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Michaelmas Term 2010

Dear Parents

I hope you have all had a good summer and enjoyed whatever opportunities you have had for a restful break.  

I am writing to all parents at the beginning of the academic year with a number of important issues to communicate.  

Examination Results

Congratulations to last year’s Fifth Form (Year 11) who achieved very good GCSE results indeed.  Once again 85% of our pupils achieved at least 5 A*-C grades.  League tables, of course, are becoming increasingly meaningless as more and more schools offer “easy” GCSEs in order to boost their performance, but we are comfortable with our very high standing in the tables, especially as we offer a traditional range of serious, academic subjects.  It is also pleasing that all of our Upper Sixth leavers have moved on to University and several achieved outstanding A level grades.  

Misuse of Communications Technology, Facebook etc

Technology moves at a frightening pace and it is very easy for us as parents to be way behind in our knowledge and understanding of what our children are accessing, playing on and using to communicate with others.  It seems that this is becoming a very real problem in our society and the term “cyber bullying” has entered our language.  This refers to the use of technology, often Facebook, to make personal or hurtful remarks about others.  This is quite unacceptable, as I am sure parents will agree.   Although we do not have a major problem in this area, we are not immune from it and I think it is appropriate for Grindon Hall to take a very firm stand in order to protect our reputation and the welfare of our pupils.  

The ethos within our school hopefully keeps bullying to an absolute minimum and we are generally able to deal with it quickly.  However, the sometimes rather murky nature of the internet opens up a whole new world which is much harder to monitor.  

I am therefore writing to all parents to make you aware of the following simple, common sense principles.

As far as Grindon Hall is concerned, such sites as Facebook are public and the fact that they are used outside school hours is irrelevant.  Inappropriate or offensive comments will therefore be regarded as being in the public domain and as impacting directly on the school community. 

 

Pupils who are seen to have made such comments, used bad language or made derogatory remarks about the school, its staff or pupils will be subject to the most serious disciplinary measures and this is likely in the most serious instances to result in expulsion. 

Parents are expected to cooperate fully in the school’s stand on this issue and are encouraged to monitor their children’s computer usage.  Sensible measures include: 

· under no circumstances allow a child to have a computer or television in his/her room; 

· have yourself included as “friends” of your children’s Facebook friends so that you can monitor what is happening; 

· install the family computer in a public area of your house and restrict use to certain times of day, and no more than an hour per day.     
Clearly these can only be guidelines but are now widely regarded as sensible, and even vital, measures to protect your child’s welfare.

One of our parents, an expert in the field of computer security, has provided me with the following paragraph, which I think is a helpful summary of the dangers inherent in another recent trend.

“The creation of fake Facebook accounts using other people's personal information is regarded as identity theft and there are numerous examples of legal action resulting from this kind of activity.  People who engage in this sort of activity may be under the impression that what they are doing is anonymous.  This is not the case and you can be identified by the unique identifier know as an IP address which is allocated to your computer.  It is possible to trace IP addresses via any website that you visit, as your computer will leave this information on the site identifying you as the visitor.  This is the case regardless of whether you set your web browser to 'private browsing'.  All this does is to hide your web activity on your local computer, it does not make you invisible on the Internet …. you should be aware that activities that you engage in such as using another person's name to set up accounts are traceable.”

Parents should understand that the police are quite prepared to get involved in cases where young people have made offensive remarks over the internet to another person and there are recent cases within Sunderland where that has happened.  

On a practical note, I will shortly be advertising a seminar for all parents designed to help us understand the nature of these new technologies and their potential hazards.  I envisage an early evening session of perhaps an hour run by an expert or two along with some Upper School pupils (who know as much as anyone about this area).  

I apologise for these rather sombre comments but I do not believe that this is an over-reaction - it is a really important issue from which we are not immune and which we are determined to address while it is in its embryonic stages.

Payment of Fees

In response to a number of requests, we have installed a card payment machine which will accept all major methods of card payment.  Payments may be made over the telephone.  Hopefully this will assist a number of parents and simplify the payment process.  Normal payment methods, of course, are still available. 

Sixth Form 

As you will know, the current economic climate has led to a very low demand this year and as a result we do not have a Lower Sixth.  This is a temporary measure and we fully expect to continue a healthy and successful sixth form for many years.  We are keen to establish demand from this year’s Fifth Form (Year 11) students as quickly as possible.  If your child is in that year group, he or she will have received a letter this week with a return slip to complete..  Please return it as soon as possible so that Mrs Sharman (Head of Sixth Form) can begin, even now, to make preparations.

Class Names

Over the years, so many parents have said to me that they cannot quite work out what, for example, “Year 7” or “Year 10” mean in relation to age and what they remember of school years.  Those terms are, of course, very much driven by the national curriculum and the state school system.  We at Grindon Hall do not need to conform to that terminology, although there is nothing wrong with it, and we have therefore decided to use class names to which many parents can more easily relate.    Primary classes will therefore be grouped into Foundation Stage, Infant and Junior (Mr Lawson’s class will therefore be known as Junior 4 or J4), and senior classes will be known as First Form, Second Form etc up to Lower Sixth and Upper Sixth.  So for example, Year 9 will now be known as the Third Form, and Mr Murray’s class as 3M.  

Not a major change, and I am sure the old terminology will continue to be used, but this is again a reflection of our determination to be independent and to do things on our own terms if to do so makes sense.

Parent Teacher Pupil Association

The PTPA made an excellent start last year and a redecorated main hall and the beginnings of a picnic area at the front of school are evidence of that.  It is still a small group, however, and I know they would value more involvement from other parents.  Being on the PTPA is not an onerous responsibility and does not require a huge commitment of time.  It is, however, a great opportunity to be involved in a range of activities all of which are designed to improve facilities for all pupils.  Mrs Anita Southwick is the current chair of the PTPA and can be contacted through the school office.

Website

We are attempting to improve the school website in a number of small ways, not least by giving more up to date information on the home page.  Do please have a look and respond to the request for feedback.  Is there anything we can do, within reason, to improve it further?  What would you find useful?  Let us know.

Finally, you may remember in my letter at the end of last term I referred to the extension of sibling discounts to wider members of existing parents’ families.  Please consider whether this is relevant to your situation.  I also mentioned the introduction of an arrangement through which parents might receive a reduction in fees equivalent to half a term’s fees if they are able to “recommend a friend”.   In such circumstances, the school would also donate an equal amount to the PTPA.  Please do bear that in mind, too.

With best wishes for an enjoyable and successful year.

 

Yours sincerely

C J Gray

Principal
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