The English Education system
In England there is no system of Kindergartens. There are, however, private Nursery Schools that parents can pay to send their children to. These Nursery Schools are expensive and, therefore, out of the reach of normal families as the cost can often be more than a parent can earn. Sometimes there are Government schemes to help parents (especially single parents) to afford these costs and go back to work. Sometimes children are looked after by a child-minder, or Grandparents look after children if Mum needs (or wants) to return to work.

Children begin school in the year that they reach the age of five. Sometimes this is not long after their fourth birthday. Often, they begin part-time and increase to full-time when they are ready for it.

The system is a little complicated as it has changed over the years with each Government having different ideas about how things should be organised and financed. With Governments possibly changing every four or five years, teachers often despair that educational changes happen too often and too quickly. They worry that political ideology (political ideas and trends) is causing the changes rather than good educational reasons.

In Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland there are some differences and more may happen as these parts of Great Britain & Northern Ireland gain more control of their own systems. 

Below is a simplified description of what happens in England. 

Education can be in one of three ways:      Home Tuition, Private or State Education.

Home Tuition.

Home tuition happens for only a tiny number of children. This may be where parents decide that normal school is not suitable for their children. Of course, the parents must show the Education Authority that they can do the job well themselves. It may happen when parents have children with problems (e.g. autism or dyslexia) and think that their local school will not be able to give the child the attention that he or she needs. Also the parent may dislike the local school or have strong views about how education should take place. Home tuition may also be provided by the Education Authority for children who have been expelled or suspended from school because their behaviour is unacceptable. Usually naughty boys!

Private Education.

Private Schools are sometimes (confusingly) called Public Schools but they are not used by the general public as they charge fees. Rich parents may first send a child to a private Nursery School, then a Preparatory school (ages four – eleven) and then to a private Secondary school or College.

At private schools there are very good facilities and small class sizes so the pupils can learn quickly and get ahead of the pupils in State schools. This can be a great advantage when students try to enter University after exams at the age of eighteen. 

Some private schools are Boarding Schools where pupils not only study but live, too.

State Education.

The vast majority of pupils attend State Schools. 

There is usually a two-tier system with pupils attending a Primary School up to the age of eleven and then a Secondary School up to the age of eighteen. A few pupils, who wish to go straight to work without attempting further exams, leave school at the age of sixteen.

There are, however, regional variations. In some towns the children from several Secondary Schools all move to a Sixth Form College after their GCSE (General Certificate of Secondary Education) exams at the age of sixteen. They then study their A (Advanced) Level subjects to prepare for attempting to gain a place at a University.
In a few areas there is a three-tier system. Pupils attend their First School until they are aged nine or ten. They then attend a Middle School until they are twelve or thirteen years old before moving to a Secondary School until the age of eighteen.

Most Secondary Schools are Comprehensive Schools and teach children of all abilities. However, in some places, there are still Grammar Schools which only teach the more able pupils. Grammar schools are only for more academic pupils and there is an entrance examination at the age of 11. I think your school has an exam at this age, too, so it is like our Grammar schools. Until the 1970s we had Grammar schools in every town (and Di and I went to them) but now only a few remain.

An exam at the age of eleven is used to test the academic ability of the children who wish to go to a Grammar School.

Examinations.

All pupils must study Mathematics, English and some Science up to GCSE level and they are encouraged to study a foreign language, too. They will also study several more subjects which they have chosen in Year Nine (aged thirteen to fourteen). Consequently, a typical pupil may sit GCSE exams in eight, nine or ten subjects.

GCSE exams are in Year Eleven when most pupils are aged sixteen. 

There are plans to replace separate GCSE exams by an “English Baccalaureate” combined system in the future. To achieve success in this, the pupil must do well in a whole range of academic subjects.

The pupil’s interests and wishes, and the results of the GCSE exams help pupils to choose a smaller number of A level subjects to study up to the age of eighteen. Typically, a student studies four subjects in Year Twelve and three in Year thirteen. 

The complete person.

Of course, examinations are not everything. It is important for pupils to learn many other skills in school and to develop as a complete person. 

Subjects such as sports, artistic subjects, information technology, citizenship and life skills are all very important. Pupils also learn to work together and to appreciate each other and, hopefully, to enjoy spending time together. 

Growing up and preparing/equipping oneself for adult life involve many more things than just exams.

School Life.

Most schools now teach both boys and girls but when I was young there were quite a few single sex schools. I went to a Boys’ Grammar School from the age of eleven to eighteen. Just a small number of single-sex schools still remain but some religions are now trying to open more.

English schools usually have a “school uniform” with all pupils wearing the same shirts, ties, jackets etc. Parents like this as there are no problems each morning about what to wear. It is also thought to help pupils to feel a sense of belonging to a school community. Pupils often think it is boring and try to “bend the rules”.

The school day is often from 08.45 until 15.30. This comprises a long morning with a twenty minute break then a lunch hour followed by a shorter afternoon session. Pupils learn better in the mornings.

Pupils can usually buy a cooked lunch but many take their own meal of sandwiches, fruit, biscuits, etc.

Pupils at Primary Schools get a little homework as they get older. Secondary Schools often give pupils two or three subjects of homework per evening.

Schools usually organise clubs for their pupils at lunchtimes and after school. Choirs, orchestras, bands, team sports and individual sports are all organised at school, too. Sometimes holidays are organised to other countries or to do “outdoor pursuits” e.g. hiking, camping, kayaking, climbing etc. Schools often organise visits to foreign countries to improve skills in languages and enthusiasm for them.

Almost all teachers in Primary schools are ladies. More Secondary teachers are men but still less than 50%. It would be good to have more male teachers, especially in Primary schools. This is because some boys from broken homes and single-parent families do not grow up seeing a good male role model. This can lead to poor behaviour, limited ambition and a further breakdown of the family system. 
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