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Student learning is the ultimate goal of P-3 approaches. 
Instruction is at the heart of learning and teachers rely on a suite 
of materials – including standards, curricula, and assessments – 
to guide and improve their instruction. High-quality instructional 
materials (HQIM) – called instructional tools in the Framework – 
are research-based and ensure instruction is meaningful, relevant, 
and affirming of all students. P-3 approaches to instructional tools 
strive to keep the content of children’s educational experiences 
aligned and consistent year-after-year, as well as the expectations 
that educators and policymakers have of young students.   

Standards, including early learning guidelines and K-12 content 
standards, detail what most children should know and be able to 
do at specified age or grade levels. Curricula provide guidance and 
resources to inform the content, scope, and sequence of young 
children’s learning opportunities. Assessments systematically 
gather information on children’s abilities, needs, and progress and 
are used to help educators make instructional decisions, to inform 
when additional assessments and interventions are needed, and 
to guide systemic improvements. In P-3 teaching and learning, 
these tools should be aligned within and across classrooms, and 

along the full P-3 grade continuum. P-3 instructional coherence 
also emphasizes strong supports for implementation, specifically 
curriculum-based professional learning and collaboration among 
educators, which we address in our Framework in Action:  

Teacher Effectiveness.

The Framework in Action series expands on the Framework for Planning, Implementing, and 

Evaluating P-3 Approaches1 and provides brief research reviews, practical strategies, and 

implementation guidance. Each Framework in Action corresponds with one of the eight buckets 

of alignment effort identified as essential to high-quality and comprehensive P-3 approaches. 

Structural inequities, and disparities in both opportunities and outcomes, permeate early care 

and education (ECE) and K-12 systems; each document includes strategies that address equity. 
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Early care and education (ECE)* and K-12 have long operated with 
divergent instructional tools. For example, in ECE, early learning 
guidelines typically address several interconnected developmental 
domains and elevate skills like executive function, persistence, 
and social and emotional competencies (e.g., regulating emotions, 
forming relationships with peers). K-12 content standards are 
more likely to align with subject area skills, like reading, math, 
science, and social studies. A P-3 approach to standards integrates 
developmental and content progressions that ensure academic, 
social, and emotional learning are addressed across the  
full continuum.

In terms of curricula, ECE educators have historically favored 
emergent “whole child” curricula that may contrast starkly with 
content-focused curricula in K-12.2,3 A P-3 approach to curricula 
combines integrated learning opportunities that build both 
unconstrained skills (e.g., vocabulary) and constrained skills (e.g., 
alphabet knowledge) with explicit instruction to support domain 
specific content. A P-3 approach also addresses instructional 
alignment to ensure content is not duplicated, learning routines 
are reinforced year after year, and teachers can differentiate to 
build on children’s strengths and prior knowledge.4

Assessment also differs between ECE and K-12. The ECE field 
generally relies on ongoing, observational, embedded, formative 
assessments to understand the range of children’s developmental 
abilities. K-12 relies more on formal, standards-based, summative 
assessments that focus on discrete, easily measurable skills.5,6 
With a P-3 approach, assessment is comprehensive to include a 
carefully curated set of assessment tools – universal screening, 
formative, and summative – to provide reliable information 
about children’s needs, abilities, and progress, starting in ECE and 
continuing into the early grades.7

A P-3 approach to instructional tools is comprehensive – focusing 
on the development of the whole child’s cognitive, social-
emotional skills, and academic growth3,8 – and guided by young 
children’s learning trajectories to support differentiated learning 
experiences that maximize children’s potential.3 The science 
of learning and development adds that equitable and effective 
instructional approaches elevate the unique needs, interests, and 
abilities of every child to achieve high expectations.9 

Aligning practices across ECE and elementary schools requires 
more than one system’s approach mimicking the other’s.10 

Continued from page 1
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Although P-3 approaches will not eradicate the differences 
between the two systems, they can ensure that instructional 
tools are aligned along developmental trajectories; attend to 
the whole child; and create shared language, expectations, and 
understanding of developmental progressions among teachers, 
administrators, and families.

The GOAL
Standards, curricula, and assessments focus on both 
academic and social-emotional skills, and are aligned to create 
instructional coherence, P-3. 

●	 STANDARDS: Meaningful, rigorous, and aligned standards are 
used to articulate what children are expected to know and be 
able to do.

●	 CURRICULA: Curricula that are balanced, intentional, relevant, 
and developmental are selected and implemented within and 
across age/grade levels. 

●	 ASSESSMENTS: A comprehensive assessment system that 
includes diagnostic, formative, and summative tools is used to 
understand students’ progress. 

The STRATEGIES

*Early care and education (ECE) refers to all programs that support the development of young 

children prior to kindergarten entry including Head Start, child care (family child care and 

center-based child care), preschool, and prekindergarten.

http://www.nationalp-3center.org
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Instructional alignment improves students’ learning

●	 A study of children who attended Boston Public School’s (BPS) 
Pre-K program and experienced strong instructional alignment 
across grades had faster gains in literacy and math skills 
through the spring of 1st grade compared with their peers who 
did not attend BPS’s Pre-K program. Misalignment predicted 
faster convergence in literacy skills, which limited the positive 
impact of attending an effective Pre-K program.4

●	 Children who experienced misalignment in instructional 
content (e.g., teaching children math concepts they had already 
mastered in a prior grade level) had lower achievement than 
their peers.11

●	 Standards that delineate learning progressions across the P-3 
continuum help educators address disparities in achievement 
by providing specific information about what children need to 
learn to master increasingly sophisticated content.12 

P-3 instructional approaches are grounded in research on learning 
and development

●	 P-3 instruction that is grounded in the science of learning and 
development emphasizes the importance of the whole child; 
considering the progression of physical development, language 
and literacy, executive function, social emotional learning, and 
cognitive skills.2,5,13,14,15

●	 Programs and schools best serve students when instructional 
tools address multiple developmental domains, which 
sometimes requires a variety of tools that are carefully chosen 
to provide comprehensive guidance.16,17,18 

Effective P-3 instructional tools are culturally and linguistically 
affirming

●	 Children learn best when schools use instructional approaches 
that emphasize children and families’ assets and are inclusive of 
cultures, languages, and families’ socio-economic well-being.19

●	 A narrow focus on constrained skills that are easily measurable 
(e.g., letter recognition) instead of unconstrained skills (e.g., 
persistence) can diminish children’s learning, contribute to 
the fade-out of early learning gains20 and emphasize a deficit 
orientation to children’s development.6 

Professional learning and collaboration improve instructional 
effectiveness and alignment

●	 Teachers are most likely to change their practices if they 
are given ample opportunities to learn about standards, 
assessment, and curricula in collaboration with their colleagues. 
Working together, teachers examine their instructional 
practices and student learning to meet standards and 
effectively implement curricula.17,21,22

What Does THE RESEARCH SAY?
This section provides an abbreviated literature review that substantiates both the importance of Instructional Tools and the promise of the 
strategies described below.

3National P-3 Center     School of Education & Human Development     University of Colorado Denver     www.nationalp-3center.org
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●	 Inventory standards, curricula, and assessments currently 
in use. Before taking action to align instructional tools across 
ECE and K-12, it is important to understand what instructional 
tools are in place, including local, state, or national standard 
frameworks; math, literacy, and social-emotional learning 
curricula; diagnostic, formative, and summative assessments. 
Review tools to ensure they are inclusive of all children’s 
culture, language, gender, and families’ socio-economic status.

●	 Build cross-sector knowledge of instructional tools. 
Teachers and administrators in ECE and K-3 will benefit from 
understanding each other’s tools and pursuing strategies for 
aligning tools where possible. For instance, an elementary 
school principal may share implementation guides for 
the state’s content standards with the ECE directors in the 
community, and the ECE directors may share state early 
learning guidelines and curricula with principals and other 
K-12 instructional leaders (e.g., coaches, assistant principals). 
This cross-sector knowledge can be built through professional 
learning and through relationships fostered among the 
partners who support early learning and the early grades.  

WHERE TO START in Your Community
The following list provides several ways to extend and deepen the effective use of instructional 

tools and to ensure they are aligned and shared across the P-3 continuum. 

●	 Match standards, curricula and assessments to P-3 goals 
through professional learning. P-3 leaders – principals, 
directors, instructional coordinators – can compare existing 
professional learning approaches to their standards, curricula, 
and assessments. To adopt a P-3 approach, professional 
learning should focus on using and coordinating instructional 
tools to support whole child development, rather than more 
traditional approaches that have a narrow focus on one tool or 
one developmental domain. 

http://www.nationalp-3center.org
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●	 Treating standards and curricula as the same tool. While 
related, standards and curricula have different roles in supporting 
coherent P-3 instruction. Standards describe expectations for 
children’s learning and development that can deepen educators 
and families’ understanding of young learners; curricula provide 
specificity to inform day-to-day instruction. Well-designed, 
comprehensive standards should guide the adoption and 
implementation of curricula. 

●	 Limiting alignment of instructional tools to Pre-K and 
Kindergarten. The Pre-K to Kindergarten transition, while a 
crucial milestone on the continuum, represents only a slice of P-3. 
Alignment considers the full P-3 continuum including the early 
elementary grades (1st, 2nd, and 3rd) and the variety of pre-school 
settings children attend (i.e., school-based PreK, Head Start, and 
community-based early learning). 

●	 Assuming that alignment of instructional tools is a one-time 
exercise. Implementing coherent and aligned instruction requires 
sustained attention. While a first step would be to articulate goals 
for alignment and taking stock of current tools, teachers and 
administrators must actively engage in ongoing collaboration to 
sustain the implementation of aligned instructional tools. 

●	 Attempting to apply too many instructional tools. Schools and 
programs should ensure that they use a curated suite of tools and 
be mindful about the number of tools they use. Consistency is 
important; when instructional tools are constantly changing and 
educators are asked to implement too many tools, it is difficult to 
maintain alignment and understand children’s learning over time.

●	 Instructional tools that fail to recognize students’ cultural 
and linguistic assets. A culturally affirming approach ensures 
standards, assessments, and curricula are meaningful and 
accessible, including children’s cultural background and language.

5

P-3 approaches are simple in theory and complex in practice. The following are pitfalls to avoid when seeking to strengthen instructional tools:
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COMMON PITFALLS that Impede Implementation

INDICATORS of  
PROGRESS
The following are sample indicators that signal that standards, 
curricula, and assessments are aligned to further instructional 
coherence:  

●	 A comprehensive set of standards for Pre-K through 3rd 
grade are used by principals, program leaders, instructional 
coordinators, teachers, and others in both ECE and K-3 settings.

●	 Families are engaged in discussions regarding standards, 
curricula and assessments, and regularly offer and receive 
information about their children’s learning. 

●	 Teachers across sectors engage in professional learning 
opportunities to strengthen the integration and application of 
curricula and assessments to improve teaching.

●	 Assessments are comprehensive and used to guide teachers 
and families in support of children’s learning. The purpose of 
all assessments – including diagnostic and summative – is clear 
and relevant to partners.

●	 Administrators work with teachers and families to ensure 
that all instructional tools are culturally and linguistically affirming, 
current, appropriate, and collectively understood. 

National P-3 Center     School of Education & Human Development     University of Colorado Denver     www.nationalp-3center.org
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Boston Public Schools: Focus on Early Learning (P-2)
Boston Public Schools (BPS) has taken a comprehensive approach 
to supporting instruction from Pre-K for 3- and 4-year olds through 
2nd grade (P-2). The district developed its own comprehensive 
curriculum, Focus on Learning, that includes integrated units of study 
that follow a scope and sequence with activities and instructional 
practices that support choice, exploration, and play. The content 
covers language, phonics, math, STEM, social studies, and social-
emotional skills. The integrated “whole child” approach is combined 
with targeted literacy and math curricula that support children’s 
acquisition of a progression of foundational skills based on the 
science of learning and development. The district also provides 
supportive coaching and professional development to all  
teachers, P-2. 

BPS recognizes that both instructional quality and child outcomes 
play key roles in assessment. BPS’s student assessments include 
progress reports with the Focus on Learning curriculum and state 
standards as well as several diagnostic assessments that focus on 
specific aspects of children’s development. A key mechanism for BPS 
to improve the quality of instruction is to use tools that assess the 
quality of instruction and overall classroom environment (e.g., CLASS, 
ELLCO, ECERS). This combination of tools supports a whole child 
approach to cultivate children’s learning and development.

Spotlight: 
PROMISING EFFORTS and SUCCESS STORIES
The following examples reveal ways in which practitioners are implementing elements of P-3 in their communities.  

The New Jersey Implementation Guidelines for  
P-3 Instruction 
New Jersey has created implementation guidelines that address 
high-quality instruction across the P-3 continuum. The guidelines 
and resources for preschool programs, kindergarten, and 1st 
through 3rd grade reflect current research and best practices to 
provide administrators, teachers, instructional coaches, families, and 
other educators with the tools to implement equitable, standards-
aligned, developmentally appropriate instruction. The Guidelines 
address content, instructional practices, collecting and using student 
assessment data, differentiating instruction, and project-based 
teaching and learning. 

6National P-3 Center     School of Education & Human Development     University of Colorado Denver     www.nationalp-3center.org
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The National P-3 Center focuses on the learning opportunities that young children experience from birth through 3rd grade. 
Our work spans the traditional boundaries of early care and education (ECE) and K-12 education and is grounded in the 
intersection of research, practice, and policy.
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