
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Early Childhood Education Journal 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-020-01130-9

Parental Perspectives on Children’s School Readiness: An Ethnographic 
Study

Kim Jose1   · Susan Banks2 · Emily Hansen2 · Rachael Jones3 · Stephen R. Zubrick4 · Joel Stafford4 · 
Catherine L. Taylor1,4

Accepted: 3 November 2020 
© The Author(s) 2020

Abstract
School readiness is a construct used by educators and policy makers to describe a range of abilities that are beneficial for 
children transitioning to school. The association of socioeconomic disadvantage with developmental vulnerability when 
children start school is well established. Parents play a crucial role in supporting children’s transition to school and are 
acknowledged as their child’s first and foremost teacher. The aim of this study was to explore how parents experience and 
support their children’s transition to school. This study presents findings from an ethnographic study with 39 parents living 
in two Australian communities characterised by high area-level socioeconomic disadvantage. The study reports on how 
parents experience and support their child for transition to school, specifically through their understanding of the concept 
of ‘readiness’. The role of early childhood services in supporting parents is also explored. Parents conceptualised school 
readiness as the child’s capacity to function effectively and independently in the hitherto unfamiliar physical and social 
world of school. Parents considered early childhood services supportive of their children’s transition to school, particularly 
the development of social skills.

Keywords  Transition to school · Ethnography · Vulnerable families · Early childhood services

Introduction

Starting school is a significant milestone in the life of 
a child and their parents or carers. The success of chil-
dren’s transition to school is influenced by their individual 
capabilities, those of their parents and the relationships, 

resources, and opportunities they experience at home 
and in early childhood settings before they start full-time 
school (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 2006, United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 2012, Tayler et  al. 2015, 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment 2016). “School readiness” is the term commonly 
used to describe individual capabilities of children when 
they start school. It is a multidimensional concept that 
includes a child’s physical health and wellbeing, social Electronic supplementary material  The online version of this 
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and emotional competence, language and cognitive devel-
opment, communication skills and general knowledge 
(Guhn et al. 2016; Miller and Kehl 2019), as well as atti-
tudes towards learning in the classroom (e.g., interest and 
engagement) and classroom skills and behaviours (e.g., 
following instructions, cooperating with a group) (Dom-
itrovich et al. 2012). Children, their families, communities, 
early childhood services, and schools are all involved in 
preparing children for the transition to school.

Inequalities in school readiness at the start of full-time 
school have far-reaching consequences for success at 
school, with achievement gaps widening over time (Tay-
lor et al. 2019). Globally, the first 5 years of a child’s life 
is recognised as a critical period for assisting all children 
to achieve their developmental potential and overcoming 
developmental disadvantage through early interventions 
(Britto et al. 2017). In Australia, government policies (Coun-
cil of Australian Governments 2009) aimed at improving 
children’s developmental circumstances and outcomes are 
informed by population-wide monitoring of child develop-
ment in the first year of full-time school (i.e., Australian 
Early Development Census: AEDC) (Brinkman et al. 2014) 
and academic achievement in school Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 
through the National Assessment Program – Literacy and 
Numeracy: NAPLAN (Australian Curriculum Assessment 
and Reporting Authority 2016). The AEDC is a population-
based measure of Australian children’s development in 
their first year of full-time schooling across five domains: 
(1) Physical health and wellbeing, (2) Social competence, 
(3) Emotional maturity, (4) Language and cognitive skills 
(school-based), and (5) Communication skills and general 
knowledge. The AEDC is conducted nationally every 3 years 
with the first national data collection occurring in 2009 and 
the most recent in 2018. The Early Development Instrument 
is completed by the classroom teacher and used to calculate 
a domain score in each of the five domains. Using the score 
and national AEDC cut-offs children are assessed as “on 
track”, “at risk” or “vulnerable” in each of the five domains. 
The AEDC results inform early years policy and service 
provision, at state and federal levels. The AEDC also aims to 
drive improvements in developmental outcomes for children 
through parents, schools and communities working together; 
providing parents with information about how to support 
their child’s development across the five AEDC domains 
(Department of Education and Training 2020).

In 2016, the Tassie Kids project was established in part-
nership with the Tasmanian Departments of Health, Edu-
cation, and Premier and Cabinet to investigate the uptake 
and reach of universal early childhood health and educa-
tion services excluding child care services (i.e., Launching 
into Learning (LiL), Child and Family Centres (CFCs), 
Child Health and Parenting Service (CHaPS), Kindergarten 
(Kinder); see Table 1), particularly with more vulnerable 

families. This ethnographic study explored parents’ perspec-
tives on school readiness and the role of parents and early 
childhood services (ECS) in preparing children for school.

Methods

Study Design

An ethnographic study design was selected as it provides in-
depth insights into people’s views and actions with respect to 
their situation or location, through the collection of detailed 
observations and interviews (Reeves et al. 2008). Ethical 
approval was received from the Human Research Ethics 
Committee (Tasmania) (H0016195).

Sites

This ethnographic study was conducted in two primary sites 
in Tasmania with data supplemented from two additional 
sites. Primary site selection was informed by data on births, 
area-level socioeconomic disadvantage, service use, Austral-
ian Early Development Census (AEDC) results, the pres-
ence or absence of a CFC, and input from government part-
ners from the early childhood health and education sectors 
(Department of Education and Training 2015; Australian 
Bureau of Statistics 2016; Taylor et al. 2017). The primary 
sites included one rural community with a CFC (pseudonym, 
Distant Hills) and one suburban area without a CFC (pseu-
donym, River Town).

Distant Hills, a rural region with a population of just over 
10,000 people (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016), has 
one main township (population > 5,000) surrounded by sev-
eral smaller towns. A CFC is situated near the centre of the 
main town. There were five government primary schools 
offering LiL located throughout Distant Hills, two in the 
main township and three in surrounding towns. River Town, 
a small (population 1000) outer suburb of a major urban 
area, has an existing community centre offering a range of 
services and one primary school offering LiL. Another pri-
mary school is situated in an adjoining suburb.

In Australia, the Index of Relative Socioeconomic Dis-
advantage (IRSD) ranks areas from 1 to 10 in terms of 
their relative socio-economic disadvantage using informa-
tion on the economic and social conditions of people and 
households (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016): 1 = high 
disadvantage and 10 = low disadvantage. Distant Hills and 
River Town have IRSD ratings of 1, placing them amongst 
the most disadvantaged communities in Australia (Austral-
ian Bureau of Statistics 2016). The additional sites were 
two CFCs located in different regions of the state, one a 
town of over 18,000 people and the other a small town 
of just over 2000 people, which serviced the surrounding 
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rural area. These towns were also ranked amongst the 
lowest two deciles of social disadvantage using the IRSD 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016).

Data Collection

Data were collected from extensive fieldwork and observa-
tions of service provider activities and in-person interviews 
with service provider staff and parents. These were con-
ducted by experienced qualitative researchers (KJ and SB) 

and PhD candidate (RJ) during April 2017 and December 
2019. All researchers were female and had previous experi-
ence conducting qualitative studies. None were connected 
with the study sites where this study occurred. All partici-
pants consented to interviews and participant observation.

Participant Observation

During the data collection period (April 2017–December 
2018), KJ was embedded within the CFC at Distant Hills 

Table 1   Summary of universal early childhood services

Service Anacronym Government Department Responsible Service characteristics

Child Health and Parenting Service CHaPS Department of Health and Human Services Eligibility: Children aged 0–5 years
Community based: various settings
Delivered by Child Health Nurses
Screening health and developmental checks 

for children:
2, 4 and 8 weeks
6 and 12 months
2 and 4 years
Appointment based system
One open ‘drop in’ session per week
Additional targeted services available

Launching into Learning LiL Department of Education Eligibility: Children from 0 to 4 years
School based, no cost
Delivered by early childhood teachers
Support child development, parent/child 

relationships and facilitate the transition to 
school

Play-based activities, excursions
Parents/carers present with children
Structured 2-h sessions
Available during school terms
Number of sessions determined by each 

school
Child and Family Centres Centre or CFC Department of Education Eligibility: Children from 0 to 5 years

Twelve sites in Tasmania
All CFCs staffed by Centre Leader, Com-

munity Inclusion Worker and an early 
childhood teacher. Other staff vary across 
CFCs in response to community need

Health, education and community services 
offered at the Centre

Operate 5 days per week
Open year round, no charge
Parents and children can ‘drop in’ at any time

Kindergarten Kinder Department of Education Kindergarten is a school-based program 
that provides 15 h a week of play-based 
learning for four-year-old children in a 
classroom setting. The sessions are planned 
and delivered by early childhood teach-
ers (Early Years Learning Framework for 
Australia, 2007)



	 Early Childhood Education Journal

1 3

and RJ was embedded in River Town. After spending 1 
week full-time at the CFC KJ attended the CFC on aver-
age once per week during the data collection period (April 
2017–December 2018) attending group activities and pro-
grams, attending team meetings and community activities. 
KJ also spent 1 week at each of the two additional CFCs. 
In addition to time spent at the CFCs, KJ attended all the 
LiL programs offered by the five primary schools in Distant 
Hills. Four of these programs were visited twice and one of 
them once.

RJ was embedded within River Town and also spent time 
in sites in surrounding suburbs that provided early childhood 
services and supports to families who lived in River Town. 
These included the local community centre, CHaPS clinic, 
and two local primary schools. RJ also visited more than 
35 LiL sessions delivered from the two primary schools in 
River Town, speaking informally with teachers and families 
who used the service. In addition, RJ attended local early 
childhood network meetings for services providing programs 
to families in River Town. These included government and 
non-government service providers. SB joined the research 
team towards the end of the fieldwork period and spent four 
days in the field, two days with KJ and two days with RJ.

KJ, SB and RJ spent more than 100 days attending a 
range of early childhood services in Tasmania. This included 
LiL sessions, Kindergarten, Child and Family Centres and 
CHaPS clinics (see Table 1). During this time, the research-
ers participated in a range of activities and programs for 
parents and children, attended team meetings and spoke 
informally with service providers and families. The identity 
of the researcher and their purpose was made known to eve-
ryone present and did not impact on normal service delivery.

Prior to commencing fieldwork, planning and training 
sessions were held by senior ethnographic researcher EH. 
These sessions highlighted areas of interest for observation 
as well as the development and use of fieldnotes. Observa-
tions focused on the environment, collaboration between 
service providers, and interactions with and between fami-
lies. Field notes were developed by each researcher after 
all sessions and included observations, informal conversa-
tions and reflections on the experiences of the researchers 
(Lofland et al. 2006). Researchers did not attend any private 
consultations between service providers and families. Early 
fieldnotes were shared and discussed by EH, KJ and RJ. 
Fieldnote practices reflected the different models of ser-
vice delivery between the key sites and the backgrounds 
and experience of researchers in the field (Clerke and Hop-
wood 2014). For example, within CFCs it was possible to 
observe direct interactions between service providers from 
different sectors while in LiL service interaction com-
monly occurred via phone and was reported and discussed 
between the researcher and teacher rather than observed. A 
fieldwork activity log was kept by KJ and RJ to track their 

engagement in the field. In addition, a data recording pro-
tocol was developed by KJ prior to commencing fieldwork 
and KJ was responsible for data management throughout 
the fieldwork period. The extensive period of observation 
facilitated the development of trust with participants and 
allowed for a greater understanding of how ECSs operate 
and engage with families and each other. It also enabled 
researchers to focus their observations on key elements as 
they emerged. The extensive period of observation facili-
tated the development of trust with participants and allowed 
for a greater understanding of how service providers engage 
with families.

Interviews

Parents

Purposive sampling was used to ensure that a variety of per-
spectives on the topic under study was represented (Hansen 
2006). In this study we were interested in the perspectives 
and experiences of a wide range of parents or carers includ-
ing first-time parents, parents or carers with multiple chil-
dren, fathers, parents or carers whose children were about 
to transition to school, and parents or carers of varying ages 
and with variable patterns of service use. Researchers par-
ticipated informally with parents and carers and children in 
programs offered on-site before approaching parents or car-
ers during attendance at an ECS activity. Recruitment was 
also aided by LiL and kindergarten teachers and CFC staff 
who discussed the study with families, assisted with identi-
fying families for inclusion or approached families directly 
about being involved in the study. Participants were given 
a choice of interview location with most interviews occur-
ring at the site of the early childhood activity. Follow-up 
interviews with parents were coordinated by the researchers; 
these interviews were conducted at the site of the early child-
hood activity or in the participant’s home. Extensive field-
work facilitated the recruitment of 39 parents into this study. 
No carers were recruited. One parent was recruited into the 
study but did not attend the scheduled interview. One couple 
was interviewed together while the remaining participants 
were interviewed alone. Parents received a voucher to the 
value of $50 for each interview in recognition of their time. 
The vouchers were purchased using research funds awarded 
to this project. All staff who assisted with recruitment were 
advised that interview participants would receive a voucher. 
Information about the voucher was included in the written 
‘Information Sheet for Families’ provided to all participants 
with the ‘Family Consent Form’.

Twenty-three parents were interviewed twice with second 
interviews occurring between 20 and 41 weeks after the first 
interview. Of the 14 parents who were interviewed once, 2 
were not followed up as their circumstances had changed 
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and they were no longer available for interview, 2 did not 
attend their scheduled follow-up interview, 8 were recruited 
towards the end of the study to capture the perspectives of 
parents who were less engaged in services and insufficient 
time had elapsed for a follow-up interview, and in one case 
one parent attended the first interview and the other parent 
attended the scheduled follow-up interview. Parent inter-
views averaged 33 min.

Initial interviews with families focused on parenting, 
use and experience of ECS and avenues for accessing par-
enting support when needed (Supplement 1). Parents were 
also asked about the concept of ‘school readiness’: had they 
heard of the term and what they thought it meant their child/
children should be able to do. A question about the parent’s 
opinion about the state government’s proposal to lower the 
school starting age was included in Interview Schedule 1 
and this question was asked in 2 interviews. The question 
was excluded from Interview Schedule 1 when the proposal 
was abandoned. In follow-up interviews individually tai-
lored questions developed from participant responses in the 
first interview were included. The concept of school readi-
ness was followed up in depth with parents who were again 
asked what they thought ‘school readiness’ meant, and then 
prompted with descriptors from the five AEDC domains 
(Department of Education and Training 2015). Parents were 
then asked about their role and the role of services in sup-
porting children to gain these skills prior to school (Sup-
plement 1).

Data Analysis

Interview audio-recordings were fully transcribed and any 
relevant interview field notes were attached to the de-iden-
tified transcripts before importing into the qualitative data 
analysis software program NVivo 11 (QSR International 
2012). A preliminary transcript analysis was conducted soon 
after the interview so the researchers could take insights 
from that interview into any subsequent interviews. Initial 
codes were developed from the data (a type of open coding) 
and included many in-vivo codes. Following a process of 
compare and contrast, the codes were then sorted, refined, 
and regrouped into higher order conceptual categories. 
Data pertaining to discussions on school readiness from all 
interviews were then collated and preliminary analysis by 
KJ and SB involved coding to the five domains contained 
in the AEDC. Further analysis using an iterative process 
and the constant comparison technique (Grbich 1998) to 
determine whether parents’ discussion of developmental 
competencies reflected the AEDC domains. Additional 
concepts such as the role of parents and services in prepar-
ing children for school were coded separately. KJ and SB 
met regularly during analysis to refine coding processes and 
reach agreement on codes. Coding decisions, key concepts, 

ideas, and reflections were identified and recorded in the 
project log and memos (Cresswell 2007). For the purpose 
of investigator triangulation and to encourage reflexivity KJ 
met the other members of the ethnographic research team 
to review project memos, compare coding and refine the 
analysis (Bazeley and Jackson 2013). Any disagreements 
were resolved via discussion.

Results

Thirty-nine parents from communities of relatively high dis-
advantage participated in this study. All parents had at least 
one preschool age child (i.e., a child who had not started 
full-time school) and were attending pre-school programs 
such as LiL, kindergarten or CFCs with varying frequency. 
Five parents (13%) reported undertaking any form of fur-
ther education after completing senior secondary schooling 
and just over half reported their highest level of education 
was Year 10 or less (see Table 2). Results are presented 
according to the five themes of school readiness parents dis-
cussed: physical, behavioural, socio-emotional, literacy and 
numeracy, and language and communication. Three non-
child based themes are also presented: how parents see their 
own role in readiness, parents being prepared for school and 
services assisting parents and children prepare for school.

Parental discussions of school readiness revealed four 
specific developmental competencies that were considered 
critical aspects of school readiness. These were toileting 
(physical theme), ability to interact positively with other 
children (socio-emotional theme), separation from parents 
(socio-emotional theme), and listening (behavioural theme). 
The four key competencies are discussed in more detail 
under the relevant themes. Significantly, parents also recog-
nised that children differed and developed at their own pace. 
In the results, quotes attributed to parents are identified by 
P, followed by a number while quotes referring to fieldnotes 
will be identified as fieldnote.

Physical Readiness

For parents, independence was important and was chiefly 
signalled by a child’s ability to manage hygiene (use the 
toilet and wash their hands); they also talked about children’s 
fine and gross motor skills. Parents felt their child needed 
to be independently using the toilet. “You can’t go to school 
[son], if you don’t go to the toilet. And that was a really big 
issue” (P1). Even when children were “in night-time nap-
pies” (P6), being able to manage their own hygiene at school 
was a sign of readiness.

Some parents identified the need for fine motor skills, like 
“holding a pen or crayon, you can encourage but it comes 
along later” (P3), as linked with readiness. One parent’s 
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daughter “has had an awesome pencil grip from about 
18 months old.[Son] started kinder and he still didn’t know 
if he was left or right handed.[…] He needs a bit of extra 
work on his fine motor” (P19). Again, the idea that a child 
developed at their own pace was acknowledged.

Parents spoke of the need for children to be able to run, 
skip, climb and use play equipment in order to be ready for 
school. A second aspect of this skill set was the capacity of 
the child to exercise control over their body.

[Son] had an absolute ball. He loved it, he loved it. 
He spent time outside with other kids riding bikes, 
playing in the sand, swings and so on plus we also did 
activities inside. Drawing and colouring and painting 
and pasting, reading books and that sort of thing. (P14)

Pre-school services and opportunities like those provided 
by the CFC or LiL were recognised by parents as being part 
of building these skills. “It [pre-kinder] was a very important 
service to get him ready for kinder” (P14). These programs 
provided opportunities for developing greater physical skills.

Physical readiness was also understood in terms of how 
children use their bodies in the school setting. This readiness 
was evident in RJ′s observation of a teacher aide referring to 
crossed legs as “kinder legs” and requiring a child to sit with 
his legs crossed during mat time (River Town fieldnotes), 
something they found difficult.

Behavioural Readiness

Behavioural readiness was conceptualised as the capacity to 
listen to teachers and follow instructions: “if they’re going 
to listen […] well they’re going to learn aren’t they?” (P10). 
“Listening to instructions” is part of the AEDC measures 
and was provided to parents as one of our prompt statements; 
they agreed that it was important:

No, I think to learn […] to understand orders or what-
not, it would help when it comes to learning from a 
teacher. Like a teacher said, “Can you go and grab 
this” or “I want you to draw today.” I think it might 
help. (P16)

Parents felt they had to prepare their child for having “to 
do some new things” and that “it’s going to be school and 
that she’s going to have to listen to the teacher” (P18). Chil-
dren being ready to listen and follow instructions was also 
identified as making life easier for teachers. While listening 
is clearly linked to language and communication, parents’ 
discussions reflected a behavioural aspect to this concept.

Social‑Emotional Readiness

Parents in the study recognised that their children needed to 
be able to separate from them; this was a significant theme 
and is congruent with their recognition of the importance of 
being able to use the toilet. Both signal the child’s develop-
ing independence. Parents wanted their children to be “con-
fident enough to be away from me for a day or half a day” 
(P8). Being ready for school meant coping with not having 
“that little safety net of Mum or Dad around” (P30), and 
knowing “that they can be by themselves and […] that they 
can socialise sort of with some other children” (P25).

Some parents found the idea of separation distressing. 
They were nervous about sending their child to school for 
the first time—“you just didn’t know how he was going to 
go and whether he wanted to come home” (P17). Separation 
could be a source of anxiety, with one mother expressing 
concern about how her child was going to cope in kinder-
garten. This parent considered keeping their child at home 
another year because they were “very shy and did not like 
being away from Mum” (fieldnotes).

Parents reported that social-emotional readiness mat-
ters: they felt that children’s ability to get on with teachers 
and with other children was part of being able to manage at 

Table 2   Participant characteristics

Parents, N 39
Gender (males = 8, females = 31)
 Female (%) 80

Age (average, range) years 32.9 (18–56)
Parent age first child (years)
 First child < 20 12
 First child 21–35 23
 First child > 35 4

Number of children at first interview
 One child 7
 Two/three children 25
 More than three children 16
 Average number children 2.6

Number of services used (self-report)
 Multiple (including CFC) 24
 CHaPS only 2
 LiL only 7
 Lil and CHaPS 3
 Other only 1

Family structure first interview
 Single parents 10
 Partner 29

Education
 Year 10 or less 20

Year 11/12 (includes 1 year 13) 13
Certificate 3
Bachelor 2
Missing 1
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school. They considered it important for children to develop 
the necessary social skills before they started full-time 
school. In the meantime, they could “go at their own pace” 
(P23, P21). Kindergarten, too, was an opportunity for some 
of this skill development to take place:

I think when they get to kindergarten I think they more 
need to learn to be sociable and play with others and have 
fun[…] I want them to enjoy kindergarten and learn to be 
around other people more and sharing (P21).

Parents listed several skills needed for being around other 
children. They included sharing, respecting other children 
and how to “stick [speak] up for herself if she needs to” (P8). 
They knew that their child needed to “get used to meeting 
different kids and dealing with how other kids interact with 
you” (P12). Readiness also meant children relying less on 
parents as social contacts and as go-betweens for their social 
interactions. Without such preparation, “It’s just too much 
of a shock to rock up at school on the first day and go, hey, 
this is what you’re going to be doing” (P1). For this parent, 
the need for the child to develop this capacity overcame the 
distance they had to travel to attend activities like LiL or 
the CFC. However, a few parents who used services less 
frequently considered their child had sufficient opportuni-
ties to socialise through regular interaction with same-aged 
cousins or children of friends.

Parents tended to see emotional readiness in terms of 
emotion control, like “being able to share, be a little bit 
responsible” and knowing that “if you are mean to some-
one, they are going to be mean back” (P11). Being able to 
articulate emotions was seen as “a good thing. That’s about 
self-awareness and emotional maturity (P18).

Literacy and Numeracy Readiness

Parents in the study mostly regarded academic skills 
(Thomas 2013) (e.g., writing words, counting) as skills that 
are taught in Kindergarten, “just because he can’t write his 
name on the day that he starts kindergarten doesn’t mean 
he won’t be able to write a sentence a year later” (P9). For 
other parents, these skills were something that they explicitly 
taught their child or were things the child could just do. One 
mother said that her son “knew his colours”, a sign that “he 
was ready” (P36). Another child met this readiness domain 
because she “could talk fairly well. She could count to 20. 
She knew her A, B, Cs” (P16). Those parents who taught 
their child argued that it was important for the child to:

learn at least a few numbers or something and maybe 
some words. Like, probably not to be able to spell 
them, but how to say words and at least count numbers, 
not actually write the numbers down. That’s what I do 
with my children. (P17).

Most parents recognised the importance of reading, and 
reported they were doing this with their children.

Language and Communication Readiness

Parents linked language and communication skills with 
socialising, and with being responsive in class. One parent 
reported that their child’s “communication is really good, 
too. She’ll talk to the children when she needs someone 
to help them or whatever” (P15). Communication meant 
expressing needs and this required that the child could 
speak clearly. Parents wanted to address children’s speech 
and communication problems now, rather than: “leave it till 
when he’s nearly due to go to school and still ha[s] a speech 
problem” (P21). The social aspects of communication were 
also part of readiness, as one father pointed out: “I think 
language might be a big one there too actually—you don’t 
want a child to go to school that thinks it’s alright to swear!” 
(P10).

How Parents See Their Own Role in ‘Readiness’

Parents considered it their role to impart many of the requi-
site ‘readiness’ skills to their children, though they framed 
them more generally as life skills. Encouraging was an 
important part of this work (e.g., “I will always read them to 
her because we’re always trying to encourage her to be pro-
active in books”, (P2)). Parents wanted to provide opportuni-
ties that support their child’s readiness, exposing their chil-
dren to new experiences and activities: “I am her parent, her 
sole carer, so I think that I should be teaching her all these 
things, so she can be a better kid” (P13). Some of this was 
linked with ensuring the child’s independence through “just 
practice and reassuring them: you’ve got to wash your hands, 
you’ve got to do this” (P30). Parents understood much of 
this teaching or readiness preparation as “all mixed into one. 
You’re playing with toys, you’re teaching them to tidy them 
up, […] Going outside to play ball or play on the swing, 
doing physical development. So, without even thinking of 
teaching them you’re teaching them” (P21). Parents were 
teaching by example and acknowledging their role as teacher 
“parents have to teach their children listening skills” (P16). 
They were taking on a training role, focusing on “holding a 
pen and scissors” (P12), “go[ing] through numbers with her 
and the alphabet” (P12), and “in the bathtub we count fingers 
and toes and stuff like that” (P16).

Some parents did not always feel they had the skills to 
impart the needed lessons and sought the advice of teachers:

… I think I was doing something wrong and then I got 
advice from teacher or someone here [CFC]… Teach-
ers can teach our children a lot more than what we 



	 Early Childhood Education Journal

1 3

can I think, in certain areas, if you know what I mean. 
(P16)

Parents Also Being Prepared for School

It was clear that some pre-school services were also ready-
ing parents for their child’s schooling. Teachers and other 
service staff recognised that parents played a critical role 
in supporting their child’s transition to school and were 
preparing parents for the behaviour expected—of them and 
of their child—at school. For instance, before reading an 
end-of-session story, a LiL teacher “addressed the parents—
speaking to them about modelling listening behaviour and 
paying attention to the story” (fieldnotes). When asked about 
this, the teacher said that parents “are role models for their 
children”.

The need for ‘good manners’ was also promoted. At one 
LiL, this was evident in conversations teachers had with par-
ents and was a feature of “art displays that have a focus on 
manners, respect, and behaviour. How to speak to other peo-
ple [and] how to behave in the classroom” (fieldnotes). The 
researcher noted the link between these displays and “com-
ments from [teacher] today about the large amount of work 
she needs to put into teaching children and parents what 
sorts of behaviour are acceptable at school” (fieldnotes). At 
a CFC, promoting manners occurred via songs and stories. 
Parents were also encouraged not to speak when the teacher 
was speaking or use mobile phones in the classroom. Some 
CFCs displayed posters encouraging parents to put their 
phones away, linking interaction between parent and child as 
important for a child’s brain development. One teacher com-
mented that they experienced challenges “engaging families 
who do not always share [their] values and perspectives on 
their child’s development” (fieldnotes).

Services Assisting Parents and Child Prepare for School

Parents identified the services delivered by the Department 
of Education (LiL and CFCs) as supporting them to pre-
pare their children for school. Parents valued the CHaPS 
service, but it was not directly linked to school readiness 
by parents. LiL and CFCs were considered important in 
supporting their child’s social readiness and preparation for 
the school environment, particularly for the development of 
social skills— “a good thing about coming to a place like 
this [CFC], you get used to meeting different kids and deal-
ing with how other kids interact with you” (P12). These ser-
vices were identified as important for encouraging children 
to listen, a skill parents felt was important for learning and 
managing the transition to school; “the listening and fol-
lowing instructions and things like that which is what LIL 
is good for” (P20). LiL also introduced children and parents 

to the school environment, teaching and support staff, and 
potential classmates. This scaffolded the transition to school. 
Starting school would be “easier on [them] because [they] 
sort of seen the teachers around the yard, [they’ve] been 
around the school, [they’ve] been in the kinder yard” (P21).

Discussion

This study has reported on how parents experience and 
prepare for their children’s transition to school, specifically 
through their understanding of the concept of ‘readiness’. 
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) (2012) describes 
school readiness as including three dimensions: that children 
are supported in their transition into new learning environ-
ments, that families learn “to work with a sociocultural 
system (i.e., education)”, and that schools are “making pro-
visions for admitting new children into the system, repre-
senting individual and societal diversity” (United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 2012). In Australia, how well-
prepared children are is the focus of the AEDC—a meas-
ure aimed at assessing children’s development before full-
time schooling, in order to shape policy. In 2018, 21.5% 
of children in Tasmania, where this study was conducted, 
have been found to be vulnerable on one or more of the 
AEDC domains and 10.7% were vulnerable on two or more 
domains which reflects the national average of 21.7% and 
11.0% respectively (Department of Education and Training 
2018). The Tasmanian state government has instigated free, 
universal access to ECS, including LiL, and CFCs, to sup-
port families to prepare children for school.

Attending ECS has been shown to bestow long-term edu-
cational and socioeconomic benefits (Ramey and Ramey 
2004; High 2008; Rosier and McDonald 2011; Arteaga et al. 
2014; Shah et al. 2017) with greater use enhancing educa-
tional attainment and socioeconomic wellbeing (McLeod 
et al. 2018). All families in the present study used one or 
more ECS, albeit with varying regularity. Most parents con-
sider that school readiness is important and saw preparing 
their child as a role they shared with ECS. Although they 
spoke in terms of life skills rather than the domains of the 
AEDC, their views largely matched the expectation implicit 
in the AEDC that children will benefit from starting formal 
schooling ready to acquire skills in reading, writing or basic 
mathematics, and with particular motor and social skills. 
Parents and early childhood educators conceptualised readi-
ness similarly with respect to supporting the development 
of their child’s physical independence and social skills that 
would allow them to get along with peers as well as their 
child’s capacity to communicate their needs (Department of 
Education and Training 2020). In contrast to early childhood 
educators, parents focused on emotional development with 
respect to child/parent separation and associated anxiety 
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and were less likely to recognise the role they played in the 
development of school-based language and cognitive skills 
such as counting, numbers, and shapes (Department of Edu-
cation and Training 2020). Parents were guided by a desire 
for their child to be able to negotiate and ultimately thrive 
—physically, cognitively, socially, and emotionally—in this 
new setting.

In the physical domain parents were concerned, most 
particularly, that their child could use the toilet and wash 
their hands alone as has been previously reported (Millei 
and Cliff 2014; Whittingham et al. 2018). This was a signal 
of independence. They also saw the need for motor skills 
like the ability to hold a pen, run and skip, or ride a bike; for 
some parents, this extended to the capacity to conform to the 
body-practices of the classroom such as sitting cross-legged 
(Comber 2000; Burke and Duncan 2016).

There were other school norms, too, that parents linked 
with their child’s chances of succeeding in this new environ-
ment. Perhaps the most prominent related to social-emo-
tional independence. The child needed to be confident to 
be away from the parent and have the skills to initiate and 
negotiate new relationships. Other forms of social readi-
ness include emotional maturity factors such as not fighting 
and being obedient, which parents grouped with following 
instructions and being sociable. This echoes the proposal 
(Mashburn and Pianta 2006) that children’s interactions and 
relationships with peers, parents, and teachers are the source 
of many of the readiness skills that educators value. Other 
studies have also argued for the importance of these ‘fit-
ting in’ skills (Piotrkowski et al. 2000; McBryde et al. 2004; 
McAllister et al. 2005). Duncan et al. (2007) reported that 
the strongest predictors of later achievement are school-entry 
mathematical, reading, and attention skills, with social skills 
a poor indicator irrespective of socioeconomic background. 
Nonetheless, parents in the present study believed their child 
should have social-emotional and motor skills, as well as 
foundational (pre-academic) literacy and numeracy skills 
at the start of formal schooling and understood their own 
central role in their child’s readiness for school.

This role, in turn, meant that parents needed to be pre-
pared for the task as outlined by UNICEF (United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 2012) and reflects the relational 
view of learning embedded in the Australian Early Learn-
ing Framework (Australian Department of Education and 
Training 2009). The programs that families attended implic-
itly taught parents “to work with a sociocultural system” 
(United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 2012). This 
was evident in reminders—directed both at parents and at 
the child—about what sorts of behaviours are acceptable at 
school: good manners, respect, not talking when the teacher 
talks, and not using mobile phones.

The finding here that parents are being prepared by 
the LiL and CFC services for the social norms of school 

complements earlier work (McAllister et al. 2005) focusing 
on parents’ emotional readiness to support the child’s transi-
tion to school. In that study, this role was particularly noted 
by parents who experienced school as a “foreign and some-
times dangerous place”. Some parents in this study revealed 
that school could provoke anxiety, particularly with respect 
to separation from their child, but the source of this anxiety 
was not elucidated.

Strengths and Limitations

While this study has examined the perspectives of parents 
on their child’s school readiness, and we have some informa-
tion about how the teachers in the study understand readi-
ness, we did not ask children about preparing for school. The 
perspectives of parents’ whose children did not attend any 
form of ECS were also not captured as all parents had some 
contact with ECSs, albeit limited in some circumstances. A 
second limitation is that the project sites were all character-
ised by socio-economic disadvantage; we cannot generalise 
these findings to all users of ECS, nor assume that LiL and 
CFCs in other settings would be understood in the way par-
ents reported here. This study benefited from an extended 
period in the field, which allowed for repeat interviews with 
parents. School readiness was discussed in both interviews, 
and findings from first interviews were followed up in detail 
in the second. This also enabled member checking, so that 
parents could review, expand upon, or correct their earlier 
input. The study design and time also supported the exten-
sive observation of early childhood education settings, and 
casual conversations with parents who were not formally 
part of the study.

Conclusion

The findings presented in this paper support the view that 
parents who attend ECS understand ECS as beneficial to 
their children’s transition to school. Readiness, a concept 
that is broadly accepted by educators and policy-makers, 
was understood by families, though their interpretation 
differed. Where the literature and AEDC define readiness 
using a series of markers (e.g., physical health and wellbe-
ing, social and emotional competence, language and cog-
nition, communication, general knowledge, attitudes and 
behaviour), for parents, readiness was about their child’s 
capacity to operate effectively and independently in the 
hitherto unfamiliar physical and social world of school. 
Despite this difference in framing, parents could see the 
benefits for their children of services that build readiness, 
and valued the ECS offered. Despite parents in this study 
conceptualising ‘school readiness’ somewhat differently 
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to educators there was broad agreement with and efforts 
made to attend ECS, signalling policy success.
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