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A Parent’s Guide to
Primary School

What Every Parent Should Understand
Before Their Child Starts Reception

An insider explanation from a teacher, school leader and dad
to help families navigate the move to primary school with

confidence.



Navigating the school system

In October, 2021, my life changed - permanently and for the
better. I was no longer just a teacher or school leader. I was now
a dad. 

Since becoming a parent I realised three
things about the education system:

1. Information is sparse for parents like
you, who want to know more about the
system their child is entering into

2. The information that is available is
often confusing, conflicting and
disjointed

3. There is no source of clear, objective
information. Just schools, councils and
government all pushing their own
agenda.

Join our community of parents and explore my site for
resources, online courses & tools, as well as bespoke 1to1
packages

I look forward to helping you navigate one of the most important
journeys in your child’s life!

Joe Pardoe

www.school-compass.com

I decided to set up School Compass to help you navigate your
child’s school journey with more knowledge, confidence and
excitement!



Introduction
This September, around 600,000 children will start primary school in
England. If you are reading this - your child is likely to be one of these
children.

For many families, it’s an exciting milestone. But it can also feel a little
daunting.

You care deeply about your child’s education. You likely agonised over
the preferences of particular primary schools - weighing up facilities,
curriculum and teaching styles alongside logistics of drop-offs and
wrap-around care.

You probably have had experience of a nursery or pre-school. Almost
all children now enter primary school from a nursery or pre-school
setting. This means that you have also experienced ‘letting-go’ of your
child - handing them over to a professional setting whilst you worked.

However, primary schools operate very differently from nursery or
pre-schools. The systems are bigger, the structures are different, and
communication works in new ways.

Many parents tell me the same thing:

‘I wish I had understood how primary schools actually work before my
child started.’

I’ve spent more than twenty years working inside schools, and I’ll help
you understand the school system so you can support your child
more confidently.

In this short guide, I want to explain three key things that make the
transition to primary school much easier for families.



OUR JOURNEY



www.school-compass.com

In this short guide I want to take you on a
journey. It has three stages...

UNDERSTAND
How primary schools work

NAVIGATE
What actually matters during the first few
weeks

THRIVE
How to support your child at home



The Journey from Point A to
Point B

For many parents, the transition to primary school begins at Point A.

Point A often feels like this:

• worried about how your child will cope
• unsure how primary schools actually work
• wondering how teachers will get to know your child
• unsure how to prepare your child for the transition

Over the next six months - from school allocation through to the start
of Year 7 - you want to move towards Point B.

Point B looks very different:

• you understand how the school system works
• you know who to contact when needed
• your child feels settled and confident
• you feel calmer and more informed as a parent
• you know how to support your child effectively at home

The purpose of this guide is to help you start that journey...

If you want more depth, I run a full 8 month transiiton programme
designed for busy, professional parents. You can learn more and join
out community of thoughtful parents here: 

www.school-compass.com/pri-network

http://www.school-compass.com/pri-network


1.UNDERSTAND



Teacher-led

The Five Key Debates
Approach to Teaching Student-led

Contextual Approach to Behaviour Clear

Breadth Approach to Curriculum Depth

Past
Approach to Outlook

Future

Inclusive
Approach to Access

Exclusive

One of the biggest differences between nursery / pre-school and
primary school is scale.

Starting primary school isn’t just a new setting.

It’s a shift in how your child is cared for, supervised and
communicated about.

And some of these changes can feel surprising if you’re coming from
nursery.

1. Staff ratios are very different

In nursery settings, staff ratios are much higher. There are more
adults per child, which means:

more individual attention
more flexibility
more frequent updates

In school, ratios are lower. A typical Reception class will have:

one teacher
and a teaching assistant

Supporting a much larger group of children - up to 30. In towns and
cities, this is likely to be the class size.

This doesn’t mean your child is getting less care.
It means the environment is designed differently - with a focus on
independence and group routines.

How Primary Schools Actually
Work
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2. Your child will be supported by multiple adults

Your child’s class teacher is important. They will be the main point of
contact and they will be responsible for the class. In Reception, this
teacher has to be a fully qualified teacher (which is a difference
compared to nursery settings).

But they are not the only adult your child will interact with.

Across the day, your child may be supported by:

teaching assistants
lunchtime supervisors
wrap-around care staff

Lunch and break times, in particular, are often supervised by
different adults.

This is normal in schools - but it can feel unfamiliar if you’re used to
one consistent key person who has information about the whole of
child’s day.

What this means is your child’s class teacher will not usually be able
to give you detailed information about what your child has eaten at
lunch, who they played with at break time or how they are finding
the wrap-around care provision. It is simply because this teacher will
be having their break / lunch / meetings etc during these times. 

The class teacher will likely be able to find out the information you
need - but it won’t be instant!
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3. Communication will feel different

In nursery, you may be used to:

daily updates
informal conversations at pick-up
regular insights into your child’s day

In our child’s nursery, we had daily updates via an app! I know some
settings even allow parents to access live video to ‘check-in’ if they
are worried.

In school, this changes.

Teachers are responsible for a full class and have limited time
outside of lessons.

So communication tends to be:

less frequent
more structured
and often focused on key issues rather than daily summaries

No news is often good news.

You will usually get that daily contact during drop-off and pick-up.
However, a key thing to remember is that one of the jobs of the class
teacher at these points is to ensure all children are safe - whether
entering the classroom or being collected by the trusted adult. It is
completely fine to bring up small things during these times, but if
you want to talk about something detailed with full-concentration, it
is probably best to arrange a call or face-to-face meeting outside of
school hours.
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4. Wrap-around care may be separate

If your child attends breakfast club or after-school provision, it’s
important to know that these are often run by:

different staff
sometimes (usually!) external providers which the school has
‘bought-in’

So even though your child is in the same building from 8am–5pm…

They are not being supervised by the same adult - or even the same
team - all day.

This is completely normal, but worth understanding so your
expectations are realistic. For example, if you pass a message to the
class teacher, don’t assume this will be communicated to the wrap-
around care team.

The key shift:

School is a shared system, not a single adult looking after your child.

What this means for you...

You may feel like you have:

less visibility
fewer updates
less direct contact

And that can feel uncomfortable at first. But it doesn’t mean your
child isn’t safe, supported or known. The system feels different - but
it is designed to help your child grow in independence, confidence
and resilience.



What YOU Can Do Now
We have six months to move from Point A to Point B. Here are a
few things you can do between now and September:

There are small, simple things you can begin now that make a big
difference.

1. Encourage small acts of independence

Give your child opportunities to:

put on their own coat and shoes
carry their own bag
tidy away toys
use the toilet independently - this means the whole process (they
won’t be supervised in primary)

2. Practise short separations

If your child is used to being with you most of the time…

Try building in short periods apart.

staying with a trusted adult
attending clubs or play sessions
spending time away from you in safe environments

This helps normalise the idea that you won’t always be there - and
that they’ll be okay.



3. Build simple routines

Schools run on routines. You can make this transition easier by
introducing:

consistent bedtimes
predictable morning rhythms
regular mealtimes

Children feel more secure when they know what to expect.

4. Talk positively about school

Your child will take cues from you. Try to frame school as:

a place to explore
a place to make friends
a place where they will be looked after

Even if you feel unsure… your calm confidence helps them feel
safe.

5. Focus on confidence, not perfection

You don’t need to ‘prepare’ your child academically.

You don’t need them reading, writing or counting. What matters
most is that they feel:

confident
capable
and ready to try

Independence isn’t something children suddenly have. It’s
something they build - step by step.



2.NAVIGATE
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So how do you stay informed in a system like this? Once you
understand how primary school works… The next question is: How
do I actually stay connected to what’s going on?

Because it can feel like a big shift from:

daily updates
familiar staff
constant visibility

…to something that feels more distant.

1. Understand how communication works

In primary school, communication is usually:

less frequent
more structured
and often one-way (newsletters, apps, emails)

Teachers are responsible for a full class and have limited time
outside of lessons. So instead of daily updates…

You’ll tend to hear when:
something is important
something has changed
or something needs your attention

No news is usually good news. But the class teacher will know a good
deal about your child after the first few weeks.

How Communication Works in
Primary School
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2. Know when (and how) to reach out

One of the biggest shifts for parents is you are no longer given
constant updates - you may need to ask.

If you have a question or concern, the best first step is usually:

✔ A short, polite message
✔ Or a quick conversation at pick-up / drop-off (if appropriate)

And most importantly: Focus on understanding, not escalating

For example:

Instead of:
‘I’m worried this isn’t being handled properly’

Try:
‘I just wanted to check how things are going from your perspective’

This keeps the relationship positive and open.

EVERYTHING is easier if the relationship is positive. It is also usually
much easier to solve problems with a phone call or face-to-face chat
if there is already a relationship there - so focus on building a
positive rapport. 

A quick note: AI generated emails can hide a lot of the ‘human tone’
and once a formal complaint is started - there is a process which
must be followed. Obviously, these are in place for a reason, so use
them if needed, but in my experience almost all issues can be solved
positively and quickly with a friendly, future focused (no one can
change the past) chat.
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3. Get comfortable with less detail

This is often the hardest part. You may not know:

exactly what your child did each day
who they played with every time
how they performed in every activity

And that can feel like a loss of control.

Also, children tend to report thing from their perspective (and
usually the things which happened towards the end of the day). If
your child says something negative, don’t assume that is what thier
entire day is like - a quick check-in with the class teacher to get their
perspective usually helps!

Over time, your child starts to hold their own experience

They begin to:

tell you what mattered to them
interpret their own day
build independence

One of the purposes of school is to grow that independence - that,
inevitably, means letting go of control!
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4. Focus on patterns, not moments

Every child (every human!) will have:

wobbly days
tired afternoons
friendship ups and downs

These are normal. What matters more is the pattern over time

Are they settling overall?
Are they beginning to feel comfortable?
Are small issues resolving?

5. Build a simple rhythm at home

You don’t need perfect insight into the school day. But you can
create a rhythm that keeps you connected.

Try:

a calm moment after school (not an interrogation)
simple, open questions
consistent routines

For example: ‘What was your favourite part of today?’

This keeps communication:

low pressure
consistent
meaningful

The key shift: You move from constant visibility → to trust +
selective communication
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6. Understand how progress is shared in Reception

Another shift that can feel confusing is how your child’s progress is
communicated. In nursery, you may be used to:

regular updates
informal feedback
observations shared frequently

In Reception, assessment becomes more structured.

Schools use something called the Early Years Foundation Stage
Profile (EYFSP). This is a framework teachers use to assess your
child’s development across key areas, including:

communication and language
physical development
personal, social and emotional development
literacy and maths

What this looks like in practice You won’t receive constant updates
on every area. Instead, you’re more likely to see occasional updates
or snapshots during the year with a more formal summary towards
the end of Reception

This final profile gives an overview of whether your child is ‘working
towards expected levels’ or ‘meeting expected levels’.
Why this can feel unsettling

Because there’s less ongoing detail… It can feel like you don’t really
know how they’re doing
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But behind the scenes, teachers are:

observing your child regularly
building a picture over time
making professional judgements based on patterns, not one-off
moments

What this means for you

You don’t need to track every small step.

And you don’t need to ‘keep up’ with the curriculum at home.

Your role is to support confidence, routines and engagement - not to
replicate school.

One important reminder...

Early assessments in Reception are not a fixed judgement of your
child’s future. They are developmental tools to help support
children who need it. They are also mostly used at a ‘macro’ school
level to look at cohort progression - not individual children.

Children develop at very different rates at this age. It is a feature of
the way the academic year is structured that some children will be
almost a biological year younger than others. This is without taking in
to consideration family context.

Small differences now often disappear over time.



If you want to feel more confident
navigating this… Inside the Primary
Transition Programme, I support parents
with:

exactly what to expect each month
how to handle common concerns early
how to communicate effectively with the
school
and how to support your child as they
settle

With live Q&As, expert sessions and ongoing
support

Enrolment is currently open (and closes
soon).

www.school-compass.com/pri-network

http://www.school-compass.com/pri-network


3.THRIVE



Once your child starts school, it’s natural to want to help.

To check.
To guide.
To make sure they’re doing okay.

But this is where a small shift makes a big difference.

Your role is not to create the perfect school. Your role is to help
your child feel confident within it.

1. Prioritise routines over results

What matters most in the early weeks isn’t academic progress.

It’s consistency. Simple things make a big difference:

✔ A calm, predictable morning routine
✔ Enough sleep
✔ A steady rhythm to the week

These create a sense of security.

And when children feel secure…

They are far more ready to learn.

This can be something you start to embed now, so it the aspects
‘around’ school don’t change between now and September.

Supporting Your Child Through
the Transition



2. Keep goodbyes calm and confident

Drop-off can be emotional. Sometimes more for the parent than the
child!

But children take their cues from you.  A calm, confident goodbye
tells your child: This is safe. You’ve got this.

Even if there are wobbles at the gate…

Children often settle quickly once inside.

Most teachers will tell you that minutes (even seconds!) after you
leave, your child is happily playing. It can be difficult to beleive, but
it is in no one’s interest to have a sad child all day - if it is a problem,
the school will likely chat to you about it. If not, trust that once you
have left, your child is getting on with a million stimulating things!

3. Talk about the day (without pressure)

It’s tempting to ask lots of questions:

What did you do?
Who did you play with?
Did you do your phonics?

But this can feel overwhelming. Especially straight after school!

Instead, keep it simple, open and whilst ‘doing’ something else...
‘What was your favourite part of today?’

This builds connection, reflection and positive associations with
school. And over time, your child will likely share more. Until the
teenage years!



4. Don’t rush to fix every problem

You may hear about:

friendship issues
small worries
things that didn’t go well

This is part of learning. Not every problem needs solving
immediately. Problems are also where the best, longest-lasting
learning usually happens.

Sometimes, children need space to:

process
try again
build resilience

Of course, if something persists or escalates - speak to the school.
But many small issues resolve naturally. Usually after a sleep.

5. Protect your child’s confidence

It’s easy to compare. ‘Are they reading yet?’, ‘other children seem
further ahead…’ But early differences are very common - and often
temporary.

Confidence is more important than early performance. Especially
for summer-born children.

Children who feel safe, capable and positive about school are far
more likely to thrive over time.



6. Trust the process (even when it feels unfamiliar)

There will be moments where you feel unsure. Where you wish you
had more information. Where things feel different to what you
expected. This is normal.

Starting school is a transition for you as well. And over time, you will
find your rhythm with the school, with your child and with your role
in supporting them

The key shift: From protecting your child from everything > To
helping them grow through it

FINAL THOUGHT

There is no such thing as a ‘perfect start’ to school or ‘perfect’
school’.

There are just children learning to:

be part of a group
follow routines
build relationships
and grow in confidence

And parents learning to step back - just enough.

If you focus on:
✔ routines
✔ relationships
✔ confidence

You are giving your child exactly what they need.



Next Steps



Moving Forward with Confidence
I really hope this guidebook has been helpful. However, the truth is,
we have only touched the surface!

My work focuses on taking you on a journey...

UNDERSTANDING the system so that you can NAVIGATE it
effectively which results in your child THRIVING.

When parents understand how primary schools work, the transition
becomes much easier.

Instead of feeling uncertain, families begin to feel:

• calmer
• more informed
• better able to support their child

If you’d like a deeper explanation of how the primary school system
works - I built my primary transition programme for you.

It guides you through an 8 month journey using:

1.My full online course with more than 4 hours of content! You will
know all there is to know about primary schools and be more
knowledgable than almost all parents (and even some teachers!)

2.All of my guidebooks, resources and toolkits
3.Fortnightly Q&A sessions - you submit any question and I answer

it!
4.Monthly masterclass sessions with experts: headteachers, class

teachers, SENCOs etc.
5.A parent community moderated and guided by me

All for around 80p a day for 8 months! Join us here...
 

http://www.school-compass.com/pri-network
http://www.school-compass.com/pri-network


Learn More:

www.school-compass.com/pri-
network

Enrolment closes on 30  April 2026 or when I

reach my 100 family limit! Dont miss out!
th

http://www.school-compass.com/pri-network
http://www.school-compass.com/pri-network
http://www.school-compass.com/pri-network
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