Let's get ready for kindergarten

It’s the school’s job to teach the children, right?

The truth is some children arrive at their first
day of kindergarten more ready to learn than
others.They have the cognitive, physical and
social skills necessary for learning. For
example, a child will have a better time
learning to read if they come to school
already knowing how to recognize a pattern.

“Kindergarten Readiness” is an important goal
that we should help all three- and four-year-old
children achieve.The best way to do that, say
the experts, is for children to attend quality
pre-school programs. But even if your family
doesn’t use preschool programs you can still
help your child get ready for kindergarten.
After all, the parent is the first teacher.

Paul Flinter, head of the Bureau of Early
Childhood Education at the Connecticut
Department of Education, says the easiest
way to help your child develop important
learning skills is to talk with them.

“The more we talk, the more we improve
our vocabulary;” he says.“That’s enabling the
child’s cognition.”

For example, he suggests that you ask your
child questions about their experiences and
observations about things like taste, color
and texture. When you are walking in the
park, you might ask your child about where
different things come from. It’s also
important to find lots of time for reading
with your child.

Conversation with your child will help them
develop several important skills that make
them “kindergarten ready” such as the ability
to stay with a task and wait their turn, to pay
attention and listen and to verbalize their
needs, wants and observations.

Much of this information came from the
School Readiness Council, which advises the
New Haven school district on early

childhood issues.They also help parents find
high-quality preschool programs. For more
information about helping your child
become kindergarten ready, you can call
them at 946-7875. For more information on
local pre-school and daycare programs, call
1-800-505-1000.

Below are some of the standards that the
New Haven Public Schools use to judge

whether a pre-school program is bigh quality
or not. You can use these standards to make

sure your young child will get all they can
out of school when they go to kindergarten.

For the best cognitive development, before
kindergarten children should be able to:

¥ arrange objects in a series.

# recognize patterns and be able to repeat them.

® use words to explain ideas and feelings.

® listen to and tell stories.

@ show creativity and imagination.

For the best problem-solving development, before
kindergarten children should be able to:

¥ observe and make discoveries.

¥ find more than one solution to a problem.

¥ show persistence in approaching tasks.

For the best physical and social development,
before kindergarten children should be able to:
® use large muscles to skip, hop and climb.

® use small muscles to hold a pencil and cut
with scissors.

® work and play with others.
® show respect and kindness to others.

¥ use compromise and discussion to resolve conflicts.
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hard enough to fund existing projects. How
can a teacher try something innovative?

Luckily for Mukherjee’s students next school
year, the Toyota corporation knows an
innovative teacher when it sees one.They
awarded her a $10,000 grant to support
excellence in science teaching, and her
students will learn chemistry through very
practical and also artistically exciting means
in a class she calls “Chemistry and Caring of
Art and Photography”

And the New Haven Public Education Fund
gets an I-told-you-so moment. Mukherjee
applied a similar idea to enriching her
chemistry class last school year, mixing
science and art by studying geology,
including mineral jewelry, growing crystals
and glass etching. That innovation, too,
required resources not available through her
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there that led to the “Geology of
Connecticut” chemistry class. And she says
she learned so much about photography
while applying for the Toyota grant that
even if she didn’t win the award she had
come out ahead.

“When I learned I won, I felt like it was
extra;” she said.“I liked to write it. T learned a
lot. And now I can use it

Mukherjee was honored in April at the
National Science Teachers Association
convention in St. Louis and on June 12 at A-1
Toyota in New Haven.The reception was
attended by 20 of her students, her Assistant
Principle Gwen Hampton, the Public
Education Fund staff and Dominic Galardi,
owner of A-1 Toyota and a board member of
the Public Education Fund.




How to be heard in Hartford

The state government influences your schools
and you can influence the state government

When people try to become involved in
educational issues in their community, they
may think the local school board is the main
authority they have to deal with.

But the state legislature has the final legal
responsibility for educating children, and it
has a bigger day-to-day effect on our schools
than most people realize.To have your voice
heard on an issue like school vouchers, for
example, you may have to bend the ear of
someone in the capitol.

Which is not as hard as it seems, says
Representative Cam Staples, Co-Chair of the
Legislative Education Committee (and
representative of the East Rock neighborhood
and part of Fair Haven.) The districts are
small, so when a handful of people sound off
on an issue, he takes notice.

“I am very influenced by an expression of
support or concern from a constituent,”
he says.

And if a state legislator like Staples takes
notice of a school issue, it could make a big
difference. Though there is a long tradition
of local control of schools in Connecticut,
that authority is delegated by the state
legislature, which is charged by the state
constitution with making sure the state’s
children are educated.

Recently the state government has started a
play a more direct role in local schools, most
dramatically with the state takeover of
schools in Hartford in 1997.The state
government is attaching more strings to the
tax money it sends back to the
communities, Staples says.

And a lot of what schools do originates in
studies or laws at the state capital. For
example, Staples says, he was at an open
house at Hooker School recently listening to
the principal explain part of the curriculum
the school was using. Staples realized that
the curriculum item originated in a task
force he had been part of a few vears ago.

When the legislature is not meeting, many of
the committees are still active with task

forces and studies on issues like teacher
shortages or bilingual education.

When the legislature does meet — for six
months every other year — the committees
first decide which bills they will send to the
whole legislature to be voted on.The education
committee, says Staples, gets hundreds of
proposed bills, most of them originating in
discussions with citizens back home.

From those proposed bills, Staples and his
co-chair, Senator Thomas Gaffey (who
represents Meridan and Middletown), select
about 80 to be written up in legal form.The
committee then holds public hearings on
the proposed bills, which is one of the best
ways for citizens to influence their schools,
says Staples.

“I don’t know if people know how easy it is
to come and testify at hearings,” he says.“1
think people don’t really know what the
state does versus the city versus the federal
government. It’s an understandable thing to
be blurry about.They don’t know how to
access the system. I think people are
surprised by how influential they can be”
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can be.”

Here are some of Representative
Staples’ tips for influencing
e state legislature:

considering a bill.

your representatives at www.cga.state.ct.us.

run into your representative eventually.

point of view.
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¥ Testify at public hearings when the state legislature is

# Educate yourself about how state government works.
Find out about hearings, committees, task forces and

© Meet your representative by being active in the
community. If you go to enough church picnics, school
open houses and block watch meetings, you should

# Reach out to your representative. Invite them to your
church picnic, open house or block watch meeting.

© Ask your representative for a meeting on a specific
issue. Staples says one of the best ways to get his
attention is when a dozen citizens get together, give
themselves a name, research their issue and what they
want done and invite him to sit down and hear their







