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Dear Parents,
For 30 years I have been teaching preschool and observing kindergartens to help
families choose the next school experience for their children. As parents look at
diﬀerent programs, they often ask me to help them interpret what they see.
This guide is designed to help you on your visits. Enclosed you will find the clues I
look for and an explanation of what these signs are telling you. These tips will help
you make the most of your visit and will help you as you choose the best fit for your
child and your family. You can follow the "what to look for–what to ask” matrix and
use the note-taking pages at the end to organize your thoughts and observations.
Kindergarten is an exciting new adventure. I hope this booklet is a useful tool as you
visit potential schools to determine the best fit for your child and your family.
Sincerely,
Claire Bainer, M.A. Edu.
Co-Director, BlueSkies for Children
“Good childcare lasts a lifetime”

Claire Bainer has an M.A. in
Early Childhood Education and
has taught in pre-school
settings and at the college level
for 30 years. As Co-Director of
BlueSkies for Children, she
works with four and five year
olds and their families as they
transition to elementary school.
Bainer has produced a variety
of teacher training materials
and is co-author of the book,
Second Home: A Day in the Life
of a Model Early Childhood
Program (2007, Redleaf Press).
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KEY FOCUS AREAS
what to
look for
Classroom
dynamics

Classroom
environment

Teaching
philosophy

clues to watch for & questions to ask
• Are the children interested and engaged?
• Are they at ease?
• Are they kind to each other?

• Are there places for children to play together? Notice furniture arrangement.
• Is there a place to relax in the classroom? Do you see plants, pets, space,
soft areas? What is on the walls?
• Is the classroom peaceful, stimulating, cluttered, distracting?
• Do the children care for their classroom? Look for lists of jobs.
• Notice how the teacher speaks to the children. You should hear positive
reminders for desired behavior.
• Are classroom rules posted? Do they seem fair, clear, and reasonable for a
five year old?
• What is available for children to do who finish their work early?
• What kind of storybooks does the teacher read to the children?
•
•
•
•

Academic
philosophy

Questions:
What is the best way for parents to communicate with the teacher?
What is the homework policy for kindergartners?
How are children who fall behind supported?
How are children disciplined?

• Do you see classwork from all children displayed in the room?
• Do you see academic flexibility so children can explore at their level? Are
picture books and books with more text available?
• Do the children have art, music, library, and P.E.? How often?
• Do the teachers and the principal have a good rapport?
•
•
•
•

Questions:
How are kindergarteners evaluated?
Do they use standardized curriculum in math and reading?
How often are parent/teacher conferences held?
If testing is done, how is it handled? All day? Spread out over the week?
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KEY FOCUS AREAS
what to
look for
The school
community

clues to watch for & questions to ask
•
•
•
•

Do these parents feel like people you can relate to?
Do you see parent volunteers around the school?
Do working parents feel supported and included?
Is diversity evident throughout the school? Are the books, toys, and
pictures inclusive?

Questions:
• What does the school do to build the parent community?
• Is there an expectation that the parents donate money?
• What is the volunteer commitment for parents (daily, weekly, monthly)?
• How does the school communicate with parents?
Recess

• Do kindergarteners have a separate play yard? How are they protected
from the bigger kids?
• Will your child have fun in this yard?
• Is there enough for all the children to do?
• Do you see shade and a drinking fountain?
Questions:
• When is recess and how long does it last?
• Who supervises and how?
• How are children disciplined in the play yard?

Lunch

Before and
After Care

• Does the area where children eat look calm and pleasant?
• If they eat outside, do they have shade?
• Is the area clean and sanitized?
•
•
•
•
•

Questions:
Do they have a hot lunch program? Where does food come from?
How is lunchtime supervised and how many children eat together?
How much time do they have for lunch?
How are food allergies handled?
What happens if children forget their lunch?

•
•
•
•

How many children attend daily?
Do they have well planned space for play?
Do the children seem well supervised?
Do you see a place for children to get help and do homework?

•
•
•
•

Questions:
Are enrichment classes oﬀered?
Are kindergarteners separated or protected from older children?
How are movies or electronic games managed?
What is the discipline policy?
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why it matters...
Below are some insights and reasons behind the questions in the focus area
chart. Understanding the how and why of kindergarten will help you decipher
your experiences and pair your child with the school that is the best match.

environment & learning
Kindergarteners are learning to see themselves as part of the group, so
they need opportunities to practice the skills of sharing and cooperation.
Activities that require negotiation and problem solving, such as the sand
box, legos, and playhouse are ideal (in contrast to painting easel, work
sheets, circle time). Since recess is primarily a stress release versus a
social opportunity, children must get to know each other beforehand.

adults & philosophy
One of the principal’s jobs is to unify and stabilize the school community.
Along with administrative duties, principals enrich the curriculum and
help teachers see alternatives. Having a philosophy or belief structure
about how to teach and the intention to see that everyone’s needs are
met creates the culture of the school. This helps teachers be resilient and
ethical in their choices.

confidence, friends & inclusion
Children’s personalities and sense of self are developing right now. Children who finish early or fall
behind can become problems in the class. Teachers should have a plan for those needing special
support that promotes a healthy self concept. Children need to see other children that look like they
look. If the population is not very diverse, pictures on the walls, books and toys representing all
kinds of families can help children feel included. If a school includes and normalizes diversity, the
students will be more open to others’ diﬀerences. You should see diversity in curriculum throughout
the school in halls and classroom.

rules & supervision
Kindergarteners learn to control their own behavior with positive teacher support and expectations.
Children respond better to teachers with clear rules, evenly applied. It not only helps them develop
self control, but also gives them a sense of safety, and builds a democratic community. Negative
attention does not foster development of necessary impulse control.

lunch & recess
Health and safety counts! Elementary schools may have half the students in the yard with only one
yard monitor, so the students must be able to manage themselves, rain or shine.
Playground
equipment must be safe. Look for shade, drinking fountains, hot surfaces, head entrapments,
resilient surfaces, easy visibility with minimal hiding places and easy access to bathrooms and
cubbies.
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a few pearls of wisdom

You
can always
change your
mind!

Keep
a positive
outlook

Kindergarten
starts at five for
a reason

Don’t be afraid to make a change if your first
choice doesn’t work out. Adapting to a new
school is far easier than struggling with
situations that cannot be resolved. Be sure to
give your child time to settle in, though, before
you react. After the winter break they should
be feeling at home and happy at school. If not,
talk to the teacher and make a new plan.

Children are very intuitive and can pick up on
your worry and stress if you allow the
decision-making process to consume you.
Your goal is to keep your child feeling happy
and excited about a new school. Take
yourself out of the equation and imagine how
your child will experience the school. Be
aware of your personal wishes for your child
and your memories from childhood. Your
child will experience kindergarten in their own
unique way, just as you did.

Developmentally, kindergarten children want
to conform and do what is asked of them;
their internal motivation will direct them
toward more socially acceptable behavior,
even if their temperament remains the same.
If you think your four-year-old might react
poorly in certain situations, remember he or
she will be a year older and that much more
mature when kindergarten begins.
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pairing learning style and school style
No one knows and loves your child like you do. In many ways, success in kindergarten is about
children’s ability to control themselves and conform. As you look at schools, think about how
you are pairing your child’s behavior with the experiences he or she may have. Look for the
pairing that best supports your child’s most prominent qualities. Your goal is to find a school that
will bring out the best in your child, so he or she will be open and excited about learning.

my child has a

this kind of school will support him/her

tendency to be
Loud & dramatic,
draws attention
Quiet & shy

Look for a larger school so this child can find options and have room to
grow. These children need choices and options; they need to be treated
kindly to help develop their compassion for others.
Look for interesting, engaged classrooms where teachers are positive and
encouraging. Shy children can learn to manage themselves when gently
taught. Small group activities will help them find friends.

Active, excitable &
Look for calm, clear classroom without visual distraction or noise that can
impulsive, struggles to be overstimulating. Clear, consistent rules and routines and an
sit still
experienced teacher are supportive.
Competitive & hates
to make mistakes

Look for a relaxed classroom where children work at their own pace, and
for self-gratifying activities like art and movement which each child can do
in his or her own way---eliminating right and wrong.

Active & sporty

Look for a school with a place to run and participate in full body games.
They need a classroom with variety. Look for little tasks: feed the fish,
sharpen the pencils.

Sensitive & vulnerable Look for plants and something nice for them to look at and rest the eye.
These sensitive children need a way to calm themselves and stay
engaged. Small group activities help with making friends.
Dreamy & introverted

Look for a classroom with jobs and a way to keep the children grounded
and active as they learn. Be sure that thinking big is part of the
curriculum, as well as imagination and creativity.

Creative & follows his
or her own drum

Look for an organized daily structure with some open-ended and
ungraded activities. Structure and consistent rules allow creative children
to feel safe when they expand out creatively.

Anxious & high strung, Look for an organized predictable classroom. These children need to
needs to feel in
know what is expected of them. They need a calm, relaxed, accepting
control
environment and opportunities to move during class time to help them
release stress.
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end note...
Kindergarten is a big “letting go” moment in parenting. Because the true goal of
parenting is to create a self-actualizing child, we continuously weigh our child’s need
for protection against the need for freedom to explore and experiment and learn from
mistakes. As we make choices for elementary school we study that balance carefully,
knowing that resilience, responsibility and independence grow within a framework
that supports each child’s unique self and also sets appropriate external
expectations.
There is no perfect school, but your choice will clarify your family’s value system and
challenge you to think about the things that matter the most to you: social justice,
kindness, academic rigor, diversity, inclusion. Children learn from academic and social
challenges in manageable bites; that is what helps them develop the confidence and
skills they will need in the adult world. Ideally, you will identify several schools that
could work for you and your family, then let go and trust your child’s ability to
manage.
While the day-to-day life of parents can be busy and demanding, and at times
deliciously sweet, time does just keep marching on. Don’t let yourself get distracted in
the details of planning and forget to enjoy your child right now, just the way he or she
is today. And don’t forget how lucky and wonderful it is that you have the opportunity
to do this for your child.

Sincerely,

Claire Bainer, M.A. Edu.
Co-Director, BlueSkies for Children
“Good childcare lasts a lifetime”
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