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Wednesday, Oct 11 
Parent Ed Event: Choosing 
Kindergarten Pt. II 
6:00 - 8:00 p.m. 

Tuesday, Oct 17 
Parent Services Committee 
Meeting
6:15 - 7:30 p.m.
 
Wednesday, Oct 25 
Parent Scholarship & Fall 
Mailer Stuffing Party
6:15 - 8:00 p.m.
 
Monday, Oct 30
Playroom and Homeroom 
Parent Conference Days 
(Playroon & Homeroom 
closed)

Upcoming Events
Trauma
By: Claire Bainer & Liisa Hale

October
2017

According to Mister Rogers “the word caring comes from the gothic word 
Kara which means ‘to lament.’ So caring is not what a powerful person gives 
a weaker one. Caring is a matter of being there… lamenting right along with 
the one who laments.” In many ways we are all lamenting together, quite a bit, 
with the increase in both natural and human-made disasters that are flooding 
our lives right now.

In light of that, this month we are suggesting approaches for talking to young 
children about distressing events they may have inadvertently seen on televi-
sion or overheard on the radio or in adult conversations. Our precocious chil-
dren are watching and listening and wondering, and looking for clues from 
those of us around them to understand what they pick up. As they intuit our 
feelings, they adjust their responses and feelings to be in sync with ours. They 
learn how to react and respond from our cues, so rather than assume that they 
are oblivious to these events it is important to check in.

Not all children tell us their concerns, but all children do wonder about things 
they don’t fully understand. All children feel validated as important members 
of the family when they are included, to the extent of their capacity, in mean-
ingful discussions. And all children depend on their beloved adults to frame 
their experiences so they can understand what is happening and respond grace-
fully and reasonably, release worry, and feel safe.

It is a cardinal rule to always tell children the truth – but with young children 
it is also a cardinal rule to tell them just the amount of truth they are able 
to assimilate. When telling the truth share as much detail as it is helpful for 
the child to know, reading body language and listening to questions as cues to 
know whether the details help your child feel safer and more secure or if they 
are just providing more to worry about. Children who have gone off to elemen-
tary school are being exposed to a much bigger world than the ones here at 
BlueSkies. They are accustomed to a greater degree of adult separation, and 
may be comforted by hearing that people would search all night to find them af-
ter an earthquake, while pre-school children might be really frightened by the 
new thought that a person could actually find oneself lost in the night. In that 
case this detail could be dropped from the discussion. 

Remember that the adult can control where conversations go, so begin by 
thinking about what the big messages are. For example, if a child is seeing peo-
ple being rescued from flooded cars you might decide to couple worried feelings 
with the ultimate optimism of rescue, and say “That would really be scary to 
get stuck in so much water like that, wouldn’t it? Isn’t it great that those people 
with the boat came to help them?” If children ask questions are pushing you to 
give more information than you feel would be helpful, you can say things like 
“You are really thinking about that, aren’t you? It’s hard to even imagine that 
there could be so much water that it could spill onto a road. That sure would 
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Co-Directors Report Cont...
be a lot of water, wouldn’t it!” In sharing the awe and wonder of so much water, you can acknowledge what the 
child is pondering without providing meaningless or confusing detail. 

If you suspect your child has heard about something that is being widely discussed, you can ask “I’m wonder-
ing if you have heard anything you’ve been wondering about lately?” Driving in the car is a good time for this 
kind of conversation; there is something about being together but not looking at each other that seems to facili-
tate conversation about feelings. If there is something on the child’s mind, just listen to their thoughts in the 
gothic Kara stance of Mr. Rodgers. You could be surprised with this open-ended question – your child might 
share a rumor that the big kids at school don’t take naps, but you’ve still surfaced something that’s on your 
child’s mind—even if it wasn’t the question you were expecting about the hurricane and flood. And the open-
ended question avoids planting unneeded ideas – if your three-year-old really hasn’t heard anything about 
floods, you don’t need to introduce the subject.

Every good communication course reminds us to resist our impulses to try to fix or correct another person’s 
feelings. It’s better to acknowledge a feeling even if it’s an unreasonable concern like that a hurricane might 
come to Oakland—“That would be scary, wouldn’t it?”—because a child’s worried feelings will block any logi-
cal approach you might take. Another time, when you’re talking about the weather, you might talk about 
why Oakland doesn’t have hurricanes. You can dispel rumors “Hmm, I wonder why they would say everyone 
drowned when we saw all those people being picked up in boats?” Allow the child to lead with their questions 
and concerns. Remember that as the adult you need to come to terms with your own feelings before talking to 
children, essentially metabolizing the event so that you convey thoughtfulness and understanding rather than 
passing on your own feelings. (The event of a loved one’s death is the exception to this rule. In this case, shar-
ing honest feelings is a wonderful way to share love, respect, appropriate emotion, and a sense of belonging).

You can also introduce a discussion of disasters or trauma by saying “I’ve been hearing about so many disas-
ters on the news that I wanted to have a family meeting so we can be sure to have a plan to keep our family 
safe when we are away from each other.” Elementary school children need to know that they may need to stay 
at school until someone can get to them. Information like “It might take mom awhile to get to get to school if 
BART isn’t working,” or “I made a plan with cousin Richard, he lives close to your school and he’ll come right 
away,” can be shared, along with the reassurance that school is also ready to take care of you until a parent ar-
rives. Certainly children at BlueSkies never question that their teachers will be here for them. A good analogy 
for children is the common fire drill – remember, we don’t think we’ll ever need to do this, but we practice so 
that we’ll be ready just in case.

Every parent wants to protect their child from trauma and fears, so watch yourself so you don’t make unrealis-
tic promises like “this will never happen to you.” It is better to validate the child’s fear, to say that it’s natural 
to feel scared or sad when sad or scary things happen, and to remind them that grown-ups are on the job to 
help in every way possible.

It is, after all, the grown-ups’ job to protect children and keep them safe. “I’m going to do everything I can to 
keep you safe,” is always a true statement. Reinforce the child’s coping skills, “Remember the last time you 
were afraid, and how you figured out what to do to help yourself calm down when I was not there?” This gives 
the child a feeling of having some agency and control. And remind them that the world is a good and beautiful 
and loving place, and when things are difficult or worrisome remember to be sure to notice all the people who 
are helping and doing their best to make things better. 

We can all take comfort in this. 

Claire and Liisa

“When I was a boy and I would see scary things in the news, my mother 
would say to me, ‘Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are 

helping.” Mister Rogers
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The results of this year’s Parent Satisfaction Survey are in, and we had slightly higher response rate than 
last year, so many thanks to those that sent their feedback!  Consistent with years past, the vast majority 
(over 90%) of respondents felt strongly positive about their experience at BlueSkies, with most agreeing 
that the program was “high quality” and that they would recommend the school to a friend.  In particular, 
many parents indicated that their child was seen as an individual, that they were kept informed about 
developmental milestones that were occurring, and that BlueSkies had done a great job working with children 
with food allergies.

As happy as parents reported being with BlueSkies, there were several areas people felt BlueSkies could 
work to improve.  While most parents were pleased with the communication they received, they also reported 
that the quality and quantity of information they received was somewhat inconsistent across classrooms 
(particularly with photos).  Parents felt that having more regular communication with teachers, and more in-
depth information about specific issues, would be very helpful.  Additionally, some parents, particularly those 
newer to BlueSkies, reported difficulty in feeling part of the community
.
We’ve been trying new ways of improving communication with families, and this last year we focused on 
addressing technical and logistical barriers to improving the flow of communication.  In particular, we’ve 
updated our WiFi infrastructure and website to lay the groundwork for better communication directly from 
the classrooms, and to be able to more frequently direct parents to relevant information they can use.  We’ll 
continue to build more systems to better open lines of communication, but we will also be looking for ways to 
concretely measure how much we are communicating with parents, and how helpful that communication is.  
Many parents made some great suggestions about educational events they’d like to see, so we’ll be working on 
increasing the numbers of those.  Our hope is that more events could increase the opportunity for new families 
to get more plugged into the community.  

We really look forward to getting feedback whenever we can from families, and we’ll just take this opportunity 
to encourage the community to reach out to Head Teachers and those of us in the office with any questions, 
compliments, or concerns.   We’d also encourage families to connect with the Parent Scholarship and Parent 
Services committees as they can be great ways to get more connected with other families, and to have a direct 
impact on what happens in the school.  

Spencer

Parent Survey 2017

Staff out in October
 
The following staff will be out this month: 
 
*  Choeurt out 10/2 - 10/9
*  Liisa out 10/10 - 10/30
*  LaTasha out 10/12 - 10/20 
*  Sandra out 10-20 - 10-23
*  Kiki out 10/20 - 10/23
*  Albina out 10/23 - 11/3 
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Snapshot in the Baby House 
A teacher sits on the floor in the Baby House, reading a book to five-month-old Lila who is on her 
stomach on the floor, using her arms to push her body up to look at the book. The teacher shows 
her a picture, reads the word on the page, and pauses to let Lila look. She can tell when Lila is 
ready for the next page by noticing how intently Lila is looking at the page. The teacher turns to 
the next page and reads, “Dog.” Lila is alternating looking at the book and the teacher.  Another 
baby, Shawn, who is a one-year-old, approaches them.  The teacher watches him, saying, “Hi 
Shawn! I see you’re coming to look at the book too.” He sits down next to the teacher and across 
from Lila. He reaches for the book. The teacher shows it to him while still holding it. He starts 
vocalizing while pointing at the photo of a dog: “Dah! Dah!” The teacher smiles and says, “Yes, 
that is a dog!” He looks at Lila and points while saying to her, “Dah!” Lila watches intently, 
looking at him and then the page. The teacher turns the page. Shawn points at the next picture, 
a fish. He presses his lips together and releases them to make a smacking noise and looks at Lila. 
He points again, looking at Lila, and vocalizes to her. “Unh!” She smiles and flaps her arms. 

This short interaction illustrates the foundations of early literacy! You can see Lila’s interest 
in a book even at her young age, because it’s in the context of sharing a quiet moment with a 
teacher she feels connected to. Shawn’s interest in the book is partially derived from having had 
caregivers read to him even since he was an immobile infant, just as this teacher is reading to 
Lila. It shows Shawn’s desire to communicate and to share what he knows, just as he sees his 
caregivers doing. We can also see in this very short span of time (a total of five minutes at most) 
his understanding of what he’s seeing: Already he is associating what is essentially an abstract 
visual symbol with a memory of what he knows about it, including sounds associated with it: 
“That’s called a ‘dog,’” “The fish makes a noise like this.” The idea that individual sounds can 
be associated with abstract symbols is crucial to understanding how letters are put together to 
make words, which is in turn crucial for reading and spelling. 

It is so delightful to see  how smart babies are, how much they get from books and the link the 
books have to important and interesting information to the bigger world and how books provide 
an opportunity to continue to build and enjoy attachment with teachers and others. One can 
marvel at seeing Shawn, a baby who’s language is mostly sounds in the cadence and rhythm of 
words,  “teaching” Lila  about the value of sounds and pictures and communication – here we 
watch a baby who can’t yet talk teaching another baby to talk!  Amazing!    
Christa and Claire 
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Introducing the BlueSkies for Children Board of Directors
By law, non-profit agencies must be run by a Board of Directors. At BlueSkies we have been 
fortunate to have Boards composed of collegial, skilled, and committed people for the past 34 
years. Although the Board members occasionally disagree about the best way to move the agency 
forward, the Board has always operated with great respect among the membership and between 
the Board and the Co-Directors.  The Board ByLaws require that it include current parents in its 
membership, although not more than 49% of the voting membership can be current parents. We 
are taking this opportunity to introduce the current Board members, an extremely talented and 
well-qualified group. 

Board President Dr. Aara Amidi-Nouri is a pediatric registered nurse and Associate Professor at 
Samuel Merritt University School of Nursing. She is the proud mom of a BlueSkies alumna now in 
sixth-grade, and is forever grateful to the BlueSkies community for helping raise Roxy.

Board Vice President Brooke Abola works as a Deputy City Attorney in the Office of the San 
Francisco City Attorney and has spent her legal career advising public agencies on finance-related 
matters. She is the proud parent of two BlueSkies graduates and has served as Co-Chair of the 
Parent Scholarship Committee for the past three years. 

Board Secretary Lisa Freitas is an Attorney/Mediator at Sawyer Mediation and provides family 
law consultation and mediation services for parties with divorce, parenting, custody, support and 
other family law disputes, as well as cohabitation, premarital and post marital agreements. One 
daughter is a BlueSkies graduate now in First Grade, and her younger daughter is in the Wobbly 
Walkers.

Board Treasurer Bryan Quevedo has a decade of public sector management service, with 
experience in budgeting, finance, grants, assessment, and strategic planning. He is currently a 
Policy & Planning Analyst with the San Francisco Office of Economic and Workforce Development. 
Bryan’s daughter is in the Homeroom.

Avis Kowalewski is the Vice President of Western Government and Regulatory Affairs for Calpine 
Corporation, an independent electric power producer. Avis has two children who graduated from 
BlueSkies and are now in elementary school.

Christa Edwards is the Head Teacher in the Baby House and Assistant Program Director at 
BlueSkies. She is also the parent of a child in the Todds.

Tom Anthony is a Developer and General Contractor operating under Alterre Partners, LLC, Asset 
Construction, Inc. and Anthony Associates, Inc. Tom’s son graduated from BlueSkies and is now in 
elementary school.

Riana Hensel is a Spanish teacher at St. Paul’s Episcopal School, and has the distinguished 
pleasure of being the first AOCS (the former name of BlueSkies) alumna to serve on the Board of 
Directors! In fact, she is still friends with some of her classmates from 30 years ago. 

Maggie Greenblatt is currently the Coordinator of the Hospital School Program at UCSF Benioff 
Children’s Hospital Oakland (BCHO) where she has worked since 1986. Her son is an alumnus 
from the 1999 class, and now a graduate of the University of Oregon.

Meghan Horl is a city planner currently working in the affordable housing field. Her daughter 
is a BlueSkies graduate now at Chabot Elementary School, and her son is in the Homeroom at 
BlueSkies.
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Board, Cont.
Drew Giles is the Director of Quality Enhancement 
and Professional Development in Oakland Unified 
School District’s Early Childhood Education Depart-
ment. He is an author, educator, and advocate for 
ECE. Drew lives in Oakland with his husband and 
cats.

Julie Nicholson, Ph.D recently joined WestEd as the 
Deputy Director for the Center for Child and Family 
Studies. For the past ten years, Dr. Nicholson was an 
Associate Professor of Practice in the School of Educa-
tion at Mills College. She is the proud parent of three 
teenage daughters and lives in San Francisco.

Tanya Harris is the principal of Otis Elementary 
School in Alameda. She previously managed the 
introduction of play-based Transitional Kindergarten 
to the Oakland Unified School District, a partnership 
with BlueSkies.

Claire Bainer and Liisa Hale, Co-Directors, share one 
vote on the Board. 

The Board of Directors meets almost every month 
during the school year. The Board will be deeply 
focused in the coming year on structuring BlueSkies 
to continue to meet the needs of working families, and 
the needs of young children, for decades to come. As 
you can see from this brief outline of its membership, 
it is well equipped for this important work! If you are 
interested in contributing to the work of the Board, 
please feel free to discuss your interests with a cur-
rent Board member.

Parents often hear their children using phrases that they 
suspect they learned at BlueSkies. Each month’s “BlueSkies-

ism” will include a phrase the teachers use all the time at 
BlueSkies, and some  context to help you use the phrase at 

home too.

 
 
This is a good question to ask when you need 
to buy some time and formulate your response.  
When a child asks a surprising question you can 
clarify and check in about what the child is think-
ing by asking the child to explain further.  For 
example, is the question “where did I come from?” 
about where was I born or how was I born? Best to 
find out before you answer so you can make sure 
your answer fits the question.

BlueSkies-isms

“I wonder what you were thinking 
about?”  


