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Introduction

Background
Ongoing professional development is an essential part of improving and maintain effective teach-
ing practices throughout the career of educators. Professional development opportunities provide 
educators access to the most recent research-based pedagogical approaches and help maintain high 
quality instruction (Brown & Englehardt, 2016). Additionally, professional development can help in-
troduce new concepts to teachers that help support the implementation of new programs, curricula 
and assessment methods in the classroom (NCECDTL, 2018).

With regard to early childhood in particular one area of needed continuing education and support 
is fostering children’s social and emotional education. Kindergarten teachers often report that in the 
transition to formal schooling, children’s emotional and self-regulatory challenges are often the big-
gest barriers to their learning (Rimm-Kaufman, Pianta, & Cox, 2000). Research finds that, particularly 
in the early years of school, when educators are able to provide child-centered, active learning expe-
riences that help children develop their social and emotional skills, children improve not only socially 
but also academically (Brackett, Rivers, Reyes & Salovey, 2010; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Pakarinen et al., 
2011). Thus, for children’s optimal emotional and acdemic development, it is imperative to provide 
teachers with the knowledge, skills, and resources to provide child-centered learning activities and 
to create warm, supportive classrooms. 
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Description of Project

The Kindergarten Experience (TKE) consisted of one pilot year for research and four years 
to develop and offer kindergarten specific professional development modules to teachers 
throughout the state of Arizona in preparation for the Kindergarten Developmental 
Inventory (KDI), a formative assessment that would help provide a deeper understanding 
of children’s strengths and identify developing skills at the onset of the kindergarten year. 

Programming content and delivery was varied. The initial modules were designed to 
address the necessary paradigm shifts in teaching and learning in order to successfully 
implement a formative assessment process. These sessions addressed the whole child--
historically, a very different approach in elementary education. The Significance of Social 
and Emotional Development in Kindergarten rolled out in April 2015 and The Organization 
of Space and Time in the Kindergarten Classroom rolled out in September. Each module 
was designed as a two-day/12 hour session that included a written companion guide to 
support teachers as they work to shift beliefs and teaching practices. These sessions were 
initially offered in a conference format and then offer both as regional training sessions 
and on-site professional development as requested by interested schools and districts. 
These sessions were delivered 66 times in total.  

1,362 821
Total teachers served by the 

Kindergarten Project from Around 
the State of Arizona 

of those were Kindergarten 
Teachers

Content-specific professional development 
sessions that aligned with the Arizona’s 
Kindergarten Standards were developed 
and provided.  In addition to the in-person 
professional development sessions, online 
support in the form of social media videos, 
live-streams, podcast episodes, and social 
networking channels was available to all 
teachers who participated in the sessions 
to help provide ongoing support. Meetings 
with administrators to explain shifts in 
teaching approaches as well as classroom 
redesigns was provided to teachers who 
requested this support. Moreover, online 
versions of the modules were developed and 
were made available in an easily accessible 
platform for professional development 
hours. 

1 • Inspiring the Zest for 
English Language Arts in 

Kindergarten

2 • Bringing Math to Life in the 
Kindergarten Classroom

 3 • The Young Scientist in 
Action.

AZ Kindergarten Standards Addressed
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Methods

For the current evaluation, data were collected 
through surveys, interviews, and one focus 
group. All teachers who had received the 
Kindergarten Experience training (N = 821) 
were invited to complete an online survey 
and we received 121 surveys in response. 
The survey questions were a combination of 
multiple-choice and open-ended formats. 
Additionally, ten one-on-one phone interviews 
were conducted with teachers. Finally, a 
1.5 hour focus group was conducted with a 
set of five administrators in different roles 
throughout the state. The focus group was 
transcribed for analysis. All qualitative 
data (i.e., open-ended survey questions, 
administrator focus group, and teacher 
interviews) were examined and themes were 
extracted.

121

10

1.5

Online 
Surveys

Phone 
Interviews

Hour Focus 
Group
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Findings

Quantitative results from the teacher survey are presented as graphs and percentages. The 
themes that emerged from the qualitative data are presented along with exemplary quotes. 

Teacher Demographic Information

100%
Female

77%
White

Hispanic/
Latino
Black/
African American

Asian

Native Hawaiian/
Pacific Islander

16% 
4% 
2% 
1% 

0             10            20            30            40            50            60            70            80 

Age Range: 24-74 years

Avg. Age: 45

Level of Education
Years of Experience

Bachelor’s 
Degree

Some 
Grad
Work

Master’s
Degree

Doctoral
Degree

<1
year

1-2 
years

3-5
years

6-10
years

11-15
years

16-20
years

21-25
years

38%

14%

47%

12%

20%
22% 23%

19%

1%
2%

1%
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Findings

What TKE experiences did teachers use most?

Most 
universally 

attended 
sessions

Significance of Social & 
Emotional Development

The Organization of 
Space & Time

80%

59%

Respondents to the online survey 
made use of all the professional 

development programming 
available. The most universally 

attended sessions were: The 
Significance of Social and Emotional 

Development (80% of teachers) 
and The Organization of Space and 

Time (59% of teachers). Additionally, 
between 23% and 30% of teachers 

attended the subject-based PD 
sessions (e.g., English and Language 

Arts, Bringing Math to Life, and 
The Young Scientist in Action). 

Approximately 30% of teachers 
made visits to the model classroom, 

30% engaged with TKE on social 
media, 30% used The Kindergarten 

Experience Online, and 25% listened 
to TKE podcast.
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Findings

What was the impact on teacher’s beliefs?

Teachers developed an increased 
understanding of the importance of having 

student-centered, experiential classrooms in 
which children are encouraged to explore and 

build relationships

A Lot
44%

A Little
9%

Not At All
1%

Moderately
33%

13%
Somewhat

“I have a better understanding of 
creating a learner-centered classroom”

Theme 1

Teaching the ‘whole child’ is a necessity”

Being able to go back to a “true” kindergarten 
classroom setting with opportunities for the 
students to be able to move around more and 
collaborate with their peers instead of sitting all 
day being “talked at.”’

The ability to bring back play and its power and 
purpose in the classroom.”

Once we have our School Family in place 
everything else just falls in place so much easier.”
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Findings

Teachers’ beliefs about young children become more 
developmentally appropriate and that teachers grew 

in their ability to see children as learners who are in the 
process of learning new skills, rather than from a deficit 

mindset

Theme 2

Keeping in mind that our kindergartners are still learning. 
That was just a huge takeaway for our teachers”

The language we use with kids is one of our biggest 
takeaways. And having the content of what they can 
expect of their kindergarteners and what would be 
developmentally appropriate for our students.”

Learning that miss-behaved children are looking for a 
relationship”
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Findings

Teachers increased their 
knowledge about and practices 

that support children’s social 
and emotional development

What was the impact on teacher’s practices?
Teachers and administrators agree that participating in TKE had significant impacts on 
both teachers and students in the classroom.

93%
of teachers 

reported TKE 
significantly 

strengthened  
their ability 
to support 

children’s Social 
and Emotional 
Development

Oveall Impact TKE has had 
on your Teaching Practices

Theme 1

High 
Impact

64%

Low Impact
4%

Medium
Impact

32%

Learning how to organize and structure the classroom 
to implement the many different areas of learning. 
Understanding that interaction among the kids 
and having them work through problems among 
themselves (With some guidance) helps them learn how 
to get along with others. Also in how to deal with and 
help incorporate activities to include the kids that have 
a difficult time emotionally and socially.”

 The KE taught me how to relentlessly listen to the needs in 
the classroom to maintain a healthy community. Offering and 
developing effective small group interactions catapulted the 
educational experiences in the classroom while still honoring the 
emotional development of my Kinders.”

We have a greeter at the door and children decide how they wanted 
to be greeted by their friends. My time-out corner has become a 
place where they can practice calming down techniques”

 Creating an environment that best suits student needs both 
emotionally and socially.”
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Findings

Teachers implemented practices to 
build a classroom community

Teachers implemented practices to help 
students increase their executive function and 

self-regulation skills in difficult situations

Theme 2

Theme 3

The ability to stay calm in stressful situations. I have been 
able to diffuse arguments, calm the class, and especially 
calm my high needs students with the advice and guidance 
I received during our session. It has been amazing to me 
the difference I have noticed in my class and especially in 
my most difficult students. I have implemented many of the 
hands on centers and my students have loved them.”

After that first initial training, some of the teachers 
immediately went back and they were like, we’re going 
to create our class flag and they have rituals and routines 
in the morning that they do to help build that classroom 
community.”

Teachers have pictures of their kids everywhere in their 
classrooms”

Creating a family atmosphere in my classroom.”
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Findings

Teachers increased their ability to create 
engaging and individualized learning 

environments

Theme 4

Finding a way to let go so the children are learning and I am facilitating 
not dictating.”

I am extending the play based learning opportunities in my classroom 
and allowing the learning to occur on an individual level for each of my 
students.”

I am learning that my students do well with the learning strategies 
that involve cooperative learning structures most because they are at 
such a social age. I am getting better at my timing with differentiated 
instruction.”

 I tried to create more child-centered activities, where my students would 
have more choices. I really was re-thinking how I did everything in my 
teaching!”
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Findings

What was the impact on children in the classroom?
Teachers and administrators also identified several ways in which children’s social, 
emotional, and academic well-being was impacted by teachers’ participation in TKE.

Increased child engagement 
with school content

Increased sense of 
community 91%

of teachers reported 
significant increases 
in  Collaborative 

Effort Among 
Peers

Theme 1

Theme 2

More Engaged Learning

46%
Very High

Impact

28%
High 

Impact

20%
Moderate 

Impact

3%
Low

Impact

3%
No Impact

They are so much more invested in their learning as they 
have ownership of what and how they are learning.  I have 
also noticed a lot more creativity and their willingness to try 
new things.”

They’re learning, they don’t even know they’re learning, 
they’re playing, but they’re learning and they don’t want to 
go home yet.”

They have more of a sense of community, better social skills, 
feeling that we are a school family.”
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Findings

Increased self-regulation and 
decreased behavior problems

Increased academic skills

94%

84%

93%

of teachers reported 
significant increases 

in student 
vocabulary

of teachers reported 
significant increase 

in interest in 
writing

of teaches reported 
significant increases 

in children’s 
sense of self

The kindergarten experience has given us a lot of strategies, a 
lot of language, a lot of different approaches to helping support 
kids who are coming in with trauma and we’d seen those kids 
that are coming in, we’ve seen that just completely changed… 
it didn’t come quickly and it didn’t come easily, but it does 
transform lives when we implement it well

I have noticed significant increases in their reading benchmark test 
scores, more interest in reading during “free choice,” a higher level 
of vocabulary (both academic and non-academic) and an overall 
more relaxed atmosphere where they are able to explore freely 
without the constant fear of “am I doing this right?” or “will I be 
tested on this?”

Theme 3

Theme 4

3%
Low

Impact

I’ve seen huge language growth.”

They know that though the standards are high, failure is a way to 
gain knowledge.”

Stronger conversational vocabulary, higher interest in learning, 
more independent thinking”
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What was the personal impact on teachers?

Findings

Teachers and administrators noted that TKE had an impact on teacher’s personal and professional 
development. Several teachers reported that TKE helped them remain teachers when they were 
considering leaving and reduced burnout.

Theme 2

Theme 1
Increased teachers’ job satisfaction 

and re-ignited teachers’ passion, joy, 
and motivation for teaching

Increased teachers’ learning 
communities and social 

support systems

They’re not doing it because they have to, but really because they 
understand how valuable that is for the kids and how much that gives 
them back in terms of job satisfaction and purpose in their work”

I am so glad to have been involved with this.  I am in a much better place 
to be the teacher I have always wanted to be than before the trainings.”

I feel a renewed love of teaching”

After TKE I felt more empowered”

The Kindergarten Experience brings a revitalization to teachers who are 
tired of the norm and reminds me of why I chose to become an Early 
Childhood Educator.”

For our teachers, it did help them feel a little 
bit more connected to a bigger community of 
educators.”
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Findings

How has TKE helped prepare teachers 
to implement the KDI?

Teachers who have implemented the KDI emphatically agreed that their training through 
TKE greatly helped them implement the assessment. Many teachers states that TKA helped 
them intentionally and systematically evaluate children on more than a concrete level (i.e., 
more holistically). Thus, when it came time to implement the assessment, teacher felt more 
prepared to already be thinking about the whole child and could implement the assessment 
more confidently and easily. Additionally, teachers stated that without the changes to 
the organization and structure of their classroom, they would not have had a classroom 
structure that provided the opportunities to observe children on all the different domains 
assessed in the KDI. Indeed, several teachers stated that without TKE it would have been 
impossible for them to roll out the KDI individualized formative assessment.

Theme 3
Improved teachers’ relationships 
with children and their desire to 

connect with children
One of the biggest changes I’ve seen in my 
teachers since the kindergarten experience, it’s 
just, their desire to connect with kids”
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Challenges & Next Steps

The Need for Administrator Support
Administrators play a large role in providing teachers the time, materials, and encouragement 
needed to implement large-scale changes in their practices. Teachers who reported receiving 
high levels of administrative support were better able to make impactful shifts in their classrooms. 
Teachers who did not receive sufficient support often reported feeling overwhelmed and unable to 
implement as many strategies at they would have liked.

Complete Support Limited Support 

No support, 
Made no Changes 

Support when able 
to substantiate the 
idea/perspective 

No support, but made 
changes anyway 

48% 24% 19%
4% 5%

Without administrative support using this model cannot happen! We 
need our admin to trust this process and support it!”

The obstacles were having to meet administration expectations 
of traditional teaching practices for such young children. Children 
are expected to sit for long period of times, take test and complete 
worksheets.”

Our district/school does not support what is developmentally 
appropriate for young learners.”

District is focused primarily on academic scores and data, so was not 
able to implement Kinder experience in any meaningful way.”

The challenges I have had is with site based administration support and 
all of the resources/supplies coming out of my pocket.”
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Challenges & Next Steps

The Need for Administrator Support The Need for Administrator Support

No support, 
Made no Changes 

Both teachers and administrators emphasized that impacts are stronger when more teachers at a school are 
trained in the same way and can collaborate and share successes and challenges with one another. Teacher 
turnover and time-constraints were frequently cited as barriers to achieving this larger-scale trainings. 
Additionally, both teachers and administrators noted the potential benefits to training teachers in different 
grade levels, so that there is a continuity of understanding as children transition to higher grades.

I wish my peers would have taken the courses with me and then application of learning 
would be more successful.”

I believe all pre-K through 2nd grade teachers would benefit from attending! As well as 
all administrators, particularly those not familiar/comfortable with early learners.”

I really think that the first-grade teachers at least need to be trained in and get some 
background in at least the foundational pieces”

One challenge was the other grade levels not understanding what play-based learning 
is, along with administrators not knowing what the program is about.”

Getting our school kindergarten team on board. It is harder to convince teachers that 
have taught 20 plus years that this is not simply a fad in the classroom.”
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Discussion

Both teachers and administrators spoke highly of their experience with The 
Kindergarten Experience (TKE) and repeatedly emphasized the many positive 
effects that participation in TKE has had on teachers and children. For teachers, TKE 
appeared to shift their perspectives on children and helped them re-structure their 
learning environments to be more child-focused and developmentally appropriate. 
Teachers report being inspired and motivated to continue to relate to children in 
these meaningful ways. Children in these classrooms are more independent, have 
higher critical thinking skills, and are able to engage in positive social interactions. 
Additionally, children are more engaged with school and with learning and are 
demonstrating increased language skills as well as interest in reading and writing. 

It is important to note that many teachers highlighted their gratitude for the depth 
of support received through TKE. Multiple teachers noted that without the many 
sessions and ongoing support available they would not have been able to implement 
the same meaningful level of change. Additionally, teachers and administrators 
noted the value of the high quality of delivery of the PD sessions and noted that the 
knowledge, care, and engagement of the PD trainers was essential to the success of 
TKE.

A recent meta-synthesis on early childhood educators’ professional development 
initiatives (Brown & Englehardt, 2016) tells us that researchers who have studied 
teacher training at all levels of education, not just ECE, have used their findings to 
contend that effective PD should: (a) have a clear and coherent design, including 
identifiable outcomes for teachers; (b) be comprehensive and sustained over time, 
not piecemeal; (c) connect to teachers’ lives in their classrooms; (d) occur in concert 
with a learning community of instructional peers; (e) offer specific strategies with 
immediate applicability for teachers; (f ) provide teachers with feedback on newly 
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Discussion

This was the best training I have ever received in my 27 years of teaching 
experience!”

Amazing experience! I can’t imagine teaching with any other system! It is so 
perfect for our young children!”

The courses and workshops have been THE most valuable learning 
experiences in my entire career. It is going back to what we know works best 
with young children and how they learn. I am a true believer!”

This is hands down the BEST PD I have ever had. We came home telling all of 
our colleagues about it and our principal.”

It was incredibly eye opening and made you think about things differently.”

I am truly going to miss our Professional Developments with your trainers. 
They were always so eager to present the information and I always left the 
sessions with a multitude of new ideas and a sense of being “re-charged” 
because I knew I was on the right track.”

implemented practices/strategies; (g) offer teachers the chance to reflect and/or self-assess on 
recent practices in their classrooms; and (h) encourage teachers to create and enact new visions for 
instruction in their classrooms (Brown & Englehardt, 2016). 

The Kindergarten Experience was designed to implement best practices in early childhood 
professional development, and included all the above-listed components in its design. The positive 
results gleaned from this evaluation provide promising evidence that the professional development 
provided by TKE was effective and impactful.
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