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Most preschool-aged children spend time in Head Start and other center-based care.  

Thus, early educators’ use of a quality curriculum is essential to maximizing 

children’s learning. We examined the curricula utilized by educators working in 

diverse settings with children ages 3 to 5, focusing on key features of quality 

curriculum identified from the literature.  Most educators (75%) reported using 

formal curricula. Creative Curriculum and HighScope were the most common; 6% 

of educators reported no curriculum use.  There was a lack of consensus regarding 

what constitutes curriculum with 16% of participants reporting the use of materials 

generally not considered curriculum (e.g., learning standards).  Although most 

educators were using a curriculum that included some key features, less than 15% 

were using curricula with evidence of effectiveness for supporting children’s 

learning.  Findings have important implications for supporting practice and future 

research.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Curriculum is a critical component of classroom instruction and, in early childhood “provides a 

framework for planning an age-appropriate program” (Dodge, p. 1178).  As such curriculum is the 

foundation upon which educators and programs create environments, physical and interactional, 

that support the growth of individual children.  From a theory of change perspective (Schindler, 

McCoy, Fisher, & Shonkoff, 2019), the curriculum is a set of strategies employed by educators 

and programs that should result in children’s learning.  The importance of curriculum in early 
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childhood is underscored by recommendations of professional organizations regarding what 

should constitute curricula (e.g., National Association for the Education of Young Children 

[NAEYC], 2003; National Center on Quality Teaching and Learning [NCQTL], 2015) and 

extensive research efforts to understand how curricula contribute to children’s learning (e.g., 

Preschool Curriculum Evaluation Research Consortium [PCER], 2008).   

 

Given this role of curriculum, many consider it as an important lever for improving the quality of 

instruction in early childhood education programs (Jenkins & Duncan, 2017; Weiland, 

McCormick, Mattera, Maier, & Morris, 2018).  With the surge in attendance in early childhood 

programs and increased U.S. public funding supporting early childhood education, attention to 

curriculum and its use in early childhood programs is rising (Markowitz, Bassok, & Hamre, 2018).  

There are many state and federal policies requiring the use of curricula (e.g., U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services [DHHS], 2010), and the majority of states include the use of 

curriculum as an indicator of quality in their Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS; 

Quality Compendium, 2019).  Thus, external policy frameworks are playing a larger role in the 

uptake and implementation of early childhood curriculum. 

 

One common theme that emerges from many early childhood stakeholders, including state and 

federal constituencies, is that curricula should be chosen by educators and programs to meet the 

needs of their specific context, including children and families, and also be grounded in early 

childhood research.  There are a variety of curricula options available for use in early-education 

programs serving 3- to 5-year-old children (NCQTL, 2015), yet little is actually known about what 

curricula are most widely used or the features of these curricula.  This is important for 

understanding how curricula are supporting educators to implement high quality instruction.  Thus, 

the purpose of the present study was to examine what early childhood educators reported using as 

classroom curricula and the features of these curricula.     

 
 
What is Curriculum in Early Childhood?  
 
Identifying a common definition of curriculum across the field of early childhood is challenging.  

For early childhood programs and educators, policy documents from funding or supervisory 

agencies are one resource for understanding what constitutes a curriculum.  For example, the 

National Center on Quality Teaching and Learning (NCQTL) from the Office of Head Start defines 

a curriculum as a:  

 

…written plan that is based on sound child development principles, is consistent 

with program performance standards overall, and includes: Goals for children’s 

development and learning; Experiences through which children will achieve the 

goals; Roles for staff and parents to help children achieve these goals; and Materials 

needed to support the implementation of a curriculum. (p. 1, 2012) 

 

Other federal and state organizations such as the What Works Clearing House (WWC; US 

Department of Education, Institute of Educational Sciences) and state departments of education 

(SDE; including in the state in which data for this study were collected) identify similar definitions 

for curricula.  These include the idea that curricula are written and focused on facilitating children’s 
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learning in a variety of content domains such as language and literacy, math, science, and social 

emotional development.  Indeed, many QRIS requirements stipulate the use of written lesson plans 

that align with state learning standards across these domains (Quality Compendium, 2019).  Also, 

often included in the definition of curriculum is a delineation of how such content is to be targeted 

via a scope (or range) of what that content should be and a specific sequence (or order) for teaching 

the content (e.g., Maker, 1986; Whitehurst, 2009).  However, these definitions are by necessity 

left relatively broad in order to allow educators to implement curricula that is appropriate for their 

own teaching style and setting. 

 

Looking more generally at conceptualizations of early childhood curriculum, there is often an 

understanding that curriculum should be informed by theories about how children learn and 

develop (see Williams, 1999 for a historical review).  The early childhood field typically tends to 

favor child-centered approaches that build from child interests to develop learning experiences 

across the cognitive, language, social-emotional, and physical domains (Jones, 2012; Jones & 

Nimmo, 1994; Kostelnik, Soderman, Whiren, & Rupiper, 2019; NAEYC, 2009).  Accordingly, 

some have argued for the importance of emergent curricula, which develop based on the needs and 

the interests of specific children.  This view is operationalized in different ways throughout the 

field and across curricula.  In some cases this approach is integrated with research on learning, 

which underscores the importance of meeting children where they are and individualizing learning 

experiences to help children develop along a trajectory of skills (Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, 

Pianta, & Howes, 2002; Clements et al., 2011; Duncan et al., 2007).  One way to meet children 

where they are developmentally is to use age-appropriate assessments, screening tools, or work 

sampling to inform instructional planning; curricula might include these to support the selection 

of learning activities.  There are also approaches such as Montessori, Project Approach, or Reggio 

Emilia (Hall et al., 2010; Katz, Chard, & Kogan, 2014; Montessori, 2012) that embed a holistic, 

child-centered orientation within their overall frameworks that subsequently inform curricula 

development.  These theoretical approaches are often listed as a type of curricula but differ slightly 

in that educators actually generate the curriculum based on these approaches in contrast to more 

manualized curricula.  Finally, opportunities for learning through play are also often considered 

important in early childhood curricula (Golinkoff, Hirsh-Pasek, & Singer, 2006; Nicolopoulou, 

2010; Wood, 2004); although some have suggested decreasing the focus on play in favor of 

engaging children in real-life activities (Lillard & Taggart, 2018). 

 

 

What Are Key Features of Quality Curricula? 
  
Although, to our knowledge, no existing framework identifies features of quality curricula used in 

early education settings, the available literature suggests a number of such key features.  To 

identify these, we conducted an informal but comprehensive review of a variety of documents on 

early childhood curricula use including research studies, policy documents, and publications by 

early childhood organizations in order to identify features considered characteristic of quality 

curricula (see Table 1).  Although not exhaustive, the review allowed us to identify key features 

with converging support through theory, best practice recommendations, and/or empirical research 

(noted in the table).  Importantly, documents from professional organizations (e.g., NAEYC) and 

funding agencies (e.g., NCQTL) which were likely to be available and used by programs and 

educators to identify quality curricula were included.  We identified these features as: including 
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learning goals, providing support for planning, specifying scope of the content, specifying 

sequence of the content, using assessment, and including mechanisms for culturally appropriate 

family involvement or outreach.  Table 1 provides a definition of each feature and references to 

documents supporting its use as part of curriculum.  It should be noted that across the literature, 

there is much variability and lack of specificity in the description of these features.     

 

Table 1 

Key Features of Quality Curricula  

Feature Definition  

(coding criteria in italics) 

Rationale 

Includes 

Learning 

Objectives 

Curriculum has learning objectives for 

students. Categorized based on level of 

specificity of learning objectives from no 

learning objectives, broad, somewhat 

specified, specified.  

Celements & Sarama, 2007; Fantuzzo 

2011*; Justice et al., 2010*; NAEYC, 

2003; NCQTL, 2012; Skibbe et al., 2015  

Support for 

Planning 

Curriculum has lesson plans that were tied 

to learning objectives. Curriculum must 

have had lesson plans to be coded in this 

category. Coded as yes or no. 

Bierman et al., 2008*; Fantuzzo et al., 

2011*; NAEYC, 2003; NCQTL, 2012; 

Skibbe et al., 2015 

Specified 

Scope 

Curriculum identifies the content that 

should be learned. Categorized based on 

the level of specificity about the content 

from no scope, broad, somewhat 

specified, to specified.  

Clements & Sarama, 2008*; Fantuzzo et 

al., 2011*; Justice et al., 2010*; Maker, 

1986; NCQTL, 2012; Whitehurst, 2009 

Specified 

Sequence 

Curriculum identifies the order in which 

content should be addressed. Categorized 

based on the level of specificity about the 

sequence from no sequence, broad, 

somewhat specified, to specified. 

Clements & Sarama, 2008*; Fantuzzo et 

al., 2011*; Justice et al, 2010; Maker, 

1986; NAEYC, 2003; Whitehurst, 2009 

Includes 

Assessment 

Curriculum contains a corresponding 

assessment to help understand how 

children are meeting curricular goals. 

Coded as yes or no. 

Clements & Sarama, 2008*; Confrey & 

Stohl, 2004; Fantuzzo, 2011*; NAEYC, 

2003; NCQTL, 2012; Weiland & 

Yosikawa, 2013* 

Includes 

Training 

Curriculum provides training. Coded for 

whether there was professional 

development, supplementary materials, 

and/or additional materials. 

Chambers et al., 2010; Clements et al., 

2011*; Domitrovich et al., 2009*; 

Markowitz et al., 2017; NAEYC, 2003; 

NCQTL, 2012; Fantuzzo et al., 2011*; 

Lonigan et al., 2015*; Yoon, et al., 2007;  

Family 

Involvement 

Curriculum has ways to include home and 

school connections. 

Fantuzzo et al., 2011*; NCQTL, 2003  

Note. * indicates studies with child-level outcomes  

Additionally, another way to determine quality of curriculum is to identify how it is aligned with 

early childhood research (see Table 2).  There are two ways to think about research as it connects 

with curricula – curricula may be research based or research tested (Duke & Martin, 2011).  A 
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curriculum that is research based is grounded in the extant literature, such that it is aligned with 

research findings.  Research tested, however, indicates that the curriculum itself has been studied 

for its impacts on children’s learning.  Research-tested curricula have been receiving more 

attention over the past ten years through seminal studies such as the PCER report (2008) and 

greater focus on rigorous outcome research through WWC.  As a result, there is an accumulating 

evidence-base regarding the efficacy of specific curricula.  Notably, this body of work highlights 

the efficacy of content-specific curricula or what some researchers term “skill-focused” curriculum 

(e.g., Jenkins et al., 2019; Nguyen, 2017; Weiland & Yoshikawa, 2013) or “domain-specific” 

curriculum (Weiland, 2016).  These curricula target one or two specific content areas or learning 

domains, in contrast to curricula that are designed to cover all of the learning domains holistically.  

There is evidence that these types of curricula are effective at improving the targeted outcomes.  

For example, although Jenkins et al. (2018) found an advantage for holistic curricula in improving 

the quality of classroom processes, only content-specific curricula led to positive effects on 

children’s school readiness outcomes.  Additionally, in a recent meta-analysis, Nguyen (2017) 

found positive, small effects for skills-focused curricula and null effects for more holistically 

focused curricula on children’s academic skills.  There is also evidence that integrating skills-

focused and child-centered approaches may support academic skills.  In a different meta-analysis, 

Chambers et al., (2016) found that approaches that incorporated skills-focused instruction with 

child-led activities had positive impacts on children’s language and literacy outcomes at the end 

of preschool and at kindergarten follow up. 

 

 

Table 2 
 
Research Related Features of Quality Curricula 

Research –

based 

Publisher states that the curriculum 

is supported by research. Coded as 

yes or no. 

Chambers et al., 2010; Clements & 

Sarama, 2007; Clements & Sarama, 

2011*; Clements & Sarama, 2008*; 

Confrey & Stohl, 2004; Cross-Conn 

Powers 2014; Domitrovich et al., 

2009*; Fantuzzo et al, 2011*; Justice 

et al., 2010*; NAEYC, 2003; Pence et 

al 2008*  

Content-

specific 

Curriculum focuses on developing 

one content area and skills 

associated with that content area. 

Coded as yes or no. 

Jenkins et al., 2018; Lonigan et al., 

2015*; Weiland et al., 2013* 

WWC 

Inclusion 

Curriculum has been examined in 

studies meeting the criteria for 

inclusion in What Works 

Clearinghouse. Coded as yes or no. 

WWC inclusion 

Evidence of 

Effectiveness 

Curriculum has been found to have 

positive effects either by WWC or 

other research studies. Coded as yes 

or no. 

See Appendix A 

Note. * indicates studies with child-level outcomes 
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What do We Know About the Curricula Used by Programs and Educators?  
 
Although the literature suggests various key features of quality curricula, we know much less about 

what curricula educators use and the extent to which these align with such features.  It is important 

to note that curricula use may be somewhat determined by the requirements of funding agencies 

(e.g., Head Start or SDEs) or through a state QRIS (Connors & Morris, 2014).  The expectation is 

that programs who receive these types of funding or ratings must use curricula that include features 

outlined by these agencies.  It is unclear, however, if program selections always align with these 

recommendations.  Furthermore, these requirements may not be exhaustive in listing features of 

quality curricula.  

 

There are a few studies that have examined curriculum use.  Clifford et al. (2005) found that 

Creative Curriculum (Dodge et al., 2002) and HighScope (Epstein & Hohmann, 2012) were the 

most frequently used curricula in a sample of 240 educators in state-funded prekindergarten 

programs across four states.  They reported that only 4% of educators did not use a curriculum and 

that this was more common in half-day programs.  More recently, in a survey of 80 educators in 

one state, Cross and Conn-Powers (2014) found that only two educators reported using a 

curriculum that met WCC standards for evidence of effectiveness.  However, the authors did not 

report on the features of the other curricula selected by educators thus leaving much to be learned 

about curricula use.  Additionally, Jenkins and Duncan (2017) summarized a nationally 

representative sample of directors’ descriptions of selected curricula, finding that 32% of state-

funded prekindergarten programs and 55% of Head Start programs used Creative Curriculum, and 

7% of prekindergarten and 17% of Head Start programs used HighScope.  Importantly, they found 

that 22% of prekindergarten directors and 5% of Head Start directors reported that they did not use 

a curriculum at all. 

  

In general, much of what the field knows about early childhood curricula use comes from the 

descriptive information about programs reported in research articles.  Findings from these studies 

suggest that Creative Curriculum and HighScope tend to be the most frequently used curricula 

(Lonigan, Purpura, Wilson, Walker, & Clancy-Manchetti, 2013; Lonigan & Shanahan, 2010) and 

align with the research already described.  None of these studies, however, provided an in-depth 

analysis of curricula use or how the curricula that educators used align with key features of quality.      

 
 

PURPOSE 
 

The purpose of the current study was to identify the curricula in use in a large number of early 

childhood classrooms across one state, representing a variety of early childhood settings including 

Head Start.  We were particularly interested in the extent to which reported curricula aligned with 

the key features of quality curricula identified in the extant literature.  To that end, we posed the 

following research questions: 

1. What curricula are used by early educators in programs serving 3- to 5-year-old children 

across one midwestern state?  

2. To what extent do the curricula used by early educators across the one state demonstrate 

key features of quality?  



CURRICULA USE     27 

 

We used multiple research methods to address our questions.  First data were collected via survey 

and summarized with descriptive statistics (RQ1) and then a content analyses of the identified 

curricula was conducted (RQ2). 

 

 
METHOD 

 
Participants 
 
Data for this study were collected as part of a larger project evaluating a state-sponsored 

professional development program.  Participation was open to all early childhood educators in the 

state who served preschool-aged children (i.e., 3- to 5-years old) and volunteered to enroll in the 

free-of-cost professional development provided on an annual basis by the SDE (see Piasta et al., 

2017 for a detailed description of recruitment and the professional development).  A total of 546 

educators participated in the larger project; of these, the 497 who completed a background 

questionnaire and answered items regarding curricula use were included in the present sample.  

Early childhood education in the state is similar to that of other states in that programs are funded 

by a variety of mechanisms – public (including Head Start), private, and hybrid.  In addition to 

stipulating licensing requirements for programs, the state also has an established QRIS system that 

includes ratings dependent upon the use of developmentally appropriate screening tools and 

assessments as well as the use of a curriculum that meet state criteria (SDE, 2016).   

 

Almost all participants were female (95.57%) with an average of 11.36 years of early childhood 

teaching experience (SD = 7.93).  Almost 40% reported that they were working in Head Start-

affiliated classrooms; overall, most participants’ (74.04%) early childhood programs received 

some type of subsidized funding either through federal or state funding.  Educators’ highest degree 

obtained included a high school diploma (15.29%), an Associate’s degree (22.13%), a Bachelor’s 

degree (31.19%), and a graduate degree (23.94%; 7.44% unreported).  Educators were 80.08% 

White, 15.90% African American, 0.60% Asian, 0.20% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 

0.80% multiracial (2.41% unreported), with 1.21% reporting that they were Hispanic or Latinx.  

They were fairly equally distributed across urban (26.16%), suburban (30.58%), and rural 

(33.40%) locations (9.86% unreported).   

 
 
Procedures 
 

Educators completed a background questionnaire that included a variety of questions, including 

demographic information.  To understand curricula use, the questionnaire included the item, 

“Please identify what types, if any, curricula you used in your classroom during the most recent 

school year and list by name.”  We used all responses to this item to address our first research 

question.  Each individual curriculum reported by educators was cataloged and then descriptive 

statistics were used to provide information regarding overall participant curricula use.  Notably, 

educators were able to report the names of multiple curricula and 16.50% (n = 82) gave multiple 

responses.   

 

To address our second research question, we conducted a content analyses (Hsieh & Shannon, 
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2005) to identify presence or absence of curriculum features identified in the extant literature.  We 

began with list of all curricula that participants reported using (RQ1).  We then screened the list to 

determine if what was identified by participants constituted a curriculum.  For the purposes of this 

study, we used the WWC definition of curriculum identified in their protocol for reviewing early 

childhood programs as, “A curriculum is a set of activities, materials, and/or guidance for working 

with children in classrooms that has a clearly identified name, includes a write-up/description, and 

can be replicated by others based on written guidance, staff training, or technical assistance.”  

Educators’ responses that constituted general approaches/principles to child development, 

assessments, or educational materials other than a curriculum (e.g., state learning standards, 

“sensory-based approach”) were excluded from coding as these did not meet our definition of 

curricula.  Additionally, some educators provided only a publisher (e.g., “Scholastic”), and we 

were therefore unable to determine the exact curriculum to code.  Others indicated that the 

curriculum was “educator-created” and although educator- or school-created curricula have the 

potential to meet our definition of curriculum, we did not have follow up access to these curricula 

and thus were unable to code them and they were excluded as well.  It is not our intention to place 

differential value on these types of curricula, rather we are unable to include them here as there 

were no documents for us to analyze.   

 

This left a pool of 35 unique curricula that met our definition and were used by participants for 

which we attempted to obtain additional information and code for curriculum features.  We 

collected curriculum materials and related information (e.g., information provided online by 

developers or publishers) for 32 of these curricula; we were unable to obtain sufficient materials 

to code three identified curricula (i.e., Innovations, Catechesis of Good Shepherd, PreschoolFirst).  

We categorized these 32 curricula containing formal documentation as formal curricula and refer 

to them as such for the rest of the study. 

 

The content analyses was conducted based on a priori codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994) generated 

from the extant literature regarding quality curricula.  These included general features of the 

curriculum (see next section and Table 3) as well as features of quality curriculum (see next section 

and Tables 1 and 2).  A trained undergraduate research assistant used the collected curriculum 

materials and the a priori coding schema to code each curriculum.  The first author double coded 

25% of the curricula to establish interrater agreement.  Interrater agreement was determined by 

dividing the total number of agreements between coders by the total number of agreements plus 

disagreements between coders at the individual code level.  Agreement was high, ranging from 

78% to 100% across the coding categories (M = 92%).  

 
General Features.     To give a general overview of the curricula being used by early 

childhood educators, we coded each with respect to a number of basic, descriptive categories.  

These were features often described in definitions of curricula, but were not commonly identified 

by theory, best practice recommendations, and/or empirical research as key features of quality 

curricula.  This included whether the curriculum was available for purchase, whether the 

curriculum was intended for preschool-aged children (age-appropriate), and whether the 

curriculum was described as based in early childhood or educational theory.  For the latter, we also 

coded the specific theory or theorist referenced.  Additionally, we coded the content areas covered 

in the curriculum, whether the curriculum provided lesson plans for educators to use, whether 

lessons plans were scripted (i.e., provided step-by-step instructions for what educators might say 



CURRICULA USE     29 

 

or do), and whether the curriculum was emergent in that educators generated learning topics within 

the general framework of the curriculum.  For example, to identify descriptive features of the 

Project Approach, the book Engaging Children’s Minds: The Project Approach (Katz, Char, & 

Kogan, 2014) was reviewed to identify that it is age-appropriate (p. 18), is theory based (pgs. 5-

15), covers a variety of domains and is emerging (pgs. 3-4), but does not have pre-specified lesson 

plans or templates. 

 

As state mandates are an important lever for encouraging educators to use curricula in early 

childhood, we were also interested in whether the reported curricula met state curricula selection 

guidelines.  Thus, we coded whether each curriculum adhered to the first four of five guidelines 

for the state’s QRIS: “The curriculum a program utilizes must be written, research‐based, 

comprehensive, appropriate to the age group served, and show alignment to the program's 

identified assessment process” (SDE, 2016, p. 3).  We were unable to code whether curricula were 

aligned with “the program’s identified assessment process” as we did not have this information for 

each early childhood program in which participating educators worked.  Because of the absence 

of written lesson plans, the Project Approach was coded as not meeting state guidelines. 

 

Key Features of Quality Curricula.     Based on our review of the extant literature, we 

generated a list of codes related to the key features of quality curricula.  These codes along with 

descriptions and rationales are listed in Table 1.  Specifically, we were interested in whether 

curricula contained key features of quality curricula and to what extent they were present in the 

curricula.  For some of these features we coded them as present (Y) or absent (N) in the curricula 

(e.g., includes an assessment or lesson objectives).  For other features (learning objectives, scope, 

and sequence), we coded for the level of specificity provided within the curriculum.  This was to 

gauge how much information was provided to educators regarding implementing the curriculum.  

These were coded as none (N), broad (general list/information; B), somewhat specified (additional 

information, more detailed content; SS), or highly specified (very detailed list; HS) following the 

way that the SDE provided varying levels of detail to educators regarding the Early Learning 

Standards (2015).  Appendix A provides definitions and examples of the specificity coding.  To 

continue with the Project Approach example, a “no” code was given for lesson objectives, scope, 

sequence, and assessment because projects are generated based on children’s interests and the 

lesson plans and learning goals are specified while developing the project (pgs. 21-52).  It was 

coded as “broad” in specifying learning objectives as four major goals are listed (p. 12).  

 

We also coded what type of research evidence there was to support the efficacy of the curriculum.  

This included examining the curricular materials to see if these stated that the curriculum was 

research based.  We also coded for whether the curriculum was evidence based (research tested) 

in two ways.  First, we searched for studies of the curricula meeting the WWC (U.S. Department 

of Education, Institute of Educational Sciences) criteria for credible and reliable evidence of 

effects on children’s outcomes.  Second, we indicated if any additional studies (i.e., not included 

in the WWC) provided evidence of effects.  The latter were identified by conducting a search of 

ERIC and PsycInfo as detailed in Appendix B.  Combining these studies with those included in 

WWC, we were able to code for whether or not there was evidence that a curriculum improved 

outcomes for preschool-aged children.  Both the WWC and the additional studies were coded as 

of the end of May 2016 as this was when the educators were actually using the curricula.  Again, 

returning to the Project Approach, the authors reported that the curriculum is research based (pgs. 
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5-15) aligning with research on children’s learning; however, there are no evidence of effects, 

either in WWC or in other studies.  

 
 

RESULTS 
 
What Do Early Childhood Educators Report Using as Curricula?  
 

We used descriptive statistics to address our first question regarding educators’ curriculum use.  

Table 3 summarizes educators’ reports of the curricula used in their classrooms and includes the 

number and percentage of educators who provided each response; note that the categories are not 

mutually exclusive as educators could provide multiple responses.  Educators most frequently 

reported using Creative Curriculum (53.12%).  Seven additional curricula were reported by at least 

five educators in the sample: HighScope (9.05%), Handwriting Without Tears/Get Set for School 

(2.62%), Montessori (2.21%), Let’s Begin with the Letter People (1.61%), The Core Knowledge 

Preschool Sequence (1.61%), Everyday Mathematics (1.61%), and Mother Goose Time (1.01%).  

Educators also reported using 27 other formal curricula, but each was used by four or fewer 

educators.  Twenty-nine educators reported using an “educator- created” curriculum (5.84%), and 

29 educators reported not using any curriculum in their classrooms (5.84%).   

  

In addition, 80 educators provided several other responses when asked to report the curricula that 

they used (16.10%).  Some reported a publishing company but did not give enough information to 

identify a specific curriculum (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt-Saxon Early Learning, 3.02%; 

Scholastic, 0.40%; Pearson/Scott Foresman, 0.20%).  Thirty-four educators reported the state early 

learning standards as their curriculum (6.84%), and one educator reported that their curriculum 

was “state developed.”  Additionally, some educators reported an assessment system as their 

curriculum (AEPS, 5.84%; ATI Galileo, 0.60%).  A few educators reported the “Head Start 

Outcomes Framework” or “Head Start” as their curriculum (0.60% and 0.20%, respectively).  One 

educator reported a set of educational materials as curriculum (MC PreK Curriculum; 0.20%), and 

one educator reported a pedagogical approach as curriculum (Sensory-Based Approach; 0.20%).  

Although it is possible that educators did not understand what constitutes a curriculum, this is an 

important finding which we will return to later.  Of the educators who responded with these “other” 

responses, 52 indicated these as their only curricula; thus, together with educators who reported 

“no curriculum,” we calculated that 81 educators did not indicate using any curriculum in their 

classrooms (16.30%). 

 
What Are the Features of Curricula Used by Early Childhood Educators?  
 
In order to address our second research question regarding the features of the curricula utilized by 

educators we used the findings from the content analyses in two ways.  First each curriculum was 

defined individually (Table 3).  Second, findings were enumerated (Dey, 2003) such that we could 

describe the overall features across curricula and by educator use. 

 

General Features.     Table 3 includes general information for the formal curricula that 

were reported by educators and could be coded (n = 32 formal curricula).  The vast majority were 

available for purchase (84.38%), and all but two were appropriate for preschool-aged children
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Table 3 

General Characteristics of Formal Curricula 

  Educator use  Curriculum descriptive characteristics 

Educator response Count 

Percent 

(n = 497) 

 
Available 

for 

purchase 

For 

PS 

Theory 

-based Theory Content 

Lesson 

plans 

Lessons 

scripted Emerging 

Meets 

state 

criteria 

Formal curriculum 384 77.26%  
         

 
The Creative 

Curriculum for 

Preschool 

264 53.12%  Y Y N 
 

LL, M, 

W, S, SS, 

CA 

N N Y Y 

 
The HighScope 

Preschool Curriculum 

45 9.05%  Y Y Y R LL, M, S, 

SS,  SSk, 

CA 

N N Y Y 

 
Handwriting Without 

Tears/Get Set for 

School 

13 2.62%  Y Y N 
 

LL, W, M Y Y N N 

 
The Montessori 

Method 

11 2.21%  N Y Y M LL, W, 

M, GM, 

CA 

N N Y Y 

 
Let's Begin with the 

Letter People 

8 1.61%  Y Y N 
 

LL, M, S, 

SS, BM 

Y N N N 

 
CoreKnowledge 

Preschool Sequence 

8 1.61%  N Y N 
 

LL, W, 

M, S,  

BM, GM, 

CA 

Y N Y Y 

 
Everyday 

Mathematics 

8 1.61%  Y N N 
 

M Y N N N 

 
Mother Goose Time 

Preschool Curriculum 

5 1.01%  Y Y Y B, D, 

Em, G, 

H, P, R 

LL, W, 

M, S, SS, 

SE,  GM, 

CA 

Y N N Y 
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  Educator use  Curriculum descriptive characteristics 

Educator response Count 

Percent 

(n = 497) 

 
Available 

for 

purchase 

For 

PS 

Theory 

-based Theory Content 

Lesson 

plans 

Lessons 

scripted Emerging 

Meets 

state 

criteria  
The Project Approach 4 0.80%  Y Y Y RE LL, W, 

M, BM, 

SS, SSk, 

S, GM, 

CA 

N N Y N 

 
secondStep 4 0.80%  Y Y N 

 
SE Y Y N N  

Conscious Discipline 4 0.80%  Y Y N 
 

BM N N Y N  
Read, Play and Learn! 4 0.80%  Y Y N 

  
N N Y N  

The DLM Early 

Childhood Express 

3 0.60%  Y Y N 
 

LL, M, S, 

SS, SE,  

GM, CA 

Y Y N Y 

 
A Beka Book 

Homeschool 

Curriculum 

3 0.60%  Y Y N 
 

R, LL, M, 

CA 

Y Y N Y 

 
Opening the World of 

Learning (OWL) 

3 0.60%  Y Y N 
 

LL, M, S, 

SS, SE, 

GM, CA 

Y N N Y 

 
Read It Again-PreK! 3 0.60%  N Y N 

 
LL Y Y N N  

Reggio Emilia 

Approach/Experience 

2 0.40%  N Y Y RE LL, W, 

M,  BM, 

SSk, GM, 

CA 

N N Y N 

 
Pinnacle 2 0.40%  Y Y Y P, G, E R, LL,  S, 

SSk, CA 

Y Y N Y 

 
Gee Whiz Education 2 0.40%  Y Y Y P, Er, 

S, V 

LL, M, S, 

SS, SE, 

BM, GM, 

CA 

Y Y N Y 
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  Educator use  Curriculum descriptive characteristics 

Educator response Count 

Percent 

(n = 497) 

 
Available 

for 

purchase 

For 

PS 

Theory 

-based Theory Content 

Lesson 

plans 

Lessons 

scripted Emerging 

Meets 

state 

criteria  
Fountas & Pinnell 2 0.40%  Y N Y FP LL N N Y N  
Little Treasures 2 0.40%  Y Y N 

 
LL, W, 

M, S, SS, 

CA 

Y Y N Y 

 
The Emerging 

Language and 

Literacy Curriculum 

2 0.40%  Y Y N 
 

LL, W, 

M, SE,  

CA 

Y Y N Y 

 
Innovations: The 

Comprehensive 

Preschool Curriculuma 

1 0.20%  
         

 
HighReach Learning 

Curriculum 

1 0.20%  Y Y N 
 

LL, M, S, 

SS, SE,  

GM, CA 

Y N Y Y 

 
Explorations with 

Young Children: A 

Curriculum Guide 

from the Bank Street 

College of Education 

1 0.20%  N Y Y F, W, J, 

D, P, 

Er, I, 

SM 

LL, M, S, 

GM, CA 

N N Y N 

 
WEE Learn 1 0.20%  Y Y N 

 
R N N Y N  

How to Handle Hard-

to-Handle 

Preschoolers 

1 0.20%  Y Y N 
  

Y Y N Y 

 
The PATHS 

Curriculum 

1 0.20%  Y Y N 
 

SE Y Y N N 

 
1-2-3 Learn 

Curriculum 

1 0.20%  Y Y Y N LL, BM, 

SSk, GM, 

CA 

N N N N 

 
Happily Ever After for 

Prekindergarten - The 

1 0.20%  Y Y N 
 

LL Y Y N N 
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  Educator use  Curriculum descriptive characteristics 

Educator response Count 

Percent 

(n = 497) 

 
Available 

for 

purchase 

For 

PS 

Theory 

-based Theory Content 

Lesson 

plans 

Lessons 

scripted Emerging 

Meets 

state 

criteria 

Superkids Reading 

Program  
God Loves Me 

Storybooks 

1 0.20%  Y Y N 
 

R Y Y Y N 

 
Catechesis of Good 

Shepherda 

1 0.20%  
         

 
PreschoolFirsta 1 0.20%  

         

 
S'Cool Moves Inc 1 0.20%  Y Y N 

  
Y Y N N  

Anti-Bias Education 1 0.20%  Y Y N 
 

SE N N Y N  
Educator-created 29 5.84%  

         

No curriculum 29 5.84%  
         

Other 80 16.10%  
         

 
State Learning 

Standards 

34 6.84%  
         

 
Assessment, 

Evaluation, and 

Programming System 

Curriculum 

29 5.84%  
         

 
Houghton Mifflin 

Harcourt-Saxon Early 

Learning 

15 3.02%  
         

 
Head Start Outcomes 

Framework 

3 0.60%  
         

 
ATI Galileo 3 0.60%  

         

 
Scholastic 2 0.40%  

         

 
Pearson/Scott 

Foresman 

1 0.20%  
         

 
State Developed 1 0.20%  
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  Educator use  Curriculum descriptive characteristics 

Educator response Count 

Percent 

(n = 497) 

 
Available 

for 

purchase 

For 

PS 

Theory 

-based Theory Content 

Lesson 

plans 

Lessons 

scripted Emerging 

Meets 

state 

criteria  
Head Start 1 0.20%  

         

 
MC PreK Curriculum 1 0.20%  

         

  Sensory-Based 

Approach 

1 0.20%  
         

Note.  PS = preschool, Y = yes, N = no, LL = language and literacy, W = writing, M = math, S = science, BM = behavior management, GM = gross motor, CA = creative arts, SS = social studies, SE = 

socioemotional development, SSk = social skills, R = religion, R = Rogoff, M = Montessorri, B = Bronfenbrenner, D = Dewey, Em = Emde, G = Gardner, H = Hotz, P = Piaget, RE = Reggio Emilia, Er 
= Erikson, S = Smilanksy, V = Vygotsky, FP = Fountas and Pinnell,, F = Freud, W = Heinz Werner, J = Harriet Johnson, I = Susan Isaacs, and SM = Lucy Sprague Mitchell. aUnable to obtain sufficient 

materials to code for these curricula. 
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Table 4 

Key Features of Quality Curricula 

Formal curriculum 

Learning 

Obj. 

Lesson 

Obj. Scope Sequence Assess Training 

Family 

Involve 

Research 

based 

WWC 

Inclusion 

Evidence 

of Effects 

The Creative 

Curriculum 

(Preschool) 

SS N B N Y PD, R Y Y Y N 

The HighScope 

Preschool Curriculum 

B N SS N Y PD, R Y Y N PPE 

Handwriting Without 

Tears/Get Set for 

School 

SS Y HS HS Y PD, R Y Y N PPE 

Montessori Method N N N N N PD Y Y N PPE 

Let’s Begin with Letter 

People 

SS N SS SS N R N Y Y PPE 

CoreKnowledge 

Preschool Sequence 

HS Y SS SS Y R Y Y N N 

Everyday Mathematics SS Y HS SS N PD Y Y Y PPE 

Mother Goose Time 

Preschool Curriculum 

B Y B B Y R Y Y N N 

The Project Approach B N N N N R N Y N N 

SecondStep B Y HS HS Y R N Y N PPE 

Conscious Discipline SS N N N N PD, R Y Y N N 

Read, Play and Learn! SS N B SS N R N Y N N 

The DLM Early 

Childhood Express 

B Y HS HS Y R N Y Y PPE 

A Beka Book 

Homeschool 

Curriculum 

SS Y HS HS Y PD Y Y N N 

Opening the World of 

Learning (OWL) 

HS Y B B N R Y Y N PPE 
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Formal curriculum 

Learning 

Obj. 

Lesson 

Obj. Scope Sequence Assess Training 

Family 

Involve 

Research 

based 

WWC 

Inclusion 

Evidence 

of Effects 

Read It Again PreK! SS Y HS HS N PD N Y N PPE 

Reggio Emilia 

Approach/Experience 

N N N N N 
 

Y N N N 

Pinnacle B N HS HS N PD N Y N N 

Gee Whiz Education HS N HS HS N R Y Y N N 

Fountas & Pinnell SS N SS SS Y PD N Y N N 

Little Treasures B Y HS HS Y PD, R Y Y N N 

The Emerging 

Language and Literacy 

Curriculum 

B Y HS HS N N N Y Y N 

HighReach Learning 

Curriculum 

SS Y N N N R Y Y N N 

Explorations with 

Young Children: A 

Curriculum Guide 

from the Bank Street 

College of Education 

N N B N Y N Y N N N 

WEE Learn HS N B B N N Y N N N 

How to Handle Hard-

to-Handle Preschoolers 

N N HS HS N PD, R N Y N N 

The PATHS 

Curriculum 

HS Y HS HS N PD Y Y N PPE 

1-2-3 Learn 

Curriculum 

B N B SS N PD, R N Y N N 

Happily Ever After for 

Prekindergarten - The 

Superkids Reading 

Program 

B N HS HS N PD, R N N N N 

God Loves Me 

Storybooks  

N N HS HS N R Y N N N 
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Formal curriculum 

Learning 

Obj. 

Lesson 

Obj. Scope Sequence Assess Training 

Family 

Involve 

Research 

based 

WWC 

Inclusion 

Evidence 

of Effects 

S'Cool Moves Inc. B Y HS HS N PD, R N Y N N 

Anti-Bias Education HS N HS N N PD Y Y N N 

Note.  Obj = objectives, WWC = What Works Clearinghouse, N = no/none, B = Broad, SS = somewhat specified, HS = highly specified, Y = yes, PD = professional 

development, R = other training resources, PPE = potentially positive effect(s) on at least one outcome 
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(93.75%).  Approximately one-third were described as based in theory (31.25%), with the 

following theories/theorists represented: Bronfenbrenner, Dewey, Emde, Erikson, Fountas and 

Pinnell, Gardner, Hotz, Rogoff, Montessori, Piaget, Reggio Emilia, Smilansky, Freud, Werner, 

Johnson, Isaacs, Sprague Mitchell, and Vygotsky.  The majority included language and literacy 

content (68.75%), with 59.38% including math content and 56.25% including creative arts content.  

In descending order, other content included: science (40.63%), gross motor development 

(34.38%), socioemotional development (31.25%), social studies (28.13%) and writing (25.00%), 

behavior management (21.88%), social skills (15.63%), and religion (12.50%).  Most curricula 

provided lesson plans (62.50%), and many of these were scripted lessons (43.75%); 43.75% of 

curricula were considered emerging.  Fourteen curricula met the state criteria for use in early 

childhood programs (43.75%). 

 

Key Quality Features.     Additional features of these curricula, specifically the extent to 

which they exhibited key features of quality curricula, are presented in Table 4, and the number 

and percentage of educators using curricula exhibiting these features are presented in Table 5.  

Curricula ranged in specification of learning objectives (15.63% of curricula provided no learning 

objectives, 34.38% provided broad learning objectives, 31.25% provided somewhat specified 

objectives, and 18.75% provided highly specified objectives), but most educators reported using 

curricula with somewhat specified learning objectives (58.61%).  Less than half of curricula 

(43.75%), used by only 10.29% of educators, provided lesson plans tied to learning objectives.  

Many curricula provided a highly specified scope (50.00%) or sequence (45.16%); however, most 

educators used curricula with broad scopes (52.52%) and no sequence (86.35%).   
 

Approximately one-third of curricula included integrated or aligned assessments (34.38%), with 

many educators using these curricula (70.38%).  Most curricula included options for educator 

professional development (54.84%), either alone or supported by other resources, to support 

implementation, but 9.68% of curricula did not provide any implementation support; the curricula 

with no implementation support were infrequently used by educators.  Most curricula also 

provided ways of fostering family involvement (59.38%), with a corresponding majority of 

educators using curricula exhibiting this feature (73.11%).   

 

Research-Related Features.     Finally, with respect to research, all but five curricula were 

described as being supported by research (i.e., research based; 84.38%).  Fewer curricula, 

however, have been reviewed by the WWC (15.63%) or tested in other empirical studies 

(additional 21.88%).  Of those reviewed by the WWC, three (9.38%) showed potentially positive 

effects on at least one child outcome.  All seven tested in other empirical studies showed 

potential positive effects, although not all of these studies were of high quality.  Although many 

educators (58.61%) used curricula that had been reviewed by the WWC, few (14.71%) used 

curricula with evidence of potentially positive effects on child outcomes.  
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Table 5 
 

Key Features of Quality Curricula by Educator 

    Count 

Percent  

(n = 476a) 

Learning objectives   

 Broad 60 12.61% 

 Somewhat specified 279 58.61% 

 Highly specified 16 3.36% 

Included lesson objectives 49 10.29% 

Scope   

 Broad 250 52.52% 

 Somewhat specified 60 12.61% 

 Highly specified 42 8.82% 

Sequence   

 Broad 7 1.47% 

 Somewhat specified 22 4.62% 

 Highly specified 36 7.56% 

Included assessment 335 70.38% 

Training   

 Professional development 17 3.57% 

 Resources 24 5.04% 

 Professional development and resources 321 67.44% 

Family involvement 348 73.11% 

Research based 363 76.26% 

Reviewed by What Works Clearinghouse 279 58.61% 

Evidence of effects 70 14.71% 
Note. a Denominator does not include those educators who reported only using an educator-created curriculum or the 

three formal curricula that we were unable to code (i.e., Innovations, Catechesis of Good Shepherd, PreschoolFirst). 

 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The purpose of the present study was to describe curricula use in a diverse sample of early 

childhood educators, including those working in Head Start settings, and identify how those 

curricula aligned with key features of quality curricula.  We found that there are a variety of 

curricula available to and used by early childhood educators to support their classroom practice 

but few of these exhibited features of quality curricula.  These findings suggest that the field 

continues to have difficulties defining what constitutes curricula in early childhood and highlight 

potential issues in terms of the quality of curricula that are currently being used by educators.  This 

work has several implications for how we support educators in implementing curricula that 

provides high quality instruction.   

 

Before discussing our major findings, we note that using this sample was an important extension 

of the current literature.  In addition to confirming existing literature focused on early childhood 

programs serving children in either Head Start or state-funded prekindergarten programs, the 

sample includes participants from a larger variety of preschool programs than have been 
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investigated previously.  In general, our findings align with other research demonstrating that 

Creative Curriculum is one of the most frequently used curricula in early childhood classrooms, 

with over half of participants reporting use of this curriculum, followed by the other most 

commonly reported curriculum, HighScope (Clifford et al., 2005; Jenkins & Duncan, 2017; 

Lonigan et al., 2013).  We also found similar rates as to the number of educators reporting no 

curriculum use at all, which represented about 6% of the sample.  Importantly, by including a 

diverse sample of educators, we were able to extend the literature by examining key features of a 

variety of curricula not typically described in by researchers.  This is critical, as funding 

mechanisms (including Head Start) typically do not mandate use of specific curricula; thus, a better 

understanding of the myriad curricula choices available is important for informing educators’ 

choices.  

 
Reaching a Clearer Conception of What Constitutes Curricula in Early Childhood 
 

It was challenging to identify curricula across educators’ reports in this study.  Indeed, we found 

that over 15% of educators incorrectly identified what constituted a curriculum; conflating 

curriculum with other types of instructional supports such as assessments and learning standards.  

Although instructional supports such as curriculum, learning standards, and assessments should be 

used in an integrated and systematic way to inform practice in early childhood contexts (Kostelnik 

et al. 2019; NAEYC, 2009), these are three separate instructional supports.    

 

In part, this confusion may be due to the field not achieving consensus in defining or 

operationalizing what constitutes “curriculum,” as described previously.  This can be observed in 

the many ways curricula are documented and made available for educators.  Although 

organizations such as Head Start provide definitions of curricula, these definitions are intentionally 

left broad so that programs can make curricular decisions that are appropriate for their contexts.  

However, this can be problematic.  We found great variety not only in the curricula available to 

and used by educators, but also the characteristics of and types of materials included in the 

curricula – indeed, there was quite a range of what was represented in the formal curricula reported.  

In some cases, curricula were highly specified with daily, sometimes moment-to-moment, 

educator practices.  In contrast, some curricula were actually theoretical orientations to curriculum 

development (e.g., Project Approach, Montessori) that do not explicitly provide activities, scope, 

or sequence; rather, these guide educators’ generation of curricula based on individual children 

and the classroom context.  These curricular approaches are often grouped into the category of 

curricula but do not embody the same features as more prescribed/manualized curricula.  An 

additional complexity is in understanding features of school- or educator-created curricula.  One 

limitation to this study is that we were unable to code these types of curricula which also have the 

potential to meet many of the quality features.  It is, however, important to note that a limited 

number of participants (n = 29, 5.84%) reported using this type of curricula.  

 

That is not to say that one type of curriculum is to be favored over the other, rather we hope to 

highlight that there are many complexities in understanding differing types of curricula – 

something that may be particularly challenging for programs and educators as they seek guidance 

in selecting curricula.  Indeed, this challenge may be seen in commonly accepted features of early 

childhood curricula.  For example, many curricula described themselves as emergent, yet this 

varied in implementation (e.g., child-driven projects in the Project Approach versus child-selected 
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activities in HighScope).  Additionally, even the idea of play and how it might be enacted is of 

debate in early childhood (Lillard & Taggart, 2018).  Thus, more consideration for how the field 

understands early childhood curriculum and what constitutes quality is merited.  This is 

particularly important given the growing policy mandates around curriculum that often delineate 

what should be incorporated into curriculum.  Having a clearer conception across the field is 

critical if curriculum is to achieve its potential in supporting instruction that promotes children’s 

learning.   

 
Commonly Used Curricula were not Well-aligned with Quality Features 
 

When considering alignment with quality features of curricula, we found that many curricula fell 

short of meeting these criteria.  Critically, only ten of the curricula examined in this study had 

evidence of positive effects on child outcomes (with only three that had WWC evidence), and 

these curricula were used by less than 15% of educators.  In other words, most educators were 

using curricula that did not have evidence of effects on children’s outcomes.  It is important to 

note that there are challenges to measuring the impacts of curricula on children’s outcomes 

(Burchinal, 2018; PCER, 2008), particularly for curricula that are theoretically driven, as 

proximal measures of change are hard to identify.  Furthermore, evidence of effects are not the 

only quality feature to consider in curriculum use.  However, as the field of early childhood 

continues to strive towards improving early childhood teaching practices to support high quality 

instruction, understanding the evidence-base regarding curricula is essential. 

 

Additionally, the lack of alignment between reported curricula and quality features suggests that 

the available and commonly used curricula may be under-supporting educators.  In particular, we 

noted across the curricula that there was a range of specificity in scope and sequence of learning 

content, with less than 10% of educators using a curriculum with highly specified scopes and 

sequences.  Moreover, most educators were using curricula that did not provide lesson plans (89%) 

or highly specified lesson objectives (96%).  Thus, educators using these curricula needed to make 

the decisions about content and sequence and how to package those into a specific lesson plan.  In 

some ways this format for curriculum development can be advantageous for expert educators who 

are able to appropriately develop and sequence activities to support children’s learning.  They can 

create lessons and lesson objectives as they go, building on their knowledge of children’s 

development as well as their knowledge of the individual children in their classroom (Shulman, 

1987).  This, however, is a difficult task (Schachter, 2017) and requires a sophisticated knowledge 

of both child development and curriculum development which, given the range of backgrounds of 

early childhood educators (IOM & NRC, 2012), not all educators may have.  Notably, more than 

half of participants used a curriculum that provided training – although the nature of this training 

and whether it attended to curriculum implementation fidelity is unknown as well as whether or 

not educators and programs utilized the training is unknown and merits further investigation.  

Thus, both in-service and preservice training may need to provide more information and support 

to educators in using these types of curricula to design and implement instruction (Markowitz et 

al., 2018).  
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Researchers’ Role in Moving the Field Forward 
 

Researchers have a critical role to play in supporting both the development of curricula and 

understanding the effectiveness of curricula.  Importantly, there is limited research on the extent 

to which many of the curricula used by educators in this study impact children’s learning (see 

Tables 1 and 2).  Only five curricula that educators in this study reported using have been 

investigated in studies meeting WWC standards for rigorous causal research.  Researchers need to 

continue to focus on existing curricula, especially those in current use by educators, in order to 

provide better information to the field regarding the efficacy of what educators are currently using 

on a day-to-day basis.   

 

Additionally, more research is necessary to understand the characteristics of quality curricula and 

how these support learning and instruction.  Research that examines both the how individual 

features are supportive of high-quality instruction and how these curricula are effective in specific 

contexts for specific children is critical (Schindler et al., 2019).  For example, what specifically 

about scope and sequence are important in implementing curricula?  Alternatively, how are family 

and school connections effectively fostered by curricula and does this differ across 

families/communities?  Understanding the elements of these curricula that contribute to children’s 

learning may be particularly illuminating in the design and implementation of new curricula as 

well as the refinement and improvement of popular curricula.  This could be accomplished both 

through implementation science research (Durlak, 2010; Mendive, Weiland, Yoshikawa, & Snow, 

2015; Wasik & Hindman, 2014) and/or design research (Clements, 2007; Davis, Palinscar, Smith, 

Arias, & Kademian, 2017).  Additionally, given the challenges in measuring impacts of curriculum 

on child outcomes (Burchinal, 2018; PCER, 2008), researchers need to continue to refine research 

tools and methods, as well as engage in more longitudinal research following children into the 

middle elementary grades in order to find evidence regarding the efficacy of a variety of curricula 

in supporting children’s long-term academic outcomes.   

 

Finally, more evidence is needed to identify the merits of holistic versus skills focused curriculum.  

Whereas the field has generally been oriented to holistic curricular approaches (Jones, 2012; Jones 

& Nimmo, 1994; Kostelnik et al., 2019; NAEYC, 2009; Williams, 1999), recently researchers 

have focused on the evidence linking skills-focused curricula to child outcomes.  If researchers are 

going to continue in advocating for more skills-focused curricula use, then more research should 

also investigate the efficacy, usability, and feasibility of implementing multiple content-focused 

curricula in real-world contexts.  Currently, most educators, both in this study and in other research 

(Clifford et al., 2005; Jenkins & Duncan, 2017; Lonigan et al., 2013) used holistic curricula to 

target multiple domains simultaneously (e.g., Creative Curriculum and HighScope).  Use of these 

curricula may be pragmatic in addressing multiple goals and, logistically speaking, it may be more 

manageable to implement one curriculum given the complex work of teaching and managing 

children, families, and contextual variables (Cohen, Raudenbush, & Ball, 2003).  Emerging 

evidence does seem to suggest that two content-specific curricula can be used in conjunction to 

achieve child outcomes (e.g., Lonigan et al., 2015; Weiland & Yoshikawa, 2013) and just over 

15% of educators in this study reported using multiple curricula.  How educators can successfully 

combine curricula in order to build an emergent curriculum that addresses all the domains deemed 

to be important for kindergarten readiness (Duncan et al., 2007; Magnuson, Meyers, Ruhm, 

Waldfogel; 2004) is an important consideration as the field continues this line of research 
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(Markowitz et al., 2018).  Furthermore, how educators can do this without losing other important 

instructional elements such as higher quality classroom interactions (Jenkins et al., 2018) or 

opportunities for play (Golinkoff et al., 2006; Nicolopoulou, 2010; Wood, 2004) is necessary.   

 

As a whole, researchers need to do a better job of bridging the research-to-practice gap.  This need 

is clear in the number of educators using nonevidence-based curricula and the variable alignment 

with quality curricula features.  Research findings need to be better communicated to educators 

and practitioners as they seek to implement curriculum in their classrooms and programs.  

Although most of the reported curricula were research-based, only 14% of educators were using a 

curriculum that had evidence of effects from either a WWC review or another study.  One problem 

is that the means for investigating whether or not curricula are evidence-based may not be readily 

accessible for educators or programs.  For example, one current concern is that practitioners are 

not aware of the WWC as a resource or how to use it to inform their programmatic decision-

making (Schneider, IES, December 2018).  Other evidence regarding efficacy is often reported in 

research studies published in academic or professional outlets which may be difficult to access 

without licensing rights to specific journals.  Thus, as researchers, we need to think more deeply 

about how to provide this type of information to early childhood educators and programs.  

 
 

LIMITATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
 
There are some limitations of this study. First, as mentioned previously, we were unable to obtain 

or code educator/school created curricula.  More research is needed to understand how these 

curricula align with key curricular features.  Furthermore, we have no data regarding the 

implementation of curricula, our data were limited to educator reports regarding the curricula that 

they use and thus cannot speak to implementation of the quality features.  We recognize that there 

is much variability in curriculum implementation (e.g., Fantuzzo et al., 2011; Lonigan et al., 2015; 

PCER, 2008) and that this is just as, if not more, important than the curriculum itself for child 

outcomes.  Future research will need to examine the enactment of key-features of curricula as they 

are connected with child outcomes within individual program settings.   

 

Overall, our findings illuminate the ongoing lack of consensus as to what constitutes quality 

curriculum in early childhood and indicate the need for more research and training to assist those 

working in early childhood programs.  Specifically, educators need more support in understanding 

what constitute features of quality curricula.  Researchers have an important role to play in moving 

the field forward both in studying the efficacy of existing curricula as well as how to implement 

features of quality curricula more generally.  As a field, we need better mechanisms for describing 

curricula and identifying quality features.  More work is needed if we are to bridge the research-

to-practice gap and ensure that curricula are effectively supporting teachers in providing high 

quality learning opportunities that have positive impacts for young children. 
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Appendix A: Definitions and examples of specification categories for scope, 
sequence, and learning outcomes  

 
 Scope Sequence  Learning Outcomes 

Definition Scope refers to what should 

be taught or learned as 

part of the curriculum 

(Maker, 1986). Does the 

curriculum delineate the 

content to be covered and 

the level of detail provided 

about the content covers? 

Sequence refers to the how 

the content (scope) should 

be organized throughout 

the curriculum, the order 

of that delivery (Maker, 

1986). If there is no scope, 

then there is no sequence 

as the two are tied together 

in the creation of 

curriculum. 

Learning outcomes state 

what the children will learn 

with specific reference to 

children’s learning. The 

categories reflect the level 

of specificity provided in 

the State Early Learning 

Standards. 

None Only lists the addressed 

content areas (e.g., 

language and literacy, 

math) without providing 

more specified detail about 

the content to be taught.  

If there is no scope or if 

there is not information 

provided about the order in 

which to address the 

content of the curriculum.  

The curriculum lists no 

learning outcomes or 

objectives for children. 

Broad Provides a general list 

beyond that of the 

overarching content area 

(e.g., phonological 

awareness) but does move 

beyond this level of detail.   

Provides a general order of 

content (e.g., address 

phonological awareness 

and letter knowledge at the 

same time).  

The curriculum broadly 

lists learning objectives 

outcomes for children but 

these do not move beyond 

basic content areas or 

general learning goals (e.g., 

“children will learn 

emergent writing skills” or 

“children will develop 

phonological awareness 

skills”). 

Somewhat-

specified 

Provides additional 

information about content 

(e.g., teach rhyming and 

blending skills).  

Provides additional 

information about sequence 

(e.g., teach rhyme before 

blending). 

Provides more level of 

detail such as learning 

trajectories with 

milestones, or provides 

more detail about learning 

objectives beyond general 

skills (will be able to 

rhyme words, will be able 

to segment words). 

Highly-

specified 

Gives a very detailed list of 

all of the content to be 

covered (rhyme “at” 

family).  

Gives very detailed listing 

of content sequencing (e.g., 

teach one-syllable rhymes 

before multi-syllable or 

“at” family before “og” 

family). 

Lists individual learning 

goals that are very detailed 

and micro-level 

components of specific 

skills. This could include 

specific learning objectives 

on lesson plans (learn the 

“og family of words”) 
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Appendix B: Search protocol and procedures for additional studies demonstrating 
evidence of efficacy for child outcomes 

 
The purpose of this category was to capture other studies of curricula that demonstrated evidence 

of efficacy for changing children’s outcomes not included in WWC. These were identified through 

a search of ERIC & PSYCHINFO with the name of the curriculum AND the following terms 

connected with OR: “group design,” “control group,” “treatment group,” “experiment*,” 

“intervention,” “pretests,” “posttests,” “experimental groups,” “matched groups,” “quasi-

experiment*,” “efficacy,” “effectiveness,” “experiment*,” “randomized,” “control trial,” “random 

assignment,” “randomly assigned,” “regression discontinuity,” “single case,” “single subject.” 

Only studies that were peer-reviewed and written in English were included.  

 

When then reviewed the abstract and only included to determine if the study was of the curriculum 

and not a study that included the curriculum (i.e., the study must be of the curriculum with or 

without another curriculum). Furthermore, to be included studies had to examine preschool aged 

(3-5 years old) children's outcomes. Anything that had already been included via WWC (U.S. 

Department of Education, Institute for Educational Sciences) was excluded. Studies using the 

curriculum as a control condition were also excluded.  

 

This resulted in seven studies meeting the inclusion criteria. These were coded as to whether or 

not (Y/N) there was evidence of efficacy for children’s outcomes. 
 


