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a b s t r a c t 

States may regulate instructional policies —standards, curricula, assessments, and professional development —of 

early childhood education programs with the goal of improving student learning outcomes. The purpose of this 

paper is to report findings from a national survey (61 respondents from 30 states) and follow-up interviews 

( N = 12) on how state early education leaders think about key issues related to instructional policy supports. 

Notable findings include broad support from state leaders for using a combination of global and content-specific 

curricula and for developing consistency in curricula regulations across disparate early childhood programs. State 

leaders also report moderate alignment among the instructional policy supports investigated. Understanding the 

views of these state leaders is important given the latitude the departments and agencies they represent have in 

shaping instructional policy of early education programs. 
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. Introduction 

Across the states, there has been considerable attention in recent

ears focused on improving the quality of early childhood education pro-

rams through the development, adoption, and implementation of poli-

ies and regulations regarding instructional policy supports ( Merrill et al.,

020 ). By instructional policy supports, we are referring to curricula,

tandards, and assessments, where each of these three core elements

s supported by coordinated professional development. In addition to

ncreased interest in these instructional policy supports, there has also

een a related focus on making sure these supports are aligned with one

nother and mutually reinforcing in order to improve instructional qual-

ty and, in turn, improve student outcomes in early childhood educa-

ion programs ( Cohen-Vogel et al., 2020 a; Little, 2017 ; Whitaker et al.,

022 ). The development of instructional policy supports and efforts to

mprove alignment among them, proponents argue, is a critical element

n a comprehensive strategy to overcome persistent challenges facing

he early childhood field, such as wide variability in program quality

e.g., Valentino, 2018 ) and fadeout or convergence of program impacts

 Bailey et al., 2017 ). 

The purpose of this study is to respond to this recent interest in in-

tructional policy supports and alignment by capturing the views of state

eaders in early education. These leaders have considerable latitude in
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he design and implementation of policies regarding instructional pol-

cy supports and alignment. For example, in some states, leaders (and

he departments and agencies they oversee) develop lists of approved

arly childhood curricula that publicly-funded programs must choose

rom (e.g., Cohen-Vogel et al. 2020 a). Therefore, understanding the per-

pectives of these leaders is useful for understanding how these policies

re playing out in the states. Moreover, while recent work published in

his journal has focused on instructional policy supports and alignment

e.g., Cohen-Vogel et al. 2020 a, Whitaker et al. 2022 ), we are aware of

o other studies that have examined this topic from the perspective of

tate leaders from across the United States. This study begins to fill this

ap. 

In the pages that follow, we describe the results of an explanatory se-

uential mixed-methods study ( Morse, 2003 ) wherein we surveyed state

eaders in early education from across the United States and followed-

p with a subset of survey respondents using semi-structured qualita-

ive interviews. Our survey sample of state leaders included 61 respon-

ents and we followed up with 12 leaders for interviews. Our analy-

is focused on five specific topics within the domains of instructional

olicy supports and alignment: (1) selection of curricula, (2) global vs.

ontent-specific curricula, (3) implementation of curricula, (4) align-

ent among instructional policy supports (i.e., standards, curricula, and

ssessments), and (5) alignment between early childhood education pro-
ecember 2022 
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rams and the early elementary grades. Before presenting these results,

e next turn to provide definitional clarity and review what is known

bout each of these topics. 

. Background literature 

.1. Instructional policy supports in early childhood education 

Instructional policy supports are often conceptualized as including

hree core components: (1) curricula, (2) standards, and (3) assessments

 Cohen-Vogel et al., 2020 a; Smith and O’Day, 1990 ). Instructional pol-

cy support systems also often include professional development aligned

o each of the three components. As a reform strategy to improve in-

tructional quality, instructional policy supports can be traced to the

tandards-based reform movement in K-12 education ( Polikoff, 2012 ).

he motivation behind instructional policy reform stems from the wide

ariability in the content of teachers’ instruction and the theory for

hange posits that instructional supports are needed to provide a co-

erent “instructional target ” for teachers ( Polikoff, 2012 , p. 343). Sum-

arized by Polikoff & Porter (2014) , “providing teachers with more con-

istent messages through content standards and aligned assessments and

urriculum materials will lead them to align their instruction with the

tandards, and student knowledge of standards content will improve ”

p. 401). 

The focus on instructional policy supports in the realm of early

hildhood education has increased. Writing on the topic in this journal,

ohen-Vogel et al. (2020a) noted that in recent years, “the Head Start

ureau developed its Child Outcomes Framework, describing learning

xpectations in each of eight domains; professional associations estab-

ished content standards in early mathematics and literacy; and na-

ional reports called for the creation and implementation of content

tandards, performance standards, and measures of child outcomes as

art of a broader effort to improve teaching and learning in the early

ears, and most states have followed suit ” (p. 3). A recent analysis

f “quality features ” in state-funded early education programs from

errill et al. (2020) documented these changes. They found that, for

xample, all fifty states have adopted some form of content standards

hat align with the National Education Goals Panel’s Essential Domains

f School Readiness. Having defined instructional policy supports and

ocumented its prominence as a policy reform movement, we now turn

o provide a brief overview of what is known about each of the con-

tituent elements. 

.1.1. Curricula 

The element of early childhood education curricula has arguably

eceived the most attention in the literature to date. First, there is

uch debate about the definition of curricula in early childhood. As

ash (2019) wrote in a chapter on curricula in the Wiley Handbook of

arly Childhood Care and Education, “the term curriculum is complex,

ontested, and not easily defined ” (p. 261). Not only does curricula de-

ne what is taught, it also can signal how content should be taught.

ummarizing the contours of this contested definitional terrain, Lash

rote: 

Is curriculum viewed as specific activities and lessons, a particular

approach or model that guides the entire program (e.g., Montessori,

High/Scope, Creative Curriculum), or is it considered as Jones and

Nimmo (1994) point: curriculum is what happens —everything that

occurs, planned and unplanned, in an early childhood program as

experiences and perceived by children? ” (p. 265). 

In the context of publicly-funded early childhood program policy,

urriculum has come to primarily be conceptualized as the “particular

pproach or model that guides the entire program, ” such as High/Scope

r Creative Curriculum. These forms of curricula have also been termed

published curricula ” (e.g., Whitaker et al. 2022 ). There are three issues

elated to early childhood curricula that we investigated in this study:
289 
1) selection of curricula, (2) global v. content-specific curricula, and

3) implementation of curricula. 

election of curricula. As part of their instructional policy support reg-

lations, 84 percent of states draft guidance regarding curricula that

ublicly-funded programs must conform with. Some states, such as

orth Carolina, develop a list of pre-approved comprehensive and

vidence-based curricula that programs must select from. Common

urricula on approved lists like these include the Creative Curricu-

um, High/Scope Preschool Curriculum, and Tools of the Mind ( Cohen-

ogel et al., 2020 a). In other states, little guidance is offered and pro-

rams may choose a published curriculum or use their own locally-

eveloped curriculum. At the federal level, Head Start requires that

rograms adopt a whole child curriculum that is evidence- or research-

ased ( Whitaker et al., 2022 ). Given this policy variation that exists

cross the states ( Cohen-Vogel et al., 2020 a), our survey interrogated

ow state leaders think about curriculum selection approaches. We also

nquired about whether or not such requirements should be consistent

cross different types of early childhood education programs (e.g., Head

tart and state-funded Pre-K). 

lobal v. content-specific curricula. In addition to the selection of curric-

la, another key area of discussion regarding early childhood curricula

s its scope of comprehensiveness. That is, to what extent should early

hildhood curricula be global or content-specific? Global curricula are

urricula that cover multiple domains of children’s learning, often de-

ned as the National Education Goals Panel’s (NEGP) Essential Domains

f School Readiness, established in 1995 ( Merrill et al., 2020 ). These do-

ains include: (1) language and literacy development, (2) cognition and

eneral knowledge (including early mathematics and early scientific de-

elopment), (3) approaches toward learning, (4) physical well-being and

otor development (including adaptive skills), and (5) social and emo-

ional development. Content-specific curricula, on the other hand, focus

xclusively on specific domains such as mathematics or socio-emotional

evelopment. An example of a content-specific early childhood curricu-

um that has garnered significant attention in recent years is the Building

locks mathematics curriculum ( Clements & Sarama, 2007 ). 

Data from the National Survey of Early Care and Education reveals

 portrait of the prevalence of different curricular approaches in Pre-

 and Head Start programs. Summarized in Jenkins & Duncan (2017) ,

3% of Head Start programs and 41% of state Pre-K programs used a

lobal curriculum. Among the global curricula, Creative Curriculum and

igh/Scope were the most popular. About 20% of programs used other

ublished curricula, which could include content-specific math and lit-

racy curricula. Thirty-four percent of Pre-K programs and 7% of Head

tart programs reported using either a locally-developed curriculum or

hey did not use a curriculum. 

There is a limited body of scholarly work that has focused on the

elative efficacy —in terms of school readiness outcomes —of different

orms of early childhood curricula. One of the most comprehensive anal-

ses aggregated data from a multi-site experimental study of preschool

urricula and compared global curricula to academic content-specific

urricula ( Jenkins et al., 2018 ). These authors found that widely-

sed global curricula increased measures of quality, relative to locally-

eveloped curricula, but were ultimately unrelated to increased mea-

ures of school readiness. Content-specific curricula, on the other hand,

hile not related to measures of process quality, were related to in-

reases in literacy and math achievement, respectively. Findings like

his and others (e.g., Jenkins et al. 2019 ) have increased the debate

ver the types of curricula early education programs should select. For

his reason, our study investigates how state leaders think about global

ersus content-specific curricula. 

mplementation of curricula. Last, curricula are only as good as they

re implemented in classroom practice ( Polikoff, 2018 ). For years, pri-

arily focused on K-12 educational contexts, researchers have docu-
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ented that curricula are often not implemented with high levels fi-

elity ( Polikoff, 2021 ). Similar findings have been documented in early

ducation. For example, in an analysis of five samples of preschool chil-

ren, Jenkins et al. (2019) investigated differences in classroom pro-

esses between classrooms using different types of curricula. These au-

hors found that, despite using different curricula, classroom practices

id not generally vary. Practices did vary, extensively, between class-

ooms using the same curriculum. Findings such as these indicate that

he use of a curriculum, in general, does not predict differences in class-

oom practices and interventions are needed to support greater fidelity.

 variety of supports have been promoted and studied, ranging from

raditional models of professional development (e.g., Joyce & Show-

rs 2002 ) to highly structured and intensive coaching models (e.g.,

eiland et al. 2018 ). Given this, we interrogate how state leaders see

he alignment of professional supports for curriculum implementation

laying out in their states. 

.1.2. Standards 

In addition to curricula, there has been a push to develop early

earning standards, which define the content, skills, or knowledge chil-

ren should have prior to kindergarten entry ( Scott-Little et al., 2006 ;

hitaker et al., 2022 ). There is limited evidence on the effectiveness of

arly learning standards in terms of their impacts on student outcomes.

he literature to date has largely focused on defining what should be

ncluded in early learning standards and documenting their prevalence

 Merrill et al., 2020 ). Similar to the rationale cited above for global cur-

icula, there is a consensus that early learning standards should align

ith the previously defined five NEGP Essential Domains of School

eadiness (ED, 2011). As documented by Merrill et al. (2020) , a near

niversal diffusion of early learning standards was spurred as part of

he Obama Administration’s Race to the Top Early Learning Challenge.

oday, all 50 fifty states have some form of early learning standards. In

ome states, different terms are used, such as “Foundations for Early

earning and Development ” or “Early Learning Framework ” ( Cohen-

ogel et al., 2020 a). In this study, our focus on standards was in un-

erstanding how well state leaders perceived the alignment between

tandards and other instructional policy supports. 

.1.3. Assessments 

The third pillar of instructional policy support systems is assess-

ents. Assessments are needed, according to the theory underpinning

nstructional policy supports, to ensure that instructional targets set

n standards and curricula are being met ( Cohen-Vogel et al., 2020 a;

mith and O’Day, 1990 ). Across the educational continuum, assessments

an take a variety of different forms (e.g., formative, summative, di-

gnostic) and the stakes associated with them can vary (e.g., program

valuation, to help facilitate instruction). In early childhood education

ractice, assessments tend to be formative in nature and are used to fa-

ilitate instructional decision making ( Curran et al., 2020 ; Little et al.,

019 ). Use of assessments in this way is consistent with guidance on

ppropriate practices as outlined in the National Research Council re-

ort, “Early Childhood Assessment: Why, What, and How ” ( Snow &

an Hemel, 2008 ). In many early childhood education programs, such

s state-funded Pre-K programs and Head Start, formative assessment

nd diagnostic assessment tools are required. For example, Head Start

rogram requirements state that, “a program must conduct standard-

zed and structured assessment, which may be observation-based or di-

ect, for each child that provide ongoing information to evaluation the

hild’s developmental level and progress (ACF, n.d.). Common assess-

ent systems are advertised as being aligned to published curricula

nd state early learning standards, such as Teaching Strategies GOLD

 Cohen-Vogel et al., 2020 a). In this study, our focus on assessments was

n understanding how well state leaders perceived the alignment be-

ween assessments and other instructional policy supports. 
290 
.2. Alignment 

Having detailed the core elements of instructional policy supports

nd some of the key questions in the literature surrounding them, we

ow turn to describe the second core area of focus in this study: align-

ent. The topic of alignment in early childhood education has gar-

ered significant research interest in recent years ( Little, 2018 , 2020 ;

akanishi & Kauerz, 2008 ). Indeed, a special issue of Early Child-

ood Research Quarterly in 2020 featured seven articles on the topic

 McCormick et al., 2020 ). Alignment can be conceptualized in two di-

ensions, including horizontal and vertical. Horizontal alignment refers

o the alignment between instructional policy supports within grades

e.g., multiple supports within kindergarten), whereas vertical align-

ent refers to the alignment of these supports across grades (e.g., sup-

orts between grades Pre-K-3). Researchers interrogating alignment in

arly childhood education have used a variety of different method-

logical approaches, ranging from observations to teacher interviews

o surveys of curricular content coverage. While these different meth-

ds have sometimes led to discrepant findings, and much more remains

o be understood, there is a growing consensus that there is greater

orizontal alignment than there is vertical alignment. That is, within

arly childhood programs, supports such as curricula and standards

re more aligned than these supports are between grades (e.g., Cohen-

ogel et al. 2020 a, 2021 ). To help build our understanding of alignment

n early childhood education, we contribute to this literature by exam-

ning how state leaders perceive horizontal and vertical alignment. To

ate, we are only aware of one study that has examined state leader per-

pectives on alignment, which focused on a single state context ( Cohen-

ogel et al., 2020 b). 

. Conceptual framework 

In Fig. 1 , we present our study’s conceptual framework, which we

all the Conceptual Framework of ECE Instructional Policy Supports and

lignment. This framework is informed by a robust literature on instruc-

ional policy from the K-12 sphere, and more specifically, its recent

pplications in the early childhood sphere ( Cohen-Vogel et al., 2020 a;

agan & Scott-Little, 2004 ; Whitaker et al., 2022 ). As highlighted in the

eview of the literature, instructional policy supports are comprised of

hree core elements: curricula, assessments, and standards. Together,

hese mutually reinforcing elements provide a coherent instructional

arget for early childhood practitioners. Teacher knowledge of each of

hese supports, and their ability to ensure they are connected, is sup-

orted by aligned professional development supports. 

The right side of the conceptual framework highlights the dimen-

ions of alignment that intersect with instructional policy supports. As

entioned above, alignment can take two key dimensions: horizontal

nd vertical. Horizontal alignment refers to the alignment between in-

tructional policy supports within grades, whereas vertical alignment

efers to the alignment of these supports across grades. This framework

elped to guide our data collection and analysis procedures. As will be

evealed in the following pages, while our analysis touches on each el-

ment of the framework, we focused much of our attention on early

hildhood curricula given its prominence in current policy debates (e.g.,

klar & Loewenberg 2022 ). 

. Methodology 

.1. Participants 

Data collection and analysis for this study took place from Novem-

er, 2021 to May, 2022. All protocols were reviewed and approved by

 university Institutional Review Board. We developed a database of

tate leaders in early education through a two-part process. First, we

ollaborated with the National Association of State Leaders in Early Ed-

cation (NASLEE) to acquire a mailing list of their members. NASLEE is
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Fig. 1. Framework of ECE instructional policy 

supports and alignment. 

Table 1 

Descriptive statistics. 

Variable M SD Min. Max. 

Age 50.0 7.9 32.0 69.0 

Years of Experience in State Agency 8.1 5.5 0.5 21.0 

Years of Experience in ECE Overall 22.9 8.1 5.0 40.0 

Variable Percent Variable Percent 

Race/Ethnicity State Agency Description 

Asian 3.3% Department of Education 71.0% 

Black 6.6% Department of Early Childhood or Other ECE-Focused Agency 20.0% 

Hispanic 0.0% Department of Health and Human Services 10.0% 

White 90.2% 

Seniority Description 

Gender Manager/Director of Early Childhood Office/Department 49.0% 

Female 96.7% Mid-Level Early Childhood Education Specialist 44.0% 

Male 3.3% Entry-Level Early Childhood Education Specialist 5.0% 

Highest Education Level 

Bachelor’s 8.0% 

Master’s 62.0% 

Beyond Masters (e.g., PhD, EdD) 30.0% 

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard Deviation, Min. = Minimum, Max. = Maximum, ECE = Early Childhood Education Sample size is 

61 for each variable. 
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he national organization for state education staff members with “major

esponsibilities in the field of early childhood education, from infancy

hrough the primary grades ” ( NASLEE, n.d ). This list included 110 eli-

ible participants. Second, since not all state leaders in early education

ere members of NASLEE, we also scanned state websites to develop

 supplementary list of leaders. In developing this list, we sought non-

uplicate contact information for state leaders who led early learning

Pre-K, Head Start, childcare) departments and divisions as well as Head

tart Collaboration Office directors. This supplementary list included 66

ligible participants. Combined, our recruitment list for the survey in-

luded 176 state leaders in early education. 

In total, 61 state leaders completed our survey for a response rate of

5%. We present descriptive information about the survey participants

n Table 1 below. Nearly all participants identified as female (97%),

ad a mean age of 50 years, were predominately White (90%), and over

0% had a Master’s degree or higher. In terms of the state agency or de-

artments participants were leaders in, 71% represented Departments of

ducation, 20% represented a Department of Early Childhood or ECE-

ocused agency, and 10% represented a Department of Health and Hu-
291 
an Services. Our participants were senior and experienced leaders in

tates. Forty-nine percent of participants were the Manager or Direc-

or of their department, 44% were a mid-level employee, and only 5%

ere entry-level employees. Participants had an average of eight years

f experience in their current state department or agency and an av-

rage of 23 years of experience in early childhood education overall.

hen comparing the individuals who participated in the survey to those

hat did not, we found that more senior leaders were most likely to re-

pond. Anecdotally, numerous mid- and entry-level state employees re-

ponded to our recruitment emails indicating that their supervisor was

ompleting the survey and they did not want to respond, feeling like

heir state/agency was best represented by their more senior leadership.

State leaders from 30 different states are represented in our sample.

e compared the states where we had survey respondents to those that

id not based on a measure of instructional policy supports captured

y the National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER). In their

nnual State of Pre-K reports, NIEER asks if states “offer guidance on

elected curricula aligned with Early Learning and Development Stan-

ards. ” Among the states represented in our sample, 80% reported “yes ”,
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ompared to 90% of states not in our sample. Overall, 84% of states

ffer guidance on selected curricula. Consequently, our survey respon-

ents represent states that provide slightly less guidance on curricula,

n average, than in states not represented in our sample. That said, our

urvey focused more on state leader beliefs and opinions rather than

heir reports on state policy. When comparing survey responses from

articipants representing the same state, we found significant variation

n responses, suggesting individuals are responding as individuals rather

han simply reflecting and endorsing their state’s respective policy con-

ext. 

.2. Measures 

.2.1. Survey 

The primary mode of data collection for this study was an online sur-

ey that was administered via Google Forms. The survey was developed

or this project based on the reviewed literature and conceptual frame-

orks. The survey was focused primarily on early childhood curricula,

ut also asked questions about alignment of curricula with other in-

tructional policy supports, like standards and assessments. Specifically,

here were seven questions focused solely on early childhood curricula,

hree on the alignment among instructional supports, and one on the

lignment of early childhood education programs with early elemen-

ary school. The survey items asked participants about their personal

pinions, not a reflection of their respective state’s policy context. After

he initial survey items were drafted, the survey was sent out for expert

eview to a combination of practitioners and researchers. Practitioner

eedback on the survey was provided by NASLEE leadership, including

he Executive Director and multiple board members. Researcher feed-

ack on the survey was provided by three different scholars who have

ritten extensively on the topic of instructional policy supports in the

ealm of early childhood education, including articles in this journal.

fter the feedback from these experts was incorporated into the survey,

he survey was copy edited and programmed in Google Forms for data

ollection. 

.2.2. Follow-up interviews 

In addition to the online survey, we also collected qualitative inter-

iew data from a subset of 12 participants who completed the survey

nd indicated they would be interested in a follow-up interview. Our

nterview protocol was aligned with the survey items and sought to cap-

ure additional context and detail. For example, one interview question

sked: “In the survey, we asked about different preferences for global,

hole child curricula (e.g., Creative Curriculum) or content-specific cur-

icula, such as Building Blocks math curriculum. Do you have a prefer-

nce for one or the other or some combination of the two? Why? ” Inter-

iews lasted approximately 30 minutes, on average. The 12 individuals

ho completed follow-up interviews came from eight different states,

epresented the three different categories of state agencies, and varied

n terms of seniority and years of experience. 

.3. Data preparation and analysis 

.3.1. Survey data analysis 

Once survey data collection was completed, we imported the data

rom Google Forms into Stata for analysis. First, we generated descrip-

ive statistics to understand our sample (e.g., mean, standard deviation,

inimum value, maximum value). Next, for each substantive survey

uestion of interest, we created graphs that illustrated the participant

esponses. 

.3.2. Interview data analysis 

At the conclusion of each interview, we completed a brief analytic

emo detailing key impressions from the interview and noting any ar-

as for follow-up or protocol revision. Next, we transcribed participant
292 
esponses for each question in an analysis matrix. Organizing the data in

his way allowed us to scan participant responses, by question, to make

ense of patterns in the data. For each question, we scanned all par-

icipant responses and developed summary statements and noted emer-

ent themes. When themes were identified, we then created a new col-

mn in the analysis matrix to note which participants expressed views

onsistent with a particular theme. For example, if leadership emerged

s a theme, we would then create a column and re-scan the data for

ach participant to note how, if at all, their responses aligned with that

heme. Where applicable, we note these qualitative findings after pre-

enting the survey result, along with supporting quotes ( Miles & Hu-

erman, 1994 ). This mixed-methods analysis can best be characterized

s a QUAN → qual approach, where the quantitative data was primary

nd the qualitative data were used to supplement and provide useful

llustrations and context, where applicable ( Creswell & Clark, 2017 ). 

. Results 

.1. Selection of ECE curricula 

We begin our presentation of the study results by summarizing our

ndings related to how state leaders think about the selection of ECE

urricula ( Figs. 2 and 3 ). In terms of how states should go about approv-

ng ECE curricula, we found a majority of participants (57%) believe the

tate should determine a list of approved curricula that programs can

hen choose from. Twenty-three percent of participants believed pro-

rams should be able to select their own curricula but must obtain state

pproval and 17% believed programs should be able to choose their own

urricula without state approval. Only 3% of participants believed pro-

rams should be able to choose teacher- or locally-developed curricula.

In each of the follow-up interviews ( n = 12), leaders were in favor

f states regulating curricula in some form. Consistent with the survey

esults, the responses were divided between states creating lists of cur-

icula that programs must choose from versus state approval of curric-

la selected from programs (without a list). In all cases, leaders justified

heir desire to have state oversight in the curricula selection process

o ensure that programs were using evidence-based and high-quality

urricula, though to varying degrees. Yet, there was resistance to the

dea of mandating common curricula in favor of balancing the needs for

ocal community contexts to determine the best fit curricula for their

tudent/family populations. For example, one participant, favoring a

ore restrained level of state oversight said, “curriculum needs to be in-

ividualized to teachers/classroom/cultural context […] it needs state

uardrails around that, things that shouldn’t be allowed […] there is a

alance between providing structure and adaptability. ” Another partici-

ant, favoring a pre-selected list of curricula, noted that state regulation

ould help ensure vertical alignment with the K-12 education system

f each of the approved curricula was deemed to be aligned with the

tate’s early grades curricula. Yet, as another participant highlighted,

he goal of vertical alignment could also incentivize programs to adopt

evelopmentally inappropriate curricula, which they noted was another

ustification for state regulation of curricula (i.e., assurance of develop-

entally appropriate practice). The leaders’ responses regarding selec-

ion of curricula highlights a central struggle they face in balancing local

ontrol and context for curricula selection with needs for system align-

ent, quality control, and preservation of developmentally appropriate

ractice. 

In addition to asking about the selection of ECE curricula, our survey

lso asked participants to reflect on the extent to which they agree cur-

iculum requirements and regulations should be consistent across differ-

nt ECE programs, including Head Start, State Pre-K, and private/non-

rofit subsidized care (e.g., CCDF). We found that the vast majority

f participants endorsed the view that curriculum requirements should

e consistent across programs (20% strongly agreed and 62% agreed).

ighteen percent of participants either disagreed or strongly disagreed
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Fig. 2. Responses for Question: “How Should 

Curricula Be Regulated at the State Level? ”

Fig. 3. Responses for Question: “To what ex- 

tent do you agree that curriculum requirement 

and regulations should be consistent across dif- 

ferent ECE programs, including Head Start, 

State Pre-K, and private/non-profit subsidized 

care (e.g., CCDF)? ”
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hat requirements should be consistent between programs. From the

ualitative interviews, leaders stressed curricula should vary between

evels of ECE (e.g., infant/toddler versus Pre-K for four-year-olds) to en-

ure developmental appropriateness, but general state regulation should

e consistent between programs serving similar-aged students . Particu-

arly among center-based programs serving students in the year or two
293 
rior to kindergarten entry, respondents remarked that many of the

oals are essentially the same, so the contours of state regulation should

e common. As one participant put it, “there are differences in what ef-

ective curriculum looks like in B-3 vs. preschool, with B-3 being bigger

n interactions and less about content […] but I don’t see any necessary

istinctions between Head Start and Pre-K. ”
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Fig. 4. Responses for questions related to global and targeted curricula. 

5

 

r  

(  

s  

s  

m  

u  

s  

s  

p  

r  

p  

t  

u  

e

 

p  

p  

d  

a  

t  

r  

r  

i  

a  

S

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

c  

t  

n  

e  

q  

s  

p  

c  

c  

s

5

 

c  

d  

a  

f  

t  

a  

d  

a  

S  

w  

u

 

d  

a  

n  

l  

t  

l  

w  

g  

l  
.2. Global vs. content-specific ECE curricula 

The second key area of focus in the ECE curricula questions was

elated to leader views on global and content-specific ECE curricula

 Fig. 4 ). As a reminder, global curricula are those focused on a holistic

et of developmental domains (e.g., Creative Curriculum) and content-

pecific curricula are focused on specific developmental domains (e.g.,

athematics). First, when asked if only global or content-specific curric-

la should be used (the first two questions in the figure), there was more

upport for the use of global curricula, but neither statement received

upport from a majority of participants. Forty-eight percent of partici-

ants either strongly supported or supported the use of only global cur-

icula. Twenty percent of participants either strongly supported or sup-

orted the use of only content-specific curricula. However, when asked

o what extent they agree that ECE programs should use global curric-

la and supplement with content-specific curricula, 90% of participants

ndorsed this approach. 

Our interviews with leaders corroborated these survey findings and

rovided insights into their reasoning. Participants generally favored

rograms using global curricula as a baseline framework to shape the

aily activities programs focused on. They saw content-specific curricula

s a key vehicle for local context adjustments, through teachers using

heir best judgment to select context-specific curricula based on class-

oom and cultural needs of their students. One participant stressed that

egardless of specific curricula used, teachers need proper training to

mplement the curriculum effectively and should see them as tools in

 toolbox among other tools to use to support a child’s development.

imilarly, another leader said, 

I also believe the success of global curricula depends heavily upon

the knowledge and skill of the educator in understanding how to

interpret and scaffold children’s learning and development. In some

cases, content-specific curricula may prove itself to be easier for edu-

cators with less knowledge and skill to implement as it often provides

deeper guidance in how to scaffold children’s learning. However,

fundamentally, the very nature of content-specific curricula can lead

to teaching in "silos" or over-emphasizing certain domains of learn-

ing (e.g., literacy), which can be very problematic. In my experience,

an emphasis on specific domains regardless of curricular approach,

can also lead to an overemphasis on adult-directed, large group in-

d  
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struction while child-initiated, play-based learning opportunities are

limited or worse, devalued. 

This quote highlights the difficult balancing state leaders make on

urricular choices for programs. Seeing benefits to both global and con-

ent specific curricula, we found that leaders were in favor of a combi-

ation of both. The success of this approach, ultimately, depends upon

ffective implementation in classrooms, which is the focus of our next

uestion. Last, the perspectives shared regarding global and content-

pecific curricula highlights a tension that leaders face similar to the

rior topic of curricula selection regulations —that local control and

ontext tailoring can come at the expense of assuring a whole child fo-

us and developmentally appropriate practice (e.g., with only content-

pecific curricula leading to teaching in silos). 

.3. Implementation of curricula 

The survey included two questions that focus on implementation of

urricula ( Fig. 5 ), which we conceptualized in two ways: (1) professional

evelopment supports for curriculum implementation and (2) perceived

lignment between adopted curricula and classroom instruction. We

ound that 82% of state leaders either agreed or strongly agreed with

he statement that “professional development ECE educators receive is

ligned with their adopted curriculum. ” Only 5% of leaders strongly

isagreed with this statement. We found similarly positive responses for

lignment between classroom instruction and adopted ECE curricula.

pecifically, 80% of state leaders agreed or strongly agreed that there

as alignment between classroom instruction and adopted ECE curric-

la. 

While the survey results suggested high levels of aligned professional

evelopment supports and alignment between classroom instruction and

dopted ECE curricula, the interviews with state leaders provided a more

uanced story. Some of the leaders we interviewed highlighted chal-

enges in aligning professional development with curricula. They noted

hat professional development is often a local decision and the state has

ittle oversight, so it is difficult to ensure these supports are aligned well

ith adopted curricula. Not only is there limited regulation and central

uidance regarding the selection of professional development supports,

eaders also noted that there are vast amounts of different professional

evelopment vendors and the quality and scope of content covered is



M. Little and A. Gragson Early Childhood Research Quarterly 63 (2023) 288–298 

Fig. 5. Responses for questions related to implementation of ECE curricula. 
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ikely variable. For example, one leader remarked that, “professional de-

elopment is the least aligned because there is a variety of professional

evelopment being offered and not being monitored by the Department

f Education […] just the abundance […] it is difficult to say they are ef-

ectively being vetted. ” Another complicating factor is that many state

rofessional development regulations are tied to teacher certification

tandards and not curriculum standards. As a result, the system is not

esigned to ensure that professional development is tied directly to the

articular curriculum a program adopts. 

Last, some participants linked variable alignment between adopted

urricula and implementation in classrooms back to state curriculum se-

ection approaches. As a leader said, “One dilemma we have is to ensure

urriculum is being implemented appropriately. Without a ’statewide’

urriculum it is difficult to collect data given that programs have lo-

al discretion for curriculum choice. ” Without a coordinated statewide

urriculum to allow for better comparison and outcome monitoring, the

espondent was concerned this creates inequities in their system as pro-

rams are not held to a more universal standard for professional devel-

pment to support a common set of curricula. 

.4. Alignment among instructional supports 

Next, we shift our focus from exclusively ECE curricula to alignment

f curricula to other instructional policy supports, including standards

nd assessments (i.e., horizontal alignment). In a set of three survey

tems we asked respondents to indicate the extent to which they saw

lignment between each of the three instructional policy supports (stan-

ards & curricula, curricula & assessments, assessments & standards).

e show the results for these survey items in Fig. 6 . Overall, participants

aw high level of alignment between instructional policy supports. Over

5% of participants saw that alignment between curricula and stan-

ards as “very aligned ” or “somewhat aligned ”. This figure was 77% for

lignment between curricula and assessments and 82% for alignment be-

ween assessments and standards. While there was a small percentage of

articipants that selected “misaligned ” for curricula/assessments (5%)

nd assessments/standards alignment (3%), zero participants rated any

nstructional policy supports as “strongly misaligned ” with one another.

Our interviews with state leaders generally corroborated the survey

ndings, particularly for leaders representing states where instructional

olicy supports are more regulated (e.g., states developing lists of cur-
295 
icula programs must choose from). Of the three key instructional pol-

cy supports, there was some equivocation about the alignment of as-

essments to the other two supports. While some curricula have aligned

ssessment systems (e.g., Creative Curriculum and TS GOLD), other cur-

icula do not or the state does not require programs to adopt an assess-

ent system. These are two of the reasons provided by leaders for why,

n some cases, assessments were not as well aligned as the other two

upports. 

Last, while most participants remarked that alignment was strong

iven some tools were advertised as being aligned to a state’s standards

r they came from the same vendor (e.g., Creative Curriculum and TS

OLD), one leader called this assumption into question. This individual

emarked that, “the degree of alignment is debatable; vendors say their

ools are aligned. Bandwidth to verify and use a standard process to

ocument alignment and degree of alignment is inadequate. ” This quote

ighlights another tension between uniformity and local choice. With

ewer choices, these states with limited capacity may be better able to

et alignment of instructional policy supports where it is infeasible with

umerous different combinations of supports. 

.5. Alignment between ECE and K-3 

Our survey also asked participants to think about alignment in a ver-

ical dimension, between early childhood education programs and the

arly elementary (K-3) grades ( Fig. 7 ). Here, we found lower reports of

lignment, relative to horizontal alignment, from respondents. Ten per-

ent of participants indicated that alignment between ECE and K-3 was

Very Aligned ”, 56% indicated the programs were “Somewhat Aligned, ”

5% indicated the programs were “Somewhat Not Aligned, ” and 10% in-

icated that the programs were “Not Aligned ”. Leader engagement with

his dimension of alignment was limited in our interviews, but leaders

orroborated the survey findings by indicating that alignment vertically

as weaker than alignment horizontally. One participant noted that it

s not just that the content and focus of different instructional supports

ay be misaligned, but that the very nature of the supports may be

ifferent. They gave an example of assessments between ECE and the K-

2 education system. In ECE, assessments are often formative in nature

e.g., TS GOLD) whereas assessments in K-12 are standardized and often

ummative. For this respondent, misalignment of assessments vertically

as not a bad thing because formative assessments are developmentally
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Fig. 6. Responses for questions related to alignment of instructional supports. 

Fig. 7. Responses for Question: “To what ex- 

tent do you believe your state’s ECE programs 

are aligned vertically with the early elementary 

(K-3) grades? ”
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ppropriate in early childhood. Much of the misalignment vertically, ac-

ording to participants, stemmed from the different governance struc-

ures and systems that oversee early childhood programs and the early

rades, respectively. When standards, curriculum, and assessment poli-

ies are created from the same agency, it is easier for them to be aligned

han when those policies are created from different agencies, which is

ommon across the states. 

. Discussion 

The goal of this study was to advance our understanding of early

hildhood education instructional policy supports and alignment by fo-

using on the views of state leaders. To recap the main results of this

nalysis we find, among our sample of state leaders, strong support for

tate oversight in the selection of early childhood curricula and a clear

reference for combining global curricula with content-specific curric-

la. We also found that state leaders generally saw strong alignment hor-

zontally between early childhood instructional policy supports (stan-
296 
ards, curricula, and assessments), and this alignment was strongest

n state contexts where there was state vetting of these supports. Last,

e found less evidence of strong vertical alignment between the early

hildhood and K-12 education sectors. In the paragraphs that follow, we

ngage with these findings in terms of the existing literature base and

iscuss their implications for policy, practice, and future research. 

Our findings are generally consistent with the existing literature

n alignment of instructional policy supports. Multiple studies, such

s those featured in a recent Early Childhood Research Quarterly spe-

ial issue on alignment, have documented evidence of stronger hor-

zontal alignment than vertical alignment ( McCormick et al., 2020 ).

owever, it is important to note that much of the research focused

n horizonal alignment of instructional supports in early childhood ed-

cation is based on teacher and administrator perceptions (including

he present study). We are not aware of any empirical tests of actual

lignment of instructional policy supports with tools such as the Sur-

eys of Enacted Curriculum, which have been used in the K-12 sphere

 Polikoff & Porter, 2014 ). We suggest tools such as this be applied in the
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arly childhood sphere in future research. Despite this caveat, our find-

ngs regarding alignment of instructional supports are consistent with

he existing literature and makes a novel contribution by focusing on

 holistic range of state leaders, both in terms of states represented as

ell as agencies/roles within states. This builds on the work of Cohen-

ogel et al. (2020b) who interviewed county- and state-level early edu-

ation leaders in North Carolina regarding alignment. 

There are two areas where our findings contribute to current policy

iscussions regarding early childhood curricula, specifically. The first

s related to the selection of global versus content-specific curricula.

s mentioned in the review of the literature, the scholarship to date

rovides more evidence for the effectiveness of content-specific curric-

la, in terms of school readiness outcomes, relative to global curricula

e.g., Yoshikawa et al. 2013 ). Writing on this topic in 2018, Weiland

nd colleagues noted that, “work to date suggests that a combination of

reschool curricula intentionally focused on specific domains, such as

iteracy, math, or social-emotional skills, and supported by teacher train-

ng and coaching —called the ‘strongest hope’ model […] —may be our

ost promising tool for moving the needle on preschool instructional

uality ” (p. 1). Yet, our findings from this study suggest this emerging

esearch consensus is out of sync, to an extent, with state early educa-

ion leaders. When presented as a binary choice between global versus

ontent-specific curricula, leaders clearly favor global curricula, such as

reative Curriculum. Yet, when asked about combining the two, leaders

ere very supportive of using a global curriculum as a base and then lay-

ring on content-specific elements. Our findings help inform researchers

f the policy landscape they may face in terms of implementation and

uggests scholarship is needed on how best to navigate these competing

erspectives and best implement a hybrid approach, which appears to

ave the support of state leaders. 

The second key connection between our study findings and current

olicy discussions regarding early childhood curricula is in terms of

ligning professional supports to improve implementation. While the

urvey data suggested that leaders generally saw strong alignment be-

ween professional development and adopted curricula, the interviews

ainted a more equivocal portrait. This is generally consistent with re-

earch on professional development supports for early childhood cur-

icula, which finds the landscape is highly variable in terms of quality

 Weiland et al., 2018 ). For example, research has found that early ed-

cators generally receive training through short workshops that take

lace during school breaks and are not often linked meaningfully with

he adopted curriculum (e.g., Joyce & Showers 2002 ). Through our in-

erviews, we did not find evidence of state leaders suggesting that their

tates were adopting the aforementioned “strongest hope ” model that

ncludes content-specific curricula paired with intensive professional de-

elopment/coaching and monitoring of child progress ( Yoshikawa et al.,

013 ). Future researchers should target their inquiry on the strongest

ope model with early childhood state leaders and program administra-

ors to understand the barriers to adoption of the approach. 

.1. Limitations 

There are a number of limitations of the present study that should

e noted, and where possible, addressed through future research. For

ne, our inquiry focused on the perceptions of state leaders of early ed-

cation. While these leaders are influential and worthy of inquiry given

heir potential impacts in designing policies and regulations, they are

ar from classrooms and thus their understanding of practice-based top-

cs should be considered accordingly. Not only does their distance from

lassrooms likely influence their responses, they are also the individ-

als often tasked with improving instructional quality and alignment,

nd thus may paint a more positive picture than exists in reality. Con-

equently, other scholars using alternative approaches (e.g., surveys of

nacted alignment in classrooms) should investigate these topics. 

Another limitation is that our focus on providing a national portrait

f state leaders, while valuable in terms of generalizability, comes at
297 
he expense of capturing local contextual nuance. In our survey and in-

erviews, for example, we asked about alignment between early educa-

ion programs, generally, and the early K-12 grades. This forced leaders

o aggregate and think about early childhood programs, which may be

nique and diverse, as a whole. Our approach was not designed to cap-

ure state-by-state nuance in how some specific programs may be more

ligned than others. While our interviews provided an outlet for issues

ike this to be raised, future research focused on specific state contexts

s warranted. Last, our sample of interviewees included 12 participants

nd should not be viewed as perfectly representative of the broader sur-

ey sample or state early education leaders writ large. 

.2. Conclusion 

There is a keen interest among early education stakeholders to re-

orm instructional policy supports as a lever to improve the quality

f early education instruction ( Whitaker et al., 2022 ). This study con-

ributes to this conversation by taking the pulse of where state early edu-

ation leaders stand on some of the key issues and debates. State leaders

ave considerable latitude in the design and implementation of policies

nd regulations regarding instructional policy supports. We hope that

his research helps reveal to the research community some of the prac-

ical realities facing leaders regarding these topics. Ultimately, affecting

eaningful reforms in terms of instructional policy supports in early ed-

cation will require authentic and coordinated collaborations between

esearchers, policymakers, and practitioners. 
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