Early Childhood Lab School

School Readiness: Ready for What?

by Janet Thompson, M.A., ECL Director

“Are youan academic preschool pro-
gram?”
This is a question that many parents ask when

inquiring about their children’s possible enroll-
ment here. The several of us who regularly
field these questions often want to say “No!”
This is because, in its current usage, an
“academic preschool” is one that “teaches”
children the alphabet, numbers, colors, shapes
and how to write their
names through a formal-
ly structured program of
instruction. Its goal is to
make sure they are
ready for the rigorous
academic challenges
that await them as they
enter elementary
school, by acclimating
them early to a similarly

structured environment. To this approach, we
do say a firm “No.”

We are an academic program in the original
sense of the word: a part of academia, a
place of learning, full of scholars studying
all aspects of early childhood development.
In such an academic campus setting, we base
our program on child development research
and theories that inform us about everything
from early brain development to individual
temperament, emotional regulation and early
literacy enhancement. When we are doing our
jobs well, every element of our program is
planned and executed with purpose. One of
our goals is to prepare children to meet future
educational challenges, but we pursue this in
ways consistent with what we know about how
young children learn best, and about the quali-

ties that are essential to their eventual school
success.

What all of the current research tells us is
that young children are active learners who
bring a powerful drive to learn and under-
stand what is around them. They learn best
when offered interesting materials, ample
time, and opportunity to investigate, trans-
form, and invent- without an unreasonably rig-
id schedule (Carter & Curtis, 2003). Our role as
adults entrusted with facilitating their learning
is to provide them with a secure but stimulating
environment in which they can make activity
choices that will help them grow in all domains:
cognitive, motor, social, emotional and linguis-
tic (National School Readiness Indicators Initia-
tive, 2005). By designing an early education
program that respects young learners’ needs,
rather than merely “miniaturizing” the typical
primary school environment, we increase chil-
dren’s motivation to become lifelong learners.

Intellectual skills are, of course, a crucial
part of school readiness. A good vocabu-
lary, knowledge of how printed letters relate to
sounds and words, mastery of basic mathemati-
cal concepts and the ability to express oneself
in words give a child a good head start on the
academic challenges of kindergarten. Mean-
ingful interaction with peers and adults during
our daily routine of sharing songs, stories,
snacks, outdoor exploration and play of many
kinds builds children’s skills. Play is especially
important. There is substantial evidence linking
symbolic play skills with language develop-
ment (McCune, 1995). Play settings that pro-
vide choice, control and appropriate levels of
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challenge appear to facilitate the development of
self-regulated, intentional learning (Badrova &
Leong, 1998). This learning, particularly through
dramatic play, takes place most effectively when
play sessions are at least 30 minutes long, to al-
low children enough time to create the elaborate
scripts that contribute to language and literacy
development. The players plan, decide what
items they need, and establish objects to repre-
sent those items. They need book readings and
related experiences to develop their back-
ground knowledge for the play setting. At times,
children also need adult guidance to develop
and enrich their play narratives. With adult sup-
port, they often incorporate early language and
literacy skills, as well as mathematical concepts
into their activities. They make signs to add to
their block structures, write shopping lists in the
house area, read to dolls and stuffed animals and
estimate the number of dump trucks full of sand it
will take to complete a sandbox mountain. This
kind of learning is much more effective than for-
mal drill and practice sessions in helping chil-
dren to internalize and generalize new infor-
mation and skills.

Another element of school readiness is mo-
tivation. Children who are excited about learn-
ing, curious about the world, able to persist on
tasks and confident that they will succeed are a
kindergarten teacher’s dream. They are recep-
tive to the learning opportunities open to them.
They have experienced the pleasure of master-
ing things important to them, and have observed
significant adults and peers in their lives enjoy-
ing language and embracing new ideas.

The remaining important quality of school
readiness is socioemotional. “Learning [in
school] is not an isolated activity but occurs
among peers with the guidance of an adult teach-
er. School success requires that children are ca-
pable of understanding other peoples’ feelings
and viewpoints, cooperating with adults and

peers, exercising emotional and behavioral self-
control, and resolving disagreements construc-
tively. These qualities ensure that children can
participate in learning alongside oth-

ers.” (Thompson, 2002) They are also much more
challenging skills for many children to master
than are learning the “ABCs.” Academic skills
are what primary grade teachers are trained to
teach. By contrast, kindergarten teachers report
that they have much more difficulty working with
children who lack the motivation and socioemo-
tional maturity appropriate for their age (Rimm-
Kaufman, Pianta, & Cox, 2000). Those who are
not curious, confident, capable of cooperation or
self-control are already behind even before story
time begins.

Yes, our classrooms have alphabet charts,
name labels and lots of books. Children
point out familiar letters and work on fine motor
skills during their activities. But most important
to us are the relationships in the first years of life.
These relationships have been described as the
“active ingredients” of healthy psychological de-
velopment in the early years (National Research
Council and Institute of Medicine, 2000). They
provide the lens through which young children
experience everything else in their world, a se-
cure base from which to explore and responsive
mentoring to scaffold and enrich those explora-
tions. The relationships we develop with your
children build on and support the relationships
you already have with them.

Yes, your children will be ready for
school, a school we all hope will continue to
provide them with opportunities to follow their
interests, develop their strengths and show re-
spect for their individual temperaments and
learning styles. They will leave here having had
experience with large and small group projects,
gatherings and activities. They will have devel-
oped negotiation and problem solving skills, and
well as the ability to translate their ideas and
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emotions into language. They will know that
print has meaning, and will probably be begin-
ning to express themselves through writing in
their own way. Their enthusiasm, curiosity and
motivation to learn more will be intact. Our jobs
at the point when our children move from this
familiar place to a new educational setting is to
provide them with emotional support in the
transition and to advocate for educational prac-
tices that respect them and guide their learning
in ways we know are appropriate to their stage
of life. The transition from preschool to “real
school” is a big change, but by staying in-
volved in your children’s school experiences-at
whatever stage-you can have an impact on the
shape that they take.
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