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Conclusions from PhD research project
 found that preschool and primary school teachers were in agreement on the skills most important for children to possess in order to have a smooth transition to school
.  These were:  independence, social skills, self-esteem, language and communication skills, and the ability to concentrate and listen for short periods of time.  Both groups of teachers were also in agreement that academic skills were not important at preschool level.  As Fabian notes “personal, rather than intellectual, ability is the key to giving children the best start to school.  Social confidence and a sense of success play an important part in giving children self-esteem which will, in turn, help children to approach the start of school in a positive way” (2002, p.63).  In essence, teachers in this study felt that if children could demonstrate some degree of independence in the classroom, if they had the social skills to interact well with each other and with adults, and if they had the language and communication skills to make known their wants and needs, then teachers could easily teach them the other academic skills and knowledge they would need to be successful in school.

So, what does this mean for preschool practitioners and the parents they work with in terms of preparation for school?  Here are some suggestions on how to help children to develop the skills mentioned above.  These tips are intended primarily for parents to implement at home, but it is important to note that a quality preschool setting can also be the ideal place for your child to learn these skills.  From a parents perspective, the tips below are ones that your child’s preschool is probably already putting into practice in their own way.  But continuity at home, with parents also supporting their child in these ways, will help smooth the transition for children.

Independence Skills:  If you child has not attended preschool, prepare your child in terms of leaving them with a friend or relative, so they have the emotional security of knowing that you will come back for them soon.  Prepare your child by talking about school, and reading them books about children starting school.  Speak positively about school at all times.   

In practical terms, can your child put on and take off their coat themselves?  (If their coat is new, make sure they can recognise it!)  Are they confident in using the bathroom?  (Think carefully about the clothes that the child will wear to school, ensure that they can easily manage these when using the bathroom).  Can they open and close their schoolbag and lunchbox? (If not, let them practice). Can they easily handle their lunch?  For example, if they have difficulty peeling an orange, they may feel more confident taking a small bunch of grapes in their lunchbox.  Get your child to role play lunchtime so that they become confident in this area.   

Familiarise your child with the school, classroom and teacher before the big day (most schools will have an open day for children prior to school start).  Make sure children are familiar with where the toilets are, the playground, etc.  Finally, on the first morning at school, do lot linger too long in the classroom! Behave in a positive and encouraging manner to your child.  If you are nervous or upset about leaving it is easy to transfer such anxiety to the child.  If your child is anxious, try to engage them in an activity, or with a child that they know.  Try to show a positive attitude yourself.

Social Skills: Encourage your child to mix with children outside of their own family.  Interaction with others is vital for them to develop their social skills.  If your child does not know any other children in the new class, ask to see if any children living near you will be starting in the same class as your child, and introduce them prior to school start.  Starting school is always easier with a hand to hold both figuratively and literally!  Teach your child tidiness and encourage them to tidy up after playing with their toys. Encourage them say please and thank you.  Teach your child to apologise when they have done something naughty.  Help your child with turn taking and waiting for their turn (board games such as snakes and ladders can be very useful in this regard).

Self Esteem:  Give your child chores to do around the house that can help develop both their independence and confidence in their own abilities.  Praise their good work, and compliment them on efforts that they put into such tasks.   Encourage your child in tasks, speak positively, show an active interest in their activities/achievements, but let them work at their own pace.  Don’t criticise your child’s efforts.  Support them, allow them opportunities to explore and make mistakes.  Spend quality time with your child, find activities that you enjoy to do together, and let them know you love to spend this time with them. 

Language and Communication Skills: Reading is a great way to develop children’s language and communication skills.  Try to make time for daily reading sessions with your child, perhaps make it part of their bedtime routine.  Encourage them to take part in the process by turning pages for you, or by asking them questions about what you are reading.  Questions such as, what do you think will happen next? Or, why do you think he/she did that, can help them develop their language and communication skills further.  Encourage them to re-tell the story to you in their own words – maybe let them tell you the story of one of the books they are familiar with.

Talk to your child about their daily activities.  Ask them about themselves and their experiences. Encourage them to tell you their own stories. Give them time to discuss their world with you, and show them you value their opinions by listening to them.  Read nursery rhymes to them.  Discourage baby-talk – she is a big girl now! Sing to them or with them!  

Concentration and Listening Skills:  Reading sessions, as noted above, help your child to develop linguistically, but they also help with concentration skills.  Find a quite time and place, and sit reading a book to your child.  This helps them develop the skills of sitting still and listening for short periods of time.  Board games are also useful in this regard.  They introduce children to the skills of turn taking, and waiting their turn.  They also help concentration, and help children get used to taking part in one activity for a period of time.  Perhaps play a game of cards with your child. Encourage your child to finish jigsaws, help and support them, and their concentration span will develop.

Diet can also be linked to concentration.  Teachers suggest that children with healthy lunches are more likely to be able to concentrate.  Try to avoid fizzy drinks, sweets, crisps, chocolate in the lunchbox.  You may well find that your school has a health eating policy in place for lunchtimes.

Academic Skills:  There really is no need to teach your child to read or write before they enter school.  Instead, help them to develop their fine motor skills, with lots of colouring, using scissors, lego games, threading beads, etc.  Help them to recognise size, shape and colour.  Think about developing their vocabularly, asking them questions and talking to them about what you are doing. Think about words that they will be using in school (for example, more/less; higher/lower; bigger/smaller; over/under) does your child understand these concepts. Encourage their activities.  Help your child to develop a love of learning, this will stand to your child much more than trying to develop academic skills at a very young age.
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