
A child’s beginning represents the foundation
upon which a happy life is established. A child’s
beginning serves as the birthplace upon which a
healthy civilization is built. Good beginnings beget
good journeys. Parents, grandparents and other
adults play the most critical role in the type of
beginning children experience.

Kahlil Gibran, the poet, has written:

You are the bows from which your children
as living arrows are sent forth.

(The Prophet, 1923)

Parents and other adults provide the stable
foundation that is necessary as a child is sent
forth. In this process, important questions arise for
parents to consider. How important are the early
years of a child’s life? Why? What is a parent’s role?
How do you understand and enhance a young
child’s growth and development? These and other
questions are central to discovering how to help
children have a good beginning, a happy beginning,
a bright beginning.

The potential of each human child is enormous.
Each boy or girl carries within the seeds of talent,
intellect, hope, insight, athleticism, love, beauty,
understanding, and other gifts. Recognizing and
respecting that potential is important for parents
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and other adults as they interact with young
children. Abraham Lincoln once stated of children:

A child is a person who is going to carry on
what you have started. He is going to sit where
you are sitting, and when you are gone, attend
to those things which you think are important.
You may adopt all the policies you please,
but how they are carried out depends on him.
He will assume control of your cities, states, and
nations. He is going to move in and take over your
churches, schools, universities and corporations.
All your books are going to be judged, praised,
or condemned by him. The fate of humanity
is in his hands.

A child’s fate is the fate of humanity. A child’s
beginning is the key to that fate.

History of the Curriculum
Parent education is a core programming area
of the Cooperative Extension Service in the
United States. In 2000, several parent educators
and extension agents with the North Dakota State
University Extension Service in North Dakota
decided upon the need for a parenting curriculum
that focused on the growth and development of
young children. Together with Dr. Sean Brotherson
at North Dakota State University, they formed a
collaborative team of university faculty, staff and
extension educators to develop such a curriculum.
Bright Beginnings: Understanding and Enhancing
Your Young Child’s Growth and Development is the
result of that collaborative effort.
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Encouraged by ground-breaking research on the
importance of young children’s development,
this curriculum focuses on key aspects of a
child’s growth and development. It also describes
practical approaches for parents and other adults
to understand and enhance such growth and
development. The past three decades have seen
a transformation in our scientific understanding of
the significance of a child’s early years. Research
into brain development, parent-child attachment,
prenatal health, social development, children and
play, and other topics has resulted in an explosion
of knowledge about the absolute need to help
young children have a good beginning in life.

Outline of the Curriculum
Bright Beginnings is a parent education curriculum
focused on parenting young children from the
prenatal period through eight years of age. It is
focused on understanding and enhancing young
children’s growth and development. The curriculum
was developed jointly by extension faculty,
extension educators, and university faculty with
the NDSU Extension Service and North Dakota
State University. The curriculum includes 10 lesson
modules and is intended for use particularly
with parents of young children, as well as others
who work and interact with young children.
The lesson modules in the curriculum include:

• Prenatal Parenting: From Beginning to Birth

Reviews issues in the transition to parenthood
and discusses how to create a healthy prenatal
environment for children.

• Brain Development in Infancy
and Early Childhood

Outlines the importance of brain development in
a child’s early years and suggests brain-building
practices for parents and others.

• Attachment in Infancy and Early Childhood

Addresses types of attachment relationships
in young children and strategies for building
parent-child attachments.

• From Muscles to Motor Skills:
Understanding and Enhancing
Young Children’s Physical Development

Focuses on physical development in children
and how parents can enhance children’s physical
growth and skills.

• Young Children and Emotional Intelligence

Reviews the topic of emotional intelligence and
introduces strategies for fostering emotional
intelligence.

• Assisting Your Child’s Social Development

Discusses social development in children and
how parents can assist children with relationships.

• Selecting a Quality Child Care Environment

Reviews types of child care, components of a
quality child care environment, and how to
evaluate child care quality.

• The Magic of Reading with Young Children

Outlines the value of reading, practical guidelines
for reading, and selection of reading materials for
young children.

• Play’s the Thing! Young Children
and the Importance of Play

Addresses the stages and purposes of play,
how adults can enhance children’s play, and
skills and qualities learned by children in play.

• Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drug Prevention
for Young Children

Focuses on alcohol, tobacco and other drug
prevention for young children and guidelines
for parents.

The first three lessons (Modules 1-3) focus on
key foundations of a child’s healthy development.
The next three lessons (Modules 4-6) focus on key
domains of a child’s growth and development.
The final four lessons (Modules 7-10) address
key strategies for fostering healthy development.



Format of the Curriculum
Each of the 10 lesson modules in the curriculum is
designed to facilitate an educational approach that
is in-depth, interactive, and flexible to the needs of
the educational setting. Educators using the material
should familiarize themselves with each lesson
module thoroughly prior to its use. Each lesson
module contains the following key components:

• Presenter’s Guide – includes lesson overview,
learner outcomes, materials needed and list
of handouts and overheads.

• Lesson Outline – includes complete outline
of lesson content and instructional guidelines.

• Lesson Evaluation – includes evaluation sheet
for the particular lesson.

• Reference List – includes listing of sources used
in lesson preparation.

• Resource Page – includes listing of additional
books and articles, videos, Web sites, and
organizations to access for further in-depth
information.

• Participant Handouts – includes all handouts
for use with the lesson.

• Lesson Overheads – includes overhead sheets
for use with the lesson.

Using the Curriculum
How might the lesson materials in the Bright
Beginnings parenting curriculum be used? Requests
for its use have already included such formats as:

• A series of parenting workshops through
the Parent-Teacher Association of an urban
kindergarten center.

• A parent education class through a local
community education program.

• An in-depth training course for child care
providers.

• A promotional booth at a regional parents’ fair.

• Individual lessons offered to parents through local
programs such as Head Start.

These examples demonstrate the wide range of
possibilities that exist for use of this parenting
curriculum.

The Bright Beginnings curriculum is intended
particularly for use in parent education or with
parent support groups. The common theme of the
curriculum makes it ideal for use as an in-depth
parenting course for parents of young children.
It will be most effective if all lesson modules
are offered as part of a parenting course over
a number of weeks or months.

However, the Bright Beginnings curriculum was also
designed to meet the needs of educators and others
who need flexibility in the use of their content
materials. Each lesson module in the curriculum can
be an independent unit that is taught singly or in
combination with other lesson modules. Thus, each
individual using the curriculum should adapt it to
the needs of his or her particular group or audience.

The lesson modules and accompanying materials
may be adapted to a variety of educational settings.
The length of lessons may range from 30 minutes
to two hours. A number of learning activities are
included in each lesson. Also, the handouts in each
lesson are intended to be copied and handed out
to participants at appropriate times in the lesson.

Teaching the Curriculum
Preparation is essential to a quality educational
experience. In teaching the Bright Beginnings
curriculum, individuals will be most successful
if they have familiarized themselves with the lesson
materials and prepared the educational setting.
There are a number of tips that may be useful for
persons teaching the curriculum.

Prior to offering a class:
• Distribute information advertising the class in

appropriate venues (newsletter, newspaper, etc.).

• Set specific time and location.

• Arrange for equipment needed, materials,
or other details. Review presenter’s guide.

• Thoroughly review material to be presented
and discussed.

• Copy participant handouts and lesson
evaluation to be used. Make sure overhead copies
have been made.

• Organize refreshments if they are to be offered,
child care arrangements, or any other needs.



At the time of the class:
• Arrive early (20-30 minutes) and arrange

presentation materials or equipment as needed.

• Arrange class setting so it is comfortable and
participants can see each other for discussions.

• Greet participants as they arrive and use name
tags if possible.

• Begin on time, stay on schedule, and close on
time.

• Invite participants to introduce themselves.
Conduct the opening activity or discussion.

• Explain any ground rules for the class. These
may include opportunity for each person to talk
(or not), need for mutual respect, and avoidance
of criticism or judgment of others.

• Encourage participants to ask questions and share
comments.

• Spend as much time in discussion, problem
solving or learning activities as in lecture.

• Take appropriate short breaks as needed.

• Conduct the lesson evaluation or other evalua-
tions at the conclusion (see “Evaluation” section).

These guidelines may need to be adapted depend-
ing on the audience and the educational setting in
which the materials are to be used and presented.

Evaluation
Individuals making use of this curriculum are
highly encouraged to evaluate the effectiveness
of their efforts in teaching parents and others
who work with young children. A set of evaluation
tools for use in such evaluation efforts has been
developed by the project team and is included in the
“Evaluation” section at the end of the curriculum.

The evaluation tools include the following
materials: (1) Program Report – for reporting use of
the curriculum in various formats; (2) Story Report –

for reporting stories or anecdotes about the impact
of the program; (3) Lesson Evaluation – evaluation
included with each lesson for reporting participant
responses; and (4) Program Impact Report – an
in-depth assessment tool to be used in a pre-test,
post-test and follow-up format to learn about
program impacts.

We are very interested in the use, responses to
and impact of the Bright Beginnings parenting
curriculum as it is used. Please return copies
of all evaluations used to:

Sean Brotherson
NDSU Extension - Family Science Specialist
EML 277
North Dakota State University
Fargo, ND 58105
e-mail: sbrother@ndsuext.nodak.edu
phone: (701) 231-6143
fax: (701) 231-7174

Further instructions regarding evaluation efforts
with the Bright Beginnings curriculum are included
in the “Evaluation” section.

Conclusion
Why is a bright beginning for young children so
important? Because it is in a child’s early years that
the foundation for life’s journey is established. It
is within the walls of a child’s home that he or she
learns to walk, talk, play, share, eat, listen and love.

It has been said that the most important work that
parents will ever do will be within the walls of their
own homes. We hope that parents, grandparents
and all adults who care for and love young children
will learn what is critical to a child’s well-being and
help to provide the child with the most important
gift of all — a bright beginning.
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