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The beginning of the school year is all about building our 
preschool community. Building a supportive preschool 
community starts from the very first day and continues 
throughout the year. Teachers are getting to know the 
students and their families. Parents are getting to know 
one another at pick up and drop off. The preschoolers are 
building relationships to their teachers, the other students, 
the garden, and the animals. 

Here are a few things we do at the PlayGarden each Septem-
ber to help the students, teachers and families make this big 
transition to a new school year:

FOR THE STUDENTS
At the beginning of the year we help the students devel-
op their sense of self, come up with creative strategies for 
easing transitions, and help them develop a sense of place at 
the PlayGarden. 

Developing a Sense of Self 
A sense of self is defined as the way a person  thinks about 
and views his or her traits, beliefs, and purpose within the 
world.  A child’s sense of self changes and evolves as they 
develop more awareness of the world around them. Our job 
as teachers is to help their sense of self continue to grow and 
evolve. 

BUILDING OUR PLAYGARDEN COMMUNITY

To help students develop this strong sense of self we spend 
a lot of the first month of school sharing personal traits 
with one another. We start by talking about what we have 
in common. We do this  by reading Two Eyes, a Nose and A 
Mouth by Roberta Grobel Intrater, and Happy in our Skin 
Fran Manushkin. 

Next, we help the students to expand their notion of self to 
include seeing themself as a part of the preschool class. We 
sing, “The more we get together the happier we’ll be”each 
morning, and talk about what it means to part of a class.  

Having conversations about roles within the preschool class 
also helps build community. 

What is the role of a teacher? 

What is the role of the students at the  
PlayGarden preschool? 

How can the teachers and students work together  
to make a community? 
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These conversations further develop the idea that each 
child belongs and has a role to play in making our  
community. 

We have conversations, read books and sing songs about 
the things that are unique to each child. Starting with their 
name. Student’s’ names and photos are added to their art 
journal and their bag they take back and forth from school. 
They each receive their own chair with their name on it to 
use over the course of the year. 

INCLUSIVE PHILOSOPHY & PRACTICES
At circle time, the teachers use this first month to intro-
duce our inclusive philosophy and practices. ALL students 
are welcome and ALL students’ ways of moving, thinking, 
communicating are beautiful and right. We talk openly 
about the ways in which different students in the class talk, 
move, and even think differently. We celebrate these differ-
ences and teach the students how to do the same.  Teachers 
may prompt the students by asking a question like, “How 
does each child use their body to move around?” The fol-
lowing conversation will highlight that some students walk, 
while others may run, crawl, or use supportive equipment  
like a stroller or wheelchair to move around and a special 
chair to help them sit. 

The teachers or a parent of a child may introduce special 
equipment to the class.  For example, a teacher may say at 
circle time, “This is Wren’s talker. She uses it to talk and 
show you what she wants to do.” The teacher may ask the 
child to demonstrate how they use that equipment for the 
class.  The teacher may ask something like, “Wren, can you 
pick a song for the class to sing?” This helps show all the 
other students in the class how the supportive equipment 
is used. 

A child may notice that another child has something on his 
wrists. The teacher may ask if the child wants to explain his 
“wristies” or if he would prefer the teacher to do so.  The 
teacher may say, “These are London’s wrist braces. They help 
his hands stay steady when he eats or draws. Isn’t that cool? 
What helps you when you are holding something?”

Over the first month of school, each child begins to share 
more layers of themselves to the rest of the class. Their 
sense of self grows by knowing what they have in common 
with their peers, how they fit into the structure of “going 
to school” and openly acknowledging the traits that make 
them unique.

Read more on Developing a sense of Self with Preschoolers (Resource: 
Early Childhood Emotional and Social Development: Identify and 
Self-Esteem by Angelea Oswalt). 
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day. Sending home a simple list of the teachers with their 
photos and the days they teach can help the students know 
who to expect. 

Developing a Sense of Place 
A key part of helping students transition is helping them 
develop a sense of place. We do this by introducing the 
students to the names of the PlayGarden spaces such as the 
classroom, breezeway, playground, and wild-zone as well as 
introducing them to our flock of chickens, ducks, bunnies 
and resident goose, Hop. Setting up routines they can rely 
on such as routines for drop off, for circle time, and snack 
time, even how we wash our hands and sing hello help them 
understand how the space works for them each day.  We 
also assign daily jobs to each of the students. The jobs help 
them connect with the space and feel part of the school 
community. 

Easing the transition 
The start of a new school year is a big transition. For many 
of our three year olds, it is the first time they have ever been  
in a new environment, away from parents and caregivers. 
Many of our students are sad to say bye to their parents 
at drop-off and it takes time for the students to build new 
relationships with the teachers. The first thing we invite 
families to do is to write a letter to their child in their new 
art journals.  The act of writing a letter, acknowledging 
this big transition, is designed to help not just the students 
but the parents as well. To further ease the transitions, we 
work with families to come up with pick-up and drop off 
routines that help each individual family ease into the day.  
For example, we may encourage a parent to come in to read 
their child a book when they first arrive so the child has 
something special to look forward to. Or we may encour-
age the parent to stay and do the art project alongside their 
child and the teachers. This helps the teacher connect with 
the child while their parent or caregiver is still there and can 
ease the transition when a parent needs to leave. 

Although it is less of a transition to the space for the return-
ing students, it is still a transition. They are now coming 
back to school as one of the returning PlayGardeners, with 
a new perspective and a new role in the classroom struc-
ture. They know what to expect and how the day goes.  The 
returners show the younger students what they know, they 
model how to do certain projects and explaining how things 
work, like how to feed the chickens.  This is a great oppor-
tunity for them to take on more responsibility. In doing so, 
their sense of self continues to grow. We talk openly about 
these new roles and how much students have grown over 
the summer.  

We have learned that the transition from being at home 
to starting a school day is smoother for families when the 
students know which teachers will be at school on a given 

Examples of Daily Jobs
• Set the table • Pass out cups for snack • Water the 

plants • Feed the chickens • Feed the bunnies  

• Collect eggs • Get the mail • Wipe down tables 

• Ring the lunch bell • Beat the circle time drum.
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THE PLAYGARDEN PRESCHOOL TEAM
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THIS IS YOUR PLAYGARDEN. YOU BELONG 
HERE. BE KIND TO YOURSELF AND OTHERS. PLANT 
SEEDS AND WATCH THEM GROW. GROW BERRIES AND EAT THEM. 

LEARN WHY THE CLOUDS MOVE, HOW THE SUN WARMS THE EARTH, 

WHY LEAVES FALL, THE SIGN FOR I LOVE YOU. PLAY BY YOURSELF AND 
WITH OTHERS. FIND TREASURES AND THEN HIDE THEM FOR SOMEONE 
ELSE TO FIND.

INCLUDE EVERYONE.
TAKE TURNS, SHARE SHOVELS, TRUCKS, AND TURNS ON THE SCOOTER. TELL 
EACH OTHER YOUR IDEAS AND STORIES.WHEN YOU HURT SOMEONE ON THE 
INSIDE OR ON THE OUTSIDE, ASK, “WHAT CAN I DO TO MAKE IT 
BETTER?” USE TWO HANDS WHEN PICKING KALE: ONE TO STEADY THE 
STEM SO THE ROOTS STAY IN THE GROUND AND THE OTHER TO PLUCK THE 
LEAF. NOT EVERYONE CAN DO EVERYTHING BUT EVERY-
ONE CAN DO SOMETHING. LEARN ABOUT WHAT THAT SOMETHING 
IS. CHICKENS AND WORMS CAN’T SWIM. BUT CHICKENS LAY EGGS & WORMS 
MAKE OUR SOIL. YOUR HAND IS YOUR HARVEST BASKET. PICK 
A HANDFUL OF BERRIES AND LEAVE THE REST FOR OTHERS. DO IT YOUR-
SELF, IF YOU CAN. ASK FOR HELP IF YOU NEED IT. OFFER TO HELP OTHERS. 

LISTEN TO THE RAIN, THE BEES AND EACH OTHER. DRESS FOR 
THE WEATHER. ONLY CLIMB THE STRONG TREES, THOSE WITH 
THICK BRANCHES THAT DO NOT BEND. THE PAPA GOOSE IS NOT MEAN OR 
BAD, HE IS PROTECTING HIS FLOCK. WE ALL HAVE A PURPOSE. YOUR

FRIENDS ARE MY FRIENDS AND MY FRIENDS ARE YOUR FRIENDS. PLAY 
MORE.

THE PLAYGARDEN MANIFESTO
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Games like I-Spy and monthly scavenger hunts help the 
students become more accustomed with the garden. These 
activities help show the students what is growing, provide 
opportunities to talk with the students about how we can 
respectfully harvest from the garden and further encourage 
the student’s independence in exploring the one-acre space. 

As the children begin to develop their sense of place at  
the PlayGarden they also develop their sense of belonging. 
As we say in our PlayGarden Manifesto, This is your Play-
Garden. You belong here.

FOR THE TEACHERS
Just as it is important to help the students build community 
and a sense of belonging during this time, it is equally im-
portant to create that sense of community with our teaching 
staff. 

To support the teaching staff we have frequent check in 
meetings between the two lead teachers to ensure consis-
tency and continuity between teaching days. Lead teachers 
also check in daily with the teachers assistants. 

The teaching staff go over the roster of students weekly or 
bi-weekly. We talk about what we  see going on with each 
individual child and reflect on emerging  group dynamics. 
We talk about what each child appears to be enjoying,  who 
they are playing with (or not playing with) and why. We 
also identify what areas they need support in and make a 
plan for how to provide that support. 

The teaching staff frequently review information shared by 
parents to be sure that all information is communicated to 
the whole team, not just one teacher. For example, parents 
may send or share information on a child’s current feeding 
routine, bathroom routine, or something that may be going 
on at home that may be influencing how they are acting at 
school. It is key that all teachers know that information. 

We work collaboratively with our adult staff with disabilities 
and their job coaches to come up with meaningful task lists 
that ensure they are being fully included into the preschool 
community. For example, we have staff who help greet 
preschool families, staff that help cook snack and lunch 
with the preschoolers and staff who help add students’ art to 
their art journals and prep the preschool art projects each 
week.

The teaching staff hold monthly planning meetings. In these 
meetings we discuss each child, what themes we want to 
cover in the coming month, art projects, cooking projects, 

Getting To Know and Love the Garden! 
September is a rich time in a vegetable garden and is a 
perfect time to introduce students to gardening. In our first 
week of school we introduce harvesting projects with the 
students such as making  kale chips, garlic roasted potatoes 
and pesto. The students start to see the garden as a place for 
them. They know they are allowed to play, harvest, and taste 
from the garden and explore it with ALL their senses. We 
model two garden rule for our students:

   1. Your Hand is your Harvest Basket. This helps  
   students understand how much they are able to
   harvest in a sustainable way and in a way that  
   leaves enough for others.

   2. Use a Two Hand Harvest. One to steady the  
   stem and one to pick the leaves or berries. This  
   helps students learn how to harvest without pulling  
   up the whole plant.
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songs, books, free play activities, sensory activities, and 
garden activities we hope to do. We make a list of all the 
projects that need to be prepped, identify who will help 
prep what, and identify the materials and groceries we need. 
See an example of our monthly planning document 
in Appendix (pg 180-181). 

FOR THE PARENTS 
Families chose to send their children to the PlayGarden 
for a variety of reasons. Some choose it for our inclusive 
teaching philosophy and practice, while others may choose 
it because it is close to their house, or because they love the 
nature-play based curriculum. Some of our families have 
a lot of experience with disability while others may have 
very little or no experience of issues regarding disability 
and inclusion.  For these reasons, it is important to bring 
together the whole preschool community at the beginning 
of the year to clarify exactly what it means to be part of an 
inclusive preschool community. 

At the PlayGarden we do this by having a Mandatory Parent 
Discussion night on the topic of inclusion. 

Things to consider as you plan a meeting
• Select the date long in advance and send a save   
the date so families can plan for it.

• Pick a date and time during a weekday evening  when 
most families would be able to attend given work obliga-
tions, needs of their other children and bedtime routines. 

• To ensure that you have equitable representation from 
all of the families you serve, be sure to offer free childcare 
during the meeting. As families RSVP, ask if they will need 
childcare so you can anticipate how many students you  
will have and how much childcare you need to provide.  
Anticipate that in an inclusive school setting some children 
may need more one-on-one support. Be sure to have this 
in place to avoid a rough first event at the school for the 
family.

• Have a parent or staff member take meeting notes  
so that anything discussed can be shared back with  
the parents and anyone who may have missed the meeting. 
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Google Group
To help families build community we set up a Google 
Group with all of the parents and staff. This is a place where 
parents can share resources with each other, ask each other 
questions, set up playdates, and for teachers and our ad-
ministration to communicate important information to the 
whole community. 

Preschool Yearbook
To help the kids and parents get to know each other we 
have a parent volunteer put together a preschool family 
yearbook. In the yearbook families share information about 
their child, their family, and anything specific about a child’s 
development, behavior or disability they want the commu-
nity to know about. 

Where to start a parent discussion night on  
inclusion?
• Create a sense of belonging by bringing all voices into the 
room. Use interactive facilitation techniques that encourage 
parents to share personal stories, concerns, hopes and any 
unique expertise they  may have. 

• Write out a prompt on butcher paper and have everyone 
write answers on post-it notes and add it to the butcher  
paper. For example you could ask, “What does inclusion 
mean to you and your family?” 

• Set some time aside in the meeting for the parents to 
hear directly from the teachers and administrators of the 
organization. This time is valuable for educating the parent 
community on the schools mission, philosophy, and teach-
ing practice along with key lessons they have learned about 
inclusion over the years. 

It is equally important for the parents to be in discussion 
with one another, to have time to share about their child 
and what they are hoping to get out of the preschool school 
year. 

The PlayGarden Discussion Night topics and 
questions:  

 
What does the philosophy and practice of inclusion  

look like at our school? 

How do teachers talk to students about disability  
and inclusion?

As parents, how would you like other parents to  
talk to you about your child? 

How can you help your child understand another  
child’s behavior?   

How can we create a supportive preschool  
community outside of the classroom? 

What makes for a successful playdate?

How can parents support each other? 

How do we want to be in touch with one another? 
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