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Preschoolers are unique, competent learners who need
individualized approaches that support their curiosity

and initiative as well as methods of teaching that

respect the unique ways in which young children learn.
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Introduction

Learning starts early. This is one of four vital ideas about high quality early childhood education that principals
identified in the 2014 edition of Leading Pre-K-3 Learning Communities: Competencies for Effective Principal Practice
by the National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP). The others are: 2) supporting children to be
prepared when they start school is essential to helping them get on the right track; 3) developing appropriate
skills, knowledge, and dispositions is fundamental to children’s future success; and 4) getting children on grade
level by the time they leave third grade, particularly in reading and math, is essential to ensuring they graduate
from high school ready for college, careers, and life.

NAESP, in Leading Pre-K-3 Learning Communities: Competencies for Effective Principal Practice, also describes key
competencies for leaders who are implementing early learning programs. They include: 1) embrace the pre-K-3
early learning continuum; 2) ensure developmentally-appropriate teaching; 3) provide personalized, blended
learning environments; 4) use multiple measures to guide student learning growth; 5) build professional capacity
across the learning community; and 6) make schools the hub.

In order to provide the type of effective, high-quality care and education for young children described in the
guide, it is critical that educators recognize that preschool is not kindergarten for 4-year old children. Preschoolers
are unique, competent learners who need individualized approaches that support their curiosity and initiative as
well as methods of teaching that respect the unique ways in which young children learn.

Leaders can build on the ten standards that The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)
publishes in their NAEYC Accreditation Framework. These program standards define best practices in the field
and high quality early learning strategies that set children on the road to positive and stimulating learning
experiences. They are: 1) relationships between adults and children foster their feelings of individual worth and
belonging; 2) comprehensive curriculum that promotes the program’s goals will positively impact children’s
learning and development; 3) programs must use developmentally, culturally, and linguistically appropriate
teaching approaches; 4) assessment of child progress informs learning and development; 5) programs promote
nutrition and health; 6) teachers are qualified, knowledgeable, and demonstrate a personal commitment to
children and their families; 7) programs maintain collaborative relationships with families; 8) resources and
relationships within the community support program goals; 9) the indoor and outdoor physical environment
are safe and well-maintained and facilitate learning and development; and 10) the program’s leadership and
management effectively implement policies to assure children, families, and staff have high quality experiences.

Learning in effective preschool programs happens in the context of relationships. A teacher’s actions and
interactions with children are the most powerful determinant of learning outcomes. While social factors strongly
influence cognitive development and academic competence, teachers must foster learning and development in
all domains of well-being because learning and development are complexly interrelated.

The above key ideas, coupled with educators’sound understanding of best practices, provide the expertise
needed for teachers to adapt and individualize the curriculum and create environments that set up a successful
transition to kindergarten.

Document Structure and Purpose

The Preschool Program Guidelines document is organized by three guiding questions (what, why, and how) to
explain and provide specific best-practice examples for each of six components of program quality. The “what”
addresses a thorough but concise explanation of research-based content and best practices related to the
targeted component of program quality. Using scientifically-based research as the driving force, the “why” offers a
rationale for the importance of the described practices. Finally, the “how” provides clear, real-world examples of
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how practices should be implemented in the classroom. Below, you will find the “what, why, how” structure used
to provide an overview of the purpose of the Preschool Program Guidelines document.

What:

The Preschool Program Guidelines document provides information and tools to support programs in providing
high-quality experiences for young children. It is important to understand that the preschool experience may
occur in a variety of settings suited to young learners. These might include a home child care, a center for
preschool-aged children, a public school, or a Head Start agency. This document will explore the interconnected
elements of an effective preschool program, one that understands and honors young children and their families,
and guides them to skills and competencies that lead to school readiness.

Why:

The Preschool Program Guidelines document was written as a resource for those providing care and education to
children ages 3-5 years old.

How:

Effective, high-quality care, and education of young children is achieved when programs engage in systemic
processes focused on continuous improvement. By completing the High-Quality Preschool Program Self-
Assessment included in this guide, programs will be able to carefully evaluate specific components of program
quality. Once areas of strength and areas for growth are determined, programs can use the results, coupled with
the systemic approach found in this document, to develop detailed plans for quality improvement. Within the
High-Quality Preschool Program Self-Assessment, there is valuable guidance provided to better understand the
quality indicators, in addition to resources to help programs plan for specific action.

Systemic Processes for Improving Early Learning Outcomes

A comprehensive preschool plan should outline systemic processes for improving early learning outcomes. The
plan must include a comprehensive assessment system to informed decision-making and action goal setting. It's
important to understand that continuous school improvement is multifaceted; combining infrastructure with
intentionality. It promotes responsibility and commitment for supporting early learning outcomes.

Paul Schlechty (2001) states, “Two things sustain change: one is a leader or leadership group that acts as a change
agent; the other is a system or group of systems that supports change. This explains why, when the school culture
does not have the capacity to sustain a change effort, the change rarely outlasts the tenure of the change agent.”

Therefore, a key leadership task is to study and create system conditions that will support and sustain change.
The suggestions within the Preschool Program Guidelines document are meant to provide assistance to leadership
teams in the development or continued implementation of a comprehensive preschool plan. However, each
educational setting is unique, so working through this process is a starting point for important conversations that
capitalize on the distinct resources of each educational setting.

Utilizing the High-Quality Preschool Program Self-Assessment and the Continuous Improvement Cycle will aid
programs in identifying and implementing important program goals.

High-Quality Preschool Program Self-Assessment

The High-Quality Preschool Program Self-Assessment should be used by preschool programs to assess the early
childhood processes used for supporting children’s development.
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The self-assessment outlines eight components of program quality and related subcomponents proven to be
effective indicators for supporting children’s development. Within each subcomponent, there are indicators of
quality for programs to evaluate. The components are:

1. Leadership and Administration

2. Early Learning Content Standards

3. Curriculum

4. Instruction

5. Assessment

6. Physical and Learning Environment
7. Child Guidance

8. Family and Community Engagement

To use the self-assessment, programs must carefully rate the level of implementation of the indicators of quality
within the subcomponents using a rating scale of 1 to 5. A rating of 1 demonstrates the indicator of quality is not
being implemented at the time, and a rating of 5 indicates sustained, consistent implementation.

After rating the indicators of quality, early childhood programs should examine the three phases of implementing
high-quality early childhood programs shown in the self-assessment: exploring, implementing, and sustaining.
Programs should strive to meet the sustaining phase, demonstrating the subcomponent is firmly embedded into
daily practice.

Definitions:

Exploring: An early childhood program that is in the exploring stage is still in the planning stages of execution.
Personnel are investigating the subcomponents of quality, and further action is needed. A rating of 1
demonstrates the indicator of quality is not being implemented, but might possibly be explored at the time.

Implementing: An early childhood program that is in the implementing stage may be introducing and utilizing
some indicators of quality. The indicators of quality are occasionally being implemented by some staff, but not all
staff; and further action is needed. A rating of 2-4 demonstrates the indicator of quality is being implemented at
various levels, but is not yet being sustained in a consistent manner.

Sustaining: An early childhood program that is in the sustaining stage has incorporated the indicators of quality as
a part of the regular routine, and protocols have been embraced by all educational stakeholders involved within
the educational system. A rating of 5 indicates sustained, consistent implementation of the indicators of quality.

Ratings from the self-assessment will help leadership teams determine the current phase of implementation
for each of the six components of quality and related subcomponents: exploring, implementing, or sustaining.
Completing the self-assessment will help programs celebrate strengths and determine areas of growth. It is
recommended that early childhood programs follow these steps:

1) Complete the self-assessment.
2) Identify goals and action steps.
3) Share the results with the staff and community.

4) Use the self-assessment as a framework for developing a learning plan.
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This systemic process will be valuable for early childhood programs because the self-assessment will provide a
clear description of differences between existing practices and the evidence-based exemplars identified by the
indicators of quality.

Using the self-assessment as a screening instrument will allow schools and early childhood programs to more
effectively write an action plan to determine the exact support needed. It is recommended that the self-
assessment be administered during three benchmark periods (fall, winter, spring) to determine how much
progress each school and early childhood program is making in reaching the sustaining phase.

Developing an Action Plan

Once leadership teams determine the current phase for each of the six components and decide which indicators
of quality within the subcomponents are in further need of action, the Action Plan Template (Appendix) should be
utilized to create a learning plan.

Consider the following questions:

e What current practices or processes will be adjusted and how?
o What new practices, processes, or strategies will strengthen our current implementation?

Leadership teams should identify three to five action goals, decide on specific action steps, determine who will be
responsible for each action step, and delineate a timeframe for completion of each goal. Action plans should serve
as a progress monitoring tool for preschool programs.

Continuous Improvement Cycle

A high-quality preschool program is informed by ongoing systematic, formal, and informal assessment
approaches to provide information on children’s learning and development. These assessments occur within
the context of reciprocal communications with families and sensitivity to the cultural contexts in which children
develop. Assessment results are used to benefit children by informing sound decisions about children, teaching,
and program improvement.

Preschool program staff use data to make informed decisions about
individual children’s progress, class progress, and program progress toward
identified goals. The Continuous Improvement Cycle is a problem-solving
model that translates decisions into data-informed action steps. The cyclical
pattern begins with the development of a decisions strategy, which includes
deliberate, purposeful action goals, and moves through implementation
and ongoing monitoring of results (Litchfield, 1956). Observation,
documentation, and assessment are carefully aligned with the Montana
Early Learning Standards (MELS), which is the curriculum framework for
Montana Early Childhood Programs.

Revieur the
Hew Data

Monitor the
Impact of
the Man
As seen in the diagram, engaging in the work of the self-assessment and

developing an action plan are the first steps in the continuous improvement cycle and will support programs in
the development of high-quality preschool environments that support all children in becoming kindergarten
ready.

Montana Preschool Program Guidelines: A Resource for Teaching Children Ages 3 through 5 5



Additional Resources

In addition to this document, there are a number of helpful resources produced and published by the state that
will offer information and insight as preschool teachers and administrators strive for greater effectiveness. Below is
a list, each of which is explained in greater detail in the Appendix section.

e High-Quality Preschool Programs Self-Assessment

e Action Plan Template

e Continuous Improvement Cycle Graphic

e Montana Early Learning Standards (MELS)

e Montana Comprehensive Literacy Plan (MLP)

e The Montana Early Care and Education Knowledge Base

e Montana Guiding Principles of the Early Childhood Education Model Curriculum
e Graduation Matters Montana (GMM)

¢ Indian Education for All (IEFA)




Quality program leadership is multifaceted.
It encompasses a number of important behaviors, skills,
and competencies.
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Leadership and Administration
What:

Program leadership and administration include requirements necessary to ensure that the preschool program
effectively implements policies, procedures, and systems to support stable staff and strong personnel, fiscal, and
program management, so all children, families, and staff have high-quality experiences.

A strong and responsive administrator is one who builds systems that promote continuous quality improvement
and creates an environment that conveys trust and collaboration with families, teachers, and children. Early
childhood administrators are flexible, able to handle change, and have put policies in place that inform and ensure
a smoothly operating program. A program’s leadership should be familiar with the agency’s mission and vision
and be able to convey that mission to staff as well as model the key ideas within.

The careful administration of an early learning program requires consideration for the regulations and
requirements that guide the program’s operation. Administrators who put monitoring strategies and feedback
loops in place ensure that children’s safety and classroom instruction is occurring within the prescribed
framework.

Why:

Research from a variety of sources on school improvement indicates that high-quality leadership is instrumental in
driving school transformation and improvement.

“Excellent programming requires effective governance structures, competent and knowledgeable leadership, as
well as comprehensive and well-functioning administrative policies, procedures, and systems. Effective leadership
and management create the environment for high-quality care and education by:

e ensuring compliance with relevant regulations and guidelines;

e promoting fiscal soundness, program accountability, effective communication, helpful consultative
services, positive community relations, and comfortable and supportive workplaces;

e maintaining stable staff; and

¢ instituting ongoing program planning and career development opportunities for staff as well as con-
tinuous program improvement.” (NAEYC Overview of Program Standards, 2008)

How:

Quiality program leadership is multifaceted. It encompasses a number of important behaviors, skills, and
competencies. It requires continual evaluation of work performance that further drives the setting and monitoring
of improvement goals.

Leadership

In 2005, the National Association of Elementary School Principals published the guide, “Leading Early Childhood
Learning Communities - What Principals Should Know and Be Able to Do,” which identified indicators of quality
preschool programs. This guide defined six standards:

e Embrace and advocate for high-quality, universal early childhood education that is vertically aligned
throughout the grade levels.

e Provide program structures and assure school-wide quality learning environments.
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e Establish a positive school climate and appropriate classroom management to promote optimal stu-
dent learning.

e Ensure quality instruction is happening daily.
e Use comprehensive curriculum and multiple assessments to strengthen student learning.
e Engage parents, families, and communities.

Analysis of Program and Child Data

The report, “Using Student Achievement Data to Support Instructional Decision Making,” (Hamilton et al., 2009)
recommends establishing a clear vision for program-wide data use. There are four steps for effectively carrying out
this recommendation.

1. Establish a program-wide data team that sets the tone for ongoing data use. Team members should
clarify the program'’s data vision and model the use of data to make instructional decisions and
encourage other staff to do the same.

2. Define critical teaching and learning concepts. Team members need to identify and define a common
vocabulary related to data use, in particular, to minimize conflicted assumptions and misunderstandings.
Focus on world-like achievement, collaboration, data, evidence, progress, and benchmarks.

3. Develop a written plan that articulates activities, roles, and responsibilities. Team members should
create a written plan that clearly articulates the use of data in achieving goals and ensures that they are
attainable, measurable, and relevant.

4. Provide ongoing data leadership. Team members should provide support for all staff on how the plan of
using data supports the school’s vision. Team members can educate staff by having individual or small
group meetings to provide resources and support for data analysis and interpretation.

Establishment of a Leadership Team

The development of a leadership team is an important step in the overall improvement of program quality

and requires careful selection of team members who have knowledge about best practices for early childhood
development; are highly competent and recognized by peers for their knowledge and skills; are willing to share
resources and guide other staff members; possess good communication skills, are flexible, and respectful of the
opinions of others; and maintain a positive attitude and can inspire others to do the same.

Characteristics of Quality Leaders

Characteristics shared by successful school leaders:
e They have consistent, high expectations and are very ambitious for the success of their students.
e They constantly demonstrate that disadvantage need not be a barrier to achievement.

* They focus relentlessly on improving teaching and learning with very effective professional develop-
ment of all staff.

e They are experts at assessment and the tracking of student progress with appropriate support and
intervention based upon a detailed knowledge of individual students.

e They are highly inclusive, having complete regard for the progress and personal development of every
student.
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e They develop individual students through promoting rich opportunities for learning both within and
outside of the classroom.

e They cultivate partnerships with parents, businesses, and the community to support student learning
and progress.

e They are robust and rigorous in terms of self-evaluation and data analysis with clear strategies for
improvement.

Teacher Assignments and Qualifications

Teachers must be assigned at the levels for which they are licensed and endorsed in accordance with statutes and
the Montana Board of Public Education rules.

Teachers with an elementary education K-8 endorsement and Early Childhood Education Special Permissive
Competency are considered to be appropriately licensed and endorsed and can teach in an accredited preschool
program until July 1, 2018, at which time, those teachers will need to be appropriately licensed with the Early
Childhood Education P-3 endorsement.

All other teachers or individuals with background, training, or experience in early childhood education who are
interested in teaching in a public school preschool program may apply for a Class 5 provisional license, which is
valid for up to three years, if they do not have the proper endorsement to be eligible to teach in an accredited
preschool while they work toward getting the necessary license and endorsement.

Early Childhood Paraprofessional Qualifications

Early childhood paraprofessionals must:
e have completed two years of study at an institution of higher education; or
e have obtained an associate (or higher) degree; or

e have met a rigorous standard of quality and be able to demonstrate, through a formal state or local
academic assessment, knowledge of and the ability to assist in the delivery of the curriculum, instruc-
tion, and program delivery standards to support children’s development of the knowledge and skills
outlined in the Early Learning Content Standards;

e be able to demonstrate knowledge of and the ability to assist in the delivery of the curriculum through
instruction aligned to the Montana Early Learning Content Standards.

Early Childhood Paraprofessional Supervision

Early childhood paraprofessionals must be under the direct supervision of a licensed teacher who is responsible
for instruction and assessment of students. Early childhood paraprofessionals assigned to assist students with
special education needs must be under the supervision of the teacher. A supervising teacher must be available
while an early childhood paraprofessional is fulfilling his or her responsibilities and should not be simultaneously
assigned to another teaching duty or preparation time.

Class Size

There must be one appropriately licensed and endorsed teacher for 10 students, with an early childhood
paraprofessional for any additional students over 10 students, and no more than 18 total students in a classroom
with two adults. The table below shows recommended student ratios from the NAEYC Early Childhood Program
Standards and Accreditation Criteria 10.B.12. Group sizes are stated as ceilings, regardless of the number of staff.
Every attempt should be made to maintain continuity of relationships between teaching staff and children and
among groups of children.
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Class Size 12 14 16 18 20
Age Range
36-48 Months | Adult to Child 1.7 1:8 1:9
Ratio 1:6
48-60 Months 1:8 1:9 1:10
60 Months-K 1:8 1:9 1:10
Enrollment
Aggregate Hours

Half Day Program - Four hours per day
Full Day Program - Six or more hours per day
Enrollment

A child must have reached 3 years of age before the district’s official start date of the preschool program
or have been enrolled by special permission by the board of trustees.

High-quality preschools are characterized by the following Leadership subcomponents. (See
Appendix A for complete self-assessment).

LEADERSHIP

1.The program has developed effective procedures to continually utilize 1 2 3 4 5
data to set goals and monitor progress for the program, staff, and children.

2. A program leadership team is established and meets regularly to focus 1 2 3 4 5
on continuous improvement of the program.

3. Program leadership regularly meets to analyze program and child-level 1 2 3 4 5
data to inform decisions about professional development, instruction,
individualization, and family engagement.

4. Program leadership intentionally monitors progress toward goals and 1 2 3 4 5
makes adjustments as needed.

5. Program leadership is involved in setting measurable goals for the 1 2 3 4 5
growth and development of children.

6. Professional development for staff supports teachers’individual needs 1 2 3 4 5
and aligns with the goals and expectations of the program.

7. Program leadership models and communicates collaboration and shared 1 2 3 4 5
responsibility for program and child outcomes.

8. Instructional leaders support and monitor instructional experiences and 1 2 3 4 5
interactions with children through regular observations.

9. Instructional leaders support and monitor family engagement 1 2 3 4 5
experiences.

10. Adequate professional development and curricular resources are given 1 2 3 4 5

to meet program expectations and support growth and development in
the 4 domains of learning outlined in the Montana Early Learning Standards
(MELS).




Additional Information on Program Leadership and Administration

The Montana Early Care and Education Knowledge Base is a guide to early care and education professional
practice; what early childhood practitioners who work with young children and families need to know,
understand, and be able to do. This document is an excellent resource for educator professional learning. Link:
http://www.mtecp.org/pdfs/Knowledge%20Base%20Assessments/Knowledge%20Base%20Rev%2002%202013.pdf

Australian Capital Territory Department of Education and Training (2011). ACT School Improvement Framework. East
Perth, WA.

Klein, L. & Knitzer, J. (2007). Promoting Effective Early Learning. What Every Policymaker and Educator Should Know.
National Center for Children in Poverty. New York, NY.

(NAESP) National Association of Elementary School Principals (2005). Leading Early Childhood Learning
Communities-What Principals Should Know and Be Able To Do.

(NAESP) National Association of Elementary School Principals (2014). Leading Pre-K-3 Learning Communities:
Competencies for Effective Principals Practice.

The Council of Chief State School Officers (2008). Educational Leadership Policy Standards: 2008 As Adopted by the
National Policy Board for Educational Administration.

Using Student Achievement Data to Support Instructional Decision-Making http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/
ED506645.pdf



http://www.mtecp.org/pdfs/Knowledge%20Base%20Assessments/Knowledge%20Base%20Rev%2002%202013.pdf
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED506645.pdf
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED506645.pdf

Quality program leadership is multifaceted.
It encompasses a number of important behaviors, skills,
and competencies.
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Early Learning Content Standards B

Meontana Early Care and Education

What: Knowledge Base

The Montana Early Learning Content Standards (MELS) are designed to guide the work ' —
of early childhood professionals in a variety of early childhood settings. Professionals

who implement the MELS help ensure that children from birth to age 5 develop the @ S

skills and knowledge they need to achieve success in learning and reach their full
potential in life.

The MELS is a tool for every early childhood and related service professional working with young children and
their families, including early care and education practitioners, elementary school teachers, early interventionists,
pre-service teachers, parent/family educators, family support specialists, home visitors, mental health providers,
and child/family health practitioners. The MELS is also a tool for those who plan and provide early childhood
professional and career development, including college instructors, high school teachers, professional
development specialists, and Early Head Start/Head Start training and technical assistance personnel.

The following principles, known as the Early Learning Principles, reflect the essential understandings and
fundamental early childhood concepts that strengthen both development and implementation of the MELS. It is
well documented that growth and development in the early years is essential to children’s success in school and in
life. There is also ample evidence linking high-quality early care and education programs with future achievement
and lifelong learning. The Early Learning Principles include the roles and relationships of a number of critical
issues, including assessment, brain research, and developmentally appropriate practice, to children’s growth and
development.

Alignment across Early Childhood Settings

Assessment

Brain Development and Research

Child Development Expertise

Connections among Domains

Culture

Curriculum

Developmentally Appropriate Practice

Dual Language Learners

Emotional and Social Development

Environments

Ethics and Professionalism

Family Engagement

Health and Well-Being

Inclusion Indian Education for All

Individuality Lifelong Learning

Modeling Open-Ended Materials and Open-ended Questions
Play Policy-Making

Primary Caregiver Quiality

Relationships

Research and Best Practice

Responsive Routines

School Readiness

Screen Time

Use of Technology

Why:

The MELS provide a structure that frames the developmental process from birth to age 5 as the foundation for
children’s success in life and learning. They are meant to:

e provide a common language and improve communication among the professionals who impact and
provide services to young children and their families;
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e build upon early childhood professionals’ understanding of the continuum of children’s growth and
development;

e serve as a resource for ways to enhance children’s early learning experiences;

e describe the expectations for what young children should know and be able to do across different
domains of learning;

e support the transfer of child development knowledge to improve teaching and caregiving practices
and encourage individualization; and

e provide information and context for the range of skills children develop from birth to age 5.

The MELS are organized within core domains. Each core domain is related to and influences the others. Children’s
growth and development occur, not as a series of isolated events throughout the first years of life, but through
ebb and flow in a unique way for each child.

= k6 ==

The MELS are arranged in multiple layers, reflecting ‘ ‘
the complexity of young children’s development. I

Children’s development is organized within four

Core Domains, which can be defined as broad - _
categories or dimensions of development reflective -
of children’s learning and growth. The four Core P—
Domains are further expanded into 13 Subdomains :L"’mmm“ﬂ

that are described in more detail in 47 Standards. The : -
Standards are statements reflecting young children’s

growth and development. For each of the 47 Standards, Benchmarks, Indicators, and Learning Opportunities are
provided.

e Benchmarks: What we want the child to be able to do.

e Indicators: Behaviors we might see.

e Learning Opportunities: Experiences we might provide to support development.
The MELS should be used to:

e Acknowledge the diverse value systems in which children learn and grow.

e Assist early childhood professionals in communication/collaboration with policy makers, community
members, and key stakeholders.

e Develop training and education programs for adults working with children and their families.
e Emphasize the importance of early care and education to the community.
e Help teachers focus on what children can do and reinforce the idea that children are capable learners.

e Help teachers meet children’s developmental needs, including those of children with disabilities, at
the level they require and in an individual capacity.

e Help teachers recognize the critical need to meet children’s emotional/social needs and that meeting
those needs serves as the basis for a child’s future learning.

¢ Help teachers recognize their own value and abilities.




e Improve quality in early care and education programs, and serve as a model for teaching and building
secure relationships with young children.

e Increase the flow of information among early childhood teachers, professionals, and policy makers.
e Support teachers in learning more about child development.
Alignment to the Standards

In order to understand which developmental concepts and skills children need to acquire, it will be important
that curriculum is aligned to the MELS. The MELS will guide choosing, aligning, planning, and implementing
developmentally appropriate curriculum across all domains of development. Furthermore, the MELS provide
clarity about what children should know and be able to do in all domains of development before entrance into
kindergarten. Ultimately, the MELS provide a framework to guide the work of teachers and ensure that children
have the skills and knowledge they need to achieve success in learning and reach their full potential in life.

P-3 Vertical Alignment: In a position statement published by NAEYC (2009), Copple and Bredekamp stress that
children’s learning experiences across the early childhood years, birth to age 8, need to be far better integrated
and aligned. In 2010, the National Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP) published a similar position
statement urging states to “lead a careful, well-balanced effort to align K-3 standards to pre-K standards and vice
versa.” NAESP suggested alignment work would require states to expand their K-3 standards to include a focus on
social, emotional, cognitive, physical, and creative learning, as well as school-related skills across the continuum.

The group went on to say, “states should also promote balanced teaching strategies, a variety of types of learning
opportunities, and multiple ways for children to demonstrate progress in learning in conjunction with the
implementation of their standards.” They further encouraged states to look at the full range of Common Core
State Standards for all grades and expand them to include additional child development domains that focus on
social, emotional, and physical learning. The MELS incorporates current research, particularly in the areas of brain
development and cultural/linguistic diversity, including significant and meaningful integration of the Montana
Indian Education for All Act. In addition, a crosswalk analysis of the MELS was conducted to highlight connections
with other professional standards, including the Montana Common Core Kindergarten Standards for Language
Arts and Math and the Next Generation Science Standards as well as the Head Start Framework.

Copple and Bredekamp (2009) stressed that education quality and student outcomes would improve substantially
if elementary teachers incorporated the early childhood practices of attention to the whole child, integrated and
meaningful learning, and parent engagement. Early childhood teachers, on the other hand, would improve their
work if they made use of the elementary-grade practices of robust content and attention to learning progressions
in curriculum and teaching.

High-quality preschools are characterized by the following Early Learning Content Standards
subcomponents. (See Appendix A for complete self-assessment).

EARLY LEARNING CONTENT STANDARDS

11. Teachers know and understand the MELS and can speak to how their 1 2 3 4 5
current curriculum and instructional strategies support the growth and
development of the standards.

12.The program supports growth and development in the 4 domains of 1 2 3 4 5
learning outlined in the MELS through the use of quality curriculum and
effective instruction.
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Additional Information on Early Learning Content Standards, Curriculum, and Instruction

Lieberman-Betz, R.G., Wail, C.O., & Chai, Z. (2013). Examining Response to Intervention Using a Framework for Best
Practice from Early Childhood Special Education. Exceptionality: A Special Education Journal, 21(1), 51-67. DOI:
10.1080/09362835.2013.750122

Perry, G., & Duru, M.S. (Eds.). (2000). Resources for Developmentally Appropriate Practice: Recommendations from the
Profession, DC: National Association for the Education of Young Children. Washington, D.C.

Whitehurst, G.J. & Lonigan, D.J. (2002). Emergent literacy: Development from Prereaders to Readers. In S.B. Neuman &
D.K. Dickinson (Eds.) Handbook of Early Literacy Research (pp. 11-29). New York:
Guildford Press.

Websites

The Myth of Average - http://tedxtalks.ted.com/video/The-Myth-of-Average-Todd-Rose-a



http://tedxtalks.ted.com/video/The-Myth-of-Average-Todd-Rose-a

There is ample evidence linking high-quality early care

and education programs with future achievement and
lifelong learning.

|
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Curriculum
What:

High-quality early childhood education programs have a defined set of expectations for teaching and learning. In
many ways, these expectations revolve around the domains of curriculum and instruction. While clearly related,
the domains of curriculum and instruction have some distinct differences. To begin, curriculum is the ‘what’ of
education. Education is based upon the curriculum or what is going to be taught. Instruction, on the other hand, is
the 'how’ of education. Instruction refers to teaching methods and styles. Curriculum, however good, is ultimately
dependent upon how it is delivered to children (instruction).

Curriculum

Curriculum refers to quality of content rather than to any specific publisher’s materials. The curriculum contains a
written philosophy and framework, grounded in research-based understanding of child development, to provide
a clear, coherent focus for planning children’s experiences. Quality programs have a defined set of expectations for
teaching and learning.

An early childhood curriculum is a sequence of integrated experiences, interactions, and activities that help
children reach specific learning goals. A quality curriculum should provide children learning opportunities that
are attuned to their developing abilities and connect with their experiences at home and in their communities. It
should be responsive to the unique competencies, experiences, interests, and needs of each child.

A curriculum must be intentionally planned to guide the learning process, including the selection of materials
and equipment, to enhance development and learning in each core domain: social, emotional, physical,
communication, and cognition. The curriculum should also encourage integration of early childhood content
areas, including social, emotional, physical, health, safety, language, literacy, mathematics, science, social studies,
creative expression and the arts, and technology.

Effective instruction for young children encompasses a number of specific behaviors and skills, many of which are
highlighted in the instruction section of the self-assessment.

An intentional curriculum is one that:
e iscontentdriven;
* isresearch-based;
e emphasizes active engagement with children;
e includes attention to social and regulatory skills;
e isresponsive to cultural diversity and children learning English;
e s directive without using drill and kill strategies;
e isfun for young children;
e promotes positive peer and teacher interactions;
e is developmentally appropriate;

e consistent with district-wide kindergarten through third grade curriculum; and

e aligned with early learning standards.




Why:

The National Center for Children in Poverty (2007) reports on emerging evidence that suggests an intentional
curriculum must be used if we are to close the achievement gap that exists for many children. Furthermore, a well-
planned, evidence-based curriculum, implemented by qualified teachers who promote learning in appropriate
ways, can contribute significantly to positive outcomes for all children. To increase the achievement for all children,
it is important to remember that all domains of children’s development and learning are important and closely
interrelated.

How:

There are many dimensions to consider when choosing a preschool curriculum. As a result of the varied theories
of development, preschool curriculum models vary widely. In order to determine which curriculum is best,
schools must be thoughtful about the population of children they are serving, including age, cultural background,
and economic status, as well as be thorough in their analysis of the evidence base of the curriculum and how

it connects to the identified educational domains. A quality curriculum should also include ways to adapt and
modify an activity or approach for children with diverse learning needs. It is important to remember the family as
a valuable source of guidance and information when selecting a curriculum and supporting children’s individual
needs. Most importantly, the curriculum should be aligned with developmentally appropriate assessment.
According to Gusky, “When teachers’ classroom assessments become an integral part of the instructional process
and a central ingredient in their efforts to help students learn, the benefits of assessment for both students and
teachers will be boundless” (2003, p. 11). Both the National Association for the Education of Young Children
(NAEYC) and the Council for Exceptional Children-Division of Early Childhood recognize assessment as a central
component of early childhood programs.

The NAEYC and the National Association of Early Childhood Specialists in the State Departments of Education
published a position statement in 2003 and made several recommendations concerning curriculum. They suggest
that it is important for curriculum, assessment, and program evaluation to be guided by:

e sound early childhood practices;

o effective learning and program standards;

e aset of core principles and values;

e acommitment to ethical behavior on behalf of children;

e coordinated systems that support children as individuals and members of families, cultures,
and communities;

e partnerships with families; and
e respect for evidence.

In order to implement high-quality curriculum and connect those practices with well-defined early learning and
program standards, it is important to provide all staff with the support, professional development, and resources
needed in order to implement effectively.

Curricular Resources across the Domains

Because learning is so interrelated in the preschool years, teachers must foster learning in all developmental areas.
Most preschool curricula integrate content knowledge holistically throughout the day. For example, rarely will a
curriculum have a set time for social studies, but it may have books and activities integrated throughout the day
that support important social studies concepts. Furthermore, many curricular experiences are represented as
center activities.
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The adopted curriculum must not only be strong in all domain areas, but it also must be robust enough in the
areas of language, literacy, mathematics, and technology in order to close the achievement gap for the most
disadvantaged students.

Culturally Sensitive

When planning a curriculum for individual children, it is important to be responsive to the competencies,
experiences, interests, and needs that each child brings to the classroom. Communities are becoming more
diverse and, as such, more children are culturally diverse, speak a language other than English, possess different
abilities and disabilities, and come from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. The curriculum must be flexible
enough to meet the needs of all children.

First, a curriculum needs to be reflective of students’ family and community lives while being responsive to
diversity, including gender, age, language, culture, and ability, as well as opportunities for students and families to
learn about the distinct and unique heritage of American Indians, particularly Montana Indian tribes, in a culturally
responsive manner. In addition, children from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds benefit from a curriculum that
is attuned to their learning strengths and needs.

Teaching staff must be proactively antibiased in their relationships with children and families. Culturally sensitive
care should be evidenced in the classroom, including attention to materials, books, music, or artifacts that reflect
the diversity of children and families who make up the classroom population. Books and posters in the classroom
should depict persons of varied races, ages, abilities, and of both genders in a variety of roles and careers. Parents
should be included in the selection of multicultural materials, photographs, books, songs, and stories for the
classroom to ensure that the materials are authentic and that there are no offensive stereotypes presented to

the children. Members of the performing and visual arts community, such as musical performers, coordinators of
traveling museum exhibits, local artists, and community residents should be invited to share their interests and
talents with the children.

Curriculum Statement

A curriculum statement that defines the program’s philosophy and goals for children’s learning is the first step

in delivering a responsive curriculum. Programs should outline their perspective on key elements that, when
combined, provide a plan for instruction. Curriculum statements should include a discussion on: 1) the program'’s
philosophy on how children learn and how the program will support children’s learning; 2) the way in which goals
for children are determined and used to guide instruction; 3) enrollment or the cultural make-up of the program
that impacts the content and the way in which instruction may be delivered; 4) content that describes the types
of key activities and experiences children will be given, including references to the early learning standards; 5) the
types of teaching strategies that will be emphasized; 6) the design of the learning environment and the types of
materials and resources that will be utilized; 7) the way in which assessment will be combined with curriculum and
instruction to make decisions about children’s learning; 8) how families will be involved in supporting children’s
learning; 9) the professional development teachers need to competently deliver instruction to children; and 10)
the way the curriculum allows for adaptations to promote inclusivity.

Philosophy

There are many early childhood philosophies that utilize basic understandings of the way in which young children
develop and learn to support their high quality, stimulating school experiences. Approaches such as Reggio
Emilia, Waldorf, or Montessori have based their delivery on key methods that specifically spell out the way in
which instruction should be delivered. Other philosophies such as play-based learning or the cognitive-based
approaches utilize active-learning experiences for children in various learning centers that are facilitated by
intentional and purposeful teacher interactions.

Montana Preschool Program Guidelines: A Resource for Teaching Children Ages 3 through 5 21



Programs’ philosophies may utilize components of more than one approach. For example, a cognitive-based
learning program may incorporate the Reggio Emilia project idea within its schedule or utilize Montessori
materials. Ultimately, programs must determine the best way to meet the needs of its children and families.

Balanced Approach

Developmentally Appropriate Practice: Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) is explained thoroughly
in the documents, “Developmentally Appropriate Practice” (Bredekamp & Copple, NAEYC, 2009). In summary, the
authors suggest that in order to provide DAP, teachers in high-quality early childhood classrooms should:

e Allow children uninterrupted blocks of time to promote deep engagement in
play and other child-selected activities.

e Recognize that physical activity and outdoor play are integral to the Developmentally
Appropriate

curriculum. Practice

o B P A8

e Work to ensure children spend at least a quarter of their day moving in
physically active learning, both teacher-directed and child-directed.

e Plan large group activities that are short in duration.

e Engage children in learning activities during transition times.

e Use a variety of teaching strategies that include a broad range of approaches
and responses.

e Organize space and select materials in all content and developmental
areas to stimulate exploration, experimentation, discovery, and conceptual
learning.

e Understand that each major learning format or context (e.g., large group,
small group, individual, learning center, or routine based) has its own
characteristics, functions, and value.

e Beintentional in choosing the best format for helping children achieve a desired goal given the
children’s ages, development, abilities, temperaments, etc.

e Establish a positive climate where children are motivated to persist and willing to take risks to be both
successful and challenged.

Exploration

Children possess an amazing capacity to organize vast amounts of information. They build knowledge in

an integrated manner and are constantly gathering information and striving to make sense of it. Effective
curriculum for young children engages their active minds and nurtures their enthusiastic search for meaning and
understanding.

Children follow different pathways to learning and they demonstrate their developmental progress in diverse
ways. In order to meet the needs of a diverse population, it is important to incorporate the concept of universal
design for learning. Universal design provides for multiple means of representation, multiple means of
engagement, and multiple means of expression (CAST, 2007).

e Multiple means of representation refers to providing information in a variety of ways so the learning
needs of all children are met. An example of this would be presenting materials verbally, with sign
language, and with objects and pictures.




e Multiple means of expression refer to allowing children alternative ways to demonstrate what they
know and how they are feeling. An example of this would be allowing children to respond with words,
pictures, pointing, or an alternative communication system.

e Multiple means of engagement refer to providing choices in the environment that facilitate learning
by building on children’s interests. An example of this is the setting up a variety of centers in the class-
room that provide children access to the curriculum thematic content through areas of interest.

At an early age, all children have the capacity and propensity to observe, explore, and discover the world around
them (NRC, 2012). These are basic abilities for science learning that can and should be encouraged and supported
among children in the earliest years of their lives. The National Science Teachers Association affirms that learning
science and engineering practices in the early years can foster children’s curiosity and enjoyment in exploring the
world around them and lay the foundation for a progression of science learning in K-12 settings and throughout
their entire lives.

Current research indicates that young children have the capacity for constructing conceptual learning and the
ability to use the practices of reasoning and inquiry (NRC 2007, 2012). Many adults, including educators, tend to
underestimate children’s capacity to learn science core ideas and practices in the early years and fail to provide the
opportunities and experiences for them to foster science skills and build conceptual understanding (NRC, 2007).
Also underestimated is the length of time that young children are able to focus on science explorations. Effective
science investigations can deeply engage young children for extended periods of time, beyond a single activity or
session.

Purposeful Play
Learning for young children happens naturally through play. In fact, play and work involve similar actions as
children interact with people and materials and make discoveries to understand their world. Teachers design

play experiences with intention, facilitating exploration, asking questions, and presenting materials and ideas to
support children’s understanding and skill development.

From Debunking the Play vs. Learning Dichotomy, Kyle Snow, PhD

Children of all ages love to play and it gives them
opportunities to develop physical competence

Child active
and enjoyment of the outdoors, understand and A
make sense of their world, interact with others,
express and control emotions, develop their Discovery Scaffolding
symbolic and problem-solving abilities, and Free play Guided play

practice emerging skills. Research shows the link
between play and foundational capacities, such
as memory, self-regulation, oral language abilities,
social skills, and success in school.

Teacher passive
N
anjoe Jayoea|

Children may engage in various kinds of play,
such as physical play, object play, pretend or W
dramatic play, constructive play, and games with Child passive

rules. From infancy, children act on the world

around them for the pleasure of seeing what

happens, such as repeatedly dropping a spoon on the floor or pulling a cat’s tail. At around age 2, children begin
to demonstrate symbolic use of objects, such as picking up a shell and pretending to drink from a cup, especially if
they have had opportunities to observe others engaging in such make-believe behavior.
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With these strong beginnings in place, children are then able to advance to more mature forms of dramatic play.
For example, by the ages of 3-5, they may act out specific roles, interact with one another in their roles, and plan
how the play will unfold. High-level dramatic play produces documented cognitive, social, and emotional benefits.
In addition, such play is influential in developing self-regulation, as children are highly motivated to stick to the
roles and rules of the play and, thus, grow in the ability to inhibit their impulses, act in coordination with others,
and make plans. Ultimately, active scaffolding of imaginative play is needed in early childhood settings if children
are to develop the sustained, mature dramatic play that contributes significantly to their self-regulation and other
cognitive, linguistic, social, and emotional benefits (NAEYC Position Statement on Play).

What Is Play?

Although it is simple to compile a list of play activities, it is much more difficult to define play. Garvey (1977)
gave a useful description of play for teachers when she defined play as an activity which is: 1) positively
valued by the player; 2) self-motivated; 3) freely chosen; and 4) engaging. These characteristics are important
for teachers to remember because imposing adult values, requirements, or motivations on children’s
activities may change the very nature of play. Back-to-Basics: Play in Early Childhood

High-quality preschools are characterized by the following Curriculum subcomponents. (See Appendix A
for complete self-assessment).

CURRICULUM

13.The program implements a research-based curriculum that enhances 1 2 3 4 5
children’s development and learning of the MELS.

14. Program staff utilize daily plans that guide the selection of experiences, 1 2 3 4 5
materials, and equipment to support growth in the 4 domains of learning
outlined in the MELS.

15. Program staff utilize planned opportunities for active exploration, 1 2 3 4 5
discovery, and social interactions.
16. Children have the opportunity to self-select experiences and engage 1 2 3 4 5

in play, which is supported by purposeful planning and adult interactions.

17. Program staff implement the curriculum across the domains in a 1 2 3 4 5
manner reflective of children’s families and communities, being responsive
to diversity, including gender, age, language, culture, and ability.

18. Program staff provide opportunities for all children and families to 1 2 3 4 5
learn about the distinct and unique heritage of American Indians, particu-
larly Montana Indian tribes.
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Additional Information on Curriculum
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A position statement of the National Association for the Education of Young Children -
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http://www.naeyc.org/store/node/17122
http://www.naeyc.org
http://www.earlychildhoodnews.com/earlychildhood/article_view.aspx?ArticleID=240
http://naeyc.org/files/naeyc/file/positions/PSDAP.pdf

An early childhood curriculum is a sequence of
integrated experiences, interactions, and activities that
help children reach specific learning goals.
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Instruction
What:

High-quality early childhood education programs have a defined set of expectations for teaching and learning. In
many ways, these expectations revolve around the domains of curriculum and instruction. While clearly related,
the domains of curriculum and instruction have some distinct differences. To begin, curriculum is the ‘what’ of
education. Education is based upon the curriculum or what is going to be taught. Instruction, on the other hand, is
the ‘how’ of education. Instruction refers to teaching methods and styles. Curriculum, however good, is ultimately
dependent upon how it is delivered to children (instruction).

Considerable growth and change occur in children during the preschool years in all areas of development. To
function most effectively, teachers need to know about the goals, sequences, and trajectories of development in
all areas. In this way, teachers can avoid using a scaled-down version of curriculum intended for older children as
well as better understand the importance of communicating with kindergarten and other teachers and aligning
the curriculum accordingly.

Teachers should use children’s interests and curiosity to determine new content and skills to address. Children’s
individual goals for learning and the goals of the class as a whole should be challenging yet achievable and build
on previously acquired information. Intentionality in planning both activities and environment is of the utmost
importance when providing time for child-directed activities.

Teachers should be prepared with daily lesson plans that include identified goals for the group and individual
children and, at the same time, ensure that content learning is cross curricular and is woven throughout the day.
With the help of the curriculum, teachers should be able to determine the components of any skill or task and
break it into achievable parts.

Most importantly, preschool instruction should focus on the learning processes rather than learning products.
The ways in which a child is allowed to use learning materials are important to each child’s success. Effective early
childhood teachers understand that the process of learning is much more important than any product a child
produces.

Why:

Children’s experiences during early childhood not only influence their later functioning in school but also have
effects throughout life. For example, current research demonstrates the early and lasting effects of children’s
environments and experiences on brain development and cognition (Chugani, Phelps, & Mazziotta 1987; Caine

& Caine 1991; Kuhl 1994). Studies show that, “from infancy through about age 10, brain cells not only form most
of the connections they will maintain throughout life but, during this time, they retain their greatest malleability”
(Dana Alliance for Brain Initiatives, 1996, pg. 7).

How:
Intentionality

The definition of intentional is to do something purposefully. For early childhood professionals, intentional
teaching involves making a plan that includes the use of observation and asking question about those
observations to make instructional decisions for children.

There are three steps toward becoming intentional: 1) understanding child development in order to know the
appropriate outcomes that can be expected for children; 2) selecting the desired outcomes through planning
the environment and choosing materials and experiences for children’s learning; 3) observing and learning from
children (Schiller).
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Intentional early childhood teachers formulate high expectations for themselves and the children they teach. They
set appropriate, meaningful, and individualized goals for children and use the art of questioning and reflecting
and providing feedback to scaffold children’s learning (Epstein, The Intentional Teacher).

Individualization

It is critical in early childhood instruction to scaffold young children’s learning of new concepts and skills. To
accomplish this, teachers should be informally assessing children on an ongoing basis, actively seeking out
children’s ideas, and discerning how they understand things by observing, talking with, and listening to them.
The assessment information should be used to adapt curriculum, foster children’s curiosity, and extend children’s
engagement. Most importantly, teachers should create a classroom in which children see failure as an acceptable
part of the learning process.

An effective teacher chooses a strategy to fit a particular situation. It's important to consider what the children
already know and can do and the learning goals for the specific situation. By remaining flexible and observant,
we can determine which strategy may be most effective. Often, if one strategy doesn’t work, another will. For
example, teachers may try one or more of the following strategies:

e Acknowledge what children do or say. Let children know that we have noticed by giving positive
attention, sometimes through comments, sometimes through just sitting nearby and observing.
(“Thanks for your help, Kavi. You found another way to show five.")

e Encourage persistence and effort rather than just praising and evaluating what the child has done.
(“You're thinking of lots of words to describe the dog in the story. Let’s keep going!”)

e Give specific feedback rather than general comments. (“The beanbag didn't get all the way to the hoop,
James, so you might try throwing it harder.)

e Model attitudes, ways of approaching problems, and behavior toward others, showing children rather
than just telling them (“Hmm, that didn’t work and | need to think about why. I'm sorry, Ben, | missed part
of what you said. Please tell me again.”)

e Demonstrate the correct way to do something. This usually involves a procedure that needs to be
done in a certain way, such as using a wire whisk or writing the letter P.

e C(Create or add challenge so that a task goes a bit beyond what the children can already do. For exam-
ple, lay out a collection of chips, count them together and then ask a small group of children to tell you
how many are left after they see you removing some of the chips. The children count the remaining
chips to help come up with the answer. To add a challenge, hide the chips after you remove some, and
the children will have to use a strategy other than counting the remaining chips to come up with the
answer. To reduce challenge, simplify the task by guiding the children to touch each chip once as they
count the remaining chips.

e Ask questions that provoke children’s thinking. (“If you couldn't talk to your partner, how else could you
let him know what to do?”)

e Give assistance, such as a cue or hint, to help children work on the edge of their current competence.
(“Can you think of a word that rhymes with your name, Matt? How about bat . .. Matt/bat? What else
rhymes with Matt and bat?”)

e Provide information, directly giving children facts, verbal labels, and other information. (“This one that
looks like a big mouse with a short tail is called a mole.’)
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e Give directions for children’s action or behavior. (“Touch each block only once as you count them. You
want to move that icon over here? Okay, click on it and hold down, then drag it to wherever you want.")

Inclusion

Children with disabilities and other special needs benefit from learning in inclusive environments with typically
developing children. When given appropriate support and assistance, children in inclusive environments achieve
more than children in segregated environments (Guralnick, 2001). Inclusive environments benefit both children
with disabilities or other special needs and typically developing children.

Adults should work as a team and be prepared to meet the special needs of all children, including those
with disabilities and those who exhibit unusual skills. Parents or caregivers, specialists, and teachers should
make decisions together to ensure that all children are included in the social relationships, play, and learning
experiences of the classroom.

Specialized services or adaptations should be accessed to help all children succeed in the early childhood
classroom. Teaching staff should implement daily teaching and learning activities, including Individualized Family
Service Plans, Individualized Education Programs, and other individual plans as needed.

High-quality preschools are characterized by the following Instruction subcomponents. (See Appendix A
for complete self-assessment.)

INSTRUCTION

19. The program utilizes effective teaching strategies that enhance children’s 1 2 3 4 5
development and learning of the MELS.

20. Program staff use a variety of effective approaches and strategies, which 1 2 3 4 5
include opportunities for both teacher and child-initiated interactions.

21. Learning experiences provided in the classroom are meaningful, planned, 1 2 3 4 5
and purposeful. Teachers plan intentionally, keeping in mind curriculum
goals, child outcomes, and content standards.

22. Staff use knowledge of each child’s development to enhance instruction, 1 2 3 4 5
modify strategies and materials, and adjust supports and challenges as
children gain competence, understanding, and skills.

23. Program staff work together to implement learning plans that support 1 2 3 4 5
children with special needs.

24. Based on acquired knowledge about the culture of children and families, 1 2 3 4 5
teachers provide supportive resources to enhance learning.

25. Program staff build upon children’s language and understanding of 1 2 3 4 5
concepts while increasing children’s vocabulary through direct and indirect
learning opportunities.
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Teachers should use children’s interests and curiosity to
determine new content and skills to address.
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Assessment

What:

Assessment is a critical element in quality early childhood programs. The information obtained from child
assessment and program evaluation provides important decision-making information about programmatic
philosophies, policies, family relationships, and instructional supports.

There are two purposes for assessment that join together to build a comprehensive assessment strategy: 1)
child-specific (or early learning) assessments that include screening, diagnostic, and formative assessments. These
assessments focus on the learning and development of the individual; 2) program assessments or evaluation

that focus on program-level outcomes. These assessment measures focus on groups of children and can address
elements of programming such as the environment, community involvement, participation in quality rating
improvement systems, etc. Program evaluations can be used locally by programs to determine professional
development needs, policy decision-making, and new program strategies. Aggregate program evaluation can also
be used by states or policy makers to make decisions about funding or new regulations or requirements.

Child Assessment

Assessment is the process of collecting artifacts, anecdotal records, and formal reports of children’s growth and
development. Assessment is continuous, authentic, formative, and summative. It may include observations,
checklists, work sampling (portfolios and projects), and anecdotal evidence from parents, which is vital to the
understanding of children, their competencies, and their potential. All early childhood assessments involve a
process of gathering information about children in an attempt to better understand and support learning and
development.

Program Assessment

Consistent with the National Association for the Education of Young Children’s (NAEYC) Early Childhood Program
Standards, an effective preschool program is “informed by ongoing systematic, formal, and informal assessment
approaches to provide information on children’s learning and development. Assessment results are used to
benefit children by informing sound decisions about children, teaching, and program improvement.”

The National Research Council (2006) highlighted two key principles in the area of assessment in early childhood.
First, the purpose of an assessment should guide assessment decisions. Second, assessment activity should be
conducted within a coherent system of medical, educational, and family support services that promote optimal
development for all children. Specifically, quality assessment should:

e Benefit children.

e Be collected in authentic, developmentally appropriate contexts from multiple sources.

¢ Involve parents and families whenever possible.

e Meet professional, legal, and ethical standards, including linguistic and cultural appropriateness.

The process of gathering information from multiple sources using a variety of measures can accurately represent
the complex and dynamic nature of children’s play, learning, and development. Multiple sources of assessment
information, including information from families, should be used to:

e Communicate and identify children’s interests, needs, and development in all domains of learning,
including social, emotional, physical, communication, and cognition, as well as in the early childhood
content areas (language, literacy, mathematics, science, social studies, creative expression and the arts,
and technology).
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e Foster children’s curiosity and extend children’s engagement.
e Guide curriculum planning and decisions about teaching and learning.
e Evaluate and improve the early childhood program.

All assessment tools should measure the program’s goals and child outcomes based on the MELS. The chosen
curriculum and educational programming should carefully align with and support these goals. The MELS is a
curriculum framework for Montana early childhood programes. It is not an assessment of any kind. Rather, the MELS
is intended to help teachers and parents better understand child development to meet children’s developmental
needs.

Assessment Properties

Standardized Assessment: Standardized assessment involves a predetermined set of assessment items that
represent standards of knowledge and skills. Standardized tests may be norm or criterion-referenced.

Norm-referenced Assessment: Norm-referenced assessments compare a child’s score to the scores of a group
of same-age peers (norm group). Norm-referenced tests are almost always standardized to preserve a consistent
basis of comparison of scores.

Criterion-referenced Assessment: Criterion-referenced assessments measure a child’s performance against a
predetermined set of general developmental criteria, tasks, or skills.

Curriculum-referenced Assessment: Curriculum-referenced assessments are criterion-referenced and aligned
to curriculum goals. A carefully prescribed sequence of curricular activities is followed and children’s progress is
continually monitored. An example of a curriculum-based assessment is the Teaching Strategies Gold assessment
feature of Creative Curriculum.

Types of Assessments
Early Learning and Development

Screening Assessment: This assessment is a snapshot of a child’s development. It is a single measure used at a
single point in time to measure a single set of characteristics. Screening can help determine when a child needs
further assessment. A developmental screening is a comprehensive assessment that is usually norm-referenced;

a child’s performance in all developmental domains is compared to the performance of same-age peers. Many
developmental screenings are administered by teachers and provide opportunity for parent input. However, some
screenings should be administered and interpreted only by licensed clinical professionals. A universal screening is
when all children are screened using quick, low-cost instruments. Typically, universal screening is the first tier of a
multitiered system of supports, response to intervention, or recognition and response.

A Kindergarten Entry Assessment (KEA) is a type of assessment that is administered right before or after children
have started kindergarten to help teachers better understand children’s learning and development. KEA should
not be used to determine eligibility or exclude children from kindergarten enroliment. KEA assessments assess a
variety of developmental areas.

Examples of Developmental Screenings include:
e Ages and Stages Questionnaires (ASQ)
e AGS Early Screening Profiles

e Battelle Developmental Inventory Screening Test
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e Denverll

e Developmental Indicators for the Assessment of Learning 4th Edition (DIAL-4)
e Speed Dial (short-form version)

e Early Screening Inventory - Revised

Diagnostic Assessment: Diagnostic assessment is an in-depth analysis of a child’s growth and development for
the purpose of identifying specific learning difficulties and delays, disabilities, and specific skill deficits, as well

as evaluating eligibility for additional support services and special education. Not all children require diagnostic
assessment. Data is collected over a period of days and weeks using multiple methods and data points, including
observation, formal assessment, interviews, and parent reports to determine a child’s specific strengths and
weaknesses. Information is also used to suggest appropriate interventions and services. Classroom teachers
might refer a child for a comprehensive diagnostic assessment after screening results indicate a potential delay in
development. Specialized training is required to administer and interpret comprehensive diagnostic assessments.

Examples of comprehensive diagnostic assessments include:
e Battelle Developmental Inventory 2nd Edition (BDI-2)
e Kaufman Assessment Battery for Children (K-ABC)
e McCarthy Scales of Children’s Abilities (MSCA)
e Merrill-Palmer-Revised Scales of Development
e Preschool Language Scale 4th Edition (PLS-4)
e Weschler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence — IIl (WPPSI-III)

Progress Monitoring Assessment: This assessment determines whether students are making adequate progress
and if instruction should be adjusted. Progress monitoring assessments can be curriculum embedded or general.
Frequency of assessment is dependent upon the needs of the student. As a general rule, the more needs the
student has, the more often the progress monitoring assessment should be administered. This allows changes to
be made to instruction and services provided, without too much time elapsing.

Examples of Progress Monitoring (Instructional) Assessment:
e Teaching Strategies GOLD
e High Scope COR
e Work Sampling System

Outcome Assessment:

An outcome assessment provides a big picture view of the effectiveness of a program in relation to established
performance levels (e.g., end of school year).

Program Evaluation

Assessment that is used for program evaluation does not measure the development and learning of children,
but rather uses an aggregated set of data to determine program effectiveness and accountability. Assessment
intended to evaluate the quantity and quality of early childhood programs for accountability and program
evaluation purposes is a complex process that is best directed by a neutral third-party researcher with no conflict
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of interest. In Montana, program evaluation assessments are typically conducted by early childhood professionals
employed by local resource and referral agencies. Head Start programs are bound by mandated guidelines

for program evaluation, and the Federal Office of Special Education Programs also has stringent reporting
requirements for programs serving infants, toddlers, and preschoolers under Part C and Part B of the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act.

Examples of Program Quality Assessments that focus on the classroom environment are:
e Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS)
e Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale, revised edition (ECERS-R)
e Early Language and Literacy Classroom Observation (ELLCO)
Examples of Program Quality Assessment that focus on programming are:
e Quality Rating System reviews
e NAEYC accreditation
e Child care licensing review
e Head Start review
Why:

Assessments are used for a number of different purposes, including determining if children are making progress
and showing evidence of growth and development in each area of well-being. Assessment of child progress can
also indicate if instruction is appropriate. Results of assessments can be used to consider if the teaching methods
need to change or if the child would benefit from further instruction or scaffolded support. Assessment data can
also be used to evaluate early childhood programs.

High-quality early childhood programs are “informed by ongoing systematic, formal, and informal assessment
approaches to provide information on children’s learning and development. These assessments occur within

the context of reciprocal communications with families and with sensitivity to the cultural contexts in which
children develop” (Commission on NAEYC Early Childhood Program Standards and Accreditation Criteria 2003,
np). Furthermore, research demonstrates that early identification and intervention for children with or at risk for
disabilities can significantly affect outcomes (Shonkoff and Meisels, 2000). Thus, early childhood programs play an
important part in helping to identify concerns.

Brief screening measures have been shown to be helpful in selecting children who may need further evaluation,
but only if the screening tools meet high technical standards and if they are linked to access of further professional
assessment (NAEYC, 2003). Assessment is important to show whether children are making progress, as well as to
show evidence of growth and development in each area of well-being. Assessment is also critical in determining

if instruction that is provided is appropriate. In a recognition and response or multitier system of support,
assessment is important in determining whether teaching may need to change or if perhaps the child needs
further instruction or remediation.

Recognition and Response

Recognition and Response is a preventative early childhood approach to Response to Intervention (RTI) that
combines screening and diagnostic assessment with ongoing support for learning. Universal screening for
all children in the areas of literacy and math are used to both “recognize” children that are not making typical
progress and to “respond” by modifying and individualizing instruction to prevent further delay.
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Multi-Tiered System of Support

The Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) is an instructional model implemented in classrooms to identify

and provide intervention for students that are not making expected progress. Multiple tiers of instruction and
increasingly intensive interventions are key components of the MTSS model. Each tier of support refers to the level
of support a child needs to succeed in the classroom (National Research Council, 2008). Tier 1 addresses the needs
of children who make adequate progress in a general program; Tier 2 refers to supports provided to children who
need additional general assistance; and Tier 3 refers to more specialized assistance for children not succeeding in
the previous tiers.

How:
Assessment Process

The approach for effectively using assessment to guide instruction and learning is cyclical. It begins with gathering
information. Once the information is gathered, it should be analyzed, and then teachers should use the data to
determine if anything should be modified to increase outcomes. Once a plan is made, the process starts again as
teachers gather information on the results from the changes made, analyze the data, and respond. Methods for
these three steps are outlined below.

Gather information in an ongoing manner by:
e Observing children.
e Documenting children’s work, play, behaviors, and interactions.
e (ollecting artifacts of children’s work.

e Talking with and listening to children, actively seeking their ideas and discern how they
understand things.

e Engaging with children to learn about their competencies.
e Intentionally designing experiences and situations to observe children demonstrating important skills.
Analyze information by:

e Thinking about what the information means and what implications it may have on instruction and
learning.

e Having conversations to discuss the information.

Respond to data by:
e Planning to modify the curriculum and teaching.

e Considering changing schedules, routines, interactions, physical environment, individualizations, small
groups, and teaching approaches in response to data.

Assessment Plan

Quiality preschool programs have a written plan for assessment that describes the multiple purposes and uses of
authentic, informal, and formal assessment processes. These processes are sensitive to and informed by family
culture, home language, and children’s abilities and disabilities.




In order to ensure effectiveness, the assessment plan should include procedures and protocols that:
e Support the well-being of children and families.
e Guide the proper allocation of resources.
e Keep individual child records confidential.
e Use methods that are meaningful and accurate, in settings familiar to the children.
e Identify children’s interests and needs.
e Describe the developmental progress and learning of children.
e Determine the need for developmental screening or a referral for diagnostic assessment.
o This occurs primarily when seeking eligibility for special services.

o Collect information for overall program effectiveness. When formal assessments are used, they
are combined with informal methods such as observation, checklists, rating scales, and work
sampling.

e Address how Individualized Education Plans, and other individualized plans will be addressed for chil-
dren with disabilities and other special learning needs.

¢ Improve curriculum implementation, adapt teaching practices, and change the learning environment.
e Plan for program growth and improvement.
¢ Involve families in planning, implementing, and interpreting assessments.
o Effectively communicate assessment information to families.
Valid and Reliable Assessment

Psychometric properties of assessment, including validity and reliability, must be considered when choosing
assessment instruments and methodologies.

Validity is measured in three ways: content, construct, concurrent. Content, or face validity, means the instrument
is relevant to and representative of the construct under study. In other words, the assessment instrument measures
what it intends to measure.

Reliability is also measured three ways: internal, test-retest, and inter-rater. Reliability refers to consistency of
items within the assessment as well as consistency of scores across multiple assessment administration. Any
change to the assessment instrument, including modifications to presentation, response format, timing, and
setting, changes the validity and reliability and therefore skews the data, results, and usability.

These changes are more likely to be present with formal, standardized assessment instruments that have strict
administration procedures.

Linking Data and Instruction

Data Interpretation

Interpreting data involves asking questions. Often the questions we need to ask are in relationship to identified
child and program goals. Analyzing data is a thoughtful process that is often more effectively done in small
groups. Through these conversations, group members are able to review the data more holistically, considering
the perspectives of different stakeholders.




Below are some questions to guide the reflection of data adapted from the “Early Childhood Outcome Center,
Analyzing Child Outcome Data for Program Improvement: A Guidance Table,” September 2013:

e What are the central questions that we want to answer when looking at our data? Are we asking the
right questions? Do we understand the rationale behind the questions we're asking?

e Do we already have information to answer these questions, or do we need to collect data?

e Will the information we are currently planning to gather give us the desired information?

e What factors may affect the results of our data?

e What results do we expect to see in the data?

e Are we compiling and formatting data so that it is readily understood by our intended audience?
e What stands out?

e What differences do you see between groups? Are the differences real, or are they likely to reflect a
problem with the quality of your data? What could explain them? What might cause them? These are
inferences about which stakeholders may disagree. Do you have additional information to rule out
some inferences?

e What else do you want to know?
e What follow-up analysis is needed?

e Do we have a plan for collecting, analyzing, and sharing information in timely ways to meet our identi-
fied goals?

Family Involvement

Consistent with the NAEYC's Early Childhood Program Standards, assessment should occur within the context of
reciprocal communications with families and with sensitivity to the cultural contexts in which children develop.

Understanding family expectations and experience is a critical first step to understanding a child’s development
and learning.

Key considerations include:
¢ What language is spoken at home?
e What s the child’s culture?

e What are the parent’s perceptions of assessment?

If a child’s language and culture are not considered, then the results of the assessment are invalid and, therefore,
useless. When formal assessments are used, the scores obtained should be richly contextualized. For example, the
National Research Council (2008) explains, “A child’s score on a vocabulary test reflects not just the child’s capacity
to learn words, but also the language environment in which the child has lived since birth, the child’s ease with the
testing procedure, and the child’s relationship with the tester. The younger the child, the more important are these
considerations” (p. 17).




To ensure the participation of families in the assessment of their children, there are several beliefs to guide and
inform the assessment process, as recommended by the National Center for Quality Teaching and Learning.

Parents know more than anyone else about their children and can provide meaningful and reliable
information. Families’ observations, ideas, and concerns must be central to planning and performing
assessments and screenings.

Parents benefit from taking part in evaluations of their children. During the screenings or assessments,
when parents focus on their child and get support and information, they increase their understanding
of their child’s development, strengths, and needs.

Parents should choose how they will participate in the assessment process. The more actively involved
parents are, the better their experience will be.

Including families in the process, in ways that they want to participate, sends the message that they
are an important part of the assessment and, more importantly, of their child’s life. If we exclude par-
ents from the process, we risk not only losing important information about the child, but parents may
not fully engage in goal setting, planning, or the program itself, resulting in fewer benefits for the child
and the family.

High-quality preschools are characterized by the following Assessment subcomponents. (See Appendix A
for complete self-assessment).

ASSESSMENT

26.The program has established a written systematic plan for gathering 1 2 3 4 5
and utilizing data that outlines the assessment tools that will be utilized,
how often assessments will be administered, who will administer
assessments, and how often the data will be reviewed.

27.The program uses evidence-based screening tools to assess children’s 1 2 3 4 5
progress toward achieving identified learning standards across the 4
domains of learning outlined in the MELS.

identified learning standards across the 4 domains of learning outlined in
the MELS using formative and summative approaches, including univer-
sal screening, progress monitoring, and diagnostic assessments.

28.The program regularly monitors children’s progress toward achieving 1 2 3 4 5

29. Instructional staff clearly understand assessment goals and are
administering assessments for their intended purposes.

30. Instructional staff understand how to interpret assessment results
and use the information to guide instructional decisions.

31. Instructional staff have timely access to disaggregated data to inform
instructional planning and decision making.

32. Families are involved as partners in linguistically and culturally
responsive ways to inform decisions about children’s needs.

33.The pr