Over the years there has been considerable debate about what
constitutes ‘school readiness’, and, as in the case in most debates, there
are a number of answers. This paper will attempt to synthesise current
research as well as address the issue of when parents should consider
early entry for potentially gifted pre-schoolers.

Starting school is a major milestone for both child and parents. For
parents it means compulsory education, the handing over of their
child to the wider community — in this case the school — for the
next 12 years. Many families feel a sense of vulnerability when faced
with this milestone. Questions invariably arise: “"Will my child cope,
have we done a good job in socialising our child, does my child have
the skills needed, has my child the necessary knowledge to start
school?’

Ovenall, ‘school readiness’ depends on a number of
issues, and at least one of these - the age of the child -
has little to do with actual readiness or abilities.

Age

The main criterion over time has been the age of the child. Some
states offer school entry as early as 4 years and 7 months, while here
in NSW 4 years and 9 months is the earliest age of entry. There is an
exception to this, namely when a child is gifted, and in this case early
entry to school can be requested. In some countries, children start
school much later. In Germany intake time is at 6 years of age, and in
Sweden, Norway and Finland children start as late as 7 years of age.
So as can be seen, the age criterion has litde to do with the child’s
readiness or abilities.
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(Watson, 2003). Additionally, most investigators have found ability to

communicate effectively with both teachers and peers as important

for school readiness (for instance, using same words to refer to

concepts and ideas as others).

Social Competence

There is evidence that children need to be at least minimally socially

competent in order to cope at school. It has been found that children

who are generally disliked are at serious risk, especially where the

dislike stems from their aggressive and disruptive behaviour. It is

worthwhile to note here that one in six children identified as

aggressive at the start of school have delinquent behaviours by the age

of 14.

Social competence in a child is shown by

+  Being generally positive in their mood and outlook

«  Being fairly independent of adults

+  Their willingness to attend child care/pre-school

+ Coping with rebuffs

*  Having capacity for empathy

+ Having one or two positive friendships

+  Having a good sense of humour

+  Being not apparently lonely

* A positive and successful approach to others

+  An ability to give clear reasons for actions

+  Appropriate self-assertive

+  Being not easily intimidated by bullies

»  Displaying appropriate expressions of frustration and anger

+  Entering discussions

*  Taking turns

+  Showing an interest in others

+  Being able to negotiate compromises

+  Not draw attention to themselves inappropriately

*  Accepting and interacting with others from other ethnic groups

+  Accepted by others

+  Sometimes invited by others to interact

* By being named by others as a friend

THE PARENTS
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Exceptional Children

Children with disabilities and children who are gifted may not
show many of the readiness signs discussed above, bur may
nevertheless be ready for school. For instance, a child with a physical
disability may stll be very able in other ways, including academically.
Children with ceruin disabilities (e.g. autism) are generally included
in school programmes at entry age, and in some areas there are
preparatory classes for children with disabilities to help familiarise
them with school routines and expectations.

A child who is gifted may be socially and emotionally
different to other children. This difference could be perceived as
immaturity, but is often a sign that the child does not fit in with his
or her chronologically aged peers, and yet get on perfectly well with
adults and older children. Such a child may never fit in with his or her
chronclogically aged peers during the school years. Early entry,
(within six months of the approved entry age) rather than delaying
schooling may therefore be the answer here, especially if the child
communicates effectively, is socially competent and has mastered a
majoriry of the skills mentioned previously. There is one exception to
these skills: according to research boys are generally less able than girls
in the small motor area (writing, tying shoe laces...), and boys also
have more adjustment difficulties than girls, even by the end of the
second year of school (Watson, 2003). Such research further indicates
that boys generally lag behind girls in adjusting to school even years
later, so there is no need to hold them back due to immaturity in
comparison to girls. Delaying school for the gifted and bored 4-year
old may not provide any advantages at all.

THE SYSTEM

Parents of young gifted pre-schoolers should shop around, visiting
several schools. Arrange meetings with principals and ask about the
school’s policy on gifted children, early entry and past experiences
involving early entry. Interested principals will show interest in the
child and suggest testing by either & school counsellor or 2 registered
psychologist in preparation for possible early entry.

A final word on readiness:

Even if children do not seem ready for school, there is a possibility
that attending school will actually mature them. However, most
parents, want the transition to school to be smooth and easy. In this
case, delaying school for one year would be an option. This option,
though will only come once, because whatever their level of
readiness, children in NSW must be enrolled at a school by the time
they turn 6 years of age.
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7 STEPS TO
WRITING

SUCCESS

By Jen McVeity

Dynamic Dialogue

Don't tell anyone but authors ‘cheat’ when we write — especially when
we write dislogue.

Normal conversations go like this:

i

“Hi. How are you?"

“Good. And you?"

“Good.”

“I was thinking of going shopping.”

“Oh. What for?"

“My mother gave me some money for my birthday and I need a new
Jjumper.”

“Sounds great. Count me in.”

In real life conversations we often talk in clichés and ramble a lot.
However, reading takes effort, so to keep things moving fast, writers
cut straight to the action.

“Hey, my mum gave me some money for my birthday. Want to go
shopping? "

“Sounds great. Count me in."

TOP TIPS: How can you help students use the same technique? Try
these suggestions.

o Tell them to start right in the middle of the conversation, where

things get interesting.
e Simply ban all the “hi, how are you...” segments

e When editing the first draft, get students to highlight the really
attention-grabbing bits in their dialogue. Encourage them to ditch
the rest.

e Give them a scaffolding line. Are they writing a conversation
between a ghost and a flying pig? Suggest where to start. "Hey!
Watch where you're going!”

Action Activity

Dialogue is really a mini play inserted into the stary.

Here's a challenge.

Ask a student to act out a scene with you in front of the class.

The tapic: A bratty kid who never hands their homework in on time.

The fun hit: YOU play the bratty kid. The student gets to play the

teacher.

Ad lib and see what comes up. Grab another volunteer, act out the
scene again. As you are both ad libhing, it will be a very different
scene. Repeat a third time if kids are enjoying it.

This gives students a whale range of ideas to chose from. Now,
get them to write the scene, picking the bits of the
dialogue that appeal to them from any of the three

scenes. It's a great way to help students with
ideas BEFORE they write — and lots of fun too!
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