British Schools

For more information about British Schools, contact the schools directly or contact your Community Relations Advisor:

Community Relations Advisors

Lakenheath – 01638-523145
Mildenhall – 01638-542254

Suffolk County Council Western Area Education Office 

Shire Hall 

Bury St Edmunds; IP33 3RX 

Tel: 01284 352100 

www.suffolkcc.gov.uk/education 
Cambridgeshire County Council Education Office 

Shire Hall, Castle Hill 

Cambridge; CB3 0AP 

Tel: 01223 717111 

www.camcnty.gov.uk/education 
Norfolk County Council Education Department
County Hall, Martineau Lane 

Norwich; NR1 2DL 

Tel: 01603 222146 

www.norfolk.gov.uk/education 
USING THE ENGLISH EDUCATION SYSTEM
According to the Status of Forces Agreement, American families are welcome to use British state (public) schools, and, in doing so, are bound by the same rules that govern the British.  Families stationed at RAF Lakenheath and RAF Mildenhall have a choice of sending their children to the DoD Schools on RAFs Lakenheath and Feltwell, or sending them to a British school.  Education in the UK is government run, each county has its own slight variations on the overall theme. Full time, free state education in the UK is mandatory for all children between the ages of five and sixteen, and that applies throughout Suffolk and Norfolk. In Cambridgeshire, however, many children can start regular school as soon as they’ve reached their fourth birthday if the school has room, so the next section on nursery schools may be superfluous for families living in that particular county.

Nursery school, is the British term for pre-school. Since April 1998, the British government has agreed to provide a certain amount of free nursery education for four-year-olds. The government department known as OFSTED - the Office for Standards in Education - regularly inspects all nursery schools, whether private or state run. Those reaching the required standard are said to be ‘OFSTED validated’. The government will pay for any four-year-old attending those particular schools to have five free half-day sessions of nursery education each week. 

The Early Years Adviser in each of the county education offices keeps records of nursery schools that come within the scheme. Alternatively you can make direct contact with any nursery school you like the look of, in which case your first question should be “Are you OFSTED validated ?” 

Your child can, of course, attend more than five half-day sessions if the school has the space, but you must pay for the extra sessions yourself. USAFE families are welcome to use British state (public) schools, and, in doing so, are bound by the same rules that govern the British. 

Americans tend to put their younger children into British primary (elementary) schools, while their older children go the high school on base. The US and UK college systems are very different, and the American high school is better able to prepare American teenagers for their own system. 

Most British primary schools take children for full-time regular schooling at the beginning of the term (semester) in which they become 5 years old. We have run into problems in the past when Americans have put their children into British school at the age of 5, then withdrawn them on their 6th birthday and sent them to the DoDD Elementary school. The child often suffers a crisis of confidence, as the two systems operate quite differently. 

If you withdraw your child from British school because you’re not satisfied with the standard, that, of course, is different. Under those circumstances you have every right to withdraw your child at any time. However, Americans seem to like the British system and many American children who’ve attended British schools are found to be ahead of their contemporaries when they finally rejoin the U.S. system. 

The British school year is divided into three terms, autumn (fall), spring and summer. The weather doesn’t permit us to have our children underfoot for three months every summer, so the longest holiday (vacation) is the six-week summer break. The children go back to school for the start of the new academic year around Sept. 3 for three months. 

They then have a three-week Christmas break. They then return to school for three months until the three-week Easter break, then go back into school for the final term, which ends in the long summer break. In addition, each term is broken in the middle by a week’s half-term holiday. It sounds complicated, but works out in practice as six weeks in school, one week out, six weeks in, three weeks out, and so on until the summer six-week break. 

The school day typically begins at 9 a.m. and continues until around 3:30 p.m. The lunch break lasts from noon to 1:30 p.m., and the children have a choice of going home or staying for a hot lunch provided by the school for a small daily charge. They may take a packed lunch if they prefer, but all schools have guidelines as to what may be included in it. The morning and afternoon school sessions are broken up by a 15-minute playtime (recess). 

Primary schools no longer insist on the strict uniform regulations of yesteryear, but they do like a certain uniformity of dress, so they may ask for children to wear, for example, grey skirts or pants and perhaps a white sweatshirt, or T-shirt in the summer, with the school badge printed on it, obtainable at low cost from the school. 

Compulsory schooling takes place between the ages of 5 and 16, although some provision is made for children under 5, and many pupils remain at school beyond the minimum leaving age (continuing until 18). It should be noted that British schools observe British holidays, not American ones. School terms (3 per year) usually run from the second week in September to a week before Christmas, then commence again the first week of January until Easter, starting the summer term a week later and going on to mid-July. There is a week off school for half-term in each of the three terms. 

The local school system (West Suffolk) is divided into a three-tier system: the primary (first) schools for pupils aged 5 to 9 years; middle schools for ages 9 to 13; and upper schools for 13 to 18 year olds. The neighboring counties of Cambridgeshire and Norfolk operate this system in some areas, as well as schools which break at age 11 (primary 5 to 11 years, secondary 11 to 18 years). All schools maintained by the Suffolk Education Authority are comprehensive and mixed (boys and girls in the same school). 

There is no statutory requirement to provide education for those children under the age of 5. A few nursery classes are attached to primary schools in the West Suffolk area but there are seldom enough places to go around. There are however several privately run nursery schools and informal pre-school playgroups.

How do I find information on British schools? 
Education is a service provided by the county councils in England.  Suffolk, Norfolk and Cambridge-shire all have comprehensive Web sites that include a whole section on education in their area.  This is a good place to start for general information.
What is the difference between a state school and an independent school? 
State schools are free of charge and independent schools are fee-paying schools.  An old term you may still hear for an independent school is a “public” school, which really is a contradiction in terms because only the minority attends fee-paying schools.

Will I have to pay to send my child to a church school? 
If the church school is a state school, no fees are required.  Voluntary-aided schools are run in partnership with the Roman Catholic Church and Church of England.  The school governors decide which children can go to the school and how religion is taught. 

At what age do children start school? 
British children must begin full-time education at the start of the term after their 5th birthday.  In Suffolk all children can get full-time education from the start of the term during which they become 5.  For example, children born in March can start full-time school in January if their parents want them to. 

What is a catchment area? 
Most children attend the school in their local area. This school is called the catchment school. Every school serves an area of streets or villages, but sometimes this is different for church schools. Parents have a right to ask for a place at a different school. This is called a preferred school. However, it may not be possible to obtain a place if the preferred school is full. 

When does the school year start and how is it divided up? 
The school year starts at the beginning of September and is divided into three “terms” with holidays (vacations) of two weeks at Christmas and Easter and a six-week holiday in the summer. Each term is sub-divided into two “half-terms” by a week’s vacations.

Do I have to register? 
Registration is not the same here. We use the term enrollment. When the head teacher confirms that there is availability at the school, he or she will need pupil details. The information required will include a date of estimated rotation from overseas for the parent. This is required to help plan numbers related to future funding for the school. Should you take your child out of the school for any reason, notify the head teacher as soon as possible of the last day of attendance. In order to enroll your child at a British school, you will need to have a British address in the local area. 

How will my child progress through school? 
Teaching is based on the National Curriculum, which has a core of four subjects – English, math, science and information technology. Other subjects, such as languages,  are introduced at different stages. Within the National Curriculum there are key stages of learning. Key Stage 1 is years 1 and 2, Key Stage 2 is year 3 to year 6, Key Stage 3 is year 7 to year 9 and Key Stage 4 is years 10 and 11.  Key Stage 4 is the time when external examinations are taken with a view to entering further education such as college or university. 

Will my child get free transport to school?
Free bus transportation to and from school is not automatic.  The head teacher may ask for a commitment from you as parents to ensure that your child is delivered to school and picked up from the school. Also, in England we do not have distinctive school buses.  Drivers here are not required to stop behind a school bus, but are required to proceed with caution. It is essential that children are aware of the dangers of crossing the road when getting off a school bus.

Will my child have to wear a school uniform? 
In British schools the child will usually be required to wear a uniform.  The top (most often a sweatshirt) has the school logo on it and can often be purchased at the school.  The bottom (pants – say “trousers” or “skirt”) must be a certain colour but can be bought in any store.  The uniform is worn most days, except on “non-uniform” days. 
