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The preschool and pre-kindergarten 
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 intentionally creating 
and nurturing strong, positive 
relationships with children and their 
families, teachers help children build 
the social–emotional competencies 
that are the foundation for their 
success in school and in life. 



3    |   Six Core Questions at the Heart of a Positive Classroom Community

�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.

What names do we need  
to know in our school?

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

What are our rules? When do things  
happen at school?

Who works at  
our school?

How can we make  
and keep friends?

1 2

3 4

5 6
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The questions in this guide are 
essential ones to keep in mind as  
you establish an environment in 
which children feel empowered to 
think, feel, explore, discover, learn, 
and grow. These are questions  
that children may be wondering 
about, even if they aren’t yet able  
to articulate them. 

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 children’s 
families to reinforce at home.



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 E L AT E D C O N T E N T

This is a good place  
to be.

There are places you  
can be by yourself.

You belong here. You can do many  
things on your own here.

This is a place  
you can trust.

This is a safe  
place to explore.
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https://teachingstrategies.com/blog/free-ebook-six-positive-messages/
https://go.teachingstrategies.com/Six-Positive-Messages.html
https://go.teachingstrategies.com/Six-Positive-Messages.html
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What names do we need  
to know in our school?
One of the most exciting aspects of coming to school  

is meeting new people, including classmates, teachers,  
and families. There are many ways you can help children  

get to know each other.

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. Learn this information in advance from 
families in case a child is reluctant to speak in front of the 
group. You can share on the child’s behalf and ask for a 
simple, nonverbal confirmation of the child’s choosing, such 
as a nod, smile, or high-five. 

•  �Record children’s introductions of themselves. Use this 
information to create your first class book of the year  
as well as some of your first documentation of children’s 
current knowledge, skills, and abilities.  

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

�•  �Invite children to include photos or drawings of their 
families. A family member can assist in labeling the drawing 
or adding a note about the photo.

What names 
do we need 
to know in our 
school?

QUESTION

1
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•  �Incorporate children’s artwork and other creations into 
your class discussions, asking children to talk about the 
people and activities in the pictures.

•  �Pay attention to children’s interests and let them know 
if any classmates or adults who work with them in the 
classroom share those interests.

•  �Create photo/name cards for each child to refer to as they 
learn to write their first name. If possible, laminate them 
for durability, as children will have many reasons to refer to 
their photo/name cards throughout the year. 

Jane

What names 
do we need 
to know in our 
school?

QUESTION

1



10

ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Building community throughout the year

•  �Help children learn each other’s names by following the 
guidance in Mighty Minutes 103, “Abby Had an Anteater,”  
or Mighty Minutes 106, “Silly Dance.” 

•  �Help children learn to recognize the written names  
of classmates. Follow the guidance of Intentional Teaching 
Experience LL47, “The Name Game,” to help children have 
fun while demonstrating alphabet knowledge and matching 
initial letter-sounds to the names of classmates.

Objective 34
Explores musical concepts  
and expression
Related Objectives: 1a, 2c, 3a, 4, 5, 9b, 11a, 15c 

What You Do
1. Sing to the tune of “Mary Had a Little 
Lamb.” Invite a child to lead the others in 
a silly dance. 

[David] does the [David] dance, [David] 
dance, [David] dance.

[David] does the [David] dance, and we can 
do it, too.

2. Repeat the song and choose another 
child to lead the dance. Substitute each 
child’s name as he or she leads. Encourage 
children to copy the dance of the leader.

[Raiya] does the [Raiya] dance, [Raiya] 
dance, [Raiya] dance…

Silly Dance 106

What names 
do we need 
to know in our 
school?

QUESTION

1



What names 
do we need 
to know in our 
school?

QUESTION

1
ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Returning to school after an extended break

•  �Play games and sing songs that incorporate children’s names.  

•  �Read class books together as a group and reminisce about 
creating them.

•  �Maintain the opening routine to welcome children to the 
classroom each day.

11
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What should we do if we  
feel sad or scared at school?

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.

QUESTION

2



•  �Let children know it’s normal to feel sad or scared sometimes 
and that adults at school 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.

•  �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.

13

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

QUESTION

2



ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Building community throughout the year 

•  �Even the most outgoing children can sometimes feel 
overwhelmed or withdrawn at school. Give children 
alternative ways to communicate when they don’t feel  
like talking. 

•  ��If someone new joins the class mid-year, invite children 
to share how they felt when they were new at school. 
Ask children to share how they handled their own initial 
nervousness.

Replace image with in-

person classroom 

14

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
ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Returning to school after an extended break 

•  �Listen to children’s concerns. You may find that children and 
families experience separation anxiety, even if they didn’t 
typically do so prior to the break. Children may cry when family 
members drop them off in the morning and may ask throughout 
the day, “When will my family come back to pick me up?”

•  ��Remind children of areas in the classroom where they can  
be by themselves if they choose. 

•  ��Use the power of dramatic play to guide children through their  
worries and help them explore solutions to social problems. 

15
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What are our rules?
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.

QUESTION

3



•  ��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
17

LEARN MORE
The Creative Curriculum for Preschool, Guided Edition.

What are  
our rules?

QUESTION

3

https://go.teachingstrategies.com/CCP-Guided-Edition-Sampler.html


ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Building community throughout the year

•  �Point out to children when you notice them being kind,  
helpful, or supportive toward each other. For example,  
you might say, “Luis, I noticed how kind you were to Lila  
and Dontrell when they were sad. Thank you for making  
our community a better place.” 

•  �Occasionally revisit the classroom rules to check in with the 
children about how well they believe the rules are working.

•  �If a new child joins the class mid-year, invite children to 
explain the Big Rules and provide some examples of related 
Little Rules. Also make sure that new families receive a copy  
of your classroom rules to help them better understand  
the classroom community and how it functions.

18

What are  
our rules?

QUESTION

3



ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Returning to school after an extended break

•  �Always revisit your Big Rules after returning from an extended 
break. Ask children for examples of Little Rules that help make 
their classroom a good place to be. 

•  �Tell children about any changes made to either the physical 
environment or your schedule and ask if they have ideas for 
any new procedures that could better support their classroom 
community. For example, if your recent break was because  
of inclement weather, you may have to adopt new procedures 
to help children prepare for outdoor play. Children may  
suggest giving them more time to transition between  
indoors and outdoors.  

What are  
our rules?

QUESTION

3

19
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When 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 state  

and local requirements, the fundamentals of creating an  
effective schedule are the same.

QUESTION

4



•  �Use both words and pictures to create a poster-sized version 
of your schedule that children can easily see. If your schedule 
is written on strips of paper in a pocket chart, consider turning 
over each part of the day as it is completed to help children 
keep track of time. This practice is especially helpful at  
the beginning of the year, as children become accustomed  
to the schedule.

•  �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.

21

When do  
things happen 
at school?

QUESTION

4



•  �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. 

•  �Let families know about your daily and weekly schedules  
and the variety of experiences that children will engage in.

•  �Use teacher-facilitated large-group time to build community 
(such as with a welcome song) and to drive your study forward 
(for example, to introduce new concepts, vocabulary, and 
materials). Use small-group time for focused exploration of 
topics and discussions.

22

When do  
things happen 
at school?

QUESTION

4



ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Building community throughout the year 

•  �Whenever possible, alert children and families to upcoming 
changes in the schedule. This can be especially helpful for 
children who have difficulty adjusting to change. 

•  �While consistency is important, never be afraid to adjust the 
schedule if your current one isn’t working well. Invite children’s 
ideas for improvement. For example, they may need less 
clean-up time as the year progresses. Ask them how they’d 
most like to spend the newfound “extra” time.

•  �If a new child joins your class mid-year, make sure you review 
the daily schedule with both the child and their family. If you 
have discontinued some of the time-keeping processes used 
in the beginning of the year (such as pointing to or turning 
over each part of your written schedule as it is completed 
each day), consider returning to them for a while to give the 
child a chance to become accustomed to the schedule.

23

When do  
things happen 
at school?

QUESTION

4



ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Returning to school after an extended break

•  �Remind children and families of times in the regular schedule 
that they may need to prepare for, such as returning books to 
your school library on a specific day of the week. 

•  �Make a game, song, or chant out of reviewing your daily and 
weekly schedules.

•  �Invite children to talk about what they did during their time 
away from school.  

•  �Create a class book titled A Day in Our Classroom using 
photos of the children engaged in different parts of your 
typical day. Revisit the book whenever you return from an 
extended break. You can also refer to this book if a new child 
joins your class mid-year.

•  �Expect that some procedures that were carried out as  
well-established routines prior to the break may now require 
prompting or extra time to complete. Lean into the power  
of a gentle reminder to help things run smoothly once again.

When do  
things happen 
at school?

QUESTION

4

24
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Who works at our school?
Build positive relationships between children and other adults in the school. 

There are many ways you can help children get to know the people who 
work in the school and learn what their jobs are. 

QUESTION

5



•  �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.

26

Who works  
at our school?

QUESTION

5

Ms. Taylo
r

Ms. Laurel
Mr. Joseph



ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Building community throughout the year 

•  �If there are mid-year staff changes at your school—such as 
among office staff, meal preparers and servers, or specialists 
and therapists—make sure to introduce the children to these 
new adults. Invite the adults to tell the children something 
about themselves, such as their hobbies or what they enjoy 
most about working with children. Add their photos to your 
display or class book about school helpers. 

•  �Share your study topics with your school helpers and invite 
them to participate in the same ways that you engage 
children’s family members. 

27

Who works  
at our school?

QUESTION

5



ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Returning to school after an extended break

•  �Review your display or class book about school helpers. 

•  �Take a walking tour through your school and say hello  
to the adults working throughout the building.

Who works  
at our school?

QUESTION

5

28
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How can we make  
and keep friends?

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.

QUESTION

6



•  �Play variations of Mighty Minutes 02, “Just Like Mine!” Select 
one child and point out something about him or her: “John’s 
shirt has stripes.” The other children wearing shirts with stripes 
can respond by saying, “Just like mine!” 

•  �Try playing “I Do, Too!” Select one child and point out 
something about her: “Carla likes to play T-ball!” The other 
children can respond by saying, “I do too!” or “Not me!”

•  �Point out when you hear things children have in common, 
such as shared interests or favorite pastimes, to help them 
make connections. 

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

LEARN MORE
The Creative Curriculum for Preschool, 
Guided Edition.

Just Like Mine

Objective 11
Demonstrates positive approaches  to learning
a. Attends and engages
Related Objectives: 3a, 5, 9a, 13, 22a, 29

What You Do
1. Ask the children to look at their clothing. 2. Invite one child to stand. Select one distinguishing feature on the child’s clothing and tell the children what it is. Say, “[Child’s name] has [stripes] just like mine.”

3. Ask the child to find someone else whose clothing has the same feature and gently touch him or her on the arm.
4. Have children think of special greetings when they find others with matching clothing items, e.g., give a high five or shake hands.5. Repeat the game with other children  and different clothing features. 

02

30

How can we 
make and  
keep friends?

QUESTION

6

https://go.teachingstrategies.com/CCP-Guided-Edition-Sampler.html
https://go.teachingstrategies.com/CCP-Guided-Edition-Sampler.html


ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Building community throughout the year 

•  �Provide opportunities for children to work and play with 
a variety of classmates, including daily opportunities for 
children to choose who they will work with. Refer to the 
guidance found in Intentional Teaching Experience SE14, 
“Playing Together.” Observe how each child interacts and 
socializes with other children.

•  �Help children practice how to enter a group, ask a peer to play 
with them, and ask a peer for help.

•  �Use dramatic play and open-ended questions to help children 
work out social problems on their own, rather than always 
solving problems for them. 

•  �Point out positive depictions of friendship in the books you 
read to the class.

•  �Leverage meal and snack times to engage in friendly, relaxed 
conversations.

31

How can we 
make and  
keep friends?

QUESTION

6



How can we 
make and  
keep friends?

QUESTION

6
ADDITIONAL STRATEGIES

Returning to school after an extended break

•  �Children may need extra time to socialize and reconnect  
with classmates when returning to school after a few days 
away. Follow their lead and adjust your schedule accordingly.

•  �Reread a book that is a class favorite that depicts characters 
as friends. 

•  �Consider planning a group project to which any child who 
wants to contribute may do so. Refer to the guidance in 
Intentional Teaching Experience SE26, “Making a Mural,”  
for ideas on a large-group art experience. 

The Creative Curriculum® for Preschool Intentional Teaching Cards™

What You Do

© 2010 Teaching Strategies, Inc. • TeachingStrategies.com

Questions to Guide  

Your Observations

How did the child work with others?• 

Was the child able to follow  • 
classroom expectations?

 

YELLOw Stay near the mural as the children work so that you can redirect the child if he begins painting 

too closely to another child’s work. Ask questions that will encourage the children to collaborate 

on the mural.

 Jonah moves out of his designated painting area and begins to paint on the edge of another 

child’s art. The other child says, “No, Jonah! I’m painting here!” The teacher holds Jonah’s 

hand and moves him back to his area of the mural. “That was Maria’s spot; this is your spot 

for painting.”

 As the painting progresses, the teacher describes how the different pictures work together. “I 

see you’re making big red circles and small brown dots.” Miriam says, “Those are apples and 

acorns. Food for Jonah’s squirrel.”

GrEEn

GrEEn Encourage the children to plan the mural together. As they work, invite them to discuss their 

plans with each other, notice each other’s contributions, and add to the mural accordingly. Offer 

guidance when necessary. 

“Jason, you’re interested in working on the mural now? Why don’t you ask Luna what the 

mural plan is? She and the others made some decisions before they started painting.”
BLuE

PurPLE

Background: A child’s developing ability to interact 

well with others begins with simply playing next 

to other children. Providing controlled situations 

for the child to work and play comfortably with 

other children helps to build confidence in social 

situations. Painting a mural cooperatively offers 

children an opportunity to demonstrate how they 

can think and work creatively while still meeting 

classroom expectations.

1.  Provide materials for painting a mural, e.g., large 

paper, tape, paint, paintbrushes, smocks. Attach the 

paper to the wall and set out the paints within reach 

of the children.

2.  Explain to the children that they will create a large 

painting on one big sheet of paper. 

3.  Decide on the mural’s focus. You may wish to use a 

study-related topic. 

4.  Designate a painting area for each child and explain 

to the children that they should not paint over each 

other’s artwork. 

5.  As the mural is created, ask the child to point out his 

classmates’ creations.

“Rory, let’s look at the mural and see what the 

other artists have added.”

6.  when the mural is complete, reflect with the children 

about how well everyone’s ideas blend together. Talk 

about how different the mural would look if only one 

person had painted it.

Additional Ideas

Have the children sign their names to 

the finished mural. This provides another 

opportunity for them to practice writing 

their names.

Including All Children

Make sure that all children can • 
comfortably access the mural; hang  

it low on the wall or place it on the floor.

Offer a variety of drawing tools that can 
• 

be used with one hand, e.g., markers, 

large chalk or crayons, bingo markers, etc.

If using paint, stabilize the containers and 
• 

provide brushes with large handles and  

short bristles.

Provide large cardboard frames or use • 
painter’s tape to define a child’s  

painting area.

Show pictures or point to objects that • 
illustrate or explain unfamiliar words.**

Ask children to repeat a simple phrase • 
you have said and modeled. For example, 

when making play dough, say, “I am 

mixing the play dough. Tell your friend, ‘I 

am mixing the play dough.’”**

SE26

Objective 1 
Regulates own emotions and behaviors 

Objective 2 
Establishes and sustains  

positive relationships

Related Objectives: 3, 8, 10, 14, 33

Making a Mural

Teaching Sequence

ITC_Social_Emotional.indd   26

2/23/10   1:25:54 PM

SE26

32
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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. 

•  �The ways that you guide children  
to discover answers to these six core 
questions—both at the beginning of 
the year and as the year progresses—
helps them know that they are the 
most important part of a very 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.

https://teachingstrategies.com/solutions/teach/preschool/
https://teachingstrategies.com/solutions/teach/preschool/
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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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