Opening Soon!

An exciting way to introduce classroom
materials and learning areas slowly,
safely, and with a sense of ownership and
fun

by Lynn Bechtel

As eager kindergarten students enter the classroom on the first
day of school, they see chairs and tables, a paper towel
machine, a row of hooks for backpacks, and shelves full of
brightly wrapped boxes. Certain areas of the room are hidden
behind colorful curtains and tantalizing signs that read
“Opening Soon!” For the first few days of school, the wrapped
boxes and curtained work areas remain things of mystery to
the children.

Such is the scene in veteran kindergarten teacher Rick Ellis’s
classroom at Dutch Neck School in Princeton Junction, New
Jersey. “The only things visible in my kindergarten classroom
are things I know we’ll need to use right away,” says Rick.

Rick’s approach— drawing on Responsive Classroom®
strategies defined in the book The First Six Weeks of School is
not unusual. Around the country, many teachers at all grade
levels use the first days and weeks of school to introduce
routines, materials, and learning areas in a structured way.
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After the first weeks of school, once children seem comfortable with a few routines,
Rick slowly unveils the hidden classroom areas—the classroom library’ the art center
with supplies hidden under colorful, gift-wrapped boxes; and the curtained-off
building block bins.It's important, says Rick, to set a tone of excitement. “I want
children to think that everything about school is wonderful,” he says, “so instead of
just saying ‘Here’s where the pencils belong,’ I present the magic pencil box and

spend time exploring how to use the pencils.”




During each introduction, Rick goes through the following steps:

1. After revealing the hidden material or work area in a way that stimulates
curiosity and excitement (like shaking a gift-wrapped box of crayons and
asking the children to guess what’s inside), he encourages the children to talk
about what they already know about the material or work area.

2. He and the children brainstorm new ways to use the material or work area.
For example, Rick might ask the children to offer suggestions for using
colored construction paper. The children call out their ideas: “"We could put it
on our display board!” “*We could cut out shapes of animals or people!” *We
could draw on it!”

3. Rick first models safe use and care and then gives the children an opportunity
to try out some of the ideas on the list.

4. After the children share what they’ve worked on, Rick models how to clean-
up; the children practice.

5. Later, he supervises independent use of the material or area.

“Can-Do” Kids

One compelling reason for opening up the room slowly is safety. Says Rick: "I don’t
want curious and excited five-year-olds running into the room and grabbing a
handful of crayons or playing with the scissors until we've had a chance to talk about
how to use these things safely.”

A careful introduction of materials and learning areas also reinforces their
importance. “If I take time introducing a material, whether it's a pair of scissors or a
computer,” Rick says, “the children will better understand its value. And if I allow
time for the children to explore its potential uses, they feel a sense of ownership and
are more likely to use things both creatively and responsibly.”

With primary grades, introduce tools such as pencils and rulers that don’t require a
lot of clean-up or self-control. Once children can use simple materials safely, begin to
introduce materials and areas that require more self-control. Rick describes this
process as “letting the kite string out slowly.” He usually opens the building block
area last since it involves knowing “how to share, control your body in space, build
safely, and clean up.”

Although older students will already be familiar with many materials and learning
areas, they will also benefit from a review of procedures. They might explore
different ways to use familiar materials, which have new uses as students advance.

“It's important to create ‘can-do’ kids who know how to be safe in the classroom and
use tools and areas independently,” Rick says. "When teachers take the time to do



this,” he continues, “they can then spend their time teaching rather than putting out
fires all day long.”

This article first appeared in the August 2004 issue of Instructor magazine, published
by Scholastic.

Introducing the Classroom Library

1. The children gather in front of the classroom library, which is curtained off.
“What do you think might be behind the curtain?” the teacher asks, before
pulling the curtain aside with a dramatic “Ta-da!”

2. After the class talks about when and how to use the library, the teacher
models a safe way to take a book from the shelf, look at it, and return it to
its proper place.

3. Later, during reading period, children can take books off the shelves
independently and begin to read.
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