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ABSTRACT 

School readiness is a prominent issue in early childhood education as adults strive to 

prepare young children for school. The desirability of school readiness lies within the notion that 

if children enter kindergarten prepared, then they will be successful throughout their schooling. 

However, school readiness is a complex concept. It is perceived differently by parents, teachers, 

policy makers, and researchers. Nationally, children are the only stakeholders whose voices are 

ignored in the discussions of school readiness.  

Based on three frameworks, that children are active agents in their experiences, that 

children have the right to be heard, and that children should not be silenced by traditional 

research practices, this dissertation proposed that children could participate in research to express 

their views about being ready for school. Since the central argument for school readiness is that 

children who enter school prepared will be successful later in school, it was imperative to 

determine how children’s views on school readiness were linked to later school-related 

outcomes. Therefore, this dissertation also sought children’s perceptions of their adjustment to 

school (i.e. their attitudes toward school).  

In a two-part study, 36 kindergartners from Southern Arizona participated in interviews, 

activities, and a survey to discuss their perceptions of being ready for school in the beginning of 

kindergarten and their attitudes toward school at the end of kindergarten. Participants 

consistently revealed that they needed to create positive peer relationships and that they needed 

to comply with institutional demands (rules, routines, and tasks) in order to be ready for and 

succeed in school. In addition, participants revealed three influential factors that affected their 

attitudes toward school: types of activities (academic versus extracurricular), play, and peer 

relationships. Participants who didn’t like academic activities, who didn’t view school as a place 
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for play, and who had fewer peer relationships struggled with adjusting to school and reported 

low school liking. Finally, a qualitative analysis was conducted to investigate trends that 

emerged between kindergarteners’ perceptions of school readiness at the beginning of the year 

and their attitudes toward school at the end of the school year. School readiness perceptions that 

were centered on the rules, routines, and tasks (work) of school were related to less positive 

attitudes toward school and perceptions centered on knowledge/skills (learning) and prosocial 

behaviors were related to more positive attitudes toward school. These patterns suggest that 

students will enjoy school if they perceive school to be intellectually and socially empowering 

rather than institutionally limiting.  

These findings confirm that young children have unique insights of school readiness and 

what they need to succeed in school. Additionally, their early perceptions of school readiness are 

related to their later attitudes toward school suggesting that these views should be given due 

weight. In order for these views to be given due weight, adults should consider how to 

incorporate children’s perspectives regarding school readiness into educational practices and 

policies. Children’s perspectives provide insight into the experiences and challenges of being a 

new student. Only by listening to children can adults identify how to support and prepare 

children for success in school.  
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CHAPTER 1:  

ISSUES WITH THE CONCEPTUALIZATION OF SCHOOL READINESS: 

 REDEFINING SCHOOL READINESS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF CHILDREN 

 As children transition from a home environment or preschool into kindergarten, adults 

around them wonder, “Are they ready?” School readiness became a prominent national issue in 

1994 when the Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1994) was enacted and proclaimed that, “By 

the year 2000, all children in America will start school ready to learn”. 1 Since then, the national 

commitment to school readiness has been reinforced by reports of the lasting benefits of 

preschool on later academic achievement (Winter & Kelly, 2008). The appeal of school 

readiness is the belief that if children enter school prepared, then they will be academically 

successful throughout their entire school career (Snow, 2006). Yet, adults such as researchers, 

policymakers, researchers, parents, and teachers all have different understandings of what “being 

ready for school” means (Ackerman, D. J., & Barnett; 2005; Dockett & Perry, 2004; Snow, 

2006).  Therefore, children start kindergarten with different degrees of readiness and different 

ideas of what they need to do to be ready for school. 

What is “School Readiness”? 

 The definition of school readiness is unclear (Ackerman & Barnett, 2005). In most states, 

children are eligible to enter Kindergarten at age 5. However, parents, teacher, administrators, 

and policymakers still wonder if children are “ready,” do they have the skills to succeed in 

formal schooling? Ackerman and Barnett (2005) stated that, “the exact definition of readiness 

depends on who is doing the defining” (p. 1). For example, parents tend to view pre-academic 

                                                           
1 In the twenty years prior to the Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1973-1993), Google scholar locates 74, 800 

references. In the twenty years after (1994-2014), Google Scholar produces 342,000 references, resulting in about 

4.5 times more school readiness literature. 
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skills, such as knowing letters and colors and counting to 20, as important factors of school 

readiness while teachers tend to view social and emotional competencies as being more 

important to school readiness (Snow, 2006).   

School readiness is not consistently understood across the general public and policy 

defines school readiness broadly. According to the National Education Goals Panel (NEGP; 

1991), a child’s readiness to learn is based on five domains: 1) physical well-being and motor 

development, 2) social and emotional development, 3) approaches to learning, 4) language 

development, and 5) general knowledge and cognition.  

Physical well-being and motor development refers to the child’s health and physical 

abilities. Social and emotional development is described as the child’s feelings toward self and 

others as well as their interactions and relationships with others. Approaches to learning is the 

least well-defined domain, but it represents children’s attitudes, habits, and learning styles 

(NEGP, 1991). The NEGP (1991) describes learning styles as children’s motivational and 

attitudinal attributes such as, “openness to and curiosity about new tasks and challenges; their 

initiative, task persistence and attentiveness; their approach to reflection and interpretation; their 

capacity for invention and imagination; and their cognitive approaches to tasks” (p. 23). 

Language development encompasses children’s understanding of the meaning, form, and use of 

words in order to communicate with others. Finally, general knowledge and cognition includes 

three interrelated types of knowledge: physical knowledge (knowledge of objects such as the 

physical proprieties of a ball), logico-mathematical knowledge (knowledge about the 

relationships between objects, event, and people such as sorting beads by color), and social-

conventional knowledge (school-learned knowledge that reflect the conventions of society such 

as knowing the days of the week).  
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The NEGP insisted that these five school readiness domains were interrelated and that 

development in one domain often depended on development in another domain.  Since domains 

were interrelated, the NEGP warned that it was, “imperative that the dimensions be considered as 

a totality, with no single dimension acting as a proxy for the complex interconnectedness of early 

development and learning” (Kagan, Moore, & Bredekamp, 1995, p. 5). Therefore, according to 

national policy, school readiness is a complex combination of physical, socioemotional, 

motivational, language, and cognitive development. 

According to Snow (2006), the central argument for school readiness is that school entry 

skills or competencies in these five domains will predict later school success. Yet, researchers 

typically do not assess children’s readiness in all five of these domains, likely due to the massive 

amount of data collection that would ensue. Instead, they investigate skills within one or a few 

domains. Since the goal is to determine what skills will help children succeed in the future, 

research has concentrated on finding the best or strongest predictors of later school success 

(Bierman, Torres, Domitrovich, Welsh, & Gest, 2009; Duncan et al, 2007; Hair, Halle, Terry-

Humen, Lavelle, & Calkins, 2006; Romano, Babchishin, Pagani, & Kohen, 2010).  

One problem with school readiness research is that the results often highlight the 

strongest predictors and school readiness becomes less about skills in all domains. For example, 

Duncan et al. (2007) conducted a meta-analysis of six longitudinal data sets collected from 

young children in the United States, Great Britain, and Canada. The purpose of studying these 

data sets was to analyze which school-entry skills predicted later school achievement in 3rd 

grade, 5th grade, or middle school depending on the data set. The authors focused on academic 

abilities (general knowledge and cognitive domain), socioemotional abilities (social and 

emotional development domain), and attentional abilities (approaches to learning domain). 
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Overall, Duncan et al. (2007) found that school-entry math and reading skills were the strongest 

predictors of later school achievement, attention skills only moderately predicted achievement, 

and few socioemotional behaviors significantly predicted later achievement. Since school-entry 

math and reading skills were the strongest predictors, these results generated the idea that 

academic achievement in math and reading are the most important factors in school readiness. 

Another issue with school readiness research is that, as a body of literature, it lacks 

predictive validity. In a meta-analysis of 70 longitudinal school readiness studies, La Paro and 

Pianta (2000) found that the effect sizes between school entry skills and later achievement were 

not large (r = .27 for social/behavioral outcomes and r = .49 for academic/cognitive outcomes). 

This revealed a major flaw in school readiness research- either the assessments of these skills 

were not valid or the skills measured in the assessments were not predictors of later school 

achievement. La Paro and Pianta (2000) called for different ways of defining and measuring 

school readiness by stating that their results provided, “empirical support for assertions from 

qualitative and narrative reviews that defining and assessing "readiness" in terms other than 

children's skills and abilities would add important information to current assessment practices” 

(p. 475).  They call on researchers to reconceptualize school readiness and the way it is assessed. 

School readiness is a complex concept. According to policy, school readiness is broad 

and includes abilities in several domains of development. However, in research it becomes very 

narrow when results generate an idea that the strongest predictors are the most important factors 

in school readiness. School readiness needs to be reconceptualized so that adults can better 

determine the competencies that children need to be successful in school.  

What is “School Success”? 
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Researchers identify school readiness skills to predict school success. However, an 

additional issue in the school readiness literature is the definition of “school success.” In the 

school readiness literature, school success is measured in several different ways.  

First, school success may be defined by academic achievement (Agostin & Bain, 1997; 

Duncan et al. 2007; Linder, Ramey, & Zambak, 2013; McClelland, Acock, & Morrison, 2006; 

Pinto, Bigozzi, Tarchi, Vezzani, & Gamannossi, 2016; Welsh, Nix, Blair, Bierman, & Nelson, 

2010). Academic achievement refers to children’s subject-related outcomes, typically their 

scores in math and reading. An example of research determining school success based on 

academic achievement is Duncan et al.’s (2007) study. Duncan et al. (2007) used teachers’ 

reports on math and reading performance, test scores on reading and math tests, and grade 

retention as measures of achievement. The authors did conceptualize school success as including 

school progress (i.e. non-grade retention) but did not report these results. It seemed that 

achievement in math and reading was more crucial measures than school progress, indicating 

that “success” in school is mostly based on reading and math abilities. 

On the other hand, some researchers conceptualize school success more comprehensively 

as including cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development factors (Denham et al., 

2012; Eisenberg, Valiente, & Eggum, 2010; Hair, Halle, Terry-Humen, Lavelle, & Calkins, 

2006; Sabol & Pianta, 2012). For example, Hair, Halle, Terry-Humen, Lavelle, & Calkins (2006) 

defined school readiness as skills that “permit a child to function successfully in a school setting, 

both academically and socially” (p. 432). In their study, the school success was measured in 

terms of reading scores, math scores, self-control, academic effort, and general health. Their 

conceptualization of school success was more comprehensive and did not emphasize just 

academic skills.  
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Ladd and colleagues have proposed that children’s success in school is based on their 

school adjustment (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Ladd, 1990; Ladd, Kochenderfer, & Coleman, 1996; 

Ladd & Price 1987; Ladd, Buhs, & Seid, 2000).  The basic premise for this idea is that children 

who adjust well to school are more successful than those who do not adjust well. Ladd states 

that, “children who like school and feel secure in this environment are more likely to profit from 

their educational experiences” whereas children with negative attitudes toward school are likely 

to struggle in school (Ladd & Price, 1987, p. 1169). School success is defined by how well 

children adjust to school in terms of their attitudes toward school. 

Additionally, Ladd and colleagues argue that attitudes toward school have been found to 

impact school achievement. Research has indicated that young children who like school are more 

likely to achieve higher academically (Hauser-Cram, Durand, & Warfield, 2007; Ladd, Buhs, & 

Seid, 2000; Ladd & Dinella, 2009; Ramey, Lanzi, Phillips, & Ramey, 1998; Valiente, Lemery-

Chalfant, & Castro, 2007). Ladd, Buhs, and Seid (2000) found that kindergartners who reported 

liking school often participated in the classroom in adaptive ways and had higher levels of 

achievement. Additionally, the authors conducted path analyses to determine if achievement 

mediated the relationship between classroom participation and school liking or if classroom 

participation mediated the relationship between school liking and school achievement. They 

found the latter, suggesting that school liking affects later achievement, rather than school 

achievement affecting school liking, because it determines children’s participation in the 

classroom. Since there is a relationship between liking school and achievement, school attitudes 

have an important role in determining school success. 

It seems that there is not a consensus on what defines school success. This is likely 

because school success is an ineffable concept. It is a concept that has been defined based on 
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subjective judgments and is open to debate. Therefore, the attempt to uncover school readiness 

skills, the predictors of school success, is difficult as researchers are not in agreement on what 

they are predicting.  

Including Children’s Perspectives in School Readiness and School Success 

 The subtler issue with school readiness and school success is that these are concepts that 

have only been defined by adults. Adult perceptions of school readiness dominate research 

(Ackerman & Barnett, 2005). In the United States, researchers have not attempted to examine the 

child’s perspective of what it means to be ready for school. Children are left out of the school 

readiness conversation.  

However, international early childhood researchers have begun to investigate children’s 

perceptions on their school readiness as well as on their opinions about school (Di Santo & 

Berman, 2012; Dockett & Perry, 1995/2002/2003/2004; Kocyigit, 2014; Margetts, 2006; 

McGettigan & Gray, 2012). These studies reveal the challenges students face as they adjust to 

school. For example, children in these studies commonly expressed that they needed to know 

how to interact with friends, follow the rules and procedures, and complete their work. Thus, 

children are able to determine that there are social, behavioral, and academic competencies 

required to do well in school. 

In addition, one study found that, “children and adults experience the transition to school 

in different ways and that different concerns and issues are raised by different participants in this 

transition” (Dockett, & Perry, 2004, p. 186). For example, children were more likely than adults 

to mention that knowing and following the rules of the classroom were important aspects of 

school readiness. On the other hand, parents were concerned about children adjusting to new 

adults and teachers were concerned about children functioning independently in a large group. 
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Dockett & Perry (2004) concluded that children have different ideas about being ready for school 

than adults. Thus, they argue that children’s perceptions contribute different information to the 

study of school readiness and should be considered as adults work to support children through 

the school transition. 

Children should be included in the conversation of school readiness because they are the 

ones experiencing school for the first time. They have insights to what they need to be ready for 

school and they have insights to what they it means to do well in school. Based on the following 

frameworks, I propose redefining school readiness from the perceptions of children as they are 

the primary agents imposed with the demands of being ready for school. 

Bioecological Framework 

Based on a Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological perspective of development, the studies 

reported here view children as an essential means to understanding school readiness. 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1976/1977/1979) Ecological Systems theory claims that a human’s 

development is influenced by multiple social environments such as family, teachers, school, 

community. In his theory, development takes place through reciprocal interactions between the 

individual and their multiple environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The individual is an active 

agent who approaches and interacts with their environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; 

Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Active agents uniquely perceive their environments and create 

their own beliefs about their worlds.  

Bronfenbrenner’s theory is highly cited in school transition literature as transitions are 

recognized as being influenced by multiple environments (home, classroom, community) and the 

connections among these environments (i.e. relationship between family and school) (Barnett & 

Taylor, 2009; Early, Pianta, Taylor, & Cox, 2001; La Paro, Kraft-Sayre, & Pianta, 2003; 
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LoCasale-Crouch, Mashburn, Downer, & Pianta, 2008; Mashburn & Pianta, 2006;  McWayne, 

Fantuzzo, Cohen, & Sekino, 2004; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 1999/2000/2006; Silver, Measelle, 

Armstrong, & Essex, 2005; Schulting, Malone, & Dodge, 2005; Sheridan, Knoche, Edwards, 

Bovaird, & Kupzyk, 2010; Weigel & Martin, 2006). Thus, studies on school transitions often 

investigate the connections between the adults, parents and teachers, who influence the transition 

experience rather than perceiving the child as affecting their new school experience. While these 

studies examine the interactions between the contexts surrounding new students, they often 

overlook children’s perceptions of their transition experience.  

This problem is not unique to school transition literature since Bronfenbrenner (2005) 

realized that developmental researchers were unintentionally highlighting the subject’s 

environments while detracting from the person in those environments. Bronfenbrenner (2005) 

discussed this issue stating that, “developmental studies subscribing to an ecological orientation 

have provided far more knowledge about the nature of the developmentally relevant 

environments, near and far, than about the characteristics of developing individuals, then or 

now” (p. 95). Because of this issue, Bronfenbrenner renamed his theory the Bioecological Model 

of Development (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994).  

The bioecological model included the concept of a process-person-context-time (PPCT) 

model to place a higher emphasis on process (interactions between individual and the 

environment) and person (individual characteristics that affect development) (Bronfenbrenner, 

1999). First the process aspect of the PPCT reinforces Bronfenbrenner’s idea that the individual 

is an active agent when he states that, “human development takes place through processes of 

progressively more complex reciprocal interaction between an active, evolving biopsychological 
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human organism and the persons, objects, and symbols in its immediate external environment” 

(p. 797).  

The person aspect of the PPCT addresses the individual characteristics that are involved 

in determining how the individual interacts with their environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; 

Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) claim that children have a 

natural tendency to conceptualize their experiences. Person characteristics reinforce the notion 

that individuals are active agents in their environments and that they approach and perceive their 

environments uniquely, creating their own beliefs about their worlds (Bronfenbrenner, 1995). 

Since humans are active agents, Bronfenbrenner (1976) has argued that, “the impact of the 

setting cannot be understood without some information on how the setting, and its various 

elements were perceived by the participants” (p. 8).  

As kindergarteners enter school, they are actively navigating their new school 

environment. In other words, they are developing perceptions and creating beliefs about school. 

Young children are determining what it takes to do well in school and what it means to do well 

in school.  Therefore, they have ideas about what they need to do to be ready for school. Only by 

understanding these ideas can adults re-define school readiness. 

Children’s Rights Framework 

In addition to the bioecological framework, this study considers children’s perceptions to 

be important to the study of school readiness because they have the right to be heard. In 1989, 

the United Nations Convention for the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) proposed an international 

law to recognize the human rights of children such as the rights to provisions, protection, and 

participation. Article 12 of the convention states that, “States Parties shall assure to the child who 

is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters 
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affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and 

maturity of the child” (UNCRC, 1989). For children who are students, one matter that affects 

them is school. 

Article 12 gives children the right to express their views and participate in decision 

making on school matters (Lundy, 2007). Lundy (2007) argues that students have the right to be 

involved, “(i) when decisions are being made which impact on individual pupils; (ii) when 

school and classroom policies are being developed; and (iii) when government policy/legislation 

on education is determined” (p. 931). School readiness impacts children on all of these levels as 

decisions about what constitutes their readiness for school are implemented without their 

knowledge and without their opinion.  

As of 2015, the United States is the only country that has failed to ratify the UNCRC 

treaty. Despite calls from human rights activist, the United States continues to ignore that, 

“children, domestically and around the world, continue to face human rights violations” (Rutkow 

& Lozman, 2006, p .189). One such violation is on children’s rights to express themselves freely. 

Thus, children’s voices are rarely considered in national educational research.  

The lack of children’s perceptions included in school readiness research suggests that 

there is a void in our understanding of school readiness. Only by considering the competencies 

that children perceive as important for doing well in school, can adults can redefine school 

readiness and develop practices that will meet children’s school readiness needs as they adjust to 

school. 

Sociology of Childhood Framework 

In order to explore children’s perceptions about school, Freeman (1998) and Mayall 

(2000) argue that adults must shift their thinking and think of children as their own people. The 
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idea that children are their own social group, capable of being competent social actors, is called 

the sociology of childhood (Corsaro, 1997; Freeman, 1998; Qvortrup, 1987). Adults have to 

surrender, “the idea that adult views are sufficient for defining children's needs,” and understand 

“that children's own wishes and expressed needs are relevant to the construction and 

implementation of social policies and practices” (Mayall, 2000, p. 248). By viewing children as 

their own social group, adults can begin to understand children’s worlds and children’s needs. 

As their own social group, children have a low status because they are controlled by 

adults (Freeman, 1998; Mayall, 2000). This requires adults to assess how their traditions or 

practices silence children. In the context of research, children have been severely silenced. 

Traditionally, children have been regarded as incompetent sources of information in research. 

This is due to the developmental approach in research, in which children are viewed as growing 

into adulthood, as growing into complex, rational beings (Prout & James, 1997).  Here children 

are becoming, not beings (Freeman, 1998). Since children are viewed as simple and irrational, 

they are considered to be incapable participants in research who are unable to provide valid 

information in research contexts.  

Instead, information pertaining to children is gathered from the adult sources close to 

them: parents and teachers (Christensen & Prout, 2002; Mathews, 2007; Scott, 2000). “The 

practice of privileging adults’ views over children’s about issues related to children’s lives” is far 

too standard (Matthews, 2007, p. 328). Because adults have a higher status, it is assumed that 

they can provide more trustworthy information than children.  However, adults’ views can be 

wrong. It has often been found that children’s and adults’ perceptions lack concordance (Scott, 

2000). Thus, the sociology of childhood pushes child researchers to question traditional practices 

in order to get to the reality that is children’s experiences. Researchers have a responsibility to 
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investigate children’s experiences and perceptions and consider children experts of their worlds 

(Smith, 2007). Children have understandings about their world that they can share with adults if 

we listen. 

Justification for Studies 

School readiness is a complex concept. It is perceived differently by parents, teachers, 

policy makers, and researchers. Nationally, children are the only stakeholders whose voices are 

ignored in the discussions of school readiness. Based on three frameworks, that children are 

active agents in their experiences, that children have the right to be heard, and that children 

should not be silenced by traditional research practices, I propose that children can participate in 

research to redefine school readiness. 

Since the central argument for school readiness is that children who enter school prepared 

will be successful later in school, it is imperative to determine how children’s views on school 

readiness are linked to later school-related outcomes. In the following chapters school readiness 

is defined by kindergartners. Additionally, kindergarteners’ adjustment to school is explored 

through their attitudes toward school. Then, a qualitative analysis determines how children’s 

school readiness views relate to later school adjustment. The following chapters provide 

evidence that children’s perceptions can contribute to adult’s conceptions of school readiness and 

children’s adjustment to school.  
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CHAPTER 2: 

CHILDREN’S VIEWS ABOUT BEING READY FOR SCHOOL 

 

Abstract 

Of all the stakeholders involved in school readiness, children have been the members 

whose voices have been overlooked in the research. This paper attempts to investigate children’s 

perceptions of “being ready for school” through interviews with 36 kindergartners from Southern 

Arizona. Kindergarteners were asked open-ended questions about what was important to be 

ready for school and participated in an activity to rate their readiness on aspects they considered 

to be school readiness. Findings from the study indicated that children defined school readiness 

under six themes: Rules, Routines, Knowledge and Skills, Tasks, Prosocial Behaviors, and 

Dispositions. According to these children, school readiness means being able to know and adhere 

to the rules at school, being able to uphold daily routines, being able to have school-related 

knowledge and skills, being able to do tasks and work, being able to interact with others, and 

being prepared for different emotional and physical feelings at school. Kindergarteners indicated 

that knowing and complying with the rules and routines of school were the most important 

factors in being ready for school. These two factors require young students to have the ability to 

regulate their behavior in school. Since Kindergartners consider self-regulation an indicator of 

school readiness, adults must identify methods for supporting young students in the development 

of their self-regulation. Finally, to take children’s conceptualization of readiness seriously and 

give their views due weight, their views should be reflected in educational policies. 
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Children’s Views About Being Ready for School 

School readiness has been a prominent topic of national research since the Goals 2000: 

Educate America Act (1994) stated that, “By the year 2000, all children in America will start 

school ready to learn.” 2  School readiness can be described as “the state of child competencies at 

the time of school entry that are important for later success” (Snow, 2006, p. 9). According to the 

National Education Goals Panel (NEGP), the competencies that make up a child’s readiness to 

learn are based on five domains: 1) physical well-being and motor development, 2) social and 

emotional development, 3) approaches to learning, 4) language development, and 5) general 

knowledge and cognition. The NEGP acknowledged that children’s development in these 

domains depends largely on the adults (parents, teachers, schools, and community members) 

who help them prepare for and endure the transition into formal schooling (Shore, 1998). It is 

adults’ responsibility “to make children’s first school experience one that will meet their present 

needs and launch them on a successful trajectory” (Ritchie, Clifford, Malloy, Cobb, and 

Crawford, 2010, p. 173). However, children’s needs have been defined by adults and, of all the 

stakeholders involved in school readiness, children have been the members whose voices have 

been overlooked in the research (Ackerman & Barnett, 2005; Dockett & Perry, 2005). Based on 

Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) bioecological perspective of development, the current study views 

children as an essential means to understanding children’s school readiness needs. 

Argument for Children’s Perspectives in School Readiness Research 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1976/1977/1979) Ecological Systems theory claims that human 

development is based on the developing person’s interactions with their environments. In 

                                                           
2 In the twenty years prior to the Goals 2000: Educate America Act (1973-1993), Google Scholar locates 74, 800 

references. In the twenty years after (1994-2014), Google Scholar produces 342,000 references, resulting in about 

4.5 times more school readiness literature! 
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Bronfenbrenner’s theory, the developing person is influenced by multiple social environments 

that are always changing and impacting each other. These environments range in terms of 

proximity to the individual. For instance, the environment can include direct influences such as 

family and friends to broader influences such as cultural values. He explains that development 

takes place through reciprocal interactions between the active individual and their multiple 

environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Thus, in the school readiness context, the individual child 

is an active participant as they learn to “do school” by navigating their school transition and the 

changing social contexts. Since children navigate their school transition, they also are able to 

construct a perception of what school readiness means and discuss what competencies they 

consider necessary to “be ready for school.”  

One problem with the Ecological Systems Theory is that it unintentionally highlighted 

the individual’s environments while detracting from the person in those environments 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Bronfenbrenner (2005) discussed this issue by stating that 

“developmental studies subscribing to an ecological orientation have provided far more 

knowledge about the nature of the developmentally relevant environments, near and far, than 

about the characteristics of developing individuals, then or now” (p. 95). This problem caused 

Bronfenbrenner to rename his theory the Bioecological Model of Development (Bronfenbrenner 

and Ceci, 1994).  

The Bioecological Model of Development addresses the individual characteristics, or 

person characteristics, that are involved in determining how the individual interacts with their 

environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). One type of person 

characteristics that affect development are called directive beliefs which reflect “the increasing 

capacity and active propensity of children as they grow older to conceptualize their experience” 
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(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006, p. 811). Person characteristics are based on the notion that 

individuals are active agents in their environments and that they approach and perceive their 

environments uniquely creating their own beliefs about their worlds (Bronfenbrenner, 1995). 

Since humans are active agents, Bronfenbrenner (1976) has argued that “the impact of the setting 

cannot be understood without some information on how the setting, and its various elements 

were perceived by the participants” (p. 8). As children enter school, they are perceiving and 

understanding their new environment. Only by understanding these perceptions can adults 

attempt to assist children in adjusting to their new school environment. 

However, national studies have failed to include the individual (the child) in the 

discussion of school readiness. Bronfenbrenner’s theory is often referenced in school transition 

research because children are transitioning from home or early childhood education contexts to 

formal school contexts (Lam & Pollard, 2006). Transition studies that take an ecological 

approach acknowledge the importance of the child’s social contexts (parents, teachers, and 

schools, and communities) in their transition to Kindergarten. Many studies focus on the child’s 

social supports from family and school as well as the relationship between home and school 

during the transition into Kindergarten (Barnett & Taylor, 2009; Early, Pianta, Taylor, & Cox, 

2001; La Paro, Kraft-Sayre, & Pianta, 2003; LoCasale-Crouch, Mashburn, Downer, & Pianta, 

2008; Mashburn & Pianta, 2006;  McWayne, Fantuzzo, Cohen, & Sekino, 2004; Rimm-Kaufman 

& Pianta, 1999; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000; Pianta & Rimm-Kaufman, 2006; Silver, 

Measelle, Armstrong, & Essex, 2005; Schulting, Malone, & Dodge, 2005; Sheridan, Knoche, 

Edwards, Bovaird, & Kupzyk, 2010; Weigel & Martin, 2006). While these studies examine the 

interactions between the contexts surrounding new students, they do not consider children’s 

perceptions of their transition experience. Before families, schools, and communities can help 
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children be ready for school, they must listen to children’s perceptions of their school 

experience. 

Listening to children in research requires researchers to interact with children themselves 

rather than with their adult gatekeepers. Researchers following a child’s rights framework have 

acknowledged that young children have participatory rights in all aspects of their lives, including 

in research.  In adherence with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC) (2009), adults including researchers should “presume that a child has the capacity to 

form her or his own views and recognize that she or he has the right to express them; it is not up 

to the child to first prove her or his capacity” (p. 6). The UNCRC framework encourages 

“researchers, educators, and policy makers to provide opportunities for young children, 

specifically under the age of eight, not only to express their views and experiences but also for 

this information to be taken seriously” (Swadener, Peters, & Gaches, 2013, p. 191). In 

accordance with the UNCRC, research examining children’s perspectives on school readiness 

and the Kindergarten transition have been undertaken internationally.  

According to Children Internationally, What is School Readiness? 

Dockett and Perry (1999/2002/2003/2004) are Australian researchers who began to 

investigate children’s views on starting school. Their work spurred international researchers to 

examine children’s perceptions on their school entrance experiences. Typically, children’s voices 

have been investigated in the school transition literature (Cunningham, 2011; Dockett & Perry, 

2004; Einarsdottir, 2010; Einarsdottir, 2011; Jackson & Cartmel, 2010; Joerdens, 2014; Loizou, 

2011; Peters, 2000; Peters, 2003; Potter & Briggs, 2003; White & Sharp, 2007; Yeo & Clark, 

2005). For clarity, in studies that examine children’s views, the transition literature focuses on 

how children perceive the change between home/early childhood education and formal schooling 
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(Kindergarten or First grade) whereas the school readiness focuses the competencies children 

perceive to be necessary to be ready for school. To my knowledge, few research studies 

specifically regarding children’s perspectives of school readiness have been undertaken (Di 

Santo & Berman, 2012; Dockett & Perry, 2002; Kocyigit, 2014; Margetts, 2006; McGettigan & 

Gray, 2012; Peters, 2012). Nevertheless, children’s views and responses in the school transition 

and school readiness literature elicit common themes on the importance of peer relationships in 

school, understanding the school rules/procedures, and play versus work as a discontinuity 

between preschool and kindergarten.  

Play Versus Work 

A very common theme in children’s discussions of school transitions is the discontinuity 

between early child care (preschool or home) and formal schooling (Di Santo & Berman, 2012; 

Einarsdottir, 2010; Einarsdottir, 2011; Kocyigit, 2014; Loizou, 2011; Margetts & Phatudi, 2013; 

McGettigan & Gray, 2012; Peters, 2000; Peters, 2012; Potter & Briggs, 2003; White & Sharp, 

2007). Specifically, children are aware of the play-work dichotomy in which home/preschool 

involves play and formal schooling involves work (Di Santo & Berman, 2012; Einarsdottir, 

2010; Einarsdottir, 2011; Loizou, 2011; Margetts & Phatudi, 2013; McGettigan & Gray, 2012; 

Peters, 2000; Peters, 2012; White & Sharp, 2007).  Children view formal school as a place that is 

not for playing (Dockett & Perry, 2004; Kocyigit, 2014) and as a place where hard work is 

mandatory (Einarsdottir, 2010; Yeo & Clark, 2005; Potter & Briggs, 2003; White & Sharp, 

2007). This is a valid perception as formal school is typically more academic-based (Peters, 

2012; White & Sharp, 2007). Some children report that work is boring while others report pride 

in accomplishing new work responsibilities (Dockett & Perry, 2004; Einarsdottir, 2010; Loizou, 
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2011; Potter & Briggs, 2003).  Since “working” is a feature of formal school, children may view 

the ability to work as a school readiness skill.  

Rules and Routines 

When reflecting on their transition experiences, the second most common theme is that 

children indicate that they need to understand or know the rules and procedures in their 

classrooms (Cunningham, 2011; Dockett & Perry, 2004; Di Santo & Berman, 2012; Einarsdottir, 

2011; Joerdens, 2014; Kocyigit, 2014; Peters, 2012; Margetts, 2006; McGettigan & Gray, 2012; 

Yeo & Clark, 2005). Rules and routines are about knowing the expectations of school: knowing 

what you can and cannot do and knowing what to do next. Dockett and Perry (2004) suggest that 

rules are how children, “start to make sense of the school context and one of the ways they find 

out the parameters of the new context” (p. 179).  Children indicate feeling more comfortable at 

school when they know what is expected of their behavior (Joerdens, 2014). Adjusting to school 

requires a proper evaluation of the school expectations. Therefore, for students, school readiness 

could include the ability to recognize and follow the school rules and routines. 

Peer Relationships 

Finally, children often mention that they need to make friends or have friends during the 

transition into formal school (Dockett & Perry, 2004; Einarsdottir, 2011; Jackson & Cartmel, 

2010; Joerdens, 2014; Kitson, 2004; Loizou, 2011; Margetts, 2006; McGettigan & Gray, 2012; 

Peters, 2003; Sharpe, 2002). Students report liking school because of their new friendships with 

peers (Jackson & Cartmel, 2010; Kitson, 2004; Sharpe, 2002). Additionally, some children 

worry about not having friends, while others are concerned with peer social conflicts and 

physical altercations once in school (Jackson & Cartmel, 2010; Margetts, 2006; McGettigan & 

Gray, 2012). It seems that children rely on positive peer relationships to make them comfortable 



39 
 

in the new school environment. The school transition literature indicates that creating and 

maintaining friendships and coping with negative peer relationships could be skills children feel 

are necessary to have in order to be ready for school.  

It seems that young children internationally encounter similar experiences and have 

similar perspectives during their transition into school. Since common themes are presented from 

various international samples, this body of literature provides support for the external validity of 

these themes. Overall, the school readiness and school transition literature examining children’s 

views demonstrates that diverse sets of young children can reliably express their understanding 

and expectations of school.  

Purpose of the Study 

Based on the notion that children are active agents in their transition into school and that 

they are capable of expressing their views, this study de-emphasizes adult’s perceptions about 

school readiness by only examining children’s definitions of school readiness.  Although 

influenced by many environmental aspects, the child is the primary agent in making sense of 

his/her transition into Kindergarten and in forming his/her own ideas about what is needed to be 

ready for school.  

The purpose of this study was to examine children’s perceptions of the competencies that 

are vital to be successful in Kindergarten. The following research questions value children’s 

views of school readiness by asking: 

1. How do Kindergarteners define school readiness? 

2. Based on children’s responses, what are the most important competencies needed to 

be ready for Kindergarten?   
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Only by developing a basic understanding of children’s perceived school readiness needs, can 

adults learn how to meet children’s needs and develop effective strategies for a supportive 

transition into Kindergarten.  

Method 

Sample 

 The sample was obtained from four public schools (seven classrooms) in a southern 

Arizona school district that primarily serves Hispanic students. Four schools were randomly 

selected and agreed to participate. Before parent recruitment began, one school left the study and 

an alternate school within the district was referred to me by a participating principal. Of the final 

sample, three schools were randomly selected and one school was selected through snowball 

sampling. 

Following the Institution Review Board procedures, the school district, principals, 

teachers, and parents provided written consent for children’s participation in the study. 

Approximately 140 parents were recruited through a letter that was attached to the 

kindergarteners’ homework packets and through flyers posted in the classroom, 36 parents 

consented for their children’s participation.  

The final sample included 36 Kindergarteners between the ages of 60 and 75 months (M 

= 67.6 months/5.6 years, SD = 3.6 months). Seventy-eight percent of the sample had attended 

some form of early childhood education (day care/child care/preschool) prior to Kindergarten. 

The period children attended such programs varied from one to five years. 

Procedures 

Interviews. Kindergarteners were individually interviewed in private rooms on school 

grounds. The school readiness interviews were conducted in the Kindergarteners’ first semester 
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of school between September and December of 2015. Before I began the interviews, I spent a 

minimum of two days (at least 2.5 hours per day) in each classroom to build rapport with the 

Kindergarteners. During this time, I introduced myself as a visitor and participated with the 

students in their activities. Then, if their parents had consented, I personally invited each child to 

participate in the study and obtained their verbal and written assent. Participants were notified 

that they could discontinue participation at any time and that their responses would be 

confidential. All of the children agreed to participate. One child discontinued participation 

halfway through their interview. 

The open-ended interview items were slightly revised from Dockett and Perry’s 

(2002/2004) interview protocols. Dockett and Perry’s (2002/2004) items were written in future 

tense since they were interviewing children about to enter Kindergarten. I revised the language 

of the items to indicate present tense since children in this study were currently in Kindergarten. 

The items included: 

 1) What do you need to know about to do good in Kindergarten?  

2) What should you be ready to do on the first day of Kindergarten?  

3) What worries you about being in Kindergarten?  

4) What is important to be ready for school?  

The interviews were semi-structured as I followed the protocol but adjusted the wording 

of items as necessary. After conducting seven interviews, I noticed that children hesitated when 

responding to question three (What worries you about being in Kindergarten?) and I often had to 

reframe the question.  Therefore, I modified the vocabulary in question three to What is hard 

about being in Kindergarten? I also added a sub-item, What is easy about being in Kindergarten, 

to inquire about their strengths. The modified interview protocol included five items:  
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1) What do you need to know about to do good in Kindergarten?  

2) What should you be ready to do on the first day of Kindergarten?  

3a) What is hard about being in Kindergarten?  

3b) What is easy about being in Kindergarten?  

4) What is important to be ready for school? 

Activity. For triangulation, after the open-ended items, children also participated in an 

interview activity. Triangulations by method is a technique to confirm findings by agreement 

between multiple research methods (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The interview activity was 

developed to triangulate with the interview data. A modified version of Thomas and O’kane’s 

(1998/1999) “Pots and Beans” activity was used to prompt children to identify aspects of and 

ratings of school readiness. In Thomas and O’kane’s (1998/1999) activity, children were 

solicited to rate family planning meetings that they had participated in by putting beans into pots 

that were labelled to represent different aspects of the meeting. Throughout this activity, 

conversation was stimulated and the activity created an open dialogue between the interviewer 

and child (Thomas & O’kane, 1998). I created a similar “pots and seeds” activity in order to 

build rapport with the child participants. The props for this activity were planting pots and tree 

seeds, instead of cooking pots and beans, to reflect a typical Kindergarten activity: planting 

seeds.  

Since the purpose of this study was to determine how children define school readiness, I 

did not pre-determine the labels for the pots. Each pot had a black chalk board label so that 

children could identify different aspects of school readiness and rate their readiness on the 

aspects that they identified (see Image 1). Pots were presented to the child and they were told 

that they were going to write down all the “things that you think are important to be ready for 
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Kindergarten” on the pots. Children dictated what they wanted me to write down on their pots. 

The pots were presented one at a time so that children did not think they had to dictate a specific 

number of statements.  

Once the child had finished labeling their pots, they were invited to rate how ready they 

felt for each aspect of school readiness by putting one, two, three, or four seeds in each pot: 1= 

not at all, 2= a little, 3= sort of, and 4= a lot. The four rating options were presented on a board 

in which the seeds were lined up above their corresponding written label (see Image 2). I would 

point to each response option as I verbally explained the options. For example, if the child stated 

that they needed to make friends, know math, and understand the teacher, three pots would be 

labelled with these school readiness aspects and the interviewer would probe, “How ready do 

you feel to make friends? How ready do you feel to know math? How ready do you feel to 

understand the teacher?” Children responded to one probe, or item, at a time. The child was 

allowed an unlimited amount of time to respond to each item and arrange their seeds in the pot. 

After they responded to one item, I would re-stock the seeds on their board for the next item. 

Children’s ratings were recorded in field notes. Children’s activity responses were compared to 

their interview responses to find patterns of consistencies and inconsistencies.  

Follow-up Interviews. For member checking purposes, 22% of the sample participated 

in follow-up interviews. Member checking is conducted as a method to involve participants in 

validating and confirming the researcher’s findings (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Eight 

Kindergarteners (two from each school) were randomly selected to participate in the follow-up 

interviews and validate the themes I had interpreted. They were interviewed in pairs in March 
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Image 1. Pot and Seeds Activity. Children identified different aspects of school readiness 

on pots with blank chalkboard labels. 

 

Image 2. Scale rating options presented on a board in which the seeds were lined up 

above their corresponding written label. 
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2016. In order to present the themes in a developmentally appropriate manner, I created a “Being 

ready for Kindergarten means…” book with a main theme on each page (Sonya Gaches, personal 

communication, January 28, 2016). The last page was blank so students could add a theme if I 

had overlooked an important aspect of being ready. Children were encouraged to inform me if a 

theme was not right or missing and were invited to illustrate the pages. To conclude the 

interview, I asked them to indicated which page (theme) they thought was the most important. 

Data Analysis 

All interviews (including the activity) were audiotaped, transcribed verbatim, and entered 

into the NVivo software program. A summative content analysis of children’s responses was 

conducted in order to summarize keywords into themes that children mentioned frequently 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  

First, using NVivo software, I gathered frequency data on the top 10 keywords children 

used. Six transcripts were randomly selected and I read and re-read each transcript while noting 

the context of the keywords in the margins. By reviewing my notes and referencing transcript 

excerpts, I identified initial themes and codes to describe the context surrounding the recurring 

keywords (descriptive codes).  Issues with bulk coding led to restructuring of themes and the 

addition of subthemes (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

When the themes and subthemes were finalized, all interview and activity responses were 

coded using the descriptive codes in the NVivo software program. For reliability, each 

transcription was double-coded to ensure consistency with-in my coding of the content (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Once coding was completed, I collected response frequencies for each theme 

using NVivo. A hierarchical structure was created by determining the prevalence of the themes 

and subthemes. 
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Results 

From participants’ responses and the context of the frequent keywords, six themes of 

school readiness emerged:  Knowledge and Skills, Rules, Tasks, Routines, Prosocial Behaviors, 

and Dispositions. Table 1 presents participant’s ten most frequently used words and the initial 

and final themes that corresponded to the words. All general words were removed from the list  

 (i.e. the, yeah, get, umm). See Table 2 for descriptions of the final themes. Each theme was 

comprised of two to three subthemes (described in Table 3). 

A total of 589 (416 interview and 173 activity) responses pertaining to being ready for 

school were coded. The number of interview and activity responses for each theme are reported 

in Table 4 and illustrated in Figure 1. 

School Readiness Themes 

 Rules. The most frequently mentioned theme in participants’ responses were Rules (n = 

160; 27.2%). Rules referred to knowing the proper classroom etiquette. In other words, Rules 

signified following the student code of conduct such as performing the proper behavior (i.e. be 

quiet) and avoiding improper behavior (i.e. not yelling) in the classroom and at school. 

Participants indicated that it was important to know and adhere to the behavioral expectations of 

the school context.  

Some responses described behaviors that were prohibited, indicating that rules are 

behaviors that are to be avoided (i.e. n = 37; no hitting, no playing in the cafeteria, no toys 

allowed, and not saying bad words). Most responses described proper behaviors that must be 

performed in the classroom or at school (i.e. n = 90; do the right thing, sit quietly on the rug, 

follow directions). Participants also mentioned the importance of complying with the teacher’s 

demands in their responses (n = 33). These comments indicated that participants viewed the  
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Table 1 

 

Top 10 Words and Corresponding Themes from School Readiness Interviews 

 

Words 

Frequency 

Count 

Contextual  

Themes* 

Know 151 Routines (Knowing procedures) 

Knowledge and Skills (Knowing things) 

 

Teacher 110 Rules (Listening to teacher) 

Rules (Following directions) 

 

Write 79 Tasks (Activities) 

Knowledge and Skills (How to write) 

 

Books 73 Tasks (Activities) 

Knowledge and Skills (How to read) 

 

Listen  72 Rules (Following directions) 

 

 

Good 70 Rules (Following directions) 

Prosocial (Friends) 

 

Read 67 Knowledge and Skills (How to read) 

Tasks (Activities) 

 

Playing 66 Prosocial Behaviors (Friends) 

 

 

Learn 60 Knowledge and Skills (Knowing things) 

 

 

Work 52 Tasks (Activities) 

Routines (Centers) 
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Table 2 

 

School Readiness Response Theme Descriptions and Examples 

 

Theme 

 

Description 

 

Examples 

Rules Knowledge of and adherence 

to the classroom/school 

behavioral expectations  

- Well it's important we need to 

listen. 

- Being ready means to be quiet 

and don't talk while you eat with 

your mouth full. 

Routines Awareness of procedures, 

series of events, sequence of 

actions at home and school 

as well as necessary 

resources 

- And we do the calendar…that's 

what we do first always. 

- Get up really early. 

- Get your own jacket if, if you're 

cold. 

Tasks Active engagement in 

classroom/school 

assignments 

- So, we got to finish our work. 

- We need to color the letters we 

learned today. 

- [Do] Math workshop. 

Knowledge and skills Specific knowledge and 

learning ability needed at 

school  

- Know very important things.  

- You have to know your ABCs. 

- Learning about doing stuff that 

we don't know.  

Prosocial behaviors Positive interactions with 

others and social 

responsibility  

- Wipe the tables, then that's nice 

and, that's not a hard thing. 

- Friends help friends read. 

- And play with your friends nice. 

Dispositions Student’s emotional and 

physical feelings or 

characteristics  

- Don’t be scared. 

- Get excited. 

- It’s tiring. 
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Table 3 

 

School Readiness Subtheme Descriptions 

 

Theme 

 

Subtheme 

 

Description 

Rules Proper behavior 

Improper behavior 

Teacher Compliance 

Behaviors to be performed 

Behaviors to avoid 

Respecting teacher authority 

Routines School routine 

Home routine 

Daily supplies/materials 

Routines performed at school 

Routines performed at home 

Proper daily resources 

Tasks General 

Reading and writing 

Math 

Executing general school work 

Executing reading/writing activities 

Executing math activities 

Knowledge and skills General  

Reading and Writing 

Math 

General understanding/comprehension  

Understanding reading/writing 

Understanding math  

Prosocial behaviors Friends and peers 

Teachers 

School community 

Interacting with classmates 

Interacting with teachers 

Interacting with others in school  

Dispositions Emotional 

Physical 

Feelings  

Physical characteristics  
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Table 4 

 

Response Frequencies for School Readiness Themes 

 

 

Theme 

 

Research Method 

 

Interview Activity Total Responses 

Rules 107 (25.7%) 53 (30.6%) 160 (27.2%) 

Routines 93   (22.4%) 46 (26.6%) 139 (23.6%) 

Tasks 81   (19.5%) 22 (12.7%) 103 (17.5%) 

Knowledge and Skills 70   (16.8%) 22 (12.7%) 92   (15.6%) 

Prosocial Behaviors 41     (9.9%) 24 (13.9%) 65   (11.0%) 

Dispositions 24     (5.8%) 6     (3.5%) 30     (5.1%) 

Total Responses 416 173 589 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Histogram of response frequency for each theme by research method 
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teacher as the authority mandating the class (i.e. we be quiet while the teacher is talking, respect 

the teachers, and when the teacher tells you to move to another center you should go and move).   

A word that was often mentioned in the Rules theme was listen (n = 53) suggesting that an 

important rule in Kindergarten is to listen to the teacher.  

Interviewer:  So my first question is what do you need to know about to do good in  

   kindergarten? 

Child 22: Respect the teachers. 

Interviewer: Respect the teachers. How do you respect the teachers? 

Child 22: Like listening. 

 Routines. The second most common theme was Routines (n = 139; 23.6%). Routine 

responses were about knowing the daily procedures at home and school. Participants’ responses 

typically described a sequence of actions or series of events that were important to participate in 

order to be ready for school. Being ready for school means being able to anticipate what comes 

next. While most participants’ responses described daily routines at school (n = 90), some 

children described home routines that happened before or after school (n = 29). School routines 

were often about the sequence of events at school as well as the daily rituals of the classroom 

(i.e. we like do morning stuff). Home routines were typically about getting ready in the morning 

before school. 

 Interviewer:  Is there anything else that's important to be ready for Kindergarten? 

 Child 16: Mm. First, um, we need to go to the when the bell rings when we-   

   in the morning when, when we need to go and go we go outside. 
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 Interviewer: No? All right. All right. What is important to be ready for school? 

 Child 6: We have to get dressed.  

 Interviewer: You have to get dressed?... What else? 

 Child 6: Um... we have to go to school really early. 

 

Participants also mentioned the importance of having the proper daily resources at 

school, such as supplies and materials (n = 20). They indicated that bringing the proper materials 

(i.e. backpack, lunchbox, and outerwear) from home was important to be ready for school. 

Having enough classroom supplies and knowing where classroom supplies were stored was also 

of concern. The subtheme of resources was considered a routine since children talked about 

supplies and materials in the context of their daily routines.  

 Interviewer:  Um, is there anything else you would like to tell me about being ready for  

   kindergarten?  What? 

 Child 25: Um, getting ready. 

 Interviewer: Getting ready? So how do you get ready? 

 Child 25: By getting your backpack and putting the stuff you need. 

 Tasks. Students seemed to be aware that their job at school was to be actively engaged in 

the school assignments- to “do work.” This theme was originally part of the Rules theme as I 

initially considered working a school expectation. However, I created a separate task theme since 

the task responses were frequent (n = 103; 17.5%). Participants’ task responses indicated that 

students needed to have the ability to be ready to stay on task and execute activities in 

Kindergarten.  
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 “Working” was frequently mentioned as participant responses indicated that students had 

to be ready to do work, do school work, or do homework (n = 62). However, some responses 

were more specific as participants described work that they did in specific subjects. Thirty 

responses related to reading/writing work and eleven responses related to math work.  

Interviewer: So, my first question is, what do you need to know about to do good in 

kindergarten? 

Child 20: Um, it-it's very good to do a lot of things, like, like doing reading, doing 

math, doing a lot of kinder-kindergarten Legos. 

 

Child 11: Uh, library [center] which is we trace and then write and then draw and 

then highlight. 

Knowledge and Skills. Responses also referred to the Knowledge and Skills required for 

being ready for school (n = 92; 15.6%). Comments that referred to specific abilities/skills (i.e. 

counting) or knowledge (i.e. know how math works) were coded as Knowledge and Skills. 

Subthemes for Knowledge and Skills included general knowledge/skills, math knowledge/skills, 

and reading and writing knowledge/skills.  

Twenty-three responses related to the general knowledge/skills required for school such 

as being able to color well and knowing stuff. Any general references to learning were also coded 

as general Knowledge and Skills. For example, the following excerpt was coded as general 

Knowledge and Skills.  

Interviewer: Yeah. What else is important to be ready? 

Child 24: You, you need to be ready to learn.  

Interviewer: You need to be ready to learn? How do you be ready to learn? 
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Child 24: Well when you need to answer the questions right.  

Comments addressing knowledge and skills were also subject-specific. Some responses 

concerned math knowledge and skills (n = 19). Math comments typically referenced counting 

and math being easy. However, a majority of the Knowledge and Skills comments related to 

reading and writing knowledge and skills suggesting that reading and writing were prevalent 

subjects to Kindergarteners (n = 50). Similar to the Tasks theme, reading and writing seemed to 

be prevalent subjects to Kindergarteners.   

Interviewer: What's important to be ready for school? 

Child 10: Listening to the sounds and words. 

Interviewer: Listening to the sounds and words? 

Child 10: Yup. 

Interviewer: Which sounds and words are you talking about? 

Child 10: Like, how you spell things. 

In terms of reading, children discussed knowing words and learning letters. For writing, 

participants spoke generally about the ability to write saying that they needed to be able to write. 

They also frequently (n = 11) mentioned reading and writing when asked, “What is hard about 

Kindergarten?” 

 Prosocial Behaviors. Sixty- five (11%) responses related to positive interactions with 

classmates, teachers, and others in their school community. Most responses related to prosocial 

behaviors were targeted at peers (n = 51) as opposed to teachers (n = 9). Other prosocial 

responses were about the social responsibility of taking care of people in their school community 

such as helping the lunch lady clean tables and showing people where to go if they were lost (n = 

5).  
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Prosocial responses targeted at peers encompassed how to treat peers, with participants 

saying it was important to “be nice” or “be kind” to their friends. Play was mentioned as a 

common strategy for being nice to friends (n = 14). When prompted to explain what they meant 

by “be nice” or “be kind”, participants offered some examples of when they had played with 

others and when others had played with them.  

Interviewer: What do you need to know about to do good in kindergarten? 

Child (23): Being kind. 

Interviewer: Oh, being kind? How do you be kind? 

Child 23: Like if somebody's, like if somebody's doesn't want to play with somebody, 

I'll play with them. 

Participants also mentioned cooperative behaviors such as helping (n = 11) and sharing (n = 7) 

with their friends and classmates.  

Child 18: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Me be nice to (classmate). 

Interviewer: You were nice to (classmate)? 

Child 18: Yeah, we pick up her jacket and we gave it to (classmate). 

 Dispositions. Finally, participants discussed their emotional dispositions toward school 

and the physical dispositions required to be ready for school (n = 30; 5.1%). Mainly participants 

described their positive and negative emotions at school (n = 19).  

Interviewer: No? Okay. So, what should you be ready to do on the very first day of 

kindergarten? 

Child 27: Hmm, get excited and do a lot of things that you wa-you want to do and 

play. 
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Interviewer: What should you be ready to do on the first day of kindergarten? 

Child 7: Um. I will be shy. 

Interviewer: What? 

Child 7: I will be kind of shy. 

Interviewer: What did you say? 

Child 7: We will be shy. 

Interviewer: Shy? What does that mean? 

Child 7: It means, you will be scared. 

They also discussed the physical requirements required to be ready for school (n = 11).  

Some of these requirements involved becoming tired and having energy for the school day. 

Other physical requirement involved being old enough or being five or six years old to be ready 

for school.  

Validity  

 Triangulation. One participant discontinued participation during the interview activity 

so a total of 35 participants responded in the Pots and Seeds activity. Participants provided 173 

responses and ratings in the Pots and Seeds activity with a mean of 4.9 responses per participant. 

A chi-square test indicated that the type of research method did not have a significant effect on 

the frequency of the response themes, χ² (5, n = 589) = 9.58, p = .09. The frequency pattern of 

responses in the activity were similar to those responses during the interviews, meaning 

responses were consistent across both research methods (see Table 4 and Figure 1). During the 

interviews and activity, Rules and Routines responses were the most frequently mentioned 

aspects of school readiness. One difference between the activity and interview responses was that 

children seemed to mention Tasks less and Prosocial Behaviors more during the activity. 
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However, the overall similar response pattern suggests that children responded consistently 

during the research tasks.  

 Member Checking. In reviewing the member checking books, all eight participants 

indicated that the themes I identified in the data were correct. Six participants reported that I had 

missed a theme and they added it to the member checking book. However, the responses that 

were added to the books by participants were covered by the already established themes: 

Routines (i.e. be ready for school [morning routine], go to the library), Dispositions (i.e. go to 

first grade [being older]), Prosocial behaviors (i.e. be nice to your friends, be kind to your 

teacher, being kind to your friends). Most participants indicated that the Rules theme was the 

most important aspect of school readiness. Consistent with the interview and activity responses, 

six participants selected the Rules theme as the most important thing to be ready for school: two 

participants selected the Tasks theme.   

Discussion 

 Based on participants’ responses, children define school readiness under six themes. 

According to children, school readiness means being able to know and adhere to the rules at 

school (Rules), being able to uphold daily routines (Routines), being able to work (Tasks), being 

able to have school-related knowledge and skills (Knowledge and Skills), being able to interact 

with others (Prosocial Behaviors), and being prepared for different emotional and physical 

feelings at school (Dispositions). The most frequently mentioned themes were Rules and 

Routines indicating that children perceive the most important competencies for school readiness 

to be those that contribute to their ability to comply with school policies and procedures.  

 Similar to previous studies, children in this sample perceived rules to be an important 

aspect of being ready for school (Cunningham, 2011; Dockett & Perry, 2004; Di Santo & 
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Berman, 2012; Einarsdottir, 2011; Joerdens, 2014; Kocyigit, 2014; Margetts, 2006; McGettigan 

& Gray, 2012; Peters, 2012; Yeo & Clark, 2005). Children know that a requirement to be ready 

for school is behaving within the institutional norms and standards of the school context. As in 

other studies, knowledge of the daily routines also was perceived as necessary for being ready 

for school. Here children must be able to familiarize themselves with the school and home 

procedures that occur and the important materials needed on school days.  

Conversely, participants in this sample did not discuss peer relationships as often as 

children did in previous studies of children’s perceptions regarding school readiness (Dockett & 

Perry, 2004; Einarsdottir, 2011; Jackson & Cartmel, 2010; Joerdens, 2014; Kitson, 2004; Loizou, 

2011; Margetts, 2006; McGettigan & Gray, 2012; Peters, 2003; Sharpe, 2002). At the time of the 

interviews children had been in Kindergarten for two or more months. It is possible that they had 

already established friendships. Children talked about their peers in terms of prosocial behaviors 

and how to positively interact with peers. In addition, children in this sample did not address the 

discontinuity between play in preschool and work in formal schooling since this study did not 

investigate transitions between early childhood settings and Kindergarten. However, children did 

perceive schoolwork tasks to be an important aspect of Kindergarten. Being ready for school 

requires the attention and motivation to be productive and work.  

Participants in this study mentioned some themes that were less common in other studies. 

First, children in this study mentioned knowledge and skills that are required to be ready for 

school. Other studies have not indicated that this was a large theme in participants’ responses. 

For instance, in Docket and Perry’s (2004) article, 7.2% of Australian children’s responses 

pertained to knowledge and skills whereas 15.6% of children’s interview responses in this study 

were about knowledge and skills. Again this difference could be attributed to children having 
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more experience in Kindergarten. Second, participants did mention dispositions but not as 

frequently as children in other studies (Cunningham, 2011; Dockett & Perry, 2004; Kitson, 2004; 

Margetts & Phatudi, 2013). Again, this trend could be due to children being in Kindergarten for 

several months. Transition studies focusing on children who are about to go into formal 

schooling may elicit more information on children’s doubts, excitements, and feelings about 

entering school. 

 The main contribution of this study is the confirmation that children tend to focus on the 

competencies related to understanding and complying with rules and routines as they enter 

Kindergarten. It is my assumption that participants considered following rules and routines to be 

the most important aspect of school readiness based on these themes having the highest 

frequency counts in the interview data. Data from the activity confirmed that these themes were 

what children perceived to be the top two most important aspects to be ready for school. Both of 

these themes have a link in that they are founded on behavioral regulation. Behavioral regulation 

is a function of self-regulation that allows individuals to pay attention, follow instructions, and 

inhibit inappropriate actions (McClelland, Cameron, Connor, Farris, Jewkes, & Morrison, 2007; 

Ponitz, McClelland, Matthews, & Morrison, 2009). It involves three components of executive 

functioning: attentional focusing, working memory, and inhibitory control (Ponitz, McClelland, 

Matthews, & Morrison, 2009). 

 Attentional focusing involves “selecting and attending to relevant information” (Ponitz, 

McClelland, Matthews, & Morrison, 2009, p. 605).  For example, for rules this involves listening 

to the teacher and for routines this involves attending to cues to switch tasks. Working memory 

involves “cognitively maintaining and manipulating information” (Ponitz, McClelland, 

Matthews, & Morrison, 2009, p. 606). In terms of rules and routines this allows children to 
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remember and execute directions given by the teacher about appropriate behavior as well as the 

sequence of events or tasks to be performed. Inhibitory control involves preventing or modifying 

incorrect responses (Ponitz, McClelland, Matthews, & Morrison, 2009, p. 606). This can be 

displayed in rules as children must avoid incorrect behavior and it can be displayed in routines as 

children must avoid getting off task or off-schedule. Children with these behavioral regulation 

competencies would be adept to following the rules and routines of Kindergarten.  

 Adults have assumed the responsibility “to make children’s first school experience one 

that will meet their present needs” (Ritchie, Clifford, Malloy, Cobb, & Crawford, 2010, p. 173). 

Children are aware of the need to self-regulate their behavior in formal school. Parents, teachers, 

administrators, and policy makers should be aware of the self-regulation demands placed on new 

students. Developing children’s self-regulation could be a way to promote children’s success in 

school (Blair & Diamond, 2008). Future research can focus on developing children’s behavioral 

regulation to aid them in their ability to follow rules and routines as they enter Kindergarten.  

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (2009) suggests that play 

is a vital agent for developing self-regulation. Sociodramatic play in particular has been linked to 

children’s self-regulation (Berk, Mann, & Ogan, 2006; Cemore & Herwig, 2005; Carlson, White, 

& Davis-Unger, 2014; Elias & Berk, 2002; Kelly, Hammond, Dissanayake, & Ihsen, 2011; 

Vieillevoye & Nader-Grosbois, 2008; Nader‐Grosbois & Vieillevoye, 2012). According to Berk, 

Mann, and Ogan (2006), sociodramatic play, or make-believe play, is rule-based as it requires 

children to follow and imitate social norms and rules (i.e. a child is quiet and listens to the 

teacher while playing school). Sociodramatic play provides children an experience to develop 

their self-regulation as they guide their behavior based on the play rules.  Thus, one 



61 
 

developmentally appropriate way to meet children’s needs in developing self-regulation is to 

value and emphasize time for play in the early elementary years.  

Adults must also consider if and how Kindergarteners’ views regarding school readiness 

are represented in educational policies such as Early Learning and Kindergarten standards. In 

order for children’s views be given due weight, they must be reflected in the policies that 

conceptualization readiness.  Early learning standards “define expectations for children’s 

learning and development prior to kindergarten entry are, in essence, a reflection of how states 

are conceptualizing children’s readiness for school” (Scott-Little, Kagan, & Frelow, 2006, p. 

153).  

All states have developed early learning standards for pre-kindergarten children 

(DeBruin-Parecki & Slutzky, 2016). Each state has included developmental standards that 

address the self-regulation skills that Kindergarteners in this study indicated are required to 

comply with rules and routines. Self-regulation skills are typically found under social emotional 

and approaches to learning domains in early learning standards. For instance, Arizona’s Social 

Emotional early learning standard addresses self-regulation and describes the following 

indicators as evidence of self-regulatory behavior: a. understands and follows expectations in the 

learning environment. b. manages transitions, daily routines and unexpected events. c. modifies 

behavior for various situations and settings. d. chooses appropriate words and actions (Arizona 

Department of Education, 2013, p. 25). Additionally, Arizona’s Approaches to Learning standard 

includes executive functioning skills such as initiative, attentiveness, and persistence that are 

required to “remember and follow multi-step instructions, avoid distractions, control rash 

responses, adjust when rules change and persist at problem-solving” (Arizona Department of 

Education, 2013, p. 39). The inclusion of social emotional and approaches to learning standards 
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indicates that early learning policies somewhat align with children’s conceptualization of 

readiness.  

However, some policies place more emphasis on cognitive development standards than 

on social emotional and approaches to learning standards (Scott-Little, Kagan, & Frelow, 2006). 

In a review of state standards, Daily, Burkhauser, and Halle (2010) found that some states 

included more indicators related to math and literacy standards; thus, cognitive development was 

weighted more than social-emotional development and approaches to learning. In order for 

policies to accurately represent children’s views of readiness, social emotional and approaches to 

learning standards should, at least, be equally weighted with the cognitive standards (math, 

language, and other academic subjects) found in early learning standards.   

A final concern is that, like early learning standards, current Kindergarten standards 

incorrectly reflect children’s views of what is required to be ready for school. Early learning 

standards are designed for children before they enter kindergarten and are different from 

Kindergarten standards. In most states, Kindergarten standards are the national Kindergarten 

Common Core State Standards (KCCSS) (www.corestandards.org). Unfortunately, there is a 

misalignment between state early learning standards and the KCCSS in that the KCCSS do not 

address the social emotional and approaches to learning domains of typical early learning 

standards (DeBruin-Parecki & Slutzky, 2016).  

Some states have begun to align their early learning standards with the kindergarten 

standards (Kagan & Kauerz, 2012); but states have to pull from academic standards to align with 

the early learning social emotional and approaches to learning standards. Arizona used KCCSS 

English Language Arts and Mathematics standards to align with approaches to learning. For 

example, the KCCSS for mathematical practices, make sense of problems and persevere in 
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solving them, was used to align with the attentiveness and persistence strand of the approaches to 

learning standard (Arizona Department of Education, 2013, p. 53). This is another example of 

policy emphasizing academic standards more than social emotional and approaches to learning 

standards.  

Children’s voices must be reflected in the policies that are created to prepare them for the 

future. Since children view the skills in social emotional and approaches to learning standards to 

be paramount to their success in Kindergarten, they should be included in Kindergarten 

standards. Educational policies need to value standards that encourage children’s abilities to 

follow rules and routines instead of placing all interest in academic standards. If standards do not 

address what children believe is important to be ready for school, how are adults meeting 

children’s needs? Children’s needs can only be met if adults understand how young students are 

conceptualizing their readiness for school. 

Limitations 

Limitations to this study are that children were not interviewed at Kindergarten entry as 

proposed and the researcher was a novice at interviewing children. This study was originally to 

be conducted at Kindergarten entry to collect data on what competencies Kindergarteners 

anticipated they would need to be ready for and do well in school. The recruitment process took 

longer than expected and Kindergarteners were interviewed after having experienced 

Kindergarten for two to four months. Participants’ comments may have resulted in different 

response patterns had they had less experience in Kindergarten. 

Second, I had minimal experience interviewing children which was evident in the 

transcriptions between the first and last set of interviews. The interviews I conducted later in the 

project were more thorough as I asked more clarification and follow-up questions. Some early 
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transcripts were difficult to code since, during the interview, I had not prompted for further 

information for general responses. For example, in this excerpt from an early interview, I do not 

clarify what the child meant by “be good”: 

Interviewer:  What should you be ready to do on the first day of kindergarten? 

Child 2: Be good. 

Interviewer: Be good... Is there anything else? No, okay. What worries you about 

 being in kindergarten? 

“Be good” was a common general response and, in later interviews, I asked children, “How do 

you be good?” or “What does it mean to be good?” Based on their responses, some children 

defined goodness as treating others well (coded as Prosocial Behavior) while others defined 

goodness as following the rules (coded as Rules). In cases in which I did not have context to 

code general responses, I used subjective judgment based on the pattern of responses throughout 

the whole interview. For example, if the child tended to talk about their friends in later 

responses, I would code “be good” under the Prosocial Behaviors theme. In rare cases in which I 

could not identify a response pattern, I would not code the response which resulted in missing 

data.  

Conclusion 

Based on Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory that children are active agents in 

understanding their environments, Kindergartners’ voices in school readiness research are 

especially necessary since they are actively making sense of their new school context. In this 

study, children’s responses were consistent across two different research tasks suggesting that 

children are trustworthy informants on school readiness.  Kindergarteners indicated that knowing 

and complying with the rules and routines of school were the most important factors in being 
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ready for school. These two factors require young students to have the ability to regulate their 

behavior in school. Since children suggest that self-regulation competencies are indicators of 

school readiness, adults must meet Kindergarteners’ needs and identify appropriate methods for 

assisting children in the development of their self-regulation. Additionally, adults should give 

children’s views due weight by including children’s conceptualization of readiness in 

educational policies. Based on information from children, adults can meet students’ school 

readiness needs and provide a supportive transition into Kindergarten.  
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CHAPTER 3: 

KINDERGARTENERS’ VIEWS ON LIKING SCHOOL:  

 IDENTIFYING FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE SCHOOL ATTITUDES 

 

Abstract 

School liking is essential to establishing children on a positive academic trajectory. In 

this study, kindergartners participated in survey research in a manner that allowed them to 

openly express their attitudes toward school. Participants completed a survey that quantified their 

attitude toward school and participated in an interview that qualitatively assessed the factors that 

contributed to their attitudes. In addition, by comparing kindergarteners with the lowest, low, 

average, high, and highest school liking ratings, three influential factors that exemplified 

children’s differences in school liking emerged: types of activities, play, and peer relationships. 

Of these factors, only peer relationships have been investigated in young children’s school 

attitude literature. Highlighting the benefit of including children in research was that 

kindergarteners identified activities and play (factors not currently being investigated in the 

literature) as major contributors to their school liking. Based on these findings, adults 

(parents/teachers/administrators) can develop practices to inspire positive attitudes toward 

school.  
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Kindergarteners’ Views on Liking School:  

 Identifying Factors that Influence School Attitudes 

Kindergarten is a formative year in schooling as children begin to develop ideas, beliefs, 

and attitudes toward school based on their early experiences. These early ideas, beliefs, and 

attitudes toward school have been found to be stable across time. Children with early positive 

attitudes toward school typically maintain positive attitudes and children with early negative 

attitudes typically maintain negative attitudes throughout their elementary years (Ladd, Buhs, & 

Seid, 2000; Ladd & Dinella, 2009; Smith, 2011).  

Of importance is that attitudes toward school impact children’s later academic 

achievement. For instance, researchers have found that children with positive school perceptions 

are rated by teachers as having higher academic performance in later grades (Ramey, Lanzi, 

Phillips, & Ramey, 1998), that kindergarteners’ positive attitudes results in active classroom 

participation which enhances academic achievement at the end of the year (Ladd, Buhs, & Seid, 

2000), that positive feelings about school in kindergarten predict higher fifth-grade literacy 

scores (Hauser-Cram, Durand, & Warfield, 2007), and that higher school liking ratings in first 

and third grade predict gains in reading and math achievement in 8th grade (Ladd & Dinella, 

2009). Attitudes toward school in early elementary can positively or negatively influence a 

child’s educational trajectory.  

Through quantitative research, adults have identified some school-level factors that 

contribute to kindergartners’ attitudes toward school. For example, literature regarding children’s 

school liking has indicated that social relationships in school significantly impact 

kindergarteners’ reports of school liking. Such social factors include teacher-child relationships 

and peer relationships.      
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Positive teacher-child relationships are related to young students’ positive attitudes 

toward school (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Valeski & Stipek, 2001). For example, Birch and Ladd 

(1997) found that kindergarteners who were close with their teachers had higher school liking 

ratings. Inversely, negative teacher-child relationships are related to students’ negative attitudes 

toward school.  Kindergarteners with high levels of teacher-child conflict exhibit lower levels of 

school liking than children with close teacher-child relationships (Ladd & Burgess, 2001).  Thus, 

the teacher-child relationship is a factor that influences a student’s school liking. 

Peer relationships also contribute to kindergarteners’ attitudes toward school in several 

manners. First, children who enter kindergarten with familiar peers are significantly more likely 

to have positive attitudes about school than children who do not enter school with familiar peers 

(Ladd & Price, 1987; Jackson & Cartmel, 2010).  Second, children who maintain friendships 

throughout the kindergarten year often report positive perceptions about school (Ladd, 1990). 

Third, the number of friends a kindergartner has significantly predicts their school liking (Ladd 

& Coleman, 1997). It is clear that peer relationships factor into kindergartners’ attitudes toward 

school.  

 Of course, there are many school-level factors that may contribute to Kindergartners’ 

feelings towards school (Valeski & Stipek, 2001). There are likely other factors that contribute to 

kindergartners’ liking of school that have not been investigated. One way to identify these 

factors is to ask the experts on school liking: children. 

Why Ask Children? 

Traditionally, children have been regarded as incompetent sources of information in 

research. The developmental approach is what Prout and James (1997) call the dominant 

framework for research on children. In a developmental approach, children are viewed as 
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growing into adulthood, as growing into complex, rational beings (Prout & James, 1997).  Thus, 

children are not seen as able to give valid information in research contexts.  

However, some early childhood researchers have challenged the notion that children are 

“immature” and incapable of participating in research. The sociology of childhood framework 

rejects the dominant thinking regarding child development. Instead, the sociological approach 

views children as uniquely participating in and interpreting their social world, a world that is 

unique from but interacts with the adult world (Danby & Farrell, 2004). Here, children are 

considered as being, not becoming, complex and rational people. Researchers operating under 

the sociology of childhood framework suggest that children are competent and able to contribute 

useful information to research (Danby & Farrell, 2004). Children have understandings and 

perceptions about their world that they can share with adults.  

Adult Perceptions of Children’s School Attitudes 

Traditionally in research, information pertaining to children is gathered from sources 

close to children: parents and teachers (Scott, 2000; Christensen & Prout, 2002; Mathews, 2007). 

Children are silenced when adults respond on their behalf. Matthews (2007) calls this, “the 

practice of privileging adults’ views over children’s about issues related to children’s lives” (p. 

328).  The assumption is that adults can provide more trustworthy information than children. 

However, it has often been found that children’s and adults’ perceptions lack concordance (Scott, 

2000). Adults’ views may have more power but they can be wrong when it comes to children and 

their experiences. 

In the literature regarding children’s attitudes toward school, incorrect adult views are 

evident in the study of school liking. First, researchers are apt to ask teachers about children’s 

liking of school because teachers observe children daily. For example, the Teacher Rating Scale 
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of School Adjustment (TRSSA; Birch & Ladd, 1997) was created for teachers to rate children’s 

school liking and school avoidance among other school adjustment subscales. Murray, Murray, 

and Waas (2008) and Smith (2011) found that teachers’ reports of school liking and school 

avoidance in the TRSSA were not significantly related to kindergarteners’ reports of school 

liking and school avoidance. Teachers did not accurately assess children’s liking and avoidance 

of school. Since adult perceptions do not align with children’s perception regarding their feelings 

toward school, research should focus on surveying children’s perceptions because they are the 

ones actively experiencing school.  

Furthermore, since adults do not perceive children’s attitudes correctly, it is possible they 

also do not recognize some influential factors that contribute to those attitudes. Adults come to 

conclusions through their observations of children but they cannot capture children’s experiences 

through observation. As argued by Greene and Hogan (2005), “without some kind of access to 

the content of a person's experience, we have a very incomplete account, from a scientific 

perspective, of what it is that causes any person, adult or child, to act as they do” (p .2). Thus, the 

question of what factors influence children’s (positive and negative) attitudes toward school can 

only be answered if children are regarded as expert sources in research.  

Current School Attitude Survey Methods with Children 

Several researchers have created survey instruments to gather children’s reports on their 

feelings about school, such as the School Liking and Avoidance Questionnaire (Ladd & Price, 

1987), Feelings About School Scale (Valeski & Stipek, 2001), and Feelings About My School 

and Teacher (Payne, 2003). However, challenges persist when young children are given 

opportunities to respond to surveys; mainly, the sociology of childhood argument is that surveys 

are inappropriate because they silence children’s voices (Matthews, 2007). For example, these 
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instruments all consist of close-ended items in which children rate their feelings on a scale. In 

response scales, children only have the option of responding to fixed options (i.e. yes, no, or 

sometimes) and the instruments provide a score of children’s positive or negative attitudes 

toward school. Due to the nature of the response scale, children do not have the opportunity to 

openly express their views about their school liking so these instruments do not assess the factors 

that contribute to the child’s feelings toward school.  

James and Prout (1998) suggest that qualitative methods are more appropriate because “it 

allows children a more direct voice and participation in the production of sociological data than 

is usually possible through experimental or survey styles of research” (p. 8). However, the 

alternative of only utilizing qualitative methods and shunning survey research, also silences 

children’s voices because children are prevented the opportunity to participate in all forms of 

research (Scott, 2000).  Avoiding survey research with children also fuels the idea that children 

are incompetent research participants. Research methods needs to be restructured in order to 

ensure children the right to participate in survey research while making certain that their 

responses are grasped by the adult researcher and that their voices are not silenced. Children can 

participate in survey research if appropriate methods for conducting such research are used. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to demonstrate that young children can participate in survey 

research in a way that helps researchers identify the factors that contribute to their school 

attitudes. First, I suggest that child-appropriate methods allow kindergartners to participate in 

survey research in a way that allows them to openly express their views and attitudes about 

school. Second, I provide evidence of child-appropriate methods that were used to collect rich 

data on kindergarteners’ attitudes toward school as well as the factors that contributed to these 
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attitudes. Using a modified version of an often cited school attitude survey, the School Liking 

and Avoidance Questionnaire (SLAQ) by Ladd and Price (1987), this study attempted to capture 

kindergartners’ survey responses in a manner that aligned with a sociology of childhood 

framework. 

Based on a sociology of childhood framework, I take the perspective that kindergarteners 

are capable of expressing their attitudes in survey research. The child is the primary agent in 

making sense of his/her Kindergarten experiences, constructing attitudes toward school, and in 

conveying the factors that contribute to those attitudes. The following research questions value 

children’s opinions about school by asking: 

3. According to kindergartners, what factors contribute to their school attitudes (liking 

and disliking school)?   

4. In comparing kindergarteners with different degrees of school liking, do trends 

emerge to indicate which factors are most influential on students’ attitudes toward 

school?  

Method 

Sample 

 Participants were recruited from four schools from a southern Arizona school district that 

primarily served Hispanic students. Following the Institution Review Board procedures, the 

school district, principals, teachers, and parents provided written consent for children’s 

participation in the study. Approximately 140 parents were recruited through a letter that was 

attached to homework packets, 36 parents consented on behalf of their children. One child left 

the district before the interview was conducted. 
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The final sample included 35 Kindergarteners between the ages of 65 and 80 months (M 

= 74.1 months/6.2 years, SD = 3.6 months). Sixty percent (n = 21) of the sample were male and 

40% (n = 14) were female. Seventy-seven percent (n = 27) of the sample had attended some 

form of early childhood education (day care/child care/preschool) prior to Kindergarten. The 

period children attended such programs varied from one to five years. 

Procedures 

Interviews. This project was the second part of a larger study so the participants were 

familiar with me as well as the procedures for the interview and survey activity. Kindergarteners 

were individually interviewed in private rooms on school grounds. The school liking interviews 

were conducted within the last months of kindergarten, between April and May of 2016. Before I 

began the interviews, I spent a minimum of two days (at least 2.5 hours per day) in each 

classroom to build rapport with the participants. During this time, I acted as a visitor and 

participated with the students in their classroom and school activities. Then, if their parents had 

consented, I invited each participant to partake in the study and, if they agreed, obtained their 

verbal and written assent. Participants were notified that they could discontinue participation at 

any time and that their responses would be confidential. All the children agreed to participate.   

The interview questions were modified from close-ended items of the School Liking and 

Avoidance Questionnaire (SLAQ) (Ladd & Price, 1987). To avoid redundant interview 

questions, I selected four out of the nine items from the school liking subscale of the SLAQ. 

Then, I rewrote the four selected items in an open-ended format so that kindergarteners could 

discuss aspects of school that caused them to like or dislike school (see Table 1). Modified items 

one and three elicited information about school liking. School disliking was prompted with items 

two and four. All interviews were voice recorded with the approval of the participant. 
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*School Liking and Avoidance Questionnaire (Ladd & Price, 1987) 

Survey. After the interview, participants completed the School Liking and Avoidance 

Questionnaire (SLAQ, Ladd & Price, 1987). The SLAQ is 14 item instrument created to measure 

children’s school liking and school avoidance. The school liking subscale includes nine items, 

such as “Is school fun?” and “Do you hate school?”. The school avoidance subscale includes five 

items, such as “Do you wish you didn't have to go to school?” and “Would you like it if your 

Mom or Dad let you stay home from school?”.  The items are read to the child and they verbally 

respond. SLAQ items are closed ended as the response choices are based on a 3-point scale (yes, 

sometimes, or no). The instrument has been validated to use with young children, specifically 

kindergarteners (Ladd, Buhs, & Seid, 2000; Ladd, Kochenderfer, & Coleman, 1996; Smith, 

2011). According to Birch and Ladd (1997), internal consistency reliabilities were strong for the 

school liking (α = .87) and school avoidance (α = .76) subscales. On the current sample, 

Cronbach's alphas were similar (school liking α = .84; school avoidance α = .73). 

Although the original SLAQ items were administered, the administration of the survey 

was modified in two ways. First, the response scale was altered from a 3-point to a 5-point scale. 

When the SLAQ is administered to older children (4th grade and up) a 5-point response scale is 

Table 1 

 

Modified School Liking Interview Items 

 

SLAQ* Item Modified Item 

(4) Are you happy when you’re at school? 1. What makes you happy at school?  

 

(2) Does school make you feeling like 

crying?  

2. What makes you sad at school? 

      (7)  Do you like being in school? 3. What do you like about school?  

(6) Do you hate school?  4. What makes you hate school? 
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used, but a 3-point scale is used with younger children (Smith, 2011). Researchers have assumed 

that a 3-point scale is more appropriate for young children because they think dichotomously 

(Chambers & Johnston, 2002). The assumption is that children will be unable to distinguish 

between the options on larger response scales, such as a 5-point scale, and respond in a more 

extreme manner. Chambers and Johnston (2002) found that young children (ages 5-6) do tend to 

respond in an extreme manner, but they do not respond in a more extreme manner when using a 

5-point versus a 3-point scale. They concluded that, “simplifying the number of response options 

available to children does not appear to reduce their tendency to respond at the extremes of rating 

scales” (p. 35).  Thus, young children can respond similarly to a 3- and 5-point response scale.   

For this study, a 5-point scale was more appropriate because it allowed participants to 

express the degree of their opinions or beliefs. The SLAQ’s use of a 3-point scale only measures 

young children’s agreement (yes or no) to items and overlooks the intensity of children’s 

attitudes toward school. Since the purpose of this study was not to limit children’s expressions of 

their school liking, a 5-point scale was more appropriate to capture the degree of their school 

liking/disliking. Therefore, the SLAQ scale was opened to a 5-point scale with the following 

response options: a lot yes, a little bit yes, I don’t know, a little bit no and a lot no. The middle 

response option was changed from sometimes, on the SLAQ scale, to I don’t know to avoid 

confusion between a little bit yes/no and sometimes. The point 5-point scale was less limiting 

than a 3-point scale and allowed participants to express the degree of their school liking and/or 

disliking.  

Second, the response scale was presented visually rather than orally as typically done in 

the SLAQ.  Lewis and Lindsay (2000) suggests using a visual scale tool in which children can 

manipulate props/materials to reveal their responses. The use of visual aids allows children 
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multiple methods to comprehend the task; for example, they can visually distinguish between the 

multiple response choices. Visual aids also allow children to communicate in a manner that 

aligns with their abilities. According to Westcott, Davies, and Bull (2002), children who may not 

be confident with language are “confident in the use of visual imagery” (as cited in Clark, 2011, 

p. 138). The survey task is more appropriate for children when they have multiple opportunities 

to understand the scale and to respond. 

In an earlier part of the study (discussed in Chapter 2) I used a modified version of 

Thomas and O’kane’s (1998/1999) “Pots and Beans” activity to prompt children to rate their 

school readiness. The props for this activity were planting pots and tree seeds to reflect a typical 

Kindergarten activity: planting seeds. Since the participants were familiar with these props, the 

pots and seed were used as a visual representation of the SLAQ response scale.  

First, I presented the participants with five pots with different colored rims: dark blue, 

pale blue, white, pale yellow, and dark yellow (see Image 1). Each pot had a black chalk board 

label so that the child or I could write the response options on the pots. I told the participants that 

one color represented yes and the other represented no. They were asked, “Which color means 

yes and which color means no to you?”  After they decided, I asked them if they wanted to write 

on the pots or if they wanted me to write on the pots. If, for example, the participant chose 

 
Image 1. Pots and Seeds Visual Survey Scale 
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yellow to represent yes and blue to represent no, I instructed her to write a large yes on the dark 

yellow, a small yes on the pale yellow, a question mark on white for I don’t know, a small no on 

pale blue, and a large no on dark blue (example: YES, yes, ?, no, NO). Once the participant had 

finished labeling their pots, I pointed to each pot and verbally explained the response options (a 

lot yes, a little bit yes, I don’t know, a little bit no and a lot no). 

Then, I would give the participant a bag of seeds. The seeds each had a number to 

indicate the questionnaire items. The participant would pick a seed, tell me the number, I would 

read the corresponding item, and the participant would respond by placing their seed in one of 

the response pots to indicate their response.  The participant was allowed an unlimited amount of 

time to arrange their seed in a pot. If I noticed hesitation, I asked the participant if they wanted 

me to read the item again. After the questionnaire was complete, I asked if there was anything 

else they wanted to tell me about school and thanked them for their participation.  

Data Analysis 

Qualitative analysis. All interviews were audiotaped, transcribed verbatim, and entered 

into the NVivo software program. A summative content analysis of children’s responses was 

conducted in order to summarize keywords into themes that children mentioned frequently 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  

First, using NVivo software, I gathered frequency data on the top 10 keywords children 

used when discussing school liking and school disliking. Six transcripts were randomly selected 

and I read and re-read each transcript while noting the context of the keywords in the margins. 

By reviewing my notes and referencing transcript excerpts, I identified initial themes and codes 

to describe the context surrounding the recurring keywords (descriptive codes).   
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When the themes (termed “factors”) were finalized, all interview and activity responses 

were coded using the descriptive codes in the NVivo software program. For reliability, each 

transcription was double-coded to ensure consistency with-in my coding of the content (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Once coding was completed, I collected response frequencies for each factor 

using NVivo.  

Quantitative analysis. The SLAQ data was quantitatively analyzed using SPSS Version 

24 software. First, a descriptive survey analysis was conducted and the school liking subscale 

scores were correlated with school avoidance subscale scores to determine the convergent 

validity between the subscales.  

Then, school liking cut-off scores were used to determine the highest, high, average, low, 

and lowest school liking (SL) groups. Ramey, Lanzi, Phillips, and Ramey (1998) categorized 

children into two groups (more positive and less positive about school) to determine factors that 

were associated with their perceptions of school. They used two scaled-response items, "How 

much do you like school?" and "How well are you doing in school?”, to determine selection into 

each group. Since this study used a different survey, cut scores were used to establish groups. 

The initial plan was to divide the sample into two groups (low and high SL), but reconsidered 

due to the skewness in school liking ratings. Instead, the sample was categorized into five ordinal 

groups: the lowest SL group was identified by the 20th percentile (cut score of 3.91), low SL 

group was identified by the 40th percentile (cut score of 4.38), average SL group by the 60th 

percentile (cut score of 4.62), high SL group by the 80th percentile (cut score of 4.87) and the 

highest SL group by the scores above the 80th percentile. Each group was composed of seven 

participants. The groups response frequencies were compared in a descriptive analysis. 
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Results 

RQ1. According to kindergartners, what factors contribute to their school attitudes (liking 

and disliking school)?   

A total of 302 interview responses were coded: 94 responses were in regards to disliking 

school and 208 responses were in regards to liking school. Children talked more about what they 

liked about school rather than what they disliked about school.   

The top 10 keywords children used during the school liking interview questions are 

displayed in Table 2. From these keywords and contextual themes, six school liking factors 

emerged: academic activities, play, extracurricular activities, peer relationships, routines, and 

learning. The frequencies and descriptions for the school liking factors are reported in Table 4. 

The top 10 keywords children mentioned during the school disliking interview questions are 

displayed in Table 3. Three school disliking factors emerged: peer conflicts, student 

responsibilities, and emotional events. The frequencies and descriptions for the school disliking 

factors are reported in Table 5. 

Factors contributing to liking school 

 Academic activities. The most frequently mentioned factor about liking school was 

academic activities (n = 49; 24%). Academic activities included classroom work, tasks, and 

assignments. Participants mentioned that they enjoyed doing different subject work like social 

studies, science, math, reading and writing. The most cited school subject in the academic factor 

was reading (n = 27; 55%). Children talked about doing reading tasks as well as listening to 

others read to them. Enjoyment of books was often mentioned when children talked about 

reading. Overall, participants expressed liking school work, especially reading.  
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Table 2 

 

School Liking- Top 10 Words and Corresponding Themes 

 

Words 

Frequency 

Counts 

Contextual  

Themes 

 

Examples 

PLAYING 111 Play with peers  

 

Free play 

It's so fun I get to 

play with my friends. 

 

That I play with toys. 

FRIENDS 42 Positive peer relationships  

 

… I like to be nice to 

my friends and 

playing with them 

every day. 

READ 37 Academic activity  

 

 

Because we get to 

read any book we 

want.  

MAKING 34 Extracurricular activities (art) 

 

…we do fun stuff like 

make a gingerbread 

house. 

BOOK 33 Academic activity (reading) 

 

I love to read 

books… 

LEARN 32 New knowledge (learning and 

knowing) 

Because I want to 

learn every day. 

TEACHER 28 New Knowledge (classroom 

teacher as source of learning) 

 

 

Extracurricular activities  

I like kindergarten 

about that we learn 

from the teacher. 

 

Doing music with the 

music teacher. 

CLASSSMATE* 27 Positive peer relationships  

 

I also like to play 

with [classmate] and 

we also play tag. 

OUTSIDE 22 Play (outdoor play)  

 

 

Routines   

 

We go outside to 

play. 

 

I like it when we 

have- when we go 

outside to have snack 

EAT 17 Routines Eating and recess. 

 

*Names of other students were transcribed as “classmate” for confidentiality  
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Table 3 

 

School Disliking- Top 10 Words and Corresponding Themes 

 

Words 

Frequency 

Counts 

Contextual  

Themes 

 

Examples 

PEOPLE 32 Negative peer interactions 

 

Because I don't like 

when people are being 

mean to me 

PLAY 32 Negative peer interactions in 

play context 

 

…there's no friends to 

play with. 

 

WANT 31 Negative peer interactions 

 

She heard me but didn't 

want to listen to me. 

 

NOTHING 27 Rejections of disliking school 

 

Nothing really makes me 

sad at school. 

 

CLASSMATE* 24 Negative peer interactions  

 

Well sometimes 

[classmate] says he's 

better than me. 

SOMEBODY 23 Negative peer interactions 

 

When somebody bullies 

me. 

 

BAD 18 

 

Negative peer behavior 

 

Um, that some people be 

bad. 

 

SAD 18 Feelings at school 

 

I get lonely… Because I 

cry and then I feel so 

sad.  

TIME 17 Complying with school 

activities 

 

…when we got to stay at 

school for a long time. 

 

TEACHER 16 Complying with rules/routines 

 

Because [teacher] says 

we have to. 

 

*Names of other students were transcribed as “classmate” for confidentiality  
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Table 4 

 

School Liking Factor Descriptions and Frequencies 

 

Factor 

 

Description 

 

Frequency  

Academic activities 

 

Subject specific school tasks and work  49 (24%) 

Play 

 

Child-directed free play 44 (21%) 

Extracurricular activities Non-academic school activities 

 

32 (15%) 

Peer relationships Positive relationships with classmates 

 

31 (15%) 

Routines Typical classroom procedures and organization 

 

27 (13%) 

Learning  

 

Learning and new knowledge 25 (12%) 

 

 

 

 

Table 5 

 

School Disliking Factor Descriptions and Frequencies 

 

Factor 

 

Description 

 

Frequency 

Peer conflicts Peer altercations and peer rejection 

 

 

50 (53%) 

Student responsibilities Complying with school rules and staying 

engaged in school tasks  

 

24 (26%) 

Emotional events Experiences that caused emotional 

discomfort 

20 (21%) 
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Interviewer: What's your favorite things? 

Child 15: My favorite things is when we get to, to read after we do our ABC's in the 

morning. 

 

Interviewer: Is there anything else that makes you happy at school? 

Child 23: I like it when we're inside and we do our work. 

Interviewer: You do like it? Why do you like that? 

Child 23: Because we could finish something. 

Play. Another frequently mentioned factor in participants’ school liking responses was 

play (n = 44; 21%). Children typically mentioned play when they were asked about what made 

them happy at school. When discussing play, children were often referring to free play and 

having choices in regards to games, toys, or activities.  Children mentioned “outside” play or 

recess quite often in the play factor (n = 16; 36%). It seemed that the participants regarded recess 

as the time to play freely with their friends.    

Child 1: Playing outside. 

Interviewer: Playing outside? Why does that make you happy? 

Child 1: Be-because I like playing zombie games, cops and robbers, Ninja Turtle 

games, um (clicks) and Power Ranger games. 

Interviewer: What makes you happy at school? 

Child 7: Playing with my- playing choice time. 

Interviewer: Playing choice time? What's choice time? 

Child 7: Means you get to play whatever you want. 
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Extracurricular activities. Participants also described liking extracurricular activities (n 

= 32; 15%). Extracurricular activities were nonacademic school activities or events that didn’t 

happen on a typical school day. Some non-academic school activities that were mentioned were 

music, art, gardening, and computers. Participants also mentioned having fun during special 

school events such as Pirate Day (Then we can wear pirate stuff) or Water Day (Water day is 

when you have lots of fun and get water on you). Due to my participation in classroom activities, 

I recalled that most of these activities/events happened outside of the classroom. For example, 

Kindergarteners would go to a music or computer lab and special events were held outside the 

classroom, usually with the school community.  

Interviewer: …Does anything else make you happy at school? 

Child 26: Um, the different kinds of teachers. 

Interviewer: The different kinds of teachers? What kinds of teachers are there? 

Child 26: Like the gardening teacher, or music teacher, or the library teacher, or 

the different kinds of teachers that we go to see--which is different kinds of 

things ... The music teacher, the art teacher, the PE, or the what's-a-call-it 

... computer. 

 

Interviewer: What do you like about kindergarten? 

Child 35: I did a lot of fun. 

Interviewer: You did a lot of fun? And what are you doing that's fun? 

Child 35: Going to field trips and having a water fight outside. 

 Peer relationships. Students mentioned friends as contributing to their school liking (n = 

31; 15%). Peer relationships were originally coded as part of the play factor because participants 

usually mentioned play when talking about their friends. Ultimately, I separated peer 

relationships from play because some comments about friends did not address play, rather they 
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addressed prosocial behaviors such as helping and being nice to each other. Participants typically 

cited their friends as making them happy at school.  

Interviewer:  Is there anything else that makes you happy at school? 

Child 23: I also play with another friend. 

Interviewer: Who's your other friend? 

Child 23: His name is [classmate 2] and [classmate] joined us and he asked us, "Can 

I play with you?" And I said sure. 

Interviewer: … Is there anything else that makes you happy at school? 

Child 23: I play with another friend and when [classmate]'s alone, I include him. 

 Routines. School liking responses also referred to routines (n = 27; 13%). Routines were 

sequences of events that happened daily at school or general classroom features (e.g. materials). 

One observation was that a majority of the Routines responses were about leaving the classroom 

such as going home or going to lunch (n = 17; 63%).   

Interviewer:   What kind of work do you like to do? 

Child 14: Math. 

Interviewer: You like to do math? Why do you like the math? 

Child 14: Cause it's close to lunch. 

 

Child 12: I, I, I like it when we have- when we go outside to have snack. 

Interviewer: Oh, to go outside to have snack? Why does that make you happy? 

Child 12: Because we will wash our hands, and then we read a story, and then we 

line up for lunch. 

Learning. Finally, participants mentioned that they enjoyed gaining new knowledge or 

“learning” at school (n = 25; 12%). When students said they liked learning in general, they often 
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cited intelligence or “being smart” when I asked why they like learning. Also, the teacher was 

mentioned in five responses as the source of learning (Miss [teacher] tells us about stuff that we 

never learned before).  

Interviewer: Why do you want to learn the alphabet? 

Child 16: Because I want to learn every day. 

Interviewer: You want to learn every day? Why do you want to learn every day? 

Child 16: Because it gets me smart. 

 

Interviewer: What do you like about kindergarten? 

Child 32: When we always go, when we always learn. 

Interviewer: You always learn? Why do you like that? 

Child 32: Because there's a lot of learning to learn. 

Factors contributing to disliking school 

 Peer conflicts. The most frequently mentioned aspect in disliking school was conflict 

with peers (n = 50; 53%). Peer conflict responses were typically anecdotal in that children 

described specific instances when they felt sad and/or angry due to a peer’s actions. Issues with 

peers revolved around two subthemes: peer altercations and peer rejection. Peer altercations were 

mentioned most often and were about disagreements between the child and their peer(s) (n = 30). 

Peer rejection responses cited instances in which participants felt lonely and/or excluded (n = 

20). It was clear that peers were the main factor that contributed to Kindergartners’ dislike of 

school. Additionally, 71% (n = 25) of the sample cited peer conflicts suggesting that a majority 

of Kindergartners struggle with managing relationships with their peers.   

Interviewer: What makes you sad at school? 
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Child 23: When I say to [classmate], "[Classmate], we're going to play hide and go 

seek." But then he says, "No, I want to play tag." 

Interviewer: Oh, so [Classmate] wants to play something else. He wants to play tag 

when you want to play hide and go seek? 

Child 23: Mm-hmm (affirmative) 

Interviewer: Oh. Why does that make you sad? 

Child 23: Because he doesn't let me- he doesn't want to play what I play. 

 

Interviewer: Okay. So, my next question is, what makes you sad at school? 

Child 36: Like feeling left out of a game. 

Interviewer: Feeling left out of the game? Um, what makes you feel left out? 

Child 36: Like when somebody's playing a lot of group of people and I have no one 

to play with, so that's [feeling left out]. 

Student responsibilities. Student responsibilities was another frequently mentioned factor 

in participants’ school disliking responses (n = 24; 27%). Student responsibilities was in regards 

to two subthemes: difficulty complying with rules and routines (n = 10) and difficulty 

maintaining engagement in activities (n = 14). Participants mentioned being restricted by rules 

and routines as well as being punished for not complying.  In terms of engagement, participants 

mentioned not liking work and not wanting to participate in different classroom activities.    

Interviewer:     What else makes you not like kindergarten? 

Child 35: I get to go to the principal. 

Interviewer: You get to go to the principal? Why do you go to the principal? 

Child 35: Because I draw on the wall at school. 
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Interviewer: What makes you not like school? 

Child 18: Not... not do the work, and not doing, not doing work in the classroom. 

And I do not like doing work. 

Interviewer: Oh you don't like doing work in the classroom? Oh, why not? 

Child 18: Because that makes me tired. 

Emotional events. Finally, participants’ responses referred to specific personal 

experiences that contributed to their dislike for school (n = 20; 21%). These experiences resulted 

in emotional discomfort such as fear, loneliness, or sadness. Most emotional events at school 

occurred occasionally such as fire drills or getting injured. Although these experiences didn’t 

occur frequently, they left a lasting impact. In addition, five responses referred to missing parents 

or other important adults.  

Interviewer: Okay, what makes you not like kindergarten? 

Child 10: Computer lab. 

Interviewer: Computer lab. Why don't you like computer lab? 

Child 10: Because I got locked out of there one time. 

 

Interviewer: That's all? So, what makes you sad at school? 

Child 2: Um, um, when my daddy leaves, I want him to come back.   

RQ2. In comparing kindergarteners with different degrees of school liking (SL), do trends 

emerge to indicate which factors are influential on students’ attitudes toward school?  

Survey Descriptives. School liking ratings were non-normally distributed, D(35) = .22, p 

< .01. School liking ratings were negatively skewed, -2.03 (SE = .04), with participants 

providing more high ratings of school liking than low ratings. The median school liking rating 



98 
 

was 4.44 (range = 1.86- 5.00). The school avoidance ratings were also non-normally distributed, 

D(35) = .19, p < .05.  School avoidance scores indicated a light tailed distribution with a kurtosis 

of -1.04 (SE= .78), meaning scores were extremely dispersed (Mdn = 2.60, range = 1.00-5.00). 

Validity. School liking ratings were correlated to school avoidance ratings for evidence of 

validity. With the assumption that school liking causes approach rather than avoidance, an 

inverse relationship between school liking and school avoidance was expected (Ladd, Buhs, & 

Seid, 2000). Since both the school liking and school avoidance scores were non-normal a 

nonparametric test, Kendall’s tau, was used to find the relationship between the two subscales. 

School liking ratings were negatively correlated with school avoidance ratings, τ = -.53, p <.01.  

School Liking Group Differences in School Liking Factors. The school liking 

response frequencies in all five SL groups raters are depicted in Figure 1. 

Academic activities. A positive trend appeared in the academic activities factor with SL 

increasing as mentions of academic activities increased. Children with higher SL ratings (highest 

SL, n = 13, 27%; high SL, n = 15, 31%) mentioned academic activities a little bit more than 

children with lower SL ratings (lowest SL, n = 9, 18%; low SL, n = 7, 14%). The average SL 

group mentioned academic activities the least of any group (n = 5, 10%). Participants with high 

school liking are more likely to suggest that academic activities contribute to their school liking 

than participants with low school liking. This aligns with the logic that students who school work 

would highly enjoy school. 

Play.  A positive trend emerged in the play factor as SL increased, mentions of play 

increased. The lowest SL group referred to play the least out of all groups (n = 5, 11%). The 

other groups made similar amounts of references to play (low SL, n = 10, 23%; average SL, n = 

10, 23%; high SL, n = 8, 18%; highest SL, n = 11, 25%). It was evident that play was not a  
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Figure 1. Response frequency for School Liking factors by school liking groups. 

 

 

Figure 2. Response frequency for School Disliking factors by school liking groups. 
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major factor of school liking for the lowest SL group. The difference between the lowest SL 

group and all other SL groups suggests that children who do not view school as a place for play 

have less positive attitudes of school.  

Extracurricular activities. A negative trend emerged indicating that SL decreased as 

mention of extracurricular activities increased. Non-academic activities were mentioned most by 

the average SL (n = 9, 28%) and lowest SL (n = 8, 25%) groups. The highest, high, and low SL  

groups had similar mentions of extracurricular activities (highest SL, n = 6, 19%; high SL, n = 5, 

16%; low SL, n = 4, 12%). These trends indicate that participants with lower SL are slightly 

more likely to mention that they enjoy the non-academic activities of school than participants 

with higher SL. 

This trend aligns with the trend in the academic activity factor in that students with 

higher SL mention more academic activities and less extracurricular activities while students 

with lower SL mention less academic activities and more extracurricular activities. Students 

liking of school seems to factor on the types of school activities they enjoy and those who like 

the activities done most often (academic) report liking school more. 

Peer relationships. SL increased as mentions of peer relationship increased indicating a 

positive trend. Much like the play factor, the lowest SL group referred to peer relationships the 

least out of all groups (n = 2, 12%). The other groups consistently made more references to play 

than the lowest SL group (low SL, n = 8, 26%; average SL, n = 8, 26%; high SL, n = 6, 19%; 

highest SL, n = 7, 23%). Thus, participants in the lowest SL group were the least likely to 

mention peer relationships as a factor that enhanced their liking of school.  

Routines. The routines factor illustrated a slight negative trend with the lower SL groups 

(lowest SL, n = 5, 19%; low SL, n = 7, 26%; average SL, n = 9, 33%;) mentioning routines 
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more than the higher SL groups (highest SL, n = 4, 15%; high SL, n = 2, 7%), suggesting that 

participants who report liking typical classroom procedures also tend to report lower SL. 

However, the frequencies for the lowest SL group and highest SL group were similar indicating 

that this trend was not strong.  

Learning. No trend was evident as learning was a factor mentioned consistently across 

four SL groups (lowest SL, n = 7, 28%; average SL, n = 6, 24%; high SL, n = 6, 24%; highest 

SL, n = 5, 20%). The low SL made the least references to learning (n = 1, 4%). Overall, it 

seemed that participants, regardless of their SL ratings, like gaining new knowledge and 

attributed learning as an important factor in their liking of school.  

High and Low SL Group Differences in School Disliking Factors. The school 

disliking response frequencies of high and low SL raters are depicted in Figure 2. 

Peer conflicts. A negative linear trend was evident in peer conflicts with school liking 

levels declining with the more mentions of peer conflicts (highest SL, n = 7, 14%; high SL, n = 

7, 14%; average SL, n = 11, 22%; low SL, n = 12, 24%; lowest SL, n = 13, 26%). Thus, 

participants with more peer conflicts were likely to have lower school liking than participants 

with less peer conflicts.  

This aligns with the peer relationships findings for the lowest SL group. Children who are 

the least likely to refer to peer relationships as a factor that leads to their school liking are also 

the most likely to mention peer conflicts as a factor that leads to their dislike of school. These 

findings indicate that peers are very influential on students’ attitudes toward school. 

Student responsibilities. The trend for student responsibilities was not clear. The average 

SL group (n = 8, 33%) mentioned student responsibilities the most and the high SL group (n = 2, 

8%) mentioned student responsibilities the least. Three groups consistently mentioned student 



102 
 

responsibilities as a factor that led to their school disliking indicating no trend (lowest SL, n = 4, 

17%; low SL, n = 5, 21%; highest SL, n = 5, 21%). The consistency across these three different 

groups suggests that children, whether they like school or not, dislike some of the pressures of 

being a student.  

Emotional events. No trend was evident for the emotional events factor. The lowest SL 

(n = 5, 25%), average SL (n = 5, 25%), and highest SL (n = 5, 25%) groups mentioned 

emotional events the most. The low SL and high SL groups mentioned these events the least 

(low SL, n = 3, 15%; high SL, n = 2, 10%). It seemed that participants across all groups 

encountered emotional experiences at school, but there was no indication that these experiences 

impacted their attitudes toward school. 

Discussion 

 Most kindergartners reported liking school. Based on participants’ responses, 

kindergartners attributed their school liking to six factors and their school disliking to three 

factors. According to children, their school liking was influenced by their enjoyment of subject-

specific school work (Academic activities), their opportunities to play freely (Play), their 

enjoyment of nonacademic activities (Extracurricular activities), their positive interactions with 

their peers (Peer relationships), their relief in routines (Routines), and their desire to learn 

(Learning). Their school disliking was influenced by negative interactions with their peers (Peer 

conflict), difficulties fulfilling their student duties (Student responsibilities), and experiences that 

cause emotional discomfort (Emotional events).  

For evidence on how these school factors were influencing children’s school liking, the 

responses of children with different school liking levels were compared and three major trends 

emerged. First, the type of school activities impacted children’s levels of school liking in two 
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ways. Participants with low school liking mentioned more extracurricular activities and less 

academic activities while participants with high school liking mentioned less extracurricular 

activities and more academic activities. Second, participants with the lowest school liking ratings 

mentioned play the least out of any group, suggesting that children who don’t view school as a 

place for play have more negative attitudes toward school. Third, peers highly influenced 

children’s attitudes toward school as the lowest SL group was the group least likely to mention 

peer relationships and most likely to mention peer conflicts. Overall, activities, play, and peers 

were the factors that were most influential on school liking.  

Activities and Play  

Participants expressed that academic activities, extracurricular activities, and play were 

the top three factors that influenced their school liking. Additionally, when asked what they 

enjoyed about school, participants in the lower SL groups were more likely to mention 

extracurricular activities, less likely to mention academic activities, and less likely to mention 

free play than participants in the higher SL groups. This pattern suggests that children who like 

school the least do not like subject specific work, enjoy more open-ended non-academic 

activities, and they may not view school as a place for play.   

Researchers have not addressed types of activities and play as factors of school attitudes. 

Valeski and Stipek (2001) did investigate how the classroom structure affected kindergarteners’ 

attitudes toward school. They found that children in rigidly structured, teacher-dominated 

classrooms reported negative school attitudes. Rigidly structured classrooms were described as, 

“primarily drill and practice and rote memorization through oral recitation and work-sheets, with 

a focus on right and wrong answers. Rules are created by the teacher and rigidly applied, and the 

classroom is quiet and orderly” (Valeski & Stipek, 2001, p. 1203). Valeski and Stipek (2001) did 



104 
 

not measure amount of play in the classroom but one could assume a highly structured, teacher-

dominated classroom would not have many play opportunities.  

Scholars have warned that kindergarten is increasingly becoming structured and 

academically rigid, forcing play and open-ended activities out of the classroom (Miller & 

Almon, 2009; Nicolopoulou, 2010). Using two large nationally representative data sets, 

Bassok, Latham, and Rorem (2016) compared public school kindergartens from 1988 and 2010 

and found kindergarten classrooms are devoting more time to academic, teacher-directed 

activities and less time to unstructured, child-directed activities. Additionally, compared to two 

decades ago, kindergarten classrooms have less open-ended learning areas such as art and 

dramatic play centers (Bassok, Latham, & Rorem, 2016).   

Early childhood researchers have called for kindergarten curriculum to include less 

academic activities and more child-initiated play as there are many benefits to play such as gains 

in language and math, attention, problem solving, and social competence (Hirsh-Pasek, 2009; 

Miller & Almon, 2009).  An additional benefit may be that play establishes early positive 

attitudes toward school and learning. With current drops in play opportunities in kindergarten, it 

is imperative to investigate how the types of school activities and play affect children’s attitudes 

toward school.  

Peers  

Kindergarteners mentioned that peer relationships contributed to their positive attitudes 

toward school but, more significantly, peer conflicts were the main factor that contributed to 

kindergarteners’ negative attitudes toward school. Additionally, children with the lowest SL 

ratings mentioned more peer conflicts and less positive peer relationships than children with 

higher SL ratings. These findings align with current literature. Thus, the children perspectives in 
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this study validate what adult researchers have presumed, that peer relationships are a factor in 

children’s school attitudes.  

 Peer relationship literature has focused on peer acceptance (being liked by peers) and 

peer rejection (not having friends, loneliness, etc.) (Buhs & Ladd, 2001; Ladd, 1990; Jackson & 

Cartmel, 2010; Ladd & Price, 1987; Ladd & Coleman, 1997). However, the responses by 

children in this study revealed that peer relationships are more complicated. Participants 

mentioned more issues with peer altercations than with peer rejections. Peer altercations 

involved disagreements or fights between students and their classmates. Although making 

friends is important, it is also important to be able to resolve conflicts and maintain relationships. 

Ladd (1990) found maintained friendships predicted kindergarteners gains in positive school 

perceptions more than prior friendships. In other words, entering kindergarten with friends was 

only beneficial if those friendships were maintained. Ladd (1990) deduced that “stable 

friendships become an important source of emotional support as children cope with ever-

increasing school demands” (p. 1096). Future research can investigate if children view their 

peers as emotional support systems and how peer support systems affect children’s attitudes 

toward school.    

Do these factors align with the main adult-identified factors in the current literature 

regarding school attitudes?  

This study illustrates the importance of including children’s perspectives in research. 

Kindergarteners verified that peer relationships are a factor that affect their attitudes toward 

school. They also distinguished play and activities, factors not identified in the current literature, 

as factors that impact their attitudes toward school. Finally, kindergarteners’ responses indicated 
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that a factor presumed to significantly impact their school attitudes was trivial: the teacher-child 

relationship.  

Although the literature views the teacher-child relationship to be a major factor in school 

liking, kindergarteners’ responses in this study rarely referred to the teacher-child relationship 

(i.e. liking the teacher). Teachers were mentioned but typically participants referred to teachers 

when discussing other factors such as learning (I like kindergarten about that we learn from the 

teacher), peer relationships (When people be mean to her she tells me instead of the teacher), or 

routines (Yeah, no all the people get to choose a video, only when Ms. [teacher] calls them). This 

suggests that the participants did not identify the teacher-child relationship as a factor that 

contributes to their school attitudes.  

One could argue that children would not reveal negative feelings or opinions about their 

teacher to an adult researcher. I agree. Children may have refrained from talking negatively 

about their teacher in concern that I would disclose that information to another adult (the 

teacher). However, if children perceived their teacher-child relationship to be a significant factor 

in their school liking, I believe they would not refrain from discussing positive feelings about 

their teacher. Since participants rarely discussed any feelings, positive or negative, about their 

teacher, it is probable that they do not perceived this relationship to be as significant to their 

school attitudes as adults perceive it to be.  

The claim that teacher-child relationships significantly factor into children’s attitudes 

toward school should be investigated further. For instance, Birch and Ladd (1997) claimed that 

teacher-child closeness strongly accounted for children’s school liking. However, the child’s 

school liking was reported by the teacher!  In Birch and Ladd’s (1997) study, children’s reports 

of their school liking were gathered but, in a regression analysis, the teacher-child relationship 
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did not significantly contribute to the child’s reports of school liking. Birch and Ladd’s (1997) 

claims were solely based on the analysis that included teacher reports and not the children’s 

reports of school liking. This is an example of adult’s perceptions having more power than 

children’s perceptions. Researchers must measure and trust children’s reports of their attitudes 

because they are the true source of such attitudes.  

Limitations 

While the SLAQ is an instrument that has been validated for use with kindergarteners, 

the modifications I made could have impacted the reliability and subsequent validity of the 

instrument. Although there is evidence that 3- and 5-point scales are appropriate to use with 

young children (Chamber & Johnson, 2002), the validation of the SLAQ was only verified with a 

3-point scale. The use of a 5-point scale in this study may have repercussions on the reliability of 

the responses. Since there are more response options, there is more opportunity for participants 

to vary in their responses. The internal consistencies obtained in this study were similar to those 

reported in Birch and Ladd (1997), suggesting that the modified scale did not notably impact the 

reliability of the instrument. 

Second, the interview question, “What makes you hate school?” seemed to be a sensitive 

topic that often resulted in no response or “nothing” responses from children. Children may 

monitor their responses when they are uncomfortable with an adult’s questions in an attempt to 

satisfy the adult (Clark, 2011).  Participants may have felt uncomfortable revealing that they 

“hated” school, concerned that I might disapprove or that I might tell another adult.  One 

suggestion by Clark (2011) is that child researchers should monitor children’s affective states 

and be open to flexibility in interviews in order to adjust their approach. If a child was reluctant 

to respond to the questions, I would rephrase it and ask, “What makes you not like school?”. This  
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question seemed to be a less uncomfortable prompt to the participants.  

This study focused on the external factors that influence school attitude and did not take 

personal variables into account. Many person-level factors contribute to children’s attitudes 

toward school such as gender, temperament, and feelings of academic competence. Ramey 

(1998) found that kindergarten girls reported liking school more than boys. According to 

Valiente, Lemery-Chalfant, & Castro, 2007), children’s emotional regulation, or their ability to 

control emotions, is linked to school liking. In addition, kindergartners’ reported competencies in 

math significantly predicted their attitudes toward school (Valeski & Stipek, 2001). Future 

research can identify how personal variables affect qualitative reports of school liking.  

The main limitation to this study was that the factors were not validated by the child 

participants suggesting interpretative validity threats. Since the study occurred at the end of the 

school year, there was not an opportunity to conduct member checking interviews. To establish 

credibility, member checking is performed to ensure that the researcher is accurately describing 

the experiences of the study participants (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). After the researcher has 

collected and analyzed the data, participants are invited to validate and confirm the researcher’s 

data interpretations (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). This method allows participants to correct any 

of the researcher’s misinterpretations. The difference between adult and child perspectives 

enhances the likelihood that adult researchers will inaccurately interpret child-reported data. 

Member checking should have taken place so that the child participants could have validated the 

adult-interpreted school liking and disliking factors. 

Finally, the perspectives of the children in this study do not generalize to all 

kindergartners. This was a small sample of children from one district in one state. This data may 

not be generalized to a larger population; nevertheless, these children’s perspectives are 
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important. This study, along with similar studies, could provide a foundation of literature that 

captures the unique childhood experience of entering formal schooling. This is a phenomenon 

that adult researchers can only attempt to understand through the perspectives of children.  

Conclusion 

School liking is essential to establishing children on a positive academic trajectory. In 

this study, kindergartners participated in survey research in a manner that allowed them to 

openly express their attitudes toward school. Participants completed a survey that quantified their 

attitude toward school and participated in interviews that qualitatively assessed the factors that 

contributed to their attitudes. In addition, by comparing kindergartners with low and high SL 

ratings, the influential factors that conveyed the differences in school liking were identified: type 

of school activities, play, and peer relationships. Of these factors, only peer relationships have 

been investigated in young children’s school attitude literature. Highlighting the benefit of 

including children in research was that children identified activities and play, factors that has not 

been investigated in the literature, as major contributors to their school liking. Future research 

may address the benefit the play and open-ended activities have on establishing positive school 

perceptions in kindergartners.  

Finally, the intention of this study was not to label children into groups, but rather to 

focus on the differences in the information that these children provided. Thus, I am not claiming 

that the participants with higher SL ratings were better or higher achieving students than the 

children with lower SL ratings. My primary purpose was to detect patterns in the factors to 

identify those that greatly influenced kindergarteners’ reports of school liking. Based on those 

factors, adults can concentrate on developing kindergarten practices that inspire positive attitudes 

toward school.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

 

A PRELIMINARY STUDY ON THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN KINDERGARTENERS’  

SELF-REPORTED SCHOOL READINESS AND SCHOOL LIKING 

 

Abstract 

Children voices in school readiness research are not considered and are not given due 

weight. This paper attempted to investigate kindergarteners’ perceptions of being ready for 

school. Since the central argument for school readiness is that children who enter school 

prepared will be successful later in school, it is imperative to determine how children’s views 

about school readiness are related to later school related outcomes such as attitudes toward 

school. A sample of 34 kindergartens were solicited to provide their perceptions of school 

readiness and ratings of school liking. A qualitative trend analysis confirmed that children’s 

voices regarding school readiness were related to their later success. Specifically, kindergartners’ 

school readiness perceptions that were centered on rules, routines, and tasks (work) of school 

were related to less positive attitudes toward school and perceptions centered on 

knowledge/skills (learning) and prosocial behaviors were related to more positive attitudes 

toward school. This preliminary study of qualitative trends in kindergarteners’ school readiness 

and school liking suggests that students will have better attitudes toward school if they perceive 

school to be intellectually and socially empowering rather than institutionally limiting.  
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A Preliminary Study of the Relationship between Kindergarteners’  

Self-reported School Readiness and School Liking 

Adults such as policymakers, researchers, parents, and teachers all have different 

understandings of what “being ready for school” means (Ackerman, D. J., & Barnett; 2005; 

Dockett & Perry, 2004; Snow, 2006). Regardless, the central argument for school readiness is 

that, “children’s skills at school entry are highly correlated with later skills” (Snow, 2006, p. 8). 

The desirability of school readiness lies within the notion that if children enter school prepared, 

then they will be successful throughout their schooling. 

However, some researchers have argued that the effect sizes between school entry skills 

and later skills do not indicate strong relationships.  In a meta-analysis of 70 longitudinal school 

readiness studies, La Paro and Pianta (2000) claimed that effect sizes between school entry skills 

and later skills were not large (r = .27 for social/behavioral outcomes and r = .49 for 

academic/cognitive outcomes). The results suggested that either the assessments of these skills 

were not valid or that the skills measured in the assessments were not predictors of later school 

achievement. La Paro and Pianta (2000) called for different ways of defining and measuring school 

readiness by stating that their results provided, “empirical support for assertions from qualitative 

and narrative reviews that defining and assessing "readiness" in terms other than children's skills 

and abilities would add important information to current assessment practices” (p. 475).  I propose 

redefining school readiness from the perceptions of children as they are the individuals’ newly 

experiencing school. 

Based on Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological perspective of development, the current study 

views children as an essential means to understanding school readiness. Bronfenbrenner’s theory 

(1979) viewed the individual’s surrounding social environments as a major influence on their 
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development. Based on his theory, research investigating children’s transition into Kindergarten 

has focused on children’s social influences (mainly parents and teachers) during the transition into 

school (Barnett & Taylor, 2009; Early, Pianta, Taylor, & Cox, 2001; La Paro, Kraft-Sayre, & 

Pianta, 2003; LoCasale-Crouch, Mashburn, Downer, & Pianta, 2008;  McWayne, Fantuzzo, 

Cohen, & Sekino, 2004; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 1999; Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000; Pianta 

& Rimm-Kaufman, 2006; Silver, Measelle, Armstrong, & Essex, 2005; Schulting, Malone, & 

Dodge, 2005; Sheridan, Knoche, Edwards, Bovaird, & Kupzyk, 2010). I argue that a weakness in 

the Kindergarten transition literature is the emphasis on different contexts rather than the 

development of the individual in these contexts. This is surprising since Bronfenbrenner (1999) 

does place emphasis on the individual in his person-process-context–time (PPCT) model as he 

states that “the characteristics of the person are both a producer and a product of development” 

(p.5). In this model, development takes place through reciprocal interactions between the active 

individual and their environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1999). The individual child is an active 

participant as they navigate their kindergarten transition.  

As active participants, children are able to report and express their views on the issues that 

affect them. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989; UNCRC) states 

that, “States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the 

right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being 

given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.” In regards to research, the 

UNCRC (2009) has specified that children have participatory rights to be included in research and 

that researchers should, “presume that the child has the capacity to form his or her own views” (p. 

6). The UNCRC holds that researchers have the responsibility, “to provide opportunities for young 

children, specifically under the age of eight, not only to express their views and experiences but 
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also for this information to be taken seriously” (Swadener, Peters, & Gaches, 2013, p. 191). Under 

the UNCRC framework, this study takes children’s views seriously and considers children to be 

capable of expressing their views and feelings about being ready to do well Kindergarten.  

 Prior research that has examined children’s perceptions of school readiness is typically 

conducted internationally (Di Santo & Berman, 2012; Dockett & Perry, 1995/2002/2003/2004; 

Kocyigit, 2014; Margetts, 2006; McGettigan & Gray, 2012). Although international researchers 

have investigated children’s views on school readiness, they do not address how these views are 

related to later school outcomes. For example, Dockett and Perry (1995/2002/2003/2004), 

researchers in Australia, have been the first to evaluate children’s perceptions of school readiness. 

Their research indicates that children have different feelings about being ready for school than 

adults. They argue that children’s perceptions contribute different information and should be 

considered as adults work to support children through the school transition (Dockett & Perry, 

2004). Dockett and Perry focus on describing children’s perceptions of school readiness but they 

do not address how these perceptions influence later school success.  

Since the central argument for school readiness is that children who enter school prepared 

will be successful later in school, it is imperative to determine how children’s views are linked to 

later school success outcomes. In this study, children will be reporting on their school success by 

rating their school liking. Researchers identify school readiness skills to predict school success; 

thus, school readiness is often associated with school success or school achievement. In the 

literature, school success is usually measured in two different ways. School success may include 

solely academic abilities, usually referred to as school achievement (Agostin & Bain, 1997; 

Duncan et al. 2007; McClelland, Acock, & Morrison, 2006), or it may include cognitive, social, 

and emotional outcomes (Denham et al., 2012; Eisenberg, Valiente, & Eggum, 2010; Hair, Halle, 
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Terry-Humen, Lavelle, & Calkins, 2006; Sabol & Pianta, 2012). Either way of measuring school 

success requires a standardized assessment of children’s achievement. Since this study sought to 

include children in research, it would not be appropriate to solicit children to report on their 

academic and social and emotional achievement. Therefore, this study examines school liking as 

an in indicator of school success and as an appropriate construct for children’s self-reports.  

School liking is a variable that has been linked to school success. First, parents and teachers 

want children to be happy as they transition into formal schooling. When parents and teachers are 

asked to identify what is important for children as they enter school, they mention that children 

should be happy at school (Dockett, Perry, & Tracey, 1997; Dockett & Perry, 2004). Second, 

research has indicated that young children who like school are more likely to achieve higher 

academically (Ladd, Buhs, & Seid, 2000; Ladd & Dinella, 2009; Ramey, Lanzi, Phillips, & 

Ramey, 1998; Valiente, Lemery-Chalfant, & Castro, 2007). Ladd, Buhs, and Seid (2000) found 

that children who reported positive school attitudes often participated in the classroom in adaptive 

ways and had higher levels of achievement. Additionally, the authors refuted the possibility of 

liking school being a result of school achievement by finding an insignificant relationship between 

early school achievement and later school liking (Ladd, Buhs, & Seid, 2000). Finally, Hauser-

Cram, Durand, and Warfield (2007) found that school liking, reported by impoverished special 

needs Kindergartners, was significantly related to fifth grade literacy scores (r = .31, p < .01). 

Furthermore, this correlation was similar to the relationship between kindergarten literacy and later 

fifth grade literacy (r = .34, p < .01).  Hauser-Cram, Durand, and Warfield (2007) claimed that 

feelings about school “adds important and unique variance to the prediction of fifth-grade literacy” 

(p. 167).  Since there is a relationship between liking school and achievement, this study assess 

school success through children’s reports of school liking. 
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Statement of the Problem 

Nationally, children’s voices in school readiness research are not considered. In an effort 

to include children in redefining school readiness, this study will investigate school readiness 

through the perspective of the child. School readiness will be defined by the school readiness 

themes reported by child participants. Additionally, if children’s views about school readiness are 

to be given due weight, an examination of how those views relate to later school success outcomes 

needs to be conducted. Children’s perceptions of school readiness will be compared to later school 

attitudes (i.e. school liking). To conduct a preliminary examination of the relation between 

children’s perceptions of school readiness and their later school success, I purpose the following 

research question: what qualitative trends emerge between children’s self-reported school 

readiness at Kindergarten entry and their self-reported school liking at the end of Kindergarten? 

Method 

Sample 

Participants were recruited from four schools from a southern Arizona school district that 

primarily served Hispanic students. Following the Institution Review Board procedures, the 

school district, principals, teachers, and parents provided written consent for children’s 

participation in the study. Approximately 140 parents were recruited through a letter that was 

attached to homework packets and 36 parents consented on behalf of their children. The parents 

and teachers of the kindergarten participants provided written consent as well as home and 

school background information. Two participants did not complete the study: one declined to 

finish part 1 of the study and one left the district before part 2 of the study began.  

The final sample included 34 kindergarteners between the ages of 65 and 80 months (M = 

74.1 months/6.2 years, SD = 3.6 months). Of the final sample, 60% (n = 21) of the participants 
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were male and 14% (n = 14) were female. Prior to kindergarten, 76% (n = 26) of the sample had 

attended some form of early childhood education (day care/child care/preschool) for a period 

ranging between one to five years. 

Design 

 This was a qualitative, two-part study. Part 1 was conducted in Fall 2015 and part 2 was 

completed in Spring 2016. 

Part 1- School Readiness. Part 1 investigated kindergarteners’ feeling of school 

readiness. During the first half of the school year (September- December 2015), children 

assented to participate and then partook in interviews lasting between 5-30 minutes. The 

researcher/interviewer had experience conversing with children as she was an early childhood 

teacher for two years and a substitute preschool teacher at the time. The interviews determined 

what children thought school readiness meant through open ended questions. Additionally, the 

children participated in a “pots and seeds” activity to rate their feelings of readiness for school. 

The props for this activity were planting pots and tree seeds to reflect a typical Kindergarten 

activity: planting seeds. The activity was developed based on Thomas and O’kane’s (1998/1999) 

“Pots and Beans” activity. In the “pots and seeds” activity, children defined what they believed 

to be aspects of readiness (e.g. making friends and knowing math) and then rated their level of 

school readiness in each of those aspects. The pots represented the different aspects of readiness 

as the child told the interviewer what to write on the pots. Then, the child was asked to put one, 

two, three, or four seeds in each pot to represent “how ready you feel”: 1= not at all, 2= a little, 

3= sort of, 4= a lot. The interview was audio-recorded with child participants’ knowledge. 

The themes that emerged from these interviews were Rules, Routines, Knowledge and 

Skills, Tasks, Prosocial Behaviors, and Dispositions (see Table 1). According to children, school 
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Table 1 

 

School Readiness Domains and Descriptions  

 

Theme 

 

Description 

 

Examples 

Rules Knowledge of and adherence 

to the classroom/school 

behavioral expectations  

- Well it's important we need to 

listen. 

- Being ready means to be quiet 

and don't talk while you eat with 

your mouth full. 

Routines Awareness of procedures, 

series of events, sequence of 

actions at home and school 

as well as necessary 

resources 

- And we do the calendar…that's 

what we do first always. 

- Get up really early. 

- Get your own jacket if, if you're 

cold. 

Tasks Active engagement in 

classroom work/school 

assignments 

- So, we got to finish our work. 

- We need to color the letters we 

learned today. 

- [Do] Math workshop. 

Knowledge and skills Specific knowledge and 

learning ability needed at 

school  

- Know very important things.  

- You have to know your ABCs. 

- Learning about doing stuff that 

we don't know.  

Prosocial behaviors Positive interactions with 

others and social 

responsibility  

- Wipe the tables, then that's nice 

and, that's not a hard thing. 

- Friends help friends read. 

- And play with your friends nice. 

Dispositions Student’s emotional and 

physical feelings or 

characteristics  

- Don’t be scared. 

- Get excited. 

- It’s tiring. 

 

 

readiness meant being able to know and adhere to the rules at school (Rules), uphold daily 

routines (Routines), do work (Tasks), learn new things (Knowledge and Skills), interact with 

others (Prosocial Behaviors), and prepare for different emotional and physical feelings at school 

(Dispositions). For a descriptive qualitative report, please see Mora, Chapter 2. In March 2016, 

22% of the participants participated in member checks, or follow-up interviews, lasting between 

5-10 minutes and verified the themes that emerged during the school readiness interviews.  
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Part 2- School Liking. Part 2 investigated kindergarteners’ feelings of liking school. At 

the end of the school year (April/May 2016), children participated in a second interview to 

determine and discuss each child participant’s school liking. First, participants responded to an 

open-ended interview to identify aspects about school that they liked and disliked (see Chapter 3 

for a qualitative report). Then, participants completed the School Liking and Avoidance 

Questionnaire (SLAQ, Ladd & Price, 1987). The interviews were audio-recorded with the child 

participants’ knowledge. 

The SLAQ is a 14 item instrument created to measure children’s school liking and school 

avoidance. The school liking subscale includes nine items, such as “Is school fun?” and “Do you 

hate school?”. The school avoidance subscale includes five items, such as “Do you wish you 

didn't have to go to school?” and “Would you like it if your Mom or Dad let you stay home from 

school?”.  SLAQ items are closed-ended as the response choices are based on a 3-point scale 

(yes, sometime, or no). The instrument has been validated to use with kindergarteners (Ladd, 

Buhs, & Seid, 2000; Ladd, Kochenderfer, & Coleman, 1996; Smith, 2011). According to Birch 

and Ladd (1997), internal consistency reliabilities were strong for the school liking (α = .87) and 

school avoidance (α = .76) subscales. On the current sample, Cronbach's alphas were similar 

(school liking α = .84; school avoidance α = .73).  

The administration of the SLAQ was modified so that children participated in an activity 

rather than a standard survey. The response scale was presented visually rather than orally as 

typically done in the SLAQ.  Lewis and Lindsay (2000) suggest using a visual scale tool in 

which children can manipulate props/materials to reveal their responses. The use of visual aids 

allows children multiple methods to comprehend the task; for example, they can visually 

distinguish between the multiple response choices.  
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Since the participants were familiar with the pots and seeds props from Part 1, the pots and seed 

were used as a visual representation of the SLAQ response scale. Five pots with different colored 

rims ranging from blue to yellow (dark blue, pale blue, white, pale yellow, and dark yellow) 

were presented to the participant (see Image 1). Each pot had a black chalk board label so that 

the child could write the response options on the pots. I told the participants that one color 

represented yes and the other represented no. The participant chose which color meant yes and 

no to them and wrote the response options on the corresponding pot. For example, if the      

participant chose yellow to represent yes and blue to represent no, I instructed her to write a large 

yes on the dark yellow, a small yes on the pale yellow, a question mark on white for I don’t 

know, a small no on pale blue, and a large no on dark blue (i.e. YES, yes, ?, no, NO). Once the 

participant had finished labeling their pots, I pointed to each pot and verbally explained the 

response options (a lot yes, a little bit yes, I don’t know, a little bit no and a lot no).  

It should be noted that the SLAQ uses a 3-point scale when administered to 

kindergartners and a 5-point scale when administered to older children in 4th grade and higher 

(Smith, 2011). For this study, a 5-point scale was more appropriate because it allowed 

participants to express the degree of their opinions or beliefs. A 3-point scale only measures 

young children’s agreement (yes or no) to items and overlooks the intensity of children’s 

agreements. Since the purpose of this study was not to limit children’s expressions of their 

school liking, a 5-point scale was more appropriate to capture the degree of their school 

liking/disliking. Therefore, the SLAQ scale was opened to a 5-point scale.  

Once the pots had been arranged, I gave the participant a bag of seeds. Each seed had a 

number that indicated a questionnaire item. The participant would pick a seed, tell me the 

number, I would read the corresponding item, and the participant would respond by placing their 
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Image 1. Pots and Seeds Visual Survey Scale. 

seed in one of the pots to indicate their response.  The participant was allowed an unlimited 

amount of time to arrange their seed in a pot. If I noticed hesitation, I asked the participant if 

they wanted me to read the item again. After the questionnaire was complete, I thanked the 

participant for their participation.  

Data Analyses 

This project was initially a mixed-methods project. I intended to conduct a regression 

analysis on children’s school readiness ratings and school liking ratings. However, the method 

for collecting children’s school readiness ratings allowed for too much missing data. Since 

children defined their own unique aspects of readiness to rate in the “pots and seeds” activity, 

most children did not rate their readiness on all six school readiness themes. For example, a child 

may have just rated their readiness for two themes if they said it was important to make friends 

(coded as Prosocial Behavior) and know math (coded as Knowledge and Skills). These ratings 

did not make up a comprehensive school readiness score.  

Therefore, to explore associations between children’s self-reported school readiness and 

school liking, a qualitative comparative analysis was conducted using two case-ordered 

predictor-outcome matrices (Miles & Huberman, 1994). A case-ordered predictor-outcome 
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matrix is explanatory, allowing the researcher to see the effects of predictor variables on 

outcome variables (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Cases (participants) are ranked in order based on 

the outcome variable score so that trends from the predictor variables can be visually identified. 

The visual matrix organizes a large amount of data into a visual scale that allows the researcher 

to see patterns. For instance, I could see kindergarteners with high SL rankings rated school 

readiness higher than kindergarteners with low SL rankings. From patterns indicated in the 

matrices, “the analyst begins to piece together this mosaic by looking for possible explanatory 

configurations, and cycling back to the case-level reports to see whether the emerging picture 

makes sense” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.216). From the initial predictor-outcome patterns 

identified in the matrices, the researcher delves further into the predictor variables to identify the 

context of the trends.  

In this case, the outcome variable was school liking scaled into five ordinal groups based 

on children’s ratings: 1 = Lowest Liking, 2 = Low Liking, 3 = Average Liking, 4 = High Liking 

and 5 = Highest Liking. Participants were rank ordered according to their school liking ratings 

and assigned to a group depending on their school liking score. To assign cases to a school liking 

group, cases were divided into 5 equal groups using cut scores for the following percentiles: 20, 

40, 60, and 80. The predictor variables were the frequencies and ratings in the six themes of 

school readiness established by Kindergarteners in Mora, Comp 2 (Rules, Routines, Knowledge 

and Skills, Tasks, Prosocial Behaviors, and Dispositions).  

The first matrix depicted the school liking ratings (outcome) and the school readiness 

ratings in each domain (predictors) (Appendix A). For each participant, school readiness ratings 

were scaled 1-4:  1= not at all ready, 2= a little ready, 3= sort of ready, and 4= a lot ready. If 

participants had not mentioned a school readiness theme, the cell was left blank. To identify 
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more patterns, a second matrix was constructed by scaling children’s school readiness response 

frequencies in each domain (Appendix B). Here, participants’ responses in each theme were 

scaled based on frequency: 1 = 1 response, 2 = 2 responses, 3 = 3 responses, 4 = 4 responses, 

and 5= 5+ responses. Again, if participants had not mentioned a school readiness theme, the cell 

was left blank. In each matrix, the scales were indicated by symbols. This graphic representation 

allowed for ease in visualizing patterns.  

From the matrices, groups’ response ratings and frequencies were graphed to further 

compare differences between SL groups. Then, group response data were explored to gather the 

context (subdomains) in which patterns were emerging. This analyses provided a method to 

explore initial patterns between the school readiness predictors (frequency and ratings of themes) 

and the school liking outcome.  

Results 

School Liking Ratings  

Participants reported more high scores of school liking than low scores as demonstrated 

by the negatively skewed school liking ratings, -2.01 (SE = .04). The median school liking rating 

was 4.44 (range = 1.86- 5.00). For evidence of validity, school liking ratings were correlated to 

school avoidance ratings. An inverse relationship between school liking and school avoidance 

was expected due to the notion that school liking causes approach rather than avoidance (Ladd, 

Buhs, & Seid, 2000). Since school liking ratings were non-normal, a nonparametric test, 

Kendall’s tau, was used to find the relationship between the two subscales. As expected, school 

liking ratings were negatively correlated with school avoidance ratings, τ = -.52, p <.01. 

After ranking participants by their average school liking rating, five groups of school 

liking were established with cut scores. The lowest school liking (SL) group was identified by 
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the 20th percentile (cut score of 3.91), low SL group by the 40th percentile (cut score of 4.38), 

average SL group by the 60th percentile (cut score of 4.62), high SL group by the 80th percentile 

(cut score of 4.87) and the highest SL group by the scores above the 80th percentile. Each group 

was made of six or seven participants.  

School Readiness Ratings 

In reviewing the ratings matrix, patterns between school liking ratings and school 

readiness ratings were not evident (Appendix A). This was most likely due to the lack of 

variance in school readiness rating since most participants reported high readiness scores in all 

domains.  

To further investigate trends between liking ratings and school readiness ratings, average 

readiness ratings for each SL group were graphically compared (Figure 1). Three outliers 

emerged from this data visualization. First, the average SL group reported lower readiness in the 

Rules domain than any other SL group. Participants with average SL ratings reported being not 

at all ready to a little bit ready (M = 1.90) to follow school rules compared to the other groups 

who reported higher readiness (M = 3.50-4.00). Thus, participants who had average SL where 

least likely to report that they were ready to follow rules. 

Second, the low SL group reported lower readiness in the Prosocial domain than the other 

SL groups. The low SL group reported being a little bit to sort of ready to engage in Prosocial 

Behaviors at school (M = 2.50) while the other groups reported higher readiness (M = 3.34-3.77) 

in the Prosocial Behavior domain. Participants who reported low prosocial readiness in the 

beginning of the year were likely to report low SL at the end of the year. 

Finally, readiness in the Dispositions domain was the most variable between groups. 

Participants from the lowest SL (M = 2.50) and high SL (M = 1.00) groups reported lower 
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readiness to cope with Dispositions encountered at school than the low SL (M = 4.00) and 

highest SL groups (M = 4.00). Participants in the average SL group did not mention dispositions 

being a part of school readiness so they did not rate their readiness in the Dispositions domain. 

The trend in the Disposition domain was inconclusive.  

School Readiness Response Frequencies 

 Patterns between school liking response frequencies and school readiness ratings were 

evident in the frequency matrix (Appendix B). First, in the rules domain, participants in lower SL 

groups seemed to mention more rules than participants in the higher SL group. For routines, the 

low to average SL groups seemed to mention rules more than the higher SL groups. Tasks 

seemed to be mentioned similarly across groups. Knowledge and skills seemed to be mentioned 

more by higher SL groups than lower SL groups. In the prosocial domain, higher SL groups 

seemed to have higher frequencies than lowers SL groups. Finally, the disposition was variable 

across groups.  

These patterns were further analyzed by graphically comparing frequencies in each 

domain for each SL group (Figure 2). Rules, routines, and tasks illustrated a negative trend and 

prosocial skills and knowledge illustrated a positive trend on school liking. Dispositions 

illustrated a no trend. For clarity, each domain was grouped into positive and negative trends 

(Figures 3-5). None of the trends were linear suggesting that a relationship exists but may be 

weak. The trends for each domain, as well as the context of these trends, are discussed below. 

Rules. In the Rules domain, a negative trend emerged indicating that SL increased as 

mention of rules decreased. Participants in the lower SL groups mentioned more rules than 

participants in the highest SL group. Participants in the highest SL group (n = 4, 8%) mentioned 
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rules very rarely compared to children from the other SL groups who mentioned rules more 

frequently (lowest SL, n = 18, 35%; low SL, n = 9, 18%; average SL, n = 8, 16%; high SL, n =   

 

 

Figure 1. Average readiness ratings in each school readiness domain by school liking groups. 
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Figure 2. Response frequencies in each school readiness domain by school liking groups. 

 

 

Figure 3. Negative trends between school readiness domains and school liking levels. 

 

 

Figure 4. Positive trends between school readiness domains and school liking levels. 
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12, 24%). With the exception of the high SL group, participants who perceived rules to be a 

prevalent factor in school readiness tended to have lower school liking ratings. 

Context trends. Three subdomains of rules were observed: rules regarding proper 

behavior (behaviors to be performed), rules regarding improper behavior (behaviors to be 

avoided), and complying with the teacher’s rules (respecting teacher authority) (Figure 5). Out of  

the rules responses, proper behaviors were mentioned most by the sample followed by improper 

behavior and teacher compliance. All subdomains showed a similar negative trend, however this 

trend was most pronounced in the responses regarding improper behavior. Participants with the 

lowest SL (n = 7, 64%) ratings mentioned improper behaviors or behaviors to avoid more than 

any other group (low SL, n = 1, 9%; average SL, n = 2, 18%; highest SL, n = 1, 9%). Since 

improper behaviors indicated behaviors that students should avoid (Don't say mean words and 

Make sure you don't rip books) it seemed children with the lowest SL ratings were preoccupied 

with what they couldn’t or shouldn’t do at school.  

 

Figure 5. Context trends for Rules subdomains by school liking levels. 
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Routines. A negative trend emerged indicating that SL increased as mention of routines 

decreased. Participants with low (n = 12, 27%) and average SL (n = 12, 27%) mentioned 

routines the most of any SL group (lowest SL, n = 7, 15%; high SL, n = 8, 18%; highest SL, n = 

6, 13%). With the exception of the lowest SL group, this pattern indicated that participants who 

perceived routines to be a prevalent factor in school readiness tended to have lower school liking 

ratings. 

Context trends.  The subdomains for the routines theme were: school routines (routines 

performed at school), daily supplies/materials (proper daily resources), and home routines 

(routines performed at home to prepare for school) (Figure 6). School routines were mentioned 

most often (If the bell rings, you have to get in line, and you always grab your backpack.). An 

interesting trend in the routine responses was that there was a steady decline of school routine 

mentions from the low to highest SL level (low SL, n = 9, 41%; average SL, n = 6, 27%; high 

SL, n = 4, 18%; highest SL, n = 1, 5%). Thus, it appeared that school liking increased if children 

were less concerned with the school routines.  

 

Figure 6. Context trends for Routines subdomains by school liking levels. 
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Tasks. In the tasks domain, a slight negative trend emerged indicating that SL increased 

as mentions of routines decreased. In the task domain children in the lowest SL (n = 6, 27%) and 

low SL (n = 6, 27%) group mentioned tasks more than children in the average SL (n = 3, 14%) 

and high SL groups (n = 2, 9%). Yet, mentions of tasks did increase in the highest SL level (n = 

5, 23%) suggesting the trend was fairly weak.  

 Context trends. Tasks were referred to in two contexts: general work (executing general 

school work; So, we got to finish our work) and subject specific work (executing 

math/reading/writing activities; Uh, working on writing) (Figure 7). Both contexts did indicate 

negative trends with the lower SL groups providing more references than the higher SL groups. 

A more pronounced trend emerged in the general work context (lowest SL, n = 6, 46%; low SL, 

n = 1, 8%; average SL, n = 2, 15%; high SL, n = 2, 15 %; highest SL, n = 4, 15%) than the 

subject-specific work context (lowest SL, n = 0; low SL, n = 5, 56%; average SL, n = 1, 11%; 

high SL, n = 0, 15 %; highest SL, n = 3, 33%). Participants in the lower SL group mentioned 

general and subject specific tasks more than any other SL groups, suggesting that SL decreases 

the more children view school as a work-oriented operation.   

 

Figure 7. Context trends for Tasks subdomains by school liking levels. 
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Knowledge and Skills. A positive trend appeared indicating that SL increased as 

mentions of learning increased. In Knowledge and Skills, children with higher SL scores (high 

SL, n = 5, 23%; highest SL, n = 7, 32%) seemed to mention more Knowledge and Skills than 

children with lower SL scores (lowest SL, n = 3, 14%; low SL, n = 5, 23%). The average SL 

group made the least mentions to Knowledge and skills (n = 2, 9%). With the exception of the 

average SL group, the results indicated that participants who found Knowledge and Skills to be a 

prevalent aspect of school readiness were likely to have higher SL scores.  

Context trends. Knowledge and Skills was divided into three subdomains: 

general learning (You need to be ready to learn), learning math (It's important to learn math), 

and learning how to read and write (Learn how to read) (Figure 8). All groups made a similar 

amount of references to reading and writing knowledge suggesting that these skills are important 

to all students’ perceptions of being ready for school (lowest SL, n = 2, 14%; low SL, n = 4, 

29%; average SL, n = 2, 14%; high SL, n = 2, 14%; highest SL, n = 4, 29%). However, children 

with higher SL scores (high SL, n = 1, 33 %; highest SL, n = 2, 67%) made more references to 

math learning than children in the other SL levels (lowest SL, n = 0; low SL, n = 0; average SL, 

n = 0). This indicates that children who are aware of the importance of math knowledge in 

addition to reading and writing are likely to have higher SL ratings. 

 

Figure 8. Context trends for Knowledge and Skills subdomains by school liking levels. 

Lowest Low Average High Highest
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Reading and writing 2 4 2 2 4
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Prosocial Behaviors. For Prosocial Behaviors, a positive trend emerged (Figure 9). SL 

increased as mentions of prosocial behaviors increased. Participants with higher SL scores 

(average SL, n = 7, 28%; high SL, n = 7, 28%; highest SL, n = 5, 20%) mentioned prosocial 

behaviors more than children with low SL scores (lowest SL, n = 2, 8%; low SL, n = 4, 16%). 

The highest SL group did mention less prosocial behaviors than the average and high group but 

still made more references than the low and lowest group.  It seemed that participants who 

considered prosocial skills to be an important factor of school readiness, tended to have higher 

ratings of liking school. 

Context trends. Prosocial behaviors were in the context of interacting with friends and 

peers (Um, if someone is sad, you can play with them), teachers (always help the teacher), and 

the school community (You need to be kind to everybody… in [school]) in a positive manner. 

Most prosocial mentions were related to participants’ friendships with peers (i.e. sharing, being 

kind, helping friends). Participants in the lower SL groups (lowest SL, n = 2, 16%; low SL, n = 

3, 19%; average SL, n = 1, 6%). mentioned prosocial behaviors with peers less than participants 

in the higher SL groups (high SL, n = 6, 38%; highest SL, n = 4, 25%). This suggests that school 

liking increases in participants who are concerned about interacting positively with peers.

 

Figure 9. Context trends for Prosocial Behaviors subdomains by school liking levels. 

Lowest Low Average High Highest
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Dispositions. No trends were observed in the dispositions domain (lowest SL, n = 2, 

33%; low SL, n = 1, 17%, average SL, n = 0; high SL, n = 1, 17%; highest SL, n = 2, 33%) 

(Figure 10). Participants from the lower SL groups and higher SL groups similarly mentioned 

dispositions, suggesting that children’s different feelings at school do not impact their school 

liking.  Trends in the Dispositions domains of school readiness were unclear possibly due to the 

rarity in disposition responses. Only six mentions of dispositions were cited by the sample of 

participants. Half of the disposition responses were in regards to emotional dispositions (Uh, you 

will be shy) and half were in regards to physical dispositions ([You need] energy!). It is possible 

that participants did not want to discuss feelings that occur at school or it is possible that they did 

not consider individual dispositions to be a major factor in school readiness.  

 

Figure 10. Context trends for Dispositions subdomains by school liking levels. 

 Overall general trends.  School liking seemed to decrease when cases perceived rules, 

routines, and tasks to be important factors of school readiness. Participants who perceived school 

readiness to be more about rules regarding improper behavior, school routines, and school work 

tasks tended to have lower SL ratings. Conversely, SL seemed to increase when cases mentioned 

more knowledge and skills and prosocial behaviors as factors of school readiness. Participants 
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who perceived school readiness to be more about subject specific (math and reading) learning 

and prosocial relationships with peers tended to have higher SL ratings. No trends were observed 

in the disposition domain. 

Discussion 

In an effort to give children’s voices due weight in school readiness research, this study 

qualitatively identified how kindergartener’s perceptions of school readiness in the beginning of 

school were related to their later school liking ratings. School readiness was qualitatively defined 

by participants as the following domains: being able to know and adhere to the rules at school 

(Rules), being able to uphold daily routines (Routines), working (Tasks), learning (Knowledge 

and Skills), interacting with others (Prosocial Behaviors), and being prepared for different 

emotional and physical feelings at school (Dispositions). The frequencies and ratings of each 

domain of school readiness were compared to school liking scores. To find trends between 

school readiness and school liking, participants were ranked based on their school liking scores 

(quantitatively measured with the SLAQ). Because most participants reported high levels of 

readiness in all school readiness domains, kindergarteners’ ratings of school readiness did not 

reveal any patterns when compared to school liking. The high readiness ratings suggested that 

kindergarteners were eager to do well in school and be ready for school.  

Yet, patterns were found when comparing response frequencies in school readiness 

domains to the school liking ranks. In the qualitative comparative analysis two significant trends 

emerged between school readiness and school liking. First, school liking tended to decrease 

when participants emphasized that school readiness was about the rules, routines, and tasks 

(work) of school. Second, school liking tended to increase when participants emphasized that 

school readiness was about knowledge/skills (learning) and prosocial behaviors. 
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The rules, routines, and task themes of school readiness all highlight the institutional 

challenges of school (Harrison & Murray, 2014). Children must follow the expectations of 

school such as following the rules and routines and staying on task. Prior international research 

has indicated that young children are aware of the institutional expectations of school to 

understand and follow the rules and procedures in their classrooms (Cunningham, 2011; Dockett 

& Perry, 2004; Di Santo & Berman, 2012; Einarsdottir, 2011; Joerdens, 2014; Kocyigit, 2014; 

Peters, 2012; Margetts, 2006; McGettigan & Gray, 2012; Yeo & Clark, 2005). They also are 

aware of the institutional expectations of work in formal schooling. More specifically, children 

view work as academic-based tasks in formal schooling and work as play-based in preschool (Di 

Santo & Berman, 2012; Einarsdottir, 2010; Einarsdottir, 2011; Kocyigit, 2014; Loizou, 2011; 

Margetts & Phatudi, 2013; McGettigan & Gray, 2012; Peters, 2000; Peters, 2012; Potter & 

Briggs, 2003; White & Sharp, 2007). Following the rules and routines and work expectations are 

the parameters in which children understand the institution of school. 

It is assumed that children who are competent in following institutional expectations will 

do well to school. For instance, teachers judge kindergarteners’ school readiness on their ability 

to meet the classroom expectations. Teachers often report that readiness for school is based on 

students’ abilities to follow directions and work independently (Lin, Lawrence, & Gorrell, 2003; 

Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta, & Cox, 2000). Children who adapt to the classroom expectations adjust 

well to school (Perry & Weinstein, 1998; Rimm-Kaufman, Curby, Grimm, Nathanson, & Brock, 

2009).  

One question was why the participants who seemed to be aware of the institutional 

expectations at the beginning of kindergarten tended to develop negative attitudes toward school. 

A possible explanation is that these institutional expectations limited rather than empowered 
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students. While exploring children’s perspectives of transitioning into formal schooling, Loizou 

(2011) took an empowerment perspective and analyzed children’s feelings of power, or a sense 

of control, in formal schooling. Interestingly, children could view institutional expectations like 

rules, routines, and work as either empowering or limiting. For instance, some children viewed 

school work as empowering because they felt challenged by the assignments while some felt 

limited by the rigid program structure and overwhelming amount of work (Loizou, 2011). 

Loizou (2011) warned that a rigid classroom structure could “lower children’s free spirit, self-

confidence and self-esteem and create negative feelings towards school” (p. 50). It is possible 

that the participants who focused on the institutional challenges of school developed negative 

attitudes toward school because they felt limited by the expectations to comply with rules, 

routines, and school work.  

On the other hand, participants who mentioned knowledge and skills (learning) as part of 

school readiness tended to have higher levels of SL. The Tasks and Knowledge and Skills 

domains were very similar in that both domains referred to classroom activities. However, in 

coding the responses it was clear that some children referred to classroom activities as work (I 

just, I work with my papers) and some referred to them as learning (To learn stuff and to learn 

reading). Similarly, Wing (1995) and Chapparo and Hopper (2001) found that young students 

categorize classroom assignments differently: some assignments are defined as work, some are 

defined as play, and some are defined as somewhere in between. Much like children may view 

activities on a work-play continuum, it seemed like participants viewed activities on a working-

learning continuum. Learning was characterized as gaining knowledge whereas working was 

characterized as staying on task. The participants who viewed school as a space for learning 

rather than working, may have perceived assignments as empowering rather than limiting. This 
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would explain why participants who emphasized learning tended to have positive attitudes 

toward school.  

Positive attitudes were also related to prosocial behaviors. The prosocial behavior themes 

of school readiness highlighted the interpersonal challenges of school. Prosocial behaviors were 

strongly related to school liking scores when responses referred to relationships with peers. Peer 

friendships are correlated to prosocial behaviors although it is unclear whether prosocial 

behaviors produce friendships or if friendships instigate prosocial development (Sebanc, 2003). 

Regardless, prior research has indicated that kindergartners who have friends and maintain 

friendships have significantly higher school liking than students who do not have peer 

relationships (Jackson & Cartmel, 2010; Ladd, 1990; Ladd & Coleman, 1997; Ladd & Price, 

1987; Margetts, 2002). This trend has also been observed with preschoolers. Preschoolers with 

prosocial play behaviors display more positive attitudes toward learning than children who are 

less engaged in peer play (Coolahan, Fantuzzo, Mendez, & McDermott, 2000). But in 

kindergarten, the quantity of prosocial behaviors and friendships could be less important than the 

quality.  

Students with friendships may have better attitudes toward school because they have a 

source of emotional support (Ladd, 1990). In this study, participants in the higher SL groups 

tended to mention specific prosocial behaviors such as use kind words and if someone got hurt 

you could help them up. Whereas, participants in the lower SL groups tended to mention general 

prosocial behaviors: play with my friend and make some friends. Participants with more 

advanced prosocial behaviors might consider peers as support systems rather than playmates. For 

instance, a coping strategy in kindergarten is to seek the support of a peer. Harrison and Murray 

(2014) found that new kindergarteners typically relied on the school rules when confronted with 
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a challenge at school. However, toward the end of the year, children used more constructive 

solutions to cope with challenges such as soliciting support from a peer. Thus, children who have 

peer support systems to effectively cope with school challenges may have more positive attitudes 

toward school.  

This study has confirmed that children’s voices regarding school readiness in the 

beginning of kindergarten are related to their school adjustment at the end of kindergarten. 

Specifically, kindergartners’ school readiness perceptions that are centered on rules, routines, 

and tasks (work) of school are related to less positive attitudes toward school and perceptions 

centered on knowledge/skills (learning) and prosocial behaviors are related to more positive 

attitudes toward school at the end of kindergarten. These findings are based on qualitative trends, 

none of which were linear. In the future, research can establish methods and assessments for 

capturing children’s reports on their comprehensive school readiness and inferential studies can 

seek to provide evidence that children’s perceived readiness is significantly related to later 

school success. 

Limitations 

Missing data for school readiness affected the analysis of this project. The methods used 

to gather reports of school readiness did not provide a comprehensive school readiness score. 

During the school readiness pots and seeds activity, if children did not mention a school 

readiness domain, they did not rate their readiness in that domain. Although this resulted in 

several missing data points, the activity allowed children to express their individual perception of 

school readiness. The purpose of this study was to allow children to define school readiness. If I 

had developed or utilized a standard school readiness survey, it is likely that it would not capture 

all the domains that the participants identified as school readiness. A challenge for child 
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researchers who want to incorporate children’s rights and participation in research, is that 

quantitative survey instruments are constructed by adults. Therefore, children respond to surveys 

that measure adults’ perceptions regarding the child-related construct. In order to measure child-

related constructs more effectively, future researchers can consider how to involve children in 

research to define child-related constructs and then to co-construct survey instruments. For 

example, participants in this study identified six domains of school readiness. If I had the 

foresight, I could have solicited them to co-create a school readiness survey that measured 

children’s readiness in all six domains. With a co-constructed survey, I could have captured a 

comprehensive school readiness score for each participant.  

Internal validity threats were present in part 2 of the study since data triangulation was 

not conducted for school liking. Data triangulation, the use of multiple data sources to measure 

one variable, would have lessened the internal validity threats (Johnson & Christensen, 2012). 

The school liking interview data was not considered in this study. In the interviews, children 

mentioned factors that positively and negatively affected their liking of school.  Further analysis 

of this data could provide a more thorough interpretation of the relationship between conceptions 

of school readiness and subsequent school liking. 

Extraneous variables that could impact the relationship between school readiness and 

school liking were not investigated in this qualitative analysis. Person-level variables like age, 

gender, temperament, social class, and feelings of academic competence are likely to impact 

school liking. For example, gender has an effect on school liking with girls reporting higher 

school liking than boys (Valeski & Stipek, 2001; Ramey, 1998). Other school-level variables 

were also not explored in this study. Prior research has claimed that the teacher-child relationship 

and classroom structure affect kindergartners’ school liking. Children who have conflict driven 
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relationships with their teachers (Ladd & Burgess, 2001) and who are in a rigidly structured 

classroom (Valeski & Stipek, 2001) tend to report negative attitudes toward school. The findings 

here are preliminary and do not provide inferential evidence for the relationship between 

children’s perceived school readiness and their reports of school liking. 

In addition, this study does not consider the social environment that impacts 

kindergartners’ adjustment to school.  From a bioecological perspective, parents, families, 

teachers, schools, and communities compose the microsystem that directly affect how a child 

adjusts to school (Margetts, 2006b). Because the purpose of this project was to capture 

kindergartners experiences, it did not investigate how these social actors impacted participants’ 

views of school readiness or attitudes toward school.  

Implications 

I hope that this study provides adults insight to the kindergarten experience so that they 

can develop practices and policies that enhance children’s early school experiences and establish 

students on a successful academic trajectory. From here, adults can think about how to relate to 

new students in a manner that embraces them into the institution of school. “By considering how 

children themselves experience transition, and reflecting on this from parental and professional 

viewpoints, we can begin to bridge from practice through research to policy change” (Dunlop, 

2006, p. 155). Children, like all human beings, deserve to be heard and encouraged to flourish in 

their environments.  

This preliminary study of qualitative trends in children’s school readiness and school 

liking suggests that students will have better attitudes toward school if they perceive school to be 

intellectually and socially empowering rather than institutionally limiting. Adults can focus on 

school entry practices that introduce young children to formal schooling in a manner that is 
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empowering in order to foster positive school attitudes. Fabian (2002) defines empowerment as 

“having control over the course of one’s life and being proactive” (p. 127). In order to feel 

empowered individuals must have choices in which they can decide the best course of action 

(Fabian, 2002). Even the institutional aspects of school can be empowering to young children. 

For instance, some kindergarteners find the responsibility of adhering to school rules and 

routines to be empowering because they feel older and independent (Loizou, 2011). Loizou 

(2011) suggests that adults, “need to empower children to shape their culture and identity as 

active citizens of the world, starting from school” (p. 54). Thus, young students need an 

environment in which they have choices and voices: choices to shape their environment and 

behavior and voices to express their opinions and needs. 

This study provides preliminary evidence that children’s conceptions of school readiness 

are related to their later school liking. This relationship suggests that future researchers, parents, 

teachers, and policy makers should take children’s perceptions on school readiness seriously and 

give their views due weight. In addition, this study contributes to the international literature on 

children’s perceptions of school readiness. Together this literature builds a foundation of 

evidence that young children can reliably and validly participate in research. I hope to encourage 

future researchers to position young children as trustworthy informants. Children have the right 

to express their views in research. Conceivably, based on this study and the associated body of 

literature, adults can identify ways to support children in attaining the competencies they feel 

they need to be ready for school. Only by listening to children can adults ensure that they are 

fully meeting children’s needs in their transition into school.  
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Appendix A 

 

Matrix: School Readiness Rating X School Liking Rankings 
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Prosocial 

Behaviors Dispositions

1.89 1

1.89 2

2 3

3.33 4

3.89 5

3.89 6

3.89 7

4 8

4.11 9

4.11 10

4.22 11

4.33 12

4.33 13

4.33 14

4.44 15
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4.44 18

4.56 19
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4.67 22

4.67 23
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4.78 26

4.78 27

4.89 28

4.89 29
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5 32

5 33
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= not at all ready 
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= sort of ready
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School Liking 

Group
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Appendix B 

 

Matrix: School Readiness Frequency X School Liking Rankings 
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CHAPTER 5: 

WHAT CHILDREN TEACH US ABOUT THEIR SCHOOL READINESS AND 

ADJUSTMENT TO SCHOOL 

The previous chapters described kindergarteners’ perceptions about their school readiness 

and school liking as well as how their ideas about readiness were related to their attitudes toward 

school. A sample of 36 kindergarteners from a school district in southern Arizona participated in 

a two-part study to disclose their perceptions about school. From the interviews and activities, 

participants revealed several themes about school readiness and school adjustment.  

 First, participants described school readiness under six themes. To them, school readiness 

meant being able to know and adhere to the rules at school (Rules), being able to uphold daily 

routines (Routines), being able to do tasks and work (Tasks), being able to have school-related 

knowledge and skills (Knowledge & Skills), being able to interact with others (Prosocial 

Behaviors), and being prepared for different emotional and physical feelings at school 

(Dispositions). Of these themes, kindergarteners indicated that complying with the rules and 

routines of school were the most important factors in being ready for school. These two factors 

require young students to follow the institutional expectation of school. 

Second, kindergartners’ school adjustment was captured by exploring their attitudes 

towards school. Participants attributed their school liking to six factors and their school disliking 

to three factors. According to children, their school liking was influenced by their enjoyment of 

subject-specific school work (Academic Activities), their opportunities to play freely (Play), 

their enjoyment of nonacademic activities (Extracurricular Activities), their positive interactions 

with their peers (Peer Relationships), their relief in routines (Routines), and their desire to learn 

(Learning). Their school disliking was influenced by negative interactions with their peers (Peer 

Conflicts), difficulties fulfilling their student duties (Student Responsibilities), and experiences 
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that cause emotional discomfort (Emotional Events). In addition, by comparing kindergarteners 

with the lowest, low, average, high, and highest school liking ratings, three influential factors 

that characterized children’s differences in school liking emerged: types of activities, play, and 

peer relationships. Children who rarely mentioned academic activities, play, and peer 

relationships as factors of their school liking were more likely to have the lowest school liking 

ratings. These findings suggest that children who don’t like academic activities, who don’t view 

school as a place for play, and who have less peer relationships struggle with adjusting to school. 

These challenges significantly impact children’s attitudes toward school.  

Finally, a qualitative analysis was conducted to investigate trends that emerged between 

kindergarteners’ perceptions of school readiness at the beginning of the year and their attitudes 

toward school at the end of the school year. School readiness perceptions that were centered on 

the rules, routines, and tasks (work) of school were related to less positive attitudes toward 

school and perceptions centered on knowledge/skills (learning) and prosocial behaviors were 

related to more positive attitudes toward school. These patterns indicate that children’s 

perceptions about what it takes to do well in school affect their adjustment to school. This 

preliminary study investigating qualitative trends in kindergarteners’ school readiness and school 

liking suggests that students will have better attitudes toward school if they perceive school to be 

intellectually and socially empowering rather than institutionally limiting. Below, the prevalent 

themes that were consistent across all three studies are discussed.  

Significant Findings 

Significance of Peer Relationships 

First, establishing positive peer relationships is important to students entering school. 

Children who discussed prosocial behaviors in the beginning of the year were more likely to 
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have positive attitudes toward school at the end of the year. Furthermore, children struggling 

with peer conflicts tended to have less positive attitudes toward school. 

International studies on children’s perceptions of formal school indicate similar findings 

in that children are concerned with peer relationships as they transition into formal school 

(Dockett & Perry, 2004; Einarsdottir, 2011; Jackson & Cartmel, 2010; Joerdens, 2014; Kitson, 

2004; Loizou, 2011; Margetts, 2006; McGettigan & Gray, 2012; Peters, 2003; Sharpe, 2002). 

Some concerns include making friends, not having friends, social conflicts, and physical 

altercations. Some of these studies also indicate that students who develop positive relationships 

with their peers report liking school (Jackson & Cartmel, 2010; Kitson, 2004; Sharpe, 2002).  

Children rely on positive peer relationships to cope and feel comfortable in the new school 

environment. Creating and maintaining friendships and coping with peer conflicts are skills that 

children believe are required to adjust well to school.  

Significance of Institutional Expectations 

Kindergarteners also struggle with the institutional challenges of school, such as 

following the rules and routines and engaging in school work. Of concern is that children who 

focus on these institutional expectations in the beginning of the school year are more likely to 

report less positive attitudes toward school at the end of the year.  

These themes are also prevalent in international studies regarding children’s perceptions 

of their school transitions. Children universally are aware of the expectations of school. Children 

often indicate that they need to understand or know the rules and procedures in their classrooms 

(Cunningham, 2011; Dockett & Perry, 2004; Di Santo & Berman, 2012; Einarsdottir, 2011; 

Joerdens, 2014; Kocyigit, 2014; Peters, 2012; Margetts, 2006; McGettigan & Gray, 2012; Yeo & 
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Clark, 2005). Some children feel overwhelmed by the classroom expectation while others feel 

empowered and responsible (Kocyigit, 2014).  

Staying on task and working is another significant classroom expectation. While not 

discussed by participants in this study, studies have found that children are aware of the 

discontinuity between early child care (preschool or home) and formal schooling (Di Santo & 

Berman, 2012; Einarsdottir, 2010; Einarsdottir, 2011; Kocyigit, 2014; Loizou, 2011; Margetts & 

Phatudi, 2013; McGettigan & Gray, 2012; Peters, 2000; Peters, 2012; Potter & Briggs, 2003; 

White & Sharp, 2007). Typically, children view formal school as a place that is not for playing 

(Dockett & Perry, 2004; Kocyigit, 2014), but as a place where hard work is mandatory 

(Einarsdottir, 2010; Yeo & Clark, 2005; Potter & Briggs, 2003; White & Sharp, 2007). Although 

some children take pride in their work accomplishments, some children report feeling 

disengaged in classroom activities (Dockett & Perry, 2004; Einarsdottir, 2010; Loizou, 2011; 

Potter & Briggs, 2003).  For children, coping with classroom and school expectations is required 

to adjust to school.  

Children’s Perceptions in School Readiness Policy 

Children have revealed that peer relationships and institutional expectations are important 

for their readiness for school, but are their perceptions reflected in school readiness policy? The 

National Education Goals Panel (NEGP; 1991) states that a child’s readiness to learn is based on 

five domains: 1) physical well-being and motor development, 2) social and emotional 

development, 3) approaches to learning, 4) language development, and 5) general knowledge and 

cognition. Although these domains are all interrelated, children perceptions of school readiness 

seem to emphasis two domains: social and emotional development and approaches to learning. 
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First, children’s emphasis on peer relationships falls within the social and emotional 

domain. Social and emotional development is described as the child’s feelings toward self and 

others as well as their interactions and relationships with others (NEGP, 1991). Specifically, 

social development is, “the ability to form and sustain social relationships with adults and 

friends” (NEGP, 1991, p. 19). Emotional development also encompasses a social aspect as 

emotional well-being includes children’s, “ability to comprehend the feelings of others and the 

ability to communicate sensitively to others” (NEGP, 1991, p. 19). Empathy helps children in 

being able to relate to others and create relationships with others. The social and emotional 

development domain of school readiness seems to appropriately reflect children’s perceptions of 

the importance in making and maintain friendships in school.  

In contrast, children’s views on institutional expectations are not clearly reflected in the 

approaches to learning domain. Approaches to learning represents children’s attitudes, habits, 

and learning styles (NEGP, 1991). The NEGP (1991) describes learning styles as children’s 

motivational and attitudinal attributes such as, “openness to and curiosity about new tasks and 

challenges; their initiative, task persistence and attentiveness; their approach to reflection and 

interpretation; their capacity for invention and imagination; and their cognitive approaches to 

tasks” (p. 23). Initiative, task persistent, and attentiveness are attributes that are linked to 

compliance with institutional expectations. For instance, the NEGP (1991) refers to institutional 

expectations when they state, “as children mature and face the demands of formal learning 

environments, the need to adhere to a task despite interruption grows. Children who are not 

distractible and are attentive to tasks, to adults, and to peers and who are inclined toward 

diligence of purpose generally fare better in the formal school setting” (p. 26). Thus, approaches 

to learning addresses the institutional expectation of working and staying on task that 
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participants in this study mentioned. Attentiveness to adults may refer to following the teacher’s 

rules and routines; however, the expectation of following rules and routines is not clearly 

reflected in Approaches to Learning, or any other domain. 

Recommendations for Adults 

Children’s views of what is required to be ready for school should be reflected in the 

school readiness policy because many states are creating early learning standards around the 

NEGP definition of school readiness (NCSL, 2014). Early learning standards, “define 

expectations for children’s learning and development prior to kindergarten entry are, in essence, 

a reflection of how states are conceptualizing children’s readiness for school” (Scott-Little, 

Kagan, & Frelow, 2006, p. 153). States’ early learning standards establish what children should 

know and be able to do so that they are prepared for kindergarten. If early learning standards do 

not reflect abilities to comply with institutional expectations, children will be entering 

kindergarten unprepared. Therefore, the NEGP should consider children’s perceptions when 

constructing policies that affect them. 

Furthermore, adults should consider if the demand of institutional expectations is 

appropriate for young children. One significant finding from the current studies is that 

kindergarteners who concentrated on institutional demands in the beginning of kindergarten 

tended to have less positive attitudes toward school. Institutional demands are anticipated as 

children enter school; however, these expectations should not negatively impact children’s 

adjustment to school. Thus, a question that arises is, “are these institutional demands 

appropriate?” 

According to Miller and Almon (2009), “kindergartners are now under intense pressure 

to meet inappropriate expectations, including academic standards that until recently were 
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reserved for first or second grade” (p. 23). Since the inception of the No Child Left Behind Act 

of 2001 (NCLB), scholars have warned that kindergarten has become more structured and 

academically rigorous in the last two decades (Miller & Almon, 2009; Nicolopoulou, 2010). The 

NCLB was designed to reduce the achievement gap between poor and minority students and 

students with advantages. The goal was for all students to be proficient in math and reading by 

the year 2014 which required that students be tested in the two core subjects starting in third 

grade. This prompted “the accountability era” in which school were held accountable to reach 

achievement goals by increasing student test scores (Oakes, Lipton, Anderson, & Stillman, 

2013). In order to reach these goals, all grades, including kindergarten, felt pressure to accelerate 

academic instructional time and content (Bowdon & Desimone, 2014).  

NCLB seems to have impacted kindergarten classrooms as studies have indicated that 

kindergarten is becoming more structured and academically rigid with fewer open-ended 

activities and play opportunities in the classroom (Bassok, Latham, & Rorem, 2016; Bowdon & 

Desimone, 2014; Miller & Almon, 2009; Nicolopoulou, 2010). For instance, Bassok, Latham, 

and Rorem (2016) compared public school kindergartens from 1988 and 2010 using two large 

nationally representative data sets. They found that kindergarten classrooms are devoting more 

time to academic, teacher-directed activities and less time to unstructured, child-directed 

activities. In addition, kindergarten classrooms have less open-ended learning areas such as art 

and dramatic play centers (Bassok, Latham, & Rorem, 2016). Kindergarten is increasingly 

demanding that children spend more time engaged in school work and less time engaged in play.   

Thus, a recommendation for educators and policymakers is to consider how to alleviate 

the institutional demands of kindergarten instigated by policies such as NCLB. One solution is to 

bring play back into the classroom. Early childhood researchers have called for kindergarten 
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curriculum to include less academic activities and more child-initiated play as there are many 

benefits to play such as gains in language and math, attention, problem solving, and social 

competence (Hirsh-Pasek, 2009; Miller & Almon, 2009; Isenberg & Quisenberry, 2002).  

Play is a principle of developmentally appropriate practice in early childhood education.  

The National Association for the Education of Young Children (2009) affirms that, “play is an 

important vehicle for developing self-regulation as well as for promoting language, cognition, 

and social competence” (p. 14). First, play can aid children in developing the self-regulation 

required to follow the rules and routines of school and stay on task. According to Berk, Mann, 

and Ogan (2006), sociodramatic play, or make-believe play, is rule-based as it requires children 

to follow and imitate social norms and rules (e.g. a child raises hand to be called on while 

playing school with a friend). Thus, one developmentally appropriate way to meet children’s 

needs, in developing competencies to follow institutional expectations, is to value and emphasize 

time for play in the early elementary years.  

Play can also aid children in developing the social competencies required to establish 

positive peer relationships. Several studies have indicated that children’s play with peers 

provides them with experiences to learn socially appropriate behaviors and develop empathy and 

perspective taking (Connolly, J. A., & Doyle, 1984; Denham et al., 2001; Gagnon, & Nagle, 

2004; Pellegrini,1988; Uren & Stagnitti, 2009). For example, children must share and cooperate 

as they define roles in make-believe play (e.g. children decide who gets to play the father and 

who gets to play the mother when playing house). Then, they must collaborate and compromise 

as they navigate the direction of the play. Again, play is a developmentally appropriate way to 

meet children’s needs in developing positive peer relationships. 
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Based on the common themes found in these studies and in the concurrent literature, 

adults must evaluate current practices and policies and consider how to assist children in coping 

with the social and institutional challenges they face as new students. By tackling the two school 

readiness issues that concern children, peer relationships and institutional expectations, play can 

help children adjust to school and foster positive attitudes toward school.  

Finally, a recommendation to children researchers is to continue to include children’s 

perspectives in school readiness research. Based on this study and the international literature, it 

seems young children universally encounter similar experiences and similar challenges during 

their transition into formal school that adults do not always recognize. If more researchers 

include children in school readiness research, we can build a foundation of evidence that 

children’s views of school readiness impact their later school adjustment. As this body of 

literature expands, the message that children should be listened to and taken seriously gets 

louder.  

Overall, adults should respect that children are the primary agents experiencing school 

for the first time and include them in the discussions of school readiness. With their perspectives, 

adults have a complete account of what children need to be ready for and succeed in school. 

Only then can adults begin to understand children’s needs as they enter school and develop 

policies and practices to meet those needs. 

Conclusion 

In the United States of America, it is not required that children’s views be represented in 

the policies that affects them. Yet, the purpose of school readiness is to establish early skills that 

will help children succeed in the future. Children’s perceptions of kindergarten consistently 

reveal that children believe that they need to make positive peer relationships and that they need 
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to comply with institutional demands (rules, routines, and tasks) in order to succeed in school. 

Furthermore, this qualitative study in Chapter 4 indicated that children’s perceptions about peer 

relationships and institutional demands were related to later school adjustment. These findings 

confirm that children have a unique viewpoint into what will help them succeed in school. If 

more child researchers begin to investigate children’s perceptions and demonstrate how those 

perceptions are related to children’s later school success, perhaps adults will begin to give 

children’s views due weight. In the future, adults must evaluate current practices and policies and 

consider how to assist children in coping with the social and institutional challenges they face as 

new students. If the purpose of school readiness policies is to prepare children for success in the 

future, it will be in the nation’s best interest to listen to what children say they need to be 

successful. 
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