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Friday 25" September 2026

Dear St Mary and St John Children, Parents and Carers,

Another very busy fortnight in school, with lots of active learning taking place across every year group. The
children have been so engaged and incredibly enthusiastic about sharing what they have discovered. This year,
we have also been doing a little more to sequence parts of our curriculum so that, wherever possible, children
have a meaningful experience to draw on before starting a new topic. Whether that is a visit, an outdoor learning
opportunity or a practical activity, we want to give children something real and memorable to connect their new
learning to.

A Wild Day Out for Year 2

Last week, Year 2 headed off on a brilliant adventure to Cotswold Wildlife Park, where they met an impressive
collection of animals — from giraffes and penguins to monkeys and plenty more besides. It was the perfect way to
spark their curiosity ahead of their Science topic on animal habitats, giving them lots of real-life observations and
experiences to refer back to in the classroom.

| had, of course, given the children one very important extra challenge: to bring a giraffe back to school. Sadly,
they were unsuccessful. Apparently, giraffes are rather difficult to fit onto a coach. We may need a slightly bigger
risk assessment next time.

OPAL Lunchtimes

A big thank you to Mrs Godby, Mrs Yo and our OPAL Pupil Leaders for all their work in continuing to develop our
Outdoor Play and Learning (OPAL) provision at lunchtimes. This term, we have added musical instruments —
including the very popular Boomwhackers — and playdough. They have been incredibly popular, alongside firm
favourites such as LEGO, sports, gymnastics, climbing and quiet reading.

One of the joys of OPAL is that there really is something for everyone. It has been lovely to see children choosing
how they want to spend their lunchtimes, with lots of creativity, purposeful play, movement and relaxation
happening across the school. At the heart of the OPAL approach is the belief that play should be varied, inclusive
and child-led, giving children real choice and opportunities to explore, take manageable risks, be imaginative and
play together. We are seeing this transform lunchtimes into a much richer part of the school day, with children
increasingly confident, independent and engaged in their play.



Busy Hands in Reception
Reception has been full of wonderfully creative activities designed to capture the children’s imaginations while
developing their fine motor skills. From threading pasta and making potato people to weaving, colouring and
playdough, there have been busy little hands everywhere.

These kinds of activities are an important part of early learning, helping children to develop the strength, control
and coordination they will later need for skills such as writing, drawing, cutting and fastening buttons. It has been
lovely to see the children so engaged, creative and absorbed in their learning, with plenty to keep both their hands
and imaginations busy.
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Busy Brains, Purposeful Learning

It is still such a pleasure to see how purposefully the children are engaging in their learning. On a quick wander
around school this morning, there was a wonderful mix of learning taking place: Year 5 were investigating which
materials make the best insulators in Science, Year 2 were taking part in circuit-style athletics, Reception were
continuing to explore all the new-to-them equipment in their environment, and Year 6 were busy getting their
heads around factors. Lots of brain-bending, problem-solving, movement and exploration — just how we like it.

Across school, we are increasingly thinking carefully about how we create learning that encourages children to be
active participants rather than passive recipients. Open-ended tasks can give children different ways into shared
learning, without relying on fixed attainment groups or separate activities. We also organise classrooms and
learning environments deliberately to encourage independence, choice, purposeful movement and collaboration.
The aim is not simply to keep children busy, but to make sure they are thinking, questioning, exploring and taking
increasing ownership of their learning.




The Great SSMJ Bake Off!

Not only did The Great British Bake Off return to our screens this week, but, far more importantly, The Great SSMJ
Bake Off returned to school! With more than 80 entries signed up by Wednesday evening, we did start to wonder
guite how we were going to judge them alll The amount of time, creativity and effort that went into the bakes
was phenomenal, and it was wonderful to see so many children, families and staff getting involved.

Thank you to everyone who entered — we definitely have a few future Paul Hollywoods and Nigella Lawsons in
our midst! A huge thank you to Mrs Armstrong for organising the event, do come along to the bake sale after
school today. All proceeds from the event are being donated to Macmillan Cancer Support, as part of their annual
Coffee Morning fundraising.

The Food We Offer in School

You may have seen recent coverage about the Government’s proposed new School Food Standards. At St Mary
& St John, we are already working with Oxfordshire County Council to make positive changes to our menus. We
currently offer two vegetarian choices alongside a meat option each day, Meat-Free Mondays and fruit or yoghurt
daily, with further changes coming after October half term including oven-baked chips, more wholegrains and
fruit or natural yoghurt as the only dessert options twice a week. The Kitchen Team make all our lunches freshly
on site each day. Our Breakfast Club already reflects many of the proposed standards, and we are working with
our After School Club team to take the same approach.
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More broadly, our approach is about balance: helping children to develop healthy everyday habits while
recognising that food can also be about enjoyment, celebration and community. Reception and Key Stage 1
children are offered fruit or vegetables each day, Reception children can have milk throughout the year, and
crackers are always popular when somebody needs a little extra fuel. There is still room for the occasional hot

chocolate or Bake Off treat too! As always, we remain a nut- and sesame-free school because of the serious
allergies within our community.



Stone Age Takes Over Year 3!
There were some rather prehistoric-looking little people roaming the school this morning as Year 3 celebrated
their Stone Age Day! Led by ‘Flint’, the children took part in a brilliant series of workshops, exploring artefacts,
hunting for food and discovering more about what everyday life might have been like thousands of years ago.
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It was a fantastic immersive experience and a great way to bring their learning to life. A huge thank you to all our
Year 3 families for helping the children get into character with some fabulous costumes, and to our PTA for
providing a costume ‘library’ so that everyone could join in the fun.

Parent/Teacher Consultations

It was lovely to see so many families at our Meet the Teacher sessions last week. If you were unable to make it,
the presentations shared are available on the school website. You can find them on the individual Class Pages, as
well as towards the bottom of our Curriculum Information.

Our formal parent/teacher consultations will take place after school on Monday 12th and Wednesday 14th
October, with booking information to follow nearer the time.

Please remember that you do not need to wait for a formal consultation if you would like to talk about how your
child is settling in, their progress, or anything else that may be on your mind. You are always welcome to contact
the school office to arrange a conversation with their class teacher.

Thank you, as always, for your continued support and partnership with us. We hope you all have a very happy and
restful weekend, and we look forward to seeing everyone later at the Bake-Off sale, or again on Monday!

With best wishes,
ﬁug}wﬁ |

and the St Mary and St John Team
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https://ssmj.oxon.sch.uk/classes/
https://ssmj.oxon.sch.uk/learning/curriculum-information/

Internet Safety

Discord gives young people a space to chat, play games and join communities based around shared interests.
While it can be a positive way to connect with friends, there are also important risks for parents and educators to
understand. It also shares practical advice on using Discord’s Family Centre, reviewing privacy and spending
settings, talking openly about suspicious behaviour and agreeing clear expectations around screen time. Read the
guide here.

At The National College, our WakeUpWednesday guides empower and equip parents, carers and educators with the confidence and practical skills to be able to have informed and age-appropriate
conversations with children about online safety, mental heaith and wellbeing, and climate change. Formerly delivered by National Online Safety, these guides now address wider topics and themes.
For further guides, hints and tips, please visit nationalcollege.com.
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Launched in 2015, and with over 90 million daily active users, Discord has become one of the main ways
gamers communicate - with text, voice, and video chat helping people connect around shared interests.
For many young people, Discord can be a useful way to talk with friends, join communities, and explore
hobbies. However, like any online platform built around communication, it also carries risks around
strangers, inappropriate content, spending money, and time spent online. This guide looks at what parents

(with a17+ app rating
on app stores)
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WHAT ARE
THE RISKS?

/ and educators need to know.
A CHANNELFOR ‘&
EVERYTHING

While Discord is strongly associated

with video games, it also hosts communities for
almost anything you can imagine, such as
books, music, influencers, cooking and sport.
Some large servers focus on popular games like
Minecraft or Fortnite, but many are private,
invite-only spaces where friends or
communities with shared interests can chat
across phones, computers, and gaming
consoles.

REAL-LIFE DISTRACTION

Like many social platforms, Discord can H.‘
become a real time-sink. Although it does »~
not rely on endless scrolling in the same way " A
as some apps, constant messages, group
chats, and voice channels can keep young
people engaged for long periods, especially in
larger servers. As Discord is closely linked to
gaming, it may also increase the time they
spend playing games.
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STRANGER DANGER ( .

Users can choose to stay within private

servers with only people they know, but

joining public servers will most likely bring them
into contact with strangers. Many users are just
friendly enthusiasts, yet others could have
harmful intentions, including grooming,
extortion, or radicalisation. In these types of
environments, anyone can claim to be another
teenager, which can make it harder for young
people to judge who is safe to talk to.
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There is also arisk from people a young person
already knows in the real world. Bullying in the
real world can continue online, and Discord
servers can make this feel more intimidating,
especially if someone uses anonymous or
multiple accounts to carry out threatening
behaviours. Because Discord works across
computers, phones, and gaming consoles,
unwanted contact can follow young people into
online spaces that should feel safe and private.

INAPPROPRIATE
CONTENT

This huge amount of choice can help

young people “find their tribe”, especially when
they have niche interests. However, because
users can create servers around almost any
topic, younger users may still encounter
unsuitable or distressing content. Even in
spaces linked to child-friendly games, Discord
cannot directly control every conversation,
image, or video shared by other users.
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A MONEY DRAIN

Discord is free to use, but users can still sl
spend real-world money on it. This may

include Discord ‘Nitro’, a monthly subscription
that unlocks customisation features and larger
media uploads, or purchases through the ‘Shop’
for profile cosmetics and game-related items.
Small purchases can add up quickly, especially
if spending controls are not in place.
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\\ > Advice for Parents-& Educators

USE FAMILY CENTRE
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Parents and carers should make use of Discord’s ‘Family Centre’,

which gives an overview of a younger user’s activity while respecting

their privacy. Messages are not shared, but adults can view an activity feed

and receive weekly email summaries. Discord says this is designed to support
conversations about online behaviour, rather than be about constant monitoring.
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CHECK, TALK, REPORT

Review Discord'’s privacy settings together, including who can send them

friend requests or private messages. Use this as a chance to talk to them

about strangers, privacy, and personal information, making sure young people
know to question suspici behaviour, such as req to keep conversations
secret. Show them how to block and report these kinds of users and reassure them
that asking for help will not get them into trouble.

Meet Our Expert

Alan Martin is an experienced technology journalist who
has written for the likes of Wired, TechRadar, Tom'’s Guide,
The Evening Standard, and The New Statesman.

See full referencelli
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Agree clear expectations around when and how Discord can be used, especially

during homework, bedtime, and family time. Encourage young people to turn off

unnecessary notifications and leave servers that feel overwhelming. If Discord is

mainly used alongside gaming, discuss healthy limits for both activities so that

schoolwork, sleep, and offline friendships are not affected.

Talk openly about paid features such as Discord Nitro, profile cosmetics, and &o
in-game purchases. Make sure the young people in your care understand that =~

digital items still cost real money. Check payment settings on the device they use,

avoid storing card details where possible, and consider adding approval
requirements for purchases, particularly for younger or more impulsive users.
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REVIEW SPENDING CONTROLS

National
College’

%I,‘edn%sdga

@wake.up.wednesday o' @wake.upweds

Users of this guide do so at their own discretion. No liability is entered into. Current as of the date of release: 23.09.2026
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Wellbeing Segment: Self-Care September

Today’s suggestion is to ask someone you trust what they think your strengths are — you might be surprised by what they say. We are often much better at spotting what we
could do better than noticing what is already brilliant about us. Why not try it with your children too: ask them what they think your strengths are, then tell them what you see
in them. A little reminder of the good stuff can go a long way.

MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY  THURSDAY FRIDAY

1 S
Find time for
self-care. It's

not selfish, it's

essential

SATURDAY SUNDAY

Forgive
yourself when
things go wrong.
Everyone makes
mistakes

Let go of
self-criticism
and speak to

yourself kindly

9 11 13
Be as kind
to yourself
as you would
to a loved one

Make time to
do something
you really enjoy

Aim to be good
enough, rather
than perfect

yourself
permission
to say ‘no’

15 . 17 19
Find a No plans

caring, calming day. Make time
phrase to use to slow down
when you and be kind
feel low to yourself

Notice what
you are feeling,
without any
judgement

Self-Care September 2026

21
Don't
compare how
you feel inside
to how others
appear outside

23
Let go of
other people’s
expectations

A
Avoid saying
'l should’ and
make time to
do nothing

27

Free up time
by cancelling
any unnecessary
plans

29

Write down
three things
you appreciate

about yourself
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St Mary and St John CE Primary School: Big Dates*

Term 1 2026-2027

Date What’s on
Tuesday 29" September Year 6 STEAM visit
Wednesday 30" September | Year 5 Viking Day
In school
Friday 2" October Year 6 Learning Exhibition
Grown-ups welcome —9:00-9:30
W.B 5% October Bikeability starts for Year 5
Information will be sent via email about which classes are participating on which days
Friday 9% October INSET DAY for staff training
School closed to all children
Wednesday 7t" October PTA AGM
7pm in Ash Class (TBC)
Monday 12" and Teacher Consultations
Wednesday 14" October Booking information will be shared in October
Friday 16 October Year 2 Sharing Assembly

Grown-ups welcome —9:00-9:30

Year 4 Roman Day
In school

Friday 23" October Year 5 Learning Exhibition
Grown-ups welcome —9:00-9:30

Term 1 ends for October half term: 3:20pm

Term 2 2026-2027

Date What's on
Monday 2" November Term 2 begins
Friday 18™ December Term 2 ends for October half term: 1:30pm

*All dates are subject to change — we will update as soon as possible if dates must be altered.




