
FirstSchool  

 

  

Self-Assessment Tool 

for 

High Quality 

Curriculum and 

Instruction 

FirstSchool 
sam.oertwig@unc.edu;sharon.ritchie@unc.edu 



 

 

1 

9/2018 

 

Self-Assessment Tool for  
High Quality Curriculum and Instruction 

 
Sam Oertwig, Ed.D. & Sharon Ritchie, Ed.D. 

 

It is well documented that experiences in the early years of schooling are related to later 
learning (e.g., Hernandez, 2012; National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2000).  
The learning and teaching that takes place in PreK through the elementary grades sets the 
foundation for each student’s future in education and places them on a learning trajectory.  
During this time, young children undergo immense changes in their physical, emotional, social, 
and cognitive development. In order to ensure a positive learning trajectory, educators must 
learn to navigate these changes and prepare children for a future yet to be determined.     
 
There has been a national call to define and measure classroom quality from preschool through 
elementary to describe the experiences that young children receive in their classrooms and 
then use the data to innovate and support learning (Stipek, et al., 2017; Pianta, Downer, & 
Hamre, 2016).  The Self-Assessment Tool for High Quality Curriculum and Instruction is aimed at 
providing schools and districts with the necessary instrument to improve elementary program 
quality by examining and reflecting on early childhood quality constructs and then using the 
data to inform and guide planning for improvement.   
 
The Self-Assessment Tool provides an overview of five Core Components of High Quality 
Curriculum and Instruction and what research says about each. The Core Components are: 

• Balance 

• Cultural and Racial Relevance 

• Alignment 

• Integration 

• Developmental  

Each Component is important in and of itself. Yet, no one aspect works in isolation from the 
others as they are inextricably tied to each other. This means self-assessment and 
improvement in one element will likely result in positive changes in the others and in the 
system as a whole.   
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The tool enables schools, as well as individual teachers, to determine their level within each 
component and goal using an operationalization scale. Using the following scale, select the 
descriptor that best matches your expertise for each of the goals for the 5 Core Components of 
Curriculum and Instruction. 
 
 

 Rubric 

1 

 Entering 

Our school does not intentionally take this into account when discussing, 

planning or delivering curriculum and instruction.   

 

2  

Emerging 

Our school thinks about this, but does not fully embed it into planning 

and delivering curriculum and instruction.  

 

3  

Applying 

Our school intentionally and meaningfully applies this when discussing, 

planning, and delivering curriculum and instruction.  

 

4  

Adept 

Our school can model this for others and can articulate the rationale and 

evidence for when and how this is incorporated.     

 

 
 
The recommended way to use this tool is for Leadership Teams to examine the components 
and evidence available as they consider quality in each component area.  One component is 
then selected for focus. Schools are encouraged to work with a leadership team to follow the 
sequence below: 

1. The team works collectively to reflect on the goals of the Core Components and identify 

evidence to determine their current status.  

2. After going through the 5 Core Components, the team selects an area for improvement. 

The selected area should be relevant to and enhance current school improvement 

efforts, and not be another added initiative. 

3. The team then sets a tangible goal and generates a specific action plan of action.   

4. The team meets on a regular basis to consider the progress toward the goal and revise 

the plan as needed.  
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CORE COMPONENT 1: BALANCE  

 

Effective teachers who ensure a balanced curriculum reflect their recognition of the importance 
of the development of the whole child and their understanding that what children are exposed 
to early on will ultimately shape the kinds of minds they possess as adults. They recognize that 
teaching a rich, balanced curriculum supports the developing brain architecture and can 
significantly impact closing the achievement gap, which is sometimes called the “experience or 
opportunity gap.” 

It is critical for teachers to utilize a balanced literacy approach that promotes the development 
and integration of each of the components of literacy (Bitter, O’Day, Gubbins, & Socias, 2009). 
Read-alouds provide key advantages for young children to hear fluent reading and develop 
listening comprehension (Santoro, Chard, Howard, & Baker, 2008; Verhoeven & Van Leeuwe, 
2008).  Oral language and vocabulary development are the two highest predictors of success on 
third grade end-of-grade tests (Mason & Galloway, 2012; Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). 
 
Research makes it clear that children learn best through active questioning and information-
gathering combined with hands-on experiences and direct social interactions. This process of 
active learning and knowledge acquisition occurs during interaction with materials, ideas, and 
other people (Chouinard, 2007).   

Access to a variety of activity settings is important as children optimize their learning in 
different ways - some have greater or less tolerance for large and small groupings, noise level, 
auditory, visual, tactile and kinesthetic input. Higher levels of balance in student activity 
settings correlate directly to improved student outcomes (Howes & Fuligni, 2012). 

One of the many benefits of assessment is that it provides critical, ongoing information that 
furthers the educational objectives of high quality teaching and learning. Teachers and children 
alike benefit from analysis of children’s learning as well as the analysis of teaching practice, 
activities, and materials. Teachers who reflect on their own behavior within the classroom in 
terms of interactions with individual children and on a more general level, can modify their 
practices to better support children’s development and learning (Tertell, Lein, & Jewett 1998; 
Jalongo & Isenberg 2004).   
 
High quality assessments are multi-disciplinary and used for designing curriculum and for 
modifying it to meet individual needs (Pretti-Frontczak, Kowalski & Brown 2002). A multi-
faceted approach to assessment considers not only the child’s individual skills and abilities but 
also the whole child within the larger ecological contexts of classroom, family and community. 
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CORE COMPONENT 1: BALANCE 

 
Goal Statements: 

1. Adequate time is devoted to all content areas. 

2. Adequate time is provided daily for students to learn curriculum content in a variety 

of settings.     

3. On-going developmental assessment guides curriculum and instruction. 

 

 Goal 1:   Adequate time is devoted to all content areas.    Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Oral language development is explicitly planned for and included in all lessons. 

Vocabulary development is integrated into all content areas and seamlessly woven into the daily experience for 
students. 

Literacy content includes balanced exposure to children being read to, reading on their own, comprehension, 
phonetic awareness, vocabulary development, oral language development, and writing.  

Mathematics are integrated in a balanced mathematics curriculum that includes algebraic/higher order thinking, 
geometry, counting, and mathematical operations.  

Aesthetics (art, music, drama, dance) are routinely incorporated in lesson plans. 

Science and social studies are routinely taught. 

EduSnap data demonstrates that children experience a balance across the content areas, across the literacy 
domains, and across teaching approaches. 

 
 

Goal 2: Adequate time is provided daily for students to learn 
curriculum content in a variety of settings.     

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Students work directly with the teacher in small group or one on one. 

Students work collaboratively with classmates. 

Students work independently.  

Students engage in self-directed learning through choice of study.   

EduSnap data demonstrates that children experience a balance of activity settings. 
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Goal 3:  On-going developmental assessment guides 
curriculum and instruction.      

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Teachers value assessment as essential to effective teaching and learning.  

Teachers assess children across all developmental domains. 

Teachers formatively assess children’ progress and skills through active questioning and documenting.   

Teachers formatively assess children’s progress, skills, and abilities during play and collaborative activities. 

Teachers use information from assessments to design appropriate learning experiences.   

Teachers use formative assessments to finetune lessons as they unfold and provide “just right” teaching. 

Teachers to take into account children’s needs across the developmental domains and provide the necessary 
support to ensure success during standardized/formal testing. 

 
 
 
 
Ideas to consider:   

• Are there specific areas evident in your EduSnap data for you/your grade level or your 
school to focus on to ensure balanced experiences for your students? 

• Is the exposure to each content area both sufficient and significant enough to ensure 
mastery of important knowledge and skills that enable children to be successful in these 
areas in future years?  

• How do you gather and use data that helps you examine children’s growth and progress 
across all developmental domains? 
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CORE COMPONENT 2: CULTURAL & RACIAL RELEVANCE  

 
 
Connecting new learning to prior knowledge is a key factor in the learning process (Adam & 
Bertram, 1980; Garner, 2008; Rumelhart, 1980). Thus,  the more teachers can use student 
knowledge, interest, values, and experiences, the more they increase the odds that students 
will reach the intended curricular goals.  It is essential for students to  become self-directed 
learners who actively seek to understand other perspectives and cultures…and evaluate other 
points of view critically, and constructively” (National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices, & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). This promotes the development of 
higher order thinking, executive function, written and oral language, and metacognition, key 
predictors of success. Students learn more, are more highly motivated to learn, enjoy learning 
more, feel more positive towards the subject being studied, and are more accepting of one 
another when they work together with peers as opposed to working competitively or 
individually (Johnson & Johnson, 2013).   
 
One of the primary functions of a teacher is to build connections between the students’ 
background knowledge and new content, two elements that help ensure student participation 
and engagement. Curriculum is relevant when it is flexible enough to allow teachers to make 
meaningful connections between the children’s background, interests, lives, and the newly 
acquired knowledge. Yet, most curricula have not been specifically designed or tested to meet 
the diverse needs and backgrounds of children nor incorporate their culture (Crocco & 
Costigan, 2007; Gonzalez, 1993; Peck & Serrano, 2002; Milosovic, 2007; Moore, 2000; Ndura, 
2004; Wright, 2002). Therefore, teachers need be diligent in their efforts to ensure that the 
curricula they deliver take into account the background knowledge and experiences of all of the 
children in their classroom.  

Research has shown that although individuals within a subgroup vary greatly, learning 
preferences of populations can be used to increase the learning connection for students of 
color.  

 African American and Latino students learn more and prefer learning experiences that 
allow them to interact with others (Dill & Boykin, 2000).  

 African American children’s engagement is supported by instruction and activities that 
are relevant to their lives (Cohen et al, 2009). 

 Individualism fosters and promotes independence, individual thinking, individual 
achievement, self-expression, and personal choice while collectivism fosters and values 
interdependence, group success through adherence to norms, respect for authority, and 
group consensus (Trumbull, Rothstein-Fisch, & Greenfield, 2000). Both approaches need 
to be integrated into the learning experience to maximize student success. 

When teachers recognizing the importance of a strength-based approach, rather than deficit 
model, they can and do enhance student outcomes for those most vulnerable.  
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One important aspect of becoming a culturally proficient teacher is understanding and 
exploring individual and collective implicit biases and their impact on teaching and learning 
(Oertwig et.al. 2016). The main reason for understanding implicit bias is because, for better or 
for worse, it influences our behavior. Significant studies have shown that Latino and Black 
students are: 

 Not expected to perform as well as White students (Tenebaum & Ruck, 2007; McKown 

& Weinstein, 2008; Rodriquez, 2012, Harradine et.al., 2014) 

 More likely to be severely disciplined (National Education Association, 2011),  

 More likely to be suspended for subjective reasons such as disrespect, attitude, 

noisiness while their white counterparts are suspended for concrete situations, such as 

smoking, fighting, obscenity (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010) 

 Less likely to be enrolled in gifted and talented programs, even if their prior 
achievement reflects their abilities to do the work (NEA, 2011; Harradine et.al., 2014; 
Dougherty, et.al., 2014). 

Therefore, it is critical that educators consciously and deliberately work to interrupt biases to 
ensure the best trajectory for their students.  
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CORE COMPONENT 2: CULTURAL AND RACIAL RELEVANCE 

 
Goal Statements: 

1. Difference is valued and explicitly promoted. 

2. Authentic relationships are established with each and every student. 

3. Learning experiences are developed that connect to the real-world of the students.  

4. Strength-based approaches, including culturally relevant pedagogy, are used as a 

foundation for promoting student development.        

 

Goal 1: Difference is valued and explicitly promoted.     Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

The racial and cultural identities of students within the classroom are honored and valued through 
positive representation and reference. 

Non-white populations are positively represented within classrooms and throughout the school 

Difference (of ideas, opinions, perspectives, approaches, etc.) are routinely solicited and valued. 

Teachers work individually and collectively to uncover implicit biases impacting children in their 
classrooms and the school community.   

 

Goal 2: Authentic relationships are established with each and 
every student.    

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Students are known as individuals with specific cultural heritages and racial identities.   

Students are known in terms of who they are as learners, and where they are across the developmental 
domains. 

Teachers emphasize relationship building with children who are struggling, and with whom they have a 
difficult time relating. 

Classrooms are safe spaces for discussions of difference (race, culture, bias, social justice, etc.). 
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Goal 3: Learning experiences are developed that connect to 
the real-world of the students.      

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Students’ interests, knowledge, and strengths are routinely used to plan learning experiences.   

Learning experiences include opportunities for application and problem-solving  in the real world. 

Children’s real world experiences are reflected in classroom practices and content. 

 
 

Goal 4: Strength-based approaches, including culturally 
relevant pedagogy, are used as a foundation for promoting 
student development.    

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Curriculum is delivered using culturally responsive teaching methods and a strength-based approach 
(students’ cultural strengths are identified and built upon). 

The physical environment supports children’s strengths through the use of varied materials, flexible 
work spaces, and different ways to demonstrate learning. 

Interdependence is a value of the classroom community. Children are given regular opportunities to 
work with one another. 

 
 
 
Ideas to consider:   

• What evidence do you have that students of color are doing better in your school now 
than they were two years ago? If there has been a change, what contributed to that 
change? 

• How are culturally-relevant interpretations of subject areas and learning styles included in 
curriculum planning and instructional strategies?  

• What culturally-relevant tools and materials are commonly utilized in learning activities?  

• How are existing curriculum materials and teaching approaches open to expansion or 
refinement in response to the student population?   
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CORE COMPONENT 3: ALIGNMENT 

 
Alignment across the early childhood continuum has multiple definitions and purposes that go 
well beyond making certain that classroom learning experiences tie directly to curriculum 
standards.  It is essential that teachers and leaders have a working knowledge of the 
developmental continuum for each standard and target learning goal and can capably translate 
that into an appropriate sequence of learning opportunities. Equally important is that the 
curriculum is aligned with and inclusive of current research, child development, and community 
norms. Teachers and leaders need to consider a broader vision that takes into account how the 
construct of alignment encapsulates and ensures a seamless experience for both children and 
families.  This requires teachers and leaders to: 

• have a deep understanding of state standards and goals;  

• view transitions as ongoing;  

• value two-way communication between home, childcare, preschool;  

• construct physical and cognitive environments that change to meet the 
developmental and learning needs of children;  

• maintain a social environment that supports the development of positive 
relationships among peers and with adults.   
  

It would seem a foregone conclusion that content must be aligned with state standards in order 
for students to be successful on district benchmarks and state assessments. However, research 
has shown that many teachers rely heavily upon two instructional approaches that do not 
necessarily guarantee alignment of learning to the full complement of standards: (1) reliance on 
pre-packaged programs and (2) delivery of a series of cherry-picked activities associated with 
what is believed to be the standard or objective (Alfieri, Brooks, Aldrich, & Tenenbaum, 2011; 
Mayer, 2004; Hattie, 2009). The first can lead to a significant narrowing of the curriculum and 
an over-emphasis on isolated skill building and “teaching to the test.” The second can leave 
children without the foundational knowledge, skills, and vocabulary necessary for deep and 
rigorous learning and mastery. Therefore, Alfieri, Brooks, & Tenenbaum (2011) concluded that 
high-quality learning is a well-constructed progression of information and tasks designed by the 
teacher to address the learning needs of the students. This includes direct instruction, 
vocabulary instruction, details, principles, generalizations, and teacher-led discussions focused 
on conclusions, evidence, and validity.  In order to do this, teachers must have a strong 
understanding of all standards, the learning continuum associated with each, and an in-depth 
knowledge about what their students know and are able to do.  

The American Psychological Association (2017) identified three keys to quality education in the 
early years: 

1. Strong home-family-school partnerships; 
2. Seamlessly blending the teaching of social-emotional competencies into the teaching of 

academic content;  
3. Continuity across educational experiences and years.  
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CORE COMPONENT 3: ALIGNMENT 

 
Goal Statements: 

1. Curricula can be and is tailored to meet the learning needs and interests of the 

students. 

2. School structures and processes enable educators to provide students with seamless 

experiences in early childhood. 

3. Learning targets can be accurately interpreted to the age, development, and/or grade 

level of the students.   

 

Goal 1: Curricula can be and is tailored to meet the learning 
needs and interests of the students. 

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Purchased programs and materials are used to guide teaching and learning, but are not used 
prescriptively. 

Lesson plans change within a unit and from year-to-year to reflect the learning needs and interests of 
students. 

Curricula and lessons are aligned to the state standards.  

 
 

Goal 2:  School structures and processes enable educators to 
provide students with seamless experiences in early 
childhood. 

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

The environment promotes the development of positive relationships. 

Structures are in place to ensure two-way communication between home, childcare, preschool, and 
elementary school. 

Teachers work within their grade level and across grade levels to reinforce and connect content 
standards. 

EduSnap data demonstrates that students experience smooth and developmentally appropriate 
changes across the PreK-5th grade span.  
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Goal 3:  Learning targets can be accurately interpreted to the 
age, development, and/or grade level of the students.   

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Teachers have knowledge of the PreK-3rd grade developmental continuum and 
work to apply it to the needs of their students. 

The knowledge, skills, and behaviors a child exhibits when a standard is met can be clearly articulated 
by teachers and leaders.  

Students have an understanding of what mastery and excellence look like, and where they are on the 
learning continuum. 

Time is routinely dedicated for engagement in understanding child development and its application to 
learning targets/standards to ensure that appropriate learning experiences are provided for each and 
every student. 

 
 
Ideas to consider:   

• What support is needed by school staff and administration to understand development 
across the PreK-5th grade span? 

• What supports are in place to ensure that children’s experiences throughout the school 
day are consistent? 

• How do teachers know the individual readiness of each student for new learning? 

• How is learning scaffolded for struggling students without denying them access to 
appropriate grade level content?  
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CORE COMPONENT 4: INTEGRATION  

 
One of the best ways to improve curriculum balance and to maximize student learning time is 
through curriculum integration, or the purposeful planning of strategies and learning 
experiences to facilitate and enhance learning across key content areas. Curriculum integration 
does not abandon the skills and understandings that are specific to individual content areas; 
rather, it is a means of enhancing those areas by connecting them and, in many cases, requires 
students to apply them to solve a particular problem. In the real world, knowledge does not 
exist solely within a single field of study, so it is important to help learners see the relationships 
that exist naturally.  
 
The benefits of curriculum integration have been recognized and researched for more than 100 
years.  However, due to the ever-expanding curricular demands placed upon both teachers and 
learners, the knowledge explosion has created a resurgence of interest in this educational 
approach Although there are many definitions and terms associated with curriculum 
integration, this section uses the three general categories recognized by Mustafa (2011): (1) 
interdisciplinary, (2) problem-based, and (3) theme-based. Numerous benefits have been 
recognized from the use of each of these, particularly when students are called upon to use 
their knowledge and skills to solve real-world problems (Harrell, 2010; Malik & Malik, 2011).  
 
At the foundational level, curriculum integration creates a learning environment in which 
students make meaningful connections between different content areas and provides 
important understanding about why specific skills and information need to be known. Making 
connections elevates students’ levels of thinking and processing and promotes student learning 
at deeper levels (Watkins & Krisonis, 2011). When critical thinking is required, student attention 
and motivation also increases (Mustafa, 2011).  
 
In addition, several researchers have reported that students in classrooms using this approach 
score higher on standardized tests and state exams than do students in classroom that focus on 
teaching individual content areas (Campbell & Henning, 2010; Hinde, Osborn, & Dorn, 2007; 
Shriner et al., 2010).  This is likely due to the fact that the human brain becomes “smarter” 
through the creation and development of neural pathways, which grow stronger and longer 
lasting through multiple connections (Paus et al, 1999; Sprenger, 1999). Integrated teaching 
and learning has also been shown to diminish achievement gaps, especially those in science and 
math (Becker & Park, 2011). 
  



 

 

14 

9/2018 

CORE COMPONENT 4: INTEGRATION  

 
Goal Statement: 

1. Concepts and content across standards are meaningfully connected to enhance 

learning. 

 

Goal 1:  Concepts and content across standards are 
meaningfully connected to enhance learning.     

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Writing is included as a part of all content areas. 

Opportunities for higher order thinking are evident in all content areas. 

Teachers use project-based learning as a method for integrating multiple content areas.   

Opportunities for creative expression are incorporated into classroom units: Teachers routinely include 
examples from art, music, drama, etc. to emphasize and elaborate learning concepts.  

Movement is used to augment student learning.  

Staff who provide music, art, foreign language, and physical education have regular communication 
with classroom teachers to ensure consistency across student experience. 

Staff who provide music, art, foreign language, and physical education include math, science, literacy, 
and/or social studies concepts in their units of study. 

Students are given choices about ways to demonstrate their learning. 

EduSnap data demonstrates that more than one content area is addressed during the majority of the 
day. 

 
 
Ideas to consider:   

• How can the potency of the learning experience be increased by connecting it 
meaningfully to other content areas and learning goals? 

• What concepts and big ideas can be used to pull together various curricular areas? 

• What funds of knowledge can be culled from families and the community to integrate 
curricula?  
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CORE COMPONENT 5: DEVELOPMENTAL  

 
Research has consistently supported the contention that implementation of a curriculum that is 
sensitive to the developmental capabilities and backgrounds of the individual children, that 
addresses the multiple domains of children’s development, and that supports the view that 
children are active participants in the learning process will promote positive, long-term 
achievement in academic settings (Bowman, Donovan, & Burns 2000; Lee & Burkam 2002; 
Peisner-Feinberg et al. 2001.  
 
A curriculum that is considered optimal is one that is geared toward treating the child as a 
whole being, in terms of not only broad developmental issues but also charaterisitics of 
individual children. In addition, an effective curriculum integrates learning across 
developmental and content-based domains, acknowledging and promoting the simultaneous 
development of cognitive, physical and social skills (Gallahue 1995).  
 
A child’s social-emotional, language, and physical capabilities have a major impact on his/her 
ability to advance cognitively.  Therefore, the key to successfully addressing the developmental 
needs of children is a combination of knowing what children are ready for, designing and 
delivering appropriate learning, and providing the necessary support to ensure success. 
Given the integrated nature of development and learning across domains, specifically 
supporting children in all domains promotes increased positive outcomes in student 
achievement.  

• Cognitive development is bolstered through active questioning and information 
gathering combined with hands-on experiences and direct social interactions. This 
process of active learning and knowledge acquisition occurs during engagement with 
materials, ideas, and other people.  

• Language development is promoted when educators believe and act upon the ideas that 
children who are talking are learning; teachers who are listening are learning; and 
children whose words are valued and respected feel competent and valued. Learning 
how to express one's thoughts and ideas positively impact the development of 
relationships, and identity, and contribute to teacher’s ability to formatively assess 
children’s progress. 

• Health and physical development support children’s learning, and play a part in their 
ability to be successful. 

 
An emphasis on social-emotional development in the early years provides a solid base for 
children’s learning and future success (Howes & Ritchie 2002; Hyson 2004). Attention to 
children’s social-emotional development helps them recognize and manage emotions, establish 
positive relationships, make responsible decisions, negotiate and compromise and navigate 
challenging situations. Curriculum that addresses children’s social emotional development 
focuses on providing daily opportunities to undersatnd and tegulate emotions, experience pride 
and success with learning across domanins, and become productive members of a classroom 
(Hyson 2004).  
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All students benefit from participating in peer collaboration. Benefits include: increased 
academic achievement, increased engagement, improved personal and social development, 
increased motivation (McMaster, Fuchs, & Fuchs, 2006). Teachers who nurture students’ 
interests, give students opportunities to make choices, and do not unduly control student 
activity, are allowing children to regulate their own behavior (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010)  
 
Play allows frequent practice of complicated actions and activates the frontal cortex and the 
hippocampus (Gallahue & Ozmun 2006; Ratey 2008, Alloway 2013, 2010).  Input children 
receive from the experiences of play promotes brain development, including the development 
of new synaptic connections and the strengthening of ones that already exist (Sousa 2011). 
What builds intelligence is spending time learning individual skills and using them all together. 
Play is one of the best opportunities for application of learned skills. (McCloskey 2013). 
Research has demonstrated the value of dramatic play in fostering children’s ability to self-
regulate (Elias & Berk 2002; Hyson, Copple & Jones). 
 
Mindsets develop through regular experiences that the brain codes into a safety/threat system. 
Students develop a growth mindset when they are safe to be wrong, view mistakes as 
opportunities for learning, and know that doing their best and trying hard is what is important. 
(Dweck, 2006). 
 

• Attention to oral language development supports children in their belief that their 
voices are valuable and valued, and allows adults to know our students in multiple ways. 
The predictors of positive third grade outcomes all link to student voice: small group 
instruction; oral language and vocabulary development; conceptual thinking in math; 
scaffolded instruction; collaboration with peers and metacognition. Learning how to 
express one's thoughts and ideas is critically important for: adult-child and peer 
relationships; Identity-self efficacy; cognitive development; formative assessment; and 
motivation (McCaslin & Good, 1996). All students benefit from participating in peer 
collaboration strategies. Benefits include: increased academic achievement; increases in 
engagement; and improved personal and social development. (McMaster, Fuchs, & 
Fuchs, 2006). 

 
African American’s oral-narrative skills may be a unique area of strength that may promote 
later success in reading achievement (Gardner-Neblett, Pungello, & Iruka, 2012; Gardner-
Neblett, N., & Iruka, I. U. (2015)).  
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CORE COMPONENT 5: DEVELOPMENTAL 

 
Goal Statements: 

1. Content and instructional approaches are supported by brain research. 

2. Social-emotional development is understood to be foundational to children’s 

success.     

3. Curriculum and instructional practices support children in meeting their need for 

relatedness, competence, and autonomy. 

4. A growth mindset is explicitly taught, reinforced, and promoted. 

5. Student Voice is facilitated through attention to language development. 

 

Goal 1:  Content and instructional approaches are supported 
by brain research.     

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Teachers understand brain research and its application to teaching and learning.  

Learning experiences address a wide range of developmental abilities and promote choice, autonomy, 
self-regulation, executive function, and metacognition. 

Students are explicitly taught processes as well as content, and both are consistently revisited to 
provide on-going practice and ensure mastery. 

Lessons are planned and delivered with attention to moving information from short-term memory 
(knowing) to working memory (applying) and then to long-term memory (remembering).  

Learners are routinely encouraged to be tactile, experiential, interactive, and social and to move 
purposefully around the classroom as part of the learning process. 

Teacher talk is well-balanced with student conversation and interactive engagement.  

Higher order thinking questions (Bloom’s Taxonomy) are regularly incorporated into all lessons. 

 
 

Goal 2: Social-emotional development is understood to be 
foundational to children’s success.     

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Time is specifically dedicated to teaching and supporting social-emotional competence. 

Teachers are well-versed in understanding social-emotional development. 

Teachers address the establishment of community expectations, and the teaching of behavior  with the 
same patience and resourcefulness as when they teach content. 
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Goal 3:  Curriculum and instructional practices support 
children in meeting their need for relatedness, competence, 
and autonomy. 

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Play is valued as a significant contributor to children’s social emotional, cognitive, physical and language 
development and is evident in the daily curriculum    

Children have opportunities to make choices about who they work with, the materials they use, the 
topics they pursue, the location in the room where they work, the amount of time it may take, and the 
ways in which they represent their learning. 

Opportunities for collaboration (students working together/having access to support from one another) 
are evident throughout the day. 

Physical and cognitive environments are modified as the developmental and learning needs of children 
change. 

Children’s competence is evident in classroom displays and in their interactions with teachers and 
peers.  

 
 
 

Goal 4:  A growth mindset is explicitly taught, reinforced, and 
promoted. 
 

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Different thoughts and opinions are valued.  

The right answer is not as important as how a student arrived to the answer.   

Peers and adults are seen as sources of support and assistance. 

Students  are supported to persist in their efforts even when challenged or frustrated. 

Students are supported to learn from their mistakes. 

Students are supported to recognize that it isn’t that they can’t do it, bur rather that they can’t do it 
yet. 
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Goal 5: Student Voice is facilitated through attention to 
language development.   

Date 
 

Level 
 
 

Date 
 

Level 

Date 
 

Level 

Each and every child is provided multiple opportunities throughout the day to verbalize thoughts and 
connections to their learning. 

Lessons consistently include the step of collaborative learning which allows peers to exchange ideas and 
views with one another. 

Teachers actively promote self-expression, personal choice, and individual thinking in both academic 
and personal and social development. 

Oral narratives (story-telling, dictation) are encouraged and recognized as important contributors to 
children’s literacy development. 

EduSnap data demonstrates that time is specifically dedicated to teaching and supporting the 
development of voice between adults and children and amongst peers. 

 
 
Ideas to consider:   

• What supports do school staff and administration need to better understand and apply 
brain research to classroom practice? 

• What developmental domains are specifically addressed across the curriculum? 

• How do units attend to a range of developmental abilities? 

• How is brain research utilized? 

• How are play and choice valued and incorporated in age-appropriate ways in the daily 
schedule? If play and choice is not evident, what are the reasons? 

• How is children’s social-emotional growth facilitated? 

• How is the development of student voice related to cultural and racial identity 
development? 

• How is a growth mindset developed and facilitated in the classroom and in the school? 
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