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Did My Child Have a Good Day?
By Betsy evans, HigHscope Field consultant and conFlict Resolution specialist

Every adult who works with young children knows that parents’ most frequently asked 

question at the end of the day is “Did my child have a good day?” It’s a completely under-

standable question, as most parents are sincerely concerned that their child is happy, as 

well as “behaving” during the day. And therein lies the difficulty: happiness and behavior 

cannot be summed up by simply saying “it was a good day.” In fact, from an educator’s 

perspective, what a child learns from a “bad” or challenging moment may in fact make it 

a “good” or constructive day when one considers the specific learning that took place. And 

what if there were some challenging moments? Is it fair to call the whole day “bad”? Gen-

eral descriptions that use “good” or “bad” to describe a day don’t tell the family anything 

about what the child did or learned.

In this issue of Extensions, we will explore the difficulties of the “good day/bad day” 

question and the disadvantages of trying to communicate about a child’s day with such 

Pickup time at the end of the day is a key time for parents to connect with their children and talk to 
teachers about the day.
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Did My Child Have a Good Day?, continued

simplistic language. We will consider strategies for supporting family members while 

also giving them objective, useful, nonjudgmental information.

First let’s look at the intentions behind the question and consider how parents 

might be feeling as they pick up their children. 

Communicating With Parents

All parents want to hear that their child has had a wonderful day. We all want that for 

children. The need to hear that it was a “good” day may also be intensified by family 

members’ feeling concerned that they have to leave their children in the program for 

so many hours. Some family members are in a hurry as they pick up their child — they 

may be genuinely interested, but they also need a quick answer so they can hurry on 

to their next responsibility. Some parents fear the answer will be a negative report that 

their child has been hurtful to others. At the heart of this are these worries: “Is my child 

okay?” “Am I a good parent?” and  “What sorts of things is my child learning?”

At the core of this “good day/bad day” question for teachers is an opportunity to 

create real dialogue (rather than cursory statements and perfunctory judgments) and 

establish real trust between parents and teachers. Saying “it was a good day” is similar 

to when we see a child work hard at something and all we say is “good job.” Such ab-

breviated responses give no information. Neither comment helps to create a trusting 

relationship between the teacher and the child, nor between the teacher and the family. 

Both are like quick, sugary snacks — yummy for a moment but lacking in any real 

nutrition. The false praise of 

“good job” fails to acknowl-

edge what the child has actu-

ally done; the vague “good 

day” gives the parent no 

indication that the teacher 

has spent time observing 

and engaging with the child, 

supporting learning in a very 

individualized way.

And there are other 

challenges to speaking so 

minimally. What if the child 

has encountered some diffi-

culties during the day? What 

if the parent asks, “Did my 
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child have a good day?” and there actually were problems or conflicts? Is it fair or even 

true to say then that it was a “bad” day? Really? The whole day? If the child did problem-

solve one or more conflicts during the day, is that a “bad” thing? 

As we talk to parents about their child’s day, we can let parents know that problems 

and conflicts offer an important opportunity for children to learn how to communicate, 

how to express feelings, how to listen to the needs and feelings of others, and how to cre-

ate solutions that work for more than one person. If a child doesn’t know how to write the 

first letter of his name, and he scribbles it as he tries to learn how, we don’t call this “bad.” 

But if a child doesn’t know how to ask for a toy he wants, so he grabs it as he tries to learn 

how, we call this “bad”? If a problem has been solved at school, it’s important to empha-

size the solution, in communicating with both the child and his or her parents, especially 

if there is any concern that the child might be punished at home. 

Realistically, adults 

who work with chil-

dren should expect 

that children will make 

social mistakes, just as 

they will make writ-

ing mistakes. Writing 

letters and solving 

social problems are 

all emerging skills for 

young children. They 

are not experts at either, 

yet. With support from 

adults, they will become 

skilled at both. Speak-

ing to parents at the 

end of the day presents 

a wonderful opportu-

nity to share the wide 

variety of ways that a 

child is learning in the 

classroom. The parent is 

asking the teacher a professional question, and a detailed, professional answer that cites 

the child’s educational experiences and developmental progress will benefit both parent 

and child.

Did My Child Have a Good Day?, continued
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 Together with children and parents, looking at things children 
worked with during the day can also bring out the nuances of the 
learning that took place. 
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Did My Child Have a Good Day?, continued
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Strategies for Communicating With Parents

Different programs allow teachers varying amounts of time with parents, depending 

on pickup and dropoff logistics. When you do get a chance to speak with family members, 

make the most of that time by being intentional about what would be useful for them to 

know about their child’s growth and development. Opportunities to describe, with details, 

some of the activities of the day, can be an effective time to fit in developmental informa-

tion. Here are some strategies you can use:

General strategies

1. Be intentional during your parent interactions: Be aware of and clear about at-

titudes, goals, and boundaries for parent communication. For example, if you have 

had an emotionally charged moment with a child, consider carefully how your own 

adult emotions may be affecting your attitude toward the child. Do not speak with a 

parent about incidents if you are still upset. When you are ready to speak objectively 

with the parent, focus on (1) what the child is learning, (2) how to express emotions 

constructively, and (3) how to come up with solutions. This is not a time to vent your 

own emotions — that should be done with your teaching partners.

2. Focus on positives to build trust first: Remember that relationships and solutions 

take time and patience. Show parents that you genuinely enjoy their child and that 

you have observed the child’s various strengths. 

3. Speak in anecdotes: Write anecdotes about children’s play objectively, then describe 

to parents the child’s day with the details you remember from memory and the  

anecdotes.

4. Find solutions together with parents: Use the six-step problem-solving approach 

with parents (see sidebar on p. 5).

5. Always report information neutrally: Avoid sharing with family members if you are 

still feeling angry with the child, or frustrated by a conflict incident. Venting  

your feelings with family members is inappropriate. 

6. Avoid blaming: Use “I” messages for strong feelings about children or family  

members.

7. Focus on what was accomplished and the children’s progress as they learn new 

skills, rather than on any hurtful behavior: Share the details of children’s memora-

ble learning moments of the day. Point out some of the key developmental indicator 

(KDI) categories they involve. If you need to discuss conflicts, start with, “Your child 

helped to solve a problem today!” 

8. Be objective and detailed during informal chats at pickup times, as well as during 

formal conferences:  Share developmental information in a timely and graceful way.



VOLUME 26, NO. 5  •  page 5

Did My Child Have a Good Day?, continued

HIGHSCOPE  |  Extensions

Developmental Information to Share With Family Members

Communicating effectively with families, even during the briefest conversations about the 

day, is an important way to build trusting and supportive relationships with the adults 

essential to children’s growth and development. If teachers make the most of these con-

versations, they can have an even greater positive influence on the child’s educational and 

emotional life. Here are some points to work into your conversations with parents:

• Children’s learning is best supported by a healthy emotional environment; when 

children are calm and secure, they are more able to think clearly.

• Children learn positive social-emotional skills primarily from the modeling of the 

adults around them.

• Children’s ability to express emotion emerges from physical to verbal.

• Children’s behavior has emotional meaning, so it is important to set limits on the 

behavior and acknowledge feelings: “You are so angry AND hitting needs to stop.” 

Then think about the meaning or goal of children's behavior and address that with 

positive, interactive play time with children.

• Children become aware of their feelings and the names of feelings when adults simply 

name them at the time they are happening: “You are feeling very frustrated!” “You are 

feeling so sad, really sad.”

• Children do not respond easily to questions about feelings when they are upset. Avoid 

questions until the children have calmed and then ask “what” rather than “why” 

questions: “What happened?” or “What’s the problem?” or “What do you need?” 

(Avoid asking “Why did you do that?” or “Why did you hit him?”)

 

Betsy Evans has been working in various roles in the early child-
hood field since 1974. She was a preschool program director and 
lead teacher for 23 years, and since 1989 has been a trainer, 
behavior consultant, and conflict resolution specialist. Betsy is the 
script author and co-producer of the HighScope videos Supporting 

Children in Resolving Conflicts (1998) and It’s Mine! Responding to 

Problems and Conflicts (2003) and the author of the HighScope 
books You Can’t Come to My Birthday Party! Conflict Resolution 

With Young Children (2002) and "I Know What’s Next!" Transitions 

Without Tears or Turmoil (2007).

Click here for entire newsletter

Use the six steps to  
problem solving:

1. Approach calmly (think about your   
 body language: Is it nonthreatening?   
 Culturally appropriate?).
2. Acknowledge feelings (respectfully; no  
 assumptions).
3. Gather information (listen for details   
 and feelings).
4. Restate the problem (“So do you think  
 the problem is…?”).
5. Ask for a solution and decide on one 
  together.
6. Give follow-up support (“I’m so glad   
 we solved that! Let’s check in on ___   
 and see how it’s going”).

• • •

(Adapted from You Can’t Come to My 
Birthday Party! and You’re Not My Friend 
Anymore!, by Betsy evans, both from 
highscope Press.)

  

Problem Solving  

With Families
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When sharing with families at the end of the day, it is helpful for 

both children and adults if you “speak in anecdotes,” that is, give 

some details of the child’s activities and, if possible, something of 

what he or she said. It is easy to avoid the use of the language “good” 

and “bad” in your descriptions when being specific. When you share 

the details of the day, it can also be very effective to share develop-

mental information that will deepen family members’ understanding 

of the individual child and his or her needs. The following are some 

key points to share with family members at pickup time that can 

help them to understand and respond to their child with increased 

empathy and support.
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Talking About the Day at Pickup Time
By Betsy evans

CLASSROOM HINTS

Developmental information: Key points to  
share with families during end-of-the-day  
conversations 

• A healthy emotional environment is the foundation for 

children’s learning; secure feelings make clear thinking 

possible. Respond to children’s feelings with attentive 

listening, patience, and recognition of those feelings. This will 

help children to be calm and more able to communicate what 

they are feeling.

• Children learn positive social-emotional skills primarily from 

the modeling of the adults around them. Be honest but not 

hurtful as you express your feelings. “I” messages that avoid 

blaming are a very effective model for expressing feelings 

constructively and for expressing those feelings without 

hurtful blaming. For example, you might say, “I am feeling 

very frustrated about the mess that was left in the kitchen. 

Your choices now are to…” 

• Children’s ability to express emotion emerges from physical 

expression to verbal expression. When a child stops hitting or 

pushing others, and begins to shout when angry, know that 

this is progress. Pay attention to the shouting, and it will calm 

to talking.

• Children’s behavior has emotional meaning; set limits on 

the behavior and acknowledge feelings. For example, you 

might say, “You are so angry AND hitting needs to stop.” It 

is important that both of these responses happens — setting 

limits is equally as important as naming feelings. Put and 

between the two and you will have valued both equally.

• Children become aware of their feelings and names of feelings 

when adults simply name them when they are happening; 

for example, when saying “You are feeling very frustrated!” 

children are reassured by adults who recognize what they are 

feeling. It doesn’t necessarily mean that they will get what 

they want. Naming feelings is the most effective way to help 

children calm so that they will be able to think about how to 

solve a problem.



VOLUME 26, NO. 5  •  page 7

HIGHSCOPE  |  Extensions

Classroom Hints, continued

• Children do not respond easily to questions about feelings 

when they are upset. Strong feelings actually block the 

ability to think clearly. Avoid questions until the child has 

calmed, and then ask “what” questions rather than “why.” 

For example, you might say, “What happened?” “What’s the 

problem?” (and avoid “Why did you do that?” “Why did you 

hit him?”).

Click here for entire newsletter

By touching on these points with family members at the end of 

the day, you can help them understand that children are develop-

ing and learning from all their different experiences. 

If adults also talk about children’s learning in areas other than 

social-emotional development, this will lessen some of the intensity 

around social issues and open the door to connecting with the par-

ent on child development issues and early learning in general.

Family members will also appreciate the details you give them 

when you avoid summing up a day as “bad” or “good.” The tips and 

details you share with family members will also help them keep the 

learning going at home!

www.highscope.org/file/NewsandInformation/Extensions/ExtVol26No5_lowrez.pdf
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Communication and Problem Solving With Parents
By Betsy evans

TRAINER TO TRAINER

In this 90-minute workshop, participants will look at their style 

of communicating with parents; discuss and practice strategies 

for communicating, problem-solving, and promoting emotional 

awareness with family members; and plan for implementing similar 

strategies with the family members of children in their classroom.

What You Will Need: Handout created from section at the end of 

this article titled “Strategies That Support Communication, Problem 

Solving, and Emotional Awareness in Families” (Central Ideas and 

Practice); index cards and pens (Application Activity); 8½ x 11″ 

sheets of blank or lined paper (Implementation Plan).

Opening Activity  
Confessions in Four Corners (30 minutes)

1. Say to participants “When it’s time to talk to parents you are 

like…a rabbit…a golden retriever…a shark…a monkey.”

 Point to one of each of the four corners of the room as you say 

each animal. Ask participants to go to the corner associated 

with the animal with which they identify, and discuss with the 

other participants there why they feel they have the character-

istics of that animal when they talk to parents.

2. Have members from each group share with the entire group 

of workshop participants what they discussed in their small 

group. There are no right or wrong answers — just encourage a 

discussion.

3.  Say to participants “When I solve a problem with parents, 

I’m like…a jackhammer…a Swiss army knife…a chain saw…a 

rubber spatula.” Point to one of each of the four corners of 

the room as you say each object. Ask participants to go to the 

corner associated with the object with which they identify and 

discuss with the other participants why they think they have 

the characteristics of that object when they problem-solve with 

parents.

4. Have members from each group share with the entire group 

of workshop participants what they discussed in their small 

group. Remind participants that there are no right or wrong 

answers, and encourage them to discuss.

Central Ideas and Practice  
(30 minutes)

5. Together look over the handout (“Strategies That Support 

Communication, Problem Solving, and Emotional Awareness 

in Families”) and discuss.

6. Using the strategies on the handout, role-play in two lines, 

taking turns playing the role of “parents” and “teachers,” using 

the scenarios that follow. In the role of teacher, be sure to have 

participants describe what the child did do to solve the prob-

lem, and take the opportunity to explain a little bit about what 

children are learning when they problem-solve.

Scenario #1:

Sam, a three-year-old, has had a conflict with Ella over a baby doll. 

Ella tries to take it from her and Sam pushes her away. You problem-

solve with them, setting limits, naming feelings, and asking the 
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children for solutions. Sam finds another doll for Ella to use, and she 

stays in the house area, where they play together for 20 minutes.

Prompts for Practice

Sam’s parent: Did my child have a good day today?

The teacher responds… (begin with: Sam solved a problem 

today. He….)

Scenario #2:

Aja comes over to the easel, where Adam is painting. She picks up 

a brush and begins to paint on his paper. Adam begins to yell, and 

you come over and problem-solve with them, setting limits, naming 

feelings, and asking the children for solutions. Adam says he wants 

to keep painting with Aja, and she says no. Aja suggests that they 

start on a new piece of paper and make a line down the middle so 

each of them have a side. Adam agrees, and they paint together for 

10 minutes.

Prompts for Practice

Adam’s parent: Did my child have a good day today? 

The teacher responds… (begin with: Adam solved a problem 

today. He….)

Application Activity  

(15 minutes)

7. Ask the participants to form a circle around a basket. Explain 

that it is a “take-away and leave-behind” basket. Ask them to 

think of something they will stop doing in their conversations 

with parents — this will be their “leave behind” — and to think 

of a strategy that they will “take away” from the training. Ask 

participants to share a “leave behind” or “take away,” or both.

 Optional: Pass index cards and pens and have participants 

write down their “leave behind” and “take away” on separate 

cards and leave them in the basket. Mix up the cards and have 

participants reach in and draw a card. Have participants discuss 

the strategy they draw with the rest of the group.

Implementation Plan  
(15 minutes)

8. Have participants write a list of all the strategies they will use 

for communicating and problem solving with parents when they 

return to their classrooms.

Strategies That Support Communication,  
Problem Solving, and Emotional Awareness  
in Families*

1. Write anecdotes objectively and share details with  

families.

2. Remember that relationships and solutions take time and pa-

tience: build trust first.

3. Focus on what the child learned while problem-solving, not the 

hurtful actions. 

4. Use the six-step problem-solving approach with families by 

acknowledging feelings respectfully and indirectly: “You seem 

concerned/worried/upset about….”

5. Use “I” messages for strong feelings; avoid blaming.

Problem-Solving Strategies for Adults*
1. Approach calmly (think about your body language).

2. Acknowledge feelings (respectfully, no assumptions): “You seem 

very concerned about… .”

3. Gather information (listen for details and feelings).

4. Restate the problem (“So do you think the problem is…?”).

5. Ask for a solution and decide on one together.

6. Give follow-up support (“I’m so glad we solved that! Let’s check 

in on ______ and see how it’s going.”).

*Adapted from You Can’t Come to My Birthday Party! and You’re Not My 
Friend Anymore!, both by Betsy evans, highscope Press

Trainer to Trainer, continued
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NEWS BRIEFS ASK US
By Betsy evans

I know that some of our families use punishment 

consequences with their children, so I worry that 

if I tell them about a conflict, their child may get 

punished at home. I have a dad who has told me 

that if his child has a “good day,” he gets candy. 

If he has had a “bad” day, he not only doesn’t get 

candy, but TV time is taken away, and he may even 

get spanked. What do I do in these situations?

— A Preschool Teacher

Your question reinforces the importance of not using the 

language of “good” or “bad” day.  Sometimes staff will know 

something about the “consequences” that are used at home, 

but more often they will not, so your concern is understand-

able. Remember that,  just because a parent asks a ques-

tion using the words “good day” or “bad day,” you are not 

required to use those terms in your answer. Instead, speak in 

the language of anecdotes. If you need to describe a conflict, 

start with “Your child helped to solve a problem today!” And 

then focus on the solution, rather than any hurtful behaviors. 

If the parent insists on knowing whether the child’s day was 

“good” or “bad,” you might say something like, “Any day in 

which a child learns something or solves a problem is a good 

day!” If the parent still presses to know whether the child 

behaved “badly,” keep it general by saying “Your child tried 

to solve the problem like any preschool child would, but 

once we started problem-solving, his behavior changed. He’s 

learning a new skill!” Consider providing a parent workshop 

on problem-solving with children, having the six steps to 

conflict resolution available as a handout, and posted in obvi-

ous places around the room.

Click here for entire newsletter

Save the Date for the 2013 International Conference

Learn about best practices, products, programs, and teamwork! 

HighScope’s 2013 conference will be held May 8–10, 2013, with 

preconference workshops available on May 6–7. 

Educators from all over the world attend this event, which attracts 

500–600 people annually. We purposely have kept it this size 

because it allows us to offer you up to 95 different, high-quality 

sessions presented by HighScope Certified Trainers and others in 

the field that have a proven record of excellence. And, we make sure 

there are many opportunities to network with people from around 

the world who are dedicated to helping the children in their commu-

nities learn, grow, and succeed. 

Check highscope.org over the coming months to learn more about 

registration, conference and preconference schedules, speakers, en-

tertainment, HighScope Demonstration Preschool visits, and travel 

information, and to get a preview of sessions.

Center for Early Education Evaluation at HighScope 
Conference

The First Annual Conference of Early Childhood Evaluation and 

Research, organized by the Center for Early Education Evaluation 

at HighScope, and co-sponsored by the Michigan Department of 

Education, took place on October 5, 2012, in Dearborn, Michigan.  

The conference brought together more than 130 local, regional, and 

national evaluators, researchers, policymakers, and stakeholders 

who use evaluations for decision making and advocacy.  The inaugu-

ral conference commemorated two events — the 50th anniversary of 

the Perry Preschool Study and the recent release of the Great Start 

Readiness program’s longitudinal high school graduation evaluation 

results.

The conference kicked off with an opening address by Dr. Steven 

Barnett, Board of Governors professor of education and director 

of the National Institute of Early Education Research at Rutgers 

University. His address was titled “How the Perry Preschool Study 

continues to Inform Research and Evaluation.” This was followed 

by a panel discussion of this year’s conference theme, “Realizing the 

Common Goal:  Early Childhood Intervention, School Readiness, 

and Grade Retention in the Early Years.” The discussion was moder-

ated by Mr. Richard Lower, supervisor of the preschool and early ele-

mentary programs Office of Great Start  at the Michigan Department 

www.highscope.org/file/NewsandInformation/Extensions/ExtVol26No5_lowrez.pdf
https://secure.highscope.org/Content.asp?ContentId=711
https://secure.highscope.org/Content.asp?ContentId=219
http://www.highscope.org/Content.asp?ContentId=728
http://www.highscope.org/Content.asp?ContentId=728
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NEWS BRIEFS  (continued)

Click here for entire newsletter

of Education.  Panelists were Dr. Susan B. Neuman, a professor 

in educational studies specializing in early literacy development 

at the University of Michigan; Ms. Ann Kalass, chief executive of-

ficer of Starfish Family Services in Inkster, Michigan; and Dr. Jim 

Squires,  a senior research fellow at the National Institute for Early 

Education Research (NIEER) at Rutgers Universit . HighScope 

President Dr. Larry Schweinhart summarized the panel discussion 

with comments regarding potential future directions and the need 

for all conference attendees to strive for better clarity and solu-

tions for grade retention and school readiness. 

A highlight of the conference was the lunch keynote address by 

Dr. Lindy Buch,  director of early childhood education and fam-

ily services, Office of Great Start at the Michigan Department of 

Education  In her address, titled “State Prekindergarten Works: 

The Story of Michigan’s Great Start Readiness Program,” Dr. Buch 

recapped the challenges and successes of the Great Start Readi-

ness Program.

The afternoon breakout sessions were well attended, with local 

and out-of-state speakers sharing their early childhood education 

evaluation and research experiences.  

Next year’s conference will take place on October 1, 2013, at the 

Eagle Crest Marriott in Ypsilanti, Michigan.

Perry Study Turns 50

On Sunday, October 28, 2012, HighScope celebrated the 50-year 

anniversary of the HighScope Perry Preschool Study at the Perry 

Child Development Center in Ypsilanti. The Perry study — per-

haps the most well-known of all HighScope research efforts — 

examines the lives of 123 African Americans born in poverty and 

at high risk of failing in school.  

 

From 1962–1967, study subjects aged three and four were ran-

domly divided into a program group that received a high-quality 

preschool program based on HighScope’s participatory learning 

approach and a comparison group that received no preschool 

program. In the study’s most recent phase, 97% of the study 

participants still living were interviewed at age 40. Additional data 

were gathered from the subjects’ school, social services, and arrest 

records.  

 

The study found that adults at age 40 who attended the pre-

school program had higher earnings, were more likely to hold 

a job, had committed fewer crimes, and were more likely to 

have graduated from high school than the adults who did not 

have the preschool experience.

Speakers at the 50th anniversary event included Dedrick 

Martin, superintendent, Ypsilanti public schools; Larry Sch-

weinhart, president, HighScope Educational Research Foun-

dation; Sharine Buddin, principal, Perry Child Development 

Center; Scott Menzel, superintendent, Washtenaw Intermedi-

ate School District; and David Rutledge, state representative.

The event was sponsored by HighScope, Washtenaw Inter-

mediate School district, and Ypsilanti Public Schools.

HighScope President Speaks at TEDx Conference

On September 14, 2012, HighScope president Larry  

Schweinhart spoke about the extraordinary return on invest-

ment from high-quality preschool programming during a 

TEDx conference at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio. Click 

here to link to a video clip of the presentation. During this 

talk, Schweinhart contrasts the findings of the landmark 

Perry Preschool Study and other studies of model programs 

with the findings of more typical preschool programs and 

identifies the special ingredients that lead to long-term effects 

and return on investment.

TED (which stands for technology, education, design), a 

program that began in 1984 with the theme “ideas worth 

spreading,” holds annual conferences and includes the 

award-winning TEDTalks video site, the Open Translation 

Project and TED Conversations, the TED Fellows and TEDx 

programs, and the annual TED Prize.

TEDx programs give communities, organizations and individ-

uals the opportunity to stimulate dialogue through TED-like 

experiences at the local level. TEDx events are planned and 

coordinated independently.

www.highscope.org/file/NewsandInformation/Extensions/ExtVol26No5_lowrez.pdf
https://secure.highscope.org/Content.asp?ContentId=219
http://www.youtube.com/watch?list=SPsRNoUx8w3rNRqw3Kt74tW1rTKMF0WT1s&v=FB3_zMwHods&feature=player_embedded
http://www.youtube.com/watch?list=SPsRNoUx8w3rNRqw3Kt74tW1rTKMF0WT1s&v=FB3_zMwHods&feature=player_embedded

