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Contact information 
 
Michelle O'Rourke  orourke.brent@gmail.com 
Sarah Werstuik   sarah.werstuik@dc.gov  
 
For urgent needs during the school day, please contact the Brent Elementary 
School office at 202-698-3363.  
 
We also have a first grade website where you can find newsletters, printable 
homework packets, the first grade calendar of events, and class wish lists.  We 
encourage you to check the website regularly as we update it frequently. 
 
You can access the website at: 
 
www.michelleorourke.com  or  www.sarahwerstuik.com  
   
   

What to Expect in First Grade 
 
First grade is a year of immense academic and social growth for children. Our 
scholars will be learning sophisticated methods to read and talk about varied texts, 
including nonfiction books, poetry, picture books, and short chapter books.  They 
will begin to write about themselves and the world around them using detailed and 
descriptive language.  They will also begin to use more critical and analytical 
problem solving skills in math. This is an exciting time!  
 
 

Growing Readers and Writers Through Workshop 
 
Brent Elementary uses the Teachers’ College Reading and Writing Project 
curriculum to structure our Readers’ and Writers’ Workshop/Literacy blocks.   The 
Readers’ and Writers’ Workshop structure includes three distinct segments.  First, 
your child will participate in a mini-lesson— a brief instructional lesson that targets 
one focused teaching point, often times using a read-aloud book to highlight and 
demonstrate a skill.  Next, your child will either independently apply what was 
learned from the mini-lesson or meet with a teacher or classmate to discuss his or 
her reading or writing ideas.  Then, during the third segment, students will gather 
together to share their thinking, what they have read or written, or participate in a 
discussion connected to the teaching point from the mini-lesson.  
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Your child will learn to write narrative writing, argument writing (opinion), and 
informational/procedural writing.  Students’ writing will be assessed on rubrics for 
each genre, based on the Writing Continuum developed by Teachers’ College. Each 
rubric will include scores for content, organization, features (capitalization, 
punctuation, and spelling), as well as handwriting and neatness.  Your child will 
develop skills in each of these areas. Students will be expected to craft a sentence, 
use proper capitalization and punctuation, and logically structure a piece of writing 
(with a beginning, middle, and end).  Students will also learn how to state facts 
and opinions with supporting evidence to provide support for their ideas.  
 

 
Moving Up the Ladder of Reading Development 
 
Our goal is for our scholars to become fluent readers, who read with insight and 
passion.  We want to ensure that your child is well matched to books that will 
provide an appropriate challenge in language and comprehension, and also that he 
or she will receive the necessary support from teachers and peers to continue 
progressing through levels of difficulty. In order to do this, we will assess your 
child’s reading regularly and provide individual, partner, and small group situations 
for your child to build his or her fluency and comprehension skills. We will work 
with your child to set individual goals and will share and celebrate his/her growth 
together throughout the year. 
   
Children learn to read by going through a progression of stages.  First, children 
must learn to sound out words (this is decoding). Next, they develop whole 
word reading followed by automatic word recognition, reading without 
sounding out. They then progress to phrase reading, which is the ability to chunk 
four or five words together in a meaning way.  The final stage of reading is 
prosody, which is the ability to read with expression, proper phrasing, and 
comprehension. Our reading assessments, based on the research of Fountas and 
Pinnel, allow us to assess your child’s independent reading level and prosody.  We 
also use a spelling inventory, which gives us a window into students’ 
understanding of language features (such as beginning consonants, short vowels, 
ending consonants).  Together this information gives us a very comprehensive 
picture of your child’s stage as a growing reader.  
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Growing Mathematicians Through Investigation  
 
Brent Elementary uses the Investigations in Number, Data, and Space Curriculum, 
along with Everyday Math and other supplemental resources.  Investigations lays 
out a clear path for children to follow that develops mastery within skills taught 
throughout each unit.  Children will learn through problem-solving, hands-on work 
with math manipulatives, in-depth discussion with peer partners, and sharing their 
thoughts critically with a group.  There are 9 rigorous units, or Investigations, 
which cover topics including basic operations, measurement, algebra, geometry, 
and time.  At the end of each Investigation, we will administer a summative 
assessment to determine your child’s fluency on the skills taught within that unit. 
 
 

Birthday Celebrations  
   
We recognize that birthdays are very important, especially to young children.  If 
your child has a birthday during the school year, we invite you to join us during 
the day (on the day of or close by) for a special read-aloud in honor of your child.   
  
If you would like to come spend time with your child at school that day, you are 
welcome to join our class on the playground during recess (11:15-11:45) or eat 
lunch with your child in the Cafeteria from 11:45-12:15.  We will not be having 
birthday snacks in our class.  Please do not send in gifts or goody bags.  Also, 
we will not be distributing party invitations in the classroom unless all students are 
included. 
 
We appreciate your support and are looking forward to celebrating together 
throughout the year.  
 

 

Homework  
   
Homework packets will be sent home every Tuesday, starting in October, and will 
be due back the following Monday (or Tuesday, if there is no school Monday). 
Homework packets will also be available on the website.  During the first-six 
weeks of school, we will focus on ensuring that students understand the 
requirements and expectations for homework.  Homework packets are designed so 
that students can complete the assignments independently.  Assignments will 
include math problems, reading responses, word study practice, and additional 
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challenge activities related to various content areas.  In addition, students should 
read for at least 20 minutes each night and log their reading.  
 
Once all reading assessments for students have been completed, students will be 
able to bring home a just-right book to read nightly and use for completing 
reading responses.   
 
Please keep in mind that homework is part of the first grade report card and is 
expected to be completed independently and turned in on time.   

 
 
Communication  
 
Each child will receive a “Take Home” folder to deliver handouts, permission slips, 
and notes from school-to-home and home-to-school.  On Tuesdays, the folder will 
also contain the Brent TuesNews and the new homework packet for the week.  
Please plan to check your child’s folder every evening and remind your 
child to turn in any notes or signed papers.  In addition, teachers will 
communicate through regularly though email updates and newsletters (via the 
class website).  We will respond to all inquiries or concerns within 48 hours. 
   
 

Smart Choices  
   
In addition to school-wide Responsive Classroom practices, such as role modeling 
appropriate behavior and language, employing logical consequences for 
misbehavior, and holding class meetings to solve problems, the first grade 
teachers will also utilize the “1-2-3” technique to provide students with reminders 
and opportunities to fix mistakes. Students will be asked to take a break, or a 
“rest stop”, if inappropriate, distracting, or disruptive behavior persists after a 
reminder and correction.  Students may also lose privileges or free time if they 
choose not to use their learning time appropriately (i.e. demonstrate consistently 
off-task behavior or are hurtful or disrespectful to another student or teacher).   
 
In each first grade class, students may visit the Chill Spot if they decide they need 
space or time to refocus their thoughts or regain control of their emotions.  This 
designated area of the classroom allows children to calm down and regroup safely 
and quietly.  Students may visit this area as often as they need throughout the 
day, except during group learning time.   
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The first grade classrooms also have a set of Classroom Expectations, which we 
will ask students to agree to during the first week of school.  These Expectations 
are in line with our school-wide expectations and are necessary in order to create 
a safe learning environment for everyone in our community. We appreciate your 
support in reviewing and reinforcing these expectations with your child at home. 
 

Class Expectations:  
1.  Follow directions the 1st time.  
2.  Use kind words.  
3.  Listen with your ears and eyes. 
4.  Keep yourself and others safe.  
5.  Take care of the classroom and school.  

    

 
Field Studies  
 
After the first six weeks of school, we will have approximately one field experience 
every six weeks that connects directly to our currently unit of study.  Past field 
experiences have included neighborhood walks, museum tours, and interactive 
performances.  We will ask that each family provide a chaperone for at least one 
field trip during the year (aunts, uncles, grandparents, etc. are welcome!).  We 
prefer a 1:3 adult-to-child ratio in order to ensure that every student is easily 
accounted for, especially during travel to and from school.  We will provide a bi-
annual field study schedule so that family members can plan for time off as 
necessary (the schedule and updates will also be available on the website.) 
 

Volunteering 

Our first grade team loves support from friends and family members!  We 
frequently need assistance with photocopying, organizing, filing, labeling, and 
other classroom jobs.  After the first six weeks of school, we also welcome 
volunteers to work with students during the school day, either reading individual 
or with a small group of students or supporting an art project or other activity.  If 
you are not able to volunteer during the day but still have some time to 
contribute, we do have some tasks that can be completed at home. 
 
Please check our website and newsletters for volunteer needs throughout the year.  


