THE BRITISH SCHOOL YEAR

The English school year generally runs from early September to mid July of the following year. Most schools operate a three-term school year, each term is divided in half. Halfway through each term, pupils get one week off school, known as half-term. Autumn term runs from early September to mid December (half term falls in late October). Spring Term runs from early January to Easter (half term falls in mid February). Summer Term runs from Easter to mid July (half term falls in late May or early June).

The Christmas holidays separate the autumn and spring terms, and the Easter holidays separate the spring and summer terms. Each holiday lasts about two weeks. The summer holiday begins in late July, and is usually about six weeks long. 

THE NATIONAL CURRIMULUM
The National Curriculum was introduced in the UK for primary and secondary state schools in 1988. Notwithstanding its name, it does not apply to independent schools, which may set their own curricula, but it ensures that all state schools have a common curriculum. 

The Education Reform Act of 1988 requires that all state students be taught a basic curriculum of religious education and the National Curriculum whose core subjects are English, Maths and Science.
The purpose of the National Curriculum was to standardise the content taught across schools to enable assessment, which in turn enabled the compilation of league tables detailing the assessment for each school. These league tables, together with the provision to parents of some degree of choice in assignment of the school for their child were intended to encourage a 'free market' by allowing parents to choose schools based on their measured ability to teach the National Curriculum.

Figure 1 – Structure of the national curriculum

	
	Key stage 1
	Key stage 2
	Key stage 3
	Key stage 4

	Age
	5-7
	7-11
	11-14
	14-16

	Core subjects
	
	
	
	

	English
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓

	Mathematics
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓

	Science
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓

	Foundation subjects
	
	
	
	

	Art and design
	✓
	✓
	✓
	

	Citizenship
	
	
	✓
	✓

	Computing
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓

	Design and technology
	✓
	✓
	✓
	

	Languages
	
	✓
	✓
	

	Geography
	✓
	✓
	✓
	

	History
	✓
	✓
	✓
	

	Music
	✓
	✓
	✓
	

	Physical education
	✓
	✓
	✓
	✓


How is the daily timetable organised?

Each school organises its timetable differently. Lessons might last 35, 40, 45, 55 or 60 minutes! For each subject, a student will attend classes for about 5 hours a week. There will also be time given to Physical Education or Sport, whether or not these are taken as subjects for studying. 

What activities are organised outside lessons?

Along with sport, schools offer a substantial programme of "extra-curricular activities", that is, activities which are able to offer students a wide range of experiences, intellectual, cultural and relaxing. Music, drama, science and literary societies are offered in all schools, and there will be opportunities for outdoor education and other leisure activities. Visits to theatres and concerts, to places relevant to the courses of study (such as art galleries, museums, historical sites) are all part of life in a school.

ASSESSMENTS (SATs)
What are SATs?

SATs are national tests that children currently sit twice during their time at primary school and once during seconday school. The results are considered for league tables are being compiled, but they do not lead to any formal qualification for the candidates taking them.

Which tests, when? 
Age 7: SATS in English and maths, marked in school by teachers.

Age 11: SATs in English and maths, marked externally, results published nationally. 
Age 14: SATs in English, maths and science, marked externally, results published nationally. 

It will be given a 'level' for reading, writing, maths and science. If a child gets levels way below or way above that, the school is supposed to provide him or her with extra support.

What's the point of SATs?
They're meant to be an indicator of the progress a child has made at school. 

SATs are also an indicator of how well a school is doing: results of the second set of tests are published nationally in league tables, used by the government to measure a school's performance and checked by anxious parents who are looking for the 'best' school to send their child to.

It's worth bearing in mind, though, that these league tables don't always give the full picture: they only outline the percentage of children who achieved the expected level or above, but they don't take into account, for example, the number of children at that particular school with special needs or English as a second language.

Special Needs Education in the UK

Special Educational Needs (SEN) in the UK refers to children with disabilities or learning difficulties that make it more difficult for them to learn or access education than other children. 

Children with special educational needs are generally integrated into mainstream state schools as long as the schools have the right resources with which to look after them. This means adequate equipment and enough teachers with the skills to give them the education that will help these students achieve their potential.

If their disabilities are so severe that they can not be looked after adequately at a mainstream school, it is the responsibility of the local authority to provide funds for that child to go to a special school or be educated at home.

READ THE TEXT AND UNDERLINE THE ANSWERS TO THESE QUESTIONS:

1. How is the British school year divided? Can you find any differences with the Italian school system?
2. Does the National Curriculum is valid for all schools in the UK?

3. Which are the core subjects in the National Curriculum? What do "core subjects" mean?

4. What is the purpose of the National Curriculum?

5. What is the purpose of the school league tables?

6. How many hours do students have for each subject a week?

7. What "extra-curricular activities" do schools usually offer?

8. What are SATs?

9. What are the results used for?

10. How many SATs do students take and when?

11. What happens if a child gets a level that is too high or too low?

12. What are the purposes of SATs?

13. Why don't these SATs always give the full picture?

14. What do Special Educational Needs refer to?

15. Do these children generally go to "normal" schools?

16. What happens if the child's disability is too severe? 
