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by Kathy Clayton

A message from  
the executive director
How do you treat the ‘new kid’ at your school?

Increasingly, as WSASCD provides 
professional development for teachers 
and administrators, student mobility and 
English Language Learners become topics 
of conversation. With that in mind, I’ve 
chosen to focus my article on ways to ensure 
that new students are comfortable in our 
schools, enabling them to become engaged 
learners. When a person is comfortable in a 
setting, students and adults alike, they are 
far more likely to engage.

As a child born into a military fam-
ily, I had the opportunity to be the ‘new 
kid’ at school a number of times, even 
attending three different high schools. I 
will never forget the butterflies in the pit of 
my stomach every time I had to face a new 
classroom of students. I was terrified! That 
feeling is something I’ll never forget, and 
it became the impetus for me to provide a 
safe, welcoming, and caring environment 
for new students who came into my own 
classroom years later. The challenge became 
even greater when I became an elementary 
principal, as I tried to help teachers under-
stand that for many students, it is all they 
can do to muster up enough courage to go 
to a new school. The last thing they need is 
to be told that we are not ready for them, so 
they have to wake up the next day and face 
that fear all over again.

As a principal, when I talked with 
students who were moving from my school 
to a new school, their biggest worry was 
that they would not have any friends or 
that people would make fun of them. The 
prospect of being friendless or getting teased 
is a concern for many students and can 
profoundly affect their sense of affiliation 
with school. Students, new to my building, 

would share the pain and anger they felt 
when they seemed invisible or not included. 
At the extreme, some students were not only 
treated with indifference but became targets 
of bullying.

Families that move frequently, do so 
for a wide variety of reasons – changes in 
employment, homelessness, family issues, 
or military service. Military children get 
new schools, new friends, and new homes 
on average about every three years, while 
the average American family moves once 
every five years. Most military children 
will attend six to nine different schools 
across their K-12 career. According to the 
National Military Family Association, kids 
say that next to deployments, moving was 
the toughest thing about being a kid in a 
military family.

Research has shown that frequent 
school transitions can affect a child’s self-es-
teem and academic performance. However, 
as a primary social environment for chil-
dren, classrooms and schools are uniquely 
good places to learn how to treat others and 
how to tell others the way we want them to 
treat us. Dozens of times a day, people in 
schools negotiate interpersonal exchanges 
with others from diverse backgrounds, mak-
ing schools a premier learning environment 
for social, emotional, and ethical learning, 
which can translate into more student en-
gagement and increased academic perfor-
mance. With that in mind, here are some 
tried-and-true strategies that various schools 
have implemented:

1. Remember that adults play a criti-
cal role in teaching children to be 
welcoming or rejecting. As a teacher, 
receiving that note in your mailbox, 

“You’re getting a new student tomor-
row,” or seeing the classroom door 
open as the principal escorts a new 
student into the room can feel over-
whelming. Your first thoughts might 
be “Where am I going to find a desk 
for him?” or “What about placement 
testing?” If you let these thoughts 
shape your responses and treat the 
child as a bother and a nuisance, so 
will your students. If you treat each 
new student as a welcome addition 
to the community, your students 
will, too.

2. Establish routines for welcoming 
new students. Teach your cur-
rent students that it’s their job to 
welcome and include others. Show 
them what that means. Use strategies 
to communicate with and include 
children who don’t speak English. 
Partnering students who speak the 
same language would be an obvious 
solution, but without that benefit, 
a buddy or partner could use signs, 
pictures and other non-verbal means 
of communication to connect with 
the new student. Assigning lunch 
partners for lunchtime or play-
partners at recess is another impor-
tant way to build connections with 
the non-English speaking student. 
The languages of food and play are 
universal. With a child who is new 
to the country, as well as to your 
classroom, share information about 
the child’s home culture. Honor new 
students and their home culture by 
asking them to teach the class words, 
show pictures, or share their culture. 
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Children feel more empathetic if 
they know something about the 
newcomer’s background.

3. Create a link on your website to an 
online ‘Welcome Wagon’ with a wide 
range of topics. Give families the 
opportunity to e-mail their ques-
tions and special student needs to 
the school or district prior to arrival. 
Make it possible for parents and stu-
dents to schedule a visit to the school 
before the first day. Upon arrival, 
provide a map showing the layout of 
the school.

4. Create a peer support system within 
the classroom where teachers assign 
new students a ‘buddy’ to accom-
pany them to classes and that all-
important first day of lunch. Provide 
training and role-playing exercises 
for the buddy prior to accompanying 
the new student.

5. Create a parent-buddy system for 
newly relocated families. Encourage 
members to hold PTA offices. Hav-
ing a parent get involved in school 
serves as a good example for a child 
to do the same.

6. Create a welcome bag with items 
such as a ‘The Principal is my Pal’ 
eraser, a coupon for a free cookie 
from the cafeteria, a pencil with a 
note from the school counselor, and 
a brochure from a kid’s perspective 
created by older students.

7. Keep on hand a ‘welcome wagon’ 
packet of information that you 
would normally give to new students 
at the beginning of the year, includ-
ing the school handbook. Contacts 
for local resources like the post office, 
library, popular parks, or after-school 
programs, help new families get ac-
climated to the area quickly.

8. Create a morning ‘Welcome Room,’ 
staffed by a counselor, social worker, 
behavior interventionist, or caring 
parent. This would be a place where 
any student could go when they 
arrive at school each day. For some 
students, the need to start the day 
with a caring adult can help with 
their transition to the new school. It’s 
also a place where students, who are 
not new to the school, can get the 
socio-emotional support they need 
to start the day.

9. Create a ‘New Found Friend 
Program’ or ‘Newcomers Club.’ 
New students become members 
of the Newcomers Club and meet 
monthly with the school counselor 
at a designated time. Club activities 
vary according to the needs of the 
members.

10. Encourage new students to join 
a team, a club, the band, a service 
organization, or student activities. 
Especially for older students, having 
that sense of ‘belonging’ to a positive 
group can make all the difference in 
their outlook on school. Be sure to 
reserve slots in classes, athletics, and 
clubs for students who arrive later in 
the year.

Children who feel welcome and com-
fortable in the school setting show increased 
engagement, better school performance, 
improved health, and more productive 
behaviors. Schools and educators are in a 
unique position to create ways to make that 
happen. I wish you all the very best as you 
find ways to make the ‘new kids’ feel like 
they belong at your school.

About Jeff Utecht
Jeff Utecht is an educational technology consultant, educator and  author. He 
holds a Master’s degree in Curriculum and Instruction with a focus in Technol-
ogy as well as his administrative certification through Washington State. Jeff 
began his career as an elementary teacher. In 2001, he was the recipient of a 
Bill and Melinda Gates Grant called the Technology Leadership Program. 

Over the past 10 years, Jeff has taught at International Schools in the Middle 
East and Asia. Moving from a classroom teacher into technology facilitator 
roles and  administrative positions, Jeff began sharing his passion for learning 
via his blog The Thinking Stick. He also began consulting with East Asia Re-
gional Council of Schools. Continuing to share his vision, Jeff provided regular 
articles and blog posts for Tech & Learning publications, authored chapters in 
numerous books, worked as the educational consultant for a wiki company, 
and began speaking at schools and educational events around the globe. He 
has worked with politicians in Washington DC and participated in The Educa-
tional Project at the invitation of the Prince of Bahrain. In 2010 Jeff presented 
at the first TEDx conference in Bangkok, Thailand.

Gonzaga University and WSASCD present

A Technology Institute  
with Jeff Utecht
A New Learning Landscape

Saturday, February 8, 2014 
8:30 am-3:00 pm
Globe Room, Cataldo Hall
Gonzaga University, Spokane

Washington State ASCD Members - $100
Workshop Attendee - $150                       
Student Teacher/Principal Intern - $75
Undergraduate Students - $75
Download a PDF registration form.

Institute Schedule
 8:00-8:30 ... Registration & Continental Breakfast
 8:30-10:00 ... Keynote Presentation: Jeff Utecht
 10:15-11:00 ... Speed Geeking I
 11:00-12:15 ... Lunch (on your own)
 12:15-1:00 ... Speed Geeking II
 1:00-1:30 ... Interactive Session: Jeff Utecht
 1:30-2:30 ... Individual Work Session
 2:30-3:00 ... Closing Activity: Jeff Utecht

Description
This full day of fast-paced presentations and hands-on activities 
includes experience with collaborative web-based applications, 
and inspirational instructional strategies. Our keynote speaker, Jeff 
Utecht, will share his insights into the emergence of ‘A New Learning 
Landscape’ and what that means for our schools, our students, and 
communities. Technology facilitators will guide participants through 
practical resources in our ‘speed geeking’ sessions. Participants 
should bring their own internet-capable devices. A laptop would 
work the best. 

Professional Development

http://wsascd.org/downloads/profdev_reg_forms/Technology_Institute_Registration_2_8_14_opt.pdf

