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Welcome to Leadership in Early Care and Education – Current
Issues! We hope you find this text helpful, thought provoking, and
affirming. We created this text to support learning in a couple of
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different. This text can be used from start to finish, or as modules
that you (the instructor or the student) select based on your
learning outcomes.

We created this text with these principles in mind:

• Anyone can be a leader at any time. Leadership is not title
specific and the field of Early Care and Education needs
leaders from diverse background, experiences, and expertise.

• Leadership has an inherent set of responsibilities and leaders
need to understand what those are and how to navigate them.

• Diversity, equity, and inclusion are important topics and
leadership should be grounded in them.

• Reflection is a key part of professional practice and should be
encouraged and supported at all levels.

• It is important to represent a variety of contexts, individuals
and scenarios.

• White space is important. How we interact with learning
materials is important. We hope you will find our design
effective.

Leaders in Early Childhood Education and K-12 Education exist at
levels and take many different paths to leadership. Some receive
formal education and while many find themselves in leadership
roles because they have the most tenure. Most become leaders
through a combination of education and experience – and all are
woefully underprepared for what they experience.

These modules were designed to empower leaders at all levels
and in any educational context. We realize that is a lofty goal and
we felt it was important to aspire to ensure that all leaders could
see themselves in the scenarios and strategies we share. We have
been in leadership roles and know how challenging and complex
leadership in education can be.

We created these modules with the understanding of the
importance of several key leadership influences. We felt it was
critical that the topic of leadership be intertwined with the topic of
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Ethics. Leaders set the tone and provide opportunities for ethical
behavior to thrive or to be silenced. We also developed this course
material with an emphasis for diversity, equity, and inclusion. It
is essential that leaders represent the stakeholders, families, and
communities they serve. It is equally important that leaders are
culturally responsive and tackle topics such as bias and systemic
racism.

These modules are developed to celebrate the diverse leaders in
the world of education and to empower new and existing leaders.
Leadership can happen any place, in any position, and at any time.
We are excited to support all students; wherever they may be on the
leadership journey!

This text is part of a collaborative process and we want to
encourage continued collaboration from our colleagues, students,
and stakeholders. If you have information that you think is
important to include please contact Tammy Marino at
tammy.marino@socc.edu. Let’s have a conversation!

Dr. Sally Guyon, Dr. Tammy Marino, Taya Noland, and Dr. Maidie
Rosengarden
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Learning Objectives

Objective 1: Identify current issues that impact
stakeholders in early childhood care and education.

Objective 2: Describe strategies for understanding
current issues as a professional in early childhood care and
education.

Objective 3: Create an informed response to a current
issue as a professional in early childhood care and
education.

Current Issues in the Field—Part 1

There’s one thing you can be sure of in the field of early childhood:
the fact that the field is always changing. We make plans for our
classrooms based on the reality we and the children in our care are
living in, and then, something happens in that external world, the
place where “life happens,” and our reality changes. Or sometimes
it’s a slow shift: you go to a training and hear about new research,
you think it over, read a few articles, and over time you realize the
activities you carefully planned are no longer truly relevant to the
lives children are living today, or that you know new things that
make you rethink whether your practice is really meeting the needs
of every child.

This is guaranteed to happen at some point. Natural events might
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occur that affect your community, like forest fires or tornadoes,
or like COVID-19, which closed far too many child care programs
and left many other early educators struggling to figure out how to
work with children online. Cultural and political changes happen,
which affect your children’s lives, or perhaps your understanding of
their lives, like the Black Lives Matter demonstrations that brought
to light how much disparity and tension exist and persist in the
United States. New information may come to light through research
that allows us to understand human development very differently,
like the advancements in neuroscience that help us understand how
trauma affects children’s brains, and how we as early educators can
counteract those affects and build resilience.

And guess what—all this change is a good thing! Read this
paragraph slowly—it’s important! Change is good because we as
providers of early childhood care and education are working with
much more than a set of academic skills that need to be imparted
to children; we are working with the whole child, and preparing the
child to live successfully in the world. So when history sticks its foot
into our nice calm stream of practice, the waters get muddied. But
the good news is that mud acts as a fertilizer so that we as educators
and leaders in the field have the chance to learn and grow, to bloom
into better educators for every child, and, let’s face it, to become
better human beings!

You may know at an intellectual level that
change is part of the deal, but what about
deep down? Do you sometimes long for
everything to just stay the same for a little
while (especially when on vacation)? When
you consider the idea of change, how does it
make you feel? Anxious? Excited? Maybe just

a little tired? What factors impact your response? What were your
first thoughts when you sat back and FELT the reality of ever present
change?

The work of early childhood care and education is so full, so
complex, so packed with details to track and respond to, from where
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Caiden left his socks, to whether Amelia’s parents are going to be
receptive to considering evaluation for speech supports, and how to
adapt the curriculum for the child who has never yet come to circle
time. It might make you feel a little uneasy—or, let’s face it, even
overwhelmed—to also consider how the course of history may cause
you to deeply rethink what you do over time.

That’s normal. Thinking about the complexity of human history
while pushing Keisha on the swings makes you completely normal!
As leaders in the field, we must learn to expect that we will be
called upon to change, maybe even dramatically, over time.

Now, put your educator hat on. Can you
think of a time in your own education when
something occurred that your teachers had
to adapt to? Maybe a natural event, or a
political or cultural one? What did they do to
adapt to the event? Or maybe they didn’t
adapt—what happened then? What can you
learn from this memory?

Let me share a personal story with you: I had just become director
of an established small center, and was working to sort out all the
details that directing encompassed: scheduling, billing policies, and
most of all, staffing frustrations about who got planning time, etc.
But I was also called upon to substitute teach on an almost daily
basis, so there was a lot of disruption to my carefully made daily
plans to address the business end, or to work with teachers to seek
collaborative solutions to long-standing conflict. I was frustrated by
not having time to do the work I felt I needed to do, and felt there
were new small crises each day. I couldn’t get comfortable with my
new position, nor with the way my days were constantly shifting
away from my plans. It was then that a co-worker shared a quote
with me from Thomas F. Crum, who writes about how to thrive in
difficult working conditions: “Instead of seeing the rug being pulled
from under us, we can learn to dance on a shifting carpet”.

Wow! That gave me a new vision, one where I wasn’t failing and
flailing, but could become graceful in learning to be responsive
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to change big and small. I felt relieved to have a different way of
looking at my progress through my days: I wasn’t flailing at all—I was
dancing! Okay, it might be a clumsy dance, and I might bruise my
knees, but that idea helped me respond to each day’s needs with
courage and hope.

I especially like this image for those of us who work with young
children. I imagine a child hopping around in the middle of a
parachute, while the other children joyfully whip their corners up
and down. The child in the center feels disoriented, exhilarated,
surrounded by shifting color, sensation, and laughter. When I feel
like there’s too much change happening, I try to see the world
through that child’s eyes. It’s possible to find joy and possibility in
the disorientation, and the swirl of thoughts and feelings, and new
ways of seeing and being that come from change.

You are a leader, and change is happening, and
you are making decisions about how to move
forward, and how to adapt thoughtfully. The
good news is that when this change happens, our
field has really amazing tools for adapting. We
can develop a toolkit of trusted sources that we
can turn to to provide us with information and
strategies for ethical decision making.

If You’re Afraid of Falling…
One of the most important of these is the

NAEYC Code of Ethical Conduct, which
expresses a commitment to core values for the
field, and a set of principles for determining
ethical behavior and decision-making. As we
commit to the code, we commit to:

• Appreciate childhood as a unique and
valuable stage of the human life cycle

• Base our work on knowledge of how
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children develop and learn
• Appreciate and support the bond between the

child and family
• Recognize that children are best understood

and supported in the context of family, culture,*
community, and society

• Respect the dignity, worth, and uniqueness of
each individual (child, family member, and
colleague)

• Respect diversity in children, families, and
colleagues

• Recognize that children and adults achieve their
full potential in the context of relationships that
are based on trust and respect.

If someone asked us to make a list of beliefs we
have about children and families, we might not
have been able to come up with a list that looked
just like this, but, most of us in the field are here
because we share these values and show up
every day with them in our hearts.

The Code of Ethical Conduct can help bring
what’s in your heart into your head. It’s a
complete tool to help you think carefully about a

dilemma, a decision, or a plan, based on these values. Sometimes we
don’t make the “right” decision and need to change our minds, but
as long as we make a decision based on values about the importance
of the well-being of all children and families, we won’t be making a
decision that we will regret.
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Can you think of a time that you had to
make a really hard decision and you were able
to base that decision in a deeply held value
like “family is the most important thing” or
“my education comes first?” How did basing
your decision in personal or professional
values help you to make a decision? Are you

experiencing change in some aspect of your life right now that you
can link to a personal or professional value to help you move forward?
As you reflect on whatever the hard change might be, are you able to
explain your choices from a values standpoint? For example, maybe
you are deciding whether to go to school full time next term or go only
part time to be more present with your family. Which values would
you lean on to help you decide to go full time? Which values would you
lean on to decide to go part time? Neither is wrong—but deciding
which values are most important to you at the time can help you make
your decision.

An Awfully Big Current Issue—Let’s Not Dance
Around It

You might be wondering how we link the Code of Ethical Conduct
to the change all around us—let’s roll up our sleeves and dive into an
example that has risen to the forefront in our culture and in early
childhood care and education in recent years: skin color, bias, and
prejudice. We hear the terms “race and racism” used to identify
these issues in media and news. Tensions within and toward
communities and individuals of color have been especially visible in
the news because of the heightened impact of COVID-19 on
communities of color, the highly visible police violence against black
and brown men and women, and the subsequent demonstrations
that took place in 2020. Children see and hear the media and adult
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conversations, and they feel the unease, or even fear, around
questions of difference. This has heightened our responsibility as
early educators to approach these issues in the classroom, and to do
it with sensitivity and self-awareness.

In the field of early childhood,
issues of prejudice have long
been important to research,
and in this country, Head Start
was developed more than 50
years ago with an eye toward
dismantling disparity based on
ethnicity or skin color (among
other things). However,
research shows that this gap
has not closed. Particularly
striking, in recent years, is
research addressing
perceptions of the behavior of
children of color and the
numbers of children who are
asked to leave programs.

In fact, studies of expulsion from preschool showed that black
children were twice as likely to be expelled as white preschoolers,
and 3.6 times as likely to receive one or more suspensions. This
is deeply concerning in and of itself, but the fact that preschool
expulsion is predictive of later difficulties is even more so:

Starting as young as infancy and toddlerhood, children of color
are at highest risk for being expelled from early childhood care
and education programs. Early expulsions and suspensions lead to
greater gaps in access to resources for young children and thus
create increasing gaps in later achievement and well-being.
Research indicates that early expulsions and suspensions predict
later expulsions and suspensions, academic failure, school dropout,
and an increased likelihood of later incarceration.
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Why does this happen? It’s complicated. Studies on the K-12
system show that some of the reasons include:

• “uneven or biased implementation of disciplinary policies
• discriminatory discipline practices
• school racial climate
• under resourced programs
• inadequate education and training for teachers to detect bias

In other words, educators need more support and help in reflecting
on their own practices, but there are also policies and systems
in place that contribute to unfair treatment of some groups of
children.

So…we have a lot of research that continues to
be eye opening and cause us to rethink our
practices over time, plus a cultural event—in the
form of the Black Lives Matter movement—that
push the issue of disparity based on skin color
directly in front of us. We are called to respond.
You are called to respond.

How Will I Ever Learn the Steps?

Woah—how do I respond to something so big
and so complex and so sensitive to so many
different groups of people?

As someone drawn to early childhood care and
education, you probably bring certain gifts and
abilities to this work.

• You probably already feel compassion for
every child and want every child to have
opportunities to grow into happy,
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responsible adults who achieve their goals.
Remember the statement above about
respecting the dignity and worth of every
individual? That in itself is a huge start to
becoming a leader working as an advocate for
social justice.

• You may have been to trainings that focus on
anti-bias and being culturally responsive.

• You may have some great activities to promote
respect for diversity, and be actively looking for
more.

• You may be very intentional about including
materials that reflect people with different
racial identities, genders, family structures.

• You may make sure that each family is
supported in their home language and that
multilingualism is valued in your program.

• You may even have spent some time diving into
your own internalized biases.

This list could become very long! These are
extremely important aspects of addressing
injustice in early education which you can do to
alter your individual practice with children.

As a leader in the field, you are called to think
beyond your own practice. As a leader you have
the opportunity—the responsibility!—to look
beyond your own practices and become an
advocate for change. Two important
recommendations (of many) from the NAEYC
Advancing Equity in Early Childhood Education
Position Statement, another important tool:

Speak out against unfair policies or practices
and challenge biased perspectives. Work to
embed fair and equitable approaches in all
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nity.

aspects of early childhood program delivery,
including standards, assessments, curriculum,
and personnel practices.

Look for ways to work collectively with
others who are committed to equity. Consider it
a professional responsibility to help challenge and change policies,
laws, systems, and institutional practices that keep social inequities
in place.

One take away I want you to grab from those last sentences: You
are not alone. This work can be, and must be, collective.

As a leader, your sphere of influence is bigger than just you. You
can influence the practices of others in your program and outside
of it. You can influence policies, rules, choices about the tools you
use, and ultimately, you can even challenge laws that are not fair to
every child.

Who’s on your team? I want you to think
for a moment about the people who help you
in times where you are facing change. These
are the people you can turn to for an honest
conversation, where you can show your
confusion and fear, and they will be
supportive and think alongside you. This

might include your friends, your partner, some or all of your
coworkers, a former teacher of your own, a counselor, a pastor. Make
a quick list of people you can turn to when you need to do some deep
digging and ground yourself in your values.

And now, your workplace team: who are your fellow advocates
in your workplace? Who can you reach out to when you realize
something might need to change within your program?

Wonderful. You’ve got other people to lean on in times of change.
More can be accomplished together than alone. Let’s consider what
you can do:

What is your sphere of influence? What are some small ways you
can create room for growth within your sphere of influence? What
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about that workplace team? Do their spheres of influence add to your
own?

Try drawing your sphere of influence: Draw yourself in the middle
of the page, and put another circle around yourself, another circle
around that, and another around that. Fill your circles in:

• Consider the first circle your personal sphere. Brainstorm family
and friends who you can talk to about issues that are part of
your professional life. You can put down their names, draw them,
or otherwise indicate who they might be!

• Next, those you influence in your daily work, such as the
children in your care, their families, maybe your co-workers
land here.

• Next, those who make decisions about the system you are
in—maybe this is your director or board, or even a PTA.

• Next, think about the early childhood care and education
community you work within. What kind of influence could you
have on this community? Do you have friends who work at other
programs you can have important conversations with to spread
ideas? Are you part of a local Association for the Education of
Young Children (AEYC)? Could you speak to the organizers of a
local conference about including certain topics for sessions?

• And finally, how about state (and even national) policies? Check
out The Children’s Institute to learn about state bills that impact
childcare. Do you know your local representatives? Could you
write a letter to your senator? Maybe you have been frustrated
with the slow reimbursement and low rates for Employment
Related Day Care subsidies and can find a place to share your
story. You can call your local Child Care Resource and Referral,
your local or state AEYC chapter, or visit childinst.org to find out
how you can increase your reach! It’s probably a lot farther than
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you think!

Break It Down: Systemic Racism

When you think about injustice and the kind of change you want
to make, there’s an important distinction to understand in the ways
injustice happens in education (or anywhere else). First, there’s
personal bias and racism, and of course it’s crucial as an educator to
examine ourselves and our practices and responses. We all have bias
and addressing it is an act of courage that you can model for your
colleagues.

In addition, there’s another kind of bias and racism, and it doesn’t
live inside of individual people, but inside of the systems we have
built. Systemic racism exists in the structures and processes that
have come into place over time, which allow one group of people a
greater chance of succeeding than other specific groups of people.

In early childhood care and education, there are
many elements that were built with middle class
white children in mind. Many of our
standardized tests were made with middle class
white children in mind. The curriculum we use,
the assessments we use, the standards of
behavior we have been taught; they may have all
been developed with middle class white children
in mind.

Therefore it is important to consider whether
they adequately and fairly work for all of the
children in your program community. Do they
have relevance to all children’s lived experience,
development, and abilities? Who is being left
out?

Imagine a vocabulary assessment in which
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children are shown common household items
including a lawn mower…common if you live in a
house; they might well be unfamiliar to a three-
year-old who lives in an apartment building,
however. The child may end up receiving a lower
score, though their vocabulary could be rich, full
of words that do reflect the objects in their lived
experience.

The test is at fault, not the child’s experience.
Yet the results of that test can impact the way
educators, parents, and the child see their ability
and likelihood to succeed.

You Don’t Have to
Invent the Steps:
Using an Equity Lens

In addition to the NAEYC
Code of Ethical Conduct and
Equity Statement, another
tool for addressing decision-
making is an equity lens. To
explain what an equity lens is,
we first need to talk about
equity. It’s a term you may
have heard before, but
sometimes people confuse it
with equality. It’s a little
different – equity is having
the resources you need to be
successful.
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There’s a wonderful graphic of children
looking over a fence at a baseball game. In one
frame, each child stands at the fence; one is tall
enough to see over the top; another stands tip-
toe, straining to see; and another is simply too
short. This is equality—everyone has the same
chance, but not everyone is equally prepared. In
the frame titled equity, each child stands on a
stool just high enough so that they may all see
over the fence. The stools are the supports they
need to have an equitable outcome—being able
to experience the same thing as their friend.

Seeking equity means considering who might
not be able to see over the fence and figuring out
how to build them a stool so that they have the
same opportunity.

An equity lens, then, is a tool to help you look
at decisions through a framework of equity. It’s a
series of questions to ask yourself when making
decisions. An equity lens is a process of asking
a series of questions to better help you
understand if something (a project, a curriculum,
a parent meeting, a set of behavioral guidelines)
is unfair to specific individuals or groups whose
needs have been overlooked in the past. This
lens might help you to identify the impact of
your decisions on students of color, and you can
also use the lens to consider the impact on
students experiencing poverty, students in
nontraditional families, students with differing
abilities, students who are geographically
isolated, students whose home language is other
than English, etc.) The lens then helps you
determine how to move past this unfairness by
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overcoming barriers and providing equitable
opportunities to all children.

Some states have adopted a version of the
equity lens for use in their early learning
systems. Questions that are part of an equity
lens might include:

• What decision is being made, and what kind of
values or assumptions are affecting how we
make the decision?

• Who is helping make the decision? Are there
representatives of the affected group who get to
have a voice in the process?

• Does the new activity, rule, etc. have the
potential to make disparities worse? For instance, could it
mean that families who don’t have a car miss out on a family
night? Or will it make those disparities better?

• Who might be left out? How can we make sure they are
included?

• Are there any potential unforeseen consequences of the
decision that will impact specific groups? How can we try to
make sure the impact will be positive?

You can use this lens for all kinds of decisions, in formal settings,
like staff meetings, and you can also work to make them part of
your everyday thinking. I have a sticky note on my desk that asks
“Who am I leaving out”? This is an especially important question if
the answer points to children who are people of color, or another
group that is historically disadvantaged. If that’s the answer, you
don’t have to scrap your idea entirely. Celebrate your awareness,
and brainstorm about how you can do better for everyone—and
then do it!
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Embracing our Bruised Knees:
Accepting Discomfort as We Grow

Inspirational author Brene Brown, who writes
books, among other things, about being an
ethical leader, said something that really
walloped me: if we avoid the hard work of
addressing unfairness (like talking about skin
color at a time when our country is divided over
it) we are prioritizing our discomfort over the
pain of others.

Imagine a parent who doesn’t think it’s
appropriate to talk about skin color with young
children, who tells you so with some anger in
their voice. That’s uncomfortable, maybe even a
little scary. But as you prioritize upholding the
dignity, worth, and uniqueness of every
individual, you can see that this is more
important than trying to avoid discomfort.
Changing your practice to avoid conflict with
this parent means prioritizing your own
momentary discomfort over the pain children of
color in your program may experience over time.

We might feel vulnerable when we think about
skin color, and we don’t want to have to have the
difficult conversation. But if keeping ourselves
safe from discomfort means that we might not
be keeping children safe from very real and life-
impacting racial disparity, we’re not making a
choice that is based in our values.
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Can you think of a
time that you prioritized
your comfort over
someone else’s pain? I
can! I’ve avoided
uncomfortable
conversations about
disparity lots of times,

for instance (though I also try really hard to be
courageous and open when faced with these
moments, and think I am doing better). Once
you’ve thought of your example, take yourself back
to the moment when you were deciding what to
do, and say to yourself: I will not prioritize my
own discomfort over the pain of others! Now grant
yourself a do-over. Imagine what you would have
done instead. How does it feel? Is the discomfort

manageable? Does it go away? What other feelings do you
experience?

Change is uncomfortable. It leaves us feeling vulnerable as we
reexamine the ideas, strategies, even the deeply held beliefs that
have served us so far. But as a leader, and with the call to support
every child as they deserve, we can develop a sort of super power
vision, where we can look unflinchingly around us and understand
the hidden impacts of the structures we work within.

A Few Recent Dance Steps of My Own

You’re definitely not alone—researchers and thinkers in the field are
doing this work alongside you, examining even our most cherished
and important ideas about childhood and early education. For
instance, a key phrase that we often use to underpin our decisions
is developmentally appropriate practice, which NAEYC defines as
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“methods that promote each child’s optimal development and
learning through a strengths-based, play-based approach to joyful,
engaged learning.” The phrase is sometimes used to contrast against
practices that might not be developmentally appropriate, like
expecting three-year-olds to write their names or sit quietly in a 30
minute story time.

But we have to consider how we as a field
have determined what is developmentally
appropriate. We do have science to build on,
a strong understanding of brain
development and its impact on regulation,
impulse control, language acquisition, etc.
But we also have a set of cultural values
that impact what we believe to be
appropriate.

Let me tell you a story about how
professional development is still causing me
to stare change in the face! At the NAEYC
conference in 2020, during a session in
which Dr. Jie-Qi Chen presented on
different perspectives on developmentally
appropriate practice among early educators
in China and the United States. She showed

a video from a classroom in China to educators in both the US and
in China. The video was of a circle time in which a child was retelling
a story that the class knew well, and then the children were
encouraged to offer feedback and rate how well the child had done.
The children listened attentively, and then told the storytelling child
how they had felt about his retelling, including identifying parts that
had been left out, inaccuracies in the telling, and advice for speaking
more clearly and loudly.

The educators were asked what the impact of the activity would
be on the children and whether it was developmentally appropriate.
The educators in the United States had deep concerns that the
activity would be damaging to a child’s self esteem, and was
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therefore not developmentally appropriate. They also expressed
concerns about the children being asked to sit for this amount
of time. The educators in the classroom in China felt that it was
developmentally appropriate and the children were learning not
only storytelling skills but how to give and receive constructive
criticism.

As I watched the video, I had the same thoughts as the educators
from the US—I’m not used to children being encouraged to offer
criticism rather than praise. But I also saw that the child in question
had self-confidence and received the feedback positively. The
children were very engaged and seemed to feel their feedback
mattered.

What was most interesting to me here was the idea of self-
esteem, and how important it is to us here in the United States,
or rather, how much protecting we feel it needs. I realized that
what educators were responding to weren’t questions of whether
retelling a story was developmentally appropriate, or whether the
critical thinking skills the children were being asked to display were
developmentally appropriate, but rather whether the social scenario
in which one child receives potentially negative feedback in front
of their peers was developmentally appropriate, and that the
responses were based in the different cultural ideas of self-esteem
and individual vision versus collective success.

My point here is that even our big ideas, like developmentally
appropriate practice, have an element of vulnerability to them. As
courageous leaders, we need to turn our eyes even there to make
sure that our cultural assumptions and biases aren’t affecting our
ability to see clearly, that the reality of every child is honored within
them, and that no one is being left out. And that’s okay. It doesn’t
mean we should scrap them. It’s not wrong to advocate for and
use developmentally appropriate practice as a framework for our
work—not at all! It just means we need to remember that it’s built
from values that may be specific to our culture—and not everyone
may have equal access to that culture. It means we should return to
our big ideas with respect and bravery and sit with them and make
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Key
Takeaway

Even
our big
ideas,
the
really
importa
nt ones
that
underlie
our
philosop
hies,
can’t be
assumed
to be a
universal
truth,
because
they are
affected
by our
beliefs
and
values.
As

sure they are still the ones that serve us best in the world we are
living in right now, with the best knowledge we have right now.

You, Dancing With Courage

So…As a leader is early childhood, you will be
called upon to be nimble, to make new decisions
and reframe your practice when current events
or new understanding disrupt your plans. When
this happens, professional tools are available to
you to help you make choices based on your
ethical commitment to children.

Change makes us feel uncomfortable but we
can embrace it to do the best by the children and
families we work with. We can learn to develop
our critical thinking skills so that we can
examine our own beliefs and assumptions, both
as individuals and as a leader.

Remember that person dancing on the shifting
carpet? That child in the middle of the
parachute? They might be a little dizzy, but with
possibility. They might lose their footing, but in
that uncertainty, in the middle of the billowing
parachute, there is the sensation that the very
instability provides the possibility of rising up
like the fabric. And besides—there are hands to
hold if they lose their balance—or if you do! And
so can you rise when you allow yourself to
accept change and adapt to all the new
possibility of growth that it opens up!
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leaders,
we are
called
upon to
be extra
courage
ous and
extra
thoughtf
ul in
examinin
g these
beliefs
and
making
sure
they are
a firm
ground
for every
unique
child to
stand on.

Current Issues in the Field Part
2—Dance Lessons

Okay, sure—things are gonna change, and this
change is going to affect the lives of the children
and families you work with, and affect you,
professionally and personally. So—you’re sold, in
theory, that to do the best by each one of those
children, you’re just going to have to do some
fancy footwork, embrace the change, and think
through how to best adapt to it.

But…how? Before we talk about the kind of
change that’s about rethinking your program on
a broad level, let’s talk about those times we face
when change happens in the spur of the
moment, and impacts the lives of the children in
your program—those times when your job
becomes helping children process their feelings
and adapt to change. Sometimes this is a really
big deal, like a natural disaster. Sometimes it’s
something smaller like the personal story I share
below…something small, cuddly, and very
important to the children.

Learning the Steps: How do I help
children respond to change?

I have a sad story to share. For many years, I was the lead teacher in
a classroom in which we had a pet rabbit named Flopsy. Flopsy was
litter-trained and so our licensing specialist allowed us to let him
hop freely around the classroom. Flopsy was very social, and liked to
interact with children. He liked to be held and petted and was also
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playful, suddenly zooming around the classroom, hopping over toys
and nudging children. Flopsy was a big part of our community and
of children’s experience in our classroom.

One day, I arrived at school to be told by my distraught director
that Flopsy had died in the night and she had removed his body. I
had about 15 minutes before children would be arriving, and I had to
figure out how to address Flopsy’s loss.

I took a few minutes to collect myself, and considered the
following questions:

Does the issue affect children’s lived experiences?

Yes, absolutely. The children would notice immediately that
Flopsy was missing and would comment on it. It was important that
I not evade their questions.

How much and what kind of information is
appropriate for their age?

Flopsy had died. His body had stopped working. His brain had
stopped working. He would not ever come back to life. We would
never see Flopsy again. I wrote these sentences on a sticky note.
They were short but utterly important.

How can I best affirm their emotions?
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I would give children the opportunity to share their feelings, and
talk about my own feelings. I would read children’s books that would
express feelings they might not have words for yet. I would pay extra
attention to children reaching out to me and offer opportunities to
affirm children’s responses by writing them down.

What do I hope they will learn?

Human beings encounter death. Children lose pets, grandparents,
and sometimes parents or siblings. I wanted these children to
experience death in a way that would give them a template when
they experienced more intense loss. I wanted them to know it’s okay
to be sad, and that the sadness grows less acute over time. That it’s
okay to feel angry or scared, and that these feelings, too, though
they might be really big, will become less immediate. And that it’s
okay to feel happy as you remember the one you lost.

Could I accidentally be doing harm through my
response?

I knew it was important not to give children mistaken impressions
about death. I was careful not to compare it to sleep, because I didn’t
want them to think that maybe Flopsy would wake up again. I also
didn’t want them to fear that when mama fell asleep it was the same
thing as death. I also wanted to be factual but leave room for families
to share their religious beliefs with their children.
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Which resources do I need and can I gather in a
timely manner?

I didn’t have time to do research. But I mentally gathered up some
wisdom from a training I’d been to, where the trainer talked about
how important it is that we don’t shy away from addressing death
with children. Her words gave me courage. I also gathered up some
children’s books about pet death from our library.

How do I gather my team?

The first thing I did was text my husband. I was really sad. I had
cared for this bunny for years and I loved him too. I didn’t have
time for a phone call, but that text was an important way for me to
acknowledge my own feelings of grief.

Then I talked to the other teachers. I asked for their quick advice,
and shared my plan, since the news would travel to other
classrooms as well.

How can I involve families?

During my prep time that day, I wrote a letter to families, letting
them know Flopsy had died and some basic information about how
we had spoken to children about it, some resources about talking to
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children about death, and some titles of books about the death of
pets. I knew that news of Flopsy’s death would be carried home to
many families, and that parents might want to share their own belief
systems about death. I also knew many parents were uncomfortable
discussing death with young children and that it might be helpful to
see the way we had done so.

Then, I created and enacted my plan…

I had curriculum planned for that day which I partially scrapped.
At our first gathering time I shared the news with the whole group: I
shared my sticky note of information about death. I told the children
I was sad. I asked if they had questions and I answered them
honestly. I listened when they shared their own feelings. I also told
them I had happy memories of FLopsy and we talked about our
memories.

During the course of the day, and the next few days, I gave the
children invitations (but not assignments) to reflect on Flopsy and
their feelings. I sat on the floor with a notebook and the invitation
for children to write a “story” about Flopsy. Almost every child
wanted their words recorded. Responses ranged from “Goodbye
bunny” to imagined stories about Flopsy’s adventures, to a
description of feelings of sadness and loss. Writing down these
words helped acknowledge the children’s feelings. Some of them
hung their stories on the wall, and some asked them to be read
aloud, or shared them themselves, at circle time.

I also made sure there were plenty of other opportunities in the
classroom for children who didn’t want to engage in these ways, or
who didn’t need to.

We read “Saying Goodbye to Lulu” and “The Tenth Good Thing
About Barney” in small groups; and while these books were a little
bit above the developmental level of some children in the class,
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many children wanted to hear and discuss the books. When I
became teary reading them, I didn’t try to hide it, but just said
“I’m feeling sad, and it makes me cry a little bit. Everyone cries
sometimes.”

In short, I recognized that I needed to address
Flopsy’s death right away, and changed the plan to do
so with the resources I had on hand.

This would be a good set of steps to address an event like a
hurricane, wildfires, or an earthquake as well. First and foremost
of course, make sure your children are safe and have their physical
needs met! Remember your role as educator and caretaker; address
their emotional needs, consider what you hope they will learn,
gather the resources and your team, and make decisions that affirm
the dignity of each child in your care.

Can you think of a time you were called
upon to be nimble in responding to an event
that impacted children? Pet loss is a very
common example. The severe illness or loss
of a family member might only affect one
child at a time, but could also be a good
example. If you were working with children
during the onset of COVID-19, that time

called for a great deal of change for children and adults as we learned
to live in new ways. Once you have your example, look at the questions
below. Imagine yourself right back to the moment when you were
deciding how to respond, notice feelings of uncertainty, of concern,
maybe of fear, of compassion, and whatever else surfaces for you. Now,
walk that person you were through these questions.
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• Does the issue affect children’s lived experiences?

• How much and what kind of information is appropriate for their
age?

• How can I best affirm their emotions?

• What do I hope they will learn?

• Could I accidentally be doing harm through my response?

• Which resources do I need and can I gather in a timely manner?

• How do I gather my team?

• How can I involve families?

• Now, I create and enact my plan…

Did your plan look any different for having used these questions? And
did the process of making decisions as a leader look or feel different?
How so?

You might not always walk yourself through a set of
questions–but using an intentional tool is like counting out dance
steps—there’s a lot of thinking it through at first, and maybe
forgetting a step, and stumbling, and so forth. And then…somehow,
you just know how to dance. And then you can learn to improvise.
In other words, it is through practice that you will become adept
at and confident in responding to change, and learn to move with
grace on the shifting carpet of life.

32 | Current Issues in the Field of Early Childhood Education



Feeling the Rhythm: How do I help myself
respond to change

—and grow through it?

Now, let’s address what it might look like to respond to a different
kind of change, the kind in which you learn something new and
realize you need to make some changes in who you are as an
educator. This is hard, but there are steps you can take to make sure
you keep moving forward:

• Work to understand your own feelings. Write about them. Talk
them through with your teams—personal and/or professional.

• Take a look in the mirror, strive to see where you are at, and
then be kind to yourself!

• Gather your tools! Get out that dog eared copy of the NAEYC
Code of Ethical Conduct, and look for other tools that are
relevant to your situation. Root yourself in the values of early
childhood care and education.

• Examine your own practices in light of this change.

• Examine the policies, structures, or systems that affect your
program in light of this change.

• Ask yourself, where could change happen? Remember your
spheres of influence.

• Who can you collaborate with? Who is on your team?

• How can you make sure the people being affected by this
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change help inform your response? Sometimes people use the
phrase “Nothing for us without us” to help remember that we
don’t want to make decisions that affect a group of people
(even if we think we’re helping) without learning more from
individuals in that group about what real support looks like).

• Make a plan, including a big vision and small steps, and start
taking those small steps. Remember that when you are ready
to bring others in, they will need to go through some of this
process too, and you may need to be on their team as they look
for a safe sounding board to explore their discomfort or fear.

• Realize that you are a courageous advocate for children. Give
yourself a hug!

To make this real, let’s
imagine you just learned about
expulsion rates among children
of color (and maybe you just
did!). This has struck a chord
with you and you wonder if this
is reflected in your own
classroom or program or even
your own practice. What do you

do?

• Work to understand your own feelings. Write about them.
Talk them through with your teams—personal and/or
professional.

This might be a good time to freewrite about your feelings—just put
your pencil to paper and start writing. Maybe you feel guilty because
you’re afraid that too many children of color have been asked to
leave your program. Maybe you feel angry about the injustice.
Maybe you feel scared that this topic is politicized and people aren’t
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going to want to hear about it. Maybe you feel scared to even face
the idea that bias could have affected children while in your care.
All these feelings are okay! Maybe you talk to your partner or your
friends about your fears before you’re ready to get started even
thinking about taking action.

• Take a look in the mirror, strive to see where you are at, and
then be kind to yourself! Tell that person looking back at you:
“I did then what I knew how to do. Now that I know better, I
do better.”

Yep. You love children and you did what you believed was best for
the children in your program. Maybe now you can do even better by
them! You are being really really brave by investigating!

• Gather your tools! Get out that dog-eared copy of the NAEYC
Code of Ethical Conduct, and look for other tools that are
relevant to your situation.

Okay! This would be an excellent time to bring out the equity lens
and your other tools. Read them over. Use them.

• Examine your own practices in light of this change.

Do your practices affirm the dignity of every child and family? Ask
yourself these hard questions while focusing on, in this case, how
you look at behavior of children of color. Do the choices you make
affirm the dignity of each unique child? Use your tools—you can pull
out the equity lens here! Are you acknowledging the home realities
of each child when you are having conversations that are meant to
build social-emotional skills? Are you considering the needs of each
child during difficult transitions? Do you provide alternative ways
for children to engage if they have difficulty sitting in circle times?

• Examine the policies, structures, or systems that affect your
program in light of this change.
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And…Do your policies and structures affirm the dignity of every
child and family? Use those tools! Look at your behavioral guidance
policies—are you expecting children to come into your program
with certain skills that may not be valued by certain cultures? What
about your policies on sending children home or asking a family
to leave your program? Could these policies be unfair to certain
groups? In fact—given that you now know how extremely impactful
expulsion is for preschoolers, could you take it off the table entirely?

• Ask yourself, where could change happen? Remember your
spheres of influence.

Let’s say you’re a teacher, and you can look back and see that over
the years you’ve been at your center, a disproportionately high
number of children of color have been excluded from the program.
Your director makes policy decisions—can you bring this
information to him or her? Could you talk to your coworkers about
how to bring it up? Maybe your sphere of influence could get even
wider—could you share this information with other early educators
in your community? Maybe even write a letter to your local
representatives!

• Who can you collaborate with? Who is on your team?

Maybe other educators? Maybe parents? Maybe your director?
Maybe an old teacher of your own? Can you bring this up at a staff
meeting? Or in informal conversations?

• How can you make sure the people being affected by this
change help inform your response?

Let’s say your director is convinced that your policies need to
change in light of this new information. You want to make sure that
parent voice—and especially that of parents of color—is heard! You
could suggest a parent meeting on the topic; or maybe do “listening
sessions” with parents of color, where you ask them open-ended
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questions and listen and record their responses—without adding
much of your own response; maybe you could invite parents to be
part of a group who looks over and works on the policies. This can
feel a little scary to people in charge (see decentered leadership?)

• Make a plan, including a big vision and small steps, and start
taking those small steps. Remember that when you are ready
to bring others in, they will need to go through some of this
process too, and you may need to be on their team as they
look for a safe sounding board to explore their discomfort or
fear.

Maybe this plan is made along with your director and includes
those parent meetings, and a timeline for having revised policies,
and some training for the staff. Or—let’s back it up—maybe you’re
not quite to that point yet, and your plan is how you are going to
approach your director, especially since they might feel criticized.
Then your plan might be sharing information, communicating
enthusiasm about moving forward and making positive change, and
clearly stating your thoughts on where change is needed! (Also some
chocolate to reward yourself for being a courageous advocate for
every child.)

• Realize that you are a courageous advocate for children. Give
yourself a hug!

And, as I may have mentioned, some chocolate. You are a leader and
an advocate, and a person whose action mirrors their values. You
are worth admiring!

Maybe you haven’t had your mind blown with new information
lately, but I’ll bet there’s something you’ve thought about that you
haven’t quite acted on yet…maybe it’s about individualizing lesson
plans for children with differing abilities. Maybe it’s about
addressing diversity of gender in the classroom. Maybe it’s about
celebrating linguistic diversity, inviting children and parents to
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share their home languages in the classroom, and finding authentic
ways to include print in these languages.

Whatever it is—we all have room to grow.

Make a Plan!

So, make yourself a plan. Look back to those 10 steps and
write a few sentences, or more if you are inspired, on what
you can do to move yourself forward, as a resourced
member of a team and a powerful advocate for children!
When you are done, take a step, then another, and another.
And then, yes, you are walking the walk, dancing the dance
(or maybe not The Dance, but some other, new, even more
inspiring dance!) You are courageously living your beliefs,
and your actions are rooted in respect of the dignity, worth,
and uniqueness of each individual your professional life
touches!

Dancing Your Dance: Rocking Leadership in
Times of Change

There will never be a time when we as educators are not having
to examine and respond to “Current Issues in the Field.” Working
with children means working with children in a dynamic and ever-
evolving landscape of community, knowledge, and personal
experience. It’s really cool that we get to do this, walk beside small
human beings as they learn to traverse the big wacky world with all
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its potholes…and it means we get to keep getting better and better
at circling around, leaping over, and, yep, dancing around or even
through those very potholes.

In conclusion, all dancers feel unsteady sometimes. All dancers
bruise their knees along the way. All educators make mistakes and
experience discomfort. All dancers wonder if this dance just isn’t
for them. All dancers think that maybe this one is just too hard and
want to quit sometimes. All educators second guess their career
choices. But all dancers also discover their own innate grace and
their inborn ability to both learn and to change; our very muscles
are made to stretch, our cells replace themselves, and we quite
simply cannot stand still. All educators have the capacity to grow
into compassionate, courageous leaders!

Your heart, your brain, and your antsy feet have led you to become
a professional in early childhood care and education, and they will
all demand that you jump into the uncertainty of leadership in times
of change, and learn to dance for the sake of the children in your
care. This, truly, is your call to action, and your pressing invitation
to join the dance!
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Resources for opening yourself to personal growth, change, and
courageous leadership:

• Brown, Brenee. Daring Classrooms. https://brenebrown.com/
daringclassrooms

• Chang, R. (March 25, 2019). What Growth Mindset Means for
Kids [Video]. TED Conferences. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=66yaYmUNOx4

Resources for Thinking About Responding to Current Issues in
Education

• Flanagan, N. (July 31, 2020). How School Should Respond to
Covid-19 [Video]. TED Conferences.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cSkUHHH4nb8

• Harris, N.B.. (February 217, 015). How Childhood Trauma Affects
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