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EARLY CHILDHOOD CENTER: WHO WE ARE 

The Colorado Springs School Early Childhood Center serves children ages 3 through 5 in a 
nurturing, intentional environment where every child is truly known, challenged, and inspired. 
Our program is grounded in the belief that the earliest years of a child's education are among 
the most consequential, and that the foundation laid in PreK shapes everything that follows. 

Our curriculum thoughtfully blends Montessori, Waldorf, and Reggio Emilia philosophies, 
emphasizing hands-on exploration and a process-over-product approach that values how 
children learn, not just what they produce. We treat the environment itself as an educator, 
extending learning beyond the classroom and into the real world whenever possible. Families 
are valued partners in this process, and that partnership is woven into the fabric of everything 
we do. 

The ECC is not a program that exists separately from the rest of CSS. It is the intentional first 
chapter of a PreK through 12th grade academic journey, designed in deliberate alignment with 
the Lower School and beyond. The curricula, the co-curricular offerings, and the language of 
learning your child encounters here are chosen specifically because they continue and deepen 
as students move through our school. At CSS, we believe that a great education begins on the 
very first day of preschool. 

The Philosophy Behind Our Program 

If you have spent time in our Early Childhood Center classrooms, you may have noticed that 
things look and feel a little different here than in a traditional preschool. The arrangement of the 
room, the way teachers interact with children, the kinds of projects underway, the mix of ages 
working side by side- none of it is accidental. Every element of our program is grounded in a 
thoughtful, research-informed philosophy of how young children learn best. 

Our curriculum draws from three of the most respected and widely studied approaches in early 
childhood education: Montessori, Waldorf, and Reggio Emilia. Rather than adopting any single 
approach wholesale, we have woven together the most meaningful and complementary 
elements of all three to create something that is distinctly our own and distinctly CSS. 

This document is intended to help you see your child's classroom through that lens, and to 
understand the intentional thinking behind what you observe every day. 

Montessori: Independence, Environment, and the Capable Child 

Maria Montessori believed that young children are naturally driven to learn, and that the role of 
the educator is not to fill children with knowledge but to create the conditions in which children 
can discover it for themselves. Several of the most visible features of our program reflect this 
philosophy directly. 

 



Mixed-Age Classrooms 

Walk into any ECC classroom, and you will find three-year-olds and five-year-olds learning side 
by side. This is not simply a scheduling convenience — it is one of the most powerful features of 
our program. Montessori research has consistently demonstrated that mixed-age groupings 
benefit children at every level. Younger children are naturally stretched and inspired by older 
peers, while older children deepen their own understanding by guiding and modeling for those 
who are newer to the community. The classroom becomes a living, breathing learning 
community rather than a group of same-aged children moving in lockstep through identical 
experiences. 

Building Independence from Day One 

Montessori education places enormous value on independence and self-regulation, and so do 
we. From the very first weeks of school, we are teaching children to manage their belongings, 
follow classroom routines, care for their shared space, and take responsibility for themselves 
and one another. These are not just practical skills — they are the early foundations of 
executive functioning, the set of cognitive skills that research consistently identifies as among 
the strongest predictors of long-term academic and life success. 

Hands-On, Self-Directed Learning 

Montessori classrooms are built around the idea that children learn most deeply when they are 
active participants in their own learning — when they are doing, building, experimenting, and 
discovering rather than sitting and listening. You will see this in our STEM program, where 
children design experiments and build structures to test their own ideas. You will see it in our 
science journals, where children plant seeds, make predictions, observe changes over time, and 
record what they notice. And you will see it in the way our teachers step back and allow children 
to work through challenges rather than rushing in with the answer. 

The Prepared Environment 

Montessori introduced the concept of the prepared environment — the idea that the physical 
space of a classroom should be intentionally designed to invite exploration, support 
independence, and communicate to children that their learning is valued. Every space in our 
ECC has been designed with this in mind, from our exploration-based outdoor playground to our 
dedicated STEM classroom to our library. When your child walks into our building, the 
environment itself is already teaching. 

Waldorf: The Arts, Rhythm, and the Natural World 

Rudolf Steiner, the founder of Waldorf education, believed that a child's earliest years should be 
filled with beauty, creativity, and a deep connection to the natural world. He saw the arts not as 
extras to be added after the serious academic work was done, but as essential vehicles through 
which children access and integrate all learning. This philosophy is woven throughout our 
program in ways both visible and subtle. 



The Arts at the Center 

Look at our co-curricular offerings, and you will see Waldorf's influence immediately. Visual Art, 
Creative Dramatics, and Music are not enrichment activities that happen on the side. They are 
core parts of every child's weekly experience because we believe—as Waldorf does—that 
creative expression is one of the most important ways young children make sense of the world 
around them. 

This belief finds its most visible expression in Mini-Brunch Theater, our annual spring 
performance. Over the course of several weeks, children memorize lines, rehearse scenes, 
develop characters, and ultimately perform before a real audience. The confidence, persistence, 
and sense of accomplishment that children carry with them after that experience are among the 
most meaningful outcomes of the entire school year. Mini-Brunch Theater is, in many ways, the 
fullest expression of our Waldorf-inspired belief that the arts build the whole child. 

The Power of Rhythm and Routine 

Waldorf education places great emphasis on the rhythm of the school day and week, on the 
understanding that young children feel most secure, regulated, and ready to learn when the 
structure around them is predictable and consistent. In our classrooms, this shows up in the 
intentional sequencing of the day — morning meetings, literacy practice, co-curricular rotations, 
outdoor time — and in the way our teachers tend to classroom routines with real care and 
consistency. For young children, knowing what comes next is not a limitation. It is a gift. 

Connection to the Natural World 

Waldorf education has always held that children's connection to the natural world is not a luxury 
but a developmental necessity. You will see this value reflected throughout our program. Our 
exploration-based outdoor playground is designed to invite open-ended, nature-connected play. 
Our Colorado Expedition program takes children outside into the living landscape of our state to 
learn from it firsthand. Our science units use real plants, real seeds, and real animals as the 
material of inquiry. Our outdoor garden beds give children a sustained, hands-on relationship 
with horticulture and the cycles of the natural world. We believe, as Waldorf does, that a child 
who grows up connected to the earth grows up with something essential and irreplaceable. 

Storytelling and the Imagination 

Waldorf philosophy holds that imaginative play and rich storytelling are among the most 
important activities of early childhood. The ability to inhabit a story, to imagine what is not in 
front of you, and to create meaning through narrative is foundational to literacy, empathy, and 
creative thinking. Our library program, with its weekly read-alouds, author studies, and invitation 
to fall in love with books, is one of the clearest expressions of this value. So is the way our 
classrooms make space for dramatic play, creative expression, and the kind of open-ended 
imaginative exploration that cannot be rushed or measured. 

 



Reggio Emilia: Inquiry, Documentation, and Partnership 

The Reggio Emilia approach originated in the schools of Reggio Emilia, Italy, in the years 
following World War II, built on the radical belief that young children are extraordinarily capable 
thinkers, researchers, and communicators and that schools should be designed to honor and 
extend that capacity. Several of the most distinctive features of our program are deeply 
Reggio-informed. 

The Environment as the Third Teacher 

Reggio Emilia educators describe the environment as the third teacher, alongside the child and 
the adult. The physical space of a classroom, they argue, communicates something to children 
about who they are, how their thinking is valued, and what kind of learning is possible here. We 
take this idea seriously. Our STEM classroom is designed to provoke curiosity and invite 
investigation. Our library is designed to communicate that books and stories are treasures worth 
seeking out. Our outdoor playground is designed to inspire exploration, risk-taking, and 
discovery. When you drop your child off in the morning, the environment is already at work. 

Making Learning Visible 

One of Reggio Emilia's most distinctive contributions to early childhood education is the practice 
of documentation; making children's thinking and learning visible through their own recorded 
observations, drawings, and reflections. One great example of this is our science journals 
created in STEM class. When children plant chia seeds, form predictions about what will 
happen, observe their seeds over several weeks, and record what they notice through pictures 
or words, they are engaged in exactly the kind of documented, child-led inquiry that Reggio 
Emilia pioneered. The journal is not just a record of what happened. It is evidence of a child 
thinking like a scientist. 

The Child as a Capable, Curious Thinker 

At the heart of the Reggio Emilia philosophy is a profound respect for the child. Children, in this 
view, are not empty vessels waiting to be filled. They arrive at school with ideas, theories, 
questions, and a fierce drive to understand the world. Our program is built on this belief. It 
shows up in the way our teachers ask questions rather than supply answers, in the way our 
STEM program invites children to form hypotheses and test them, and in the way Mini-Brunch 
Theater trusts four- and five-year-olds with real roles, real lines, and a real audience. We expect 
a great deal from our students because we believe they are capable of a great deal. 

Project-Based and Inquiry-Driven Learning 

Reggio Emilia classrooms are organized around long-term, in-depth projects driven by children's 
genuine questions and curiosity. Rather than moving quickly from topic to topic, children are 
invited to go deep; to stay with a question long enough to really wrestle with it. You see this in 
the way our classroom units unfold over time, in the way our Colorado Expedition connects 
weeks of classroom preparation to a real field experience, and in the way Mini-Brunch Theater 



builds across an entire rehearsal arc. We are not in the business of covering material. We are in 
the business of building thinkers. 

Family as Essential Partners 

Perhaps the most widely known principle of the Reggio Emilia approach is the centrality of 
family. In Reggio schools, families are not peripheral supporters of the educational program; 
they are considered essential members of the learning community. We share this belief 
wholeheartedly. Our weekly newsletters, our conference program, our open-door philosophy, 
and the family-centered nature of events like Friendsgiving Lunch and Valentine’s Book 
Exchange are all expressions of this value. Your knowledge of your child is irreplaceable, and 
we are better teachers because of the partnership we share with you. 

A Hundred Languages 

Reggio Emilia founder Loris Malaguzzi wrote that children have a hundred languages; a 
hundred different ways of thinking, wondering, exploring, and expressing what they know, and 
that traditional schooling risks silencing too many of them by insisting on only one or two. Our 
program is designed to keep as many of those languages alive as possible. Through music, art, 
drama, movement, science, story, and play, we offer children multiple pathways to learning and 
expression, because we know that different children access understanding in different ways, 
and all of those ways deserve to be honored. 

How It All Fits Together 

Montessori, Waldorf, and Reggio Emilia are not competing philosophies. In our program, they 
are complementary ones. Montessori gives us our structural principles: independence, 
mixed-age community, and the prepared environment. Waldorf gives us the arts, the rhythm, 
and the deep connection to the natural world. Reggio Emilia gives us the investigative, 
inquiry-driven, family-partnered approach to learning that runs through everything we do. 

Together, they produce something that is coherent, intentional, and distinctly our own — a 
program designed not just to prepare children for Kindergarten, but to send them there as 
confident, curious, capable learners who already know what it feels like to be truly known, 
genuinely challenged, and deeply inspired. 

 

 

 

 

 



OUR CLASSROOMS 

The ECC serves children in two mixed-age classrooms, each housing both PreK 1 (ages 3 to 4) 
and PreK 2 (ages 4 to 5) students. This mixed-age model is intentional and research-supported. 
Younger children are inspired and challenged by their older peers, while older children 
strengthen their own understanding by becoming models and mentors. Together, children build 
a genuine classroom community rooted in collaboration, empathy, and a shared love of learning. 

Each classroom is led by a dedicated teaching team and carries its own distinct culture and 
rhythm, while sharing the common values, curricula, and commitments that define the ECC 
experience. 

CURRICULUM OVERVIEW: WHAT TO EXPECT EACH YEAR 

The following overviews are designed to give families a clear picture of the experiences and 
growth that define each year in the ECC. Across both PreK 1 and PreK 2, five consistent 
features provide the architecture of each child's experience: 

●​ Core Curricula 
●​ Co-Curricular Programming 
●​ Social-Emotional Learning 
●​ Experiential Education 
●​ Family Partnership 

Together, these features reflect the ECC's belief that a great early childhood education is not 
just about what children learn, but how they learn it, who they are becoming in the process, and 
how well prepared they are for the adventure of Kindergarten and everything that comes after. 

PreK 1 (Ages 3 to 4) 

PreK 1 is a year of remarkable firsts. Children entering our program at age three are in the midst 
of some of the most rapid development they will ever experience, and the ECC is designed to 
meet them exactly where they are. 

Socially and emotionally, PreK 1 students grow in their ability to navigate friendships, manage 
big feelings, and begin to understand the perspectives of others. Learning to take turns, use 
words to solve problems, and find their place within a classroom community are not small 
accomplishments. They are the foundational social skills that everything else is built upon. 

In language and literacy, PreK 1 students expand their vocabularies rapidly, develop the ability 
to follow multi-step directions, and grow in their capacity to listen to and retell stories. Through 
Heggerty, they are introduced to the sounds of language in a way that is playful and 
age-appropriate. Through Learning Without Tears, they begin developing the fine motor skills 
and letter awareness that writing requires. 



In math, PreK 1 students develop one-to-one correspondence, the understanding that each 
object gets one count, as well as the ability to sort, pattern, and begin to compare quantities. 
These are the conceptual building blocks of future mathematical thinking. 

Perhaps most importantly, PreK 1 students grow in their independence. They learn to manage 
their belongings, follow classroom routines, and take care of themselves and each other in ways 
that reflect real growth in confidence and self-regulation. 

PreK 2 (Ages 4 to 5) 

PreK 2 students are consolidating the social and emotional skills they have been building since 
toddlerhood and applying them with growing intention and sophistication. The PreK 2 year is 
one of remarkable academic acceleration, and our program is designed to honor and extend 
that growth. 

In literacy, PreK 2 students make significant strides. Many children end the year recognizing all 
or most letters of the alphabet, identifying beginning sounds in words, and beginning to decode 
simple words. Through Heggerty, they develop strong phonemic awareness, and through 
Learning Without Tears, many students write their names and form letters with confidence and 
control. 

In math, PreK 2 students move well beyond counting into genuine number understanding, 
comparing quantities, recognizing written numerals, exploring early addition and subtraction 
concepts, and engaging with the Bridges Math curriculum in ways that directly mirror what they 
will encounter in Kindergarten. 

Socially and emotionally, PreK 2 students begin to take on leadership roles within the classroom 
community, modeling behavior for younger classmates and navigating friendships and conflicts 
with increasing skill and self-awareness. By the end of the year, they are ready for everything 
that comes next. 

​
 



CORE CURRICULA 

The ECC's academic program is anchored by research-backed, award-winning core curricula 
chosen specifically because they build skills that carry seamlessly into the Lower School and 
beyond. 

Learning Without Tears​
Learning Without Tears is a developmentally informed literacy and handwriting program that 
introduces children to letter formation, fine motor development, and early writing skills through 
multisensory, hands-on learning. Its approach is joyful and accessible, meeting children exactly 
where they are and building the foundational skills they will use every day in school and in life. 

Heggerty Phonemic Awareness Curriculum​
The Heggerty Phonemic Awareness Curriculum develops children's ability to hear, identify, and 
manipulate the individual sounds within words, the essential building blocks of reading. Through 
daily, structured practice that is playful and engaging, children develop the auditory foundation 
that supports confident, capable reading in Kindergarten and beyond. 

Bridges Math​
Our PreK classrooms follow the Bridges in Mathematics curriculum, the same program used in 
the CSS Lower School. This shared curriculum creates a common mathematical language that 
children carry with them from preschool into Kindergarten and through the elementary years, 
ensuring that learning builds on itself in a coherent, connected way. Through Bridges, children 
develop number sense, pattern recognition, spatial reasoning, and the early problem-solving 
skills that will serve them as mathematical thinkers for years to come. 

 

 



SIGNATURE PROGRAMMING 

At the Colorado Springs School Early Childhood Center, signature programming is not 
supplemental. These programs represent the deliberate and deeply intentional ways the ECC 
goes beyond a traditional preschool model to ensure every child is engaged, challenged, and 
inspired. 

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING 

Social-emotional learning is at the heart of everything we do in the ECC. It is the process 
through which children develop the skills to understand and manage their emotions, build 
empathy for others, establish meaningful relationships, and make thoughtful decisions. At CSS, 
we believe that a child who feels secure, understood, and connected is a child who is ready to 
learn, and our teachers approach social-emotional development with the same intentionality and 
care they bring to every other area of our curriculum. 

Our approach to social-emotional learning is proactive and embedded throughout the school 
day. Children are supported not just as learners but as whole human beings, developing the 
self-awareness, resilience, and relational skills that will carry them far beyond the preschool 
classroom. 

MINI-BRUNCH THEATER 

Each spring, our PreK students take the stage in Mini-Brunch Theater, the ECC's signature 
performing arts program and a natural precursor to the Lower School's Dessert Theater. Over 
the course of several weeks, children rehearse an original production, memorizing lines, 
learning cues, and developing the confidence and stage presence that come from genuine 
preparation and practice. 

Mini-Brunch Theater is far more than a performance. It is an exercise in persistence, 
collaboration, and courage. For many of our students, it is the first time they have stood before 
an audience and delivered something they have worked hard to create. The pride and 
confidence that follow them off that stage are lasting. 

STEM PROGRAM 

The ECC's dedicated STEM program gives children a weekly, inquiry-driven experience in our 
purpose-built STEM classroom. Through hands-on investigation, building, and experimentation, 
children are introduced to the habits of a scientist and engineer: asking questions, forming 
predictions, testing ideas, and reflecting on what they discover. Our STEM program is designed 
to cultivate curiosity and critical thinking from the earliest possible age, laying a foundation that 
connects directly to the STEM programming students will encounter throughout their CSS 
education. 

 



ECC LIBRARY 

Every ECC student participates in a dedicated weekly library program, led by our full-time library 
staff member. Through carefully curated read-alouds, author studies, and independent 
exploration, children develop a genuine love of books and storytelling that is one of the most 
powerful predictors of long-term literacy success. Our library is a space where imagination is 
celebrated, and every child discovers that reading is one of life's great pleasures. 

FALL ADVENTURE AND COLORADO EXPEDITION 

At the Colorado Springs School, learning does not begin and end at the classroom door. From 
their very first days in the ECC, our students are introduced to the experiential education 
philosophy that defines a CSS education from PreK through 12th grade — the belief that some 
of the most powerful learning happens when children are out in the world, engaged with it 
directly. 

Each fall, ECC students join the broader CSS community in Fall Adventure, a school-wide 
program designed to set the tone for the year ahead. Through age-appropriate activities and 
outdoor experiences on and around the CSS campus, children begin building the trust, 
confidence, and sense of belonging that will carry them through an entire year of learning 
together. For many of our students, Fall Adventure is their first experience of being part of 
something larger than their own classroom; a meaningful and memorable introduction to the 
CSS community they are now a part of. 

Each spring, that experiential thread continues with Colorado Expedition, a school-wide 
program that brings classroom learning to life through place-based, outdoor exploration. Our 
PreK theme is Animals of Colorado. Students spend half a day exploring the CSS campus and 
engaging with special guests and animal encounters that connect directly to their classroom 
studies. Through this experience, children practice the habits of field scientists: observing 
carefully, asking questions, and making meaning of what they discover. 

Together, Fall Adventure and Colorado Expedition bookend the PreK year with experiences that 
are joyful, purposeful, and lasting, and that introduce our youngest students to an experiential 
education tradition that will define their CSS journey for years to come. 

 

 

 



CO-CURRICULAR OFFERINGS 

Every ECC student participates in a full range of co-curricular programming, intentionally 
aligned with the offerings in our Lower School so that children arrive in Kindergarten already 
familiar with the rhythm and culture of a rich, well-rounded education. These programs are not 
extras. They are essentials. 

Co-curricular offerings include: 

Spanish: Early language acquisition rooted in communication, culture, and global awareness, 
introduced at the PreK level to build familiarity and joy in language learning from the very 
beginning. 

Library: A dedicated weekly program that develops a love of reading, builds listening and 
comprehension skills, and introduces children to the wide world of literature and ideas. 

Physical Education: Students develop movement, coordination, cooperation, and the 
foundational habits of an active, healthy life. 

Music: Foundational music education woven into the ECC experience, building listening, 
rhythm, and early musical literacy through joyful, age-appropriate instruction. 

Creative Dramatics: Students build confidence, storytelling, and collaborative skills through 
imaginative, performance-based learning that culminates in Mini-Brunch Theater each spring. 

Visual Art: Students develop creative expression and fine motor skills through hands-on studio 
experiences across a range of media and materials. 

STEM: Weekly inquiry-driven experiences in our dedicated STEM classroom that build critical 
thinking, problem-solving, and a love of discovery. 

 

FAMILY PARTNERSHIP 

At the ECC, families are not observers of their child's education. They are essential partners in 
it. We communicate regularly and transparently through weekly newsletters, conferences, and 
an open-door philosophy that welcomes families into the life of our program. We believe that 
when school and home are aligned in their support of a child, that child thrives in ways that 
neither can achieve alone. 

We look forward to partnering with your family this year and to the privilege of being part of your 
child's story. 

 


