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The words ‘school readiness’ do not appear anywhere in the printed and downloadable
text of Birth to 5 Matters. However, it is a concept that is widely used to judge the efficacy
of early years provision. The resources included in the following list support exploration
and debate about the concept.

The Introduction to The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Statutory Framework tells us that, as
well as setting standards, the EYFS promotes “teaching and learning to ensure children’s ‘school
readiness’ and gives children the right foundation for good future progress through school and life.”

‘Is this child ready for school?’ has become the question that governments continue to ask of the early
years sector. On the face of it this question seems like a quick and easy basis for assessing how
much progress a child has made before they go to school. Everyone (parents, educators, policy
makers and children themselves) wants children to make progress in their development and learning.

The concept itself raises various questions. For example....

e Are a child’s early years the most important stage in their lives where the foundations of social,
emotional, physical and cognitive development are built, or are they seen more as a waiting
room for school?

¢ Isthe EYFS an important key stage in its own right or a preparation for Key Stage 1 of the
National Curriculum?

e Why are we focusing on the child being ready for school rather than the school being ready for
the child?

Whitebread and Bingham (2011) sum up the situation comprehensively:

‘The model of “readiness for school” is attractive to governments as it seemingly delivers children into
primary school ready to conform to classroom procedures and even able to perform basic reading
and writing skills. However, from a pedagogical perspective this approach fuels an increasingly
dominant notion of education as “transmission and reproduction”. And of early childhood as
preparation for school rather than for life.’

The current government measure of school readiness is reaching ‘A Good Level of Development’
(GLD) when assessed in the EYFS profile at the end of Reception.

And yet:

e Children develop and learn in different ways and at different rates. Their developmental pathways
are many and varied. Do they all have to meet a standard measure?
e What about children who:
o are learning English as an additional language
o have special needs or disabilities
o have experienced trauma in their young lives
o are younger (a year difference in age when it’'s a quarter or a fifth of your life is
significant)
Do they all have to reach a Good Level of Development (GLD) at the same time?



¢ |s the GLD the most meaningful and appropriate measure for children at this stage of development
and learning?

e Why use a measure at the end of Reception when children are entering school at the beginning of
Reception?

The answer to that last question may possibly be found in ‘Achieving this [75% of children reaching
GLD] requires a strong focus on the early years, with reception acting as a vital bridge between early
education and primary school.” (DfE 2026)

¢ Has the GLD become a blunt instrument to measure the effectiveness of the whole early years
sector with a particular emphasis on Reception classes?
¢ Is the power of government expectation likely to lead to inappropriate ‘teaching to the GLD’?

These and many other questions, as well as ways of looking at school readiness, are discussed in the
resources here.

There are many links with other sections of Birth to 5 Matters such as Reception and Beyond,
Observation, Assessment and Planning, Transitions, Learning and Development and the
Characteristics of Early Learning.

References

Department for Education (DfE) (2026) Getting children ready for reception How schools and early
years settings can work together with families to support transition into reception

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/getting-children-ready-for-reception-supporting-
effective-transition/supporting-a-smooth-transition-into-reception

DfE (2025) Early years foundation stage statutory framework

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-foundation-stage-framework--2

Whitebread, D and Bingham, S. (2011) School Readiness: a critical review of perspective and
evidence, TACTYC

https://www.tactyc.org.uk/post/occasional-paper-2-the-readiness-literature-review-2011

Resources exploring the concept of ‘school readiness’:

e School Readiness Matters, Lee, K. And Veale, V (eds) (2025); Book created collaboratively by
TACTYC, Early Childhood Studies Degree Network and Reception Class Teacher Network. It
frames transition as a process rooted in connection, continuity, and care. Chapters on all EYFS
areas plus top tips for families, settings and schools. Free download here.

e School Readiness: a critical review of perspective and evidence, Whitebread, D and Bingham,
S. (2011) TACTYC occasional paper 2. Covers government policy and a lot of literature in an
accessible and informative way. Free download here.

e An Early Years qualification for primary school headteachers? Fisher, J. (2021) Julie Fisher
explores the issues that can arise for children and EY staff when head teachers do not
understand learning and development in the early years. Early Education blog here.


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/getting-children-ready-for-reception-supporting-effective-transition/supporting-a-smooth-transition-into-reception
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/getting-children-ready-for-reception-supporting-effective-transition/supporting-a-smooth-transition-into-reception
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-foundation-stage-framework--2
https://www.tactyc.org.uk/post/occasional-paper-2-the-readiness-literature-review-2011
https://www.tactyc.org.uk/_files/ugd/f5399c_e51c73200d264d84a03f12a29105bf5c.pdf
https://www.tactyc.org.uk/post/occasional-paper-2-the-readiness-literature-review-2011
https://early-education.org.uk/guest-blog-from-julie-fisher-an-early-years-qualification-for-primary-school-headteachers

Why ‘school readiness’ is backwards thinking, Gladstone, A. (2016) Anne Gladstone suggests
reframing the school readiness agenda as an issue around whether schools are ready for
children. Article available here.

School readiness: A perfect fit? Grimmer, T. (2018) Tamsin Grimmer offers some advice for
schools on being child ready in this extract from her book School Readiness and the
Characteristics of Effective Learning. Article available here.

School readiness: How can government start closing the opportunity gap in early years
education? Metcalfe. S & Davison, N. (2025) This report from the Institute for Government
examines which groups of children are at risk of not being ‘school ready’ by the end of reception
year, in the context of the Labour government’s opportunity mission policy. Access here.

Poorer parents feel patronised by targeted 'school readiness' classes, Nursery World
(22.08.2018) Study explored the help available to improve children’s literacy ahead of starting
schoolin an ‘educationally deprived’ town in the East Midlands. It reveals the stark difference in
support offered to mothers identified as being in need compared to their better-off peers. Access
here.

What does 'school readiness' really mean? C Beebies Parenting, Top tips for parents. Access
here.


https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/content/opinion/why-school-readiness-is-backwards-thinking
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/content/features/school-readiness-a-perfect-fit
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/content/features/school-readiness-a-perfect-fit
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/2025-03/school-readiness-policy-making-left-behind-groups_2.pdf
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/content/news/poorer-parents-feel-patronised-by-targeted-school-readiness-classes
https://www.bbc.co.uk/tiny-happy-people/articles/zxpc8p3

