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Kristie: 
[00:00:30] 

Hey fellow Solutionaries. I'm so glad that you've joined me for 
another podcast episode. Today we have a fabulous treat. My 
dearest friend and colleague, Dr. Jennifer Grisham-Brown, has 
agreed to join me and talk about her latest book on blended 
practices. Welcome, Jen. 
 

Jennifer: Our latest book on blended practices. 
 

Kristie: Yeah, our book with our colleague Dr. Mary Louise Hemmeter. I 
have it here because I never call it by its full name. Do you? 
 

Jennifer: No. 
 

Kristie: 
[00:01:00] 

Like, it's Blended Practices something-something. But (really) it's 
Blended Practices for Teaching Young Children in Inclusive 
Settings, 2nd Edition. Let's just kick it right off and let's talk about 
that word ‘blended’. Let's just talk about what it means to you, to 
us, to the field. 
 

Jennifer: 
 
 
[00:01:30] 
 
 
 
 
[00:02:00] 

I think that when we started this work, it was around the time 
that people were really starting to think about inclusive education 
for young children, but we wanted to go further than that 
because we were really interested in, first of all, a blending of 
theory, philosophy, practices, and strategies from regular child 
development, and then also from the world of special education 
or early childhood special education. We felt like there were 
practices and strategies from Special Ed that would be beneficial 
for children who didn't have disabilities and vice versa, that it was 
important for all children- regardless of whether or not they had a 
disability or not- to have a strong foundation, and for programs 
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that serve those children to offer some practices that we know 
are good for all children in their program. 
 

 
 
 
[00:02:30] 
 
 
 
 
[00:03:00] 

We also were really interested in this notion of blending funding 
streams or blending together programs. One of the things that's a 
problem in early childhood is that there are so many different 
funding streams and types of programs. It's unlike K-12 education 
where most children go to a public school. You have Head Start, 
you have publicly funded Pre-K which has many, many iterations 
in different states, you have Early Head Start, you have childcare, 
you have some children that don't go to school at all…and so we 
really wanted to try to look at what would it look like if you had a 
program where you have children who are at risk because of 
socioeconomic variables, children that have diagnosed 
disabilities, children whose parents just want a high quality early 
care and education setting, or children that are English Language 
Learners. What does a classroom look like when you have that 
level of variability? 
 

 
 
 
[00:03:30] 

When we talk about blended practices, for children with and 
children without disabilities, it really is talking about the 
complexity of working in classrooms where you have children 
from all types of backgrounds and where you're using and really 
focusing on the resources you have from all of those places. Then 
the third piece was (we did this in response to what many states 
are beginning to move toward), which is more of an 
interdisciplinary or blended teacher licensure where teachers are 
focused on not just working with children with or without 
disabilities, but rather, they have the skills to work with both 
groups. It's an approach, I guess you would say, to thinking 
differently about serving diverse groups of children. 
 

[00:04:00] 
Kristie: 
 
 
 
[00:04:30] 

 
We started this conversation about purposely using the word 
‘blended’ instead of ‘inclusive’ because partially (as you said) it 
was to create a new paradigm or way of thinking. Or maybe even 
a unified way of thinking, and to not look in the silos, our 
traditions, and our past disciplines, but also maybe to avoid some 
of the baggage around inclusion because we see inclusion as a 
right, not as a choice, an option, or as a goal for the year. But have 
you seen that since our original thinking around blended 
practices, and even then from the first edition, as people have 
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moved towards multi-tiered systems of support and the iteration 
of response intervention if you will, or just thinking about quality 
early care and education, has the word ‘blended’ taken on even 
more of a need or even a different flavor as you think about 
MTSS? 

[00:05:00] 
Jennifer: 
 
 
 
 
[00:05:30] 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:06:00] 

 
I think if you look at any (and we don't have a lot of examples), 
but any of the examples, multi-tiered systems of support and 
early childhood, they certainly have that flavor of being...of 
combining, if you will, or blending strategies and practices from 
what we know is important for all children, what we know as 
important. And from the evidence-base that we've got that's so 
strong in Early Childhood Special Ed, I think that you're seeing 
that more evident in some of the, you know, I'm talking about 
things like building blocks, Recognition and Response, or the 
pyramid model. But I also think that even since we first wrote the 
book, there are more national initiatives where people are talking 
about, well, how do we think about this for all children? In the 
most recent round of Race to the Top grants, or early learning 
challenge grants that many of the states have got, that notion of 
talking about all children and blending programs together is 
something that's really taking off, I think. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
[00:06:30] 

Yeah, yeah. One of the things that I think confuses people when 
we use the word ‘blended’ is that we also have a framework that 
is a key, or is central to the approach of blending, and we call that 
a “Curriculum Framework”. Maybe talk a little bit about the 
elements of it, but really about how it's different, or why we call it 
a Curriculum Framework, or why it's central to blending practices. 
If you're going to meet the needs of diverse groups of children, 
why don't we just call it a curriculum, or why don't we endorse a 
particular curriculum, whether that's homemade or published? 
Why did we ... in your own mind, as you've been thinking over the 
last few years, how has that need for a Curriculum Framework 
continued to evolve to pull off blended practices, I guess? 

[00:07:00] 
Jennifer: 
 
 
 
[00:07:30] 
 

 
Early questions that we had, when we were writing the first 
edition of Blended Practices, we knew that we needed to define 
what a ‘curriculum’ was. In our search, there were usually two 
areas of emphasis. One was either on the activities that you do 
with children around a specific theme, topic, book, or whatever. 
That was one way that curriculum was discussed. The other way 
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[00:08:00] 

was often around some kind of a scope and sequence of skills. 
And probably the focus was really more on the ladder, what we 
referred to as the canned curriculum, with lots of emphasis on 
how to design a classroom, how to set up your centers, what 
materials to use. That is foundational to what we know is 
important for organizing an environment for young children, but 
it's insufficient for ensuring that children with a variety of needs 
have their needs get met. There wasn't much emphasis at all on 
the ‘how’ piece, and how to make decisions about what it is that 
you're supposed to teach. 
 

 
[00:08:30] 
 
 
 
 
[00:09:00] 

Through our work with DEC, and through our work through 
blended practices, we really wanted to conceptualize and 
articulate, if you will, what elements needed to be in place in 
order for you to (for lack of a better word) pull off blended 
practices. If you're faced with this classroom where you've got 
children that are English Language Learners, and children with 
severe disabilities, and low income children, and children that are 
at the other end of the continuum that are already reading sight 
words and writing phonetically, then how in the world do you do 
that? The Curriculum Framework really emanated, I think, from 
that notion that we had to provide some guidance to people 
about what that needed to look like in group care. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
[00:09:30] 

When we've talked to people about a Curriculum Framework, 
(and so if people are unfamiliar with it), there are four elements 
that we talk about: assessment, scope and sequence, activities 
and instruction, and performance monitoring. From the first 
edition to the second edition, have you seen any change in the 
field in terms of where they get stuck, and/or which parts of that 
framework are the hardest for them to wrap their brains around? 
Has it been the same challenges or have those changed over 
time? 
 

Jennifer: 
[00:10:00] 
 
 
 
 
[00:10:30] 

Well, I think it depends on where you are. I think that in some 
states, I think where they get stuck is they get stuck with the 
notion of having good assessment information to guide your 
decision-making about what it is you're going to teach. There's 
still places where they don't have those types of assessment 
systems in place. I think that in places where they have had that 
assessment information in place and they have got that piece of it 
figured out, I think that the biggest challenge is for people to 
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really figure out our notions about what it is that children are 
supposed to teach, and what the dosage needs to be, or what the 
instructional strategy needs to be to teach that. That's something 
that in writing the second edition, that we've spent a lot of time 
thinking about, talking about, and talking through. 
 

 
 
[00:11:00] 
 
 
 
 
[00:11:30] 
 
 
 
 
[00:12:00] 

It was interesting the other night, I'm teaching a graduate class 
right now and we're talking about the Curriculum Framework. 
And so we did this activity where I give them an umbrella and I 
ask them to depict the part of the Curriculum Framework that is 
toughest for them to understand. It always ends up being the 
scope and sequence because, first of all, there's so much 
confusion in the field about what type of assessment that we use 
to guide the scope and sequence. That's a huge issue. There are 
different schools of thought about, do we use a curriculum- 
based assessment, do we use parent report, do we use the 
curriculum-based measure; what type of assessment do we use? 
Then there's that issue about, well, if we've got all this assessment 
data, then how do we figure out who needs to learn what, and 
when? When you describe that element of the framework to 
people, it's very overwhelming to them to think about- well how 
do I know when a child needs to move from Tier One to Tier Two? 
How do I know what a Tier Two outcome is? How do I know how 
long I go with a Tier Two intervention before I say this needs to be 
now a Tier Three? 

  
 
 
 
 
[00:12:30] 

We talk about in the book (and in our work) the idea of every child 
being a triangle and that going in and out, and just in talking 
about that with my students and even my doctoral students, it's 
something that's ... it's confusing to people. I don't think that we 
necessarily have the answers. I think that we provide some 
guidance to people, but when you consider the reality of what the 
environments are that teachers are teaching in, that they have 20 
children and they have them for three hours a day, and then they 
have another group of children for three hours a day…and when 
you consider the magnitude of diversity that's in them, that piece 
of it, I think, is extremely complex for people to think about. 
 

 
[00:13:00] 

I do think that what we tried really, really hard to do in this book 
was to provide some guidance to people about how to make 
those kinds of decisions. I think that that's what really 
differentiates our work from other tiered systems of support 
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where the focus is really more on what the strategies are at each 
tier rather than considering how do we maybe need to think 
differently instead of teaching something more intensely or using 
a different type of strategy? How do we think differently about 
what it is that we're trying to teach? 

[00:13:30] 
Kristie: 
 
 
 
 
[00:14:00] 

 
Yeah, I'm glad that you say that because I'm a broken record on 
this one. I keep saying to people, "It doesn't matter the how until I 
know your what," and they keep going, "We need more how." I'm 
like, "About what?" It's so hard, but your point is so well taken too, 
that I know that people don't recognize the complexity to which 
preschool education teams face in terms of just the complexity of 
human development at this period of time, let alone the 
complexity of “hashtag too many kids” that are dysregulated by 
design and by our environments, and then all of this pressure too, 
in two and a half, three hours to cover all of this content in a way 
that's differentiated, meets everybody's needs simultaneously, 
while you're doing big huge accountability tests that don't matter, 
right? 

[00:14:30] 
Jennifer: 
 
 
 
 
[00:15:00] 

 
Well, yeah, I think that's true. I think increasingly because our 
teacher certification in Kentucky goes up through kindergarten, 
and I see alarming problems in kindergarten around some of 
these same issues because I intentionally place my students in 
their final practicum in a low income school, in low performing 
schools, because I want them to have those experiences. My 
hope is that my highly trained teachers someday will go work in 
those places so they can make some change. But it's so alarming. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
[00:15:30] 

One of the things...I was in five different schools in the fall, and in 
all of those schools, about 50% of the children in the classrooms I 
was working in, they had no early experience. They come to 
school, they show up for school at age five, they've had no early 
intervention. Kindergarten teachers...I didn't think about this as 
much as I should have, I think, while we were writing the book (I 
know we alluded to it), but I think that the things that we were 
talking about in Blended Practices are equally applicable for 
kindergarten as they are for preschool. I believe that even more 
strongly than I did when we were writing the book. 
 

Kristie: 
 

I agree. Just the other day I was reading a policy paper on PK-3 
and I was really feeling...we keep talking about the push-down 
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[00:16:00] 
 
 
 
 
[00:16:30] 

and kindergarten readiness and whatnot, but it's almost like if we 
could get PK-3 to get our act together and come around to this 
approach, that's perhaps a blended practices approach, so that 
it's developmentally and individually and culturally relevant up, 
down, and sideways, because these are not unique things to just 
preschool. As you mentioned, many kindergarteners haven't had 
an early care or a quality early care and educational experience. 
These ideas of being able to do multi-tiered systems of support, 
to know what your what is for different kids, certainly transcends 
age. 
 

 
 
 
[00:17:00] 

We've admired the problem a bit. Let's look at the other side. As 
you think about people, your students or the teams you've 
worked around the globe with, what would you say is a favorite 
story or a success or something that really showed you that 
teams got a practice and were able to implement it and see the 
outcomes they desired? Is there something that comes to mind 
that? It could either be something that allowed for that 
implementation trigger, or just a great little story. 
 

Jennifer: 
 
 
[00:17:30] 
 
 
 
[00:18:00] 

Well, I think this is a story I think that I shared last October at DEC. 
It comes from our program. I think about the children (our 
program is a birth to five program, it goes up to kindergarten) and 
I think about the children whose parents brought them to our 
program because we are blended childcare, Head Start and 
publicly funded Pre-K. They brought them there initially because 
they wanted their baby to have a high quality childcare program. 
They were able to receive their early intervention services while 
they were there. The families were given opportunities to be 
actively involved in identifying individual outcomes for every child 
in the program. Then the teachers have learned and been taught 
that the strategies that we use, that they're not Special Ed 
strategies, or they're not early childhood strategies, and they've 
been taught about this notion of how we have to build on top of a 
strong foundation. 
 

 
[00:18:30] 
 
 
 
 

There was a child in our program who came in who had what 
some would perceive as an infant that has a severe disability. She 
was receiving division services and PT, OT, and Speech. She was 
labeled apraxic, and she had motor planning problems and 
everything, and our teachers who are trained in an 
interdisciplinary manner, they knew that they were able to figure 
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[00:19:00] out what her primary needs were from talking with her family, 
from doing an assessment. They knew how to intentionally use 
evidence-based practices to address her most important need, 
which was to communicate with others in her environment. They 
used those practices. She was able because she was in this high 
quality program and she was receiving intentional instruction, but 
she was also receiving Tier Two instruction on some skills that she 
just needed more practice on. She was receiving Tier One 
instruction on things that she was really good at and that she 
didn't need anything for except for a high quality environment in 
order to be successful. 
 

[00:19:30] 
 
 
 
[00:20:00] 
 
 
 
 
[00:20:30] 

After being there for five years, she was there with us for five 
years, she is included in regular kindergarten now. She has 
support in school and she still struggles a little, but I attribute her 
success to the fact that we have a program where we've built the 
financial supports, the theory, and philosophy around this notion 
of blending together. We've trained teachers that don't really 
think about whether the child has a disability or not. If a child 
needs visual supports, that's not just for children with disabilities. 
Any child could need visual supports. We provide that for all of 
our children. It's hard to articulate, but I think that's just an 
example. We see this especially with our really young children 
who come in and whose parents are not forced to take them out 
of our program to a three-hour preschool classroom, but they're 
allowed to stay in a program where they develop trust and 
relationships with people and with other children, which of 
course is the foundation of everything that we do, and then layer 
on top of that the necessary supports for being successful. 
 

Kristie: 
[00:21:00] 

It's a good story, and I appreciate you, and I hope that when 
people are listening to this or reading about it that they really 
took the part where you said that it wasn't just her intensive 
needs, but she was also getting practice opportunities and 
exposure to things that she was already fabulous at. For us, when 
we think about every child being a triangle, we really think of it as 
an additive approach where you're giving a combination of 
different amounts of supports like you said, vs. being pulled out, 
pulled over, or pulled aside for certain body parts, but really 
looking at you holistically within the context of those 
relationships. 
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[00:21:30] 
 
 
 
 
[00:22:00] 

As we wind this conversation down, a couple of final things. For 
those who are familiar with the first edition (and now they are 
digging their way into the second edition), is there anything that 
you would say is super hot, like your favorite thing, something 
you're so glad you included? Or if you don't want to start at the 
beginning and you want to get right into the heart of it, or even 
just something that's like, “Wow, that's so much clearer than I 
wrote it the first time!” What would you say to somebody that's a 
second time user? What's new? What's hot? Where should I go? 
 

Jennifer: 
 
 
[00:22:30] 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:23:00] 

Well, I think we've done a much better job in this edition 
explaining about the three different tiers of the outcomes. I think 
that is definitely a new piece. I think that we've articulated it 
better, what we perceive as being practices at each of the tiers 
with many caveats to that, being that it doesn't mean this is just a 
Tier One or just a Tier Two strategy, that it depends on the 
situation and what the outcome is. So we've tried to articulate 
that a little bit better. I think that for people who feel like they 
really get that and they really understand where we're coming 
from when it comes to scope and sequence and when it comes to 
the three tiers of instruction, I think that they're going to find that 
pieces at the third section of the book where we have applied the 
Curriculum Framework and the blended practices approach to 
some specific topics, to be useful. We have, for example, guest 
authors in there, such as Lillian Durán who is well known for her 
work in working with English Language Learners. And we've got 
folks like Jessica Hardy who's done a lot of work around early 
math and so forth. 
 

 
[00:23:30] 
 
 
 
 
[00:24:00] 
 
 
 
 
[00:24:30] 

I think that looking at what the Curriculum Framework looks like 
within those content areas can be really interesting to people 
because, as we were talking earlier, sometimes people think they 
need (in a preschool) a math curriculum, or they need a social-
emotional curriculum, or they need a literacy curriculum. What 
we're trying to say in those chapters is that, no, what you need is 
to understand what young children need to learn in those areas, 
but you need a process for how to think about how you go about 
providing instruction, because one curriculum is not going to take 
care of all of it. You have to conceptually be able to do some 
problem-solving and figuring out how to use assessment 
information to figure out what to teach children. I think there is 
information in all of those chapters about the what piece, for 
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literacy or language or math or whatever, but I think they'll find 
that notion of the tiered Curriculum Framework helpful in those 
content specific chapters. 
 

Kristie: 
 
 
 
 
[00:25:00] 
 
 
 
 
[00:25:30] 

Yeah, that's really helpful, Jen, because I was thinking too, people 
might be surprised that we don't talk about a Tier Three 
intervention, and we use some slightly different language around 
what we call the outcomes and what we call the strategies. But 
for people that are just coming into the second edition, there are 
three big sections, and so when Jen was talking about section 
three, that's really the application of that Curriculum Framework 
across subject and content areas. If people want to see it in 
action, that's the way to go. That second section is really trying to 
understand what the how is, but we don't want anyone to go 
there until they've thoroughly read chapter three in section one, 
maybe even other chapters, but for sure chapter three about 
what's your what. Then, if you feel good about that, you can move 
on to thinking about it across the tiers, but again, for those that 
have been here on this journey with us, they might want to jump 
all the way to section three and start looking at it in a more 
expanded way. 
 

 
 
 
[00:26:00] 

All right. Last question for you. What are any of your tips? It could 
be in-service or pre-service (or both) tips, but if I am a brain 
architect and I'm struggling with, as I say, “hashtag too many 
kids”, or I'm a building administrator who just found out that 
preschool is in my building, what is my takeaway? I know there 
might be different ones for different people, but what are some 
tips or two of what I should know to really move towards blended 
practices? 
 

Jennifer: 
 
[00:26:30] 
 
 
 
 
 
[00:27:00] 

Well, I think there has to be some self-assessment that does 
occur. I think that people have to look at their program and say, 
"Where am I?" In early childhood programs in many states now, 
there's so much emphasis on quality rating systems which seems 
to always focus so much on the physical and sometimes the 
social environment. In those situations, what we find is little 
differentiation because people are thinking that that is going to 
be sufficient for all children to be successful. In those situations, 
they really do need to understand about differentiation and they 
need to understand what our Tier Two and Tier Three practice is. 
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As we have found in our research, people a lot of times think 
they're doing it and they're just not. 
 

 
 
 
 
[00:27:30] 
 
 
 
 
[00:28:00] 

Conversely, I think in states where they do still have early 
childhood special education classrooms with six children and six 
teaching assistants in there, I think that they can really benefit 
from looking at this model and thinking about the importance of 
basic child development and what all children need to learn, as 
well as the fundamentals of high quality early childhood 
education, because we believe that all children need to be 
engaged, that all children need to be in trusting relationships. 
Even the most ardent ABA person can't disagree with those, that 
children need to be motivated in order to learn, that they need 
novel materials, that they need a structured environment. I think 
that assessing your program and figuring out where you are and 
which direction you need to move in the framework can be very, 
very helpful to you. 
 

Kristie: 
 
[00:28:30] 

Yeah. Even if they are new to it, looking at some of those things in 
the third section and going, “How far away do we look to” ... in 
comparison, not saying this is the only way, but if these are how 
the practices and principles described in the book look in some 
early care and education settings, how close or how far are we 
from those images, if you will, that come up in terms of decision-
making and involvement of families and reliance on authentic 
assessment and knowing developmental progressions and 
knowing why kids are struggling, right? 

Jennifer : Mm-hmm (affirmative). 
Kristie: Yeah. Then of course it always comes down to building strong 

relationships, and the rest can just set to the side, right? 
 

Jennifer: Right. 
[00:29:00] 
Kristie: 

 
All right. Well Jennifer, I thank you so much for agreeing to join 
me today and to talk about the second edition of Blended 
Practices. To the revolution, right? 

Jennifer: Yeah! 
Kristie: Thank you. 
Jennifer: You're welcome. 

 


