
CHAPTER 1

Ready to learn; ready for  
school - what is the difference?

Before we start to discuss readiness, let us take a look at my child. No mother and father can 
talk about their child without becoming emotional – not because they are being silly, but 
because they care, because feeling intensely about their child is exactly how it should be. 
Elizabeth Stone once said that to be a parent is to choose to wear your heart on your sleeve. And 
this is precisely where readiness comes in. 

Ready to learn means that your child is prepared for new experiences, tasks and skills 
appropriate to his or her age. Unlike school readiness, being ready to learn is not specific to 
a particular age group: a baby possesses learning readiness for suckling; a two-year-old has 
learning readiness for saying goodbye to nappies, bottles and dummies; a five-year-old has 
learning readiness for understanding the difference between reality and fantasy; an 18-year-old 
has the learning readiness for obtaining a drivers’ licence, and so on.

School readiness means your child is prepared for tuition that is abstract and expressed as 
symbols; and this readiness is linked to children aged five to seven.
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The primary school open day was a thing of 
the past; we and Cozette knew what, where 
and how many of everything we had to buy. 
But even more important, we knew who her 
teacher would be; what her name was; where 
her classroom was; and where Cozette should 
leave her schoolbag before we walked together 
to the school assembly hall. This was my third 
little bundle of (for the most part) joy to start 
Grade 1, and on a sunny day in January, the two 
of us, suitably attired and in a state of readiness, 
walked hand in hand to her Grade 1 classroom. 
She carried her own schoolbag (as was only 
right and fitting). When we got there, she 
kissed and hugged me and said: “See you later, 
Mom.” Not so fast, young lady! First, we will 
go to assembly together and then we will say 
goodbye. “No, Mom, I’ll go to assembly with my 
teacher.” With a single stroke, I was dethroned. 
Or had I been fired? Was I now superfluous? 
Faintly in the background I could hear a song 
from days gone by ... something about a ragdoll 
being thrown out on the rubbish heap ... and 
slowly, but surely, I accepted that Cozette was 
serious – she was going with her teacher; I might 
as well leave. Like any true mother, I burst into 
tears – thankfully, after I had smiled bravely 
and happily kissed and hugged her (only one of 
each) and rapidly turned away. The little minx! 
Brimming eyes were followed by the growing 
certainty that we had just entered a new phase. 
I was not prepared for it, but luckily Cozette 
was.

Sometimes children 
develop in spite of their 
parents, not because of 
them. 

Parents

School readiness depends on a 
fourway relationship, in which 
parents have to be prepared to cut 
the umbilical cord of their precious 
little bundle of joy to make way 
for TEACHER, in capital letters. 
Where once Mom and Dad had 
been the source of all knowledge 
and wisdom, Teacher is well on the 
way to taking over the sought-after 
position. And, as the internet is also 
quickly taking over parents’ role 
as bearers of knowledge, they will 
quickly have to get to the point 
where they are ready to allow 
someone else into their cosy little 
circle. 

Your child

The second role player in the 
fourway readiness relationship is 
the child. Your child must feel at 
ease about tackling this new phase, 
where all kinds of unfamiliar things 
await; where almost everything is 
new; where there are much bigger 
children and “Sirs”; where bells ring 
and there is a tuckshop; where you 
have to bring along a lunch box 
that has to remain closed, even if 
the contents scream Eat me now! 
Instead of carefree play wearing her 
own clothes, she has to sit quietly 
and wait, clad in itchy new clothes; 
obey immediately; sharpen pencils 
and perform tasks correctly; and so 
on, and so on, and so on. 

This book is about your child 
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and also about being ready. In fact, it is about more than readiness; it is about the enjoyable 
realisation of every crumb of potential in your child, so that by the September of her final 
pre-school year she cannot wait to go to “big school”. Big school should not be a frightening 
prospect that makes her stomach churn and turns her dreams to nightmares. Big school should 
be an adventure, a brand new phase for which her body, heart and head are filled to overflowing 
with the skills needed.

Grade 0 is the grade that comes before Grade 1. The R in Grade R stands 
for Reception year.
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 Primary school

The third role player in the fourway relationship is “ big school”. It is likely that your child will 
spend more waking hours there than she will with you, so the choice of school is important. A 
school is, in fact, an extension of your home. In other words, it should echo more or less what 
you do at home so that your child will fit in easily. Sometimes parents choose a school that 
differs radically from their home life in terms of language, values and rules, but this may not 
necessarily cause problems. If your child is prepared, she will adapt easily at school. Being 
prepared is always important, irrespective of the school your child attends in Grade 1. 

The best school is the 
nearest school.
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Teacher

And then there’s teacher, the last role player in the fourway readiness relationship. Most 
teachers fit in at a particular school, which is why they teach there; if they do not fit in, they 
move on. Few schools give parents a choice regarding which teacher their bundles of joy will end 
up with. People are people; each has his or her individual nature, and some fit together better 
than others, but fortunately most Grade 1 teachers are loving and patient, but strict. They are 

Grade R or Grade 0 is not a mini Grade 1; it is a bridging year between 
the playfulness of being a toddler and the independence and self-
control of being a learner. The essential nature of crèche or playschool 
and primary school has to be different, in order to ensure that both 
schools are able to serve the child to the best of their ability. 

Ready to learn_book.indb   13 2014/08/11   5:16 PM



14 READY TO LEARN, READY FOR SCHOOL

passionate about the transition from concrete play to abstract and symbolic learning, and plan 
(while others are on holiday) how to make Grade 1 an adventure for your child. teacher is a key 
figure in your child’s entire school career, and for this reason relationship-building should be 
your priority, rather than allowing it to become a cause of anxiety. teacher puts all her energy 
into her work, and for this reason a supportive parent and a child whose umbilical cord has 
already been cut and who is prepared to learn as part of a group, are essential to a successful 
transition to big school. 

Parents sometimes struggle to get just one child to listen to them; teacher has an entire 
class to look after and has limited strength or energy to deal with a mother or her child who 
constantly demands special attention.
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