Chapter 3: Curriculum Philosophy and Development


Approach to Curriculum

[bookmark: _GoBack]Staff of the Minnesota Department of Education receive frequent queries from educators in other states asking: “What curriculum do you use? How can we replicate the Minnesota model?” The answers to these questions are complex, because Early Childhood Family Education does not use a single curriculum, and the program cannot be replicated by simply purchasing and obtaining training in that curriculum. The rationale for this is ECFE’s philosophy that families provide a child’s first and most significant learning environment and there is no single “right way” to parent children. If there is no one way to be a parent, there is no single curriculum that will meet the diverse social, emotional, intellectual, and physical needs of contemporary families. From the first pilot programs to today, ECFE has relied upon educated and experienced parent educators and early childhood teachers to deliver high quality programming using a broad and reputable variety of books, parent and early childhood curricula, journal articles, research findings, Internet resources, etc.

Working with Adult Learners

Parents choose to come to ECFE programs; the programs are voluntary. Material presented must be interesting, relevant, and concrete if parents are to keep coming. Parents also need to be informed about the goals of the program and class sessions so that they know what to expect from program participation. Because parents generally want to do the best they can for their children, parents are highly motivated learners. They want specific information that is applicable to their situations and readily useful. When they come to ECFE programs, parents bring their previous experiences with education, work, relationships, and their own childhoods, together with the conscious and unconscious emotions accompanying these experiences. Parents all have their unique learning and personality styles which influence how they prefer to take in and process information. Each parent comes with skills and knowledge to share. The challenge for ECFE educators is to recognize and tap this expertise and experience, encourage parents to learn from one another, and support and enhance the hard work parents do in raising their children.

It’s unlikely that any packaged curriculum, followed to the letter, will be able to effectively address the diverse needs and strengths of any group of parents. Using packaged curriculum exactly as instructed often excludes the invaluable input of parents and parent educators in planning and evaluating family education programming. The greater the opportunity for parents to influence curriculum topics and methods, the greater their learning is likely to be. Although adult learners often prefer a more relaxed, informal learning setting than that of traditional schools, they do want enough structure to feel their time is well spent when they attend programming. Along with encouraging and utilizing input from parents, ongoing tasks for ECFE educators are to:
· stay knowledgeable about current child development theory and research;
· be familiar with current resources for parenting and child development;
· weave theory and research findings into the rationale for child development strategies;
· organize learning material into a reasonable sequence
· identify and elaborate upon key concepts;
· ensure that information is practical, useful, and culturally competent;
· offer information in a variety of participatory and engaging ways; and
· encourage parents and children to build connections and relationships with their peers. All this is quite a challenge, but helps to explain why a significant number of ECFE staff have been working as parent and early childhood educators since the mid to late 1970s.
Working with groups of parents and children is seldom boring, and skillful educators kindle and keep alive the joy of learning for parents, children, and themselves.

The following values are central to working effectively with parents.
· Respect for parents’ ability to judge their needs and to know what they want to learn leads to a parent-centered curriculum in which parents take responsibility for planning and directing topics for their weekly discussion group. Staff also shows respect for a broad range of values, cultures, and belief systems and incorporate this variety into the content and style of their programs, curriculum, written material, and presentations.
· Family educators must trust the ability of parents to take responsibility and make good choices for their own families. Telling parents how to live their lives or solve their problems leads parents to doubt their own abilities and undermines their self-confidence. In the end, it is up to individual families to parent effectively. Even parents with a history of abuse or neglect need to be treated as persons capable of responsible action.
· An important part of acceptance is realizing there are no “good” parents or “bad” parents. All parents struggle with the demanding job of raising children, and everyone makes mistakes. Effective parent educators accept parents as fellow human beings who want to do the best they can, sometimes do terrific things with their children, sometimes don’t, and sometimes face so many barriers they feel overwhelmed and helpless.

Building Cultural Competence
Note: Material in this cultural competency section is adapted from Erickson, M.F., & Kurz- Riemer, K. (1999). Infants, toddlers, and families: A framework for support and intervention. New York: Guilford, pp. 134-138.

Cultural competence is a critical element in creating respectful programming for families because parenting strategies and approaches are influenced by cultural values more than is commonly recognized. This is true for discipline, toilet learning, feeding, sleeping, attachment and separation, and many other topics commonly addressed in ECFE. Program staff must be
open to hearing what individual parents have to say on these topics and be willing to negotiate or compromise on specific practices. The United States is one of the most ethnically diverse countries in the world. It is composed of many different cultures, each with its own values, beliefs, customs, and behaviors. Minnesota, like many other states, is rapidly becoming much more ethnically diverse than it has been in the past, and this trend is likely to continue. Yet historically, our major helping systems Β health, education, and social services Β were built on an Anglo-European cultural perspective. The majority of ECFE educators were acculturated and trained in this dominant perspective.

Today we realize that using a single cultural lens to focus on a multitude of cultures is clearly inadequate and can actually harm rather than help children and families. Lynch and Hanson (1998, p. 41) state, "A cardinal rule in working with all families is to make no assumptions about their concerns, priorities, and resources.” To idealize or vilify any single culture or group of cultures is also not helpful. As Dr. James Garbarino of Cornell University notes, "Each culture has something to teach, and each culture has something to learn" (1995, May). If the goal of ECFE is to strengthen families, staff need to be informed about the cultural context of parenting. A good way to begin is by reflecting on and refining one’s own cultural competence.

Cross, Bazron, Dennis, and Isaacs (1989) have identified five essential elements for individuals, agencies, or systems to become more culturally competent. The first three of these elements are more inner-focused on personal attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs, while the last two directly address the external roles of educators.

1. Recognize the importance and value of cultural diversity. The American Heritage dictionary defines culture as "socially transmitted behavior patterns, arts, beliefs, institutions, and all other products of human work and thought” and "these patterns, traits, and products considered as the expression of a particular period, class, community, or population” (1992, p. 454). It is obvious to thinking persons who have traveled to other parts of the world or spent time with people from other ethnic backgrounds that human cultures differ. Culturally competent persons realize that human cultures are not better or worse than one another, but different. This difference is interesting, valuable, and part of what brings texture and complexity to human existence. And although we must recognize and respect our differences, we must not lose sight of the fact that as humans, we are often more alike than different (Campinha-Bacote, 1995).

2. Acknowledge and continually assess our own cultural biases and values. Many Americans of Anglo or European extraction are unaware of their cultural roots. Researching our own racial and ethnic background is important and illuminating. Despite our society's glorification of individualism, we are largely creatures of culture with individual differences. Becoming more aware of how our attitudes, behaviors, and habits are affected by our cultural background is the precursor to becoming more aware of how other people's attitudes, behaviors, and habits may be different. Talking to older relatives and reading about our ethnic heritage in books such as Ethnicity and Family Therapy by McGoldrick, Giordano, and Pearce (1996) can be very helpful. Those of us fortunate enough to have had our family tree documented by a relative will have a head start in this process.

Questions to ask ourselves include:
· How do I respond when asked for my racial/ethnic heritage?
· If my family immigrated to this country, when, where, and why? Into what conditions did they arrive?
· Who are the significant "characters" in my family's history?
· How would I describe my attitudes towards family, work, time, independence, competition, material possessions, and gender roles?
· How are these attitudes similar to and different from those of my parents?


Answering these questions thoughtfully will tell us much about our own cultural influences. Discussing them with persons of similar and different ethnic heritage will illustrate that we all have a significant cultural contribution to our history, attitudes, and behaviors. It also is obvious that these influences differ widely by individual.

3. Be conscious of the dynamics of cultural interaction. A few terms are especially important here. One is ethnocentrism, defined as "belief in the superiority of one's own ethnic group" (The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 1992, p. 630). Extreme examples of this orientation are cultural genocide, such as the Holocaust of World War II, or the effects of 19th and 20th century immigration on the Native American populations of the United States. A second term is bias, used as a synonym for prejudice, which is defined as "an adverse judgment or opinion formed beforehand without knowledge or examination of the facts" (ibid, p. 1482). All of us have biases, whether we are aware of them or not. Cultural mistrust describes the sentiment of many people of one culture towards people from another culture. A final term is white privilege, which is the concept that Anglo-Europeans have more power throughout our society, often due simply to the color of their skin. Although white people are largely unaware of this power imbalance, most people of color are very conscious of it.

The concepts defined above are at the heart of the dynamics set into motion when
cultures interact. Anglo-European people, people of color, and all members of the human race are actively part of these dynamics. For anyone to deny their existence is deceptive and unproductive. Culturally competent ECFE educators recognize these dynamics and continually work at minimizing their negative effects while expanding their own and others' awareness. They pay attention to how these issues may influence program attendance and participation, parenting, and other dynamics of social interaction.

4. Make ongoing efforts to expand cultural knowledge and resources. Culturally competent individuals and systems make a conscious effort to learn about other cultures. The arts provide many vehicles for this. The films, literature, dance, and theater of cultures other than our own can be simultaneously enjoyable and eye opening, as can cultivating a taste for a variety of ethnic foods. Having conversations and contact with people of disparate cultures may teach us that we have similarities and differences with everyone. Cultural diversity training is also becoming widely available in many parts of the state.

Although some of these ways of expanding cultural knowledge may be less accessible in rural areas or small towns, reading multi-cultural fiction, biographies, and poetry is always an option and may be especially instructive. Reference staff in public or college libraries can help in finding this reading material. To avoid stereotyping, it is important to remember that according to the theory of intra-ethnic variation, there is often more variation within a cultural group than across cultural groups (Campinha-Bacote, 1994).

In addition to expanding our cultural knowledge, it is important to enlarge our cultural resources. This means incorporating artifacts and tools of other cultures into our homes and workplaces.

· Early childhood educators can read multi-cultural children's books to the children, include ethnic dolls and clothing in the dress-up corner, and post photographs of children and families of many cultures throughout their classrooms.
· Parent educators can include ethnic child rearing books and magazines in the program library, hang the artwork of other cultures on the walls of the parent education room, and use video clips of a variety of ethnic families as discussion starters in parent groups.
· Parents can read multi-cultural picture books to their young children, provide dolls of different races, choose videos with positive images of other cultures, and encourage contacts with children of other races and religions.
· ECFE programs can arrange multi-cultural potluck dinners and storytelling sessions with their participants and sponsor field trips to ethnic events or exhibits.

5. Adapt to diversity. As Cross et al. (1989) put it, this means working toward a better fit between the needs of families served and services provided. This may mean arranging for an interpreter, offering multi-cultural experiences and anti- bias training to staff, printing notices in alternate languages, expanding our definition of family, recruiting and providing support services to staff persons of color, and adjusting the goals and style of ECFE programming. Energies will be far better spent if ongoing efforts are made to include members of various target populations in the planning and implementation of these adaptations.

Finally, it is critical to remember that cultural competence is a developmental process. Cross et al. (1989) discuss a continuum of six possibilities, ranging from (1) cultural destructiveness, (2) incapacity, (3) blindness, (4) pre-competence, (5) competence, to (6) proficiency. Despite where individuals or systems may fall on this continuum, there is always room for positive growth. Although this growth may sometimes be painful and require us to confront our ignorance or guilt, it is essential to our ongoing professional development. This growth can also be enlightening and liberating, opening our eyes to see much more clearly than we did before.

Curriculum Quality Indicators

Elsewhere in this Guide, there are several references to quality indicators for ECFE program implementation. (See Chapter 13 for a complete copy of the quality indicators.) A set of quality indicators specific to curriculum planning and implementation was
initially developed by the state ECFE Curriculum Committee in 1997, and a current copy
appears as Appendix 3A. The Curriculum Committee was established in the early 1990s to focus on strengthening and enhancing curriculum in ECFE programs statewide and advise on topic selection and direction for twice-yearly regional staff inservices. They have also produced an extensive resource guide for ECFE. Call 651-582-8402 at the Minnesota Department of Education to request a copy of the resource guide and/or for more information on the ECFE Curriculum Committee and its list of Web site curriculum resources.

Curriculum Development

Since they do not use a single packaged curriculum, it is imperative for ECFE staff to establish a curriculum development system that works for their local program. Parent educators, early childhood teachers, and all staff should work together to organize curriculum resources. The goal is to minimize individual effort and maximize the quality and quantity of curriculum resources. For parent educators, central filing cabinets can hold files of lesson plans and curriculum resources organized alphabetically by topic, such as anger management, toilet learning, newborn care, etc. When staff persons come across a good article or other resource, they can copy it, respecting copyright issues; properly cite its source; and add it to the topic file. It is critical to agree that when individuals use a file, they will return it complete, in as good or better condition than they found it. Small to mid-sized programs may choose to use one central file location. Large programs may need to collect and store files regionally or by site location.

Curriculum organization is more of a challenge for early childhood teachers because they use so many “props” and materials for their work with infants, toddlers, and preschoolers. Storage space is critical to hold these resources -- again, by central location or site, depending upon program size. Some programs have developed a system of boxes, clearly labeled by theme, such as wild animals, winter, feelings, etc. which hold a file of printed resources as well as multi-sensory props such as posters, masks, dress-up clothing, puppets, music, and toys specific to that theme. Again, it’s critical to agree that when staff persons use a curriculum box, they will return it complete, in as good or better condition than they found it.

Developing a Parent Education Topic for the Day

As discussed earlier, parents must be involved in choosing the topics they wish to discuss. After a topic is chosen for a specific class, parent educators ask parents what they want to know about that topic. Based on this, they plan for the class. They develop the learning objectives for the topic, collect curriculum resources, and develop a lesson plan, which uses a wide variety of methods and styles. For example, if the topic for the day is anger, the learning objectives could be:

1. To teach that anger is a normal human emotion.
2. To distinguish between feelings and actions.
3. To clarify consequences of various ways parents and children deal with anger.

The class plan could include the following:
1. Read aloud a short excerpt from adult or children’s literature or play a recorded song about anger.
2. Ask a sampling of parents to state how they feel after listening to the reading or song.
3. Ask parents to think about and/or write down things that make them angry.
4. Ask parents to form pairs and discuss these things with the person next to them. To guide them, read and list questions on poster paper such as: Why do specific things make you angry? Why does one person get angry at something which doesn’t anger another person? Under what conditions are you most likely to become angry?
5. In the full group, brainstorm negative and positive ways of handling anger. Record these in two lists on poster paper or a chalkboard.
6. Discuss the consequences of these various responses and what happens to us physically and emotionally when we suppress anger.
7. Distribute a handout on “Dealing with Angry Feelings in Constructive Ways.”
8. Recommend further resources for those who want to dig deeper.


When planning a parent education session,
· actively involve parents in doing, reflecting, and discussing throughout the class;
· incorporate multi-sensory active learning methods such as music, art, movement, etc.;
· when using video, show short clips, rather than full videos to respect parents’ time and to avoid suppressing the group process;
· combine practical skill building ideas with a sound theoretical base;
· work individually, in pairs, in small groups, and in large groups to maximize participation of all group members;
· at the end of the session, summarize key points discussed and suggest use of these ideas at home in everyday parent-child and family interaction; and
· carryover discussion of key learnings from session to session.

Integrating Parent and Early Childhood Education

Although not all parent education topics lend themselves to related activities for parent- child interaction and early childhood education, when parent educators and early childhood teachers plan curriculum together, it enhances the learning process for parents and children. For example, as parents discuss the concepts of attachment and separation, the children’s classroom incorporates predictable routines and repetition of familiar activities to raise children’s comfort level. As parents discuss anger management,
children work on recognizing and handling feelings through posters, readings, songs, and activities. As parents discuss toilet learning, children work on their eye-hand and fine motor coordination. See Appendix 3B for a sample ECFE integrated lesson plan.

Another very effective way to integrate parent and early childhood education is to discuss the specifics of observation skills during parent group time, then offer parents opportunities to observe their children in the early childhood classroom. ECFE programs can facilitate opportunities for parents to practice observation skills in the following
ways.

· During parent-child interaction, parents can observe how their children interact with play materials and with other children, teachers, and adults.
· Staff can videotape the children during early childhood education sessions and show the videotapes later in parent groups. This allows parents to be “bugs on the wall” and see how their children behave and function when they are not in their company.
· A one-way observation window can be installed in a wall of the early childhood classroom. This enables observers to watch activities in the children’s classroom while remaining invisible to the children and teachers in the classroom.

When processing these observation opportunities during parent group time, the parent educator guides the discussion to focus on indicators of strengths, personality, and learning styles of individual children. Developmental or behavioral issues of specific children are not appropriate topics for group discussion, but the parent educator follows up one-on-one with parents as needed. During parent-child interaction, early childhood teachers also respond individually to parents’ questions or concerns about children or the classroom activities.




In the End

Not every curriculum strategy will work well every time. It’s important to remember each group is unique, and each group session has a life of its own. While parent and early childhood educators have the responsibility to create an environment and structure for learning and sharing, they can only guide the process, not mold the participants.

Educators can do an excellent job of sharing information and guiding group process, but not all group members will become engaged, learn, or keep attending. The responsibility for learning rests with each individual parent and child.
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