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Laura J. Colker

Five-year-old Jason walks with his 

mom to school on the first day of 

kindergarten. She tells him his new 

classroom is next to the media center. 

She smiles as they walk down the 

hall and Jason comments on all the 

things he saw on his visit to the school 

last spring. “I’m glad I followed the 

preschool teacher’s advice and talked 

with Jason this summer about what 

kindergarten would be like,” she thinks 

to herself. “So far, so good.”

Preschool programs are commit-
ted to making sure that children enter 
kindergarten ready to learn. Not only is 
school readiness one of the goals estab-
lished by the National Education Goals 
Panel in 1995, it is one of the guiding 
principles of the pre-K movement (see 
“Pre-K (What Exactly Is It?)” in Teaching 
Young Children, Volume 2, Number 1).

Over time, early childhood educa-
tors have broadened the definition of 
readiness. We know that children learn 
key skills in preschool that prepare 
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them for success in the pri-
mary grades. But making 
sure children are developing 
the skills that support later 
learning is only a part of the 
picture. Readiness also includes 
emotional support for children 
from their families, teachers, 
and the school community.

For children to success-
fully move from preschool to 
kindergarten, they need to feel 
good about what is ahead, not 
overwhelmed by uncertainty 
and fear. This is where families and 
teachers come in. Just as important, 
elementary schools need to make 
themselves ready for incoming kinder-
gartners. NAEYC (1995, 1) “believes it is 
the responsibility of schools to meet the 
needs of children as they enter school 
and to provide whatever services are 
needed . . . to help each child reach his 
or her fullest potential.”

Transition practices such as visit-
ing a kindergarten class ahead of time 
are thought to help children better 
adjust to formal schooling. A 2008 
report by researchers at the University 
of Virginia’s Center for Advanced Study 
of Teaching and Learning (CASTL) 
examines this belief (LoCasale-Crouch 

et al. 2008). The report uses data from 
the National Center for Early Develop-
ment and Learning (NCEDL) Multi-
State Study of Pre-Kindergarten, which 
collected information on 722 children 
in 214 pre-kindergarten classrooms in 
six states.

One of the questions CASTL 
researchers examine in the report is 
the extent to which prekindergar-
ten teachers use transition practices. 
They look at nine common transition 
practices included in the NCEDL data 
(see Clifford et al. 2005). All of these 
practices are identified in the NCEDL 
study as being socially and emotion-
ally supportive activities. Teachers in 
the study reported using, on average, 

six of the nine transition practices. The 
most frequently reported practice (79% 
of teachers) was sharing written records 
of children’s prekindergarten experi-
ences with kindergarten teachers. This 
practice was closely followed by prekin-
dergarten teacher visits to kindergarten 
classrooms (78%) to observe and learn.

Using rating scales that measure 
teachers’ perceptions of children’s social 
competence and behavior problems, 
the CASTL researchers found a positive 
relationship between the number of 
transition practices used by preschool 
teachers and children’s adjustment 
in kindergarten. In general, children 
whose preschool teachers used more 
of the transition practices were judged 
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 Take children on a tour of a 
kindergarten classroom in their 

new school. Make sure children get to 
see the entire building, visit classrooms, 
and walk around the playground. In-
troduce them to school staff, such as the 
custodian and the librarian, and spend 
time watching and listening to a kin-
dergarten in action. Before the visit, talk 
about what children will see and do and 
answer children’s questions. After the 
visit, do lots of follow-up activities, such 
as making a book using photographs 
taken on the tour. Children can recall 
and make sense of their visit by looking 
at the book again and again. 

En c o u r a g e  fa m il ie s t o  su p p o r t  
t h e ir  c h i ld r en ’s so c ia l  a n d  em o -
t io n a l  t r a n si t io n  t o  k in d e r g a r t en . 

 Hold a spring orientation pro-
gram to familiarize families with 

kindergarten. Share information about 
kindergarten teachers’ expectations 
and about the ways kindergarten is 
the same as preschool—and different. 

situations, it is 
relatively easy to 
coordinate transi-
tion activities.

For other pro-
grams, logistics can be more challeng-
ing. Children in your care may be going 
to several different kindergartens. When 
this happens, use a flexible transi-
tion approach. Take children to visit a 
nearby kindergarten to show them what 
a typical kindergarten is like. Explain 
that their own particular classroom 
and teacher may be somewhat differ-
ent. Remember, the more children are 
prepared, the better their adjustment 
will be.

Th ese  t w o  r ec o m m en d ed  p r a c t ic e s 
in vo lve  c h i ld r en  d ir ec t ly.

 At circle times, introduce the 
topic of kindergarten. Let chil-

dren know what will be happening the 
following fall—having new teachers, 
going to a new room or even a new 
building, and so on. Be sure to answer 
questions, address fears, and prepare 
children for what a day in kindergar-
ten will be like. Read books aloud that 
discuss this topic, such as Welcome to 
Kindergarten, by Anne Rockwell.

by their kindergarten teachers to have 
more social competencies and fewer 
behavioral problems than children 
whose preschool teachers used fewer 
transitional practices. This was particu-
larly true for children whose families 
were at risk due to social and economic 
challenges. 

What this means for you
As a preschool teacher, it’s time to 

think about how you can help children 
get ready to make the transition to kin-
dergarten next fall. The skills children 
gain in your classroom will help them 
continue to learn about literacy, math, 
science, and more. But children also 
need your guidance to prepare socially 
and emotionally for the exciting, chal-
lenging, and perhaps daunting experi-
ences that await them in kindergarten. 
Research-based suggestions appear 
below. 

As you read over these suggestions, 
you may find that some will not work 
for your particular setting. In prekin-
dergartens housed in public schools, for 
instance, teachers have ready access 
to kindergarten classrooms. Teachers 
may know which kindergarten teacher 
children will be assigned to. In these 
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Supporting  Dual  

language  learnerS

Adjusting  to  indergarten  can  e  
an  added  urden  for  children  who  are  
learning  a  new  language  while  con-
tinuing to learn their ¿rst language. 
Teachers  and  specialists  should  co-
unicate  aout  each  child’s  language  
progress  and  aout  the  supports  and  
services  that  have  een  and  will  e  
provided.  Children  are  ost  success-
ful  when  preschool  and  indergar-
ten  approaches  to  supporting  dual  
language  learners  are  consistent  with  
one  another.
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Parents need accurate and complete 
information to answer their children’s 
questions and to help the children pre-
pare for a successful transition. 

 Meet individually with parents 
to address concerns, answer 

specific questions, and celebrate their 
child’s accomplishments and readiness 
to move on. 

Wo r k  w it h  t h e  k in d e r g a r t en  
t ea c h e r  a n d  t h e  e lem en t a r y  sc h o o l  
t o  su p p o r t  c h i ld r en ’s t r a n si t io n  t o  
k in d e r g a r t en . 

 Invite the kindergarten teacher 
to visit your class to see firsthand 

how your program works and the 
skills children have mastered and are 
learning and to become familiar with 
individual children’s approaches to 
learning, play, and having fun. 

 Work with the elementary school 
staff to sponsor an activity that 

includes the preschool children. Per-

haps the staff can invite the children 
back to the school to see a bulletin 
board displaying the children’s photos 
or documenting the preschoolers’ visit 
to the kindergarten. It might also be 
possible to include the preschoolers in 
a school assembly at the end of the 
year. Making children feel like a part 
of the elementary school will ease 
their entrance into “the big children’s 
school.”

M a k e  su r e  yo u  a r e  w e l l  in fo r m ed  
a b o u t  k in d e r g a r t en  c u r r ic u lu m  
a n d  t h e  t ea c h e r s’ ex p ec t a t io n s.

 As a first step, visit the kindergar-
ten classrooms to know what the 

programs are like, so that you can talk 
to children and families with up-to-date 
information and specific details. Speak 
with kindergarten teachers and the 
elementary school principal to be sure 
that their expectations and yours are 
in sync.

 Share children’s written records 
with their kindergarten teachers 

(with written permission from par-
ents or guardians, of course). This will 
ensure that kindergarten teachers have 

full knowledge of children’s strengths 
and challenges and can plan individu-
alized curricula before the children 
arrive in their classrooms. 

According to the CASTL research, 
these are the two primary things teach-
ers should do to improve preschoolers’ 
transition to kindergarten:

1. Use a  wide a r ra y of t ra n sit ion  
p ra ct ices, n ot  ju st  on e or  two. Chil-
dren show better adjustment when 
teachers use multiple transition 
techniques. Just as you use a variety 
of teaching techniques to appeal 
to individual learning styles, using 
a variety of transition techniques 
ensures that you meet children’s 
unique needs. Individual children 
will be more responsive to some 
practices than to others.

2. Ta lk  with  th e k in derga r ten  tea ch er  
a bou t  th e p resch ool a n d  k in der-
ga r ten  cu rr icu lu m s a n d / or  th e 
a b ilit ies, in terest s, a n d  n eeds of 
p a r t icu la r  ch ild ren . These targeted 
discussions support the children’s 
adjustment to kindergarten.

By starting early and using a repertoire of transition techniques, preschool 

teachers can ease children’s adjustment to kindergarten. With this positive 

start, children will be primed for learning and well positioned to succeed in 

kindergarten and beyond.
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