
CEELO FAST FACT – (April 2018)   Strategies to Improve Instructional Practice 
 in ECE Settings 

  

 

www.ceelo.org |info@ceelo.org              1 

 

 

Strategies to Improve Instructional Practice in Early Childhood Settings 

Lori Connors-Tadros, Ph.D. Center on Enhancing Early Learning Outcomes and Sarah Daily, Ph.D. Child 
Trends 

April 2018 

INFORMATION REQUEST 
A state asked CEELO and Child Trends to review national research on best practices that have been 
shown to improve results on the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS),1 with a specific focus 
on research that impacts instruction and is applicable to teachers in school and community-based 
settings.  

 
State’s Goal 
The state is implementing a legislative mandate to unify the state’s early childhood education programs, 
including all publicly-funded pre-K, child care, and Head Start. The state is seeking to build upon 
previous advances made in their ECE system by including research-based professional development 
models and use of effective implementation to improve instructional practice in early childhood 
settings.  
 

OVERVIEW OF THE RESPONSE 
 
The authors reviewed the research on curriculum implementation and effective professional 
development interventions and identified selected examples of promising approaches to professional 
development and coaching. The memo concludes with next steps and considerations for policymakers. 

What We Know 
Research has indicated that the quality of teacher-child interactions, the quality of instruction, and the 
effective use of developmentally-appropriate curriculum and assessment practices have the greatest 
impact on children’s outcomes during the preschool years.2,3,4 When the curriculum, instructional and 
assessment practices are aligned, developmentally appropriate, and implemented with fidelity the two 
practices can work together to support the growth and development of individual children and their 
needs.5 These constellations of factors—teacher-child interaction, quality of instruction, and use of an 
evidence-based curriculum and assessment—when considered together as the focus of teacher 
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preparation and professional development are most likely to result in improved child outcomes and the 
best bets for improving teacher practice. 
 
Better education and training, including ongoing support, for teachers can improve instructional 
practices related to curriculum and instruction and the interactions between children and teachers, 
which in turn affect children’s learning.6 Research suggests that professional learning and continuous 
coaching are instrumental for supporting teaching practices related to high quality experiences for 
children.7 Good teachers are actively engaged in their continuing professional development.8 Recent 
research indicates that coaching focused on improving interactions with children based on feedback 
from direct observations of teachers can lead to significant improvements in classroom practices and 
children’s outcomes.9 

Components of Effective Professional Development (PD) 
Effective PD practices are designed to provide differential support to the knowledge, learning styles and 
goals of adults and within a system of continuous quality improvement in order to improve teacher 
practice and children’s learning. Additionally, effective PD is tightly coupled to curricula, assessment and 
student learning needs. 

According to a recent report10  effective professional development incorporates most, if not all, of the 
following elements: 

• Is content focused? 

• Incorporates active learning 

• Supports collaboration 

• Uses models of effective practice 

• Provides coaching and expert support 

• Offers feedback and reflection 

• Is of sustained duration? 

Zaslow et al (2010) conducted a review of features of effective professional development, specifically for 

early childhood educators.11 In addition to the above features, the authors noted additional 

characteristics of effective professional development that are important to consider when designing 

professional development for educators of young children. These are: 

• There is collective participation of teachers from the same classrooms or schools in 

professional development.  

• Educators are prepared to conduct child assessments and interpret their results as a tool for 

ongoing monitoring of the effects of professional development.  

Policy Standards for State Professional Development Systems 

The National Institute for Early Education Research, 2016 State Preschool Yearbook, identified new 
Preschool quality benchmarks for the first time since 2002 to reflect the more recent research on quality 
indicators in preschool.12 The new NIEER quality benchmark on professional development includes the 
following: 
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Professional Development Quality Benchmarks 

• At least 15 clock hours per year (or the equivalent) of approved professional learning activities 

for Lead teachers and Assistant teachers.  (Note: The majority of these hours should be on 

topics other than health and safety) 

• Written individualized annual professional development plans for Lead teachers and Assistant 

teachers. 

• Coaching is required for all lead teachers (or all classrooms).13 

Continuous Improvement Models of Professional Development 

Effective implementation of curricula is characterized by intensive professional development that often 
involves coaching at least twice a month, in which an expert teacher provides feedback and support for 
in-classroom practice, either in person or in some cases through observation of videos of classroom 
teaching.14 For professional development to impact child outcomes, teacher quality and specifically 
instructional quality must be improved. 

Promising Models of Professional Development to Improve Instruction 

We identify models that merit further consideration—“promising models” because they have 
demonstrated impact on instructional quality and could be cost-effective. “Additional models” are noted 
because they have evidence that the professional development model is comprehensive, relatively cost-
effective, and implemented in community-based settings. As most of the research on professional 
development models has not been conducted in child care settings, the final section reviews the 
research on coaching in child care. 

Professional Development Model Description 

My Teaching Partner (MTP) Web-based professional development/coaching system 
aligned to the focus areas of the CLASS assessment that 
includes video exemplars and web-mediated consultation 
on specific dimensions of interactions with children. 
 

Making the Most of Classroom 
Interactions, (MMCI) 

Targeted professional development model developed to 
be delivered to a group of teachers. This model could be 
more feasible for state-wide implementation, more cost-
effective and aligned with the role of lead agencies in the 
Community Networks. 

Early Ed U Developed by faculty at the University of Washington for 
Head Start teachers (formerly known as Head Start 
University).  Early Ed U offers research-based video 
courses to institutions of higher education and state 
professional development networks. A unique feature is 
the coaching companion, a method to jointly view videos 
and comment/consult to identify areas to improve 
practice. 

http://teachstone.com/solutions/
http://store.teachstone.com/class-group-coaching-mmci/
http://store.teachstone.com/class-group-coaching-mmci/
https://www.earlyedualliance.org/
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Professional Development Model Description 

Additional Models of Professional Development to Consider 

Head Start REDI  A professional development intervention involving four 
days of workshop training and weekly in class support 
from a mentor teacher, significantly improved 
intervention teachers’ classroom practices. 

Every Child Ready (ECR) The ECR is Apple Tree’s instructional model. Apple Tree is 
a non-profit research and development institute operating 
charter schools in Washington, DC. The ECR is an 
instructional model includes an affordable research-based 
curriculum, differentiated professional development for 
adult learners (teachers and leaders), and provides 
educators with a developmentally appropriate robust 
assessment tool kit to help measure the effectiveness and 
quality of instruction. 

 

Coaching in Child Care and other Early Childhood Settings 

Coaching in child care settings is a common approach to increasing the quality of care and providing 
professional development to early childhood educators.15 The Head Start Performance Standards 
require coaching (within educator professional development) and define certain aspects of what 
coaching should entail. A growing body of research suggests that on-site coaching, when combined with 
professional development, can contribute to improvements in the quality of teaching and gains in 
children’s learning, especially when it is focused on teaching practices that support growth in key 
domains of school readiness such as language, early math, and social-emotional development.16 While 
research on specific coaching models that are effective within child care settings is less prevalent, the 
field is beginning to work towards identifying the effective elements of coaching systems for child care, 
which are typically incorporated in the state Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS).17 

Based on recommendations from national policy organizations such as Child Trends, NAEYC, and OPRE, 
elements of a statewide coaching system include:   

• professional standards, competencies, and role definitions for coaches,  

• a career pathway and system for credentialing coaches,  

• a system of ongoing training support for coaches,  

• state advisory body that provided oversight for coaching initiatives, and  

• state data system for tracking and monitoring coaching.  
 
State Models 
 
Two promising State models for coaching are Alabama’s First Class Reflective Coaching Model and 
Massachusetts Coaching Model. 
 
Alabama’s First Class Reflective Coaching Model. Alabama’s pre-K program, First Class Voluntary PreK, 

is implemented in mixed delivery settings. The state has developed a “reflective coaching model”.  

https://www.childtrends.org/programs/the-head-start-redi-program/
http://www.appletreeinstitute.org/every-child-ready/
https://children.alabama.gov/firstclass/


CEELO FAST FACT – (April 2018)   Strategies to Improve Instructional Practice 
 in ECE Settings 

  

 

www.ceelo.org |info@ceelo.org              5 

 

Implementation of the curriculum is embedded into the Alabama Reflective Coaching Model that 

includes effective teaching practices, curriculum content based on early developmental learning 

standards, and professional development. Support for curriculum selection is provided by a team from 

the Alabama Department of Early Childhood Education. All curricula must promote appropriate 

instructional practice and be used to compliment the framework. Lead teachers and ancillary teachers 

participate in a continuous improvement cycle of coaching and professional development based on child 

assessment data (e.g. TSGold). See here for further information on Alabama’s Reflective Coaching Model 

and other resources on coaching. 

Massachusetts Coaching Models. Massachusetts Department of Early Education and Care provides 
different models of coaching to educators in early childhood settings and afterschool programs. The 
state offers an “Educator and Provider Support Grant” to provide content coaches to teachers and 
administrators and a “Peer Assistance and Coaching Model” that utilizes a peer-peer approach.  
Massachusetts also offers a number of free technology based supports to educators and coaches, 
including a cloud-based video platform and a guide for a five-step approach to a professional 
conferencing (coaching) model. See here for further information on these models. 
 

Next Steps and Considerations 

The research clearly indicates that a strong professional development system impacts early childhood 
educator’s instructional practice and under some conditions, improves child outcomes. There is an 
abundance of information that could inform next steps in enhancing the professional development and 
supports to early childhood educators. The key features synthesized on features of effective 
professional development and coaching models, plus the lessons learned from state and local models 
identify next steps to develop a robust statewide professional development (coaching) system.   

Consider the following next steps: 

• Conduct a gap analysis of your state’s current PD and coaching system. Identify the current 

opportunities for all programs, teachers and administrators for professional development and 

coaching.  Consider developing a matrix or framework to identify the types of PD you are 

interested in and then engage key PD providers in mapping current offerings. See, for example, 

the report, “Mapping Current Professional Preparation and Professional Development 

Opportunities for New Jersey’s Early Learning Workforce” for an approach your state could 

design. 

• Develop a state early childhood education professional development plan. Engage a cross-

sector leadership team to develop a 3–5-year plan to consider the highest priorities, most cost-

effective, and most salient strategies, with specific goals for each sector that are targeted to the 

program and community collaborative performance profiles. See Primetime for Coaching:  

Improving Instructional Coaching in Early Childhood Education for guidance for policymakers on 

coaching models; see the New America new multi-media guide that offers resources for 

policymakers on implementing Transforming the Workforce report. 

https://us8.campaign-archive.com/?u=9a3a0d5fcc698f0cc5dc787e8&id=95c12d6c8c&e=532ba55db0%20#Topical
http://www.mass.gov/edu/birth-grade-12/early-education-and-care/peer-assistance-and-coaching/
http://www.nj.gov/education/archive/ece/njcyc/committees/workforce/reports/mapping.pdf
http://www.nj.gov/education/archive/ece/njcyc/committees/workforce/reports/mapping.pdf
https://bellwethereducation.org/publication/primetime-coaching-improving-instructional-coaching-early-childhood-education
https://bellwethereducation.org/publication/primetime-coaching-improving-instructional-coaching-early-childhood-education
https://www.newamerica.org/in-depth/transforming-early-education-workforce/
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• Identify promising practices of coaching in your state. Before launching any new coaching 
model or professional development system state-wide, identify a sample of communities, 
districts or programs and conduct interviews on features of successful coaching models and 
other supports to determine what would work best in your state. See the interview protocols in 
this resource, “Coaching in Early Care and Education Programs and Quality Rating and 
Improvement Systems” as an example. 

http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/2011-35CoachingQualityImprovement.pdf
http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/2011-35CoachingQualityImprovement.pdf
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