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Welcome to the UK  

Education in the UK  
Full details on all the issues covered in this leaflet can be found in the ‘Parenting in the UK’ e-

learning  resource on the North East Migration Partnership website. www.nemp.org.uk  

All parents want their children to be safe, healthy and happy with 
opportunities for their future. But they face many challenges in a 
new country where there are different laws, different systems, 
different expectations and of course a  different language. This 
leaflet gives important information about the education system in 
the UK, to help you support your child’s learning and future. This 
information was selected by people who themselves sought asylum 
in the UK, based on what they wish they’d known when they first 
arrived.  

Education in the UK 
The school year runs from September to July, with 3 terms - Autumn, Spring and Summer - each 
with a week-long mid-term break. Schools run from Monday to Friday, starting by 9am and finishing 
by 4pm.  

3 and 4 year olds can attend pre-school - called ‘Nursery’- for 15 
hours a week in school term time, which helps prepare them for 
school. It’s free. Then, under UK law, children must be in full-time 
education between the ages of 5 and 16, and children over 16 and 
up to 18 must be in some form of  education or training.           

Education is free in schools funded by the state. Most are mixed 
schools, teaching boys and girls together. 

 

Parents are legally required to ensure their child goes to school. It’s not a choice. 
Missing school means a child can fall behind on their learning. Parents should 
aim for 100% attendance. You shouldn’t keep a child at home unless there’s a 
valid reason—for example if they’re ill - and you’ve informed the school. Schools 
monitor attendance closely and they’ll take action if a child fails to attend school 
without prior authorisation or a valid reason.  This can include imposing fines or 
court orders on parents. So, if your child is can’t attend school, or will be late, its 
vital you call the school by 8.30 in the morning to explain why. You should find 
out the number to call and learn how to say in English ‘My child (name) can’t 
come to school today because they are ill’. Any absences outside of the set 
school holidays must be authorised by the school.    

All Schools teach a core curriculum set by the national government. Each school also offers other 
subjects and activities. Textbooks are provided free by the school. 

 

All children must wear school uniform. You can buy this new 
or used, and some schools, councils and charities may      
provide help with the costs.  

If you’re on Home Office S95 support your child is eligible for 
free school meals. For those on S4 support this is at the 
school and local council’s discretion.  

Councils provide free transport to school for children with 
special  educational needs or a    mobility problem. Others may qualify if they live more than 2 miles 
from their nearest suitable school if under 8, and 3 miles if older.  If your child uses a bus or train to 
get to school, buying them an Under-16 Travel Pass will reduce fares.    

Children with mobility or learning difficulties will be assessed and receive support for their  Special 
Educational Needs. Schools will also organise additional language support for children who don’t 
speak English.  

To make sure children can concentrate on learning and participate in school fully, it’s advised that 
very young children should get between 11 and 12 hours sleep each night, and older children 
around 9.  

Each school has its own timetable, school uniform, subject options and activities.  Check your 
school’s website for details, and always try to read their regular newsletters to make sure your child 
doesn’t miss out on special days and activities.   

Schools encourage all parents to build a relationship with them, to support the child’s progress. You 
can talk to teachers when you drop off or pick up your child, and should attend Parents’  Evenings, 
where you can discuss your child’s progress with teachers, ask any questions and discuss any     
concerns.  

More information at https://www.gov.uk/browse/childcare-parenting/schools-education 

Primary Schools (for 5 to 11 year olds) expect parents to       

accompany their child to school and collect them. Each school 

will have its own policy on when they consider it safe for a child 

to be unaccompanied. You’ll need to inform the school if you 

arrange for someone else to collect your child, as schools will 

never let a child leave with a stranger.  

This may contrast with what’s acceptable in your country, where 

children may be given responsibility at an earlier age. But it’s 

very important to understand the different approach in the UK. 

https://www.gov.uk/browse/childcare-parenting/schools-education
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Primary school: Ages 5 to 11 (Reception to Year 6) 
Children start Primary School in the school year they turn 5. 
They start in Reception Class, then the classes are called Year 
1 through to Year  6. Children take national Standard        
Assessment Tests – known as SATs – in Years 2 and 6.      
Results can be used to place children in sets for subjects 
when they move to Secondary School.  

 

Children will be given homework and parents are  expected to 
support them to hand it in on time. It’ll be difficult for parents 
with limited English to help their   children, so you can ask the 
school if they run a homework club, or if there’s a local     
community group offering homework support. Parents may 
also qualify for free adult   education courses run at a local 
college, including in English, literacy and numeracy. 

 

Teachers often ask children to take a letter home to give to their parents including details of     
homework tasks. Always check with your child as they may easily forget.  

 
Secondary School: Ages 11 to 16 (Year 7 to Year 11) 
Children start Secondary School in the school year they turn 11, beginning in Year 7 and finishing in 
Year 11 when they turn 16. Places aren’t automatically allocated to a child, so parents need to apply 
for their preferred schools. Ask your child’s Primary School or your Local Council’s Ethnic Minority 
Achievement Team for help with the application process and to explain how decisions are made. 

In Year 9, when your child is 13 or 14, they’ll need to 
select which subjects to study for the national General 
Certificate of  Secondary Education exams – known as 
GCSE’s . These exams are in Year 11 when children are 15 
or 16. Children usually take between 7 and 12 subjects. 
The subjects chosen and grades achieved can determine 
their future studies and  career, such as which 6th Form 
College they can progress to, and which Advanced Level 
subjects and University courses they can apply for. GCSE 
Grades awarded range from 9 (highest) to 1 (lowest). 
All Secondary Schools offer independent careers        
guidance to support children make choices about their future.  

Homework increases to about 2 to 3 hours per day between the ages of 14 and 16, to help  prepare 
for GCSE exams. Check if the school runs an after-school homework club as it’ll give your child access 
to learning resources and the internet. If a child persistently fails to hand in their homework, schools 
will contact parents to discuss how to improve things. 

 

Protecting your child from bullying, hate and cyber abuse 
Encourage your child to share any concerns about 
the way other children treat them at school.              
If another child is targeting them, to hurt them      
physically or emotionally, this is called ‘Bullying’.      
If they’re being targeted because of their race or   
religion this is called ‘Hate’.  Both are very damaging 
the child’s wellbeing and need to be stopped.  You 
shouldn’t try to deal with it yourself, by approaching 
the other child or its parents. You should ask to talk 
to the class teacher to make them aware of what’s 
happening and discuss what actions the school can 
take to prevent it happening again. All schools will have a behaviour policy, and a duty of care for 
your child.  If the abuse recurs, ask to speak to the school head of year.  You can also talk to the 
police, especially for more serious abuse such as violence, theft, intimidation, harassment and 

hate crime.  You can report hate crime to the police directly by phoning 101 you do not 
have to give your name when reporting a hate crime incident. Your report will be com-
pletely confidential. For more advice on how parents can protect their child from bullying see  https://

www.bullying.co.uk/bullying-at-school/advice-on-contacting-your-child-s-school-about-bullying/ 

 
6th Form / College  (Year 12 and 13) 
Between the ages of 16 and 18, a child must be in some form of education or training.  Many chil-

dren go on to 6th Form College to study for national Ad-
vanced Level exams—known as A levels. These are required 
for entry to degree courses at University. Most students take 
3 A levels, which is the minimum Universities require to offer 
a place. Exams are  at the end of Year 13. Grades are award-
ed on an A* to E scale, with A* being the highest and Grade 
C considered as a pass.  Other children go on to College to 
study for national vocational qualifications, including ap-
prenticeships and training, which combine in-work and skills-

based training with course work. Or they can spend 20 hours or more a week working or        vol-
unteering while in part-time education or training.  
 
After 18: University, Further Education College, Volunteering 
Asylum Seekers aren’t eligible for the national Student Loan scheme so they  won’t be able to 
afford University fees, which are around £9,000 each year.  However, 
some Universities offer free ‘Sanctuary Scholarship’ places. As Asylum 
Seekers aren’t allowed to work either, you can help your child find 
opportunities to volunteer. This will give them something meaningful 
to do whilst waiting and can also provide important personal refer-
ences.   Volunteering is highly respected by universities and future  
employers.  Asylum seekers may also be eligible to study both aca-
demic and vocational courses at Further Education Colleges.  

https://www.bullying.co.uk/bullying-at-school/advice-on-contacting-your-child-s-school-about-bullying/
https://www.bullying.co.uk/bullying-at-school/advice-on-contacting-your-child-s-school-about-bullying/

