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Call for a Strong Pre-K Curriculum

According to studies by the National Research Council  
and the Institute of Medicine, children who attend  
high quality early childhood programs, where curriculum  
aims are integrated across the domains, learn more 
and are better prepared to master the complex 
demands of formal schooling. Recommendations 
call for addressing cognitive, social-emotional, and 
physical development as mutually supportive areas 
that require active attention in the preschool years.

— Fulfilling the Promise of Preschool (2006),  
National Association of State Boards of Education

 
Because the preschool years are so critical to a child’s 
academic development, the National Institute for Early 
Education Research (2007) recommends a curriculum 
that addresses children’s ages, behavior, background and 
learning needs; includes assessments to measure whether 
learning objectives are being met; facilitates family 
involvement; and is research-based for effectiveness.

Get Set for School™ was developed based on the most 
relevant research about how young children learn best  
and what they need to be learning in Pre-K. The curriculum  
is developmentally appropriate to give children a sense  
of challenge and accomplishment. It uses hands-on 
teaching strategies and manipulatives because Pre-K 
children learn by doing—by actively participating in 
lessons. This provides more pathways for them to acquire 
and retain knowledge easily and effectively. 

Get Set for School is organized by domains to make it 
easier for teachers to follow. The curriculum addresses 
three core, integrated learning areas of kindergarten 
readiness: readiness and writing, language and literacy, 
and numbers and math. Each lesson is designed to give 
teachers the opportunity to interact with children, ask 
questions, and encourage exploration and discovery.

Get Set for Readiness, Writing, Language, and Math: 
A Pre-K Roadmap for School Success
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Social and Economic Implications 
A strong Pre-K curriculum does more than prepare children 
for school. It improves children’s lives and contributes 
to a strong society and economy. In Early Education for 
All (2005), Calman and Tarr-Whelan point out that in 
economic research spanning 40 years, Nobel Prize-winners 
and Federal Reserve economists demonstrate that “the 
return on public investment in high quality childhood 
education is substantial.” Some of the benefits cited in 
these studies include:

• Lower cost for remedial and special education,  
and grade repetition

• More school completion and skills

• Better job preparedness and ability to meet  
future labor force demands

• Higher incomes and tax payments  
from those who complete school

• Lower criminal justice and prison costs

• Fewer welfare payments

Improved Academic Outcomes
 “In terms of what is taught, we know that children in Pre-K 
classrooms that spend time on the key academic content 
areas, such as literacy, language, and mathematics, have 
an academic advantage as they enter early elementary 
school” (Downer & Pianta 2006).

Furthermore, the International Reading Association (2005) 
found that children who have experiences with language 
and literacy in high-quality preschool settings have 
productive futures.

On the other hand, inadequate exposure to language, 
math, and readiness concepts can have a negative impact 
throughout the school years. The National Assessment  
of Educational Progress reveals that 37 percent of  
U.S. fourth graders fail to achieve basic levels of  
reading achievement. “The incidence of reading failure 
is even higher within low-income families, ethnic minority 
groups, and English language learners. Large-scale 
studies have shown that young children—those entering 
kindergarten and first grade—vary greatly in their 
attainment of the early precursor skills that provide the 
launching pad for later literacy learning” (West, Denton,  
& Germino-Hausken, 2000; West, Denton, & Reaney, 2000).
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Readiness and Writing
Get Set for School addresses physical, social and 
emotional, and cognitive skills, which are crucial for school 
readiness. Research shows that the best learning occurs 
when children participate actively in a number of ways to 
access and retain information. Get Set for School lessons 
engage children with multiple learning modalities (visual, 
auditory, kinesthetic, and tactile). For example, when 
children use dough to form letters, they see, move, and 
touch. In talking about letters and naming them, they  
see and hear.

Skills (including physical, social and emotional, cognitive, 
and language) do not develop in isolation. It is important 
that practitioners understand child development in order to 
justify practice and meet children’s needs (NAEYC 2009).

Active, hands-on activities foster a love of learning in the 
Pre-K classroom, which is children’s home away from home. 
Exposure to readiness skills happens best in a context 
where children learn at their own pace, in their own way. 
They don’t know they’re learning. Get Set for School taps 
into that natural tendency toward gaining and testing 
knowledge with implicit hands-on instruction that, 
according to Jensen (2001), is more lasting and has 
greater meaning for children. Jensen further states that 
hands-on learning creates more neural networks in the 
brain and employs more senses.

Sensory Motor Development 
 “According to [research scientist David] Grissmer, 
neuroscience evidence suggests that the neural networks 
built to facilitate learning motor skills are the same 
networks used later in learning mathematical concepts. 
Inefficiency in building these networks during motor 
development may make later learning more difficult”  
(UVA Today, October 27, 2009).

Motor development and play are critical components of  
Get Set for School because they foster exploration and 
facilitate learning. There is a well-established consensus 
among early childhood professionals that play is an essential 
element of developmentally appropriate, high-quality early 
education programs (Alliance for Childhood, 2006; 
NAEYC & NAECSSDE, 2003).

Get Set for School readiness and writing activities 
incorporate movement and tactile experiences, which 
are crucial for the Pre-K learner. Research has shown that 
children “need to physically participate in the learning 
process, using as many senses as possible, to truly 
understand concepts” (Pica 2008).

Studies also suggest that manipulatives improve children’s 
long-term and short-term retention of new concepts by   
 “allowing them to move from concrete experiences to 
abstract reasoning” (Boggan 2010; Cain-Caston).
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Social-Emotional 
A growing body of research shows that every competency 
important to school success is enhanced by play (Isenberg 
& Quisenberry, 2002; Singer, 2006). For example, high-
quality pretend play is related to children’s abilities to 
begin to think abstractly and to take the perspectives of 
others (Bergen, 2002; Berk, Mann & Ogan, 2006; Singer, 
Singer, Plason & Schweden, 2003).

Get Set for School lessons and activities incorporate play 
in different ways for effective instruction. For example, 
children will act out words to learn new vocabulary. 
They will recite a story for dictation and then act it out 
in correct sequence. Play also facilitates the teaching of 
letters with mystery letter games, drawing, and building 
as children make connections and learn new concepts.

According to Shonkoff (2000), play allows children to 
use their creativity while developing their imagination, 
dexterity, and physical, cognitive, and emotional strength. 
“Preschool children need to play, refine their motor skills, 
and practice their imaginative abilities” (Hirsh-Pasek, Berk, 
Singer & Golinkoff, 2008). Ginsburgh (2006) finds that 
teachers leverage children’s ideas and interests  
to promote learning through play, circle-time, and  
small-group activities.

Cognitive Development 
As suggested by Coulter (1995), song, movement, and 
musical games are “brilliant neurological exercises” vital 
to intellectual development.

The Get Set for School curriculum incorporates rhythmic 
movement with songs and playful activities to give young 
learners many opportunities for developing important skills 
in the context of readiness and writing. Children play 
games to learn each other’s names and practice following 
rules in the classroom. They sing, build, draw, play, count, 
and engage in letter and word games. They learn how to 
work with others to accomplish a shared goal. Activities 
encourage social interaction that establishes relationships 
and trust in others. Lessons include modeling and guidance 
about how to behave in a group setting for an extended 
period of time. They need to learn how to take turns, 
share, and respect one another.

Language and Pre-Writing 
To acquire writing skills effectively, children must first know 
the correct way to hold a writing tool. Get Set for School 
follows expert recommendations (Olsen 2008, Spear-
Swearling 2006), incorporating a range of activities and 
teaching strategies that support emerging handwriting skills:

• Drawing at an easel

• Engaging in motor skill exercises, such as Air Writing letters

• Learning pre-handwriting strokes

• Making letters with manipulatives before using writing tools

• Starting with capital letter formation

• Grouping capital letters according to similar stroke

• Using small bits of chalk or crayons before using pencils
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Language and Literacy
The National Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development (2000) identified concepts children need to 
become competent readers and writers, including print 
awareness, phonological awareness, oral language, 
vocabulary, reading readiness and comprehension.

The Get Set for School language and literacy program 
uses a hands-on approach to integrate these core 
concepts, filling the need for child-friendly and joyful 
literacy experiences. The program provides explicit literacy 
instruction, including rich vocabulary, to create multiple 
opportunities and avenues for preschool children to build 
strong language and literacy skills.

 “Increasingly, early childhood is viewed as a sensitive 
period for the development of key cognitive, literacy, and 
language skills; in turn, these skills appear to be shaped 
by child characteristics and family, child care, and early 
classroom experiences” (Morrison & Cooney, 2002).
An effective pre-kindergarten literacy program is one 
that, according to Vukelich & Christie (2004), provides 
a balanced curriculum that addresses emerging literacy 
skills in the context of social-emotional and cognitive 
developmentally appropriate experiences.

According to Adams (1990), “The literacy and language 
attainments children have at the start of kindergarten set 
the stage for their short- and long-term reading success.” 
In addition, the National Association for the Education of 
Young Children and The International Reading Association 
(1998) suggest that the period from birth through age 
eight is the single best time in a child’s life to develop 
literacy skills.

Phonological Awareness 
The Get Set for School language and literacy program 
helps children develop phonological awareness with 
playful rhymes, alliteration, and with activities that  
focus on beginning/ending sounds, and word parts.

Extensive research has demonstrated that different 
language abilities are related to later reading success. 
Preschool language skills support the emergence of 
phonemic awareness (Whitehurst and Lonigan, 1998; 
Lonigan et al., 2000), and by the middle elementary 
school years play a major role in supporting reading 
comprehension (Storch and Whitehurst, 2002; Biemiller, 
1999; Walker, Greenwood, Hart, and Carta, 1994).

 “Nursery rhymes, rhyming games, and finger plays 
provide an engaging and fun avenue for children to 
learn the sounds and rhythms of language. Children who 
have knowledge of nursery rhymes develop stronger 
phonological awareness skills” (MacLean, Bryant, & 
Bradley, 1987).

The Get Set for School curriculum gives teachers many 
opportunities to engage children in conversation, teach 
rich vocabulary, and model language appropriately. 
Meaningful lesson themes and activities help children 
make connections between words and sounds.

 “Children’s skill using and understanding sentences (syntax) 
and extended stretches of language are related to reading 
success and significant problems with these areas of 
language often are associated with reading problems” 
(Bishop and Adams, 1990; Scarborough, 2001, 
Scarborough, 1990, 1991).

Research indicates a sequence of phonological awareness 
skills from easiest (segmenting and blending the parts of 
compound words) to hardest (segmenting and blending 
the individual phonemes in words). However, research also 
stresses the importance of developing children’s skills in 
these areas simultaneously (Lonigan, 2008).



6 © 2011 Get Set for School™

Print Awareness
The Get Set for School language and literacy program 
provides explicit literacy instruction, including rich 
vocabulary, to create multiple opportunities and avenues 
for children to build strong literacy skills. Children learn 
concepts about print to recognize letters and numbers, 
repeat letters and words with the teacher who is reading 
from a book or from a card or other printed item in the room. 
Children recite stories or narrative sequences as the teacher 
takes dictation and repeats the narrative back to them.

 “Knowledge of book and print concepts may seem trivial; 
however, research indicates the importance of book and 
print awareness for later reading success” (National Center 
for Family Literacy, 2007; Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998).

According to Stanovich (1993), “One of the most 
powerful experiential determinants of individual 
differences in vocabulary and declarative knowledge is 
exposure to print.” Furthermore, book and print awareness 
are important for later reading success (National Center 
for Family Literacy, 2007; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).

Get Set for School lessons teach children to identify 
capital and lowercase letters by sight and by name. 
Children learn how these letter symbols work together 
to form printed words that have meaning, and they 
understand how printed words relate to spoken language.

 “Alphabet recognition is one of the major early literacy 
skills that are predictive of children’s later reading 
development” (IRA/NAEYC, 1998; National Center for 
Family Literacy, 2007).

 “As with concepts about print, concepts of word and letter 
can evolve from teacher modeling to student participation 
as children become comfortable with the terms” 
(Beauchat, Blamey & Walpole, 2009).

Oral Language and Vocabulary 
The Get Set for School language and literacy program 
introduces rich vocabulary and helps children make 
relevant connections to movement, narrative, and word 
and language concepts. Children learn prepositions that 
are crucial to language and everyday life. They string 
actions to form sequences, which is similar to linking 
words to form sentences and paragraphs. They physically 
express ideas such as walking slowly or skipping lightly 
so that adjectives and adverbs go from being abstract 
concepts to real world experiences. These connections 
foster long-lasting understanding.

Oral language skills are important in the Pre-K 
environment because “narrative capacity forms the 
foundation for reading comprehension, the ability to 
produce coherent writing, and the ability to understand 
subjects such as history, social studies, and science” 
(Fein & Groth, 2000; Jones & Cooper, 2006; Kim, 
1999; Nicolopoulou, McDowell & Brockmeyer, 2006; 
Schickedanz & Casbergue, 2004).

 “It is the talk that surrounds a storybook reading that  
gives it power, helping children to bridge what is in the 
story and their own lives” (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; 
Snow, Tabors, Nicholson, & Kurland, 1995).

Rich vocabulary is an important element of the Get Set 
for School curriculum because vocabulary is knowledge. 
When children grasp a word’s meaning, they understand 
what that word represents, and in turn, they understand 
the relationships of ideas and concepts that go with that 
word (Stahl & Murray, 1994; Stahl & Nagy, 2006).

The Get Set for School program uses directed actions, 
multisensory tools, and active exercises to draw children 
into a lesson and help them learn new words. Children act 
out and describe words. The teacher introduces objects 
or pictures and children touch them, point to them, and 
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say what they are. Lessons further encourage guided 
discussions and exploration of new words. For example: 
This is an alligator. The alligator is green. Where do 
alligators live? Have you seen an alligator? In this fashion, 
new words become very real and memorable.

 “Vocabulary size in Pre-K can predict children’s ability to 
comprehend texts throughout elementary school and into 
middle school” (Chall, Jacobs & Baldwin 1990).

Pre-Reading
The Get Set for School language and literacy program 
helps children build language skills in context so that new 
letters (symbols) and words have meaning and relevance. 
Because reading and writing are skills that support each 
other and develop in tandem, the program gives children 
the foundation in letter recognition and formation to build 
reading skills. Children understand that print has meaning 
and that they can use it to express themselves. Lessons 
encourage storytelling and pointing to words on cards and in 
the room as children say the words along with the teacher.
According to the National Early Literacy Panel (2009), 
reading instruction must be deliberate and well-planned. 
Literacy experts and educators know that children who 
receive early literacy experiences are more likely to 
become proficient readers.

Get Set for School teaches letter by letter, and word by 
word long before children are ready for paper and pencil. 
They learn to build, roll, or Air Write capitals and then 
lowercase letters by similar formation groups based on  
the developmental principles of Arnold Gesell, Ph.D. 
(Gesell, 1940). This knowledge helps children build  
a strong foundation for both reading and writing as they 
become increasingly familiar with letter symbols and meanings.

Numerous studies have demonstrated a strong relationship 
between alphabet knowledge and reading and writing 
skills (Adams, 1990; Honig, 2001; Berninger et al.,  
2006; Stevenson & Newman, 1986; Treiman, 1993).

Evidence also shows that early success at reading 
acquisition leads to a lifetime of reading habits (Juel, 
1988; Juel, Griffith, & Gough, 1986; Snow, Barnes, 
Chandler, Goodman, & Hemphill, 1991; Stanovich,  
1986, 1993). Furthermore, as children read more, they 
develop better comprehension, which makes reading  
more rewarding.
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Numbers and Math
Young children show a natural interest in and enjoyment 
of mathematics. Seo and Ginsburg (2004) find that long 
before entering school, “children spontaneously explore 
and use mathematics—at least the intuitive beginnings—
and their mathematical knowledge can be quite complex 
and sophisticated.”

According to National Standards in Mathematics (NCTM, 
2000), the key math components for preschool include 
number concepts, patterns and relationships (algebra), 
geometry and spatial awareness, measurement,   
data collection, and organization.

The Get Set for School numbers and math program helps 
children organize their math thinking so that they can 
make connections to everyday experiences and concepts 
to reinforce learning. The program engages young children 
with manipulatives and active lessons, helping them 
observe and explore the mathematical dimensions of 
their world. They compare quantities, find patterns, take 
measurements, count objects, and navigate in space.

The Get Set for School numbers and math program taps 
into and nurtures young learners’ innate math skills to enable 
them to learn more advanced concepts in subsequent 
years. This program follows the National Research Council 
(2009) recommendations that early childhood math 
experiences “concentrate on (1) number (which includes 
whole number, operations, and relations) and (2) 
geometry, spatial relationships, and measurement”  
with a greater concentration of time focused on number.

The U.S. Department of Education (2009) states, “The 
mathematics that children learn from preschool through 
the middle grades provides the basic foundation for 
algebra and more advanced mathematics course work. 
Even before they enter kindergarten, most children develop 

considerable knowledge of numbers and other aspects of 
mathematics. The mathematical knowledge that children 
bring to school influences their math learning for many 
years thereafter, and probably throughout their education.”

Numbers and Operations 
Recent research (Duncan, et al., 2007) has shown that 
children’s knowledge of numbers and ordinality is “one of 
the most powerful predictors of later learning” in all areas.

The Get Set for School numbers and math program 
incorporates active lessons that promote number 
recognition, formation, and counting. Number operations 
are integral to the Pre-K environment. Children manipulate 
and count objects in the room, sing songs that reinforce 
number concepts, and participate in different activities 
that explore numbers. They learn to count using their own 
bodies. For example, they learn that they have “1 head,  
2 eyes, 1 nose, 10 fingers….”

The National Council of Teachers of Math (2006) 
recommends that Pre-K students should “develop an 
understanding of the meanings of whole numbers and 
recognize the number of objects in small groups without 
counting and by counting [to 10 and beyond].”

Measurement 
Get Set for School lessons provide many avenues for 
teaching young children to measure in a way that is 
relevant and memorable. Activities and math tools 
encourage them to line up objects such as blocks or 
bags to see how many of those objects it takes to span 
a bookshelf, a table, a chair… Use of familiar music, 
movement, and object manipulation takes the mystery  
and fear out of measurement lessons.
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 “Measurement should not be taught as a simple skill; 
instead, it is a complex combination of concepts and skills 
that develops slowly over years.” Clements and Sarama 
(2004) also note that emphasis should be on children 
solving real measurement problems to develop strong 
concepts and skills.

Children are ready to learn measurement concepts 
during the Pre-K years. “Many students use measurement 
instruments or count units in rote fashion” (Clements & 
Battista, 1992).

According to Clement and Sarama (2004), “Preschool 
children know that continuous attributes such as mass, 
length, and weight exist, although they cannot quantify or 
measure them accurately. At age 4-5 years, however, most 
children can learn to overcome perceptual cues and make 
progress in reasoning about and measuring quantities.”

They also found that measurement is particularly relevant 
to young children because it is one of the real-world 
applications of mathematics. It bridges geometry or 
spatial relationships and real numbers.

Geometry and Spatial Relationships 
The study of geometry and the way objects and people 
relate to each other in space is important to young 
learners as they develop an understanding of the world 
around them and their place in it. Get Set for School 
lessons give children hands-on tools to understand spatial 
concepts through developmentally appropriate pattern, 
puzzle, and sorting exercises and tools.

According to the National Research Council (2009), the 
study of geometry and measurement helps children develop 
ways to mentally structure the spaces and objects around 
them. “In addition, these provide a context for children to 
further develop their ability to reason mathematically.”

Newcombe and Frick (2010) confirm that “mental spatial 
transformation abilities, while present in some precursory 
form in infants, toddlers, and preschool children, also 
undergo considerable development and show important 
individual differences which are malleable.” This means 
that Pre-K children are capable of spatial thinking and can 
learn geometry concepts at the Pre-K level. Doing so helps 
them “improve spatial functioning in general, but also 
reduces differences related to gender and socioeconomic  
status that may impede full participation in a 
technological society.”

Another study found that with training, “twice as 
many 5-year-olds produced rectilinear reaction time 
patterns that are indicative of mental rotation strategy” 
(Newcombe & Frick 2010; Platt). Get Set for School 
promotes such spatial thinking with tools and activities 
that get children to twist, turn, and flip objects to match 
patterns, complete sequences, and solve puzzles.

Reasoning and Problem Solving 
Get Set for School provides positive experiences for 
using mathematics to solve problems. As a result, 
children develop curiosity, imagination, flexibility, and 
inventiveness that contributes to their future success in  
and out of school.

According to Sadler (2009), fostering children’s ability 
to reason and problem solve “is a long-lasting outcome 
that will benefit students throughout their mathematics 
education.”

Kimberly Brenneman, assistant research professor at 
NIEER and co-author of NIEER’s math and science policy 
brief, says, “Given the opportunity, preschoolers will use 
math and science-related thinking to solve problems even 
though they may not be aware they are doing so.”
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Brenneman further states that high-quality Pre-K 
classrooms support math and science by providing 
experiences that encourage numerical reasoning and lead 
to investigations of objects by considering their sizes, 
quantities, measurements, spatial relationships, and 
various other aspects. Children engage in explorations  
of science ideas and content, and skilled teachers interact 
with them in intentional ways to help them extend their 
knowledge and reasoning.

Hands-On Math Instruction and Integration 
According to the 2002 NAEYC/NCTM joint position 
statement, it is important to “weave mathematics into 
children’s experiences with literature, language, science, 
social studies, art, movement, music, and all parts of the 
classroom environment.”

The fine motor tasks presented in Get Set for School 
math activities will help children develop pathways that 
will be used in future learning of a variety of educational 
benchmarks. “Furthermore, other findings link math 
foundations with improved outcomes in literacy, science, 
and technology, as well” (Duncan, et al., 2007). Fine 
motor development, therefore, will enhance learning in 
subjects critical for later academic and general success.

As Francis Wardle (2007) explains, “Math knowledge 
and dispositions are not created in a vacuum. Math is 
about manipulating things: objects, shapes, concepts, and 
relationships; reproducing and documenting the world; 
and constructing, building, and estimating …. Thus, we 
must provide a myriad of opportunities for young children 
to have direct, concrete experiences in the real world.”

Conclusion
Preschool is a unique time in children’s lives. Pre-K children 
are little explorers whose learning follows the path of 
discovery. They develop rapidly as they ask questions 
and seek to understand their worlds. This is the time for 
high quality instruction that exposes them to play-based, 
developmentally appropriate activities that enhance their 
learning and build their confidence. Get Set for School 
addresses children’s diverse needs and learning styles and 
meets the demand for research based, hands-on instruction 
that engages children and gets them ready for school. The 
curriculum also gives teachers the tools to supplement their 
core curricula and develop effective lessons that engage 
children and meet state standards.

For more about the Get Set for School™ curriculum: 
getsetforschool.com or 301.263.2700
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