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First Days of Pre-K
Overview
The first days of pre-K are important for setting a positive tone for the school year. Careful planning
prior to the first days of school enables children to feel comfortable and adjust to their new
surroundings. The beginning of the year is also a critical time to make families feel welcome and
comfortable, and to send a clear message that you view them as key partners. Below are some key
best practices for teachers and leaders to consider as they plan for the first days of pre-K.

Supporting Families and Children over the Summer

Connect with your families overthe summer
e Sendan enthusiasticwelcomeletterto families.

o Sample programand teacherwelcome lettersare available here:

https://sites.google.com/site/prekreadiness/family-engage ment
e Teacherscan call or meet with families to beginlearningaboutthem and their children.

o These are especiallyimportant ways to connect with families with limited literacy skills
or limited knowledge of English. Where possible, provide oral and written translations
for families. You can encourage families tofind atrusted friend or family memberwho
can translate documents and conversations forthem throughout the school year.

o Thisis atimeto getto know childrenandtheirfamilies. The information from families
will help you and your staff create welcoming, respectful connections with families and
lay a strong foundation forlearning throughout the year.

e Provide informal welcome events at your program to build meaningful connections with and
among families, children, and staff. Suggestionsinclude:

o Playdates.

o Potlucks.

o Sitetours.

e Provide families with importantinformation forthe first days of school, including:

o Ascheduleforthe first day(s) of school.

o Clearinformation on drop-off/pick-up procedures.

o Alistofstaff’scontactinformation androles (leader, nurse, social worker, etc.).

*Make sure to considerthe preferences and needs of the families you serve when choosing methods for
building connections with and among families over the summer and throughout the schoolyear.

Help families prepare for their child’s transition to pre-K
e Sharetipswith families on how to prepare their child for pre-K, forexampleyou can encourage
familiesto:
o Asktheirchildhows/he feels about starting school.
o Practice separation with the child by letting atrusted friend or family member care for
the child for a short period of time.
o Takethe childtothe library forstory time to practice beingina group of children.
o Establish predictable bedtime and wake-up routines that provide the child enough time
forrestand gettingreadyinthe morning.


https://sites.google.com/site/prekreadiness/family-engagement
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e Encourage familiestosupporttheirchildin becoming more independent through:
o Dressingby herself/himself.
o Toiletingindependently.
o Clearingher/his plate after meals.
e Sharetipswithfamilies on how to part fromtheirchild on the first day, such as:
o Developingaconsistent way of saying goodbye (e.g., hugging, saying specific phrases of
love to each other).
o Tellingtheirchild where family will be while the childis atthe pre-K program.
o Placingafamily photoinsidetheirchild’s backpack.

Supporting Families during the First Days of School

Maintain a welcoming tone for families
e Communicate to all staff, including school safety officers, the central role that everyone playsin
welcoming families.
e Assignstaff members to:
o Greetfamiliesatthe entrance of the building.
o Supportfamilies with questions orconcerns as they arise.
o Provide families with necessary resources or handouts.
o Supportfamiliesorchildren struggling with separation.
e Staffshould greet families warmlyand respectfully.
Set aside time during the first days of school to meet with families and collect key information
aboutfamiliesandtheirchildren.
o Incorporate thisinformationintothe curriculum, physical displays, and interactions with
familiesand theirchildren.
e Developaplanto supportfamilies whose preferred language of communicationis not English.

Maintain a welcoming physical environment forfamilies
o Display welcome signs throughout the buildingin languages representative of families served,
and display family-focused items, such as:

o A map of the world, with stickers placed on families’ countries of origin.
o Photos of children and theirfamily membersin classrooms/hallways.

e Prominentlydisplay photos of all staff members with theirname and role identified.

e Setup a FamilyBulletin Board with key information posted, such as:
o Aschedule forthe day.
o Aschool calendar, highlighting upcoming events such as an orientation.
o Lessonandcurriculuminformation.

e Designate aninvitingspace in the building forfamiliesin which they can:
o Connectwitheachother.
o Obtainnecessary resources, such as a Family Handbook and orientation materials.
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Establish Routines & Structure for the First Days of School

Plan classroom activities to build children’sindependence and support their transition into pre-K
e Staggerentrydatesand/or timessochildren can getused to the classroom and routinesin small
groups.
o Alternatively, considerallocating adults so that you can divide each classinto smaller
groups as you teach children about routines and practices.
e Invite childrentobringaspecial object to school, such as a stuffed animal.
e Readbooksto children about coping with separation. You may wantto read some of these
books multiple timesto help children handletransitions. Great books to read include:
o TheKissing Hand, by Audrey Penn.
o A Pocketful of Kisses, by Audrey Penn.
o Where’s Spot?, by Eric Hill.
o Loveyou Forever, by Robert Munsch.
o Franklin Goes to School, by Paulette Bourgeois.
e For childrenwho continue to be upsetthroughoutthe first day of school:
o Reviewthe flow of the day so that children know when family willarrive.
o Invite childrentouse the “Cozy Area” to support self-regulation.
= A “CozyArea”is“a clearly defined space with a substantial amount of softness,
where children may daydream, read, or play quietly.” (See ECERS-R, Scale 3:
Furnishings forrelaxation and comfort).
e Readbooksand plansimple, shortactivitiesthatenable childrento workindependently.
Activities and read-alouds may include:
o All By Myself, by Aliki.
o Simple puzzles.
o Manipulativesortable toys.
o Pegboardswithpegs.
o Crayonswith plain paper.
Take children on a tour of the classroom.
o Orientchildrento differentactivity areas, including the job chartand centers area.

Plan Circle Time Routines & Activities
e Convene childrenforanactive and brief (5-10 minutes) circle time meeting.
o Ifsome childrenare not ready to participate, allow themto watch from a safe distance.
Introduce attendance routines, greetings, and good morning songsto opencircle.
e Introduce the ‘flow of the day’ chart so children know what they will be doingand when meals,
rest, and dismissal will happen.
e Teach oneortwosimple songsorfingerplays using children’s names and repeat each day.
e Teach andreview proceduressuch as:
o Goingto bathroom.
Walkingin hall.
Signal for stopping & listening.
Differentareasinthe room.
What to do when we enterthe classroom.
What we do when we getready to leave school.
Outdoor play and safety routines.
How to line up.
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e Incorporate opportunities fororal language developmentincircle time. Activities may include:
o Childrendiscussingfavorite objects they bringfrom home.

Plan Choice Time Routines & Activities
e Orientchildrentoavailablechoice activities.
o Use visual cues, such as pictures of learning centers.
o Explainand demonstrate your center management systemto children and practice usingit.
o Use various methods toidentify how many children can work in each activity area.
e Planchoice activities forthe first days of school, including:
o “lI Can Week” (e.g., | can paint; | can read; | can cut; | can glue; | can playin sand and water; |
can read; | can build).
¢ Intheeventanassignedteacheror paraprofessionalisabsent, aqualified substituteteacherora
gualified substitute paraprofessional must be assigned to provide coverage.
*Note that with all of these activities it is important forthe lead and assistant teachers to work closely
togetherto easethe transition for children. Forexample, one teacher might sing songs with the large
group while another teacher works with an individual child ortwo.

Resources

e Sample Program and Teacher Welcome Letters
https://sites.google.com/site/prekreadiness/family-engagement

e Australian Early Childhood Initiative Article: Creating a Welcoming Environment
https://www.kidsmatter.edu.au/early-childhood/blog/creating-welcoming-environment

e HelpGuide.orgarticle: Separation Anxiety in Children
http://www.helpguide.org/articles/anxiety/se paration-anxiety-in-children.htm.

e DOE Staggered Schedule and Full Day Schedule
http://schools.nyc.gov/Academics/EarlyChildhood/educators/UPK.htm

e Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale, Revised Edition (ECERS-R)
http://schools.nyc.gov/Academics/EarlyChildhood/educators/ProgramAssessments.htm

For More Information: Contact the Division of Early Childhood Education by emailing
EarlyChildhood@schools.nyc.gov.
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