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The average child spends around 21,000 hours of their life at school. This accounts for just under 15 per cent of most people’s childhood. It goes without saying, then, that choosing the best school for your child is a big deal. In fact, it may just be the most important choice you will ever make regarding their present and future happiness. Given the weight of this decision, many parents feel confused about their options and what to look for when choosing a school. The most important points can get lost in a sea of professionally printed prospectuses, slick websites, open days, government statistics, league tables and comparison sites.


The challenge of choosing a school for their child brings many questions for parents: what should they ask when going to visit? What are their legal rights regarding starting age and either sending or not sending their child to school? How important is class size? What about state versus public school? Single or mixed-sex? And are there any alternative schooling options? So many questions, but so few resources to help them wade through all the possibilities. How ironic that there are whole magazines, websites and even television shows dedicated to choosing a car or buying a house, yet little to no advice when it comes to selecting schools for our children – a decision that is just as important, if not more so, than the material ones we must make in our lives.


Knowing what to look for in a school and ensuring a good fit with your child’s needs is essential, and understanding the official reports and statistics and asking the right questions (of the right people) are key. That is why Chapter 3 cuts right through the noise and confusion to provide clarity in helping you to make the very best choice for your unique and individual child. Because what is right for one child won’t necessarily be right for another.


Deciding on a school is only part of the picture though. What happens once you have made your choice? Again, confusion reigns as to when and how to apply and how to navigate the system – from admission criteria and applications to deadlines and acceptance. All this and everything in between is covered in Chapter 2.


Once you know which school your child will be attending and when, thoughts move on to getting them ready. How you prepare your child for school in the months before they start and help them to settle in can have a huge impact on their early months and years. A child who is happy when starting school is usually one who is happy to learn – and a happy learner in the early years is one of the most important predictors for academic success later in life. So what sort of emotional preparation will help children to feel confident and happy when they start school, so that they may handle the change with relative ease? And what sort of emotional preparation do you, the parent, need, so that you transition well too? In Chapter 4 you will find all the information you need on supporting your child in making new friends, forming a good relationship yourself with both the school and other parents, dealing with separation anxiety (theirs and your own) and other settling-in issues, so that the move to school is as calm and as easy as possible for your child and the whole family.


Practical preparation can be as crucial as the emotional kind and Chapter 4 will deal with that too, covering everything under the banner of ‘school readiness’ – what you need to teach your child (and, perhaps more importantly, what you don’t) in order to place them on an equal footing with their peers and give them a flying start. Uniform and equipment will also be discussed – what you really need and what you don’t; and why, often, more expensive doesn’t equal better. From there, Chapter 5 will take you to the next stage – the first day and settling in: everything you should know about making your child’s early school experience as positive and as enjoyable as it can be.


Of course, no book about school would be complete without a section on how children learn – because if we don’t understand that, well, how can we possibly make good choices around their education? Chapter 1 focuses on exactly that – the many factors that can influence a child’s learning: when they are ready for school, physically and psychologically, whether they learn best with others of their own age, with same-sex peers or mixed classes, whether the size of a school or class affects them and what they need to help them thrive. It also looks at how special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) affect learning and any special consideration that children with SEND may need. All of these need to be thought through before making that all-important choice.


Sometimes our best-laid plans don’t pan out as we hope, and for this reason Chapter 6 focuses on common concerns that parents have: what to do if your child finds it hard to settle in, has difficulty separating from you, friendship issues or plain refusal to go to school; how to help them if you feel that they are not being stretched enough or, conversely, they are struggling with the workload; some of the medical issues that frequently crop up at school, and what to do about them – for instance, the dreaded head lice and contagious diseases that seem to spread like wildfire among children.


In Chapter 7, we’ll look at the social side of children attending school, with a special focus on how parents can get involved with the school community – because the best education happens when both children and parents are well engaged with the school. Chapter 8 takes things into the future a little, looking ahead to the next few years at school and how you can raise your child to be an inspired learner, especially when homework and standardised tests start to rear their heads.


As well as including the most current and relevant research findings in the book, along with my own experiences of school as a mother of four school-aged children, I have also asked for advice from those who matter the most: parents who have been there and teachers who live the transition every year. There are tips and advice from fellow parents and early-years teachers throughout the book, but Chapter 9 focuses on the things that parents wish they’d known before their children started school, as well as what teachers wish parents of new starters knew. Valuable advice indeed.


Some of us (myself included) view our school days as among the best of our lives. I absolutely loved my time at school, particularly the early years. For others, however, their time at school is not looked back on so fondly. My ultimate goal when writing this book, was to enable parents to help their children fall into the former category, providing a positive, calm and happy school experience. The school years aren’t just about children though; this is a big transition for parents too, and so my goal is also to leave you feeling reassured and excited about what lies ahead and all that it brings. Because the best school years happen when both children and their parents feel happy and engaged with the whole experience.



A quick note on using this book


Each chapter of this book is designed to be free-standing. If you are reading at the early stages of thinking about your child’s education or applying for a school place, I recommend starting with Chapters 1 through 3 and returning to the later chapters around the time you receive notification of your child’s school place. If you are at the stage of preparing your child for starting school, having already received notification of a school place, I’d advise you to read Chapters 4 through to 7, as well as Chapter 9. Finally, if your child has actually started school and you would like some help with smoothing the transition, I’d suggest reading Chapters 7 through 9. There is, however, information throughout the book that you should find helpful at any point.


For those reading outside the United Kingdom, the information in Chapter 2 covers application procedures and policies for the UK only, but all other chapters are relevant regardless of where in the world you live.





Chapter 1
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Factors that Influence Children’s Learning – and How to Be Mindful of Them


Childhood, at its very essence, is all about learning, with play as the primary vehicle for teaching. Children do not need formal education to take an interest in and make sense of the world – they are innately driven to explore, experiment and practise. The biggest driver of learning is not something we do to them, or even necessarily with them, but their natural curiosity. That said, you have been teaching your child since the day they were born. You have been, and always will be, their greatest teacher. This teaching happens entirely naturally, often when you don’t even realise it is occurring. The same is true of a child’s natural learning – you do not need to do anything or send children anywhere to make this happen.


School is not necessary for children to learn, but modern-day life and society have positioned it in such a way that most parents now don’t feel qualified to teach their children. School should be an extension of a child’s innate and natural learning drive, not a replacement for it. The best schools will work with a child’s natural curiosity and interests, to further them and build on the wonderful pool of knowledge they have already acquired.


This chapter will consider how your choice of school can impact on your child’s learning, both now and in the future. While children are innately primed to learn, there are certain elements at school that can affect this drive, both positively and negatively. For instance, class size and the abilities and ages of the other children. Parents may worry that their efforts at home will be in vain if school teaches in a different way; therefore, home life versus school life will also be discussed. The effect of school starting age is another key factor when deciding if your child is ready or not. All of these need to be taken into account in making a mindful and informed decision about your child’s education.


Learning in early childhood is heuristic, meaning that children learn by doing and experiencing things for themselves. Early learning should be hands-on, messy, fun and active, incorporating nature and the outdoors as much as possible. Too often when we think of school, we think of children sitting in rows at desks, staring at blackboards or completing worksheets in silence. Thankfully, this is not what happens in the early years of school, although it is, sadly, a fitting description of school life as children approach adolescence. The early years of school revolve around play and movement, experimentation, fun and creativity, rather than formal teaching. Although there is a focus on communication, language, literacy, mathematics, physical and social development in the school curriculum, these can all be learned in a relaxed, child-friendly and child-led way, amid play, noise, fun and movement.


The different stages of learning


Childhood is usually divided into four distinct phases of learning, based upon the work of the Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development:




1. Sensorimotor stage: birth to two years In this highly sensory stage, babies predominantly learn about the world and themselves via their senses and interactions with their caregivers and environment. These help them to form what are known as ‘schemas’ – sets of stored knowledge and information about related objects and experiences. As the babies grow, new experiences are assimilated into existing schemas, or new schemas are formed or adapted to accommodate them. These schemas become the building blocks of knowledge about the world in which the babies live.


2. Preoperational stage: two to seven years At this stage, children are very self-centred (referred to as ‘egocentric’) and lacking in rational (or what is formally known as ‘concrete’) thinking. They very much focus on learning tangible facts, through things that they can touch and see – for example, learning basic maths (such as addition and subtraction) and classifying the world through simple facts. During the preoperational stage, school focuses on growing happiness and confidence in learning, in preparation for more formal learning in the future. Teachers will be focusing on developing skills such as social and emotional intelligence, language and communication, literacy, independence, fine motor skills and fostering curiosity, encouraging children to ask questions about the world around them.


3. Concrete operational stage: seven to twelve years During this stage, egocentrism lessens, as the child begins to develop more empathy and understanding of the different ways that others think and feel. Rational and hypothetical thinking and reasoning skills increase, meaning children can learn about the world and the way it works in a more abstract and philosophical sense. Logical thought processes develop during this stage, thus supporting the ability to interact with a more formal, or academic, style of teaching.


4. Formal operational stage: eleven years through adolescence This stage of development is all about theoretical, philosophical and hypothetical thinking and the child’s ability to ask big questions about the world and others in it. This is the time to learn about the whys, the hows and the what-ifs of life. Learning in adolescence becomes more strategic, as older children and teenagers can grasp the most abstract of concepts.





What do children need to learn well?


In 1943, the American psychologist Abraham Maslow published his Theory of Human Motivation. This contained what is now famously known as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. The Hierarchy of Needs details five distinct stages that individuals need to go through in order to reach their full potential – something Maslow termed ‘self-actualisation’. The Hierarchy of Needs is commonly depicted as a triangle, the pinnacle of which is self-actualisation and the base starts with the most rudimentary, yet most important, needs that must be fulfilled in order to build on the foundations to move up to the next level.


Before we can focus on learning, we first need to make sure that children are safe, have all of their physical needs met and feel a sense of security and belonging in the world; in other words, that they feel loved and nurtured at home and have a good relationship with the adults taking care of them at school. Once these base layers are taken care of, children can move up to forming good peer relationships, making friends and taking pride in their own learning and achievements. When all these stages are fulfilled, children can reach their potential as learners. If the needs at any one stage are not fully met, then this cannot happen.
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What does Maslow’s Hierarchy tell us about what children need to learn? Ultimately, they need to feel safe, supported, nurtured, connected and accepted by their caregivers and peers, both at home and at school. These needs are far more important than any individual aspects of the school curriculum or the school itself. If they are met, then the child is almost certain to do well; if they are not, then no number of clever teaching techniques, impressive equipment, new buildings, imaginative curriculums, high official ratings and scores or small class sizes will help. The needs of a young learner are really simple when you strip them back to basics.


Growth mindset theory


Psychologist Carol Dweck, a professor at Stanford University in the USA, is famed for her powerful model for enhancing motivation, as featured in her 2006 book, Mindset. Dweck’s theory states that success and achievement are based not on innate or genetic ability, but upon the individual’s beliefs surrounding their ability to achieve. The two mindsets are known as ‘fixed’ and ‘growth’. The table below summarises the main differences.














	Fixed Mindset


	Growth Mindset







	Believes abilities are innate, or genetic, and that there is little to nothing that can be done to change them.


	Believes that abilities can always be improved – that they are not fixed – with hard work and determination.







	Failure is an indication of not being good enough, thus it is taken badly and children are often scared of it.


	Failure is an indication of not having tried hard enough and thus is not taken badly. Instead, it is welcomed as a learning opportunity.







	Gives up easily when thinking a task is too hard.


	Determined and focused on a task that is challenging, sticking with it until it is mastered.







	Says things like: ‘I can’t do this. I’m not good enough. I should just give up.’


	Says things like: ‘I can’t do this yet. I believe I can if I really try and work hard though.’








The theory of mindset applies equally to both adults and children, although it is especially pertinent when you consider schooling. Mindsets are by no means permanent; it is possible to change from one to another, and individuals commonly alternate between the two over time. Children will not usually be conscious of the mindset they hold most often, although educating them about the idea can help them to become more so. Unsurprisingly, research has found that children who predominantly exhibit a growth mindset are more likely to work hard, especially in the face of obstacles, which can lead to greater academic success and fulfilment.1


The way in which adults speak to and act around children can also impact their mindset. Praising a child may seem a good way to increase self-esteem; however, research has shown that it is more likely to produce a fixed mindset and incentivise children with extrinsic (external) motivation, meaning that the child’s intrinsic (or internal) drive for mastery and success is damaged. In order to encourage a growth mindset, children need to feel good about their ability to work hard and achieve success.2 This feeling of pride in their capacity to stick with a task that they may have found hard initially drives intrinsic motivation, increasing the likelihood that they will work hard and stick at a task in the future.



How to encourage a growth mindset


The following tips can help to foster a growth mindset in children, particularly when they start school:




• When a child succeeds at something, encourage them to think about what helped them to complete the task successfully and how they should use this knowledge next time.


• Empathise with your child’s frustration, but don’t try to fix things for them in order to prevent it.


• Show your child that you have noticed and appreciate their determination to complete a task.


• Celebrate mistakes and point out your own to help normalise them and allow your child to see them as a sign of learning.


• Keep your expectations of your child age-appropriate, while encouraging them to aim for aspirational goals.


• Don’t praise achievements; rather, praise the process and the hard work the child put in.


• Try not to use generic praise, such as ‘good boy’ or ‘well done’; instead, focus on a specific praise that describes what your child is doing and helps them to feel seen and appreciated for their efforts. For example, ‘You really have worked hard at that picture; I’ve been watching you draw the trees so carefully’.


• Model a growth mindset yourself: talk to your child about your efforts and perseverance and how they have helped you to achieve your goals.


• Be mindful of your own language: don’t say things like ‘I can’t do it, I’m useless!’ Instead, say, ‘I’m struggling right now, but I think I can do it if I work at it’.







SCHOOL OR PARENTS – WHICH HAS THE MOST IMPACT AND INFLUENCE ON CHILDREN?


While a child’s experience at school invariably shapes them, the primary influence in their life and on their development is time spent with their parents. In the Introduction, I mentioned that children spend approximately 21,000 hours of their lives at school. When you think that childhood (birth to eighteen years) is around 157,000 hours, approximately 65,000 of which are spent asleep, that still leaves a huge 71,000 waking hours spent with parents, family members and other close caregivers. In other words, children spend three quarters of their childhood (waking hours) outside of school. So what you do, as parents, before your child starts school, and in the hours outside of school once they have started, will always matter the most when it comes to shaping the character and personality of your child.


I am often asked what parents should do if the way they raise their children is at odds with the way schools do things, and even whether school is a good idea at all if they are following a more natural or gentle approach to parenting. My standard response is to remember that you are always the primary influence in your child’s life, and children are resilient and flexible enough to cope with the differences between home and school. The same is true of childcare too. Of course, this does not mean that it doesn’t matter which education choice you make, or how you help your child to settle and tackle any problems that may arise; it just means that you have more impact than you may have realised.





Do boys and girls learn differently?


There is a pervasive myth in our society that girls are quieter and more studious and, as a result, cleverer than boys. Also, that boys are more likely to have issues at school because they find it harder to sit still, be quiet and concentrate. And it is also believed that boys are less mature than girls and that this immaturity negatively affects their learning, especially in the early years. These are all erroneous beliefs that, sadly, tend to spawn a self-fulfilling prophecy. By preschool age, girls are indeed showing superior social skills to boys; however, when we look at the way in which girls and boys are parented, there are clear differences: girls are spoken to more than boys and emotions are encouraged, while boys are supported in being more active and presumed to be better programmed for physical achievements. Even teachers show bias based on gender, with research showing that they are more likely to reward girls than boys, regardless of actual abilities. A girl is also more likely to receive higher grades for her work, even if it is at the same level as that of a boy.3


It is true that there are clear differences in achievement between girls and boys at the end of their schooling, with girls tending to attain higher grades and more qualifications, as well as demonstrating superior behaviour to boys. Boys are more likely to take up STEM subjects (science, technology, engineering and maths) than girls and they are also more likely to achieve either very highly, or very poorly, in these subjects. Underachieving and low grades are much more common in boys across all subjects, as are behaviour issues, with boys accounting for over 80 per cent of all school exclusions.4 This is not due to biological differences though. Almost all differences in educational achievement, based upon the child’s sex, occur as a result of our biases and the overly gender-stereotyped views and actions of society. Trying to avoid perpetuating these biases ourselves, especially when our children are young, is so important if we wish to break this cycle in education. Of course, the first step is to recognise that they do exist. Our own upbringings and the views of our parents (passed on by their parents, in turn) produce a subconscious inherited lineage of labelling. What we say, do and believe regarding gender difference is so often the result of how we were treated ourselves. But by being mindful of these patterns through our own thoughts and actions we can begin to break these stereotypes. (See page 219 for useful resources.)


Single- or mixed-sex schools?


The jury is still out on whether or not single-sex schooling is beneficial for children. There is a lack of evidence showing consistent harm or benefit and there does not appear to be a consensus view based upon the current body of research. The main benefit of single-sex schooling is that there is far less chance that subject choices and achievement will be influenced by gender stereotyping. For instance, girls are more likely to take (and do well in) STEM subjects in a girls-only school than they are in a co-educational (mixed-sex) setting. The biggest downside of single-sex schools seems to be that they create an artificial social environment and may hinder social skills with the opposite sex. There is also a widespread belief that boys flourish in mixed-sex schools, thanks to the calming presence of girls, whereas girls do better at single-sex schools, due to the lack of disruption from boys. While there is limited evidence to support this,5 there is equally evidence showing that this belief is once again based on outdated gender stereotypes and is simply not true.6 Any other apparent benefits or downsides could also be down to current social stereotyping and not attributable to school demographics at all.


Male or female teachers – does it matter?


Early-years schooling has become increasingly feminised. Currently, in the UK, two thirds of all teachers are female. However, in early-years teaching, over 80 per cent of all teachers are female.7 This disparity leaves a real gap in the early-school environment, with numerous children not encountering a male teacher until they enter high school. Many parents believe that this lack of a male role model at school is problematic for young boys, but this is not an evidence-based claim, researchers having found no difference in outcomes for children taught by teachers of the same sex as them, versus the opposite.8 Further research, specifically concerned with the relationships between students and teachers, found that while female teachers reported better relationships with their students, both male and female teachers reported more difficult relationships with boys than with girls,9 indicating that male teachers are not necessarily better for boys in terms of building a strong relationship or providing a male role model. This, of course, does not mean that the lack of male teachers in schools should not be addressed. A mix of both adult males and females provides children with a more accurate representation of society and a more holistic schooling experience. However, when it comes to relationships and what is best for children, it’s likely to come down to individual teachers and their unique attributes, rather than gender.


Does class size matter?


Class size is a hot topic when choosing a school. Most parents seem to prefer smaller class sizes, the perceived wisdom being that the smaller the class, the more individual attention a child will receive – this often being considered more conducive to learning and better outcomes. Smaller class sizes are also often cited as one of the benefits of private over state schooling. Does it really matter though?


Confusingly, the evidence is not as clear cut as you might think. Smaller classes do seem to have a modest impact on learning, their pupils being a few months ahead; however, this difference (in terms of both academic achievement and behaviour) is only significant when the class size is very small – i.e. eighteen pupils or fewer. There is far less difference in outcome when you look at a class size of between twenty and thirty-five children, the theory being that when class sizes are very small teachers adapt their teaching style to suit the small group, but when the class size is bigger the approach to teaching is very similar, whether there are twenty or thirty-five children. So teaching style seems to matter just as much as class size.10


Another issue that is not taken into account as much as I think it should be is how small class sizes can prove problematic for making friends. If your child is one of, say, fifteen children in a class, they have a much smaller pool of children to bond with, so there is less scope for them to form a close friendship with a like-minded individual than if they are in a class of thirty. A larger class size, therefore, can often make forming friendships easier for children.


What about mixed-age classes?


Some schools, particularly smaller ones, merge two or more different year groups into one class. This mostly occurs because of simple economics – where classes are very small it is not viable to run them individually. Sometimes schools choose to run mixed-age classes in the belief that they are more beneficial to children, the theory being that children all have a unique ability that is not defined by their age. Avoiding single-age classes can allow a child to be taught to their true ability, rather than what’s deemed appropriate based on their age.


Common concerns from parents about mixed-age classes include worries that the younger children will find the work too difficult and thus won’t be engaged and any problems will be overlooked. Parents of older children worry that their children won’t be stretched enough, if they are working at the level of the younger children in the class. The fact is, however, that children should all be taught at their level of knowledge and ability – not too easy, but not too difficult – and mixed-age classes do not hinder this in any way.


Perhaps the main positive of these classes is better socialising with children of different ages, bringing out nurturing behaviour in the older children and boosting confidence in the younger ones. Research has consistently found that children are not academically disadvantaged by them, but they can improve social skills.11 Other benefits of mixed-age classes are that they can help older children who may be struggling to not feel that they are at the bottom of the class and stretch the younger children who are more able. Mixed-age classes can also provide more opportunity for forging friendships. The biggest downside with a mixed-age class is size, when combining years to make one large class.


Special educational needs and disabilities


Special educational needs and disabilities (SEND for short) is a term used to apply to children who have additional needs which impact on their learning experience. Some SEND children will have learning difficulties or social skills which can impact their learning, such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and dyslexia. Others may have a physical disability which does not directly impact their learning capabilities but may make life trickier at school. Research has shown that as many as four in ten children will be identified as having a SEND between starting school at age four or five and age eleven.12


SEND children often need additional support at school to aid their learning. The support varies based upon the specific needs of the child, from a one-to-one helper to the provision of accessible learning materials, behavioural interventions, social and emotional learning support and special considerations for the day-to-day school routine (an extra or longer break time, for example). Each school should have a dedicated special educational needs coordinator (SENCo), whose role it is to ensure that children with SEND have the appropriate help at school, through special plans and discussions with parents and other school staff and external professionals. The SENCo is also likely to be involved if a previously undiagnosed child is suspected of having a SEND once they start school.


If your child has already been diagnosed with, or you suspect they have a SEND, then school choice needs to be considered carefully, as, sadly, not all schools are equal when it comes to SEND support. This is something that will be discussed further in Chapter 3.


When are children ready for school?


The age at which children are ready for formal learning is another hotly disputed topic. Around the world, school starting ages range from as low as three years old (in France and Hungary, for example) to seven (in Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Poland and Sweden).


So what are the pros and cons of an early school starting age? The table below summarises the main points:














	Pros


	Cons







	A reduction in childcare bills for working parents.


	Children may not be ready to leave their parents, or primary caregiver, and may find the separation difficult.







	Some children are ready for school at an early age and thrive in a more formal environment with their peers.


	Poorer and more disruptive behaviour in the classroom, due to the relative immaturity of the children.







	May slightly raise IQ levels.


	No significant improvement in academic outcomes, despite the extra years at school.








Let’s look at some of these issues in a little more detail.



Starting age and behaviour and focus


Research from Stanford university has found that delaying the start of school from six to seven years in Danish children has a dramatic impact on reducing inattention.13 This is not only apparent when the children start school, but also appears to last for several years, still being noticeable at age eleven. It makes sense that starting school at a later age improves attention because as the brain develops and matures with age, so does the child’s behaviour.
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