Readiness to Learn at School

Children are born ready to learn.  We know from neuroscience research that learning begins in-utero and continues throughout life.  We also know that brain growth is most rapid during the preschool years and that learning proceeds at a rapid pace during that time period.  What children learn, and how well they learn depends not only on ability, but also on opportunity.  During the first few years of life, most learning opportunities are provided by the family.  As children approach school age, however, their horizons expand to include people and programs within the community.  Doug Willms, a researcher in human development at the University of New Brunswick, has studied how these influences affect early learning and development.  He concluded that “the nature of children’s environments within  … family … neighborhoods, and communities has a very strong effect on children’s cognitive and behavioural development”. Willms’ findings confirm that the opportunities provided by families and communities profoundly influence what young children learn, and how ready they are to learn at school.
The phrase, ‘readiness to learn at school’, has been described by Magdalena Janus, a professor at McMaster University, as the set of skills and abilities children need in order to benefit from the educational and social opportunities that schools provide. 
Readiness to learn at school may mean different things to different people.  While parents generally describe readiness in terms of academic skills such as counting and letter identification, teachers also place great importance on social, behavioural, and communication skills.  Experts agree with both parents and teachers.  They see readiness to learn at school as a broad set of skills and behaviours encompassing many aspects of child development, including: physical and motor, social and emotional; language and communication; cognition; and, general knowledge. Although distinct, these developmental areas interact.  For example, in addition to knowing the language and being able to speak clearly, children with good communication skills change wording and tone when talking to different people. They use both social and communication skills so that the message is appropriate to the intended audience. As well, children with high physical energy learn that while running and jumping are fine on the playground, sitting and listening are appropriate when the teacher is giving directions. Readiness to learn at school, then, does not refer to an isolated set of skills that children acquire shortly before, or shortly after they enter school. On the contrary, readiness to learn at school refers to a wide array of related skills and behaviours that develop gradually as a result of the environments and experiences young children encounter in their homes and communities.

Readiness to learn at school is important because it strongly influences not only how children do in kindergarten, but how well they do in future school years.  Researchers have identified readiness skills and behaviours that are closely associated with school success. These include:
· positive approaches to learning;
· well-developed language and communication skills;
· good interpersonal skills;
· ability and willingness to attend to instructions and learn classroom routines; and,

· ability to participate in school activities without being disruptive. 
These skills and behaviours are shaped by family and community influences during the early years, and they, in turn, influence how well children do both socially and academically during the school years.  Indeed, a 2005 report produced by Rhode Island KIDS COUNT concluded that “children will not enter school ready to learn unless families, schools, and communities provide the environments and experiences to support  …. development of infants, toddlers, and preschool children.”

Some experts even feel that in addition to influencing school success, ‘readiness to learn at school’ has effects that endure long after children have completed their formal education. McCain and Mustard, authors of the 2002 report, The Early Years Study – Three Years Later, stated that “development in the early years  ….. affects learning, behaviour, and physical and mental health throughout life.”  Thus, by giving children the best possible start and ensuring they are ready to learn at school, families and communities play a vital role in supporting positive outcomes for children and youth, during and beyond the school years.
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