Back to School Tips
taken from www.scholastic.com
Time Capsule
During the first week of school my second graders make a time capsule. First I ask them to bring an empty paper-towel roll from home. We cover the rolls with construction paper, on which the children draw pictures and write their names. Capsule contents include a picture of the child, a hand tracing, and a completed questionnaire that asks about favorite books, TV shows, friends, and so on. It also asks them to write three things that they want to learn during the year. I measure each student's height with a piece of string, and the string is also put into the time capsule. Then I collect the capsules and hide them. On the last day of school we have a fun "reopening" ceremony, during which the children compare their earlier choices and goals (and height!) with how they feel now.
—Alyson Grove Saieva, La Habra, CA
 
Paper-Bag Sharing
About two weeks before school starts, I send my students a letter in which I introduce myself and describe some activities we will share. I also send them a paper bag and ask them to fill it with four or five items. On the first day of school we all sit together and open up our bags to show each other something about ourselves, myself included.
—Amy Scalf, Winchester, KY
 
Class-Created Puzzles
Using a large piece of tagboard, I draw as many puzzle pieces as I have students, plus one for myself. I number them on the back and cut them out. I have students decorate their pieces with their names, pictures, and words. We share these as a group and then reassemble the puzzle on a bulletin board to symbolize the importance of each individual's contribution to the class as a whole.
—Ellaine Barthelemy, Apple Valley, MN
 
Silly Name Game
On the first day, I gather the children in a circle. We go around the circle and have each child pick a word to go with his or her name (either rhyming or beginning with the same letter as the name). Each child must say his or her name and repeat the names that came before ("I am Marshmallow Megan and that was Willowy Wendy and Soccer Sally and Jumping Jimmy..."). It's a fun way to get to know one another and learn everybody's names.
—Megan Law, Falls Church, VA
 
Mission Statement
My kindergarten class works together on the first day to come up with a mission that we strive to accomplish on each day of the school year. For example: "We will learn and use each other's names. Also, we will say 'Please' and 'thank you' at the appropriate times." We read the mission statement every day, and I include it in my newsletters home to parents. We adjust it as the year progresses.
—Ashley Mehr, St. Petersburg, FL
 
B-Kind! B-On Time!
My first bulletin board revolves around our nature-study unit on insects and helps children remember good behavior. We make bees out of paper, paper plates, and pipe cleaners. Each child thinks of a phrase to go with his or her bee (e.g., B-careful, B-honest, B-kind). Then we hang the bees and accompanying phrases on the bulletin board.
—Andrea Benedett, Jamestown, NY
 
Bulletin Board Layers
My primary-grade children arrive on the first day to see a bulletin board with special spaces reserved and labeled for each of them. By the end of the first day, the board is filled with their drawings. Throughout the year new pictures are added on top of the old ones; these usually relate to the theme currently being studied. At the end of the year, each collection of pictures is taken down, and students bind them together with a cover to make a book.
—Janet R. Janke, Belle Glade, FL
 
Intermediate Write About You!
At the start of each year I ask my students to write their autobiographies. We talk about the genre of autobiography, sentence structure, paragraphing, writing steps, and detailed writing. I learn a lot about the students, and they learn about each other. This is a good topic to start the year with, because they are already experts on the subject.
—Kristen Wagner, Durham, NC
 
All-About-Me Class Quilts
This year I plan to have my fifth-grade students draw silhouettes of themselves. These will then be mounted on white paper and made into a class quilt. The companion exercise will be for students to write a one-page autobiography for a second quilt that is laid out like the first one. The two quilts will be displayed next to each other.
—Yelena Siwinski, Brooklyn, NY
 
Guess Who?
By upper elementary school, many students already know the names of their classmates. On the first day, I have students write three unique facts about themselves (a pet's name, favorite sport, talents, and so on). I collect the papers and read a description aloud to the class. The students then guess to whom I'm referring. I continue until all descriptions have been read. I include myself, too!
—Anna Hallock, Elgin, IL
 
Make A Pattern Book
After discussing books that have predictable language patterns with my fifth-grade class, I read to them the book Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? We then make our own book, titled Fifth Grade, Fifth Grade, Ftfh Grade, What Do You See? Students write and illustrate a page about their new classroom and classmates. The students enjoy reading the book later in the year to their kindergarten book buddies.
—Lisa Mosco, Jonestown, PA 

New Year Resolutions
Involve students in the creation of a set of classroom "New Year" resolutions to guide you through the coming months. Work together to brainstorm resolutions, and write them on a sheet of chart paper. If necessary, reword them in a positive manner (such as "walk" rather than "don't run"). These may be resolutions for behavioral expectations (take turns) or class goals (learn our times tables). Each student can write one of the resolutions from the list on a paper bubble cutout. Place the resolution "bubbles" on a bulletin board with the heading "We resolve to..." To celebrate the adoption of your resolutions, invite the students to blow soap bubbles. Students can take turns reading their resolutions out loud while the cheery bubbles fill the air. By Jacqueline Clarke | March 2005

Guess Who
Students become detectives in this get-acquainted game, in which they uncover the "real identity" of a fellow classmate. Give each student an index card and ask them to each record four clues about themselves. At the bottom of their cards, they should sign secret code names, such as Art or Skippy. Gather up the cards and, later on, hand them out randomly. Challenge everyone to find the student who matches the clues on his or her card. In this brain-boosting activity, students move from classmate to classmate asking questions to learn the identity behind the code name. The catch? They must avoid using any of the words on the clue card! By Jacqueline Clarke | March 2005

Switch!
Here's a great indoor or outdoor game to get students actively learning about each other! With the students in a circle, ask an open-ended question, such as "Have you ever been to the zoo?" Everyone who answers "yes" moves to the middle, while the rest of the class remains in place. Invite one or two students to briefly tell the class about their zoo trips. When they finish their stories, everyone steps back into the circle. Continue with new questions such as, "Do you have a brother?" or "Do you like to play baseball?" and once again, ask for quick stories. As the class becomes familiar with the rules of the game, let the kids take turns asking the questions, and you can join the circle too.
Nathalie Vaughn, Rancho Encinitas Academy, Encinitas, CA
 
Welcome Bags
Use these party favors to send positive messages to students on the first day of school. For each student, fill a resealable plastic bag with the following objects: an eraser, to signify that it's okay to make mistakes; a small plastic gem that means each one of us is valuable; a little pack of Smarties® candies to show there are many different kinds of "smart"; a stick of gum so we all stick together; a star (sticker or bead) because we always shine and do our best; and a heart (sticker or bead) to show your classroom is a safe and caring place. Hold up the objects one at a time and reveal their hidden meanings. By Jacqueline Clarke | March 2005

The Penny Jar
Here's a getting-to-know-you activity that really makes "cents"! Fill a small jar with pennies. Pass the container around and invite students to remove as many or as few coins as they wish. Explain that for each penny they take, they must share one piece of information about themselves. For example, if a student chooses three pennies, she might share, "I have three sisters," "I take karate," and "I am a good builder." Remember to take your turn with the jar too, and let everyone keep the pennies!
Janet Worthington-Samo, St. Clement School, Johnstown, PA
 
Hats Off to a New Year!
Greet students at the door with party hats and a quick craft activity that will get everyone warmed up and ready for learning. Ask each child to decorate a colored party hat in a personal way. Prepare a pile of magazines and construction paper, and invite students to draw, cut out, and glue on pictures of a favorite food, a sports team logo, a pet, or a favorite star. They can cut out letters for their names, and then add glitter or sequins. Encourage students to check out one another's hats and discover the interests they share. By Jacqueline Clarke | March 2005

Create a Time Capsule
Help your students set personal goals by creating individual time capsules for the year! Each student folds a sheet of paper into three columns, like a simple brochure. The first column is labeled "Five Things I Hope For," the middle column "Five Things I Have Accomplished," and the last column "Five Things I Hope to Accomplish in This Class." Ask students to write five things for each column and then to decorate their page with a photograph and their own designs. Designate a special box for your time capsule. Store it until the last day of school, when students can reread and reflect, and set new goals for next year. By Jacqueline Clarke | March 2005

Start Your Engines
Like so many, my family absolutely LOVED this summer's blockbuster movie hit Cars, which inspired me to begin thinking of ways to welcome the kids to my classroom with a racecar theme. I am so excited to welcome my new students to 3rd grade with a classroom theme of "Third Graders—Start Your Engines." 

Our classroom rules are posted in big letters at the front and follow the acronym "RACE": 
R-Respect—yourself and others.
A-Attitude—always have a positive one.
C-Cooperate—and always do your best.
E-Excellence—it's the key to success!
We learn the sign language signs for these words, and we do them together each morning at calendar time.

Our reading corner is now called "the Pit" and features a four-foot blow-up racecar (that I won on eBay for cheap!) suspended from the ceiling. My classroom helpers are now called the "Pit Crew" and our classroom water fountain has been renamed the "Fill-R-Up Station." The hand-in bins have been appropriately renamed "the Finish Line"—all of these "signs" were made with Microsoft WordArt, using the checkered flag page-border art style with 31 point width.

One of our bulletin boards has a brightly colored U.S. map and is titled "Race Across the States." Students will attempt to receive postcards from every state. As they do, we will learn the capital of each new state and will remove that state's "license plate" from the Race Across the States wall. 

As we look forward to our 100th day of school, a little mouse-driven racecar will progress from one number to the next along the number line atop the white board, to help us keep track of the countdown to the 100th day of school. 

What formerly was my Student of the Week bulletin board has been transformed into "Victory Lane," complete with an oversized, graphic Winner's Cup with the student's name added to the faceplate. On this bulletin board, the student of the week will get to share pictures of his or her family along with his or her "Driver of the Week" form, where the student lists all favorite pastimes and other special personal details.

Everything was made from scratch except for a plastic Cars tablecloth from Wal-Mart for my bulletin board background, a plastic birthday party "Start Your Engines" flag banner, and black-and-white checkered fabric for touches of the "checkered flag" effect throughout. 

The thing that was the most fun for me was when I converted the front of my desk into a '57 Chevy! I blew up a picture of a grill of a '57 Chevy and turned it into an 18" x 24" lifelike grill, then did the same with photographs of headlights and glued them to foam board for that 3-D effect and stuck them on each corner of the front end of my desk. I had so much fun that I made a hood ornament out of foam board and ticky-tacked it to the center of my desktop! 

For icebreakers, my students will "paint" their own racecar on tag board. All students will have their pictures taken, and we'll put their pictures on the heads of their racecar drivers. When everyone is finished designing his or her own racecar, we will do one "lap around the track" (around the classroom) to show off our fancy paint jobs.

Next, my 3rd-grade "drivers" will be directed to start their engines and line up for "time trials." The directions for this activity will be: "This time trial is to see how long it takes you to line yourselves up according to your birthdays, beginning with January 1st and ending with December 31st, only you have to decide how you're going to get this done."

"Drivers on your marks... get set... GO!" (And I will wave the green flag!)

Then I will keep time on the stopwatch and observe who emerged in the group as a leader, the most hesitant to work in a group, the bossiest, the most sensitive, the most easily discouraged, etc. I only "help" from time to time if they all get stuck or seem to be spinning out and going nowhere.

We will repeat this same activity midyear and also at the end of the year, and the students will see just how much better they have become at working as a team. Submitted by Angie Shaw (Grade 3 teacher, Nebraska)

Classroom Giving Tree 
In my classroom, I have a "Giving Tree." I put up a big tree and cover it with paper apples. On each of the apples, I write a supply item that parents can donate to our room. Supplies range from Lysol wipes and Post-its to dry erase markers. The parents take an apple and return it with the supply. I put the apple back on the tree with the parent's name on it. At the end of each month I have a raffle for the parents who have helped to make our classroom a success. Last year was amazing! I had an overwhelming response. Needless to say, I am ready to put it up again this year. Submitted by Heather Milani (Grade 4 teacher, Illinios)

Mystery Postcard
I welcome my 3rd-grade students back to school by sending them a postcard over the summer. On the postcard is a picture of me at some location in the United States, and their first homework assignment is to try to figure out where in the U.S. Miss Baumann was. The first year I did this, I was in Boston and had a picture taken at the Public Gardens by the Swan Boats. This summer I was in Seattle, Washington, and had a picture taken by the Space Needle. It's a great way to motivate the students for the first day of school, and they LOVE getting mail.  Submitted by Leslie Baumann (Grade 3 teacher, Iowa)

Fun and Wacky First Day Writing 
Since the first day of school is scary for most students, I try to make their day more relaxing and less stressful with a fun activity that requires art and writing. I give each student one white piece of paper (Xerox paper is perfect). I tell my students that we are going to draw faces—not just ordinary faces, but wacky faces. First, I have my students write their names on the back, and then I tell them to draw a very large oval; they can add ears but nothing else. Then the students hand their paper to the left (if students are seated in pods, otherwise, for older students you can roll a die and say switch the paper 2x's, 6x's etc.). Then the students add eyes and eyebrows to the existing face oval and ears. Then pass paper. Next-add mouth. Then pass paper. Next-add hair and any other finishing touches. (I tell the kids that tattoos are not acceptable.) I also give them 5-6 minutes to draw and color each facial feature they add. When the face is completed, it is given to the student whose name was on the back.

Now the writing begins. The picture of the face is a new student at your school. The students must write what it is like for this new student on his or her first day of school. Here are some writing suggestions: Was this person scared to come to the first day of school? Could he or she sleep the night before? What did he or she wear? Who took him to school? Did she meet anyone? The wonderful things about this project are that it brings out creativity, it's fun, and students soon forget any first day jitters they may have! Also, it makes a wonderful item to display at Back-to-School Night!  Submitted by Leslie Flores (Grade 4 teacher, California)

Time Capsules 
At the beginning of the year I take pictures of the students and make copies. We place one photo in a time capsule along with a writing sample and a string showing how tall they are at the beginning of the year. Then they fill out sheets about what they like and don't like, as well as a hopes-and-dreams card. Their hopes and dreams have to be something school-related, things they hope they will learn this school year. The students also get a special wishing rock that they make a wish on, which goes with their hopes and dreams. They put all this in their time capsules (which are paper towel tubes with tissue paper covering the bottom). The students decorate their time capsules with tissue paper, sequins, pom-poms, streamers, two wiggly eyes (the time capsules keep an eye on them all year), etc. We hang them from the ceiling and take them down on the last day of school when we redo the same activities for comparison. The students are so excited about seeing if their hopes and dreams came true, and they love to see how much they have grown. Submitted by Julie Brown (Grade 1 teacher, Vermont)

Response Cards. On student desks I tape 3 x 5” cards on which I print: 
Come back to me. 
I’m thinking. 
I need more time.
These are three responses a student can give when he doesn't know what to say.
I teach students to respond verbally rather than just sit there. By Ruth Manna

 Plan Your Schedule
Create a master schedule that you can share with staff and students. Be sure to include everything from the times for weekly classes to once-a-year events like your annual Book Fair. Start by identifying professional conventions and conferences you'd like to attend. It may take a while to secure approval or funding for these events. In the meantime, you'll have those dates tentatively blocked so you can avoid potential conflicts. By Maureen P. Ryan

Give the Shelves a Makeover
Take a cue from those highly trafficked book superstores and alternate how you display books. Along the shelves, have some titles face with their book cover out. To call attention to books you know students will love, use shelf talkers (see Classroom Libraries on www.realclassroomideas.com)  with personalized messages and reviews.

Front and center in your library, set up a welcome-back display of books featuring stories about school experiences. Pepper the table with picture books that are perfect for easing young readers' fears and chapter books or novels that deal with issues such as making friends or handling academic pressures. By Maureen P. Ryan

Mail Mystery Postcards
I welcome my 3rd-grade students back to school by sending them a postcard over the summer. On the postcard is a picture of me at some location in the United States, and their first homework assignment is to try to figure out where in the U.S. Miss Baumann was. The first year I did this, I was in Boston and had a picture taken at the Public Garden by the Swan Boats. This summer I was in Seattle, Washington, and had a picture taken by the Space Needle. It's a great way to motivate the students for the first day of school, and they LOVE getting mail.  Submitted by Leslie Baumann, St Joseph's School, IA
Make Time Capsules 
At the beginning of the year I take pictures of the students and make copies. We place one photo in a time capsule along with a writing sample and a string showing how tall they are at the beginning of the year. Then they fill out sheets about what they like and don't like, as well as a hopes-and-dreams card. Their hopes and dreams have to be something school-related, things they hope they will learn this school year. The students also get a special wishing rock that they make a wish on, which goes with their hopes and dreams. They put all this in their time capsules (which are paper towel tubes with tissue paper covering the bottom). The students decorate their time capsules with tissue paper, sequins, pom-poms, streamers, two wiggly eyes (the time capsules keep an eye on them all year), etc. We hang them from the ceiling and take them down on the last day of school when we redo the same activities for comparison. The students are so excited about seeing if their hopes and dreams came true, and they love to see how much they have grown. Submitted by Julie Brown, Lawrence Barnes Elementary, VT
Wish Upon a "Secret Star" 
In order to encourage my students to walk in a quiet and orderly line while in the hallways, I often pick a "Secret Star" when going somewhere (e.g., P.E., Art, lunch, etc.). I usually pick a boy and a girl "Secret Star." I don't tell who my "Secret Star" is and I tell the students that I am watching to see if my "Secret Star" is walking nicely and quietly. When we arrive back to our classroom, I announce the "Secret Star" if and only if the "Secret Star" was successful in being a good walker. The "Secret Star" then gets a Starburst candy. Since nobody knows who the "Secret Star" is, everybody is usually very quiet and respectful in case it might be him or her. If the "Secret Star" is not quiet and respectful, then I simply state, "My Secret Star did not make it this time." I don't tell who it was. This works wonders for getting the students to walk quietly in the hallways, and it's also fun. Submitted by Maria Morgan, St Helen Catholic School, FL
Do Donuts With Dads
Something fun I do to get the dads involved is host Donuts With Dads once or twice a month. Every month, a different dad or two volunteers. He comes in with donuts and juice and does a presentation for the students. The dad and I work together on coming up with something he would be comfortable presenting and the students would be interested in. We have had presentations covering all topics from using an abacus to being an FBI agent to National Hispanic Month. They also bring one of their favorite books and do a mini-book talk for the class about that book. The kids love seeing fathers, who traditionally aren't around schools much, involved in school, and the dads love it because it is minimal commitment: just one morning a year! Submitted by Rhiannon Dame, Greenbriar West Elementary, VA
Take Dance Breaks
Keeping kids active isn't just a matter of exercise. While exercise is certainly important, I view an active environment as one in which children are learning.  In my 1st grade classroom, I have stockpiled fun CDs. Some are kids' CDs that contain songs with directions to follow and games to play. Others are just popular songs that make you want to get up and dance. Between lessons, I use the songs as both a re-energizer and a transitional tool. The kids know that by the end of the song, they should have danced to their spot.  Besides keeping them awake and alert, I love that our songs build community by rallying all members of our learning community around common goals and experiences. Submitted by Andrea Moffat, General Wayne Elementary School, PA
Group Students by the Clock
Part of effectively managing the classroom is having an efficient way to put students into groups. Students love working in groups, and this is a sure way to partner or group students with variety and inclusion of all students. To partner students, we make appointment clocks. I make a clock with the hours and a blank line by each hour. The students make an appointment with another student on each hour of the clock. If Sally is Jimmy's one o'clock appointment, then Jimmy is also Sally's one o'clock appointment. When I need my students to pair up for activities or review skills, I simply say, "Go to your two o'clock appointment." To group my students, I place name labels on a deck of cards. I simply shuffle the cards and deal them out into stacks, one for each of the groups that I need, and then call out the names. The cards are great to use for lots of things: selecting a student to do a special job, picking students to give presentations, etc. Submitted by Lisa Carney, Mcfadden Elementary School, TN 

Organize for Writing
For many, many years I used a simple file folder as a "working" folder to organize the students' work for Writers' Workshop. Sometimes they were plain, and the children decorated them, or sometimes they were just a nice, bright color. They contained first drafts, word books, and various sheets of writing tips and tools. The problem, however, was that they were always a mess!

This past summer I decided to make a change, and it has worked out GREAT! This year each child has a three-prong, two-pocket Writers' Workshop folder. Here's how it's organized:

1. Front pocket always has the working draft of the piece on which they're working.
2. Back pocket has their "Word Books."
3. The folder is filled with clear pocket sleeves in which there are lists of:
traits of good writing
words for feelings
words to describe people
"sparkle words" (adjectives)
powerful verbs, etc.

Pages can be added or taken out VERY easily, and writing tools and tips are neat, organized, and always at the children's fingertips! This is an easy way to organize, and both the children and I love it -- I know you will, too! Submitted by Lanise Jacoby, Pierce Elementary School, MA
Picture Perfect
Once your classroom is set up the way you want it take a digital photo of each location. Posting these photos near each location serves as a checkpoint for the students during clean up. They can look at the photo and make sure the area is organized the way it is supposed to be. This is especially helpful as you develop your routines at the beginning of the year.  By Jacquylynn Brickman

