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It’s finally here, the first day of kinder-
garten! Shane has been anticipating this day
for months. Shane’s parents send him off to
class for the first time with an oversized back-
pack and a kiss. Shane eagerly walks to class
to meet his teacher and begin school. When
he enters the classroom, his teacher tells him
to put his backpack away and find his seat.
Shane’s excitement quickly turns to nervous-
ness; he does not recognize his nametag on
the table. His teacher shows him the way.

After a few short weeks, Shane pleads with
his parents to let him stay home. Each night
the struggle at his simple homework assign-
ments take an hour instead of the 10 minutes
the teacher described at open house. As other
children settle into the routine, Shane begins
having behavior problems in class and de-
clares he hates school. At the parent teacher
conference, his mother says she is worried
that he is not doing better in school. He con-
tinues to struggle to stay on grade level and
by third grade is retained. 

Too often, children like Shane start “school”
already behind. They lack the academic and
social skills to set them up for success. Chil-
dren who enter kindergarten without these
skills are more likely to have behavior prob-
lems, be retained and less likely to graduate
high school. The path of academic success
doesn’t start in kindergarten. In fact, 85 per-

cent of the brain is developed before the age of
5. So why do we wait until they are 5 to start
school? We don’t. 

Program prepares children
for kindergarten 

Voluntary prekindergarten is a free pre-
school experience that prepares children for
kindergarten through a play-based curricu-
lum. Children don’t need to be reading or
doing calculus before they enter kindergarten.
Rather, they should be comfortable with the
experience of learning new things. You won’t
see children using flash cards or worksheets
in VPK. Instead, children participate in circle
time, small group activities and centers where
they explore their interests and learn to inter-
act with others.

They experiment with colors and shapes
using paints and stamps. They answer back
as the teacher reads a book aloud then retell
the story to each other by reviewing the pic-
tures. They count bears and buttons and sort
them by color. They play outside and develop
motor skills. That’s not all, they also learn how
to follow a routine and function in a classroom
community. They learn to express their feel-
ings, resolve conflicts and problem solve. 

In VPK, children are learning
how to learn 

Children who attend VPK are better pre-

pared for kindergarten and more successful
in school. The program is free for all children
who turn 4 years old on or before Sept 1.
There are no income or work requirements.
Parents choose a provider from nearly 300
options including private preschools, faith
based programs and public schools. Volun-
tary prekindergarten typically runs about
three hours per day in the school year, but
most programs offer full day care for a fee if
needed. For more information and to register

your child for VPK, visit www.VPKPinellas
.net. 

Voluntary prekindergarten is a great way to
prepare your child for kindergarten, but noth-
ing replaces parents. A child’s first and most
important teacher is you.

These are some tips to help your child suc-
ceed in the early years and beyond:

1. Read to your child everyday. Ask ques-
tions about the story. … What do you think
will happen next? Why was she happy? Point
to the letter W. … This not only supports liter-
acy, but is a great bonding opportunity as
well. 

2. Talk about what you are doing, what you
see, how you feel and ask your child their
thoughts. These simple conversations expand
their vocabulary and help them understand
the world around them. 

3. Encourage choices and independence.
Let your child pick the book, outfit, or game.
Don’t do things for them that they can do on
their own. This will not only develop their
skills, but it will boost their confidence as
well. 

For more ideas on how you can turn daily
activities into learning opportunities, down-
load Vroom! at www.joinvroom.com. This is a
free app for parents, not for kids. (There is no
replacement for human interaction). 

Lindsay Carson is chief executive officer of
the Early Learning Coalition of Pinellas County.
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