however, societal factors in teaching and perception 

of  maths can lead some girls to believe they are ‘not good’ at  maths and to lose interest. Research indicates 

that one in 20 could have the condition. However, other research indicates around 6% of  children have 

dyscalculia, making it as prevalent as dyslexia. 

The learning disorder can also affect autistics, a group who are often perceived to have high functioning 

maths ability. Similarly it is not restricted to any IQ range. Just as dyslexia can be an arbitrary learning 

disorder, so is dyscalculia.
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Recognising dyscalculia early 

Identifying dyscalculia early is vital to help the child learn in a way that is relevant and helpful to them. 

If  they are left to flounder, they simply will not learn. In some cases, children may become disruptive or 

disobedient in class or during homework as a way of  masking their inability to comprehend maths tasks. 

Their self-esteem can suffer and they may experience anxiety which could affect other class work. 

Factors such as maths perception in society impede on the way dyscalculia is identified and diagnosed. 

Reluctance, not understanding, or not recognising the importance of  maths for schooling and in later life, 

can be confused with dyscalculia. 

It is therefore important for proper testing to take place to identify where the problem lies and if  an inability 

or disinterest in maths is actually dyscalculia. 

What are the signs for diagnosing dyscalculia? 

Dyscalculia is not an easy learning disability to define due to other factors that could contribute to poor 

mathematical ability. These factors include teaching, societal impact and perceptions of  maths. However, 

there are several indicators that are often cited as specific to dyscalculia, including: 

Difficulty in learning and retaining arithmetic facts  �

Difficulty with calculations �

Difficulty with the concepts of  time and direction  �

 Fear of  money transaction due to an inability to process mental calculations, such as how much change  �

should be received or what percentage to give for tips 

 Inability to remember maths rules. This can range from complex concepts to simple instructions such as  �

add or multiply.

A formal diagnosis is required if  dyscalculia is to be taken into consideration during class time and also 

for exams. A diagnosis is also needed if  special teaching is to be offered. However, not all LEAs recognise 

dyscalculia as a learning disorder. 
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Teaching maths 

Most research agrees that maths acquisition, retention and practice are also down to the teacher. Not every 

student is alike, not all present with the same abilities and so to teach maths in the same manner is not 

practical. As with dyslexia, dyscalculics need specific and alternative teaching methods to assist with their 

learning. 

How you can help your child at home 

It is important to introduce maths in a positive light from an early stage. Try to present it at home as a 

positive, interesting topic, even if  you don’t feel that way yourself. By being positive about maths, whether 

that is counting money or doing calculations, your child won’t immediately be introduced to numbers as 

something baffling, scary or impossible to do.

Introduce simple counting games for very young children and games with a numerical basis such as the dice 

game Yahtzee for older children, remembering to reinforce achievements such as sequential counting with 

positive encouragement. 

Take more note of  how you use numbers in every day life and introduce these events to children, for 

example weighing ingredients, using money by counting out correct amounts or checking change. 

Research into dyscalculia 

As dyscalculia was only discovered in the 1970s, there are large amounts of  study yet to be conducted into 

the disorder.  The fact that the Centre for Neuroscience in Education at the University of  Cambridge has 

been awarded £1 million for research into developmental dyscalculia by the Medical Research Council 

shows that the learning disorder is being taken seriously. 

It is hoped that the funding will enable research to be conducted into specific brain processes related to the 

condition which will provide increased understanding.

However, there have yet to be long term studies of  different types of  children. As the learning disorder 
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becomes more widely recognised, it is likely that more research and statistical data will also become available. 

Where to find help 

The first step is to discuss your child’s maths ability with your teacher. Do they have an understanding of  

dyscalculia and do they think it is presented in your child? Find out if  your LEA recognises dyscalculia as a 

learning disorder and if  they are willing to screen your child and provide specialist help. If  not, you may be 

able to find a qualified practitioner who can conduct the dyscalculia screener to assess your child’s abilities 

and advise you on how to proceed from there. 

Further useful information 

Find out more about Dyscalculia online at: 

www.dyscalculiaforum.com 

www.dyscalculia.org 

http://www.dystalk.com/– includes videos with expert Jane Emerson and podcasts.  

http://www.berkshiremathematics.com/

http://www.education.gov.uk/

Resources for teachers 

http://low-numeracy.ning.com/– Research and discussion for experts and teachers.  

http://www.dyscalculia.me.uk/– resources for use in teaching dyscalculics. 

http://www.emersonhouse.co.uk/– specialist teaching and testing for learning disorders.  

http://www.everychildachancetrust.org/– more details of  the Every Child Counts scheme. 

Books 

The Dyscalculia Tookit: Supporting Learning Difficulties in Maths, by Ronit Bird. �

 Dyscalculia Guidance, Helping Pupils with Specific Learning Difficulties in Maths, by Brian Butterworth  �

and Dorian Yeo.
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Dyspraxia
What is dyspraxia? 

Dyspraxia is a problem with coordination and movement that can also affect the way that a child learns in 

school. 

According to the Dyspraxia Foundation (dyspraxiafoundation.org.uk), dyspraxia is generally recognised to 

be an impairment or immaturity of  the organisation of  movement. Associated with this may be problems 

of  language, perception and thought. Other names for dyspraxic include Clumsy Child Syndrome; 

Developmental Co-ordination Disorder (DCD); Minimal Brain Dysfunction: Motor learning Difficulty; and 

Pereceptuo-motor Dysfunction. 

It is more common in boys than in girls and it may involve clumsiness, problems in organising work and 

following instructions, and language difficulties. 

Early dyspraxia symptoms may begin to surface when an infant or toddler is slow to sit up, crawl or walk, or 

cannot hold onto their bottles, cups or toys. Once the child becomes older, dyspraxia symptoms may develop 

into other forms. Both the fine motor skills and gross motor skills will be affected by the dyspraxia making 

the symptoms more obvious. 

What causes dyspraxia? 

No one is sure what causes dyspraxia. It’s probably the result of  certain parts of  the brain not developing 

properly. It can affect up to six out of  ten people and is much more common in males. It is not linked to 

ability. Many dyspraxics are very bright, although they can appear immature. 

Your child might be dyspraxic if  they have difficulties with: 

Coordination  �

Speech and language  �

Following instructions  �

Organising themselves  �
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Coping with school life  �

Learning to read and write �

Recognising dyspraxia in a child

A pre-school child with dyspraxia might: 

Be late to roll over, sit, walk and talk  �

Have difficulties with feeding  �

Be unable to run, skip, hop, jump or catch or kick a ball  �

Have difficulty getting dressed and undressed  �

Have difficulty walking up and down stairs  �

Fall over frequently  �

Misunderstand words such as “in”, “on”, “behind” and “in front of ”  �

Have difficulty keeping friends, or knowing how to behave appropriately in company  �

A dyspraxic child of  school age might: 

Be unable to speak clearly  �

Write slowly and awkwardly �

Help at school 

Talk to your child’s teacher. If  he thinks that your child is dyspraxic, he will probably ask for advice from the 

school’s special educational needs coordinator (SENCO) and maybe from an educational psychologist. 

An individual education plan (IEP) may need to be drawn up for your child with targets for her to achieve. 

Your child’s teacher might: 

Make sure that your child is sitting near to him so that he can help more often  �

Give clear and simple instructions and make sure that your child understands what to do  �

Break school work down into smaller, more manageable tasks  �

Help your child to remember instructions  �
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 Encourage a positive and sympathetic attitude from the other children in the class by explaining your  �

child’s difficulties to her classmates 

Ensure the rest of  the school staff  understands her difficulties.  �

Your child might be helped by an occupational therapist or a speech and language therapist, probably at a 

local clinic. If  the help provided by her school and the therapists isn’t enough, your child might be formally 

assessed. Reports will be written by her teachers, an educational psychologist and anyone else who has been 

working with her. 

For pre-school children

Talk to your GP and health visitor: they can refer your child to a paediatrician or a Child Development 

Centre. 

The relevant psychologist, physiotherapist, speech and language therapist or occupational therapist can then 

assess your child.You will also be asked about what your child is like at home. If  needed, your local education 

authority will draw up a Statement of  Special Educational Needs which will describe your child’s difficulties 

and what will be done to help her. 

She might have a non-teaching assistant who will work one-on-one with her for some of  the time at school, 

who will do special activities with her to help to develop movement and coordination. 

For school-age children

Talk to your GP, school nurse, school doctor or SENCO, who can do referrals for assessments. Hospital 

referral may be required for certain tests or treatment. 

Although dyspraxia is not curable, the symptoms of  the condition can improve with time if  the appropriate 

treatment and practical advice on coping with dyspraxia day to day is given. 
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How you can help at home

 Encourage your child to organise herself  when getting dressed or undressed (for example, “the last item  �

you take off  is the first one that you put back on”). 

Have a pinboard with notes attached to remind her what has to be done and in what order �

 Keep tasks short. If  she can only concentrate for five minutes, stop after five minutes and come back to it  �

later 

 Make sure there are no distractions (for example her favourite TV programme or pets playing nearby)  �

when she is trying to do any homework

Give her plenty of  praise and encouragement.  �

If  you think your child might be dyspraxic, talk about it with her teacher and with your family doctor. They 

will be able to tell you whether they also have concerns. If  she does have dyspraxia, it’s important that you 

work closely with her teacher to help her make progress and enjoy her time at school. 

Where to get support 

The Dyspraxia Foundation (dyspraxiafoundation.org.uk) is a charity which supports children with dyspraxia 

and their families and is a valuable source of  advice and information. You can contact the Dyspraxia 

Foundation on their helpline number - Helpline: 01462 454 986 (10 am - 1 pm) Mon – Fri, or email them at 

dyspraxia@dyspraxiafoundation.org.uk . 

You can also find useful information in the Department for Education and Employment’s booklet Special 

Educational Needs: A Guide for Parents. You can find out more at Teachernet.gov.uk.
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Part 7 – Your child’s wellbeing

My child hasn’t settled
Many people have problems dealing with change in their lives and children are no exception. Whether the 

change is planned, such as a move into a new class, or unexpected, such as a family break-up, it’s important 

to handle it carefully. This section looks at ways of  helping your child to cope. 

Starting school

Ahmed is six years old. It’s the end of  September and he’s been in his new class at school for just over three 

weeks. Ahmed has always loved school and until now has got on well. However, lately Ahmed’s mother has 

noticed that he’s a bit more clingy when she drops him off  at school and he fairly regularly complains of  

tummy aches and headaches in the mornings. 

Once or twice she thought that perhaps he was unwell and let him stay at home. After an hour or so it was 

obvious that there was really nothing wrong with him. She asked him about school and whether everything 

was alright. Ahmed just said, ‘Yes’ and nothing more. 

Ahmed’s reactions to his new class and new teacher are not uncommon. They’re not serious emotional 

problems, but they should be taken seriously and dealt with, because although this behaviour could just be 

part of  a settling-in period, it could also be something more. A few simple actions could make the difference 

between a happy and learning child or a miserable and sulky one who doesn’t learn very much all year. 

Here are some ideas that may be worth trying if  your child has similar problems settling in to school:

 Talk to them about it when they’re in a good mood and relaxed, not when they’re feeling  tired and  �

grumpy. Don’t push it if  your child doesn’t want to talk, try again another time.

 Chat about the things your child does enjoy at school and try to find out, without asking too many direct  �

questions, if  there’s anything that your child doesn’t like or is worrying him. 

 Talk to your child about their school work. It may be that there’s something in this new class that your child is  �

finding particularly difficult and a little help and encouragement from you at home can make all the difference. 
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 Sometimes something very small may make your child feel miserable. It could be something that would  �

seem unimportant to you, such as wearing a different brand of  shoes to the others in his class. 

 Your child may find it difficult to mix and make friends. They may be happy in the classroom but in the  �

playground, left more to their own devices, they might feel lonely and miserable. Simple things like giving 

your child a football to take in (if  the school allows it) and play with can get them involved with the others. 

 Sometimes the change to a different teacher can cause problems. Your child may have got the idea that his  �

teacher doesn’t like them. Go to see the teacher and talk over your worries. She’s the best person to help. If  

you don’t feel satisfied after your discussion, talk to the headteacher. 

Changes at home 

In an ideal world we would all like our children to grow up in happy and stable homes where they experience 

only a few small problems, but often life just isn’t like that. It does happen that parents split up and 

arguments are more common than we like to admit. A much loved relative may die, there may be a change 

of  job, or one parent may have to be away from the home for long periods of  time. All sorts of  things can 

happen that inevitably will have an effect upon the child or children within the family.

Often it’s not so much what happens but the way it’s handled that will make the difference between the child 

being quite disturbed by the occurrence or able to handle it and sometimes even learn from it. 

If  there has been a recent upheaval at home it might be reasonable to worry if  you notice some or all of  the 

following, and it is important to keep your child’s school informed too.

 She stands frozen and watches and appears to be unable to respond when someone says hello or chats in a  �

friendly way 

She clings to you constantly and will not talk happily to people she knows  �

 She plays in a constant, ritualistic or repetitive way or has to have her writing things or knife and fork or  �

toys set out in the same way every time she uses them

She cries a great deal when you leave her at school or nursery or with someone she knows  �

She starts to wet or soil herself  during the day although she hasn’t got an infection  �
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 She takes no interest in toys or activities at all but perhaps sits and sucks her thumb or strokes a comforter  �

all the time. 

Here are some ideas for what you can do to help the situation. 

1. Talk to your child if something is changing at home

If  you and your partner are splitting up it’s usually a good idea to tell her about what has happened and how 

it will affect her, for example, that Daddy will be living 10 minutes away in the car and will see her every 

Saturday. Try not to lay the blame for what has happened on anyone else. 

Remember that your child may secretly think that it’s her fault that the split has occurred – tell her that 

it isn’t. 

2. Help her feel secure 

If  the upset is just in the home, try to keep the rest of  your child’s life as stable as possible. Don’t change her 

daily routine, her school life or the friends she sees if  you can help it. She will cope better with one change at 

a time. 

3. Reassure her 

Keep on reassuring her that she’s still loved and that although someone may not be with her as much as 

before, they still love her. 

4. Tell her the truth 

Keep to the truth as much as possible. Children seem to have built-in lie detectors. They can often sense 

when you are making things up and may feel that they are being fobbed off. 

5. Ask for help 

There is outside help available. Every school has an educational welfare officer who can visit you in your 

home if  you want. She can talk to your child and can act as a bridge between the school and your child 



The Essential Guide to the First Years of School

184

and help iron out any difficulties she might be having in school. She can offer practical support, such as 

information about benefits or grants that may be available, and she will probably know of  local groups or 

organisations that can offer help and advice for you and your child. Ask at your child’s school or ask your 

local education authority to make an appointment for you. 

If  changes do occur, be positive about them. Prepare your child ahead of  time if  you can and be ready to 

offer plenty of  support and reassurance. Do enlist the help of  your child’s school and remember that it’s 

often the way you handle things that helps your child the most. 
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I think my child is being bullied 
What are the signs of bullying? 

Your child might tell you that she is being bullied or you might hear about it from somebody else – your 

child’s friends, your neighbours or your child’s teachers. Often, though, a child who is being bullied manages 

to hide it. She might be afraid that the bully will take revenge on her. She might feel that she is powerless and 

a failure. Because of  this, you need to know some of  the signs of  bullying and look out for them. 

Some signs are:

Not wanting to go to school  �

A pattern of  headaches or stomach aches  �

Damaged clothing or unexplained bruising  �

Missing equipment or belongings  �

Asking for extra pocket money or stealing  �

A sudden drop in standards of  school work  �

Fear about walking to and from school  �

Secrecy about the reason for tears.  �

Remember that if  your child is showing one or more of  these signs it doesn’t necessarily mean she is being 

bullied – there might be other explanations. 

But it’s important to be aware of  the possibility and to look into it further. If  you think your child is being 

bullied, talk to her about it. Encourage her to be open and honest. Reassure her that you want to help and 

that you won’t do anything to make things worse. Give her time and don’t put pressure on her to tell you 

everything at once. Let her know that she can talk to you when she’s ready. Then give her the chance to talk. 

If  your child is being bullied, it might take a while for her to tell you about it. Or the sense of  relief  might be 

so great that everything comes rushing out at once.  

Stay calm.You will feel angry and upset. You might want to take revenge. You will certainly want to protect 



The Essential Guide to the First Years of School

186

your child from further bullying. But your main task at this moment is to listen and provide comfort and 

understanding. 

What can I do to help? 

If  you know that your child is being bullied, you need to take action to make sure that the bullying doesn’t 

happen again.

1  End the secrecy. The bullying needs to come out into the open. If  the bully is at your child’s school, tell 

the class teacher and the headteacher. The school will probably have a behaviour policy with procedures 

for dealing with bullying. Find out what the school does in this situation. This is unlikely simply to be a 

punishment for the bully. The school wants to make sure not only that the bullying stops, but that it doesn’t 

happen again (with your child or with any other). It could be that the bully also needs some sort of  help. 

2  If  you know the bully’s parents, you might want to talk to them about it. A lot depends on how well you 

know them and what you know about them. A confrontation is not going to do anybody any good. It’s 

often best to leave it to the school to get in touch with them. 

3  Provide reassurance. Now that things are in the open, your child will need reassurance. The bullying – 

particularly if  it has been going on for quite a while – is going to have had an effect on her. She is likely 

to feel a failure, because of  what might have been said to her by the bully and because she wasn’t able to 

stop the bullying. She is also going to feel frightened that the bullying might happen again. You need to 

make her feel good about herself. Show her she is loved. Emphasise her talents, achievements and likeable 

qualities. Make sure she knows she can talk with you – about good and bad things - and provide the 

opportunities for talk. 

4  Make her feel secure. She might need you to be around her a bit more than usual. Even if  you don’t 

normally do it, you might need to walk with her to and from school or to get someone else to do it. She 

might need longer to say goodnight, perhaps keeping the light on for longer. You don’t want her to become 

over-dependent on you, and a lot will depend on her age, but you do need to take things slowly while she 

builds up her self-confidence. 
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5  Work with your child’s school. Having told the school about the bullying, try to work with the teachers on 

a plan of  action. Let your child’s teacher know how things are going. Tell him anything you find out about 

what has happened. Tell him about any effects you have noticed. Ask him how your child appears in school. 

Has her work been affected? Is she mixing with other children? Does she appear upset? 

Sometimes everything is sorted out very quickly. Occasionally it takes a lot longer. You need to see if  there 

are ways that you can work with the school in your child’s best interests. But be prepared for the unexpected. 

Sometimes it happens that a bully and her victim end up as best friends! 

Why do children bully other children? 

Children who become bullies might: 

Feel useless and have little self-esteem  �

Have been taught to succeed at any cost  �

Be spoiled, without any boundaries or controls on behaviour  �

Feel insecure in some way  �

Have been bullied or abused themselves.  �

This doesn’t mean that all bullies have all – or even any – of  these characteristics. But understanding 

something about why someone bullies another child can help in dealing with what happens. 

Bullies tend to pick on someone they see as ‘different’ in some way. A victim might:

Be new to the school  �

Be overweight – perhaps only slightly  �

Wear glasses  �

Speak with a different accent  �

Belong to a different cultural or racial group  �

Be particularly clever or less clever than others  �

Be a loner who finds it difficult to mix with others  �

Be overprotected.  �
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Again, victims might not show any of  these signs at all. 

If  you think your child is being bullied, the most important thing you can do for them is to listen, keep 

the lines of  communication open, and work with the school to resolve the issue. For more information on 

bullying and how to deal with it, visit Bullying.co.uk.
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My child can’t concentrate
If  you’re worried that your child doesn’t seem to be able to concentrate, at school or at home, there are many 

possible explanations. 

Why are good concentration skills important?

Being able to concentrate means that we are able to keep our minds focused on a task for a reasonable 

period of  time. The task doesn’t have to be to do with work. It can be reading the paper, watching television 

or listening to someone talking. 

What affects my child’s concentration? 

There are six factors that affect our ability to  concentrate. 

Age 

Generally speaking, younger children find it harder to concentrate for as long as older children and adults. 

Motivation and interest 

If  we’re interested in what we’re doing, we seem to be able to concentrate on it for longer than if  we’re not 

interested. That’s why many adults talk about ‘time having flown’ when they’ve been really absorbed by an 

activity – whether it’s reading an exciting book, fishing or surfing the web. 

Your child is no different. You can probably think of  times when concentration appears not to be a problem 

for your child. Like you, when she is interested, she will concentrate for longer. It’s as simple as that. 

Personal circumstances 

Like you, your child will find it easier to concentrate if  she is less troubled in her personal life. A child who 

has fallen out with friends at school, who has lost or broken a favourite toy, who is always being told off  or 

who is upset by her parents having arguments will find concentration harder than other children. 
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Health 

Your child’s concentration is affected by her general state of  health. If  she doesn’t get enough sleep, can’t 

see properly, has pains in her ears or is often hungry, it’s going to be harder for her to concentrate. For some 

children, what they eat and drink seems to matter too. Some children respond badly to certain fruit drinks 

containing additives or other foods. 

The surrounding conditions 

Generally, the more noise and activity taking place around your child, the harder she will find it to 

concentrate. This doesn’t mean that she needs to be locked in a soundproof  room every time she needs to 

concentrate. But it does mean that you should try to provide the best conditions you can to help her. 

Knowing what’s needed 

It’s easier to concentrate if  we know what we are supposed to be doing and how long a task is supposed to 

take. 

What can I do to help? 

Watch your child carefully. 

Most children can concentrate on something. Before you assume that your child can never concentrate, 

watch her carefully for two or three days. Make a note of  the times she doesn’t seem to be able to 

concentrate and the times she does.

Look for what she’s doing when she is concentrating. It might be watching television, building models, 

playing a game or doing a particular piece of  school work. 

You’re likely to find some evidence that your child can concentrate for longer than you thought. 

Be reasonable 

Don’t expect your child to be able to concentrate for too long. Most adults need a break after about 20 
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minutes of  concentration. 

As a guide, if  your five-year-old can concentrate happily for five minutes at a time, your seven-year-old for 15 

minutes at a time and your 11-year-old for 20 minutes, then they’re doing all right. 

Try to interest your child in what she is doing 

If  your child is interested, she will concentrate better. Children do develop natural interests in some things, 

but most of  the time they learn to be interested by sharing the enthusiasm of  others around them. 

Praise more than you criticise 

Your interest on its own doesn’t guarantee the interest of  your child. Your interest could be so great that you 

become frustrated with your child and start to criticise her. 

Give rewards 

It’s fine to give rewards to your child when she works well. If  you’re trying to encourage your child to 

concentrate more, a small reward when she has shown an improvement can work wonders. 

Be clear 

Let your child know exactly what you want her to do and how long she has to do it for. This also makes 

giving rewards easier as both you and your child know whether she has done what you asked her to. 

Create the best conditions you can 

If  you want your child to concentrate on something, create the best conditions you can. Choose the quietest 

place to read with your child. Turn the television down, or turn it off, if  she has some work to do. Keep 

brothers and sisters occupied for a few minutes. Find a little space in which your child can work. You don’t 

have to create the perfect conditions. Just try to create the best you can. 
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Bed wetting
Bed wetting is fairly common in children. Research suggests that about 15 per cent of  five-year-old boys and 

girls will wet the bed at least once a week. By the age of  11, boys are twice as likely to wet the bed as girls. 

Whether a child has always wet the bed or has only recently begun to do so, she will need special help in the 

difficult task of  learning to control her bladder. 

Bed wetting is embarrassing for the child, who may be teased or punished and it can also place a lot of  

pressure on family relationships.

 

What causes bed wetting? 

Physical causes 

It’s very important for your child to be examined by a doctor, because some children have a physical 

condition that needs attention. It’s likely that there will be a very simple reason for your child’s bed wetting 

but there could be a more serious one, including 

Kidney disease  �

Diabetes  �

Seizures.  �

Emotional causes 

Upset and stress in a child’s life is often linked to bed wetting, but it is not always clear whether the problem 

is the cause or the result of  stress. Bed wetting can lead to teasing or arguments in the house which make 

a child nervous and anxious. It can limit social life – many children who bed wet don’t want to go and stay 

with friends, for example – and damage confidence. 

There is often more than one reason why children wet the bed 

The child might not have developed proper bladder control when younger �

She might have felt under too much pressure during toilet training �

Toilet training might have started too late �

The child might have a small bladder �
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She could be immature or a late developer �

Your child might be confused about what to do.  �

What can be done about it? 

Evidence shows that parents are the best people to help a child to break the habit. Doctors, parents and 

children need to work closely together to overcome this difficulty. There are a number of  different ways to 

treat bed wetting. 

Medication 

Medication can work, but often when the treatment is stopped then the wetting starts again. Because of  this, 

medication is sometimes used along with one of  the following methods. 

The enuresis alarm 

This alarm is made up of  two detector mats on the bed connected to a buzzer next to the child’s bed. As 

soon as the child begins to wet the bed in her sleep, the pads detect this and the buzzer sounds. This wakes 

the child.

 

Slowly the child’s brain learns that a full bladder is a trigger to wake up. Eventually one of  two things will 

happen. Either the child will be able to sleep without wetting the bed or she will wake up on her own if  she 

needs to use the toilet during the night. 

Mini body alarm 

This works in much the same way as the enuresis alarm, but is attached to the child’s pants or pyjamas, with 

an alarm worn on the wrist.

 

Sometimes children wet the bed because it is cold or because the toilet is too far away in the dark. In this 

case, the child does wake up, but chooses not to go to the toilet. You should use positive encouragement and 

rewards in this situation rather than punishment. 



The Essential Guide to the First Years of School

194

Whichever strategy you use, remember that bed wetting is distressing for your child and so you need to be 

very sensitive and understanding. Careful handling from you and your family and talking to your family 

doctor will help you to help your child. 

Daytime training 

There is evidence that some bed wetters have smaller bladders which can hold less urine. Training the child 

to hold more urine can help increase the size of  the bladder. During the day, your child will usually know 

when she needs to go to the toilet. Encouraging her to wait five minutes longer before going to the toilet will 

help increase the capacity of  the bladder. 

Once she can easily wait five minutes, this can be extended to ten minutes and so on up to a maximum of  

around half  an hour. 
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Part 8 – Medical conditions

Primary school-aged children can be affected by many different medical conditions. Read on to find out 

more about the ones that could affect your child, and how to deal with them.

Head lice
Not many things in life are certain, but one which comes close is that some day your child will have head lice. 

What are head lice? 

 Head lice are tiny creatures – about the size of  a pinhead. They are a grey-brown colour. They blend in  �

with the colour of  the scalp and are difficult to see. 

Head lice move very quickly – especially when the hair is parted  �

They have six legs and are very good at clinging onto hair  �

They live for three to four weeks and each louse lays six to eight eggs a day. The eggs take a week to hatch  �

 The empty shells left behind when the eggs have hatched are called nits. They stick to the hair close to  �

the scalp. They are white and easy to see. However, they aren’t easy to get rid of  because they can’t be 

removed by ordinary brushing 

 Head lice feed by biting the scalp to get a small amount of  blood. They actually inject a small amount of   �

anaesthetic into the scalp to prevent any pain – but this doesn’t stop the head from itching. 

How are they spread? 

There’s only one way that head lice can spread and that’s by moving from one head to another. They don’t 

do this by flying or jumping – just by walking across when two heads touch. 

This means that they spread very quickly where people are close together. When one child has head lice, it’s 

very likely that other people in her family as well as her friends at school will also have them. 

Can I prevent head lice? 

There’s nothing you can do to be sure that your child never gets head lice. Nor is there much you can do 
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to stop it happening again and again. Until we have managed to get rid of  head lice altogether, there will 

always be someone around who will, without knowing it, pass them on. 

But there are two things you can do to help. Both are very important. 

The first is to brush your child’s hair fully and regularly. This damages the lice.  �

 The second is to check your child’s hair at least once a week. You can buy special combs that help with  �

early detection. 

Remember that it’s not just children who can have head lice. You’ll be fighting a losing battle if  you try to 

keep your child’s head clear while there is an adult in the family who has head lice and who will keep re-

infecting the child. You need to check everyone’s hair. 

What should I do if I find head lice? 

First of  all, don’t be embarrassed. Head lice are nothing to be ashamed of. Besides anything else, they prefer 

clean hair. 

Tell people 

Tell the school, your family and friends. At least one other person who has been in close contact with your 

child also has head lice. 

Treat your child’s head 

Treat everyone else in the family too, even if  you haven’t actually found evidence of  head lice. 

Check with a pharmacist, the school nurse or the school office what treatment is being recommended. 

The recommendation does change from time to time, so you need to make sure you get the right thing. It 

might be a lotion, which you leave on the hair for up to 12 hours, or it might be a special shampoo.

Use a fine-toothed metal comb (available from pharmacists) to remove dead lice, eggs and nits. 
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Finally, some treatments are best if  repeated after seven days. Check the instructions carefully. 

You mustn’t be ashamed about head lice. The best way of  dealing with the problem is regular brushing and 

regular checking. If  and when you find head lice, tell everyone who needs to know so that they can do what’s 

necessary. When you have to treat your child, make sure that the rest of  the family is treated as well.

 

Are there alternatives to chemical treatments?

You could try a ‘chemical free’ approach if  your child can’t use the traditional lotions. An equally effective 

alternative treatment is as follows: 

If  you find head lice, wet your child’s hair and apply some hair conditioner. Any cheap brand will work fine. 

Comb through the hair with a fine-toothed comb to remove any lice, eggs or nits. 

Then rinse the hair. Repeat this every three days  for a total of  three weeks, so that you catch any new lice as 

they hatch from the initial infection.

This method saves a build up of  resistance, is pleasanter for your child, smells much nicer than the lotions 

and doesn’t have any potential side-effects for children with asthma or eczema. 

Is there anything else I should know? 

Don’t treat your child on a regular basis to try to keep head lice away. It probably won’t work – instead it will 

just help the head lice to build up resistance to the medication. 

Don’t expect the school nurse to check your child’s head. This was never a very successful way of  dealing 

with the problem and there are far better things for nurses to do with their time. You need to check your own 

child’s hair regularly and tell the school as well as family and friends if  you find anything.
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Asthma
Asthma is a serious condition. More children are admitted to hospital with asthma than with any other 

condition. The good news is that most children with asthma lead perfectly normal lives. If  you are 

concerned that your child might have asthma, you should ask the advice of  a doctor. 

What is asthma? 

Asthma is a type of  bronchitis. It causes airways in the lungs to narrow, making it difficult to breathe. When 

these airways narrow suddenly, it results in an asthma attack. 

What causes asthma? 

Children with asthma have airways that are almost always inflamed, and an asthma attack can be triggered 

by a number of  things, including: 

Allergies to things such as pollen or house dust mites  �

Cold weather  �

Strong winds  �

Exercise  �

Infection and colds  �

Fumes from paint, smoke, etc.  �

Laughing for a long time. �

 

It is important to stress that asthma is a physical condition and not the result of  some emotional illness or 

trauma. 

Children with asthma are affected in different ways. 

Some children will suffer from bouts of  coughing and general breathlessness  �

Others might need to be withdrawn from PE and games  �

Some children might even be forced to stay off  school.  �

During an attack, the chest makes a wheezing sound and a whistling noise can be heard. This can be 
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frightening for many children and lead to greater difficulty in breathing. 

What helps? 

Preventers are medicines that are usually taken every day. They are designed to make the airways less 

sensitive. 

Relievers are medicines that are usually taken to provide instant relief. They will open up the airways. They 

are available in either an inhaler or a tablet form. 

Your child will get used to carrying medicine around with her and will learn what to do if  an attack comes 

on. The important thing is that with the right medication most children with asthma can lead perfectly 

normal lives. 

Parental support 

Knowing that they have the total support of  their parents does so much to relieve the anxiety of  many 

children. It also gives children more confidence if  they feel as though they are being treated normally. 

Some parents find it helpful to spend time talking with their child about what will happen if  an attack occurs. 

This way, they can work out how to deal with the attack and it gives the parent a chance to support, praise 

and encourage their child.

 

Exercise 

Although a few children with asthma will need to avoid certain sports in certain conditions, most children 

should be involved in normal physical activity. Swimming and other suitable forms of  exercise can also do 

much to help asthma sufferers. 

Schools have a lot of  experience in working with children who have asthma, as it’s the most common reason 

for children bringing medicine into school. It will also be reassuring for your child to know that the adults 

around her know how to provide support. 
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What happens if my child has an attack? 

During an attack 

1 Keep calm and do things in a quiet and efficient way. 

2 Support and reassure your child. Provide a hand to hold and encourage your child to sit upright. 

3 Make sure that the reliever medicine is taken properly. (Using an inhaler quickly opens up the airways.) 

4  Encourage your child to breathe slowly and deeply and to get into a regular rhythm. Talk slowly with her 

and work together on this. 

You might need to call a doctor if:

Your child is distressed  �

The attack goes on for longer than usual  �

The attack doesn’t seem to be helped by medication  �

You are worried about your child’s condition  �

Your child is getting more and more tired.  �

After an attack, praise your child’s efforts. Talking with your child gives you the chance to highlight what 

went well. 

Should I inform the school? 

You should keep the school informed of  your child’s condition and any changes to it. 

Make sure that your child’s inhaler and medication is in school and accessible to your child, and that it is 

taken on trips out of  school. There should be little need for your child’s school life to be disrupted in any 

major way. But it’s important for the school to be aware that some things can act as a trigger. 

These triggers could be a class pet or fumes from a recently painted classroom. If  the class is planning an 

outside visit (particularly in the summer), it might make a difference if  your child is kept away from any 

flowering grass. 
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In general, it’s important to tell the school:

About your child’s current treatment �

How and when the medicine is taken  �

What things you know can trigger your child’s asthma  �

 Your child may lose confidence in taking part in activities. Teachers who are aware of  your child’s needs  �

will deal with her more sensitively.
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Epilepsy
Epilepsy is a common condition that affects around one in every two hundred of  the population. Most often 

it starts in childhood and affects all types and backgrounds. If  you are concerned about your child’s epilepsy 

or if  you think that your child might have epilepsy, please ask the advice of  your doctor. 

What is epilepsy? 

Epilepsy describes a state or tendency for a child to have ‘fits’ or ‘seizures’. 

These are caused by a disturbance in the normal electrical activity in the brain. The part of  the brain that’s 

affected will determine the nature and extent of  the seizure. 

Between seizures, the child’s brain will work normally. So epilepsy isn’t a disease or a mental illness. 

Some important points to remember:

Normally no pain is felt during a seizure �

Most children with epilepsy have their seizures well controlled by medication  �

Most seizures are mild and are over quite quickly  �

Sometimes there is a pattern to when the seizures happen and so a child might get a warning  �

 Only very rarely will children who have epilepsy have any difficulty with their school work as a result of  the  �

condition. 

What causes epilepsy? 

Epilepsy can be the result of  a number of  things, including. 

A head injury, which has caused scarred brain tissue  �

Illness, such as infections and fevers  �

Bio-chemical or hormonal changes in the body  �

The brain being in a very sensitive state.  �



The Essential Guide to the First Years of School

203

If  your child has epilepsy, she will probably be given medicine by your doctor. If  she doesn’t take the 

medicine, it could cause the seizures to start again. 

What happens when a child has a seizure? 

There are many types of  seizures, which can last from a few seconds to a few minutes. 

 Tonic-clonic or ‘grand mal’ attacks involve total loss of  consciousness. Your child may become rigid  �

and fall to the ground and might move from side to side. These movements are called convulsions and, 

although they die down, they might include a loss of  bowel or bladder control. The muscles soon relax and 

breathing will start again as normal. The child usually gets better immediately. 

 Absences or ‘petit mal’ attacks are the most usual attacks in childhood. They consist of  short periods of   �

interrupted or ‘clouded’ consciousness and can often be mistaken for other things (such as day dreaming). 

Your child might simply stop and stare into space almost motionless. Afterwards, your child might not 

realise the attack has taken place, although she might have a headache and feel generally confused. 

What can I do if my child has a seizure? 

It’s easy to say and less easy to do, but the first rule is always to keep calm. 

For the ‘petit mal’ attacks there is really little need for you to do anything, but for the ‘grand mal’ attacks, the 

following advice has been helpful for parents. 

Don’t interfere or restrain your child unnecessarily  �

If  your child is unconscious, get her onto the floor and place a cushion under her head  �

Loosen any tight-fitting clothes  �

Remove any spectacles  �

Clear a space around your child  �

As soon as possible, turn your child onto her side to help her breathing  �

Clear any extra saliva from her mouth  �

If  the attack is prolonged, call for medical help.  �
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What NOT to do while the seizure is happening: 

Don’t move your child, unless she’s in danger, for example, lying on the road  �

Don’t try to give her any medication.  �

Supporting your child 

The most important thing is to support your child and to ensure that she doesn’t see himself  as unusual or 

different from other children. That’s why it’s so important that your child is seen as a young person who 

occasionally has epileptic seizures, rather than an ‘epileptic’. 

Children have vivid imaginations and although much of  this can be very harmless, it’s important to spend 

time with your child after she has been diagnosed, explaining the situation. What you say will depend on the 

age of  the child and what stage she is at, but it’s important that you take the time to give your child all the 

facts about the condition and to discuss openly what it will mean. 

Some parents explain it as the brain being like a television and the seizure like the picture going fuzzy or 

disappearing for a few moments because of  too much electricity. The medicine will clear this fuzziness and 

get the clear picture back. 

Whatever method you use, stick with the facts and make sure your explanation leaves your child knowing a 

bit more and being safer. 

Keeping your child’s school informed 

By law, your child’s school has to keep up-to-date information about your child. So it’s essential for them to 

know that your child has occasional epileptic seizures. 

It’s a good idea to let them know:

Any medication your child is on  �

When the medicine needs to be taken  �

If  anything in particular seems to trigger a seizure  �
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Any special diet your child is on  �

If  the seizures at home are causing tiredness and are making it difficult for your child to do homework.  �

You can talk this through with your child, but you might want to ask your child’s class teacher to include 

some work and discussions in class about epilepsy as an important part of  understanding how our bodies 

work. The teacher can then talk about the class supporting your child and not panicking if  a seizure starts 

unexpectedly. 

Put the right way and at the right moment, this will avoid any embarrassment and lessen any concerns your 

child may have about being ‘different’ or ‘unusual’.

Epilepsy shouldn’t stop children from living full and effective lives. What is most important is that everyone 

supporting your child works together to provide the best help they can. 
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Allergies
If  your child always seems to have the snuffles, or suffers from a skin rash or itchy eyes, she may have 

an allergy. This information could help you to pinpoint what it is. We look at some common causes and 

symptoms and suggest ways in which you and your child’s school can work together to help her. 

What causes an allergy? 

An allergy occurs when the body’s defence mechanism gets things wrong. Our bodies are designed to fight 

off  germs. When our immune system spots a foreign body, such as a virus, it produces antibodies and these 

rush through the bloodstream to the danger spot and attack the intruder. But sometimes the immune system 

makes a mistake. It detects a harmless substance like pollen and produces antibodies to attack it. 

The antibodies produce powerful chemicals and it’s these that trigger the symptoms of  the allergy, like a skin 

rash, a runny nose or a wheezy chest. 

Some common causes 

Pollen 

Hayfever is worst between May and September, when the level of  pollen in the air is at its highest. 

Symptoms tend to show up in the mornings and evenings, when the air is cool and the pollen drifts close to 

the ground. During the day, when your child is at school, she may find her symptoms ease off, but damp days 

make things worse because, without the help of  the warm air, pollen grains can’t drift away. 

Hayfever often comes on round about the age of  10 and peaks in the mid-teens. Symptoms include a runny 

nose, puffy, inflamed eyes and, in six out of  10 cases, a wheezy chest. If  your child suffers from asthma, stay 

on the alert during the summer months. 

Some things you can do to help

 Check the pollen count (from local newspapers, radio, TV, etc.) and, if  possible, keep your child indoors  �

when it’s particularly high
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Discourage her from playing out of  doors in the early evening when the pollen count peaks  �

Make sure she closes her bedroom window before she goes to sleep �

Keep car doors and windows closed  �

Give her sunglasses and ask her teacher to make sure she wears them at playtime  �

If  she has asthma, find out how the school deals with medication and inhalers and make sure your child  �

knows what to do and who to ask for help if  she does suffer an attack. Warn her teacher that she may be 

more vulnerable to an attack during the hayfever season.

 

There’s a wide range of  preparations that you can use to control hayfever. Talk to your doctor or pharmacist 

about suitable remedies for your child.

 

House dust mites 

These tiny creatures thrive in warm humid conditions. They live in bedding, carpets, soft toys and soft 

furnishings, feeding off  flakes of  human skin.

 

There’s a theory that house mites are on the increase because homes have become more comfortable. If  your 

child has eczema, house mites may be contributing to the problem. They can also trigger asthma, a runny 

nose and hayfever-like symptoms.

Some things you can do to help: 

Keep your windows open to prevent a build-up of  warm, humid air �

Run the central heating a few degrees lower, especially in bedrooms  �

Dust with a damp cloth  �

Vacuum frequently, preferably when your child is not in the room  �

If  the problem is severe, you can buy protective anti-allergy bedding for mattresses, duvets and pillows.  �

Cut out soft furnishings wherever you can, and if  possible, have wooden floors, blinds and few cushions.  �

Allergies, in the main, are a nuisance rather than a threat to your child’s health. Once you have identified the 

trigger, think about practical ways to eliminate it from your child’s life. 
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Do keep your child’s school informed. If  the allergy is mild, a word with the class teacher is sufficient. If  it’s 

more serious, put it in writing and ask that every member of  staff  (teaching and non-teaching) is informed. 

Persuade your child to stick to one or two soft toys at a time and wash them regularly. Believe it or not, the 

best way to kill the mites is to put soft toys in the freezer, then wash them every few days. 

Animals 

Most pets shed ‘dander’ – microscopic particles of  skin that can cause allergic reactions. Birds, hamsters, 

guinea pigs, rabbits, gerbils, cats and dogs all produce dander. About a third of  all allergy patients show some 

reaction to animals, so it’s quite a common problem. Symptoms include runny nose, wheezing, sore eyes and 

rashes. 

The solution seems obvious. If  your child is allergic to animals, don’t keep pets. But if  you already have 

a dog or a cat when the allergy first shows itself, it isn’t quite so simple. You have to decide whether the 

psychological distress caused by sending the pet away outweighs the physical discomfort of  the allergy and, 

of  course, every case is different. 

The practice of  keeping a class hamster has almost disappeared, but if  your child does have an allergy to 

animals then you should inform the school. 

Food allergies 

There’s a lot of  debate about the role of  food in allergy, but there’s no doubt that some foods do trigger 

a strong reaction in some people. Common ones are milk and other dairy products; eggs; fish; shellfish; 

chocolate and wheat. The symptoms can be dramatic. Diarrhoea and vomiting, migraine and skin rashes are 

the commonest.

 

If  you think your child suffers from a food allergy, try to work out what it is by cutting out likely foods and re-

introducing them one by one. When you’ve found the culprit, make sure she doesn’t eat it again. That’s easy 

at home. You can get round the problem at school by providing a packed lunch. 
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If  your child is going on a trip or residential visit, inform the school in writing of  the nature of  the allergy, its 

symptoms and any necessary treatment. That way teachers and carers can make sure she doesn’t come to 

harm.

Anaphylactic shock 

Most allergic reactions are a nuisance rather than a real threat. But there is one, thankfully very rare, that 

can have more serious consequences. In this case it’s important that both you and your child’s school know 

exactly what to do. 

Anaphylactic shock is a violent and dramatic reaction to an offending substance. Tissues swell, breathing 

becomes difficult, blood pressure drops and the skin may puff  up into weals and hives. The treatment is an 

injection of  adrenaline, administered as soon as possible. Anaphylactic  shock can be fatal if  it’s not treated 

quickly enough. 

Of  the many children who are allergic to peanuts or bee stings, only a tiny proportion run the risk of  

anaphylactic shock. But, because it’s serious, it’s particularly important to make sure the school is well briefed 

about possible problems if  your child is at risk. 

How you can help your school 

Inform the headteacher and class teacher in writing of  your child’s allergy  �

 Give your child a badge or Medic Alert bracelet to wear at all times, alerting everybody to the risk of   �

anaphylaxis 

 Check the school’s policy on administering medication and make sure that adrenaline is easily available at  �

all times. The school doctor will arrange for members of  staff  to be trained in its use. Make sure that you, 

and the school, are clear about who does what.
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Infectious Diseases
Illnesses are a part of  childhood, and there are a number that your child may come into contact with and 

contract. Here’s what to do if  your child suffers from the following common illnesses. Some of  these are 

infectious so  it’s helpful to inform the school what your child is suffering from so other parents can be 

warned.

 Swine Flu and Flu: The media hype around Swine Flu may have died down but people are still contracting  �

the illness. If  you suspect your child has Swine Flu then contact NHS Direct on 0845 46 47. Treat any 

raised temperature with paracetamol. A child suffering from Swine Flu or other strains of  flu should not 

return to school until they have fully recovered which could take up to two weeks. Symptoms include - high 

fever; chills and shivers; headache; coughing; sore throat. The incubation period is two to three days after 

exposure, and your child may have a high temperature for the first week. All strains of  flu are infectious 

until the symptoms have disappeared. 

 Norovirus, vomiting and diarrhoea: These illnesses are highly infectious so it’s important to keep your  �

child away from school as soon as they experience any vomiting or diarrhoea. It’s not always necessary 

to take your child to their GP unless you’re concerned. Symptoms include – vomiting; diarrhoea; high 

temperature.

Treat a raised temperature with paracetamol and ensure your child doesn’t become dehydrated. Your child 

can return to school 48 hours after the last vomiting or diarrhoea episode. Practising good hygiene such as 

hand washing and using anti-bacterial hand gels can help to limit the spread of  the illness.

 Chickenpox: Your child can return to school five days after the onset of  the rash, when the spots have  �

scabbed over and dropped off. They may still have signs of  the spots but they’ll no longer be infectious.

 Impetigo: This is a bacterial infection of  the skin which is commonly spread in schools. It’s highly  �

infectious so your child should only return to school when the sores start healing or 48 hours after they’ve 

started taking antibiotics.
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 German Measles, Measles, Mumps, Meningitis C, Whooping Cough: Children are routinely vaccinated  �

against these illnesses. However should your child suffer from one of  these you’ll need to take them to their 

GP and keep them off  school until they’re fully recovered, as they are highly infectious. You will find more 

information about each illness below.

 Conjunctivitis: Characterised by red, irritated eye(s) that feel burning or scratchy, with a possible discharge  �

of  pus from the eye(s). Infectious until  all the symptoms have disappeared (allergic conjunctivitis isn’t 

infectious, but infectious conjunctivitis can last from one day to well over a week). 

 Hand, Foot and Mouth Disease: Small blisters appear on the palms, soles and in the mouth (sometimes one  �

of  these areas isn’t infected and sometimes the genitalia and buttocks are also affected). The rash develops 

first, then mild fever, and feeling generally unwell. Incubation period of  one to three days. Infectious until 

all the symptoms have disappeared (seven to 10 days). 

 Impetigo: Appears as a blistery rash which dries to form a golden coloured crust. Lesions are small at first,  �

but soon rupture to leave a raw exuding surface, then form a crust. Infectious from the appearance of  the 

rash until the treatment has worked or the condition has disappeared.

 Measles: If  your child has not been vaccinated against measles, they may have the disease if  they have a  �

raised temperature; fever; cough; runny nose; red eyes. Flat, dull, red spots and blotches appear on the face 

and upper body. The incubation period is seven to 14 days. Cold-like symptoms last for three to four days 

followed by onset of  the rash. Spots first appear on the face and behind the ears, followed by the trunk and 

upper limbs. Infectious from the onset of  the first symptoms until four days after the rash has disappeared.

 Mumps: Characterised by raised temperature; fever; swelling and tenderness of  the glands on one or both  �

sides of  the face; sore throat; possible earache. The incubation period is 14 to 21 days. Swollen glands and 

sore throat for the first five to six days. The accompanying fever lasts a few days after the swelling goes 

down. Infectious from seven days before the glands swell until seven days after the swelling has gone down.
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 Ringworm: Appears as a round, red, itchy rash (often raised and scaly). If  on the scalp causes itching and  �

hair loss. There is no incubation period – ringworm is infectious immediately. 

 Rubella (German Measles): Low fever, mild illness, swollen glands in neck. Possible sore throat and  �

inflammation of  the eyes. Flat, pink spots appear mainly on the face and trunk. The incubation period 

is 14 to 21 days, then swollen glands last for three to four days followed by a rash and a slightly raised 

temperature. Spots appear on the face, behind the ears, then on the trunk. Infectious from seven days 

before the rash appears until four days after. 

Note: Rubella is dangerous to the foetus in women in early pregnancy, so keep your child at home. If  you 

think that your child may have been in contact with any pregnant women during the incubation period, for 

instance other mothers at school or nursery, let the school know. 

 Tonsillitis: Onset of  a sore throat, headache and fever. Your child may have difficulty swallowing. Tonsils  �

can look large and inflamed with white patches. Infectious until antibiotic treatment has been given for 24 – 

48 hours.

 Whooping cough: A runny nose, sore throat and dry “whooping” cough may mean that your child has the  �

disease, but it may be croup, which has similar symptoms. The incubation period is 7 to 10 days. If  the 

cough worsens, there may be vomiting. Infectious until the symptoms have disappeared.

Meningitis 

Meningitis is an infection that can affect people at any age. It is possible to have it more than once. If  you 

think your child might have meningitis, please visit your doctor for advice.  The bacteria which cause the 

bacterial forms are very common in the nose and the back of  the throat in healthy people. Occasionally, for 

reasons not yet understood, these germs can suddenly overwhelm the body’s defence systems and spread. 

They can then cause meningitis. It can be spread by close contact from person to person. It cannot be 

carried in water, in air conditioning or on objects. 



The Essential Guide to the First Years of School

213

What is meningitis? 

The linings of  the brain and the spinal cord are known as the meninges. When these get infected you 

develop meningitis. There are two main types of  the infection:

Viral meningitis  �

Bacterial meningitis.  �

What causes it? 

Viral meningitis 

This can be caused by several viruses, including mumps. Your child will be immunised against mumps if  

she has had the MMR vaccine. Viruses do not respond to antibiotics, but eventually go away of  their own 

accord, like a cold or flu. 

Serious complications of  this kind of  meningitis are rare. It is more common than other forms of  the 

infection. 

Bacterial meningitis 

This can be caused by several different bacteria.

Meningococcal bacterial meningitis can cause a rash. There are three strains of  it, known as A, B and C. B is 

the most common strain in this country. All children and young people have been offered the vaccination for 

strain C. 

Haemophillus bacterial meningitis is most common in younger children. It is caused by haemophillus 

influenza. Your child is vaccinated against this within the HIB immunisation.

 

Pneumococcal meningitis 

Immunisation is available for this.
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How do I recognise it? 

Whichever form of  the infection your child might have, she could show any of  these symptoms:

Headache (usually sudden and severe, but not always) �

Fever �

Vomiting �

Neck stiffness, either pain on bending or a reluctance to bend the neck �

Intolerance of  bright lights �

Drowsiness, confusion or coma �

A rash, which looks like bruising under the skin. It can vary from a few pinpoints to fairly large areas.  �

The glass test 

Hold the side of  a drinking glass firmly on the rash. 

If  the rash doesn’t fade or go white under the pressure of  the glass, seek immediate medical help.

Indeed, if  you are at all suspicious, obtain immediate medical help. Any delay can be fatal. 

What will the school do? 

Meningitis is a notifiable disease. The public health department will inform the school if  a child develops 

meningitis. The school doctor will speak to the other parents at the school and tell them what they should do. 

The school will not need to be closed as meningitis cannot be spread by any other means than person-to-person 

contact. The school will have to follow the advice of  the medical services and the public health doctors. 

If  you are worried and think your child has meningitis, seek help immediately, either from your doctor or at 

the hospital. It can develop rapidly so keep watching your child very closely.

Warning: If  your child is ill with any of  the symptoms of  any of  the diseases mentioned above, please consult 

your doctor. Our information is only a guideline and is based on the information available at the time of  

publication.
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Remember if  you’re concerned about your child’s health at any time then take them to their GP. If  their 

health deteriorates quickly out of  GP surgery hours then call NHS Direct on 0845 46 47, consult your GP 

surgery’s out-of-hours service or call 999.

Further resources:

NHS Direct  0845 46 47

Health Protection Agency – Guidance on Infection Control in Schools
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Part 9 – Useful websites

Education 

ACE (Advisory Centre for Education) 

www. ace-ed.org.uk

Becta

www.becta.org.uk

Campaign for State Education (CASE) 

www.campaignforstateeducation.org.uk

Christian Education Movement 

www.christianeducation.org.uk 

Department for Education

www.education.gov.uk

Department for Education Lifelong Learning and Skills (DELLS) 

www.wales.gov.uk 

Development Education Association 

www.dea.org.uk

Health Promotion Wales 

www.cmo.wales.gov.uk

Learning and Teaching 

www.ltscotland.org.uk
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Music Education Council 

www.mec.org.uk

National Association for Primary Education (NAPE) 

www.nape.org.uk

National Association of  Language Advisors 

www.nala.org.uk 

National Literacy Association 

www.nla.org.uk 

Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency  (QCDA)

www.qcda.gov.uk

Scottish Sports Council 

www.sportscotland.org.uk 

Sport England 

www.sportengland.org

Teachernet

www.teachernet.gov.uk

Special needs 

Advisory Centre for Education Exclusions 

24-Hour Helpline: 020 7704 9822. 

www.ace-ed.org.uk



The Essential Guide to the First Years of School

218

Autism Education Trust

www.autismeducationtrust.org.uk

British Association of  Art Therapists 

www.baat.org 

British Association of  Teachers of  the Deaf  

www.batod.org.uk

British Deaf  Association 

www.bda.org.uk 

British Dyslexia Association

www.bdadyslexia.org.uk

British Dyslexics

Tel: 01244 822844

www.britishdyslexics.co.uk

British Institute of  Learning Disabilities 

www.bild.org.uk

DIAL-UK 

www.dialuk.info 

Disability Unit 

www.disability.gov.uk. 
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Dyslexia Action

www.dyslexiaaction.org.uk

Dyspraxia Foundation 

www.dyspraxiafoundation.org.uk

Generation Rescue 

www.generationrescue.org 

Gifted Children’s Information Centre 

www.patient.co.uk

IPSEA (Independent Parental Special Educational Advice)

Advice line: 0800 0184016

www.ipsea.org.uk

Mencap

Helpline: 0808 808 1111

www.mencap.org.uk

National Association for Gifted Children 

www.nagcbritain.org.uk

National Autistic Society 

www.autism.org.uk

PEACH (Parents for the Early Intervention of  Autism in Children)

www.peach.org.uk
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Research Autism

www.researchautism.net

Royal Association for Disability and Rehabilitation (RADAR) 

www.radar.org.uk

SEN Tribunal 

www.sendist.gov.uk

SEN Code of  Practice

Download: www.teachernet.gov.uk/wholeschool/sen/sencodeintro

Treehouse 

www.treehouse.org.uk

About: National charity offering training, research and policy work for autism education. 

Rights and benefits 

Child Poverty Action Group 

www.cpag.org.uk

Children’s Legal Centre 

www.childrenslegalcentre.com 

Family, relationships and counselling 

British Association for Counselling 

www.bacp.co.uk

Carers UK 

www.carersuk.org 
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Compassionate Friends  

www.tcf.org.uk

Crossroads Care 

A support service for carers

www.crossroads.org.uk

Family Education Trust 

www.famyouth.org.uk

Gingerbread 

255 Kentish Town Road, London, NW5 2LX. 

Helpline: 0808 802 0925 (Advice and local support for one-parent families, Mon-Fri 9-5pm). 

www.gingerbread.org.uk

Kidscape 

Helpline: 08451 205 204 (Information on teaching childrenhow to avoid bullying or abuse). 

www.kidscape.org.uk

Parentline

Helpline: 0808 800 2222 (organisation for parents under stress) 

www.parentlineplus.org.uk

Other 

Council for Wales of  Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) 

www.cwvys.org.uk 

National Children’s Bureau 

www.ncb.org.uk
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National Council for Voluntary Youth Schemes 

www.ncvys.org.uk

National Playbus Association 

www.playbus.org.uk 

Outward Bound Trust 

www.theoutwardboundtrust.org.uk

Youthlink Scotland 

www.youthlinkscotland.org

Reading resources

These websites have reading lists of  books written specifically for dyslexic readers:

Barrington Stoke �

Dyslexia Action and Waterstones reading list �

Lovereading4kids �

The Oxford Tree �




