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Podcast 30: How to Select and Implement the “Best” Curriculum for Inclusive Pre-K Classrooms 
Episode notes: https://prekteachandplay.com/podcast30  

Hey, fellow early childhood solutionaries! This is Kristie. In this episode, I'm going to take on a question 
that I get all the time. That question, “what is the best curriculum to be using with young children”? That 
means this episode is for you if you've ever asked, "What is the best curriculum to be using with young 
children?" You'll also be interested in this episode if you're currently in search of a curriculum, 
particularly if you're working with blended pre-K programs. This episode is for you if you've been ever 
sort of wondering beyond licensing stars, "Is this program of high quality?" And lastly, if you're a policy 
maker or a leader and you're aiming to align early-childhood-recommended practices with other 
educational initiatives and requirements in your district or in your region. 

So before I begin, you may want to pause the recording and access the free download for episode 30. 
This episode's freebie includes a handout with the steps that you can take to select and implement what 
I'll be referring to as a ‘curriculum framework’. The freebie also includes a rubric that'll allow you to rate 
the quality of the curriculum framework that you select and implement. So, just go to 
prekteachandplay.com/podcast30 and enter your name and email. You'll receive an immediate 
response from me with the download. 

So, back to the question at hand. Just what is the best curriculum for young children, particularly those 
in group care and educational settings? Well, to answer the question, I'm going to channel the very wise 
Laura Fish, who when asked how to deal with various scenarios for teaching mindfulness and dealing 
with behaviors that challenge her, she'll often say, "I don't know." Like, whoa. Wait. How could there be 
a whole podcast episode devoted to answering a question, and in the first minute the answer is “I don't 
know the answer”? 

Well, my short answer to why my answer is ‘I don't know what the best curriculum is for young children’ 
is for three reasons. One, there are too many different definitions of the word curriculum. This makes it 
really complicated. You may have a state that has a list with approved curriculum. You may have a 
requirement that you have to align your work with a curriculum, or with standards, or the two together- 
meaning aligning curriculum and standards, or maybe even curriculum standards and assessments. So, 
we get really confused really quickly. When people say, "What is the best curriculum?" I have to know, 
what do you mean by the word? What has been decided by your state, or your region, or your district to 
mean a curriculum, especially for young children? 

The second reason my answer is ‘I don't know’ is that if we really want or if what people really want is a 
pacing guide, then that's a whole other question and answer episode, or book, or something, because 
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pacing guides, these things that tell you what to teach, when to teach, and the order to teach them in 
really has some difficulties being applied to early development. So, I've talked elsewhere about that 
what we really need to understand is the sequences of early care and education, how development and 
learning unfolds. So, if what you're really looking for is what's the best pacing guide, that's a whole other 
Q&A. And my snarky answer is there shouldn't be one for young children, but there should be scope and 
sequence. So, it's complicated. 

The third reason is that I might answer your very important question of, "What is the best curriculum for 
young children?" with this answer of ‘I don't know’ is because if what you really want is something that 
comes in a box, my argument will be that early development and learning is too complicated to fit in a 
box. So, where does this leave us? What is the best curriculum? And what's an answer other than ‘I 
don't know’? 

Well, we start off by asking actually a different question. Instead of what is the best curriculum, we ask, 
"How do we select and implement a curriculum framework that ensures all children thrive?" By talking 
about what we call a curriculum framework, we begin to find our way beyond the complexities of the 
original question, beyond the box, as my friend Ted Burke might say. 

So, let's say you want to buy into this idea that there is a slightly different question that could be asked. 
You're kind of accepting that there are maybe several sidebar questions that also need addressed in 
terms of pacing guides and what do people mean by the word curriculum, and is it really this desire to 
have something that fits in a box. But if we're kind of okay with maybe there's a different question that 
needs to get answered, then let's dive in and get to know a little bit more about what is a curriculum 
framework and how would you select and implement one. 

While, again, it's beyond the scope of a single episode to go into too much detail about a curriculum 
framework, because really, to be honest, my colleagues and I have written books, and chapters, and 
articles on the topic, you will find tons of links in the show notes for this episode. So again, go to 
prekteachandplay.com/podcast30. That's the number 30. You can get all the links that are related to my 
work around a curriculum framework. ECE Solutionary members can also find additional tips and 
resources related to curriculum frameworks and blended practices in their members only library. 

Basically, a curriculum framework has been proposed as this decision-making model for supporting 
young children with varying abilities. In essence, it's this framework that helps us know what to teach, 
when to teach, where to teach, what to teach with, and how to teach. The curriculum framework that 
I've worked on for years, in particular with Dr. Jenifer Grisham Brown, includes four elements: 
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assessment, scope and sequence, activities and instruction, and what we call progress monitoring (but 
sometimes we refer to it as performance monitoring). 

There's these four things that when you have them, you have a curriculum, or what we will call a 
curriculum framework. And not only are these ... there are these four elements, there are actually eight 
steps that we've highlighted throughout our work for selecting and implementing. I'll share those eight 
steps next so that you'll understand how do you determine do we have a curriculum framework. Then 
remember, this episode's freebie includes a handout where I've summarized the eight steps, as well as 
what we call the curriculum framework rating rubric. This allows you to not only identify your curriculum 
framework, but rate the quality for the children and the families that you serve. So, let's dive into the 
eight steps to selecting and implementing a curriculum framework. 

The first step is you really need to spend some time making sure that you understand those four 
elements that I just quickly rattled off: assessment, scope and sequence, activities instruction, and 
progress monitoring. And again, the show notes have links to other resources where you can read, 
listen, and learn about those four elements. But, this is sort of like flip learning, or pre-learning. That 
before you can start to decide is something any good, you need to know what it is. Before you need to 
know, do we have to replace, change, or in some way adapt what we have, got to understand what do 
we currently have. 

The second step after you sort of have this understanding that there are these four elements you're 
going to be looking at, diving into, thinking more about, I really encourage you to form some sort of 
committee. I know people don't like the word committee. I think even sometimes we may call it a 
professional learning community or a team. We can give it a different name, but it's really got to be 
people that are going to come together and do some heavy lifting, but also represent different 
perspectives of early care and education. This is really a thoughtful approach to thinking about who are 
the stakeholders. And especially if you're looking to align your decision-making with other initiatives that 
are impacting K-12, you definitely want to make sure that you have stakeholders that represent that 
work. You also want to make sure that you've got families represented and that you've got therapists, 
and teachers, and administrators, and community partners. 

I know this can get big fast, but this is a big decision that people need to understand that the curriculum 
framework is what's going to define them as a program. It's this data-driven decision-making model that 
if we haven't kind of put the time in to begin with, we're going to be lost along the way and keep looking 
for something that is in a box. So, be creative. Seek input in different ways so not everybody has to be at 
every face-to-face meeting. You might use surveys. You might use social media. You might use polls, or 
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just pick up the phone and just get some input from everybody here as we move into steps three and 
four. 

So again, step one, everybody that's going to be involved needs to understand what a curriculum 
framework is. There's some flip learning, there's some pre-learning around what is a curriculum 
framework and what are the four elements. Then, you form this group of people who are going to then 
carry out the rest of the steps. That is going to be this group of important stakeholders who can 
represent the diversity of children and families being served, the community partners, and seek input. 

Before they get too deep into the weeds, there's this time that I want this group of people to spend 
knowing who you are, knowing what your values are, knowing what is sort of already at play, what 
initiatives are already on the table, what things can you maybe influence, or better yet, get rid of. So 
again, in the show notes, I'll put some links to having courageous conversations, how to know when to 
hold them, when to fold them, and when to walk away from other policies, and just really how to kind of 
dive in and think about your values as a group. 

So again, people are anxious to get that curriculum selected, adopted, and implemented, but I'm going 
to argue there's a little bit of work that needs to be done in terms of really understanding our mindset, 
or beliefs, and understanding those priorities. Because if somebody's really looking for a pacing guide, or 
really wants something that comes in a box, or that tells everybody what to do on Monday, Tuesday, 
Wednesday, Thursday, and so forth, then this may not be the best approach for them. So, that's step 
three, is really getting to know who you are and kind of what's going on. We also have a team eco-
mapping activity that I'll link to in the show notes that might help you understand sort of the big picture 
of where your program, or your agency, or your team fits into this larger picture. 

Okay, that brings us to number four. Next, you need to identify which of the elements of a curriculum 
framework you already have. Which ones are meeting your needs? Which ones are missing? Where do 
you have duplicates? This is actually constructing your program's curriculum framework. That's, again, 
why you need to understand assessment, scope and sequence, activities and instruction, and progress 
monitoring so that you can know, do we have something that fits each of these elements? And do we 
have something that's missing? Do we have something that's not working? Do we have too many of one 
thing or another? 

This is sort of just the bare level of evaluation. It's not too much judgment yet about good, bad, or 
otherwise. You're just looking to see does it even exist. Do we even know what would fill this spot? Do 
we know where we could go if we want a different element? Do we have an assessment that's for 
planning and revising instruction? If we don't, where can I get one? If we do and it's mandated, pretty 
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soon, we're going to talk about does this meet the needs of the children and families that we serve. That 
step four is to identify your elements of your program's curriculum framework, looking again for where 
you have overlap, where you have gaps, where you maybe have a difference of understanding of what 
goes where. 

That brings us to step five. This is the biggest one. This is probably the longest one. This is where you're 
going to actually check for quality. So remember, the other part of podcast 30's freebie is a curriculum 
framework rating rubric. That's going to let you decide, "Okay, if I do have all the elements of a 
curriculum framework in place, are they any good?" 

So again, go to prekteachandplay.com/podcast30 and make sure you get the download for this episode. 
In it, you'll find our curriculum framework rating rubric. You can take it and either individually or back to 
that fabulous group that you formed a few steps ago, you can evaluate each element of your program's 
curriculum framework and decide, “is it of high quality”? Is it grounded in our wisdom, our 
recommended practices, our evidence base? Is it culturally, linguistically, and individually appropriate, 
responsive, and relevant for the children and families we're currently serving? Is it incorporating 
principles of universal design for learning? Is it promoting a growth mindset? Is it building partnerships? 
Is it promoting collaboration, so forth and so on? So, for each element of the curriculum framework 
(assessment, scope and sequence, activities and instruction, and performance monitoring), there are 
actual factors or questions that will help you decide, “is it of high quality”? 

That brings us to step six. This is called ‘make connections’. This is where you're really trying to make 
sure that your curriculum framework fits into the larger community, the larger landscape, that there's 
some sort of alignment between what you're doing in early care and education and what you might be 
doing in an infant-toddler program or in early intervention, as well as what is happening in the K-12 
world. So, you want to make sure that you're kind of lining up and connecting with other initiatives, with 
other groups' values, and making sure that your state standards, your program standards, anything 
that's around licensing and so forth and so on, all that great accountability stuff, that this is all making 
sense, because there's a lot of things that we have to do for accountability that have nothing to do with 
curriculum. And there's a lot of things about curriculum that have nothing to do with the active 
ingredient of learning, which is relationships. 

So, we don't want to get too far away from what really matters, which is promoting relationships, in the 
context of a curriculum framework. But, that curriculum framework has to live and make connections 
with state standards, with other initiatives. So, it's a little pit stop to make sure that we are aligning and 
linking different pieces and parts and that people aren't being asked to go left and right at the same 
time. 
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That brings us to step seven of eight. This is where you can seek formal adoption, or at a minimum make 
it clear to all those stakeholders what is your program's curriculum framework. So, does this mean 
there's something tangible? Is there a notebook? Is there a digital resource? Is there a download? What 
is it that people can hold on to or return to in order to understand what are your four elements of the 
curriculum framework. Has it been adopted, approved by your governing board or your district in some 
way, to say that we recognize that this is what you're doing in early care and education? 

Keep in mind that if I were to walk into your program and I would find your newest hire, I would want to 
say to them, "What is your program's curriculum framework?" they should be able to tell me what is the 
assessment, what is the scope and sequence, what is the activities and instruction, and what is the 
progress monitoring that's for all children, regardless of half day, full day, Mondays, Fridays, children 
with IEPs, children without IEPs. This is something that's common across all children and families being 
served. 

Families should also have a clear sense of what are these common elements of the curriculum 
framework and how is that tied to an evidence base. So, we really want to make this visible. It doesn't 
mean everybody's doing the same thing at the same time. That kind of gets us back to that myth that a 
pacing guide is all that we need to have some consistency. The curriculum framework will also let your 
program be very consistent without tying the hands of teaching teams to be all the same or to be doing 
the same thing in the same way at the same time. But, there is this overarching framework that holds 
the program together and really defines them beyond just their logo, or their name, or their district. 

That brings us to step eight, which is to implement and evaluate the elements of your curriculum 
framework. We looked for quality back in an earlier step. On step five, we were checking for the quality. 
This sort of evaluation of the elements is sort of ongoing, is it continuing to serve and to be 
implemented with fidelity? Are people satisfied with the outcomes that are being produced? Is it being 
implemented consistently over time? 

Again, five years after you found it, had it adopted, made it visible, if I found a new hire after five years, 
would they still know what is the curriculum framework? And then certainly, we would want to make 
sure that there is a very clear process for how do we make adjustments? How do we change things in 
our curriculum framework based upon new research on brain development or the changing needs of the 
children and families being served? What is the ongoing professional development that is needed for 
just in time learning as well as for people who are ready to take it to the next level, as well as, again, that 
new staff member that they know exactly where to begin their journey to implement the curriculum 
framework. 
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Those are the eight steps to selecting, and then eventually implementing, a curriculum framework. And 
again, if you go to prekteachandplay.com/podcast30, you can download the freebie with the eight steps 
unpacked. But, step one is to know that there are these four elements of a curriculum framework: 
assessment, scope and sequence, activities and instruction, and progress monitoring. Step two is get a 
bunch of people together in some reasonable way to really begin to explore what are our values, what 
are our priorities, and what is it that we are trying to address and answer. That group then dives into 
step three, which is really getting to know who they are, what's going on, what's the landscape like, 
what's the temperature, what's going to be things that we have control over, things that we can 
influence, and where are we just going to be kind of banging our head. 

Then, step four, start to identify if your program has any of the four elements. You're going to look for 
missing elements. You're going to look for redundancy. You're just going to make sure that you can plug 
in all those things that you do on a day-to-day basis under each part of the curriculum framework or that 
it follows outside of the curriculum framework itself, but is still something that the program is required 
to do, and that often is things that we do for accountability. 

Step five, check for quality. And remember, we have a whole rubric that you can download to rate the 
quality of each element of your curriculum framework. Step six, make connections, again, back to that 
larger landscape. Number seven, seek formal adoption or in some way make it available and accessible 
to all stakeholders. And step eight, have some sort of systematic way or ongoing way to implement and 
evaluate how the curriculum framework is impacting your staff, your students, and the families that you 
serve. 

There you have my not-so-simple answer to a question that started this all off, which is, what is the best 
curriculum for young children? I hope that you see that that question is too difficult to answer, 
especially when we don't have common definitions of the word curriculum, when what we really want is 
a pacing guide which might not lead to the outcomes of what we really want, which is for all children to 
thrive. Then, that we also maybe have this notion that a curriculum comes in a box. There might be 
some sidebar conversations that you need to take before you're even ready to explore your curriculum 
framework. 

But as always, I'd love to come to your district and connect with you, train, and encourage other inspired 
educators. In fact, we could even get together and walk through these eight steps to see what your 
curriculum framework is and what are your needs in terms of implementing it with some sort of fidelity. 
So, contact me at kristiepf.com and invite me to speak at your next conference or professional 
development and learning event. So, thank you, solutionaries, for all you do to help children thrive in 
school and in life! 
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