[image: image1.wmf][image: image2.wmf]
Questions and Answers:
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Full Day Kindergarten

and

Developmentally Appropriate Practices
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Foreward 

This document is a compilation of frequently asked questions about the full day kindergarten program and developmentally appropriate practices.  It is intended to be used by administrators and teachers as a resource in answering questions frequently asked by parents and other school personnel.  This document should not be duplicated and distributed in its entirety.  

Some possible suggestions for using parts of this document may include:  

· Planning parent and school level training

· Brochures and leaflets

· Newsletters

· Study Group Topics

· Parent Conferences

· Home Visits

· Parent Meetings
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My child’s kindergarten class reminds me a lot of his/her preschool lass, shouldn’t it be very different now that he/she is in formal school?

If your child’s kindergarten classroom reminds you a lot of a preschool room—that is a good sign.  In today’s kindergarten classrooms, children generally range in age from four-and-a-half-year-olds to six-year-olds. At these ages, they are closer in their development and how they learn and process information than they are to primary age children.  For that reason, a good kindergarten program should look more like a good preschool than like first grade.  Organizations like the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) clearly supports this idea. In their book, Kindergarten Policies: What is Best for Children?, NAEYC makes a strong statement.  (Trister pg. 118-199)

“A great deal of quite conclusive research over half a century tells us that kindergarten-aged children still think like younger children; they think differently, see the world differently, act differently, and have different skills than children 7 or 8 …The kindergarten year is one more important year in a child’s lengthy process of growing up. It is not developmentally helpful, or in the long run a success, to push and rush children through it.”

In a high quality kindergarten you would see children talking with each other, exploring materials, solving problems together, and in general, deeply involved in and excited by their work.  Such a program strengthens children’s social, emotional, and physical skills, and provides varied opportunities for children to explore reading and writing, discover mathematical relationships, do what scientists do, find out about the world, and create through the arts. (Trister pg. 118-119)

However, you are right you should see some differences between preschool and kindergarten.  There should be more focused time spent on early reading and writing, mathematical thinking, and long-term studies.  You also should see meeting times or times during the day for the whole group to gather for a discussion about a topic the class is studying, resolve a problem in the classroom, participate in a lesson planned by the teacher and share work they have completed.  Work times should also be a part of the day.  These work times might center around a math task such as making and repeating patterns, sorting and classifying objects and comparing them on a graph, writing and drawing in personal journals, finding words that sound alike in a poem, or looking at books.  You should see children working in small groups or individually, and a teacher going from group to group.  Children in kindergarten are now ready to begin long-term studies.  Look for evidence of long-term projects.  Children may be exploring the kinds of studies we described in science and social studies but in greater depth, perhaps for several weeks or months.

In kindergarten, your children just continue to expand what they are able to do and increase the complexity.  For example, instead of just stacking the blocks in the block center, he/she might now build an elaborate town and then write (or dictate) a story about how that town was attacked one day by pirates.

Much of what we are talking about can be explained by a philosophy of early childhood education called Developmentally Appropriate Practices.

What does developmentally appropriate practices mean?

Developmentally appropriate practices result from the process of professionals making decisions about the well-being and education of children based on at least three important kinds of information or knowledge:

1. What is known about child development and learning—knowledge of age-related human characteristics that permits general predictions within an age range about what activities, materials, interactions, or experiences will be safe, healthy, interesting, achievable, and also challenging to children;

2. What is known about the strengths, interests, and needs of each individual child in the group to be able to adapt for and be responsive to inevitable individual variation;

3. Knowledge of the social and cultural contexts in which children live to ensure that learning experiences are meaningful, relevant, and respectful for the participating children and their families.

Furthermore, each of these dimensions of knowledge—human development and learning, individual characteristics and experiences, and social and cultural contexts—is dynamic and changing, requiring that early childhood teachers remain learners throughout their careers.


An example illustrates the interrelatedness of these three dimensions of the decision making process.  Children all over the world acquire language at approximately the same period of the life span and in similar ways (Fernald 1992).  But tremendous individual variation exists in the rate and pattern of language acquisition (Fenson et al. 1994).  Also, children acquire the language or languages of the culture in which they live (Kuhl 1994).  Thus, to adequately support a developmental task such as language acquisition, the teacher must draw on at least all three interrelated dimensions of knowledge to determine a developmentally appropriate strategy or intervention.

Is developmentally appropriate practices some new trend?

The roots of developmentally appropriate practices lie at the beginning of this century and have continued with early childhood philosophers and educators such as John Dewey, Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky, Patty Smith Hill, and Caroline Pratt.  The National Association for the Education of Young Children, ( NAEYC), the nation’s largest association of early childhood educators, published position papers on developmentally appropriate practices in 1987 with a revision of the statement in 1997.  

A major purpose for the statement was to respond to a growing trend toward more formal, academic instruction of young children-a trend characterized by downward escalation of public school curriculum.  At the time, many early childhood programs were placing undue emphasis on rote learning and whole-group instruction of narrowly defined academic skills at the expense of more active learning approaches based on a broader interpretation of children’s educational needs and abilities.  Testing, placement, and retention practices also raised serious concerns (NAEYC, 1988; Bredecamp & Shepherd, 1989).  As a result of readiness and screening practices that reflected many of the same narrowly defined academic goals that characterized primary-grade curricula, an increasing proportion of children were being identified as unready for kindergarten or first grade and were being assigned to transition classes, retained in grade, or denied enrollment.  

NAEYC assumed a leadership role in adopting guidelines for developmentally appropriate practice.  The primary position was that programs designed for young children be based on what is known about young children.  The guidelines also reflected a clear commitment regarding the rights of young children to respectful and supportive learning environments and to an education that would prepare them for participation in a free and democratic society.  

Today’s teachers are not being asked to begin something new and change everything they do; instead they are being asked to consider their actions in the light of integrating their developmental knowledge of children.  The abiding question will be, Is what I do supported by what I know to be true about this child/children?  The strategies may change, but the knowledge and attitude will remain constant.  Developmentally appropriate practice should remain the unifying value that draws early childhood professionals together.  

What curriculum is being used in Full Day Kindergarten? I have heard the Creative Curriculum is now being used?

The kindergarten curriculum and standards have not changed with the move from half-day to full day kindergarten.  But what has changed is the way instruction is delivered. The same curriculum materials (Literacy Place, Path to Math Success, Science Place, and Me and My World) are still being used to address the DoDEA Kindergarten Standards. We need to remember the DoDEA Standards guide what skills and content will be taught in Kindergarten. The Creative Curriculum is being used as a resource or a tool to help teachers set up their classroom learning environment.  With the longer school day in Full Day Kindergarten and the shift to delivering instruction that is more developmentally appropriate and in line with the current research on how young children learn, parents may find the instruction in the classroom looks different than it has in the past.

What can I expect instruction to look like in my child’s kindergarten classroom?

In your child’s classroom you should see instruction taking place in a variety of ways. There should be a balance of teacher directed activities and times when your children make choices and direct their own learning.  There will be times when your child will participate in large group instruction led by the teacher, and other times when your child will work with the teacher in a small group.  During the day children will spend some time working in learning centers.  When working in learning centers, sometimes children will choose which centers they want to work in and other times the teacher may direct where a child is to work. Throughout the day, children will have opportunities to work cooperatively with each other.

Classroom instruction should center on integrated activities or follow an “interdisciplinary” approach. This means instead of teaching subjects like reading, writing, and math at distinct times of day (to develop isolated skills), a teacher will work all of them into open-ended activities that support a specific theme and enhance growth and learning at many levels. While there may be short periods of instruction about specific subject areas in order to provide children with skills, much of the practice is done through the study of themes, projects, and use of centers. The themes are carefully chosen to reflect the interests of the children in the classroom. Some teachers encourage students to suggest themes for the class to study. 

For example, through a study of the theme “families”, children count and graph numbers of family members and compare more and less family members (math skills).  Some children may draw pictures of their family and label them while others may write short sentences about favorite pets or family activities (literacy skills).  By investigating families from other cultures, children realize that all families have many things in common (social studies). The children may also study animal families (science). Singing family songs and finger plays helps children learn music.  Having opportunities in the dramatic play area to interact with each other and negotiate roles, such as who would be the mommy; who would be the daddy, and who will be the baby, etc. builds social skills. Acting out a pretend event or scenario in the dramatic play area helps build foundations for higher level thinking skills that will be needed to learn to read and write. 

In the above example, the way of presenting curriculum was very meaningful to children. It required them to learn and practice skills in a meaningful way without separating information into subject areas with very different content.  What they were studying began with what they already knew and then branched out to the unfamiliar. 

Frequently the type of instruction will center on an open-ended activity, which is an assignment that has no right or wrong answers.   We know that no two children learn in exactly the same way or at the same rate.  So the challenge is to create meaningful activities for children who are at different levels of development. 

For example, the assignment might be to go to the writing center and create a book about your family.  The children who are not yet reading and writing could go to that center and produce a book with lots of illustrations.  The teacher might then ask the child to dictate a story about the family and write the words for the child in the book, thus reinforcing the connection between spoken word and written sentences.  

Another child in the class may already be able to write independently and is able to produce a book about his/her family. The teacher then could spend some time with the child reviewing some of the finer points of spelling and punctuation.  

In the end, each child has a finished product but they look very different.  But both children learned from the experience and walked away with a feeling of success and accomplishment.

I don’t understand, what is a learning center?

The kindergarten classroom is set up so that there are a variety of learning centers, each focusing on a different theme –such as writing, art, music, math, blocks, dramatic, play, cooking, or science –and is filled with a variety of toys, tools, props, and other materials that will enhance learning. Teachers carefully plan these centers.  Each center is designed with learning objectives in mind. The objectives cover learning that promotes social-emotional development, cognitive development, and physical development. The materials that are included in the center provide children with opportunities to touch, explore, and make discoveries, which we know is how young children best learn. 

Centers--are they supposed to be structured for one specific type of learning?  (i.e. if you are in the kitchen center, can you only do kitchen detail-cooking, eating, etc.)

Each center is designed with learning objectives in mind.  The objectives cover learning that promotes social-emotional development, cognitive development, and physical development. The materials that are included in the center are just tools for all the children to expand their learning. For example, one of the cognitive objectives for the Dramatic Play center is as follows:  “Use symbols to represent real objects and situations (using block to represent a telephone or a string for firehouse.)  Identify and plan play episodes with others.”  The primary purpose of any given center is for the children to expand their thinking related to the objectives.  Although certain props and materials suggest use as they are designed (i.e. cooking utensils for cooking); or you may see them use the objects to represent other objects (i.e. using a spoon as a microphone in pretending to be a singer). Either use of the materials reinforces a learning goal for the center.

But when I have observed my child in the learning centers it looks like all they are doing is playing and having fun, I want them to be learning.

Research shows us that young children learn best through play.  As adults we often discredit the value of children’s play and expect that children are only learning when they are sitting still doing paper pencil type activities and worksheets or listening to the teacher.  When children’s hands are busy touching, exploring, and creating with materials and they are using their language to express ideas we know the mind is actively engaged and making the connections that children will need for later learning in school.  Research shows that young children learn most effectively when they’re allowed to move around, make lots of choices, and use all of their senses to explore, experiment, and create. For example, in the dramatic play or housekeeping center, one of the cognitive objectives for learning is “Use symbols to represent real objects and situations”.  A child may practice this skill by pretending to write a grocery list, use a drawing they have made to represent a map in a pretend driving scenario, or using a block for a telephone or a rope for a fire hose. When children are engaged in this type of symbolic play, they are building the foundation for skills that will be used later to perform higher-level abstract thinking necessary for learning to read and write.  Additionally, the use of symbolic thinking is needed for later school subjects such as algebra and world geography. 

All the play activities your child enjoys in school do have a specific focus and a purpose.  In fact, kindergarten teaching strategies are much more structured today than they were forty years ago, because teachers now know more about how children develop. The most important thing to remember is that, for children, play is work. It’s how they learn (LaForge, 1999).

How do children learn to move from center to center?

As with any transition, preparation and communication are the keys to success.  Children need to know the expectations and procedures that will be followed for all classroom routines.  Clean up and transitioning to another activity are two such routines, which must be established and communicated to children.  Often the teacher and children establish these classroom routines together.  Once established, the teacher models for the children and allows them frequent opportunities to practice classroom routines.  This is especially true at the beginning of the school year or at the establishment of a new routine.  If teachers notice that children are having difficulty with any classroom routine, they will identify and discuss the problems with the children and look for solutions together.  “Several ways to make transitions go smoothly are as follows: individualize the process, give children notice, allow sufficient time, assign children tasks, be clear and consistent, and be flexible.  When possible, it is a good idea to allow children extra time to complete special projects or activities in which they are particularly involved.”  from The Creative Curriculum.  (Or, it may be possible for the project to be stored so that the children can return to continue their work the next day.)

Teachers do monitor which centers students are using and encourage students to become involved in a wide range of activities.

What are the procedures for centers?   How do you deal with children who are still working when it is time to terminate their task and clean up?  Are the procedures the same for all children?   How do you transition children from centers without it becoming an ordeal or traumatic situation?

The same applies here as with the previous questions and answer.  Children need to know the expectations and procedures that will be followed for all classroom routines.  Clean-up and transitioning to another activity are two such routines which must be established and communicated to children.  Often the teacher and children establish these classroom routines together.  Once established, the teacher models for the children and allows them frequent opportunities to practice classroom routines.  This is especially true at the beginning of the school year or at the establishment of a new routine.  If teachers notice that children are having difficulty with any classroom routines, they will communicate the problems to the children and look for solutions together.  Several ways to make transitions go smoothly are as follows:  individualize the process, give children notice, allow sufficient time, assign children tasks, be clear and consistent, and be flexible.   When possible, it is a good idea to allow children extra time to complete special projects or activities in which they are particularly involved or it may be possible for the project to be stored so that children can return to continue their work the next day.

( From The Creative Curriculum)
Can children who are under-motivated get lost in the “free-style” learning environment?

What appears to be ”freestyle” is actually very structured in terms of the teacher’s interactions with individual children.  During center time, children are making choices about where they will spend their time.  However, the teacher plays a significant role in guiding the child’s experiences through their interactions with the child.  For example, if the teacher has observed that a child appears to be under motivated, then the teacher will work with the child to help them to make choices that will increase their motivation to engage in the many learning opportunities available to them.

Why should my child be making so many choices about his learning?  Shouldn’t the teacher being doing that?

When young children are allowed to make choices, their sense of competence and self-control is enhanced. When young children are learning things that are meaningful and interesting to them, their level of engagement in the learning process increases. The choices that children are making are not based on random chance. The types of activities children are choosing from are thought out and planned by the teacher to ensure that what children have available to them is meaningful and will enhance their development.  There will be times during the day when learning is more teacher directed, but we know that it is best for children when there is a balance between teacher and child choice activities.

If children in developmentally appropriate classrooms are making their own choices and constructing their own knowledge aren’t teachers teaching minimally, or not at all?

This misunderstanding relies on the limited view that teachers teach only by directing and controlling all learning in a classroom—instructing, assigning tasks, correcting errors.  The implication in this misinterpretation is that teachers are merely passive observers in developmentally appropriate classrooms, not really in charge (Raines, 1997).  Teachers in developmentally appropriate classrooms are in charge, but not dominating, and they use a variety of teaching strategies.  Some of the strategies—the observing, planning, scheduling, arranging, and organizing—create an invisible structure that supports learning activity.  Some of the strategies are imbedded in personal interaction with children busy at play; teachers comment, ask, suggest, and provide information and additional materials.  They model, challenge and help children change direction.  They collaborate with children involved in learning activities, scaffolding children’s effects to reach to greater heights.  They help form small groups and partnerships in which children can support and extend each other’s learning.  They also teach with large-group activities, although these play a lesser role in developmentally appropriate classrooms, where matching individuals needs is a priority.  Teachers recognize that learning doesn’t happen only when their mouths are open.  When they intervene in learning situations, it is because their observation and judgment have led them to conclude that their intervention will enhance learning.  Teachers in developmentally appropriate classrooms teach by supporting children’s active learning with a multitude of direct and indirect strategies.
If children are free to make their own learning choices and move freely around the room, doesn’t that lead to a very chaotic learning environment?  The classroom seems so much noisier than when I was in school. I don’t think the teacher has very good control of the children.

What appears to be random free choice for children is actually very structured in terms of the ‘behind the scenes’ work the teacher has done to prepare the children to make good choices and to arrange the learning environment so that children are working towards mastering the DODEA standards. Once children learn the procedures and expectations for these times during the day you will be amazed at how efficiently and productive this time can be.  

We also know that young children use enormous amounts of energy and concentration to sit still. Sitting still for even a few minutes at a time makes learning more difficult.  We know that kindergartners and even first graders need to move frequently and as they grow older they will be ready to sit still for more sedentary learning tasks.  Kindergarten teachers are skilled in balancing the school day so that more sedentary activities are alternated with times for more active movement and involvement. 

When we realize that for young children their major mode for learning and processing new information is through language, then we can better understand why young children love to talk and ask questions.  In a high quality kindergarten classroom you would expect to hear a “buzz” of productive activity. Young children should be talking and working together to discuss their learning, answer questions, share experiences and solve problems. Teachers know that children continue to develop language skills throughout the primary grades, so it is important to set up many opportunities for children to hear and use language. Teachers know that children learn from each other as well as from talking with a grown-up and that the time children spend talking with each other is just as important as the time spent talking with him/her.

When I observe in my child’s classroom, it doesn’t seem that there’s a strong discipline policy and I’m wondering what happens to children who misbehave?

In many classrooms in the past, a punitive guidance system was in place.  The goal of this system is obedience to those having authority.  Punishment is sanctioned and relied upon to control behavior.  Punishment is believed to be effective, fair and necessary. “Might makes right”.  Right is often defined by the person with the authority or by group consensus.  Wrong-doers must be punished and justice is satisfied only when punishment has occurred.  The punitive guidance system requires and demands external control for stability.  These controls can be through fear of punishment, or through rewards such as special foods, treats, stickers or extra hours of video games.  

In developmentally appropriate classrooms the punitive guidance system is replaced by a responsibility guidance system.  The goal of discipline and structure in this guidance system is to develop fully functioning, caring, and responsible people.  Another goal is for children to become responsible for their own behaviors and interactions.  In order for children to become responsible for their own actions, appropriate expectations and environments must be provided by parents, caregivers, and teachers.  A basic understanding of child growth and development is imperative when planning appropriate environments for young children.  Expectations must be realistic.  What is appropriate for older children may not be appropriate for younger children.

Children learn appropriate behaviors and social interactions much like they learn other concepts, such as reading and math.  Punishing a child because they have not learned the appropriate behaviors or social interactions is as unreasonable as it would be to punish a child who is having difficulty learning to read. A child who pushes other children who are playing in a group may really be trying to say “I want to join in” but lacks the communication skills necessary to express his desires. The teacher in this example may respond to the pushing by saying, “If you push, you may not play here.  If you want to play here, you might try saying ‘May I play with you?’”  The teacher is acknowledging the inappropriate behavior while at the same time teaching the child appropriate social interactions.

Adults can assist children in learning appropriate behaviors by providing boundaries and appropriate structures.  Structure involves teaching children to be responsible; to honor commitments and other people; and eventually to develop morals and values.  Creating structure means to safely plan environments and events so that children will be successful at fulfilling adult expectations and have their own needs met at the same time.  It helps children problem solve as well as say yes to healthy relationships.

Children need boundaries and structure to make it in this world.  Setting boundaries involves setting safe, consistent limits on children’s behaviors.  Structuring is basically planning, organizing, and arranging surroundings and events in such a way that children have the greatest chance of being successful.  In an effective environment the adult is responsible for providing the necessary boundaries and structure so children may try out new behaviors, safely explore their world, and learn the boundaries of what are acceptable and unacceptable ways of getting one’s needs met.

The external structure provided for young children becomes internalized.  The external structural building blocks provided by parents and teachers become the values, beliefs and skills children possess and use.  Developmentally appropriate structure provides children with nurturing rules that help them to establish and maintain relationships with objects, people and events.   

What if problem children take time from teacher, therefore not allowing individual attention?

Teachers have received training in addressing trends of all children in a manner that allows for individualization, while also attending to the needs of the group as a whole.  To accomplish this, the teacher must often talk with the children about how to continue their involvement in a task while the teacher is interacting with an individual child.  Additionally, the teacher will use a variety of approaches, based on knowledge of the child and the particular problem, to guide the child in acquiring social competence.

Why are letter and number recognition activities not appropriate in this program?

Letter and number recognition, as well as other literacy and math skills, are taught and reinforced in a variety of ways.  All children are exposed to age-appropriate curriculum through a variety of instructional settings, which include a combination of teacher directed whole-group lessons, small-group lessons, individualized interactions, as well as student-initiated activities. Since we know that children learn at different rates, additional activities to reinforce learning are based on the individual needs of each child.  The ultimate goal is the enhanced development and learning for every child in the classroom.

Will my child learn to read and write in kindergarten?

We know that every child develops at their own rate and that at the end of kindergarten it is very normal to have some children reading while others are just beginning to recognize letters. The DoDEA standards outline what we would expect children to learn in these academic areas in Kindergarten. However, it is interesting to note that some of these same standards overlap with first grade standards because we know that children develop at individual rates. 

The kindergarten standards and curriculum materials do focus on beginning reading and writing skills and they are a part of the program. However, the way in which they are taught may look differently from the way we may remember when we were in school.  We now know that pushing academics on young children before they are developmentally ready does more harm than good.  We also know that young children can learn numbers and letters through rote memorization; however, without a solid understanding of mathematical relationships and a thorough understanding of concepts in print, these children really haven’t mastered the skills they will need to become fluent readers and writers.

How will my child learn to read, write, and do math if the teacher does not consistently provide him with worksheets, flashcards, and drill?

We know that young children learn best through concrete, hands-on experiences where they are actively engaged.  Young children construct knowledge through their experiences.  Without actual experiences, worksheets are often too abstract and do not carry enough meaning for children.  Young children are capable of memorizing rote information; however, in the early years we are concerned with providing a solid foundation of experiences to help children make connections and bring meaning to their learning.  For young children, flashcards and typical drill and practice activities are often just that, memorization without a solid understanding of concepts.  For example, children may count to 12 and even recognize the number 12, but have little or no understanding of how to use the concept of number as it relates to their daily experience.
How are the children graded and how often?

Children’s progress is assessed on an ongoing basis.  This information is gathered so that educators can establish appropriate goals, assist the children with reaching these goals, and keep parents informed about their children’s progress in achieving these goals. “Ongoing assessment enables teachers to document each child’s growing abilities, interests of a particular group of children.”  (from: The Creative Curriculum) The formal cycle for reporting progress to parents is every nine weeks.  After the first nine weeks, a parent conference is held. At the end of the next nine weeks, a progress report is sent home and conferences are conducted by request.  The current DoDEA Progress Reports for the primary grades (KN-1st, & 2nd-3rd) do not utilize grades to communicate student progress.  The code system of P for Proficient, CD for Consistently Displayed,  and an N for Not Yet and teacher comments are used to report on student progress.

How will the teachers assess or grade my child to make sure they are learning?

Children’s progress is assessed on an ongoing basis.  This information is gathered so that educators can establish appropriate goals, assist the children with reaching these goals, and keep parents informed about their child’s progress in achieving these goals.  “Ongoing assessment enables teachers to document each child’s growing abilities, interests, and skills in order to implement the curriculum in ways that will best suit the needs and interests of a particular group of children.” ( from: The Creative Curriculum)
Assessment information is gathered in a variety of ways which include teacher observations, examination of student work products, recording of children’s language and interactions, and discussions with children about their learning and perceptions. Additionally, professional publications such as the Developmental Guidelines from the Work Sampling System and Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs provide research-based information on age-appropriate and individual levels of development.

The formal cycle for reporting progress to parents is every nine weeks.  After the first nine weeks, a parent conference is held.  At the end of the next three nine week periods, a progress report is sent home and conferences are conducted by request.  The current DoDEA Progress Reports for the primary grades (KN-1st, & 2nd-3rd) do not utilize grades to communicate student progress.  The code system of P for Proficient, CD for Consistently Displayed, and an N for Not Yet and teacher comments are used to report on student progress.

When teachers collect information about children, they tend to be looking for more detailed information than what was customary in the past.  Instead of statements such as “Susie is a nice girl who behaves well in class”, more specific information that addresses definitive developmentally related areas would be given to parents. (LaForge pg. 31)

Favorite classroom activities (Does he/she prefer dramatic play? Art? Writing? Math? Cooking?)

Typical outdoor pursuits (Does he/she prefer interactive games? Climbing? Sand and water play?)

Status as an independent learner (Is he/she taking care of his/her own needs and seeking help appropriately? Actively exploring classroom materials, participating in group activities?)

Development of large and small motor skills (Is he/she participating in physical education activities and using all the playground equipment? Can he/she use scissors, small building blocks, and drawing utensils?)

Social interactions and emotional development (Is he/she getting along with peers? Following classroom rules?  Solving peer conflicts appropriately?)

Language and literacy development (Which emerging reading and writing skills does he/she display?)

How do teachers guide children when they are all at different levels?

Individualizing means recognizing and allowing for differences in backgrounds, development, and interests when planning activities and changes to the environment in order to meet the needs and interests of each child.  One of the easiest ways to individualize the program is to provide a variety of developmentally appropriate activities for children every day.  In this way children learn to make choices.  Additionally, the teacher plans specifically during center time and throughout the day based on individual children’s needs.  For example, noting that several children are having trouble cutting with scissors, the teacher plans activities that will strengthen their small motor skills such as a game involving picking up objects and transporting them with tongs;  adding peg boards and pegs and Tinkertoys to the table toy area; including playdough in the art area.  (source The Creative Curriculum).

Why don’t they celebrate holidays in the early childhood classrooms?

In DoDEA, we believe that holidays are best celebrated as a part of a family’s culture and traditions.  Holidays are a very small part of the curriculum, but often are disproportionately represented.  Holiday activities initiated by teachers are often repetitive and take time away from the important studies based on standards that should occupy the majority of classroom time.  There are no meaningful developmental reasons for the abundant emphasis on holiday activities.

All families do not celebrate the same holidays, celebrate holidays at all, or remember holidays as joyous times.  If teachers impose their own holiday beliefs and/or celebrations on children, it may put the child and family at conflict.  A teacher’s memories about holidays may not reflect the diversity of American culture today.  Sometimes teachers try to provide diversity and organize activities around holidays from several cultures, (such as Hanukkah or Kwanzaa, for examples).  However, if these holidays are not familiar to the teacher, or relevant to children’s everyday lives, the activities may end up trivializing the cultures being represented.  Further, not everyone in a particular culture celebrates holidays the same way, and this may provide a distorted image of a culture.  Teaching about diverse cultures through holidays alone also interferes with a true understanding about a culture, since typical, daily life activities are usually suspended during holidays. Children’s impressions of cultures should not be that all the people do is eat, dance and wear certain clothes. 

Young children want to do what their teachers and classmates do.  In cases where families do not celebrate a holiday due to religious beliefs, this means the child wants to do things that are against the family’s religion.  The family is put in the position of telling the child they cannot participate.  It is unnecessary to put a family in this position when these celebrations are not part of the curriculum or a very small piece of it.  Again, emphasis and support should be given to children’s expressions of family practices and should not be initiated or directed by the teacher.  From time to time, family members may come into the classroom to share family traditions.   This sharing should occur through the use of centers, recognizing that children may or may not choose to participate in that center activity.  Throughout the year, families should be invited to share traditions that do not center only on holiday celebrations or food.

Young children respond best to routines and schedules.  Often, family schedules and routines are not in place or are different during the holidays.  These changes in routine are often difficult and stressful for young children.  Early childhood classrooms maintain regular schedules and routines to enable children to have a safe, stress-free place to learn.  

Time is always an issue for teachers; there’s not enough time to teach to all the standards, use the materials, provide follow-up, reteach, individualize instruction, assess, etc.  However, often large chunks of time are spent on holidays.  Children go on the same field trips to pumpkin patches and Christmas markets, have Easter egg hunts, etc. usually with no relationship between the activity and any curricular standard, or regardless of the current standard being addressed.  Good early childhood practice is for children to study about real and relevant things and represent their learning in a variety of ways.  If a child would like to go to the art center and make a pumpkin, that activity is fine.  A teacher mandating that all children create a pumpkin at Halloween is not appropriate. Children who put up their Christmas tree may draw a picture of the tree and their family, dictate what they did to the teacher and hang the picture on the wall.  This is very appropriate and leaves room for the child who did not put up a tree to simply draw something else and write about it.  Again, the teacher has not directed all children to draw pictures of their Christmas tree, which would be detrimental to those children who do not celebrate Christmas, or do not have trees at home.  No one is suggesting that they should draw or write about a holiday, so there is no conflict with the family.

Teachers plan and implement curriculum that is reflective of adopted standards and responsive to the specific context of children’s experiences.  The curriculum should support individual children’s development of self-identity to help them construct understanding of new concepts and to enrich the lives of all children with respectful acceptance and appreciation of differences and similarities.
What are the purposes of the home visit?

A home visit is an excellent way for children to get to know their teachers. A teacher can learn a tremendous amount about each child by giving short periods of focused attention at the children’s homes or at a place where they are most comfortable.  The personal contact initiated on a home visit makes it easier for parents to feel comfortable providing information, asking questions, or sharing concerns about their child with the teacher throughout the school year.  The home visit provides an excellent opportunity to establish a true partnership between the home and school.

What can a parent do at home to help to enhance the child’s program?

Research indicates that the following kinds of experiences are important.  Children benefit when they:

· Are read to by adults who demonstrate pleasure in reading and talking about books

· Have one-to-one conversations with adults that challenge them with new information and new vocabulary

· Experience a print-rich environment including books, magazines, and newspapers, writing materials, posters and refrigerator letters

· Are given writing materials and are encouraged to use them in many different kinds of play

· Engage in dramatic or pretend play that relates to literacy activities, (e.g. making shopping lists, writing prescriptions, notes to grandparents, copying a recipe, or pretending to work in an office).

· Are encouraged to notice and discuss environmental print.

· See the purpose of literacy by watching adults get information from a book or article, take home a phone message, find information on the Internet, or laugh (cry) as they read a book.”

(From the Summary Report of Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children)
The information contained above outlines some of the ways that a parent can support their child’s education. Parents can also contact the school and their child’s teacher for additional ideas.
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