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GETTING IN

Many top Pre-Preps and nurseries don’t test at age 3, 
but what of that do? Anna Selby investigates 

TEsTING 
TImEs

LEFT TO RIGHT: Red-
cliffe girls; Cameron 
House children in the 
park; reading time at 
Kensington Prep; Boys 

explore nature and 
hitch a tricycle ride at 
Durston House; play-
ing in the sand pit at 
Broomwood House.

The first step on the education ladder is all important and 
many parents are concerned, even desperate, to get it 
right. And this crucial first stage can be something of a 
conundrum. Many nurseries allocate on a first-come, first-
served basis and this means getting your child’s name down 

very early indeed – in some cases, soon after birth! Clearly, if you move 
from one area or region or country to another, or you want to have a look 
around at what is available, you are starting the race after your competitors 
have long left the field. 

Some nurseries and Pre-Preps have a different approach. As concerned 
as parents that the children will fit in happily, they wait till much nearer 
the entrance date and then invite them in. This meeting is not, though, a 
cause to strike panic into parents’ hearts, nor a cue to start teaching your 
two-year-old the capital cities of Europe. If you can characterise this as an 
assessment, it must be the gentlest one imaginable. 

At Broomwood Hall Pre-Prep, Director of Admissions Kelly Harcus 
describes the process. ‘The one to one assessment always starts with the 
wooden Noah’s Ark. We chat about the animals, finding the pairs and 
loading them in and out of the ark. For some children this evolves into a 
longer game, and for others, we move fairly quickly onto the bricks. We 
build tall towers and bridges for crocodiles, and jump and giggle when the 
towers crash over.’

‘The last thing we’d want to do is to make them jump through any 
academic hoops,’ explains Broomwood Head Sarah Graham. ‘What 

they come for is a readiness assessment. It’s down to whether they can be 
separated from mummy or stay focused for short periods, not what they 
can do or know. I suggest they bring a favourite book or something they’ve 
made at nursery and that will lead into playing and general conversation. 
I see them when they’re just turning three and they join in the September 
they’re four. If they’re not quite ready, I ask them to come back in a month 
or two. You can tell with three and four years olds when they’re ready to 
move on. Lots will trot off happily with Kelly for 15-20 minutes and really 
enjoy it. In the end, we accommodate just about everyone who comes.’

Lucie Moore, Headmistress of Cameron House, works within the 
same time frame. ‘We ask parents to register a year before entry and 
see the children aged three, when we invite them in during January or 
February. The term ‘Assessment’ comes up but I think it’s a nasty word. 
What happens is we have a group of 15 children for a couple of hours in 
the afternoon and they play games, have a story and a tea party and use 
construction toys. The feedback we get is very positive – parents say the 
children had a lovely afternoon and it wasn’t at all scary. We all work to 
make it happy. 

‘We are, though, massively oversubscribed. So we have a sibling policy 
– they take the first few places, then we offer the remaining 20 to new 
families. I prefer families who live close by and it helps if we are genuinely 
their first choice. It’s also about finding people who respond to what we do – 
I can tell on show-rounds who are charmed by the ‘Gruffalo’ party and who 
are left stony cold. I’m aiming for a balanced class of boys and girls and ages 

throughout the year group. It’s tricky because they’re all adorable and it’s a 
quick snapshot – but we’re good at doing it.’

At Durston House, there is a ‘taster session’ when children entering the 
Reception class have a games lesson, play and perhaps do some music or 
spend time in a classroom. ‘We look at how they play,’ says Pre-Prep Head 
Hilary Wyatt, ‘and communicate with adults and other children, how they 
sit and hold a pencil. It takes about an hour to assess each child, though 
for the children they’ve just come to play and are one of a group. We’re 
not looking for what they know, rather how they respond. We also go and 
observe them in their own nursery – so we do get to know them very well. 

‘There’s no point in parents trying to coach them, however tempting that 
may be. We’re looking for personality, an interest in life and learning, not 
what they can record. We notice what their vocabulary is like and whether 
they can string a sentence together. One child I interviewed while feeding 
the fish. He wanted to know where they came from, where their eggs came 
from. He wanted to learn and he got a place.’

While the idea of assessments will often strike fear into parents, for the 
children, it’s just a day at a different nursery when properly handled. ‘We 
invite a group of five to join an afternoon class,’ says Susan Bourne, Head of 
Redcliffe School, ‘While I have a coffee with the parents the children play, 
listen to a story, draw a picture, chat, follow a wavy line on a piece of paper. 
We are well aware of the difference between ages and we ensure nobody is 
disadvantaged because of a summer birthday. It’s not threatening and it’s 
definitely not academic – that would be ludicrous at this age. We always 

allow Mummy to stay until the child is settled and that is usually quite soon 
after they arrive. 

‘There’s no particular type we look for and what I really like is a good 
mix. So we have shy children, sporty children, musical children. We have 
a strong parents’ association who are happy to talk to prospective parents. 
I show tours round twice a week and am on the end of the phone to clarify 
anything. We’re a small family school and most of the children are very 
local. Many of them scoot to school.’

At Kensington Prep, Headmistress Prudence Lynch looks for children 
who will play to their strengths. ‘We are a broad-based school,’ she 
says, ‘but we are very good with able children who want a faster pace. 
Assessment, though, is an art not a science. It takes about an hour and they 
are doing the same activities they would do at nursery. We have six or seven 
at a time and then we spend a little time in another room one-to-one. It’s 
very unintimidating but we are oversubscribed and you can’t take everyone. 
We’re looking for children who will thrive, not just survive, children who 
are curious and will take intellectual risks. You just see the spark. 

‘Parents always want to know what to do to get them ready. But I just 
say I’m sure you’re already doing it, though girls from articulate families 
are far better off, there’s no two ways about it. Parents can be very upset if 
they don’t get a place but we’re not saying anything definitive about a child. 
We have to go on a small snapshot and we’re doubtless turning away some 
brilliant children. But parents shouldn’t worry too much. I’ve never seen 
anyone yet who didn’t have a place in September that they really liked.’ n
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