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Starting kindergarten is a big milestone, and it often comes with a mix of excitement and
stress for everyone involved. For parents, it can feel like a whirlwind of emotions. On one
hand, you’re thrilled to see your little one take their first big step into the world of formal
education. On the other hand, there's the anxiety of wondering if they’re truly ready—are
they socially prepared? Do they know their letters and numbers? Are they going to be okay
away from home?

Meanwhile, teachers are also feeling the pressure. They’re eager to welcome new
students and help them thrive but are also creating a curriculum while juggling the
challenge of meeting each child where they are. They’re thinking about how to create a
welcoming environment, how to address diverse needs, and how to ensure every child
gets the support they need right from the start.

So Where is Some of the Pressure Coming From?

Societal expectations for kindergarten readiness have surged dramatically over the years,
with increasing pressure on children to demonstrate advanced academic skills and
perform at higher standards from a younger age. There’s a growing emphasis on early
academic achievements, like mastering reading and math, often overshadowing the
importance of developmental readiness and social-emotional growth. This trend has
placed immense stress on children, parents, and teachers, pushing for outcomes that may
not align with the natural developmental timelines of young learners.



The Potential Pitfalls of Focusing
on Kindergarten “Readiness”

Focusing intensely on kindergarten readiness can sometimes be counterproductive, as it
can place undue pressure on young children to meet expectations that may not align
with their developmental stages. The concept of readiness often emphasizes skills such
as rote memorization, letter recognition, and the ability to write and read —skills that,
while valuable, are not the sole or strong indicators of a child's potential success in
school. We have to assume that kindergarten is the first school experience for many
children, so how or why should there be pressure and expectation put on them?

The Misalignment of Readiness Expectations:

Developmental Appropriateness: Young children are still developing fundamental
skills, and pushing them to meet specific academic benchmarks before they enter
school can overlook their unique developmental needs. Kindergarten should be a
space where children's individual growth is nurtured, not a place where they are
expected to conform to a predetermined set of skills.

Focus on Surface Skills: Emphasizing academic skills like letter recognition or basic
math can overshadow more critical areas of development. Social-emotional skills,
such as self-regulation, empathy, and communication, are essential for a child's
success in school but are often underemphasized in traditional readiness models.
Children who are pressured to meet academic milestones may miss out on
opportunities to develop these crucial skills.



School Preparedness: Ideally, schools should be prepared to meet children where
they are developmentally rather than expecting children to fit a specific mold before
they even enter. By focusing on readiness, we risk creating an environment where
children are expected to adapt to pre-set expectations rather than an environment
that adapts to the diverse needs and capabilities of the children it serves.

Pressure and Anxiety: The pressure to meet readiness criteria can create anxiety for
children, parents, and even teachers. When children are pushed to achieve specific
academic milestones, it can lead to stress and a diminished love for learning. This
pressure can overshadow the natural curiosity and enthusiasm that should be
nurtured in these formative years.

Holistic Development: A narrow focus on academic readiness can detract from the
importance of holistic development. Children learn best through play, exploration,
and interactions with their peers and environment. Prioritizing academic skills over
social-emotional and physical development can hinder a child's overall growth and
adaptability.



Not Important (Academic Skills) Important (Social Emotional Skills (SEL))

Knowing numbers Self-help skills (dressing, toileting)

Knowing colors Empathy and understanding emotions

Knowing shapes Independence and confidence

Knowing letters Social skills (taking turns)

Recognizing sight words Problem-solving skills

Reading simple books
Communication skills (expressing needs
and ideas)

Writing their name Ability to follow directions

Counting to 100
Fine motor skills (using scissors and glue
sticks, holding a pencil)

Completing academic worksheets
Gross motor skills (running, jumping,
coordination)

Memorizing facts Curiosity and willingness to learn

When preparing children for kindergarten, it's important to shift our focus 
from traditional academic expectations to fostering social-emotional skills. While
knowing numbers, colors, shapes, and letters are often emphasized, these are not
the most crucial factors for a child's readiness. Instead, we should prioritize
developing self-help skills, empathy, social interactions, and problem-solving
abilities through play. These foundational skills equip children to navigate the
school environment confidently and build positive relationships, ultimately
supporting their long-term academic and personal success.

Preparing for Kindergarten



Problem-Solving and Critical Thinking: Play often involves
scenarios where children need to solve problems, make decisions,

and think creatively. These experiences develop cognitive skills
that are directly applicable to academic tasks and critical thinking.

Contrary to popular belief, bombarding children with academics early does not better
prepare them for future academic success. Instead, emphasizing social-emotional well-
being and play in the early years creates a stronger foundation for lifelong learning.

During these formative years, the brain undergoes rapid development, and play-based
learning experiences help hard-wire the brain to elicit higher-level thinking concepts and
social-emotional intelligence. Through play, children develop emotional regulation, social
skills, and resilience, which are crucial for facing academic challenges. 

Play also nurtures motivation, engagement, focus, and a love for learning, while
enhancing language development, problem-solving abilities, and critical and creative
thinking. Additionally, it builds self-confidence, independence, and fine and gross motor
skills, all of which are essential for academic tasks. By fostering exploration, curiosity, and
holistic development, play-based learning ensures children grow emotionally, socially,
cognitively, and physically, setting them up for well-rounded success.

How SEL & Play Support Academics

Social Skills and Cooperation: Play
encourages children to interact with
peers, share, take turns, and resolve

conflicts. These social skills are
essential for working effectively in
group settings, which is a common
aspect of academic environments.

Understanding of Abstract
Concepts: Through

imaginative play, children
begin to understand abstract

concepts and symbols, such as
numbers and letters, in a

concrete and meaningful way.
This understanding is a

precursor to more advanced
academic learning.

Fine and Gross Motor Skills: Many play activities develop fine and gross motor
skills, which are necessary for tasks such as writing, cutting with scissors, and

participating in physical education.

Exploration and Curiosity: Play nurtures a child's natural
curiosity and encourages exploration. This inquisitiveness

drives the desire to learn and discover, fostering a mindset
that is beneficial throughout their academic journey.



The Early Training Project:
Overview: Initiated in the 1960s, this study compared the effects of early academic
instruction with developmental play-based learning.
Findings: By age 18, participants who had received play-based learning showed
better social-emotional skills and fewer behavioral problems. They had an average
IQ score of 10 points higher than those in academically intensive programs. Long-
term follow-up showed that participants had higher adaptability and better
academic performance in later years.
Source: Gray, P. (2015). Free to Learn: Why Unleashing the Instinct to Play Will Make
Our Children Happier, More Self-Reliant, and Better Students for Life. Basic Books.

The Pre-Kindergarten Longitudinal Study (PKLS):
Overview: This study, conducted from the early 2000s, examined various pre-
kindergarten programs and their long-term impacts.
Findings: The study found that children in play-based, flexible curricula had a 15-
20% higher rate of improved problem-solving abilities and creativity scores
compared to those in structured, academically intensive programs. Long-term
outcomes showed better academic achievement and social skills for children in
play-based programs.
Source: Zigler, E., & Styfco, S. J. (2004). The Head Start debacle: Are we ready to quit
our most successful anti-poverty program? In Early Childhood Education Journal.

The Chicago Longitudinal Study:
Overview: Begun in the 1980s, this study followed children in the Chicago Child-
Parent Centers program, which included a play-based curriculum and family
support.
Findings: By age 24, participants had a 25% higher high school graduation rate and a
20% lower rate of arrests compared to the control group. Additionally, the
participants had 10% higher earnings and 50% lower rates of special education
placement.
Source: Reynolds, A. J., et al. (2011). Long-term effects of an early childhood
intervention on educational attainment and juvenile arrest: A 15-year 

             follow-up of low-income families. JAMA Network Open, 1(1), e140091.

Longitudinal Studies That Demonstrate
the Benefits of Play in Early Childhood



The societal and administrative expectations for kindergarteners' performance have
increased significantly, creating numerous challenges for both parents and teachers.
These heightened expectations prioritize early academic achievements, often at the
expense of play-based learning and social-emotional development. The emphasis on
standardized testing fosters a one-size-fits-all approach, ignoring individual
developmental rates and needs.

This environment induces parental anxiety, pushing them to ensure their child meets
these unrealistic expectations, and constrains teachers who face pressure from
administration to meet specific academic benchmarks, limiting their ability to implement
flexible, child-centered teaching methods. Consequently, this push for academic
readiness reduces opportunities for crucial play, exploration, and creative activities,
which are vital for overall child development.

Combating Societal Expectations

Strategies for Parents and Teachers to Counter These Pressures:

Advocate for Developmentally Appropriate Practices: Both parents and teachers
can work together to advocate for educational practices that honor the
developmental stages of young children. This includes emphasizing the importance
of play-based learning and social-emotional development.

Encourage Child-Led Learning: Support and encourage activities and experiences
where children can take the lead in their learning. This fosters independence,
creativity, and a love for learning.



Balance Expectations: Help children develop a balanced set of skills by
incorporating both academic learning and play. Recognize that academic readiness
can be achieved through playful and engaging activities that stimulate curiosity and
problem-solving.

Model a Positive Attitude: Demonstrate a positive and relaxed attitude towards
learning. Celebrate efforts and progress rather than just outcomes, helping children
build confidence and resilience.

Avoid Assigning Homework: If possible, avoid assigning homework to
kindergarteners. Research shows that homework at this age does not contribute to
academic success and can add unnecessary stress for children and families. Instead,
encourage parents to read to and with their children daily. Reading together fosters a
love for literature, enhances language skills, and strengthens the parent-child bond.

Promote Open Communication: Foster open communication between parents and
teachers to ensure a consistent and supportive approach to each child’s education.

Highlight Individual Strengths: Focus on each child's unique strengths and interests,
and tailor activities to nurture these areas. This helps build a well-rounded foundation
for future learning.
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