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School Readiness
Definition:
“Readiness” has typically meant “readiness to learn to read”. Evidence of readiness was measured
according to the child’s knowledge of some or all of the alphabet letters, numerals, and shapes;
and the ability to write his/her name. This traditional definition of readiness unduly placed the
burden of proof on the child. (Katz,1991) This resulted in programs that excluded children.

This traditional definition of readiness is changing with the recent national interest in early child-
hood education. Readiness is recognized as a combination of factors that relate to school success.
These include:

• health and physical well-being • social and emotional development
• language skills • an ability to solve problems and think creatively
• general knowledge of the world.

The discrete knowledge of naming letters, numerals, and the ability to write his/her name is not
reflected in the second definition, because those things can be taught once the other five areas
have been addressed. School success is also dependent upon the “match” between the child’s
knowledge/skills and the school’s expectations. More children succeed when these expectations
reflect knowledge of child development and early learning. The current definition is more inclu-
sive and asks programs to be more flexible in meeting the diverse needs of young children and
their families.

The current definition reflects the nation’s interest in striving to meet the first of eight educational
goals outlined by the National Education Goals Panel, “By the year 2000, all children in America
will start school ready to learn. ” Two areas of concern are reflected in Goal 1.

• “Increasing numbers of young children live in poverty, live in single-parent households,
have limited proficiency in English, are affected by the drug abuse of their parents, have
poor nutrition, and receive inadequate health care.”(Katz,1991)

• “High rates of retention in kindergarten and the primary grades, delayed school entry in
some districts, segregated transition classes, and the increasing use of standardized tests to
determine children’s readiness to enter school.” (Katz,1991)

Recent medical research on brain development provides additional understanding about this
critical time period of early childhood. Issues related to early childhood impact public policy
reforms in the public health, social, economic, and educational arenas.

To reach this school readiness goal will require a twofold strategy:
• focus “on supporting families in their efforts to help their children get ready for school”
• help “schools be responsive to the wide range of developmental levels, backgrounds,

experiences, and needs children bring to school with them.” (Katz, 1991)
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Getting Children Ready for School
Children’s social development and intellectual backgrounds need to be taken into account when consid-
ering ways to help children prepare for school. Young children think and learn in a qualitatively differ-
ent way than older children, adolescents, and adults.

Children who have had positive group experiences are more likely to enter school successfully. Oppor-
tunities to positively interact with peers and learn such social skills as taking turns, making compro-
mises, and approaching unfamiliar children are outcomes of group experiences. The child’s ability to
accept authority from adults outside of their family helps in the adjustment of entering school. Parents
and preschool teachers can contribute to social readiness by offering children positive experiences in
group settings outside of the home, and by helping children strengthen their social skills and understand-
ing. (Katz, 1991)

Children are more likely to feel competent, if they can understand and use the language of the peers and
the adults that they are with at school.  Parents and preschool teachers can strengthen intellectual readi-
ness by providing children opportunities for conversation, discussion, and cooperative work and play
with peers. Children who come to school with a wide variety of experiences—being read to frequently,
going to the store with their own grocery list, dictating or writing letters/notes to parents or grandpar-
ents, taking trips to the park or zoo—have a rich background of experiences upon which later learning
can be based. (NAEYC, 1995)

Getting Schools Ready for Children
Another important strategy for addressing the school readiness goal is to prepare the school to be re-
sponsive to a wide range of experiences, backgrounds, and needs of children who are starting school.

Curriculum based on a developmentally appropriate philosophy is recommended in the primary grades.
Developmentally appropriate curriculum is characterized by

• an emphasis on informal work and play
• a wide range of activities related to the children’s direct (firsthand) experience
• ample opportunities to apply skills being learned in meaningful contexts
• a wide variety of teaching methods  in which there is a balance between child-initiated and

teacher-initiated learning. (Katz, 1991)
High expectations challenging each child to reach his/her potential and multiple methods of assessing
learning progress are essential in programs for young children. (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997)

Appropriate staffing in which class sizes are small or a second full time, trained assistant is present
helps the staff meet the individual needs of the students. Teachers have the opportunity to get to know
the child individually, to challenge each child appropriately, and to differentiate instruction as needed.
Qualified teachers in the primary grades, who have early childhood teaching endorsements, have taken
specialized classes in child development and early education. This enables them to be better prepared to
effectively teach young children and work in partnership with families. (Katz, 1991)

Chronological  age consideration for school entry is the “only legally and ethically defensible crite-
rion.” “Because of the nature of child development and how children learn, it is difficult to develop
reliable and valid measures of young children’s abilities. Preschool children, by nature,
are not good test takers. When tests are used to make decisions that have significant
impact on children’s lives, such as denial of entry or assignment to a special class,
the tests must offer the highest assurance of reliability and validity. No existing
readiness tool meets these criteria.” (NAEYC, 1995)
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The Goal 1 Ready Schools Resource Group’s findings reflect a shared conviction that schools alone cannot
produce students who meet world-class standards. Parents and communities share responsibility for this as
well. Communities need to make decisions as they work in preparing schools to be “ready” for their chil-
dren. Ten key principles were agreed upon by the Goal 1 Ready Schools Resource Group, that suggest
policies and strategies for creating appropriate learning climates designed for young children from pre-
school to grade 3.

1. Ready Schools smooth the transition between home and school.
2. Ready Schools strive for continuity between early care and education programs and elementary

schools.
3. Ready Schools help children learn and make sense of their complex and exciting world.
4. Ready Schools are committed to the success of every child.
5. Ready Schools are committed to the success of every teacher and every adult who interacts with

children during the school day.
6. Ready Schools introduce or expand approaches that have been shown to raise achievement.
7. Ready Schools are learning organizations that alter practices and programs if they do not benefit

children.
8. Ready Schools serve children in communities.
9. Ready Schools take responsibility for results.

10. Ready Schools have strong leadership.

“Working together, all who shape education policy or work in classrooms need to serve every
child who comes to school.” The success of our children and our schools is our collective
responsibility. (Shore, 1998)

adapted from Katz, L. (1991). Readiness: Children and Schools. ERIC Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education.
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