
 

First Grade “Q & A” 2016-2017 

First grade is an exciting academic year, and the foundation of overall academic growth. 
Your child may come into first grade unable to read fluently or write complete sentences.   You 
will be amazed and proud of the rapid progress your child will make this year.  Of course, my 
partnership with you is critical to your child’s success.  

 
 Below are some questions and answers that will help you understand our classroom 

environment and my teaching approach.  Please also review our classroom page on the 
SMEDS website for more important details about this year. 

 
Q: What is the homework policy? 
 
A: Your child will come home with a homework binder every Monday.  The homework is 
broken down by day; usually, one language arts page and one math page per night.  Homework 
binders are returned on Friday.  (Please refer to our class page for more details.)  
 
Q: How involved should we be in our child’s homework?  
 
A: Homework is an opportunity for you to see what you child is working on at school.  
Please encourage your child to write neatly and take the time to do his/her best work.  You 
should check your child's work and help with necessary corrections.  If your child is struggling 
with a concept, please let me know.  
 
Q: What can my child do to get on the “Fin-tastic” Homework board? 
 
A: Go above and beyond!  We encourage children to work at their grade levels.  In class, 
we discuss various ways to earn a spot on the “Fin-tastic” Homework board.  The students can 
write/spell words rather than just writing letters on their Language Arts homework, add an extra 
sentence wherever they can, add number sentences on math problems (even when the 
directions don’t require it), or even add a little color to the page.  
 
Q: What can I do at home to help my child who is a beginner level reader? 
 
A: Learning to read can be a challenge, and is frightening for some children.  Here are 
some ways to help improve your child’s reading skills: 
.  

● Master all lowercase sounds with automaticity so that the student can more 
easily sweep the sounds together. 

● Practice rhyming words. 
● Divide words into syllables. 
● Divide sentences into words. 
● Segment and blend individual sounds (phonemes) in spoken words. 
● Identify beginning, medial, and ending sounds in spoken words. 
● Have your child read the words in the homework binder each night. 
● Practice reading decodables, sight word books, and word family books.  
● Use flashcards and computer/iPad/iPhone games to reinforce key concepts. 
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Q: How will you challenge my child who is reading above grade level?  
 
A: We provide above grade level readers with opportunities to read more advanced texts 
and participate in higher level reading related activities.  Differentiation takes several different 
forms in the classroom, such as writing additional sentences, adding detail to stories, and 
completing challenge spelling lists.  We work with these students to develop the appropriate 
reading strategies and continue improving their skills.  

 
Q: Why is there a new poem each week in my child’s homework folder?  
 
A: We read a new poem every week in class.  The students read the poem out loud 
every day.  Poetry forces the reader to infer what is going on; the reader often cannot get 
past the first few lines of a poem without having to reread, ask questions and think beyond 
the words on the page.  We use poems as part of word study activities, to search for 
rhyming words, and to work on word synonyms.  By the end of the week, the children are 
usually reading the poem by themselves.  This mastery helps to build their reading fluency 
and their confidence.  
 
Q: Why is my child allowed to make spelling mistakes?  Should I correct spelling 
errors at home?  
 
A: When children first learn how to write, they grapple with using many different skills 
at once. After they master letters and build them into words, their next step is stringing those 
words together into complete ideas. That process takes a lot of mental work, and trying to 
spell every word perfectly can slow the whole process way down. For this reason, many 
teachers in the early grades encourage inventive spelling , also known as temporary spelling 
— where the child makes his/her best guess on the spelling of the word, rather than 
stopping to find out the correct version. Studies show that children who use inventive 
spelling learn to write more quickly, more fluently and with a richer vocabulary.  That is why 
we use this approach we use in class.  

Q: Should I be concerned when my child reverses letters or words, such as 
writing b’s instead of d’s, “tac” instead of “cat” and so on? 
 
A: Most beginner readers/writers will make reversals.  It’s very common for 
young children up to age seven to reverse the letters “b” and “d” and “p” and “q.” 
Some researchers believe the reversals are due to immaturity in brain 
development. Others have found that the students simply don’t pay too much 
attention to the way letters are oriented.  
 
 The best way to address reversals is to have children practice correct formation and 
to give them strategies to avoid writing the letters in reverse in the first place. Habitually 
repeating an error causes it to become well established, just as habitually repeating a 
correct response causes it to become well established.  Talk to your child about how some 
letters are “tricky,” and you have to think about them before you write them.  The most 
commonly reversed letters are b and d. Your child can use his/her hands to make a “bed” 
and check on the direction of the letters b and d. 
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Q: My child enjoys math and needs to be challenged.  How will you do that?  
 
A: Your child will be placed in differentiated math groups based on our assessments of 
his/her current skills.  Children who need to be challenged will receive enrichment math as part 
of their homework.  This additional work is recommended, and not required.  Your child may 
choose to cross out the reteach math pages in the homework packet and do the enrichment 
math pages instead. The enrichment packet is not due with the other homework.  Your child 
should turn it in when complete.  
  

In our classroom math enrichment group, we enhance the first grade math curriculum. 
We challenge the students to use more critical thinking and problem solving skills.  We also 
encourage them to tell stories about math concepts.  They also have an enrichment math folder 
in their cubbies to work on when they complete an assignment early.  

 
All of the student do “Mad Minute Math,” which are worksheets with drill-and-practice 

basic math problems.  Students are given one minute to complete as many problems as they 
can.  When done on a regular basis, these timed worksheets help students improve speed and 
accuracy with basic adding and subtracting. 

 
Q:      How is common core math different?  
 
A:       One goal of the Common Core math standards is to make American students better 
at applying math in real life — a skill that's crucial for science and technology jobs, but one 
at which American students are particularly weak compared with peers around the world. 
The theory is that if students understand why they do math the way they do, they'll be able 
to apply their skills more flexibly.  The Common Core focuses on developing the 
critical-thinking, problem-solving, and analytical skills students will need to be successful.  
  
           Common Core still requires students to learn and understand the standard 
algorithms, the techniques for adding, multiplying, and dividing that generations of 
schoolkids have learned. But it also requires them to understand other methods, and those 
methods can make easy math look more difficult. 
 
           Arithmetic has usually been taught like it's a recipe: Take the raw ingredients (the 
numbers), follow a series of steps, and end up with a result (the answer). While an 
experienced baker knows why you cream butter and sugar before adding eggs, then add 
flour last, a beginner just following the steps is in the dark. They might know what to do, but 
they can't explain why. 
 

❖ St. Michael’s Episcopal Day School uses the content standards adopted by the 
state of California in all subject areas as the baseline for our curriculum.  As an 
independent school, we are able to go above and beyond these standards with 
significant supplementation, in order to effectively teach critical thinking, creativity, 
collaboration, analysis and other 21st Century skills. 
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Q: When will my child’s chapel birthday blessing take place?  
 
A: Your child will receive a birthday blessing based on the day of the week on which his/her 
birthday falls: 
 

● If your child’s birthday is on a Monday, the birthday blessing will be on Monday. 
● If your child’s birthday is on a Tuesday or Wednesday, the blessing will be on 

Tuesday. 
● If your child’s birthday is on a Thursday, Friday, Saturday or Sunday, the blessing 

will be on Thursday. 
● If your child’s birthday is over a break during the school year, the blessing will be 

on the last chapel before the break that is not a Eucharist. 
● All summer birthdays are recognized during the last Tuesday chapel of the 

school year. 
 
If you have any questions about birthday blessings, please contact Chaplain Walker. 
 
Q: Can I bring in a birthday treats for my child to share with his/her classmates? 
 
A: Yes, please email me and let me know what day you would like to bring the treats.  You 
may drop them off in the morning or bring them to the office during the day and the office will 
contact me.  Your child may pass out the treat during the morning or afternoon recess.  Please 
make sure all of the treats are the same.  For example, please do not bring half vanilla and half 
chocolate cupcakes.  
 

The school policy allows students to bring homemade items for birthday celebrations 
(and parties) if they do not contain nuts or nut products AND if there is a list of all of the 
ingredients.  Store bought items must contain a label.  If you have any questions, please contact 
Nurse Anne Harty in the school office. 
 

Of course, you may choose not to bring food to celebrate your child’s birthday, and bring 
a small toy, book, etc. instead.  
 
Q: What is the classroom restroom policy? 
 
A: I encourage the students to use the restroom, and remind them to do so before every 
recess. They may also use the restroom during class time, although I encourage them not to do 
so during teaching time (when the teacher is teaching). I do not say “no” when a student asks to 
use the restroom.   As a mom of two young boys, I understand that when they have to go, they 
have to go!  

 
 

4 

mailto:%20lwalker@smeds.com


 

First Grade “Q & A” 2016-2017 

 
 

Q: What is the classroom dismissal process? 
 
A: First grade students are dismissed at 3:15. I excuse the students who are going to 
extended care first, and then I walk the rest of the students out to the circle.  Students whose 
caregivers meet them at the classroom door may leave immediately.  (Please communicate 
your pick-up plan with your child each day.)   I apologize in advance for not being able to stop 
and chat when I am walking the students to the circle.  I need to make sure everyone gets to 
where they are supposed to be safely.  
 
Q: Can my child have a water bottle at their desk? 
 
A: Yes, students may have a water bottle at their desk. Only regular water is permitted - no 
flavored water, Gatorade, tea, etc.  Please ensure the bottle is spill proof.  
 
Q: What is the “Big Fish of the Week?” 
 
A: Each child will have a chance to be the  “Big Fish of the Week” for one week during the 
school year.  During that week, your child gets to shine!  On Fridays, we choose the new Big 
Fish of the Week by pulling a stick (luck of the draw).   Your child will be given an “All About Me” 
box to complete, along with instructions.   Please have your child return the box on Monday with 
something inside (one thing that fits in the box) that tells the class a little bit about him/her.  Your 
child will present the box to the class on Friday. .  During the Friday presentation, your child will 
answer who, what, when, where and how questions from their peers. The “Big Fish of the Week” 
is the line leader and does the Calendar.  It is a great opportunity for the students to practice 
their public speaking skills and enhance their classroom relationships. 
 
Q: If something is going on at home, should I let you know?  
 
A: I would like to be informed of any important experiences that may be affecting your 
child’s state of mind, such as an illness in the family, a best friend moving away, conflicts among 
family members, the loss of a pet, moving to a new home, etc.  Please know that anything you 
tell me will be kept in the strictest confidence. 
 
Q:       When will the first grade class be presenting in chapel this year? 
 
A: Tues. Jan. 17 

Thurs. Jan. 19 
Tues. March 14 
Thurs. March 16 
Tues. June 6 - 1st Grade Farewell to 8th Grade 
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Q: What should I do if my child cannot come to school or has to leave early? 
 
A: If your child is absent or goes home early, please email me to set up a time after school 
when I can give you the child’s missed classwork/ homework. The school policy regarding 
absences is set forth below. 
 
School Policy- Absences 
 
If a child is absent from school, the parent should notify the School office between 8:30 a.m. and 
9 a.m. on the day of the absence. Absence for purposes other than illness or family emergency 
is an unacceptable reason for being absent from school. 
  
1. Illness: In the event of an absence due to an illness, parents who telephoned the School 
office by 10 a.m. can pick up homework and books from the School office between 3:15 and 
3:30 p.m. 
  
2. Medical Visits: When possible, visits to the doctor should not be scheduled during school 
hours as this disrupts the child's school day. 
  
3. Family Vacations: Parents are requested not to remove a child from school for family 
vacations or outings before and after scheduled school holidays. In the event that this occurs, 
the Head of School will hold a conference with the parents. Taking a child out of school for more 
than two days can interfere with a child's school progress. Teachers will not provide work for a 
child who is removed from school for family vacations. 
 
 

***** 
 

If you have any other questions or concerns, please email me anytime and we can set 
up a time to meet if necessary.  Thank you. 
 
Penny Chatzis 
First Grade Teacher 
St. Michael's Episcopal Day School 
Email: Pennychatzis@smeds.com 
http://www.smeds.net/academics-page/classroom-pages/first-grade.html  
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