
James Gillespies High School Parent Council Meeting 

8th March 2016 

Minutes 

Attendance : Cath Downie ( Chair), Donald Macdonald (HT), Ailsa Macintosh, Graeme Davis, Ntina 

Doryforou, Christos Vroullis, Tanya Potter, Robert Cochran, Rachel Colles, Julie-Ann Sime ( Treasurer 

), Lucy Norris ( Communications ), Jane Cudby, Ian Porter (DHT), Connie Smith, Pam Billina, Anna 

Christal, Gillian Clarkson, Elke Versmessen-Jeffery, Councillor Melanie Main, Sarah Scott, Alison 

Platts, Karen Finlayson, Alastair Philp, Susi McDonald, Alison Macleod ( Secretary ), Mr Irvine (CL 

Mod Lang) 

Apologies : Donald Carmichael, Cllr Sandy Howat, Robbie McVeigh, Shelagh Shields, Ruth Tiplady 

1. Welcome and apologies 

 

Cath welcomed everyone to the meeting and in particular Mr Irvine from the Modern 

Languages faculty. 

 

2. Matters arising from minutes of previous meeting 12.1.16 

  

• Letter re sports hub has been drafted and has been submitted. DJM thanked PC for their 

input on this. 

• Council budget : the Parent Council wrote to a number of MSPs regarding delegation of 

revenue raising to CEC, and received some supportive replies. Parents are encouraged to 

raise this with MSPs during election campagin. 

• Petition re proposed school music cuts is still open on social media and parents can still join 

this. 

• Lights on at night in the school building. Genuine fault last time was investigated and sorted. 

Night cleaning team involved and they take seven hours to clean the building. Lights stay on 

a while but this is being discussed re move into new building. Action: ongoing action for all 

to report lights on when they should not be. 

• The discussion re possibility of using Darroch in the future for an increasing role was 

overtaken by issues with S1 intake for August 2016. See Item 3. 

• Fundraising – this will come up in a separate item. See Item 7. 

• Fire alarms being set off: this was raised at school assemblies. There have been no fire 

alarms going off since the last meeting. Idea of installing CCTV in certain areas is being 

looked into.  

 

3. S1 numbers 

An issue has arisen in the last few weeks about the roll. School currently has 243 P7 pupils in 

catchment primaries enrolled for S1. Based on previous years, in practice it is estimated the number 

will be 229 (CEC estimate ). As the school has a nominal capacity of 220 there was a possibility of 9 

not getting a place, although this number could have been higher or lower. Places would be 

allocated for siblings and then proximity to the school. A letter was received by all parents of P7 

catchment pupils from CEC outlining that there may be nine pupils who do not get a place at the 

school. The emphasis was that some of the Gaelic medium pupils would be affected as this 

catchment is city wide and some live further from the school; however, any P7 pupil could have 



been affected, with some areas of the mainstream catchment being quite far from the school. The 

PC wrote to councillors about this as did many parents – concern over lateness of decision and 

apparent lack of advance planning, adverse impact on pupils. DJM was asked if 220 was indeed the 

limit and after discussion it was decided that the school could take the extra 9 pupils. Councillors 

from various parties were very supportive on this issue and PC would like to thank them for their 

support. Subsequently Bòrd na Gàidhlig (Gaelic Board) wrote to the council, and the council dropped 

this proposal after taking legal advice. DJM pointed out that the reduction from 243 to 229 is an 

estimate and the fall off may not be as high this year i.e. more than 229 pupils may enrol. Current 

number is 242. Notional capacity of the school was asked about, where schools across the country 

will be reviewed and now calculating this based on space. This has not been done yet at JGHS. There 

was discussion as to how this is actually done.  

The increase in numbers in primary schools will cause an increase in all Edinburgh secondary schools. 

JGHS seems to have been the first CEC school to hit this problem. If places can be revoked at short 

notice this can cause problems and is upsetting for children. Other schools were discussed: 

Boroughmuir HS enrolled an extra seven this year and St. Thomas’s are 15 over their catchment for 

August 2016. DJM pointed out that this is the first year that the number of children in catchment 

exceeds the number of places. Zero places are available for children out of catchment. Increase in 

pupil numbers does allow for additional staff. For every 15 pupils there is an extra teacher. This 

year’s extra number can be absorbed but with bigger numbers in the future as indicated by roll 

projections, there are challenges ahead. Ultimately, following consultation with stakeholders, it is 

the council that decides. There was widespread concern about how this was done without 

consultation this time. Councillor Melanie Main commented that there was to be an enquiry with 

the Council’s Audit committee as to the process that led to this situation.  

4. Languages curriculum 

Mr Irvine Curriculum Leader of Modern Languages made a presentation to PC and provided 

handouts which will also be available on the PC website.   

Aims : There are upwards of forty three official languages spoken by the pupils in the school. The 

language curriculum is aiming to encourage young people to explore different cultures and ways of 

thinking. Simply speaking one language isn’t enough.  

Learning languages : Languages offered are French, Spanish, German, Urdu, Mandarin and Gaelic. In 

S3 to S6 now offering courses leading to qualifications in Mandarin.  

Distributing leadership : for each language there is a member of staff responsible and this has had a 

positive impact. Every language is being promoted. Large number of staff in the department. Regular 

cluster meetings take place with the primaries.  

Primary progression : P6 & P7 passport – one for French and one for Spanish – comes with P7 from 

PS. Possible transition project in the future –a transition day for P6 to experience language learning 

in different classrooms. It is hoped this will be in place for 2017. 1 plus 2 Government initiative : first 

modern language learned from p1 and second picked up in p5, e.g. Spanish p1 -7. French from p5 – 

p7. It is hoped that youngsters will be at level 2 by end of p7 for both languages. All S1 – S4 continue 

with the language they started in the PS. ‘Languages for life and work’ award is offered at N3 & N4 

level. Pupils continue with main language from PS ( 2hrs) and in the third hour of the week they will 

also be learning some German. Preston St PS will be learning Gaelic. From S3, pupils have choice as 

to which they will take forward to N5. Options are much wider than previously.  



What makes JGHs different : know what appeals to young people. Have asked what young people 

are really interested in and gear the course to this. All S1 adopt the identity of a child in country 

where the language is spoken, and they use this to develop the personality and background of their 

person. In S2 there is a music theme and they use language skills to explore song lyrics. There is also 

a food unit and they taste and look at food and culture. They also look at capital cities and present 

this to the class at the end of S2. Three exchanges in place – French, Spanish and German. Spanish 

has been running for the longest, French for the first time this year and also a German exchange. 

Members of staff who lead these exchanges will be presenting to a meeting of CEC schools soon to 

encourage exchanges in other schools. 

Pupils are set from S3 and this enables pupils to be challenged and also supported. All pupils are 

aiming to achieve N5 but a small number may be working at N4. There is no ceiling and all 

encouraged to get to N5. Setting is based on performance over S1 & 2 and teachers’ professional 

judgement. 

All pupils complete a mandatory ‘added value’ unit at the end of S3. S3 course designed on feedback 

from pupils themselves. Pupils wanted to do more speaking in the languages. Entire unit on speaking 

– Service unit. All S3 study a film in the language they are studying at the end of S3. 

Quality assurance : Mod Lang meeting fortnightly and quality assurance is ongoing and allows for 

change. Paired buddy system for staff and they work with a different partner every year. This is also 

helpful for cross marking. Ensures in each course the language is not overlooked. Curriculum is 

dynamic and is always changing and being evaluated. 

Senior phase : success criteria – more young people doing Mod Languages beyond S4. 126 

presentations at Higher and AH. Research – largest AH class in German. Four AH classes and several 

Higher classes. A larger number are choosing to do a second language and Mandarin is now available 

from S3. Scottish Languages Baccalaureate – small number of pupils who do this every year in S6. 

Offered to pupils who do two AH and a Higher in a third language. Involves using their languages in 

their research. The full baccalaureate is equivalent to another AH course. Young people develop so 

much over the year. Faculty has worked hard to keep pupils who have learning difficulties learning a 

language.  

Results from last year’s exams : JGHS leading figures in success. All languages very successful 

compared with CEC schools and across the country. Only A or B passes in N5 for Spanish. AH Spanish 

– positive results. German and Gaelic very successful.  

The future for languages : to become a Centre of Excellence for language learning. All courses up to 

date and stimulating. Promoting languages as a life skill. Seeing languages being used in the world of 

work. Mandarin may lead to an exchange with China.  

Homework policy and assessment information within the department were available as handouts. 

Picking up a second language in S1 will be happening from August 2016. Every year they look at what 

the resources are re teaching and what can be offered. Cath thanked Mr Irvine for a very interesting 

presentation. Questions followed.  

Question re Gaelic Medium pupils not being able to take up a second language in S1 Consultation on 

what periods would be missed in order to cover this had not been conclusive, but this is being 

looked at and hoping to have this is place for S1 & 2 in Aug 2016. 



Mandarin teaching – company running China airlines approached school re investment in Mandarin 

learning. This company was celebrating their 200th anniversary and decided to do this by investing in 

Chinese Language. The school was invited to bid for this investment and did this. JGHS, Watsons and 

Boroughmuir won the bid and will have investment in ten to twenty years of Mandarin teaching. 

A question was asked about Latin in the curriculum. Mr Irvine said there was interest in this but that 

the teacher would need to cover Latin as well as other languages. 

A parent asked what was involved in becoming a Centre of Excellence for languages. Mr Irvine said it 

would be like the GME model. It would lead to teaching of other subjects in a different language to 

increase fluency and vocabulary. Increasing the uptake of pupils taking two languages in the senior 

phase. Presenting pupils earlier for Higher and possibility of bypassing N5. It will be interesting to 

see the effects of 1 plus 2 feeding through the system. With JGHS still doing 8 subjects in S3 and S4 

this has enabled more uptake of languages in S3.  

A new Cloud system is being introduced in the school and this will be particularly used in Languages.  

5. Events group update 

Karen Finlayson gave feedback on this. Shelagh Shields and other parents in the Events group have 

raised £200 through serving teas and coffees at Parents evening. Cath thanked Shelagh on behalf of 

the PC for her efforts with this. Pub quiz was a success and thanks to Karen for organising. The pub 

quiz was popular and will become a new annual fixture. A whisky tasting has been organised by 

teachers and this is now sold out. If still interested e mail DJM in case anyone drops out. The PC are 

grateful to staff for organising this. DJM expressed his gratitude on behalf of the staff to parents 

providing tea and coffee at parents’ evenings and events. It is difficult to get volunteers to help at 

these evenings and any suggestions as to how to organise this please let the PC know. Anyone who 

would like to volunteer to help please get in touch with Shelagh Shields at 

jghscouncilcomms@gmail.com . 

6. South Neighbourhood update 

Online Parent Pay will be available to every CEC school from August 2016. 

Rising roles : report coming out in between March and May. 

Teacher shortage :Edinburgh and country wide. Not enough people are being trained and many 

retiring while others are heading south over the border. Council are aware of this issue. 

7. Small funds allocation 

Julie-Ann Sime presented an outline of how money raised by events group has now been allocated. 

A financial summary sheet was also provided. A meeting was held of PC members to decide which of 

the various projects would receive funding. Staff are asked what they would like money for and then 

put in bids and these are considered by the group. The bids were for £6000 in total but there was 

not finance to give to all bids. About two thirds of the requests were funded. A parent suggested it 

would be interesting to see the list of what was not funded. Perhaps these could be sent out in an e 

mail to parents from the PC. Parents may have links which might enable some of these to be 

sponsored / funded by outside agencies. It was pointed out that it is often easier to raise funds for a 

specific thing. It was agreed that this information would be e mailed out to parents.  

Action: Julie-Ann 

8. Headteacher’s report 
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Wider achievement : British gymnastics : pupils going off to take part in these championships; Film G 

competition has been won by Gaelic medium pupils; Pushkin prize for creative writing : two winners 

from JGHS. Thanks to parents for their support. If you are aware of pupil successes outside school 

please let the school know. 

Staffing : currently fully staffed with one or two currently returning on a phased basis. Certificate 

classes have been prioritised. Pretty much fully staffed. One of the English staff Ms Kirkwood has 

been seconded to St. Augustine’s until December 2016. With regard to recruitment there has been a 

reduction in the number of applicants for jobs. Issue particularly pronounced with regard to supply 

staff. The school roll is increasing and there will be recruitment needed to cover additional numbers.  

Events group: grateful to all those making teas and coffee and raising money to support additional 

aspects of the curriculum. 

New timetable will commence on 6th June. Moving to one site in August 2016 will present new and 

yet unknown issues. Currently looking at period length and allocations as no need for longer 

travelling time. The role of the key adult is being looked into with regard to how to accommodate 

this in the current curriculum structure. 

Curriculum : eight subject model will continue. It evolves each year and changes in the light of 

feedback and evaluation. Recruiting again this year in Psychology. Mandarin now being offered as a 

national course. 

Improvement planning as a school over the next 3 / 5 years : looking ahead,  parents are asked to 

consider what are the areas we should be looking at for the school ? Areas should be identified by 

the beginning of May. Action: All 

Focus groups can allow areas to take shape. A parent suggested tasking pupils to interview their 

parents. Trying to identify areas which need to be addressed. Use of Survey Monkey to get feedback 

was discussed and was thought to be a useful means of getting feedback. Funding was also thought 

to be an important issue for going forward. Diminishing resources and yet the school does not plan 

to stand still. The impact of changes made must also be reviewed. DJM pointed out that there is an 

impact column in the school improvement document ‘How good is our school’ document produced 

by Education Scotland.  

SQA : Busy time for SQA exam preparation in the next two / three weeks.  

Building work : this is still on schedule. The last day of term (Thursday 30th June ) will be an extra day 

off for pupils as staff pack up prior to the move over the holiday and the first day of school in the 

new Autumn term ( Wednesday 17th August) will be a pupils holiday to allow staff to unpack into the 

new building. 

9. Date of next PC meeting 

Tuesday 10th May 2016, 7pm in the library in the Malala Building 

10. A.O.C.B. 

S6 Common Room when back on one site : to be discussed at the next meeting. DJM to look into 

this. Action: DJM 

Changes in the current Guidance system : to be discussed at the next meeting. Action: DJM 



School will be delighted to collect Active Schools voucher and appreciate theefforts of a parent who 

is willing to coordinate this on behalf of the school. Other volunteers to help with the admin would 

be needed – please contact: jghscouncilcomms@gmail.com  Action: All 

Spring Fling concert coming up on Wednesday 16th March 

A parent is asking for a host family for a 13yr old Spanish girl for an exchange or to host only. The 

exchange would be in the Catalan region. Contact details on PC website News page. 
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