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Project Description 
Whole-child curricula seek to promote learning by 
encouraging children to interact independently with 
the equipment, materials, and other children in the 
classroom environment. A recent meta-analysis 
showed that, on average, children exposed to whole-
child curricula do not out-perform children in 
classrooms where curricula are developed locally by 
teachers or preschool programs (Nguyen, 2017). It 
may be because implementing a whole-child 
curriculum can be challenging, and programs often 
must train and mentor teachers to implement the 
chosen curriculum faithfully. We also cannot expect 
that each teacher will implement a curriculum 
identically across classrooms given that children come 
into the classroom with their own diverse needs.  
 
The current study seeks to document variations in the 
curriculum implementation of High Scope, the 
curriculum used from the famous Perry Preschool 
Study, by observing classrooms in which the same 
curriculum and training are provided to teachers. Such 
a study offers an opportunity to examine how a 
curriculum looks in practice in efforts to better 
prepare low-income, ethnically and linguistically 
diverse children for school and can help address what 
particular challenges teachers may face in 
implementing a curriculum with fidelity. 
 
Research Question 
How do teachers implement the same curriculum 
across classrooms and how might they adapt the 
curriculum to address children’s diverse needs?  
 
Data/Sample/Methods 
The sample includes four Head Start classrooms in a 
large county in the Southwest U.S. This study site is 
one of the largest Head Start grantee agencies in the 
region, providing services to over 4,000 infants, 
toddlers, preschoolers, pregnant mothers, and families 
throughout the county. Among this agency, 81% are 
Hispanic, 8% Asian, 7% White, and 1% African-

American. All Head Start centers at this agency 
require teachers to implement the High Scope 
Curriculum.  
 
Systematic classroom observational data were 
collected, focused on the different ways teachers 
implement the activities and arrange the learning 
environment across classrooms using the same 
curriculum, whether any modifications or adaptations 
to the prescribed curriculum were made, and if so, 
how. These observations were semi-structured, 
highlighting how curriculum implementation looks 
differently across classrooms for whole class 
instruction, small group or one-on-one instruction, 
emotional caregiving, play, shared learning, classroom 
directions, and physical arrangement. Informal 
conversations with each teacher informed the 
observational data. Lesson plans and classroom 
artifacts were also collected.  
 
Progress Update 
The Scholar attended a training on the High Scope 
Curriculum in Ypsilanti, MI to better understand the 
curriculum as it was intended to be implemented by 
the developers and was trained to reliability on the 
Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) to 
understand how curriculum implementation operates 
within the Head Start program context. All classroom 
observational data have been coded and analyzed. 
Data from these four classrooms will be supplemented 
with quantitative data from the Head Start agency for 
all of their classrooms for descriptive analyses.  
 
Preliminary findings indicate that teachers were found 
to in fact be implementing the High Scope curriculum 
as intended, with the plan-do-review method as the 
cornerstone of the curriculum. However, the degree to 
which teachers implemented the curriculum with high 
fidelity varied across classrooms and centers. Some 
teachers shared that this is because policy barriers, 
such as the introduction of the CLASS, have them 
more worried about the monitoring and accountability 
than about implementing a curriculum with fidelity.  



Implications for research 
When teachers were asked to describe how the 
curriculum is implemented in the classroom, nearly all 
invoked meeting the minimum score requirements of 
the high-stakes CLASS measure. CLASS is a high-
stakes measure for Head Start programs’ 
accountability, funding, and programming, but it is 
not directly linked to unique elements of the High 
Scope Curriculum. Findings from this study revealed 
a challenge that many educational researchers face 
when understanding implementation. The use of 
instruments such as the CLASS confounds the issue 
and researchers may run the risk of confusing 
concepts of instructional and environmental quality, 
as captured by this measure, with curriculum 
implementation.  

It may be the case that if teachers implement the High 
Scope Curriculum with fidelity, then the requirements 
of the CLASS will already have been met. Curricula 
are one aspect of creating a high-quality early 
childhood education program that also includes 
ongoing professional development and attention to 
children’s needs outside of the teacher’s immediate 
control, which should be examined in future work.  
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