
SOUTH CAROLINA FIRST STEPS COUNTDOWN TO KINDERGARTEN 

Summary 
The transition from home to school is a critical window of opportunity for young children and 
their families. In the best case, the initial weeks of kindergarten set the stage for strong and 
lasting relationships between home and school that will serve students well throughout their 
academic careers. But smooth transitions are hardly a given. Particularly for young children, 
changes in routine and caregiver can create considerable anxiety. For parents, the handoff from 
home (or a familiar preschool setting) to “big school” can be equally difficult, particularly for 
parents whose own school experiences may have been less than positive.

The need for a strong home/school connection is not a one-way street. Particularly with high-
risk families (who may face employment, transportation and other challenges), teachers are 
often lucky to experience 30 minutes of quality, face-to-face interaction with parents each year. 
This lack of context and familiarity limits the ability of teachers to fully and sensitively address 
the needs of their young students.

Given the critical nature of the transition from home to school, it is surprising to note how 
few formal structures exist to ensure these important connections are made. Responding to a 
need articulated by its partnerships statewide, South Carolina First Steps to School Readiness 
collaborated with state and local partners – including the SC Department of Education and 
EdVenture Children’s Museum - to develop and launch Countdown to Kindergarten (CTK) in 
2004.

(CTK) is a home visitation program that matches the families of high-risk rising kindergartners 
with their future 5K teachers during the summer before school entry. Teachers complete 
six visits with each family, with five completed in the home and the sixth entailing a “sneak 
preview” of the child’s future classroom.

Countdown to Kindergarten is designed to:
• Establish lasting home-school bonds rooted in trust and mutual respect;
• Enable parents and teachers to reach common understandings of both familial and classroom 
expectations for the coming school year; and
• Establish strong student-teacher relationships that will facilitate the home-school transition 
and enhance classroom learning.

Intended to familiarize children and families with the content of the school year ahead, a formal 
(yet flexible) curriculum guides the program, with a specific area of content highlighted each 
week. On the first visit the child receives a clear, plastic backpack (the CTK “Transition Toolkit”), 
which is filled each week with toys, books and additional learning materials for him/her to keep 
and use at home.

Though each visit entails a “lesson,” it is important to note that the primary objectives of 
Countdown relate less to student mastery of the content delivered, than to the learning of 
their parents and/or caregivers. Parents are actively involved in each weekly visit, with teachers 
seizing opportunities to model approaches and strategies that – if emulated – will support their 
child’s long-term classroom success. Time is scheduled during each visit for conversation and 
questions.
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Demographics
• Target Settings: Urban, rural, suburban
• Target Groups Served: At-risk preschool children across SC
• Districts Served: During the summer of 2014, First Steps served 867 children and delivered 5,079 Countdown    
 to Kindergarten home visits. During the summer of 2015, CTK is projected to serve 1,177 children with 7,062 home   
 visits in 24 counties: Allendale, Anderson, Bamberg, Calhoun, Cherokee, Clarendon, Colleton, Darlington, Dorchester,   
 Edgefield, Fairfield, Greenville, Jasper, Lancaster, Laurens, Lee, Lexington, Newberry, Oconee, Orangeburg, Saluda,   
 Union, Williamsburg, and York.

Research and Evaluation
What national or other research was considered during the development of this program/initiative?  Describe the evidence that 
shows the program/initiative works. 

At the time of Countdown to Kindergarten’s launch in 2004, school transition was (and remains) an area mostly devoid of 
large-scale policy solutions. Responding to a stated need in communities across South Carolina, First Steps collaborated 
with the SC Department of Education to develop and launch Countdown to Kindergarten. Since that time, Countdown 
has demonstrated both significant growth and strong results.
 • In 2005 the National Governor’s Association released Building the Foundation for Bright Futures: A Governor’s   
 Guide to School Readiness, identifying South Carolina’s Countdown to Kindergarten as one of two promising state   
 practices in the area of school transition. http://www.nga.org/files/live/sites/NGA/files/     
 pdf/0501GOVGUIDEREADINESS.pdf
 • In 2009 the High/Scope Educational Research Foundation completed an external review of Countdown to    
 Kindergarten. Surveying both teachers and participating parents, the researchers noted significant value    
 in the program documenting: 1) Increased discussion with parents and children about kindergarten expectations, 2)   
 Improvements in children’s familiarity, confidence and excitement about attending kindergarten, 3) Increases    
 in planned parental involvement, 4) Improved frequency of contact with parents (vs. non-participants), 5) Improved   
 relationship satisfaction (vs. non-participants), 6) Changes in teachers’ classroom practices, 7) Improved student and   
 parent familiarity, excitement and confidence about beginning kindergarten.

Further Steps to School Readiness: 2009 Evaluation of the First Steps to School Readiness Initiative (Dr. Kimberly 
Browning and Xongping Xiang, High/Scope Educational Research Foundation, Ypsilanti, MI, 2010).

Resources
• Annual Cost: $303.48 per child. This cost includes the CTK backpack ($77.88 apiece), a teacher stipend ($88.50 per   
 child, based on six visits) and mileage ($25 per child).
• Funding Sources: The SC First Steps Board of Trustees budgets $65K annually, with which it matches local funding for   
 up to the first ten children funded by its local partnerships. Local partnerships have budgeted $317,676    
 to the program for FY16, bringing the program’s combined summer budget to $382,676. Local school districts help to   
 underwrite this cost in many communities.
• Staffing Needs: At the district level, the program requires one or more kindergarten teachers willing to dedicate a   
 portion of their summer to home visitation (for which they receive a per-visit stipend and mileage). Within the local   
 First Steps partnership, CTK requires seasonal administrative support to process student enrollment, data and   
 teacher stipend/mileage reimbursements.
• Infrastructure/Equipment Needs: CTK Curriculum Notebook and handouts, CTK Transition Toolkit (backpack)
• Partner Organizations: SC Department of Education, Kaplan Early Learning and local school districts are all key   
 partners. EdVenture Children’s Museum in Columbia, SC is also a longtime partner, hosting a Countdown    
 to Kindergarten celebration in early August of each year. During this evening, the museum is opened to all    
 rising kindergartners and their families (independent of enrollment within First Steps’ home visitation program).   
 The Countdown to Kindergarten Celebration routinely attracts 2,500-3,000 individuals from across the state.

Contact Information
Dr. Dan Wuori, Deputy Director
SC First Steps to School Readiness, 1300 Sumter Street, Suite 100, Columbia, SC 29201
803-734-0100 office, 803-312-4532 cell, dwuori@scfirststeps.org
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