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Early Learning in the Pre-Kindergarten Classroom

When our Early Learning Center committee set out to develop this curriculum we wanted to ensure that it
was based on best practices in early childhood education. Therefore, this document needed to reflect more
than a series of curriculum standards and topics. To accomplish this objective, we have developed our
curriculum units based on research in the field of early childhood education and the Connecticut Early
Learning and Development Standards (ELDS).

The ELDS are organized into eight domains, which can be viewed in Figure 1 below. The eight domains
include the following: Social and Emotional Development, Physical Health and Development, Language
and Literacy, Creative Arts, Mathematics, Science, Cognition and Social Studies. Our 12 curriculum
units, which are thematically based, will be described later in the document. Within each unit, we identify
the domains, strands, and focus areas to assist teachers with unit implementation. In New Fairfield, we
primarily accept students between three and five-years-old. Therefore, the domains are based on the green
ring in Figure 1. Each of our curriculum units may address more than one domain. As a result, we provide
an introduction to each unit and a rationale which explains why we are concentrating on certain domains
within the unit.

Figure 1 Domain Wheel



Early childhood education is a specialty area. Teachers receive training in the developmental milestones
that children pass through on their journey to Kindergarten. In addition, they study the various
pedagogical techniques that enhance student learning in our younger students. When teaching our
pre-kindergarten students, we are concerned with how they are learning just as much as what they are
learning. In order to recognize this important relationship, we have articulated essential dispositions we
would like to emphasize, along with guiding principles that inform teaching. These dispositions and
guiding principles are based on research and the Connecticut Early Learning and Development Standards
(ELDS).

Guiding Principles

A child’s growth and early development varies across settings and ages. According to widespread
research, children from ages 3 to 5 do not develop skills all at the same time. While this variation exists,
there are some commonly held beliefs that apply during the early years of education. We believe that the
following principles' underpin the teaching and learning that occurs in our classrooms:

1. We know that pre-kindergarten students have varied backgrounds, experience, language ability
and development status. However, all children are capable of learning in a positive and
supportive environment when we have high expectations for their growth and development.

2. According to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, young children learn best when their basic needs
are being met. When we offer a safe and nurturing environment where students have a sense of
belonging, we can meet all children where they are on the developmental continuum.

3. It is important to set learning benchmarks in education. They inform our instructional decisions
and identify knowledge, skills and abilities for our young learners. Pre-Kindergarten students
are unique in their growth and development. As a result, they develop at different rates and
require support for their individual differences.

4. According to Vygotsky, all learning is mediated socially where young children learn in the
context of relationships. It is a goal to support the development of relationships within each
child’s life with parents, teachers, and other children. Children with social or behavioral
challenges require immediate support to promote ongoing positive relationships because of its
importance to learning.

5. According Research,” young children construct their own understanding of concepts through
active exploration and engagement with materials, experiences, and interactions with peers and
adults. Our classrooms and curriculum needs to support this approach whereby children are
provided with opportunities to construct their understanding with necessary supports and active,
hands-on learning.

6. We provide meaningful inclusion of children with special needs in a learning environment
exemplified by our guiding principles. We believe that inclusion can benefit children with and

' Early Learning and Development Standards, Connecticut Office of Early Childhood Education (2016)
2 Dewey (1933), Piaget (1972), Vygotsky (1978) and Bruner (1990)
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without disabilities, particularly in the area of social development. For many children with
disabilities, inclusive settings can positively impact levels of engagement, social acceptance,
academic progress, and friendships.’

a. Participation in this inclusive setting may require individualized support and modification
to ensure a child’s success. These decisions should be made by a team of experts (PPT).
b. Peer models are essential for scaffolding student learning.
When implementing our pre-kindergarten curriculum, we should consider the following
questions®:

i.  Are there factors that might prevent a student from taking part in a lesson
(physical arrangement of the room, learning needs, communication, etc.)? Are
there any modifications to the environment that will address these barriers?

ii.  Does the lesson plan allow for every student to participate? Are there adjustments
and supports that will result in more meaningful participation?

iii.  Will planned modifications or adaptations allow students to make progress on the
same learning goals as typical peers? Are there any additional learning or
therapeutic goals that should be addressed during this experience?

iv.  How do teachers document success of adaptations/modifications so we can adjust
and improve student learning?

7. Intentionally promote the development of skills and knowledge. This requires that this curriculum
be implemented with close attention, planning, and teacher collaboration so that decisions are
based on research and best practices in the field.

8. Our program is designed to enhance and expand school readiness skills and development across
all eight domains in a structured, multi-sensory, language-based environment.

9. Family Engagement is an essential component in a pre-kindergarten program. When families are
engaged in meaningful ways, children develop a concept of themselves and the role of adults and
family members in their lives. The National Association of Young Children (NAEYC) outlines
six principles of family engagement. These principles encourage partnerships between the school
and home while supporting families to be engaged in our educational programs and the
community in meaning ways.

10. Our final guiding principle is perhaps the most critical: Play. According to Albert Einstein, play is
the highest form of research. In the pre-kindergarten environment, play is the most important
defining behavior of a young child. Research shows that it cannot be replaced by any other
activity.” When teachers design purposeful, play-based centers, children explore materials, engage
with their peers and formulate novel ideas. These centers guide children in beginning to exercise
their autonomous choice; develop independence, and lay the foundation for self-awareness and
confidence in their decisions. Through play, children construct their own understanding of the
world and classroom. They learn cooperation, problem solving, language, math, and scientific
principles. Importantly, they also learn self-regulation and develop more sophisticated

3 Odom, Buysee & Soukakou (2011)
* Adapted from Office of Early Childhood: Meeting the Needs of Diverse Learners
5 Bodrova & Leong (1996



http://www.ct.gov/oec/lib/oec/buildingmeaningfulcurriculumapril13final2016w_(2).pdf
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B5aliMQYQnMGVHFLUkQzbnZlcVU

communication skills. This essential guiding principle cannot be underestimated; it is vital for
children’s cognitive and social development.

Fostering Competent Learners: Essential Dispositions®

The New Fairfield Pre-Kindergarten curriculum and the domains associated with the ELDS are focused
on developing essential dispositions. Play is a powerful teacher. Through our learning centers and
routines, we want students to develop certain qualities, such as creativity, inquisitiveness, flexibility, etc.,
that they will carry into the elementary school years.

Creativity

We can support children’s growth and development by encouraging creativity. The process of creativity
should emphasize when children have the opportunity to create in a variety of ways. The focus on early
learning experiences shouldn’t focus on the end product alone. Instead, the creative process should be
promoted where children have the opportunity to explore, think, and express themselves creatively.

Inquisitiveness

Just as we encourage and support children to express their creativity, we need to encourage children to be
inquisitive. Curriculum units and lessons need to set the conditions necessary for students to test new
ideas, try new things, ask a lot of questions, play with materials, and explore their environments in a safe
and healthy manner.

Flexibility

By exposing children to new ideas, environments and situations, we can enhance their ability to adapt to
new situations. This flexibility not only expands their access to new environments, it opens their thinking
and experiences to new learning.

Socialization

Very young children should be actively involved in play experiences. These social interactions form the
basis of children’s learning and problem solving. Ultimately, supporting young children’s growth and
development in this area increases socialization and cooperative skills. Our curriculum units provide
numerous opportunities to scaffold socialization through collaborative and parallel play activities.

6 Adapted from the ELDS, 2016



Curriculum Implementation in New Fairfield

The New Fairfield Pre-Kindergarten curriculum is articulated across 12 units. Curriculum units typically
consist of standards, essential questions, vocabulary, materials, and assessments. These units also contain
focus areas, which are similar to lesson ideas, and a series of unit rationals to clearly define the
importance of unit concepts.

All domains of development (physical, cognitive, and social-emotional) are important for young children
and need to be intentionally addressed in the early childhood curriculum. This happens most effectively
when children are provided rich, engaging, and meaningful experiences that address multiple domains of
development at the same time in an integrated and authentic manner. These experiences can take place
during both child initiated play and during teacher initiated experiences (both planned and spontaneous).

Universal Design for Learning Principles

When designing our units, we must be mindful of the why (affective), what (recognition) and how
(strategic) of student learning. For instance, how learners are engaged and motivated by a task generates
excitement for learning; how learners gather facts and categorize what they see and hear helps them
understand content when presented in different ways; and, how organizing and demonstrating learning
can be different for every learner. These principles will be present in the Teaching Strategies and
Experiences section of each unit where teachers will provide children with multiple means of
representation (various avenues to learn), expression and engagement.

Unit of Study Implementation

Young children do not separate their day into “learning time” and “play time”. Since young children are
constantly learning in all domains of development, responsive teachers recognize that curriculum happens
the moment the child walks in the door. Teachers implement intentional learning experiences (from the
unit of study) through two main avenues:

1. Daily routines provide for the integrated development of multiple domains at the same time when
facilitated by observant and responsive teachers (See Table 1)

2. Well-designed early childhood environments (centers) bring the curriculum standards to life
through active engagement, exploration and play (See Table 2)



Table 1 Curriculum is delivered in part through routines that occur on a regular basis.

Children’s experience may look like

CT ELDS (Early Learning and Development

Routine this: Standards) that are addressed
e Physical: Acquire Adaptive Skills — Dressing
Teacher encourages the child to first and Hygiene
Handwashing turn on the water, second pump some . o
soap, third wash their hands, fourth e Math: Understand Counting and Cardinality —
rinse, and last dry INImberNames
Walkine out to the The teacher asks everyone to createa | @  Math: Logic and Reasoning — Attributes,
pla }%groun d pattern as they walk: “Clap your hands Sorting, and Patterns

softly, shake your hands. Clap, shake.
Clap, shake.”

Children have been taught to clean up

Transition to group | their materials in centers and then join
time

the group at the carpet

e Social Emotional: Develop Self Regulation —
Regulation of Impulses and Behavior

e Cognitive: Effective Approaches to Learning —
Cooperation with Peers in Learning
Experiences

Table 2 Center examples with corresponding learning and standards

Center Children’s play/learning may look like: Early Learning & Development Standards
Math: Shapes and Spatial Relations — Identification
Using and identifying various shaped blocks of Sha.lp.es ) ) ) .
and comparing and contrasting their size Cognitive: Logic and Reasoning — Attributes, Sorting
Block Developing increasing manual dexterity to and P.atterns‘ ) )
ocks place blocks with precision Phys1ca.l: Fine Motor Skills — Visual Motor
Using plastic farm animal accessories and Inte.gratlon )
creating barns Social Studies: Learn about People and the
Environment — People, Places, and Environments
Pretending to be a mommy or daddy taking Creative: Engage in and Enjoy the Arts — Drama
care of a baby Social Emotional: Develop Social Relationships —
Dramatic Negotiating with a peer about who will Conflict Resolution
Play “cook” the dinner and who will “cook” the Language and Literacy: Gain Book Appreciation

dessert
“Reading” the cookbook or recipe card to
prepare food

and Knowledge - Interest and Engagement with
Books




Art

Squeezing, rolling, and manipulating
playdough

Creating mock or letter approximations on
artwork

Painting a picture of something seen on a
field trip

Physical: Fine Motor Skills — Small Muscle
Movement and Coordination

Language and Literacy: Convey Meaning through
Drawing, Letters, and Words — Drawing and Writing

Curriculum Units and Timeline

Students enter our pre-kindergarten program when they are typically three or four-years-old. We have
developed 12 units which are sequenced from September through June and described as Year 1 or Year 2.
It is common that classrooms have three and four-years-old students in each class. Therefore, the
curriculum units are mapped according to a year 1 and year 2 cycle to ensure that a three-year old student
in his or her first year of pre-kindergarten receives similar content, but different experiences in year 2.
Teachers vary the units each year with different projects, books, activities and centers while the standards,
focus areas and essential questions remain consistent in order to consolidate student learning. The
curriculum map demonstrates (Table 3) the scope and sequence of each unit and addresses when
assessments fall throughout the year.
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Assessment

Assessment is a broad term and can be defined as “the evaluation or estimation of the nature, quality or
ability of someone or something” (Oxford University Press, 2014). When used in the context of early
education programs, assessment is most often associated with an examination of children’s skills,
knowledge, and abilities. The preschool assessment process begins with selecting domains, strands,
learning progressions, and indicators to be used as learning goals for the students. Intentional teachers
know what the goals are for their children; they know what they want the children to learn, and what they
should be able to do.

The formative assessment process is ongoing and is designed to provide information that is useful in
planning and adjusting curriculum and instruction. The 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 should also be gathered during purposefully designed learning
experiences that are planned to highlight particular skills. When intentional teachers observe children,
they compare each child’s behavior to the goals for that child.

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. In Table 3, units are clearly situated according to a scope and sequence. You can also
see how we use a skills checklist to assess student understanding. The checklist assists teachers in
evaluating the skills that students should be able to demonstrate according to a continuum.

Formal assessment is also used in conjunction with formative assessment. ESGI is a one-on-one
assessment platform that is used to provide baseline, mid-year, and final benchmarks on critical
foundational skills in the areas of mathematics and literacy. Teachers use the data from ESGI to
differentiate and guide their instruction, inform parents and administration, re-teach, and show student
growth over time. ESGI also provides an effective platform for data analysis. It is not necessary to assess
children’s skills for each learning progression or indicator in the ELDS. Many assessments group skills
into performance standards or observations which allow one to collect information regarding the practical
application of skills in real-life situations.

1"



Curriculum Units
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Unit 1: Introduction to School

(Year 1)
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Unit 2: Fall

(Year 1)
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Unit 8: Transportation

(Year 1)
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Unit 1: Introduction to School

(Year 2)
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Unit 2: Fall
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Unit 6: Spring
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Unit 7: Life Cycles

(Year 2)
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https://theeducatorsspinonit.com/2012/09/tot-school-is-back-water-theme-34-months.html
https://drive.google.com/open?id=0B8__TFE0yObfODMyNDVkYzYtNTY5Yy00NGFmLTg5MjktYWUzMWM4NzdkNDE4
https://docs.google.com/a/newfairfieldschools.org/document/d/18mjkfq6oFs9iBjFPrLStwFoxZcQNDlEHXJumHoJkNxg/edit?usp=sharing
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