
at the heart of a positive 
classroom community

6 Core Questions 



The preschool years are an exciting 

and important time in a child’s 

life. The adults they interact with—

both family members and teachers—have 

essential roles to play in making sure that 

children feel safe, cared about, liked, and listened 

to. By creating and nurturing strong, positive 

relationships with children and their families, 

teachers help children build the social–emotional 

skills that are the foundation for their success in 

school and in life. 
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 At the beginning of the year, as you start  

to learn about the children in your class  

and build relationships with them, you 

can lay the foundation for a positive 

classroom community by considering the 

six questions in this Guide: 

1.   What names do we need to know in our school?

2.   What should we do if we feel sad or scared at school?

3.   What are our rules?

4.   When do things happen at school?

5.   Who works at our school?

6.   How can we make and keep friends?
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So much of what you do as a teacher involves 

following children’s interests and finding answers 

to their questions, but these are the essential 

questions to keep in mind as you establish an 

environment in which those things can happen. 

As the year continues, you can strengthen  

your community by revisiting the questions, 

especially as your learning environment 

changes.
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Pose the questions to children in your class, 

rather than providing the answers right 

away. Answers often act as “stop signs,” but 

questions are the green light to discussion 

and help children develop critical thinking and 

problem-solving skills.

Try the suggested activities included in this Guide 

to address each question and share the ideas with 

preschool families to reinforce at home.
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“ This is a safe place 
to explore.”

“ You can do many 
things on your own 
here.”

“ There are places 
you can be by 
yourself.”

“You belong here.”

“ This is a place you  
can trust.”

“ This is a good 
place to be.”

Your approach to answering these questions will send many 

positive messages to the children in your class, such as…

 
Learn more about how to send positive messages in the eBook 

Six Positive Messages to Guide a Year of Teaching and Learning 

R EL AT ED C O N T EN T       

6 Positive Messages 

 TO GUIDE A YEAR OF TEACHING  AND LEARNING
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https://teachingstrategies.com/blog/free-ebook-six-positive-messages/
https://teachingstrategies.com/blog/free-ebook-six-positive-messages/


6 Core Questions 
AT THE HEART OF A POSITIVE CLASSROOM COMMUNITY

7



1
One of the most exciting aspects of coming 

to preschool is meeting new people, 

classmates, teachers, and families. There 

are many ways you can help children get  

to know each other.

What names do we need  
to know in our school?

QUESTION 1
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What names 
do we need to 
know in our 
school?

QUESTION 1
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   Invite children to introduce themselves by sharing 
the name they liked to be called and something they 

enjoy doing or learning. 

   Encourage children to send you a drawing and/or a 
photo of themselves doing something they enjoy. 

   Have children include photos and drawings of their 
families. A family member can assist in labeling the 

drawing or adding a note about the photo.
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   Incorporate the materials children create in class 
discussions, asking them to talk about the people and 

activities in the pictures.

   Keep a list of children’s interests and let them know 

if any classmates share those interests.

   Create a class book of pictures and stories to share.

What names 
do we need to 
know in our 
school?

QUESTION 1



ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Distance learning

   Host video chats so children get to meet all of their 

classmates. These chats need not be very long, nor 

should they involve large groups. They help both 

children and adults get to know you and, if possible, the 

classroom’s physical environment. 

   Consider setting up appointments with one to three 
families at a time, giving them several options for days 

and times to meet. Map out different combinations of 

children and families so children can meet everyone 
and learn names in small groups. Then, when children 

do enter a larger group, they already recognize a few 

familiar faces.
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What names 
do we need to 
know in our 
school?

QUESTION 1



ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Distance learning

   Children can send photos and pictures by mail or email. 

   Establish “pen pal” relationships. Mail each child a 

note and enclose a self-addressed stamped envelope. 

Ask the child to write or draw something about himself 

or herself and mail it back. With the child’s permission, 

share this information with classmates to help them 

learn more about each other.

   Maintain an opening/welcoming routine that 

encourages children to say hello and recognize people  

as they join a virtual meeting.

12

What names 
do we need to 
know in our 
school?

QUESTION 1



ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Returning to in-person learning from 
virtual or distance settings

   Share different types of experiences in order  

to reintroduce children. 

   Read your class book together as a group.

   Maintain the opening routine to welcome 

children to the classroom each day.
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What names 
do we need to 
know in our 
school?

QUESTION 1



2
A key social-emotional skill is managing 

feelings. Take steps to help children learn to 

manage and express their feelings, and to 

recognize it’s okay to be sad or scared.

What should we do if we 
feel sad or scared at school?

QUESTION 2
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   Let children know it's okay to feel sad or scared at 

school and that adults are there to help them.

   Talk with children about the many positive aspects  
of school, not just the scary ones.

   Ask children what they’re looking forward to doing 

at school. Ask them to think, talk, and draw about 
things that make them happy.

What should 
we do if we feel 
sad or scared at 
school?

QUESTION 2



What should 
we do if we feel 
sad or scared at 
school?

QUESTION 2    Read books together that have rich  
social–emotional themes. Help children identify the 

problem in the story, empathize with the characters, 

and sort out their own feelings. 

   Recommend families read books with their children 

about feelings. Share ideas to engage children, such as 

asking open-ended questions about the books.
How can you tell 

when someone feels 
bad or disappointed?

How could Little Red 
Hen tell her friends 

she was sad?



ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Distance learning

   Help children who may be shy or nervous to speak 
on camera get used to the new environment. Don’t 

force them to talk, but give them alternative ways to 

communicate, just as you would in person.

   Assist families in helping 
their children identify 
signals they can use if they 

begin to feel sad, scared, or 

overwhelmed.
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What should 
we do if we feel 
sad or scared at 
school?

QUESTION 2



ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Returning to in-person learning from 
virtual or distance settings

   Listen to children’s concerns. You may find that children 

and families have exaggerated versions of the usual 

concerns. They may ask: “What will happen if I get sick at 

school? What if school has to close suddenly?”

   Talk with them about the steps you’re taking to stay 
healthy and safe. Let them know there is a plan to keep 

learning together. Continue to focus on the positive 

aspects of school.

   Show children areas in the classroom where they can 
be by themselves if they choose.
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What should 
we do if we feel 
sad or scared at 
school?

QUESTION 2
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3QUESTION 3

Creating rules and procedures establishes 

expectations for how you—and the 

children in your class—will build and 

maintain a caring, collaborative classroom 

community. How you create these rules 

sets the tone for your classroom.

What are our rules?



What are our 
rules?

QUESTION 3
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   Offer guidance on day one to keep children safe. In the 

days to come, include children in the process of creating 

rules. Give children some time to experience school, learn 

their classroom, and feel ownership before asking them to 

help set rules.

   Ask them to share their ideas for being kind to each 

other, taking care of their toys and other belongings,  

and making sure everyone has a chance to learn, grow, 

and play.

   Group rules into “Little Rules” and “Big Rules.” The 

Big Rules are the classroom’s several main rules, while 

the Little Rules are specific guidance related to the Big 

Rules. For example, the Big Rule might be “We stay safe,” 

and a related Little Rule is “We walk when we are inside.” 

The Creative Curriculum® for Preschool Intentional Teaching Cards™

What You Do

© 2016 Teaching Strategies, LLC • TeachingStrategies.com

Questions to Guide  
Your Observations
•	Was	the	child	able	to	contribute	

constructively	to	the	discussion?	(3b)

•	How	did	the	child	express	her	

understanding	of	rules?	(1b)

•	Did	the	child	listen	to	others	when	they	

shared	their	ideas?	(3a)

•	How	did	the	child	express	his	ideas?	(9a)

Related LearningGames®

•	 186.	Rules	to	Grow	On

Background: A classroom community is a safe 
place where children should be protected from 
physical and emotional harm. Therefore, the 
group needs a few basic rules that will create such 
a safe community. Involving children in deciding 
on the rules is a powerful way to convey a shared 
responsibility for life in the classroom community. 
Children are more likely to understand and follow 
rules that they helped establish. 

1.  Before you discuss classroom rules with the children, 

think about what rules are absolutely essential to you. 

These rules may include maintaining physical safety; 

respecting the rights and feelings of others; and 

caring for the classroom environment and the objects 

and materials within it. 

2.  Lead a discussion with children that guides them to 

think about possible problems and identify some key 

classroom rules as solutions.

3.  Restate children’s ideas in positive terms so children 

know what to do rather than focus on what not to do.

  A child says, “No hitting or pushing.” The teacher 
restates, “So we should make sure we touch 
people gently.”

4.  Limit the number of rules to three or four, and keep 

them simple, e.g., be safe; be kind to others; take care 

of the classroom.

5.  Post the rules in the meeting area, where you can 

review them with the children. 

6.  When enforcing the rules, use the “big rule, little rule” 

strategy. This strategy pairs one of your three or four 

main classroom rules (the big rule) with a specific 

behavior (the little rule) you want to encourage.

“Be kind to others. Use a quiet voice in the  
Library area.”

“Be kind to others. Keep your hands to yourself 
when you’re feeling angry.”

“Be safe. Keep your bottom in the chair when 
you’re sitting.”

“Be safe. Walk inside the building.”

“Take care of our classroom. Put the puzzle back 
on the shelf when you’ve finished using it.”

Additional Ideas

When enforcing classroom rules, pair 

the “big rule, little rule” strategy with 

gestures and visual cues, e.g., “Take 

care of the classroom, and put the books 

back on the bookshelf, please,” says the 

teacher as she points to the books and 

then the shelf. Pairing these strategies is 

especially helpful for children with limited 

language skills.

Including All Children
•	Use	social	stories,	or	provide	dramatic	

play	activities,	to	increase	the	child’s	

understanding	of	a	situation	and	suggest	

some	appropriate	responses.	

•	Record	appropriate	responses	on	a	child’s	

communication	device.	

•	Maintain	eye	contact,	and	ask	the	child	

questions	she	can	respond	to	with	either	

yes	or	no.	Make	sure	to	give	the	child	

enough	time	to	understand	the	question	

and	answer	it.**	

SE09
All Interest Areas

Objective 3 
Participates cooperatively and 
constructively in group situations

b.	Solves	social	problems

Related	Objectives:	1b,	3a,	8b,	9a,	11b,	12b

Big Rule,  
Little Rule

YELLOW When leading a discussion about rules, keep it short and concrete. Ask specific questions that 

encourage children to think about your rule categories. 

“How should we treat each other at school?”

“What should we do with our toys and materials when we’ve finished playing with them?”

“How can we stay safe in our classroom?”

GREEN

GREEN When leading a discussion about rules, invite the children to talk about what rules are and  

their purposes.

“Our classroom has to be a safe place for everyone. I think we need some rules to make sure 
that everyone feels safe in our classroom. Does anyone know what a rule is?”

As children share their ideas for rules, sort them into your main rule categories as you write them, 

e.g., maintaining physical safety; respecting the rights and feelings of others; and caring for the 

classroom environment and materials. Read the lists in each category, and label the category with 

the children’s help.

“Walk inside the building; throw balls outside; wash your hands after you use the bathroom; 
slide down the slide; and walk up the ladder are all rules that help us keep our bodies safe. I’m 
going to write, ‘Be Safe,’ so we remember how important it is to be safe.”

BLUE

PURPLE

Teaching Sequence
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See more in The Creative Curriculum® 
for Preschool, Guided Edition.

http://See more in The Creative Curriculum® for Preschool, Guided Edition.
http://See more in The Creative Curriculum® for Preschool, Guided Edition.


ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Distance learning

   Let children know you can revisit the rules once you’re 
together in person and better able to understand how 

you all get along together. 

   Establish “Little Rules” for online 
video chats or class meetings with 

more than one child and family at 

a time so everyone knows how to 

speak up, make a comment, and 

ask a question.
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What are our 
rules?

QUESTION 3



ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Returning to in-person learning from 
virtual or distance settings

   Tell children about any changes you’ve made since 
they were last in school, such as changes to schedules, 

physical environment, or storage of materials.

   You’ll likely have new procedures, such as proper 
handwashing and instructions for appropriate use 
of shared materials and spaces. Help children see that 

handwashing, covering a cough or sneeze, mask-wearing, 

and social distancing are part of what it means to treat 

each other with kindness. 

   Revisit the “Big Rules” and “Little Rules” established 

and continue to discuss and adjust as children begin to 

explore their classroom and interact in person.

22

What are our 
rules?

QUESTION 3



4When do things  
happen at school?

Your daily schedule affects how well children 

function within the school day. Young children 

crave consistency and structure. While your 

schedule will depend on the length of your 

day and whether you’re learning virtually, 

the fundamentals are the same.

QUESTION 4



When do  
things happen 
at school?

QUESTION 4
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   Include a mix of active, high-energy activities and 
quiet, focused experiences throughout the day. 

   Create a balance between teacher-led and child-led 
experiences.

   Include large blocks of uninterrupted time for play, 

both indoors and outdoors.



When do  
things happen 
at school?

QUESTION 4
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   Provide many opportunities for children to safely 

work out their thoughts, ideas, emotions, and 

developmental needs through unstructured, 
imaginative play. 

   Give lots of chances to practice low-risk decision-
making, for example offering choice time when 

children can select from different activities. 

   Share schedules and the variety 

of experiences you offer with 

children and families.



When do  
things happen 
at school?

QUESTION 4 ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Distance learning

   Review the daily structure and schedule with children. 

Provide a printable schedule for families to have at 

home.

   Mix up or alternate blocks of times when children are 
using online tools or in video chats with time 
away from screens.

   Let families know that maintaining 

consistent timing is more 

important for meal times, 
snack times, and sleep times 
than for other experiences. 
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When do  
things happen 
at school?

QUESTION 4 ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Returning to in-person learning from 
virtual or distance settings

   Use teacher-facilitated large-group time to introduce 
new concepts and prioritize topics required to meet 

state or program mandates. Use small-group time for 
focused exploration of topics and discussions. 

   Leverage recording capabilities of video tools so 

that families can share lessons with their children 

at alternative times if they aren’t able to join group 

sessions.

   Provide and model activities for families related to 

the facilitated discussions. These can be songs, stories, 

movements, or games they can continue at home.



When do  
things happen 
at school?

QUESTION 4 ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Returning to in-person learning from 
virtual or distance settings

   Remember that children will need to learn and become 

accustomed to the structure of the day once again. 

Continue to review the daily structure and have it 
posted in the classroom, at eye level, for children to 

reference.

   You’ll likely need to make some adjustments to your 
classroom schedule to account for more frequent 

handwashing, more thorough cleaning and disinfecting, 

and setting up and transitioning between activities so 

children can maintain distance from each other. 
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5QUESTION 5

Build positive relationships between 

children and other adults in the school. 

There are many ways you can help 

children recall who works in the school 

and what their jobs are. 

Who works at our school?

29



Who works at 
our school?

QUESTION 5

30

   Share recent photographs of important people at 

school, their roles, and how children may interact with 

them.

   Include “headshots” that provide the clearest images of 

people’s faces. 

   Include full-length photographs of anyone who wears 
special work clothing (such as custodians, crossing 

guards, and healthcare workers) to help children associate 

those individuals with their uniforms. 

   Make a memory game or a matching game out of your 

photographs of school helpers.



Who works at 
our school?

QUESTION 5 ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Distance learning

   Spend more time talking about adults who may  
be joining your video chats vs. people whom children 

won’t immediately be meeting in person. 

   Display the photos during a video chat and talk  

about them.

   Provide printed or digital copies of the photos that 
children and families can keep at home, regardless  

of whether children are able to see the people during 

video chats.
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Who works at 
our school?

QUESTION 5 ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Returning to in-person learning from 
virtual or distance settings

   Introduce the children to adults who work at the school 

outside of the classroom.

   Consider providing two versions of each person’s 
photograph, with and without a mask. 
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6
Some of the greatest joys of school are social 

aspects, such as making friends and getting to 

spend time with them each day. You can help 

children learn to build relationships and become 

part of a group in a number of ways.

How can we make  
and keep friends?

QUESTION 6



How can we 
make and keep 
friends?
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   Play variations of “Just Like Mine!” Select one child and 

point out something about him or her: “Juan’s shirt has 

stripes.” The other children wearing shirts with stripes can 

respond by saying, “Just like mine!” 

   Or, try playing “I Do, Too!” Select one child and point 

out something they like to do: “Carla likes to play T-ball!” 

“Henry has a brother!” The other children can respond by 

saying, “I do too!” or “Not me!” 

QUESTION 6

See more in The Creative Curriculum® 
for Preschool, Guided Edition.

http://See more in The Creative Curriculum® for Preschool, Guided Edition.
http://See more in The Creative Curriculum® for Preschool, Guided Edition.


How can we 
make and keep 
friends?

QUESTION 6
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   Continue to talk with children about each other. 

   Point out when you hear things children have 
in common, such as shared interests or favorite 

pastimes, to help them make connections. 

   Each time you host a small-group discussion or video 

chat or send home a class newsletter, share what 
you’ve learned about individual children.

   Invite children to think about ways they’re alike and 
ways they’re different. 



ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Distance learning

   Continue to help children build connections, talk 

together, and play games together, via video chats.

   Group children with common interests together for 
small-group time or set up virtual snack time for them 

to chat together. 
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How can we 
make and keep 
friends?

QUESTION 6



How can we 
make and keep 
friends?

ADDITIO NAL STR ATEGIES

Returning to in-person learning from 
virtual or distance settings

   Show children ways they can interact with friends 
safely while staying at a safe distance.

   Find teachable moments to help children think 
critically and solve problems. For example, instead of 

providing tubs of crayons for children to share, give each 

child a small number of them in a box or bag labeled with 

the child’s name.
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QUESTION 6



Now it’s your turn!

    By creating positive relationships 

and a strong classroom 

community, you help children 

build social–emotional skills 

that are the foundation for their 

success in school and in life. 

   Whether or not you’re able to assemble in person 

as a class, addressing these six questions helps 

children know they are very important to you and 

part of a special community. 
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Get more ideas for building community and 
supporting your school, children, and families.

    Explore The Creative Curriculum® for Preschool, one of 

the most widely used preschool curricula in the nation.  

Learn more about Teaching Strategies
Teaching Strategies helps you ensure that each and every child receives a strong 

foundation for success in school and in life. The Creative Curriculum® is the only 

curriculum that integrates every aspect of a high-quality early education program 

and ties those aspects to research-based, developmentally appropriate objectives 

for learning.
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