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Introduction

There is increasing evidence for the importance of smoother transitions for children from the early years into the early grades. It is emphasized that opportunities need to be created for educators from the early childhood field and the elementary grades to learn together and communicate about their practices in order to improve school experiences for children. Right from the Start presents many ways to think about the preschool to third-grade (P-3) continuum, including examples of what communities across the country are doing to improve transitions for children as well as the ways that early childhood educators, elementary school teachers, parents, child care program administrators, elementary school principals and unions, can be involved in promoting and advancing stronger transition practices and policies that lay the crucial foundation for P-3 alignment. 
Every Year Matters!

When children enter kindergarten many of them have attended a pre-k class in the same building, and the move into kindergarten is no more newsworthy than the one into any other grade. These children already recognize many of the faces in the school already may have used some of the same classroom materials and possibly have even spent time in other classes for joint activities with the “big kids.” On the other hand, some of the new students have never been in school before. Their early years may have included a mix of babysitters, staying with a neighbor while their parents went to work or spending a couple days a week in a child care center. It is important to note that preschool consists of all the in-home and out-of-home settings children experience before they start school. When looking at the many possible learning and social experiences children have had before kindergarten, it becomes clear that focusing only on the beginning of the kindergarten year is a shortsighted view of a child’s early schooling experiences. 
Establishing the Foundation for Future Success in School

The early years are an important time for children and their families to establish habits and attitudes toward learning that can serve them well throughout their years in school. These habits include self-control and decision-making skills, and regularly attending school in kindergarten. Preschool and childcare providers can begin to make families more aware of the importance of attendance, and elementary schools can track absenteeism in the early grades. 
Horizontal Alignment

The need for horizontal alignment is expressed among many educators. Horizontal alignment means that teachers, paraprofessionals, curriculum specialists and others in the field of education are working across a grade level to give children similar, high-quality learning experiences. This would give educators an opportunity to plan together, share strategies and receive professional development that strengthens instruction in their particular grade. 
Vertical Alignment

Vertical alignment refers to the process of ensuring that each level or grade provides a strong foundation for the next. The pursuit of vertical alignment between early childhood programs and schools is challenging due to the diverse and fragmented delivery system of early education in the United States. 
Wraparound Support

Many programs, such as Head Start, implement a comprehensive approach to learning in their preschool programs. The problem is how these comprehensive programs drop off once the child enters the early grades. The Coalition for Community Schools describes community schools as having an “integrated focus on academics, health and social services, youth and community development, and community engagement,” which “leads to improved student learning, stronger families and healthier communities.” 
The Role of Leadership 

One role all stakeholders have is advocating for funding because P-3 transition cannot happen without the resources necessary to make it happen. The broad concerns being addressed in early childhood funding are inequity, duplication, finding a balance between targeting programs to children with the highest needs versus universally offered preschool quality, and the goal of filling gaps left by cuts at the state and local levels. 
Policymakers


Policymakers should remain aware of the research showing how high-quality early learning programs benefit children in the early grades. 

Business Community


The Committee for Economic Development is a business-led public policy organization that is also a leading advocate for early education. Their five guiding principles for early education are: (1) access, (2) delivery, (3) financing, (4) quality, and (5) the need for additional data and research. 

Early Childhood Programs and School Administrators


School administrators should build relationships with child care and preschool directors as well as with leaders of other early childhood programs to set an example for teachers and open the door to innovative ways for early childhood programs and schools to work together. Early childhood center directors can talk to families of the children in their programs to find out which elementary schools they will attend. They should also work towards building relationships with the administrators, teachers, paraprofessionals and other staff in those schools. 
Educators

Educators should always ask questions about the formal and informal learning experiences the children have had before entering their classrooms, and what the children will need to accomplish before they go to the next level or grade. Educators should also look for opportunities to work in teams with those who teach both younger and older students.

Unions


The unions representing school district personnel can negotiate for professional development and common planning periods that enable both horizontal and vertical alignment and that training opportunities focused on early childhood are open to community-based preschool teachers and staff. Unions can also press for equitable pay for preschool teachers. 

Parents


Parents should make sure to plan early for the changes their children will encounter when they move into a new school. They can do this by gathering materials, visiting with a teacher, and talk to their children about the change and what they can expect. 

Strategies for Developing a P-3 Initiative
Kristie Kauerz indentified eight key components that ensure comprehensive attention to the preschool-grade 3 continuum. The following text looks at the eight key components and suggests best practices for ensuring that early education is the seamless underpinning for continued learning in kindergarten and through the elementary school years, and that each year between preschool and third grade supports ongoing success in the subsequent year. The following are suggestions for best practice:
· Create collaborative Mechanisms 

· Ensure that Administrators are Instructional Leaders 
· Empower Teachers to Focus on Instruction and Teamwork 
· Align Standards, Curricula and Assessments
· Establish a Student-Centered Learning Environment

· Rely on Data to Improve Instruction and Guide Reform

· Engage Families

· Move Children Along a High-Quality Pathway

Profile: Smoothing Transitions at West Oaks Elementary School, Orlando, FL

West Oaks is a Title I schools on the west side of Orlando. The school’s pre-K program runs for a full day, with half paid for by the state’s Voluntary Prekindergarten Education Program and the other half covered by Title I funds. The only prekindergarten teacher at West Oaks Elementary, which is part of the Orange County Public School System, is Sharon Leonard. Leonard is also a West Area board member for the Orange County Classroom Teachers Association. She has designed and implemented her own practices to welcome new pre-K families and gradually expose them to the challenges that will lie ahead in kindergarten. 
Profile: Meeting the Early Education Needs of Young Children in Cincinnati- A Community Approach
Oyler Community Learning Center in Cincinnati is making a change in how they serve children. Oyler is located in the urban Appalachian neighborhood of Lower Price Hill. A transformation has started at Oyler, one that will begin with newborns receiving the healthcare and nurturing they need to get a strong start on learning. This strong start will continue through grade 12, providing students with the skills they need for college or a career. Oyler has partnered with a community-based early childhood education provider and is now serving children at 6 weeks old. The school has also formed relationships with healthcare providers and other social service agencies in the community, giving children and their families access to programs such as home-visiting, a school-based health clinic and housing assistance. 
Profile: Meeting the Needs of ‘Young 5s’ with Transitional Kindergarten in Los Angeles

Ana Quintanilla, a teacher in a transitional kindergarten classroom at Kingsley Elementary School in Hollywood, explains that due to the quickened pace of an increasingly academic kindergarten curriculum, there is not much time for students to work in small groups and get individualized attention. Transitional kindergarten aims at providing children with more time to prepare for kindergarten. 
Profile: Filling Learning Gaps with Summer Transition Programs in Portland, OR

Portland Public Schools’ new summer transition program for incoming kindergartners has been described by parents as beneficial to their children as well as themselves. The three-week summer program began in 2010 with two schools, after recognizing that there was a need for families to have a smoother transition into kindergarten.
Profile: Leadership and Partnership in Montgomery County, MD
Under former superintendent Jerry Weast’s leadership, the Montgomery County Public Schools began using Title I funds to extend Head Start to a full-day program, began its own pre-K program and implemented full-day kindergarten, beginning in the district’s neediest and lowest-performing schools. The district also set advanced reading targets for the primary grades and made success in the early years the first key in the district’s “Seven Keys to College Readiness.”
Profile: Building Bridges between Early Childhood Education Providers and Schools in Pittsfield, MA

A transition team was formed in Pittsfield, MA after the school district received a Kindergarten Grant and a Community Partnership Grant from the state education department. The team included school district leaders, kindergarten teachers and representatives from the early learning programs in the area, including Head Start. The group participates together in professional development, giving child care providers and preschool teachers’ access to training and teaching materials they probably would not have had otherwise. 
Profile: Seamless Delivery from day One in New York City

The United Federation of Teaching is helping child care providers across New York City understand and teach early literacy development by using a curriculum adapted from the PBS learn-to-read television show “Between the Lions.” The goal is to give 3- and 4-year-olds a solid foundation for preschool and kindergarten, and the work is supported through a grant from the American Federation of Teachers Innovation Fund. 
Profile: Early Childhood Linkages and Community Schools

The Coalition for Community Schools at the Institute for Educational Leadership is taking a deeper look at the transition from early childhood into early elementary school years through its Early Childhood and Community Schools Linkages Project. The project addresses the lack of collaboration and continuity across early childhood education (ECE) programs and elementary schools by intentionally linking ECE programs with community schools. The underlying assumption is that the partnerships and strategic linkages between high-quality comprehensive early childhood opportunities and effective community schools will lead to better results for vulnerable children and lay a foundation for success in school and life. 
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