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INTRODUCTION

Introduction

Curriculum includes the many components of early learning environments
that support children’s growth and development. It involves the materials

and learning experiences that are planned to support children’s learning.

In addition, curriculum addresses the adult’s role in supporting children’s
growth, the needs and interests of individual children and how families will be
engaged. The skills, knowledge and concepts to be addressed are also an
integral component and inform the decisions about all other aspects of the
curriculum. The Connecticut Early Learning and Development Standards (CT
ELDS) set forth the skills, knowledge and concepts that should be supported
in all early care and education programs. When considering the specific
children in any setting, additional skills, knowledge or concepts should

also be introduced based upon culture, interests, school focus, funding
requirements and individual needs. The CT ELDS are NOT a curriculum

but rather are an important component of the curriculum. Specifically, the

CT ELDS are learning and developmental outcomes to be intentionally
addressed through planned experiences, materials and interactions.

High-quality curriculum is:

1. Intentional: All aspects of the curriculum are purposeful and
planned with specific learning and developmental outcomes of
children and families in mind.

2. Responsive: Programs and staff respond to the changing social-
emotional, academic, physical and/or cultural needs of the children
and families they serve.

3. Reflective: Staff engage in ongoing, thoughtful consideration and
make changes in order to best meet the needs of the children and
families they serve.

Whether the individual components of any early childhood curriculum appear
as part of a broader yearly plan or as part of an ongoing weekly/daily planning
process, the curriculum may vary from one setting to another. For example,
written documents may articulate an approach to planning and a process to
ensure that the breadth of the CT ELDS are addressed throughout the year,
leaving most of the ongoing planning for specific learning experiences to
individual teachers. Other programs may rely on a curriculum document that
includes plans for specific learning experiences, allowing teachers to focus
on making adjustments to incorporate child interests and meeting the unique
learning needs of a particular group. Despite these variations, the essential
components to promote intentionality remain the same.

This document explores the components of a rich, challenging and
achievable curriculum. While this document is primarily designed for center-
or school-based programs, much of the information may be valuable for other
settings. While the term “teacher” is used throughout the document, this

term may refer to any adult in a role supporting young children. In addition

to the role of teacher, librarians, family child care providers, family resource
center staff, and many others support the growth and development of young
children and may benefit from the considerations in this document.

The Connecticut Early Childhood Workforce Core Knowledge and
Competency Framework for Teachers represents the core competencies that
early childhood professionals should possess in order to take advantage of
this formative period in a child’s life. It outlines seven domains, including a
domain specific to building meaningful curriculum. The framework should
be used to guide professional learning choices through a self-assessment
of skills and knowledge, as a framework for designing professional learning,
and as a tool for technical assistance providers to co-develop learning
goals with teachers. The Connecticut Early Childhood Core Knowledge and
Competency Framework for Teachers is connected to the practices outlined
in the document.

In addition to considering the role of the adults who interact with the children,
the policies, procedures and administrative supports provided in an early
care and education setting are crucial in ensuring quality curriculum. While
not addressed at length in this document, these supports should include:

a clear mission and/or philosophy, documents and resources to guide
curriculum planning, a clear curriculum development and review process,
adequate planning time and effective professional development.

Additional resources (available at www.ct.gov/oec/elds) to support the
implementation of a strong curricular approach include:

» The Connecticut Office of Early Childhood Curriculum Self-Assessment
Tool (formerly known as the CT Office of Early Childhood Curriculum
Development Guide), available in Appendix A

» Supporting All Children Using the CT ELDS:
— A Guide to the Domains and Strands
— Meeting the Needs of Dual Language Learners
— Meeting the Needs of Diverse Learners
— A Guide for Families
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Intentional Teaching

Intentional teaching does not happen by chance.
(FEIEN IR LT L1 T Nl Lt (M T o) EIN - within the cognition domain and also includes
teachers use their knowledge, judgment, and
them in a variety of learning experiences. Appropriate YL (R ORI EN AN EET il RV L A [N (0]
children; when an unplanned situation arises (as
it always does), they can recognize a teaching
opportunity and take advantage of it, too.

Teachers use curriculum to intentionally plan ways
for children to construct knowledge by engaging

curriculum incorporates the following components:
» Early learning and development standards
which provide the foundation for developing
curriculum.

+ Engaging and meaningful learning experiences
that integrate standards and meaningful
content.

+ Ongoing assessment processes that inform curriculum, teaching and
learning goals.

» Supportive interactions that use intentional teaching strategies with a
varying degree of involvement in the learning experience and ways to
support individual children.

» Well-organized environments with appropriate materials and carefully
planned scheduling of experiences and routines.

* Meaningful family engagement in the curriculum.

A report from the National Research Council (2000) describes three
principles of learning that influence intentional teaching:

» Children develop ideas and concepts early on. Therefore, curriculum
should be planned to expose children to rich content, address
important ideas and skills and include teaching strategies that foster
connections between new learning and existing ideas.

» The learning environment must foster both skills and conceptual
understanding to make knowledge usable. Planning must take early
learning and development standards into account and should include
content knowledge and experiences that help children apply skills and
deepen their knowledge. Providing a meaningful context for applying
knowledge and skills may build from standards in areas such as
science or social studies, or may emerge from children’s interests.

« Children need guidance to learn how to monitor their thinking and
understand what it means to learn and how to develop strategies to
do it. Planning must include strategies that promote the development

of thinking skills, attitudes and dispositions. The CT
ELDS includes many skills that support learning

essential dispositions that support children to
become competent lifelong learners.

Early childhood teachers know that young children
need environments that are active and social and
(Epstein, 2014) that inclgde caring ar?d responsive teachers. Time for

exploration and play is not enough. Teachers must
intentionally support children’s growth and learning
to help them reach new levels of competence (Bredekamp, 1995). Keeping
in mind Vygotsky’s theory of teaching and learning, the teacher plays an
integral role in scaffolding a child’s learning using varied teaching behaviors
and strategies to nudge the child towards discovery and understanding. No
one teacher behavior or strategy is best. Piaget points out that the context
of the experience and an environment with many opportunities to explore
materials is fundamental to the learning process. These considerations are
interrelated. All are essential in creating a curriculum plan that is dynamic,
engaging and successful.

O Examples of Intentional Teaching in Practice

Below are two examples of rich integrated learning experiences in different
settings that are intentionally planned and incorporate all components of
curriculum. They incorporate both learning goals from the CT ELDS and
topics of study that emerged from children’s interests. In both cases, the
early care and education programs use a curriculum approach that outlines a
clear process for building on children’s interests and incorporating standards
and assessment information into the plans. These experiences engage the
children, further their knowledge, build rich vocabulary and help them to think
critically.

In an infant and toddler classroom, the teacher has observed that many
children are interested in putting items into containers and then dumping
them out. He plans for an investigation of containers and asks families to
send in a variety of containers that are safe for young children to explore.
The following day, during floor play time, he introduces a variety of containers
with and without lids, providing both soft and hard objects that children

can put into the containers and dump out. He has thought through several
things he might say to the children (e.g., “Did you put the toy in the box?
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Can you take it out now?”) and actions he might demonstrate (e.g., shaking
a closed container with soft and hard objects to hear the different sounds)

to further their explorations and build new understandings. At snack time,

he incorporates containers as appropriate to the family cultural practices
around eating routines, food choices and children’s developmental needs
(plastic containers, bento boxes, tortilla warmers, tiffin boxes, etc.). When
the children go outside, he provides big boxes to put balls in and smaller
containers for use during sensory explorations with sand and water. During
these learning experiences, he and the other caregivers watch for children’s
skills and intentionally support the development of social relationships (social
and emotional development); their problem solving and understanding of
attributes, sorting and patterns (cognition); vocabulary development (early
language, communication and literacy); and their fine and gross motor

skills (physical health and development). They also introduce mathematics
language by counting objects as they are placed into containers and science
concepts by talking with toddlers about hard and soft materials.

A new preschool classroom is being built next to an existing room. The
preschoolers in the class have been hearing a lot of noise and are intrigued
by what is going on. The teacher arranges for them to safely see the
construction zone and, after following all protocols about engaging adults
in the classroom, has worked with the plumber to plan a brief explanation
for the children of what is being done. The children return to the classroom

and begin an investigation related to water moving through pipes. They
incorporate pipes and connectors into the water table and the block area,
plan investigations and learn words such as flow, elbow, drainage, clog and
control valve. They take on the challenge of designing a way to move water
from one place to another. Families are informed about the investigation
and are asked to work with their children to draw or take a picture of the
pipes under their sink at home to bring into class. Children draw and write
about their experiences, read books on the topic and watch a video that
provides information to guide their problem solving. During this unit of study
or exploration, the teacher is observing children’s skills and incorporating
strategies to support progress along several learning progressions in

the following domains: language and literacy, science, math, social and
emotional development, physical health and development, cognition and
social studies.
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Components of Curriculum

The following sections, which provide more information about the practices
associated with intentional teaching, are organized around the components
of curriculum.

CT ELDS and Content

The Connecticut Early Learning and
Development Standards (CT ELDS)
outline what all children should know

and be able to do across eight domains:
cognition, social and emotional
development, physical health and
development, language and literacy,
creative arts, mathematics, science

and social studies. Curriculum should
incorporate these important goals for
children and a system should be in

place to ensure that all children have
experiences to support their development
across the learning progressions in the CT
ELDS. However, it is critical to remember
that the learning progressions within

the CT ELDS are intended as guides

for supporting growth and development along a continuum. Age bands are
included for reference; however, curriculum must be responsive to the unique
developmental needs of individual children. Children arrive at the desired
level of understanding, knowledge or skill as a result of carefully selected and
planned curriculum experiences that are appropriate to their individual level
of development. In planning curriculum, the full range of abilities, including
those of children with disabilities and differing abilities, must be considered.
In addition, specific strategies and supports may need to be planned for
children with disabilities or children who are dual language learners.

CIELDS®

Connacticul Easly Learning
and Developimend Slasdsrdy

Whiat chifldven, Birth o five,
shouwld know and be able fo do

When developing curriculum or planning learning experiences, the continuum
of indicators along a learning progression should be addressed. Specific
indicators from the CT ELDS should generally not be considered in isolation
when planning curriculum for children, but instead must be viewed in the
context of the domain, strand and learning progression (including in relation
to the other indicators in that progression).

Other goals or objectives may also be incorporated into the curriculum,
depending upon a program’s focus. For example, Head Start programs
must address the Head Start Early Learning Outcomes Framework: Ages
Birth to Five. A science-themed program will need to address all areas of
development, but is likely to incorporate additional science content.

While the CT ELDS do set forth what all children should know and be able
to do, there is also a great deal of general knowledge and vocabulary
appropriate for young children to learn that is not included in the CT ELDS.
This information is often referred to as content. Some content may emerge
from the CT ELDS, particularly in the areas of science and social studies.
Children’s interests or curriculum resources may also provide the basis for
developing curriculum and/or units of study. Within these units of study,
many different areas of development included in the CT ELDS can then be
intentionally supported.

Planning Meaningful Learning Experiences

In an integrated curricular approach, the content and experiences
intentionally address and support several developmental domains. Learning
standards are not considered in isolation. Instead, learning experiences

are built with knowledge of the child’s abilities and interests across several
domains and often involve more than one learning goal. While it may be
appropriate to plan experiences that focus on a particular strand or learning
progression for the CT ELDS, meaningful learning experiences usually cut
across multiple domains, strands and learning progressions. A meaningful
curriculum is integrated so that learning experiences encompass many
developmental domains and/or content areas.

Content to be included in integrated learning experiences may stem from
specific CT ELDS in the areas of science or social studies, but must also
incorporate children’s interests and be presented in a context that stimulates
children to become actively and purposefully engaged in their work. A
curriculum that is implemented in a responsive manner incorporates the
interests of the particular children in a group and is flexible about the length
of time spent on projects or units of study. When children continue to be
engaged and interested, units of study may last for weeks or months, with
adults introducing new materials and/or prompts to extend learning and
exploration. Children need to interact with the curriculum — to explore it,
question it and evaluate it in their own way of learning. Children’s active
engagement ensures purposeful and sustained learning. Learning takes

time!
5 Early Childhood
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[ The Importance of Play

Play is the most important defining behavior of a young child. Research
shows that it cannot be replaced by any other activity (Bodrova & Leong,
1996). Play contributes to and enhances all areas of development in young
children. When children are working in play-based learning centers, they
play with materials and ideas, and interact with peers. Through play, children
construct their understanding of the world, recreate their knowledge, employ
their own rules, make ideas part of their reality and discover solutions to
complex problems. Children learn cooperation, problem-solving, language,
mathematics and scientific concepts. They also learn to express and

control emotions. Children need opportunities for extended, self-directed,
imaginative and uninterrupted play, both indoors and outdoors. The
environment should be intentionally prepared by a teacher who is able to
guide and support each child’s learning.

“Play is the highest form of research.”

Albert Einstein

Play is a key strategy for Play also supports:
fostering competent learners COOPERATION
by promoting the Essential
Dispositions from the CT ELDS. SHARING OF IDEAS
COMMUNICATION
Across all ages and domains, LISTENING
early learning experiences will PROBLEM SOLVING
supporthhlldren to: RISK TAKING
BE CREATIVE CONCENTRATION
EE LT_i;i:::_TEIVE PERSEVERANCE
QUESTIONING
CECTTOATHINERS e
REFLECTIVE INNOVATION
BE SOCIAL LEARNERS INDEPENDENCE
GATHERING OF
INFORMATION

As we watch an infant explore the sound they can make with a shaker,

see a three-year-old climb a jungle gym or use a magnifying glass to see a
pollywog, or observe a four-year-old count out the number of crackers for
snack or create a sign for her latest block building, we understand the value
of the time, energy and skill involved in each activity. Vygotsky pointed out
that children develop through play (Berk & Wasserman, 1995), thus teachers
must be prepared to follow each child’s lead.

Children’s ability to construct meaning from their play should not be
underestimated. Infants often squeal with delight as they discover that
banging on a toy makes a loud noise, building their sense of cause and
effect. Older children may become excited when they first discover how to
make purple by mixing other colors. They may show intense engagement
when they work with friends to construct a “plane” out of cardboard and

take on the roles of pilot and passenger. Playing alone and with others
contributes to development of self, and provides a forum for the development
of independence, self-confidence and problem-solving (Wassermann, 1990).

5 Early Childhood



[ The Many Ways Play Contributes to Development
#I

Play is vital in cognitive development. Children who play freely with
designated materials exhibit more thinking skills and problem-solving
abilities than those not given the opportunity to play. They are also more
goal-directed and persistent (Sylva, Bruner, et al., 1976). Children who
have opportunities to “recreate stories among themselves” during play
have greater ability to understand and retell stories. These children answer
subjective questions about a story more easily than their
counterparts who have had less opportunity for this type of
play (Pellegrini & Galdi, 1982).

“There is a growing body of
evidence to suggest that high-

COMPONENTS OF CURRICULUM

neurological development, which is supported by playful activity. Sensory
motor skills must be developed before the activities of reading, writing and
mathematics can be mastered.

Play is the principal activity through which social interaction is facilitated in
the early childhood classroom (Gullo, 1992). Erikson (1963) suggests that
play is of prime importance in the mastery of emotional needs. Through play,
children gain confidence and learn to trust others. They learn to give, receive,
share, express ideas and feelings, make choices, express friendship, see the
perspectives of others and include others. Through dramatic play, children
plan cooperatively with others, use language to shape their interactions,
solve problems and identify with a variety of societal roles.

Finally, children who play are more flexible and versatile (Sutton-Smith,
1974). Versatile people are easier to work with and make more competent
leaders. Teachers and parents who provide plenty of opportunity for children
to play are cultivating adults who are more likely to respect themselves and
make positive contributions to the lives of others.

Young children engage in many different types of play. It can be helpful to
consider the many types of play when setting up a learning environment

or planning activities. The types of play listed below may be combined and
children’s play may shift from one type of play to another (Connecticut State
Department of Education, 2007).

Free Self-Directed Play: Playing with materials or ideas
alone or with others, with adult support offered only if
needed by the children engaged in the activity.

quality pretend play is an important

Play also fosters executive functioning, creativity and
imaginative thinking. As children mature, their thinking and
actions grow in flexibility. Materials and objects are used in
many ways. The symbolic play of children lays the foundation
for their understanding of the written symbols of language
and mathematics. Play lays a foundation for reading success
(Gentile, 1983). In play, children use visual perception, eye-
hand coordination and symbolic representation. Additionally,
play develops the power to analyze, make judgments,
synthesize, formulate and see causal relationships.

Play also has an important role in developing physical and perceptual skills
(Sponseller, 1974). Complex learning tasks depend upon well-integrated

facilitator of perspective taking, and
later abstract thought that it may

facilitate higher-level cognition, and
that there are clear links between

pretend play and social and
linguistic competence.”

Sensorimotor Play: Exploring the properties of objects
using both senses and physical activity, for example,
banging or rolling clay, pouring sand or water or making
sculptures from paper mache.

Constructive Play: Making structures and creations
using various objects and materials that can be
CEGELNPLIPIN  assembled in an infinite variety of ways, for example,
building a garage for toy cars and trucks out of a set of
wooden blocks or interconnecting blocks.
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Dramatic Play: Assuming pretend roles, imitating and acting out situations
about feelings, events, people and animals for example, using language and o Stages of Play
gestures while pretending to be a father, a salesperson in a store or a doctor

in the hospital. In addition to the types of play listed above, Mildred Parten (1932) de-

scribed developmental stages of play, which increase in complexity as
children mature. Children who have reached the later developmental
stages of play, may alternate or combine the forms of play described below.
Children’s development along the stages of play impacts plans for learning
experiences. With young children at the stages of parallel or associative
play, setting up the experiences so that children can play with similar mate-
rials in the same vicinity may be appropriate. With children who are able to
engage in cooperative play, materials and experiences that promote social
interaction are appropriate.

Symbolic Play: Representing concrete objects, actions and events mentally
or symbolically. As children mature, they are able to use objects such

as blocks or cardboard boxes that are increasingly less realistic in form

and function from the object the child wishes to symbolize. Symbolic play
incorporates constructive and dramatic play.

Gross-Motor Play: Engaging in activities that require children to use their
large muscles. Most typically outside, this type of play may involve dramatic
play within the running, climbing and/or riding of vehicles.

Solitary Play: Playing alone with materials and ideas.

Parallel Play: Playing side-by-side, sometimes mirroring each other,
sometimes doing very different activities with the same materials.

Associative Play: Playing together with common materials, but without
a common purpose, showing interest in what others are doing, and
sometimes communicating, exchanging materials or imitating

Cooperative Play: Playing in collaboration with another or a group with a
common goal or problem to solve, sharing ideas, materials and roles.

Furthering these stages in the development of play, Elena Bodrova

and Deborah Leong (2003) describe mature play. Mature play involves
imaginary scenarios that include multiple roles and extended verbal
exchanges. There are clearly defined rules for this play; however, there
may be flexible themes, and the play may take place over the course of
many days. In their article, “The Importance of Being Playful”, Bodrova &
Leong (2003) describe their work with teachers in supporting mature play.
During this work, they observed that children “mastered literacy skills and
concepts at a high rate” and “also developed better language and social
skills and learned how to regulate their physical and cognitive behaviors.”

Early Childhood
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Ongoing Assessment

Assessment is a broad term, defined by the Oxford Dictionary as, “The eval-
uation or estimation of the nature, quality or ability of someone or something”
(Oxford university Press, 2014). When used in the context of early care and
education programs, assessment is most often associated with an examina-
tion of children’s skills, knowledge and abilities, although there are also tools
that assess the environment or program quality.

Teaching staff should engage in an ongoing cycle of intentional teaching to
support children’s growth and development over time and assessment pro-
vides information about children’s progress so teachers can plan effectively.
As depicted in the graphic pictured, the process of planning, implementing,
observing and assessing is braided through the context of early learning
standards, child interests, cultural and community context and family. The
use of early learning and development standards is balanced with child in-
terests and in the contexts in which children live and learn. Teachers cannot
do this alone and require the support and involvement of administrators and
the input and partnerships with families to successfully engage in a cycle of
intentional teaching.

[ The Importance of Formative Assessment

While there are many purposes and types of assessment, the formative
assessment process is most relevant to curriculum. A formative assessment

11

Over the course of several days, the teacher will be asking each child to
count out materials to help set up for a class activity. This will provide her
with information about each child’s counting skills. When Julie is counting
out papers to put on the tables for children to paint, the teacher notices

that Julie is saying the numbers in the correct order, but is not pairing each
word with one paper. The teacher asks Julie to count as she puts a paper
at each chair. This learning experience has provided the teacher with
valuable information about Julie’s counting skills and has also helped her
to immediately use a strategy to further Julie’s skills.

process is ongoing and is designed to provide information that is useful

in planning and adjusting curriculum and instruction. Key to any ongoing
formative assessment process is that it takes places as a part of the learning
experience and provides immediate information that can inform a teacher’s
actions. Information should be gathered through observations of children
during their daily routines and play. Information may also be gathered during
learning experiences planned to gather information about particular skills.

Different published or structured systems (e.g., The Connecticut Preschool
Assessment Framework) may be used to plan and organize the information
gathered during a formative assessment process. Organizing and summariz-
ing the information gathered through formative assessment can provide valu-
able information to share with families, inform curriculum decisions and help
in planning program
improvement efforts.

Important Things to Remember about Assessment
» The CT ELDS are not an assessment tool.
Other types of
assessments are

also available for use
in early childhood
programs (e.g.,
standardized, norm-
referenced tools) and
may be used for other
important purposes
(e.g., determining
eligibility for specific
services, reporting to
funding sources on

» Aformative assessment process happens as
a part of learning and provides information for
teachers to use immediately.

» Any assessment tools must have evidence of
validity related to purpose for which they are
being used.

» Selecting assessment tools that are aligned to
the CT ELDS will help teachers and families
make connections between assessment
information and the standards.

@ Early Childhood
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child outcomes). These types of assessment measures will not be discussed
in length in this document as they generally do not have evidence of validity
for the purpose of informing curriculum and instruction on an ongoing basis.
It is critical that any assessment has evidence of validity related to
purpose for which it is being used.

No matter what systems or assessment tools are used by a program,
ongoing daily interactions where teachers observe and assess children’s
thinking and progress help teachers set learning goals and plan instruction.
Observation, reflection and assessment provide information for adjusting

the teaching environment to individual as well as group needs. When
observations focus on the skills and concepts outlined in the CT ELDS, the
teacher can provide a scaffold within each learning experience appropriate to
the child’s emerging abilities.

When planning for curriculum, the manner in which children’s skills and

abilities will be assessed should be included. A plan for assessment includes

documentation of:

* Observation plans (how and where you expect to observe children’s be-
haviors associated with the CT ELDS and your assessment tools, and how
this will be documented/recorded).

12

Examples:

— Record a short video clip of a toddler engaging in an imitation game.

— Observe peer interactions during an activity designed to support asso-
ciative or cooperative play.

— Document children’s use of numbers and comparison words during an
activity that involves counting and/or grouping of objects.

— Collect drawings with notes about small muscle movement and control.

» Data Analysis (when and how will you analyze your data).

Examples:

— Review children’s writing to develop plans for supporting development in
this area.

— Organize all observations and work samples related to Mathematics on
Thursday and discuss the information on Friday to develop plans for
future learning experiences.

[ Using Assessment Information to Support All Children

High-quality curriculum supports learning for all children, regardless of their
range of experience or current skills, abilities and interests. It is important that
regular consideration is paid to how well the current curriculum is meeting
the needs of the children. The core curriculum should meet the needs and
support learning of most children. The best way to determine if curriculum

is effective is to examine information about children’s learning and growth.
When you assess children’s skills over time, you should see growth in the
areas you have addressed through your curriculum. If a large number of
children are not making progress in an area, such as mathematics or social
and emotional skills, you need to examine how your core curriculum supports
learning in these areas.

Even with a strong core curriculum, some children may need additional,
tiered supports or interventions in addition to the core curriculum. Children
grow and learn at very different rates when they are young; however, it

is important to help all children progress beyond their current skill level.

If assessment information indicates that some children are making less
progress than expected, providing additional support can give them the extra
boost they need to achieve a new skill. In early childhood, these supports
can often happen right in their early learning environment. For instance, a
teacher may provide a child who is struggling to understand one-on-one
correspondence extra opportunities for matching items in pairs 