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Framework of a High-Quality Early Childhood Program
A high-quality early childhood program is built on interrelated tenets that together support children's development across all domains. The chart below organizes the framework around six tenets reflected in the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) standards and its position on developmentally appropriate practice (NAEYC, 2022).
	Tenet
	Key components
	How the components contribute to quality

	Relationships and interactions
	• Warm, responsive, consistent caregivers (primary caregiving for infants and toddlers)
• Low child-to-adult ratios and small groups
• Positive guidance that teaches social-emotional skills
	Secure relationships give children the confidence to explore and learn and support early brain development.

	Curriculum and teaching
	• Developmentally appropriate practice: play-based, hands-on learning
• Goals across all domains (physical, social-emotional, language, cognitive)
• Intentional teaching that builds on children's interests
	A coherent curriculum ensures that experiences are challenging but achievable and connected to learning goals.

	Assessment of child progress
	• Ongoing, authentic observation and documentation (portfolios, anecdotal notes)
• Developmental screening with referral when concerns arise
• Using assessment results to plan instruction and share with families
	Assessment lets teachers individualize instruction and identify delays early.

	Health, safety and learning environment
	• Safe, clean indoor and outdoor spaces with daily active play
• Well-organized learning centers with open-ended, accessible materials
• Health practices: nutrition, hygiene, safe sleep and emergency plans
	A safe, predictable environment protects children and invites independent exploration.

	Family and community partnerships
	• Two-way, respectful communication in families' home languages
• Opportunities for families to participate and share expertise
• Connections to community resources (health, early intervention)
	Partnerships align home and program goals and extend learning beyond the classroom.

	Teachers, leadership and administration
	• Qualified staff with early childhood education credentials
• Ongoing professional development and reflective supervision
• Sound program management: policies, fair compensation, low turnover
	Skilled, stable staff and strong leadership make every other component possible.


How the Components Work Together
The components reinforce one another. Responsive relationships are the foundation, because infants and toddlers learn through trusted adults, and these first three years are a period of rapid brain development. Developmentally appropriate curriculum and ongoing assessment let teachers match experiences to each child, while a safe, well-designed environment supports independent exploration. Family partnerships connect classroom learning to home, and qualified, well-supported staff carry out every other element consistently. When one tenet is weak, such as high staff turnover, relationships, curriculum and family communication all suffer.
How the Framework Addresses Multiculturalism and Diversity
The framework treats culture as central to development. NAEYC (2022) describes developmentally appropriate practice as attending to what is known about child development in general, what is individually appropriate for each child and what is culturally appropriate given the child's family and community context. In practice, a quality program assesses multiculturalism and diversity by examining whether materials, books and images reflect children's families and communities; whether communication occurs in families' home languages and dual-language learners' home languages are supported; whether assessment tools are culturally and linguistically appropriate so that differences are not mistaken for delays; whether curriculum includes anti-bias goals such as respecting differences and recognizing unfairness; and whether families are treated as experts on their children. Staff reflection on their own cultural backgrounds and biases, supported by professional development, helps ensure that every child and family is respected and included.
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