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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.
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