Conclusion

Education reform efforts rely on the concept of justice and elicit our core
commitment to American democracy. Contradictorily, however, theorists opposed to
current education reform efforts, such as the implementation of stricter accountability
measures, validate their accusations of inequality with the same language, citing
American core values of freedom, liberty, and differentiation as the cornerstones of a
democratic society. According to Gutiérrez (2007), “How we define equity has serious
implications for how we seek to achieve or measure it” (p.40). Again we see the
discussion of sameness vs. fairness: “Although equity means ‘justice’ or ‘fairness,’ it is
often blurred with equality, which means ‘sameness’”(p. 40). Gutiérrez (2007) argues
that the only truly equitable approach to education should be one that incorporates
different approaches and expects different achievements (p.41).

The notion of sameness is one also addressed by Nel Noddings (2005). Noddings
(2005) argues that a recognition that “not all individual children can learn everything we
might like to teach them” (p. 19) more genuinely captures a legitimate demonstration of
care. She goes on to say that, “Further, the good intentions captured in the slogan [*All
children can learn’] can lead to highly manipulative and dictatorial methods that
disregard the interests and purposes of students” (p. 19). Noddings (2005) is content with
the fact that “There are few things that all students need to know, and it ought to be
acceptable for students to reject some material in order to pursue other topics with
enthusiasm” (p. 19). For instance, in an attempt to enforce equality, students who have
strengths and interests that fall outside the range of the core curriculum are in essence

“denied” access to showcasing their unique strengths or talents. In the traditional public
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school environment, a student who is a master at Legos or Kinex, for example, must be
content with an occasional club opportunity—even though that talent may lead to an
interest in engineering or architecture. He or she must pursue that interest on his or her
own time unless a creative teacher finds a way to sneak it into a unit or two.

Despite all good intentions, we are left with the reality that the United States does
not have a universal concept of any of the terms usually flung into the debate of
accountability and schooling practice. Competing philosophical perspectives will
necessarily cripple any efforts made until, as members of a unified country, we stop to
more fully examine what we mean by liberty, equality, freedom, and democracy. And if
we come to find out that there is not, and cannot be, a unified conceptualization of
equality, we may need to live with negotiation and agreements that are transitory and that
necessarily depend on the unique ecologies of schools themselves. However, this does
not imply an “anything goes” solution, either. Schooling practices and government
policies should not adopt any single ideology that excludes the other possible ideologies
(as in the case of policies which lend themselves to dogmatism). Rather, in the
negotiation and agreement process, there should be room for evolution of practices and

ideologies. This negotiation process will be looked at further in Chapters Four and Five.
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CHAPTER THREE

RESEARCH METHODS & THEORETICAL/CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS

Research Methods

This study is transdisciplinary in nature. The term “trans-disciplinary” is
borrowed from Norman Fairclough (2012). In his explanation:

What distinguishes trans-disciplinary from other forms of interdisciplinary

research is that, in bringing disciplines and theories together to address research

issues, it sees ‘dialogue’ between them as a source for the theoretical and

methodological development of each of them. (p.12)

Educational criticism was the overarching research method employed,
specifically, the utilization of description, interpretation, and evaluation, followed by
thematic analysis. However, because the work focuses on language and power, it is also a
critical discourse analysis. And, because | incorporate my own meta-cognitive processes
during the formation of my evaluative and thematic analyses, | additionally relied upon
the methods of self-ethnography, as described by Mats Alvesson (2003).

As further discussed in the following section, the theoretical lenses through which

I primarily peered through were a combination of critical theory and postmodernism,

both of which have roots in the three methodologies I’ve chosen.
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Self-Ethnography

When I write, when | conduct research, and when | teach, I am continually
involved in self-reflection. Most people are. Some people, however, do so more
consciously than others. Writing is linked to my process of meaning-making in ways |
hardly understand myself. Constructivist developmental psychologists may have come up
with a reason for this type of process of knowledge formation:

[They] believe that development involves movement through a predictable
sequence of “forms’ (frames of reference or meaning systems) culminating in the
development of the adult capacity, and in some adult learners, the ability and
disposition to engage in the transformative processes of critical self-reflection and
reflective judgment through discourse. (Mezirow, 2009, p. 99)

Regardless of the reason, “critical self-reflection and reflective judgment” are a necessary
for me as I move through any project. This study required me to place myself into the
complexity of contradiction. | needed to examine issues of equality and fairness through
the immediate lenses of all participants | interacted with. Each participant had her own
views on the subject, and I needed a process for critically examining these varied
perspectives and the process by which the “examination” became filtered through my
own socialized self. It was not enough to simply describe the differences between these
perspectives. | also needed a means to judge and evaluate what methods might be
achieving their desired results for the “leveling of the playing field” and what methods
might be contributing to further chaos. Therefore, the research methods of self-
ethnography was used in conjunction with educational criticism and critical discourse
analysis.

In her article, “Writing Sociology,” Laurel Richardson (2002) explains that

“personal narration, reflexivity, and contextualization . . . are valuable tools” and further
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purports that “they demystify authority claims, enlarge disciplinary boundaries, and
contribute to the writing of socially useful, culturally critical, publicly available, and
vibrant sociology” (p. 415). There are various terms to describe this approach to research.
Some scholars have used the term autoethnography (i.e. Richardson, 2002; Ellis &
Bochner, 2006). Others prefer the terms autobiographical narrative (i.e. He, 1999) and
some simply use the term autobiography (i.e., Harris, 2005). While each term may carry
its own slight variation of connotation, they all refer to the act of writing (i.e., Mezirow’s
identified “‘discourse’) that places the researcher within the time and place of the research
being conducted. As Richardson (2002) posits, “Once the veil of privileged truth is lifted,
the opportunities for addressing how we write, who can write, and what we can write
about are legion—including the multiple possibilities inherent in alternative
representations” (p.415).

Mats Alvesson (2003) uses the term self-ethnography to describe the process by
which “the researcher-author describes a cultural setting to which s/he has a “natural
access,’[and] is an active participant, more or less on equal terms with other participants”
(p.174). Alvesson uses the term with some reservation for fear that the term will be
confused with autoethnography where he contends the researcher her- or himself is the
focus. Rather, Alvesson argues, self-ethnography’s intention is to study “what goes on
around oneself rather than putting oneself and one’s experiences in the centre” (p.175). |
never intended to make my experience the central theme of the research, so I prefer the

term self-ethnography over autoethnography as Alvesson has described it.
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Educational Criticism

According to Eisner (2005), “The task of the critic is to . . . adumbrate, suggest,
imply, connote, render, rather than to attempt to translate. In this task, metaphor and
analogy, suggestion and implication are major tools” (Chapter 4, Educational
Connoisseurship, para. 10). For Eisner, as for me, it is not enough to simply describe
what is occurring, though description is a necessary first step. In his book, The
Educational Imagination, Eisner (2002) outlines four aspects of educational criticism:
description, interpretation, evaluation, and thematics.

At the descriptive stage of the process, Eisner (2002) suggests the critic must
make clear to his or her audience the lived nature of the object under study. This, he says:

[is] to enable the reader to participate vicariously in the auditory and visual

qualities of the layered web of life [under observation] . . . it is the artistic

reconstruction of events that may be more vividly experienced through that

distillation called a work of art . . .. (p. 226-227)
This reliance upon the “artistic reconstruction of events” is what places educational
criticism in the category of arts-based research. The participant descriptions and data
analysis provided in Chapters Four and Five rely heavily upon this artistic freedom
inherent in educational criticism.

Meaning-making is at the heart of the second stage of the process. Here is where
Eisner (2002) contends “ideas from the social sciences most frequently come into play”
(p. 229). This is why educational criticism works so compatibly with critical discourse
analysis. In Eisner’s description of this stage, he places emphasis on the use of multiple

theories. The critic must be adequately prepared to interpret what he or she observes

through multiple lenses. How the critic comes to determine which theories are most
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applicable is dependent upon both the critic’s preparation and on the choices he or she
finds “most useful for getting on with the business of education” (Eisner, 2002, p.230).
The point is not to go in with one theory in mind, but rather to live in the space of critical
interpretation and to draw upon as much informed knowledge as he or she can to
adequately make meaning from what is being observed.

Interpretation and evaluation go hand-in-hand. A social scientist might stop at the
level of interpretation, but the educational critic must take that interpretation directly into
the sphere of education, which is not only a product of the social world, but an evolving
process. The process is what drives the educational critic to not only make sense of what
IS going on but to determine the value of what is going on: “One must inevitably appraise
the value of a set of circumstances” because the end goal of educational criticism is to
“improve the educational process” (Eisner, 2002, p.231).

The fourth and final stage of the educational criticism process is the synthesis
stage, which Eisner (2002) called thematics. While it is an accepted given that no two
classrooms or educational organizations will operate in the exact same way, nor be
comprised of the exact same compositions of individuals, the act of educational criticism
as a social good has a singular purpose. What point would there be to evaluating the
value of circumstances unless some broad generalizations could be determined and used
as guiding principles about what makes “good schooling”? According to Eisner (2002),
“The identification of themes not only summarizes the essential points of the criticism,
but it also enables one to use the criticism as a way of understanding other educational
situations” (p.233). This last step is also what Eisner (2005) refers to as the “creation of

images that people will find meaningful and from which their fallible and tentative views
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of the world can be altered, rejected, or made more secure” (Chapter 7, On the
Differences, para. 18). It is where | attempt to make the given interpretations of equality
“problematic” and step into the role of a “Boundary Breaker.” According to Eisner
(2005):
Two kinds of behavior characteristically displayed by Boundary Breakers—
insight and imagination—may function in the following ways. Insight may help
the Boundary Breaker grasp relationships among seemingly discrete events. It
may also enable him [or her] to recognize incongruities or gaps in accepted
explanations or descriptions. As he [or she] recognizes these gaps, his [or her]
imagination may come into play and enable him [or her] to generate images or
ideas (or both) useful for closing the gaps. (Chapter 1, Boundary Breaking, para.
3)
This boundary breaking takes place in Chapter Five. It is the chapter where | risk
meaning in the sake of emancipating meaning. Finding an imaginative way to highlight
the gaps, if not close them, is the ultimate goal of the study.
Critical Discourse Analysis
Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is a necessary complement to educational
criticism in this particular study because it allows for the examination of language and the
implications that language has for the underlying workings of social power structures.
According to Fairclough (1989):
In seeing language as discourse and as social practice, one is committing oneself
not just to analyzing texts, nor just to analyzing processes of production and
interpretation, but to analyzing the relationship between texts, processes, and their
social conditions both in the immediate conditions of the situational context and
the more remote conditions of institutional and social structures. (p. 26)

Like educational criticism, it involves three stages which are very similar and enabled me

to utilize a combination of the two methods without the use of additional steps.

44



The first stage to CDA is description. Again, at this stage | attempted to recreate
the visual/auditory images at work in the interactions | observed and in the dialogues |
was a part of, but | paid special attention to the way language (verbal, written, and non-
verbally communicated language cues) was used to create conditions of equity within, or
about, the educational setting.

The second stage, interpretation, enabled me to make meaning out of the instances
I chose to describe. In CDA, this step “is concerned with the relationship between text
and interaction—with seeing the text as the product of a process of production, and as a
resource in the process of interpretation” (Fairclough, 1989, p.26). In other words, seeing
the interaction between texts/communicating bodies is also important. For instance,
observing a poster in the classroom titled “Ways to Play Fair” and then observing the
reinforcement of that language by a teacher may hold significance.

In the final stage of this process, the explanation stage, the critic should be
“concerned with the relationship between interaction and social context—with the social
determination of the processes of production and interpretation, and their social effects”
(Fairclough, 1989, p.26). Therefore, much like the interpretive stage of educational
criticism, this stage of CDA is concerned with the social implications of the interactions
being analyzed.

There are no absolute generalizations that can be made by any of my
interpretations or evaluations. | am fully aware of this and will rely partially on self-

ethnographic practices to generate themes. I argue that an upfrontness about my own
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filtering and meaning-making processes will provide general educational maps for the
emergence of subsequent potential theories which may prove useful in the critiquing of
other educational settings.
Theoretical/Conceptual Frameworks

In the field of qualitative research, the term postmodernism is often posed as a
theoretical/conceptual framework. It marries well with critical theory, more traditionally
used in social research, but both postmodernism and critical theory have been coopted by
literary criticism and educational research. Each field of study bends the terms slightly,
but they also pay some homage to past orientations. Today’s qualitative researcher would
be hard pressed to find a common definition for either, but that’s really the point—the
multivariate tensions between meanings emancipate new ways of seeing. They act as
vessels through which the force of a breaking with the past becomes necessary. Again,
because there is truly no way to put a finger on the meaning of concepts as abstract as
postmodernism and critical theory, the best method for opening to the novelty is through
the work of deconstruction which is attributed to the work of Jacques Derrida.
In the Field of Qualitative Research

According to Rossman and Rallis (2012):

A postmodern or critical approach to material culture might construe all products

of a society as text. Movies, plays, or advertisements, for example, could form the

basis for such analyses. The strategy here is to analyze critically what is portrayed

and symbolized in such textual representations and what is absent or silent. . . .

Material culture can offer data that contradict words and sights. (p.197)
The text can take many forms, but it is only through the “text” that the meaning emerges.

And, because the language of the text has a force all its own, it can “contradict words and

sights.” In this scenario, the words spoken and the sights taken in present a
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historical/commonly held view of some concept (Rossman and Rallis refer to depictions
of women or social awareness of HIVV/AIDS in billboards) and the evidence of
contradiction present in the data create a tension between the two stories. Thus, an
opening fissure full of the force of a new way of seeing is emancipated.

Arts-based research, in particular, promotes an intent to “keep a watchful eye for
the ruptures and the breaks and irregularities in existence” (Caputo cited in Barone &
Eisner, 2012, p.16). And furthermore:

This watchfulness implies a willingness to return to the “original difficulty of

things” (p.6) by peering beneath the surface of the familiar, the obvious, the

orthodox in a rescrutinizing (re-searching) of the world. It is in adopting this
interrogative disposition that arts based research (like much art) promotes a level
of dislocation, disturbance, disruptiveness, disequilibrium that renders it
sufficiently—even highly—useful, and therefore, in this unusual sense of the

word, truthful. (p.16)

The “originary” difficulty rings loudly of Derrida as does the “dislocation” and
“disturbance.” Again, there is a kind of violent opening between commonly held
understandings and the understandings to come that bleed back to an absolute pre-
sen[s]e.

Returning to Deconstruction & Derrida

For Derrida (1978), the fissure is a Freudian kind of “breaching”: *. . . the tracing
of a trail, opens up a conducting path, which presupposes a certain violence and a certain
resistance to effraction. The path is broken, cracked, fracta, breached” (pp. 200-201). The
conducting path, according to Derrida (2011), leads us to a “beyond absolute knowledge”
by way of tracing older signs (signifiers) of meaning (p. 88). Each time we land upon a

sign, it defers to a “memory of an old[er] sign.” This he says is “[t]he history of

metaphysics . . . the absolute wanting-to-hear-itself speak” (p.88, emphasis in original). It
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is as though the hunger, the memory, gains a voice. And this voice forces a means for
guestioning the unheard of questions:

It is necessary to hear [“analyzing”] in this way and otherwise—otherwise, that is,

within the openness of an unheard-of question that opens itself neither to

knowledge nor onto a non-knowledge as knowledge to come. In the openness of

this question, we no longer know. (p.88, emphasis in original)
This idea of questioning and no longer knowing is essential. Old signs live on as
commonly held meanings in our collective psyches, or as Derrida (2007) later describes
as “received ideas” (p.312). They are no longer questioned. Deconstruction gives
permission, or perhaps even the imperative, to breach a path beyond—as far back as
before the absolute presence of any commonly held belief system, thus opening itself to a
no longer knowing. It is at this point where the formulation of a new (novel)
understanding of a concept can be birthed.

In Of Grammatology, Derrida (1976/1974) speaks of the process of de-
construction itself. In this context, he says of Charles S. Peirce, that “Peirce goes very far
in the direction that I have called the de-construction of the transcendental signified”
(p.49) and further speaks about the “powerful, irrepressible desire” (p. 49) to follow the
trail of signification backward to a definitive sign from which the origination of the signs
spring. This is of course impossible because the “system of signs” (p. 49) is indefinite. He
acknowledges that for many, like Husserl, this is an “unacceptable proposition” (p.49)
but insists nonetheless that, “The self-identity of the signified conceals itself unceasingly
and is always on the move” (p.49). Derrida consistently speaks of language and of signs

as an arche-writing and defends this use by saying:

If | persist in calling that difference writing, it is because, within the work of
historical repression, writing was, by its situation, destined to signify the most
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formidable difference. It threatened the desire for the living speech from the
closest proximity, it breached living speech from within and from the very
beginning. And as we shall begin to see, difference cannot be thought without the
trace. (pp. 56-57, emphasis in original)
What is interesting in the above passage is usage of the terms “historical repression.”
Looking at each word independently, we can assume that historical implies what he later
describes as an “old history” and that repression implies “limited by frontiers that are
hardly visible yet all the more rigorous by that very fact” (p.56). And there we have it. In
true deconstruction form, we have circled back to the aporia of questioning the unheard
of questions—the commonly held perceptions that “are hardly visible yet all the more
rigorous” because they appear so commonsensical.
In Critical Discourse Analysis
Repression in a cultural sense relates to issues of power, and in Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA), language is a social practice, largely defined by the people speaking—
or not being given equal opportunity to speak. Coincidentally, as one begins to examine
these issues of language and power, the “intertextuality” of multiple speakers and actors
begins to unravel:
An important perspective in CDA is that a text is rarely the work of any one
person, but often shows traces of different discourses contending and struggling
for dominance (Weiss and Wodak, 2003:15). That is, texts relate to other texts,
and they relate to the social and historical conditions of their production.
(Blackledge, 2012, p.617, my emphasis)
Pieces of this passage also sound awfully Derridian. Replace texts with signs, and we’d
have signs relate to other signs revealed through the traces of discourses within their
phases of inauguration. If we are true to Derrida, we will see these inaugural instances as

moving targets. There will never be a point at which we can follow a trace back to “The’

moment of their production. However, as mentioned earlier, CDA does provide us with a
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means that deconstruction does not. While deconstruction is intransitive (e.g., the jury
rests; the bus halts; it rains—the text deconstructs), CDA is transitive in nature.
According to Van Dijk, CDA is “discourse analysis with an attitude” (cited in
Blackledge, 2012, p.616). It is a process of analysis centrally concerned with the chasm
between discourse and power. It is an application that must take an object and cannot,
therefore, be spoken of without the direct object. Therefore, with some exceptions, CDA
critically analyzes discourse and not the other way around (a discourse critically
analyzed).

Through this process of discourse analysis, it becomes evident that:

Discourses may under certain conditions be operationalized, ‘put into practice’ —a

dialectical process with three aspects: they may be enacted as new ways of

(inter)acting, they may be inculcated as new ways of being (identities), or they

may be physically materialized, e.g. as new ways of organizing space in

architecture. (Fairclough, 2012, p. 12, emphasis in original)
It is through this understanding of the way discourse can morph into operational, enacted,
and/or materialized ways that lends itself well to complement deconstruction because
deconstruction does not only follow traces backwards to signs signifying other signs but
also opens up the pathway to new unheard of questioning—the space of unknowing . . .
and in Derrida’s view, an anticipatory coming of what is not yet becoming (e.g. the
messianic element).

Loosely described, post-modernism has ushered in a skepticism about the
formerly held belief that every phenomena has an inherently set structure—even
language. Derrida is often connected with the term postmodernism because of his original

approach to language as a kind of deconstructing process where every identifying

signifier leads one to another sign. Meaning, for Derrida, is never static and graspable.
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Rather, meaning is only revealed through the work of a deconstructed meaning. In this
study, I aim to tie Derrida’s ideas regarding signs and the process of deconstruction
to theories of contemporary critical discourse analysis (CDA). CDA is the transitive
action employed—the act of critically analyzing discourse. Deconstruction, then, is free
to remain intransitive. It is revealed through the work of deconstruction and needs no
object to complete it.
Research Questions and Study Design
In this study, | plant myself into an early childhood organization operating in
central Colorado. The organization primarily serves families in poverty with children
between the ages of three and five. | observed and conversed with fourteen staff members
working in nine different positions within the organization as well as conducted ongoing
conversations and collaborative efforts with the CEO of the organization. In this section,
I describe the ways in which | sought to answer my four research questions.
By way of recap, my research questions were as follows:
1. How do theorists and/or practitioners of accountability measures conceive of
the idea of fairness and equality?
After a broad look at education policy literature beginning in the mid-
seventies, | began to compare what I’d learned from this literature to what |
was hearing from the administrators of the organization. In particular, | was
looking for those places that indicated an administrator consciously either
embraced or rejected an accountability measure that originated outside of the

organization from an external top-down source.

o1












seek data from their parents. However, | did observe two classrooms with two different
teachers and shadow a family advocate at one facility with multiple classrooms. All of
these classrooms served children aging in range from 9mos to 5yrs. | actively interacted
with the children during these times while also observing the teachers and family
advocate. My focus was on the ways in which individuals employed by the organization
conceived of, and acted upon conceptions of, equality.

An initial letter was sent out by the organization’s CEO to all faculty and staff
describing the nature of the project and requesting interested participants (see Appendix
A). | sought 12-15 participants with representative presence across various staff levels of
the organization and ended up with fourteen. The target participant sampling of 12-15
enabled me to reach a point of data saturation, especially considering there were multiple
points of entry into the data collection process. All participants were asked to sign an
informed consent form prior to any data collection, and I’ve assigned all of the
participants pseudonyms to protect their identities as well as changed the name of the
organization.

Initial interviews.

I conducted semi-formal, recorded interviews (using a Smartpen®) with all
participants upon our first meeting (see Appendix B). In the initial letter sent out to
participants, as well as on the consent form, | asked for between 30-45 minutes of their
time. The first few interviews | conducted lasted closer to the thirty minutes. However, as

I became more comfortable with conducting the interviews, and I believe, as a result of

> A Smartpen is an electronic device that captures and records for later playback everything you write, hear,
or say. This allows you to interact with your participant and feel relaxed that you can always go back and
listen to the recording.
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being able to scaffold questions upon previously garnered knowledge, the later interviews
lasted closer to 45-50 minutes. | intentionally left out all equality-laden language in the
initial interviews. | allowed any mention of fairness to emerge of the participants’ own
accord.

The reasoning behind withholding my own use of equality language was two-fold.
The first was the awareness that participants may develop what Alvesson (2003)
describes as interviewee assumptions. He posits that:

Even if the interviewer does not espouse his or her stand on the subject matter

or even the research interests—thus deviating from the ideal of “an honest, sound,

and reliable” interview expressed in the quote above®—a interviewee develops

an assumption of what the researcher is up to and this assumption frames the

responses. (p.170)
I didn’t want my participants to try to give me what | was looking for. On numerous
occasions, | heard participants end their conversations with me by saying something very
similar to “I hope you got what you were looking for” which reassured me | had probably
made the right decision in withholding my intentions.

Secondly, a funny thing occurred in my initial meeting with the organization
CEO. As | was explaining to her why | hoped to do my research at the organization, | did
in fact reveal to her my ideas about fairness, and her response caught me off guard. She
said, “The only four-letter ‘F” word I tell my employees not to use with me is the word

fair.” My interpretation of what she meant by this statement and my evaluation of its

significance is given in Chapters Four and Five.

® The quote Alvesson was referring to is a statement by Fontana and Frey (1994) encouraging researchers
to hold more authentically “real” conversations with “give and take”: “This makes the interview more
honest, morally sound and reliable” . . .. (p.371).
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Follow up interviews.

Each follow up interview was much more natural than the first had been (I also
recorded these interviews). | thought the follow up interviews would be shorter than the
first given that 1’d felt as though each initial interview covered a great deal of ground.
What | found and was surprised by was the fact that all participants were a lot more
relaxed and enthusiastic during our second meeting. It was evident that most participants
had held some conversation with others in the organization about their experience of
participation which seemed to fuel the energy of the follow up interview. | always opened
with the same question, “Have you given any thought to the things we talked about last
time?” and in almost all cases, this was enough to get things rolling. Most participants
said they had or shared with me the fact that they’d had some conversation with others
about the topics we’d discussed. The follow up interviews resulted in a great deal more
humor and a few unexpected tears. It wasn’t until this second round of interviews that |
realized just how the research process does in fact touch the lives of the participants.

Observations.

In my initial planning of the research process, | had thought I would conduct more
observations than | would interviews. However, because the data collection period fell
primarily between June and July, the year-round teacher participants were already on
summer break. | managed to get one year-round Head Start teacher participant, Ms.
Tammy. | conducted an initial interview with her prior to observing her classroom.

The following week, | observed Ms. Regina’s classroom which was one of the
organization’s Early Head Start classrooms (Ms. Regina is a year-round EA). | spent two

mornings with Ms. Regina and her fellow EA. The lead teacher for this classroom was on
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leave, so Ms. Regina assumed the lead role, and a substitute teacher was sent to act as the
third required staff member.

My final observation participant was Ms. Stacy, one of the organization’s Family
Advocates. Her job is to visit each family in her caseload and travel to each school in her
roster to interact with the children’s families as they drop off and pick up the children. |
visited one facility on Ms. Stacy’s route which was a partner facility that housed regular
preschool, Head Start, and Early Head Start combined classrooms. At this facility, |
observed her interactions for a total of three hours. | acted as an adult visitor in these
scenarios and freely interacted with the children, jotting down field notes as | went. | did
not use a recorder in these scenarios.

About the organization.

All participants are currently teachers or staff members of a single organization
that is a self-described partnership comprised of three core programs: the Colorado
Preschool Program, Head Start, and Early Head Start. The organization has close to 400
employees and serves close to 2000 children and their families (however, this year the
organization suffered from the government sequester and lost approximately 142 Head
Start slots). I’ve chosen to give the organization the pseudonym, the Central Colorado
Early Learning Partnership (CCELP).

The organization estimates that close to 13,000 children in their immediate county
are living in poverty. In addition to early education, the organization also offers their
families health, dental, and family support—all at no cost. However, there is an

application process, as they cannot accept all families who are in need of their services.
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Most programs are offered to households with limited income and families must submit
financial documentation in the application process. However, legal status of the families
is not a factor in the screening process.

Data Analysis

After each interview, | returned to my computer to upload the audio file. Once
uploaded, | sent a copy to my Evernote account and listened to it in its entirety. Evernote
allowed me to at this point jot down field notes and begin to identify preliminary
emergent themes. At this stage of the process, | looked back on Eisner’s (1998)
description of thematics wherein he explains:

The formation of themes within an educational criticism means identifying

the recurring messages that pervade the situation about which the critic writes.

Themes are the dominant features of the situation or person, those qualities of

place, person, or object that define or describe identity. In a sense, a theme is like

a pervasive quality. Pervasive qualities tend to permeate and unify situations and

objects. Although a painting usually has only one pervasive quality, classrooms

and schools may have many. A qualitative study of a classroom, teacher, or
school can yield multiple themes. These themes are distillations of what has been
encountered. In a sense, they provide a summary of the essential features. They
also provide clues or cues to the perceptions of other situations like the situation

from which the themes were extracted. (p.104)

In particular, I listened carefully for any of the contradictions I’d earlier identified in the
literature: standardization, differentiation, modifications and/or accommodations.

Once all data had been collected, uploaded, and annotated, | looked back at any of
those places where I’d earlier identified potential themes. At this point, I cross-examined
the data with my research questions and began to organize it into categories (which I later
called Domains—see Figure 1) that | thought helped answer my initial three research

questions: 1) How do theorists and/or practitioners of accountability measures conceive

of the idea of fairness and equality? 2) How do accountability measures direct the
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Figure 1. Organization of Data into Domains

Nadine & Sharon, Jessica & Kathleen
Literature

Teacher Domain : :
Observational Domain

Support Staff Domain

Figure 1. Each participant narrative was organized into a Domain.

pedagogical approaches undertaken within the early education organization selected for

this study? and 3) What is the educational outcome of the way differing theories of

equality sometimes collide (or fail to collide) within classrooms? (see Figures 12 & 13).
I discovered one theme that | hadn’t anticipated: Individual vs. Collective, and

split my interview data and observational data into two separate domains. Not every
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theme was reflected in every Domain; however, | did not toss any themes that only
showed up in one Domain, nor did | toss any that could only answer one question.
Instead, my intention was to a.) collectively answer the first three questions, and b.) to
genuinely tell as complete as possible the storied lives of my participants. In my last step,
| attempted to answer my fourth and final question: What are the potential implications of
contradictory perceptions of equality on the American public education system? This

question aims to generalize the implications of the data.

Figure 2. Organization of Domains According to Research Questions

( )
e RQ1 e RQ2

Supervisory &
Teacher

Domains

Reflection Upon
All Domains &
Return to
Theoretical

Observational

4 & Support Staff

Framework

. J

Figure 2. Three domains answering first three questions. Final question is
collective analysis of previous Domains.
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Figure 3. Themes located in each domain.

Administrative/

- her/ Supervisory Teacher Observational
esearcher . . .
Domain Domain Domain
Policy
Domain Differentiation Individual Differentiation
Individual vs- vs- b
. Widely Held Collective Widely Held
’ Expectations Expectations
Collective Poverty and
. Language &
P +v and Importance of Lack of Education Citizenship
Lack of Education Teacher Language & Barriers
Citizenship
Differentiation Barriers
Vs Differentiation PrsiEy
’ Lack of Education
Widely Held Vs.
Expectations Widely Held SR
Expectations
Importance of Social/Emotional V5.
Teacher / Collective
Behavioral/Speci
Language & al Needs Support Staff
Citizenship Factor Domain
Barriers MNeglect & Abuse
Social/Emotionalf of Those Most Poverty and
Behavioral/Special Vulnerable Lack of Education
MNeeds
Importance of
SIEID Importance of
Teacher
Teacher

Figure 3. Five domains with a total of seven unique themes.

Limitations of the Study
As with any study, there are some obvious limitations to the study. First, I focus
my study on one organization, and although there are bound to be some similarities to
other Head Start, Colorado Preschool Program, and Early Head Start classrooms in the

state or even the country, this study does not seek to make blanket generalizations about
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all such organizations. The culture of the organization may be a direct influence on the
participants’ experiences.

Secondly, all participants are women. | did not intend to seek out only female
participants; however, it became obvious rather quickly that CCELP is mostly made up of
women. There is only one male classroom teacher (a 10 mo. teacher who was already on
vacation when | began data collection) in the entire organization. He never responded to
my invitation to participate.

And finally, thirteen of the fourteen participants can be described as White.
Although I did not explicitly ask them for their cultural backgrounds or ethnicities, it
became an item for some consideration because | began to notice that many of CCELP’s
educational assistants where dual-language (Spanish/English) speakers, but the majority
of lead teachers were not. This led me to begin taking note of outward characteristics of
ethnicity thinking that it may have influenced their experiences within the organization. It
would be interesting to conduct a similar research study in a location that is comprised of

more diversity.
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CHAPTER FOUR
DESCRIPTIONS & INTERPRETATIONS OF EQUALITY IN THE LIVES OF

EDUCATORS

A woman is like a tea bag—
You can’t tell how strong she is
until you put her in hot water.
—Eleanor Roosevelt
I have always loved this quote. It used to hang alongside the copy machine in the
English Department of the first university | worked for. | like it because of its ambiguity.
It could mean “hot water” as in trouble, or it could mean put to the test. I think it rings
true either way, but what calls to me with regard to this study is the fact that each of my
fourteen research participants is a woman. Combined, these beautifully strong individuals
have 187 years of experience working in early education, and an inspiring 166 years of
that experience working exclusively for CCELP.
In this chapter, I will be moving as fluidly as possible between techniques of
educational criticism (specifically the arts-based delivery of description and
interpretation), the descriptive and evaluative movements of critical discourse analysis,

and the reflections of a researcher in the process of researching—my self-ethnographic
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liberties described in previous chapters. The data is organized into five domains
mirroring a top-down hierarchy: a.) administration/researchers/policy domain b.)
supervisory domain, c.) teacher domain, d.) observational domain, and e.) support staff.

I met one of my participants, Lucille (10mo teacher), two and a half years ago. |
had just made the decision to begin homeschooling my eight year old daughter, Isabella,
and was looking for an organization that would allow us to do some service learning as
part of our curriculum. I came across the volunteer pages for CCELP and was happy to
see they allowed children to volunteer if accompanied by a parent. Most places | looked
at required all volunteers to be at least fourteen years of age. We underwent volunteer
training and were placed with Lucille as classroom volunteers.

Isabella and | came once a week to read to the children during their circle time
and to interact with them during part of their centers time. We came to love the children
and to feel a welcomed part of the classroom thanks to Lucille’s good nature. She
encouraged Isabella to not only read to the children individually in the library center, but
to get up the nerve to take on the circle time reading as well. In the beginning, | read to
the children or Isabella and I would pair read, but it took until the end of the first year
before Isabella found the courage to read aloud on her own to the whole group—and in
front of not only me but three other adults: Lucille and her two Educational Assistants
(EAS). | felt indebted to Lucille for not only opening her classroom to us, but for
becoming another supportive, caring adult in Isabella’s life. Once Isabella got up the
nerve, she began choosing the books ahead of time at home and practiced reading them

aloud so she wouldn’t stumble over any words. The following school year, we asked for
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Lucille’s classroom again, and this extended relationship proved to be the defining reason
I chose CCELP as the research organization.
Top Down
How do theorists and/or practitioners of accountability measures conceive of the idea of

fairness and equality?

Table 1 Organizational Chart of Participants

Ms. Nadine Michaels, Chief Executive Officer

Ms. Sharon Milke, Chief Operating Officer

Ms. Jessica, Ms. Kathleen,

Classroom Supervisor Classroom Supervisor

Ms. Ms. Ms. Ms. Ms.
Lucille, Tammy, Sunny, Helen, Carmen,
Classroom | Classroom | Classroom | Classroom Classroom
Teacher Teacher Teacher Teacher Teacher
Ms. Regina Ms. Annie, Support Staff
Educational Educational Ms. Katjanna, Nurse
Assistant Assistant Ms. Stacy,

Family Advocate

Ms. Amy, Teacher

Mentor/Coach
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Administration is split into two buildings side by side. One houses the offices of
the organization’s top administrators and one of the Head Start classes; the other houses
the support staff such as the nurses and teacher supervisors. I pull into the parking lot
feeling slightly nervous. I’ve met with Ms. Nadine Michaels (CEO) once before when |
approached her to ask about conducting the study within the organization—and at that
time, | felt as though 1’d offended her by mentioning the word “fair.” | had a list of
questions ready and had dressed the part of a graduate researcher—bold black and white

print, my hardbound notebook, a Smartpen and heels.

Figure 4. The Most Vulnerable Families

The Admin sits directly across
from one of the poorest
neighborhoods in the city, and |
can’t help but take a mental

picture of the chain link fences

holding back the broken plastic

Figure 4. Broken home. Toys yard toys of families presumably
strewn. Articles hang
on porch rails. Unstable. making due, attempting to give

their children a quality childhood in the midst of their circumstance. | feel energized—
hoping research such as this tells more of the story than hits the Section B columns of the

daily news feeds.
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Ms. Nadine Michaels, CEO

A relatively short woman with graying, tightly cropped, hair and black-rimmed
glasses, Ms. Michaels could easily be on the cover of a “powerful women over fifty”
magazine. She has been with CCELP for 22 years, and became the CEO in 2002. She
took the job after having been the interim CEO when the previous CEO died suddenly
from an inoperable brain tumor. She said the loss affected her, and the organization as a
whole, in unexpected ways:

One of the ways that [the loss of the previous CEQ] has really impacted my

approach here is that, I try, as much as possible, to make sure that the

operation of this organization is not dependent upon me or any one person here,

so we talk a lot about making sure that you have a succession plan, not only

within your own department, but within, obviously, the organization itself, and

really understanding that, you know, life has to go on for all of the employees and

the children and families we serve no matter what happens to any of us, so I'm

very cognizant of that.
Throughout our time together, Nadine consistently returned to this idea of “the children
and families we serve” which says a great deal about her belief in the mission of CCELP
as an organization designed to serve the community’s needs and not the other way
around. | sensed that she expected the same conceptualization of responsibility from all
those within the organization, and had little patience for those who did not.

For example, in 2009, CCELP decided to re-structure the leadership model of
CCLEP. Prior to that, the organization had a senior management team that consisted of

five of the top administrators which led to frustration within the organization because
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program directors, in particular, felt they had very little voice in the decision making
process. Now that they’ve moved to a 10-12 member leadership council which includes
program directors, responsibility is shared. Nadine explained that the fact that others in
the organization were feeling as though they had little control over the decision making
process was enough reason to reorganize the operational structure:
As long as that's their perception, then that's reality. | really felt like there was too
much opportunity, although most people avoided it, to take the victim approach.
To just say that “That's not really what | wanted,” or “I told [the Chief
Operating Officer] what | wanted, but she was overruled” . ... They're now
actively participating in the decision making process, and therefore, must take
responsibility for the outcome.
The reorganization of leadership is now more democratic with many voices at the table
being heard from the nursing department to the transportation and IT departments.
Nadine points out, however, that there are some drawbacks to this inclusion of multiple
voices:
One of the biggest struggles for me . . . is I work for the Board of Directors and
everyone else works for me, either directly or indirectly, and ’. . . when you have
to make really tough decisions—on behalf of the organization, like most recently

when we had to decide what we were going to do as a result of sequestration®, one

7 Use of three period eclipse indicates a missing word(s). Use of four period eclipse indicates a missing
sentence(s). Use of the long dash attempts to mimic the speech pattern of the individual. For example: “I
want—it’s very hard” is a reflection of the speaker’s own pause/clarification while speaking. | did not
include “um’s” or “ah’s” unless they added to the context of the message being delivered.

8 CCELP was hit significantly with the 2013 sequestration. They lost five classrooms, totaling a loss of 142
spaces for children in need.
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of the things that I struggle with sometimes . .. I'm ultimately responsible for the
staff piece of the organization, so that there are times that | want—it’s very hard
for me not to be—extremely directive, and just say, you know I've spent the last
two weeks lying in bed thinking about this, and this is what we're going to do;
versus, I've spent the last two weeks lying in bed thinking about this. | have some
ideas, but I bet you've probably been lying in bed thinking about this too, so what
are we going to do?
This struggle between what needs to be done on behalf of the organization and the wants
of the many members of CCELP is even more complex than at first glance. Not only is
Nadine responsible for all the staff, but as a non-profit organization, she reports to a
Board of Directors made up of community members who have an interest in the
organization. Although there is a review process when applying, the Board of Directors
may or may not have any direct experience with Head Start or with early childhood
education in general. If that doesn’t complicate things enough, because CCELP receives
federal and state funding sources, she also has to report to a federal regional office as
well as adhere to all state policies. To mitigate the burden of having to keep an eye on all
facets affecting CCLEP, here again, there is a division of labor. Nadine chooses to focus
her attention primarily on the community and surrounding region while her Chief
Operating Officer, Ms. Sharon Milke, is involved in all the state and national level board
activities.
Democratic Chief

Four-letter F-word, fair

Structuring
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big pictures, so the operation is
not dependent

upon me or any one

person. Children

and families

we serve. The most

vulnerable. We might have two,
three kids in a classroom

whose situations are just that—
situational. But, what

about the rest? Lying

in bed at night,

tough decisions to be
made. What are we
going to do? No victim

approach.

Some may have

a problem—it comes down
to trust. Those who frustrate
me the most,

are those

who can’t

put aside their own
differences and focus

on Kids. I just

don’t

Figure 5. Nadine, Chief Executive Officer

Figure 5. Bold—
colors. Vie

for emphasis. Pushed
outer edges.
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get that. When you just

can’t

do it any more, there needs be
this culture of support. Everyone

paints a picture.

Mine is a bright yellow flower—
sitting atop that
backdrop of red.

And so, | return to the Eleanor Roosevelt quote. It takes strength to steep
successfully in hot water. Nadine wavers and negotiates the weight of individual
empowerment against the organizational mission. She actively involves multiple voices
and has managed to restructure all facets of the organization from the leadership council
to the executive board in order to do just that, involve more voices. This gives her the
leverage she needs to be able to say, “We all have a say, and we are, therefore each one
of us, ultimately responsible.” But this also complicates her commitment to the mission
of the organization which is first and foremost in her mind—serving children and
families in most need of their services.

Division of Labor, If You Will
Ms. Sharon Milke, COO

CCELP’s Chief Operating Officer, Ms. Sharon Milke, handles much of the

program side of the operation while Nadine manages the majority of the business aspects.

In this capacity, Sharon’s primary role at CCELP is to monitor the data which includes
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child development outcomes, community engagement analyses, internal self-assessment
progress, etc., and to use that data, with the help of the leadership team, to make
decisions according to what the data indicates. She is also responsible for keeping herself
knowledgeable about the federal Head Start performance standards. She provides direct
supervision to the program departments throughout the organization which include Child
Development, Health and Nutrition, and Family Services.

Sharon began her career with a Bachelor’s degree in Early Childhood Education
and has worked in both non-profit and for-profit childcare facilities. She has been with
CCELP for fifteen years. My first interview with Sharon was my twelfth interview
overall. By this time, | had become familiar with the inner workings of the organizational
structure, so our conversation tended to lean more toward the decision-making she
alluded to. | met her at her office, and right away, | noticed a homey feel. Instead of the
large conference table typical of most administrator offices, Sharon has a small cottage-
style dinette pushed up against the inner window. She offered me coffee and we sat
alongside one another sipping our morning brew as though we were in a café somewhere.

After the pleasantries and a little background history about her personally, |
moved us to the decisions I’d heard discussed by teacher participants. Many teachers feel
stressed by top down pressure and believe there is a disconnect between what
administration thinks is best and what actually transpires in the classroom. Given
Sharon’s prior experience as an early childhood educator herself, | was interested to hear
her perspective. | asked if she ever has an opportunity to visit the classrooms. Her
response reflects an acknowledgement that doing so can be invaluable for administrators:

Not as often as I’d like . . . it’s . . . it’s a double edged sword. This past
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fall 1 actually made a commitment, and | took the Family Services Director and

Health and Nutrition Director with me, and we went every Friday, and we hit a

bunch of classrooms—and then our paying jobs kind of took over and so it fell

off our schedules and we never got back into the routine. So we’ve re-committed
to doing it again this year.
Sharon said she believes “it’s a double-edged sword” because she doesn’t “want [their
visits] to be a supervisory thing.” In most cases, she believes they were welcomed into
those classrooms, but lack of doing it often can naturally lead to teachers feeling like,
“Uh-oh, now what did | do?”

Sharon’s understanding of how her presence might be taken demonstrates a
cognizance of the distance between the teachers and the administrators. However, relying
upon her experience of having been a preschool teacher herself, Sharon tries to help her
teacher-supervisors understand the negotiations that go on each day in their classrooms:

As a former direct teacher, that’s—I’ve had to—you know, give that up,

obviously, and then when | was a center director, I still had this real tight

relationship with families. But since | came to CCELP, | haven’t—it’s—

there’s a physical disconnect as well. But where' I've kinda evolved to is that

my—my passion is, supporting the people who do the work and making sure that

they have the tools they need—and one of those tools . . . is to work within a

framework where you can say, "Yeah—we’re not going to get to the lesson

plan today." If you have a child who shows up hungry, you feed 'em. We have

food in the classroom.
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What the overall goal for me is, that the kids have a positive experience,
and the teachers, and when I say teachers, | mean everybody in the
classroom, understand that they have the flexibility—that they're not gonna be—
somebody’s not going to come in with a clipboard and a checklist and say, "You
know . . . that kid's still sitting at the table eating. What's up with that?" And so,
that's sorta where my framework is. From—I’m—far enough removed, but that |
can try to influence the people who are supervising those people by talking it
through and trying to make sure that we don't have a disconnect. And that I’'m
not sending mixed messages because I'm also saying . . . “You know, childhood
outcomes, come on, how we doing, here?” And so ... we have to make sure that
there's a conversation that can be had.
I was curious to see if that kind of flexibility where teachers can say, “We’re not going to
get to the lesson plan today” was built into the childhood outcome frameworks
themselves. Do clipboards and checklists not exist? Sharon’s understanding that life takes
precedence is reassuring—nbut as | spoke with the individual teachers, | heard more of a
disconnect than perhaps Sharon realizes. Many of the teachers whom | spoke with
thought there was an intense pressure to get paperwork done—and that paperwork is
pregnant with checkboxes.
Teacher Meets Successful Professional
Double-edged sword
the supervisor, former
direct teacher. No one
is going in,
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clipboard in hand—

When children are

hungry, feed ‘em—

my passion

is supporting people doing

the work. What’s important
is kids

Figure 6. Sharon, Chief Operating have a positive
_ experience
Officer )
Mixed messages
I’m also saying—
You know, childhood
& !" outcomes,
ﬁ: \ 7P )| come on, how are we
\ ' )
doing here? There
needs a conversation
Figure 6. Business suits had
at dinette. Coffee talk '
balance mixed
messages between friends.

P.a.p.e.r.w.o.r. k.
On page one of the Positive Outcomes document, issued by the Administration for
Children and Families (2010) under the direction of the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services (HHS), all Head Start programs are clearly informed that:
Head Start children, 3-5 years old, are expected to progress in all areas of child
development and early learning outlined by the Framework. Head Start programs

also are expected to develop and implement a program that ensures such progress
is made. (p.1)
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The words “expected to” appear in each of the two sentences above. Figures 7,8,9, and 10

provide a brief snapshot of the range of similar imperative language used by HHS. The

Framework is comprehensive, with 11 Domains and 37 Domain Elements that each

program is “required to choose assessment instruments” (Administration for Children and

Families, 2010, p.4) for measuring and reporting data against. Figure 11 illustrates the

full Framework as it appears in the Positive Outcomes document (full-size view is also

included in Appendix D).

Figure 7. HS Performance Standards

Head Start grantees.

HResponse: HHS has the authority to
establish requirements for the scope and
design of Early Head Start programs
under section 645A(b)(12) of the Act
and to establish requirements for the
time, manner, and content of
applications under section 645A(d) of
the Act. ACF believes that requiring
Early Head Start grantees that are not
providing high-quality, comprehensive
services to compete for further funding
is necessary to assure that all children
receive high-quality services under the
program.

Figure 7. From page 70013 of the
original document.

Figure 8. HS Performance Standards
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of the systems proposed could be
implemented in a fair, consistent and
reliable manner within the parameters
of the Act. We continue to believe the
system for designation renewal
proposed in the NPEM, with the
adaptations made in this final rule,
provides a fair, transparent and
evidence-based approach for
determining whether Head Start and
Early Head Start agencies are delivering
high-quality and comprehensive
programs that meet the educational,
health, nutritional. and social needs of
the children and families they serve anc
meet program and financial

management requirements and
astandarde

Figure 8. From page 70013 of the original
document.

Figure 9. HS Performance Standards

eIgNin Criterion. Most signiticantly, witn
respect to the third criterion at
§1307.3(c), the final rule provides that.
in addition to grantees that will be
required to compete based on CLASS:
Pre-K scores below minimum quality
thresholds, those grantees reviewed by
ACF in the same year that score in the
lowest decile in any of the three
domains of the Classroom Assessment
Scoring System: Pre-K (CLASS: Pre-K)
will also be required to compete. Taken
together, these changes ensure rigorous
competition in the Head Start program

Figure 9. From page 70011 of the
original document.

Figure 10. HS Child Development and Early
Learning Framework.

The early childhood field has changed dramatically. The population of children sarved by Head Start
and other early childhood programs continues to grow more diverse. New resaarch has improved our

ing of school i and the Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 2007 has
increasad the Framework's role in Head Start programs. In addition, almos? every state now has early
learning standards. Also, new reporting systems have emerged at the state level and through the Office
of Spocial Education Programs [OSEP) within the U.S. of ion, The is
ravised in light of thesa realitios.

Figure 10. From Yvette Fuentes’s
introductory letter.
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Given the fact that, as Nadine (CEOQ) puts it, “[CCELP] is out in the community,
finding the most vulnerable children and families—that’s [their] mission . . ., ” 37
Domain Elements is a pretty tall order. The elements cover everything from
social/emotional behavior to early academic knowledge and skill development (see
Figure 10). Given the nature of the documents—performance standards and outcome
frameworks—it might be safe to assume that they are clear and direct in their use of
language, but here too there is some ambiguity. CCELP is a federal to local program and

reports ther Head Start and Early Head Start performance standards to the state’s federal

Figure 11. Childhood Development and Early Learning Framework
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Figure 11. Department of Health and Human Services, The Childhood
Development and Early Learning Framework.
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Additionally, the organization also operates under the guidelines of the state’s Preschool
Program. CCELP chose to default to the most rigorous of the three—the National Head
Start guidelines. In the 2013 National Head Start Association Policy Agenda, the
following acknowledgements are made:

1. Physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development occurs at a different

pace in each child and from child to child.

2. The circumstances into which children are born and their families’ capacity and

resources for raising them also vary widely. Poverty and its many accompanying

risks — including homelessness, special needs, family depression, and exposure to
violence — require interventions that may not be needed by all children. Many
poor families are employed or in training and need support in order to remain

employed. Families’ needs and expectations vary widely. (Nat’l. HS Assoc., p.1)
Both the above items include valuable understanding regarding the individual needs of
children. The question remaining is, how is an assessment, designed to report a program’s
progress in all areas of the framework, supposed to measure and make allowances for
different paces and different children when the same policy creators are simultaneously
sending the message that, “While Head Start is a locally-designed, community-based
program, it is able to remain a high quality intervention across the nation because of the
rigorous set of performance standards that programs are expected to meet” (NHSA, 2013,
p.6)?

Local programs such as CCELP are “expected to meet” these standards or will
find themselves in jeopardy of having to compete for funding. In every competition, there
are losers. Programs that do not “win” their funding suffer greatly. According to section
81307.3 of the Head Start Performance Standards (2009), the “Basis for determining

whether a Head Start agency will be subject to an open competition,” is as follows. The

agency under consideration must:
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Align with the Head Start Child Development and Early Learning Framework,
State early learning guidelines, and the requirements and expectations of the
schools, to the extent that they apply to the ages of children, birth to five,
participating in the program and at a minimum address the domains of language
and literacy development, cognition and general knowledge, approaches toward
learning, physical well-being and motor development, and social and emotional
development. (p. 70030)
According to the above language, this alignment is based upon age development
assumptions. Although Head Start does not align their framework outcomes to a single
specified list of tasks, some child development specialists, such as those working for the
National Network for Childcare (2002) mark four year olds as being able to recognize
letters, potentially print their own names, count objects, and correctly identify both
shapes and colors (n.p.). This ambiguity and tension between rigor and individualized
pacing makes the job of evaluators extremely difficult.
Fieldtrip to the Forest
I’ve been a professional educator for fifteen years, but truthfully, although I can’t
add it to my vitae, I’ve been one for as long as | can remember. | have a sister five years
younger than I, and I vividly recall the little schoolroom | created in our basement for the
sole purpose of teaching her and her neighborhood friends. My grandparents indulged me
and purchased a classroom desk and an old slate chalkboard when they came across them
at an auction. The feel of the chalk as it gave way to the solidity of black coolness was
more than a hobby—it was an addiction. | remember the cold touch of metal from the
underpart of the desk against my bare, most-of-the time skinned up, knees, and the creak

of the wood top when 1 lifted it to bury my dreams and wishes scribbled onto faded, loose

leaf.
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I am fortunate in that, during my time as a professional educator, | had the unique
opportunity to be my oldest daughter’s language arts teacher in both her seventh and
eighth grade years. Most people groan when they hear that—*“Bet that was awful.” But it
wasn’t, and not just from my viewpoint. It was a valuable time in both our lives. | wanted
to give her and her classmates that love of education that I’ve always carried.

And, when it came time for my youngest daughter to start school, | was as excited
as she was. | reveled in the opportunity to, once again, stroll the school supply isles
helping her select her special objects—the notebook that screams, “Write in me!” and the
lunchbox that says, “Yes, this carefully chosen belonging symbolizes the character of the
girl who carries me.” That’s why | personally found it so devastating when my then first
grader said she “didn’t really like school—kinda boring.” I volunteered in the classroom
two days a week and allowed myself to be designated “room parent,” suddenly in charge
of organizing all class parties. | figured, at least she’d see me there—see my enthusiasm
for learning. There wasn’t much I could do. She was right in assessing her time there as
boring. The majority of her day was spent filling in blanks and waiting on others to fill
theirs. The children weren’t even allowed to attempt cutting out their own shapes for the
few crafts | was witness to—to manage class time more efficiently, the shapes were all
cut ahead of time so all the children had to do was glue them together and color. The
educator in me just lamented—what are we doing? How did we get here? And this poem
was written:

l.
Aspens grew gold, we shouted—beauty!
They shot back—

death. Scoured the ground
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for corpses, disturbing only

magpies in a private wake,

but where our steps fell louder,

than these tap-tap strokes, with tendency
to bleed, the raucous applause

which follows, far too well

rejoined. A mother with her child,
exercising maxim—explore,

but leave no trace. The forest phantoms
dally, hushed this token nod.

.

Policymakers try out

newly cut stamps. But in a falling-
off-hinges studio, halfway across
town—every town,

an artist molds

his own. Out of clay, he’ll carve

the statue of a man. To this the ancient

concept tribute. The only walls that hold,

are those so rudely

hewn from tools less tangent.

1.
| was a girl of the woods.
My forts still hold.

V.
Schoolrooms in September.
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Rubrics, set baselines,

to the victor find

all spoils. Mill levy affluence
our dirty secrets, and in the urban
failures, our hearts not weep.

We are all united,

they platform, a greatest

race.

Belittle those

below the mark. Take

pensions, bus offspring to districts
unfamiliar. Steal the recess, rob

the lunches. At any lengths—
proficient. Old oak and maples scream
now silent for getting lost

like Rabbit in thick mist.

V.

Believing in divine, we tarry

on this bark-shed edge of green

meets end. Toward mountains,

over streams, a lesson there

all strewn. Arithmetic in leaf vines.

A chorus, the wind through hollowed trees.
Write with feathers, bind

with twine, the sprites in playful

yield.
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A mother with her child—

a leaden gift.

VI.

I am full today

with binded prayers
worth breaking.

The Work of the Evaluator
How do accountability measures direct the pedagogical approach undertaken within
classrooms?

Ms. Jessica & Ms. Kathleen, Supervisors

As discussed in the previous section, all HS organizations are “required to choose
assessment instruments” (U.S. Dept. of Health and Human, 2010, p.4) for measuring both
performance standards and childhood outcomes. At the highest level of organizational
assessment, CCELP uses the same monitoring tool to assess overall performance as the
Office of Head Start (OHS), the Classroom Assessment Scoring System, (CLASS: Pre-
K), and have been for the past three years. Sharon (COOQ) said that while they are not
required to use CLASS, “it does inform practice and professional development.” CLASS
is “an observation instrument that assesses the quality of teacher-child interactions in
center-based preschool classrooms” (Office of Head Start, 2013, n.p.). However, this tool
is used to observe the organizational performance as a whole and not used to assess
individual teacher interactions. Therefore, in addition to CLASS, CCELP also utilizes the

Pyramid Plus: The Colorado Center for Social Emotional Competence and Inclusion as
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well as the Teaching Strategies GOLD Objectives for Development and Learning: Birth
Through Kindergarten. Next year, CCELP will also adopt a new Creative Curriculum
which will further align with the GOLD assessment tool.

Supervisors at CCELP typically are assigned between 7-10 classrooms and
conduct observations within each twice a month. Two participants in this study, Ms.
Jessica and Ms. Kathleen, hold the role of supervisor. Both Jessica as well as Kathleen
said they felt that the many objectives teachers were asked to meet were extensive.

Jessica: | am all for all of the standards, the education standards. That is really

important, and having a firm foundation for understanding what is

developmentally appropriate. Understanding childhood growth and development.

That's a main component. You get people who say "Oh, I like to take care of

kids," but it's more than taking care of kids . . .. That's why I like the Creative

Curriculum—we’ve got those objectives. So you can formally assess, and it's not

just all based on opinion, but it's objective. You need teachers that are willing to

[utilize the curriculum and assess according to the guidelines] because it takes a

lot of work and time.

For Jessica, the consistency that comes with standardization is reassuring. It helps bring
order and objectivity so that, “it’s not just based upon a teacher’s whim.” The Creative
Curriculum is a curriculum created by Teaching Strategies. The program maps out all
activity categories in a project-based fashion and was chosen by CCELP to replace their
previous curriculum which was used in conjunction with five to six different curriculums.

Kathleen too expressed her concern about the time and work being asked of teachers:
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Kathleen: Even just fitting it on paper—number one, is one thing. It's like, "All
this is supposed to happen in a week?" and then thinking about how that
logistically can happen in the classroom . . .. It's pretty crazy making. It's like,
“Oh, my goodness, when are they going to get this all done and be able to meet
individual needs of the children in the classroom?” ... It'salot. It's a lot.
“And be able to meet the individual needs of the children.” This statement by Kathleen
points to a conceptual belief that individual needs are second to, or often in conflict with,
the larger demands placed upon teachers. In the role of supervisor, Jessica and Kathleen
not only observe and provide one-on-one support to teachers, but they also assist in
planning for those individual needs of children and families:
Kathleen: We do these meetings called student/family reviews, and they are
about four hours long every six weeks. It’s a big chunk of where | spent my time
last year. And, we talk about the family needs. This is when the whole team
comes and we decide what the appropriate goals are. Sometimes it can be really
heavy, the information that’s shared. Sometimes | will just feel very drained when
I go home, so I’ve just had to find ways to separate those two—when I’m on and
when I’m off . . . but, it’s hard because teachers can call us at any time. A lot of
times 1I’m talking to a teacher at 9:30 at night, and then the phone’s ringing at
5:30. There’s just stuff that has to be dealt with —so it is kind of a great
balancing act.
We really are looking at the GOLD assessment tool and we’re seeing—the
purpose of the meeting is to develop goals for the children to make sure that

they’re within their widely held expectations, so we look at the report and
86



anywhere they’re not, then we make plans as to how to individualize what we’re

doing in the classroom to get them within their widely held expectation—or as

close to as we can.
As evident by the above excerpt of our interview, Kathleen’s focus as a supervisor is in
addressing individual needs against “widely held expectations.” She feels the burden of
availability and the length of time and information shared during those four hour review
meetings are draining but worth the effort so that individual families and children end up
with clearly established plans for meeting widely held expectations—as closely as is
possible any way.

In my initial interview with Jessica, however, Jessica’s focus was on the widely
held expectations more so than the individualized needs of the families and children
themselves. She clearly advocated the need for consistency in the standards so that each
child was assured a quality educational experience while attending Head Start. However,
by my second interview with Jessica, the two supervisors had almost completely changed
their focuses.

I was unable to secure a second interview with Kathleen. She had become very
busy with the rollout of the new curriculum. Rather than simply adopting the curriculum
and asking teachers to work from it to build their lesson plans, Kathleen was given the
task, with the help of a few other colleagues, of creating daily lesson plans for the
teachers to follow. This minute planning struck a chord with Jessica:

Jessica: | believe in the CCELP mission—I love my job as a supervisor—but |

don’t—I believe that there needs to be a better curriculum that provides quality,

but | don’t agree with the other supervisors—with what they’re doing. And I’m
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like the only one. Because they’re planning everything. Teachers won’t have to do
lesson plans next year. Everything is planned out for them—even scripted circles,
and | am so far against that because it doesn’t provide any creativity for the
teacher—for what she went to school for. | don’t think it’s going to meet the
specific needs of children. And the reason they’re doing this is because basically
they want quality across every classroom—and | understand that, but it’s also a
federal review year, so they want to meet the grant. Understandable, but | don’t
agree with writing the teachers’ lesson plans. . . . It does not need to be every
teacher doing the exact same thing in an exact way.
I end this excerpt with Jessica on the words “exact same thing in an exact way” which is
the way Jessica interpreted her fellow supervisors’ actions to mean that scripting every
teacher’s daily lesson plan would provide “quality across every classroom.” She admitted
that she was “very frustrated” because, when she says she understands, it can be assumed
that she does understand the reasoning behind standardized assessment and holding
teachers to quality objectives. Based upon our initial interview, this standardization, and
what it potentially represents, is a core value for Jessica, but as supervisors began
implementing this standardization, it led to a belief that the way to assure such quality is
to hand teachers pre-scripted lesson plans. Jessica also mentions that she does not believe
that it will allow teachers to exercise the skills they went to school for. She herself holds
a Masters in Instructional Leadership and Academic Curricula with an emphasis on

Emotionally Disturbed Children. She began her teaching career as a Special Education
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teacher for kindergarteners in 1994, and she came to CCELP in 2001 as a preschool
teacher herself, so she is very familiar with this duality from both a teaching and a

supervising perspective.

At Our Core

Judging what you don’t

believe in. The individual

needs of students, their families—
met. With quality—A—

sure standards create lessons
planned, and scripted to remove
the whims of teachers. Not just
their opinions, whatever

they want. | just don’t believe

in that. Fitting it just on paper—
it’s crazy
making. A lot.
It's—A—
lot.
Federal.
Review.

Awarding Best

As | listened to Jessica’s and Kathleen’s stories, | reflected back on my own
teaching career. | too struggled with the idea of individual vs. widely held expectations.
In my classroom, | used to hang a carefully hand-painted sign that read: In this classroom

FAIR does not mean everyone gets the same, but rather, everyone gets what he or she
89



needs to learn best. | didn’t come up with the phrase. It was one | heard while at a
conference on differentiated classroom practices. But | believed in it—wholeheartedly.
The problem was, each year, eighth grade teachers were asked to award one student in
their discipline the Curriculum Award. It was meant to honor the “best” student in each
discipline, but every year it turned into an all-out war amongst faculty because we could
never agree upon a common definition of what constituted best.

Case in point: My last year at that school, it was a toss-up between two students.
Both of them had earned “A’s. Both of them enjoyed English and writing. One of them
was a natural. She consistently put out exemplary work, and she did really enjoy the
discipline. However, the second student was not a natural. He had to work extremely hard
to achieve similar marks to his counterpart.

I was torn. The naturally-gifted student rarely took risks. If there was choice
involved in an assignment, she always chose to complete the task she felt was easiest for
her. | wasn’t convinced that she had taken full advantage of the opportunity to “learn
best” according to her own needs and talents. The not-so-naturally talented student often
took risks—sometimes resulting in having to ask for extended time to complete a project,
but the end result was hard earned and just as exceptional. Looking strictly at
percentages, the natural had a 98% while the not-so-natural had just barely earned a 97%.
Who do you reward? The risk-taking hard worker or the play-it-safe natural?

I wanted to reward both of them, but my colleagues argued with me. They said
things such as, “You wouldn’t lower the basketball net for someone would you?” My
response was, “No, but what if he built himself a scaffold in order to reach it—and did?”

Then the issue of firefighters came up. One of my colleagues said there are some things
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that must happen upon merit alone—like becoming a firefighter. The requirements of the
job demand a certain level of strength and endurance, and no matter how much
enthusiasm and effort someone puts forth in trying to pass that test, the fact remains that
in order to ensure public safety, we have to hold firm to the standards. But this was not an
issue of public safety. This particular year was the worst, but the discussions amongst us
occurred every year.

I think about the speeches President Obama has made to young people regarding
education. On September 14, 2013, he told them:

But here is what | came to Masterman to tell you: nobody gets to write your

destiny but you. Your future is in your hands. Your life is what you make of it.

And nothing — absolutely nothing — is beyond your reach. So long as you’re

willing to dream big. So long as you’re willing to work hard. So long as you’re

willing to stay focused on your education. (n.p.)
I want to believe those words as much as President Obama does—and I’ve heard myself
deliver similar words of encouragement to students and to my own children, but they’re
not entirely true, are they? Individual needs are just that—individual. Yes, each one of us
is talented in some way—but not all ways. Peter Alheit (2009) explores the danger of this
unchecked belief:

... the impression [is] that we hold our own lives in our own hands . . . this
impression could be exceptionally problematic, and not only because fate could
deal us a blow at any time, making us irrecoverably ill or unemployed, or making
us lose a loved one or all that we possess. The point is rather that our supposed
autonomy of action and autonomous planning is subordinated to "processual
structures’ in our biography that we can influence to only a very marginal extent. .
..What is important is the finding that our basic feeling—that we can act
relatively independently over our own biographies—does not necessarily conflict
with the fact that the greater part of our biographical activities are either fixed to a

large degree or require various 'supporters' to initiate them. (p.123. emphasis in
original)
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In other words, Alheit (2009) further explains, while we may be able to choose new paths
as they become available to us, “In our biographies, we do not possess all conceivable
opportunities, but within the framework of the limits we are structurally set, we still have
considerable scope open to us" (p. 125). Would it be valuable to help students understand
that they may not be able to do “anything they set their minds to,” but rather that within
any given structure there are some opportunities that can be taken advantage of? In job
scenarios, in athletic endeavors, in relationships—we cannot do and say anything we
choose, but there are still a myriad of choices available to us within those set structures.

Let’s quickly sum up here. Jessica and Kathleen (supervisors) were both
confronted with a conflict of core values. Both of them believe that a.) individual needs
of children and their families must be attended to, and b.) the widely held expectations of
childhood outcomes should be measured by a standard tool that eliminates subjectivity. It
was the method of achieving these goals that came into conflict—the “processural
structures” they each had at their disposal in order to achieve their autonomous planning.
Kathleen had at her disposal the opportunity to create lesson plans for teachers believing
that if she scripted the intentions of teachers for them, CCELP could better guarantee the
positive results they seek. On the other hand, Jessica felt that each individual teacher also
has a unique biographicity that needs acknowledgement, and therefore, there should be
flexibility for teachers to plan lessons according to both the individual needs of the
students within their unique classrooms and to the teacher’s unique creative and
individual talents as well.

In my own conflict, | couldn’t decide if the individual needs and talents of the

students ought to be a weighted factor in my evaluation of their merit or if the widely
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held expectation of the award itself as an “English Curriculum Award” should take
precedence. Did I believe the sign | hung in my classroom? | was confident the not-so-
naturally talented student was the one who had “learned best.” It’s hard to learn if you’re
only willing to do what you already know how to do well. | had to simultaneously judge
two core values against one another and determine which I believed in more ardently.
Did | want to reward the autonomy of a student who chooses to take risks, sometimes
resulting in a lower mark, or did I want to reward a high-achieving student who routinely
turned in what | believed she saw as the safest way to achieve a high (best) mark? Does a
98% always beat a 97%, hands-down? What is the definition of best in this scenario?

I was not unique in my dilemma. Many teachers find themselves negotiating what
best to do in what particular situation—and what they do in situation A may not be what
they decide to do in situation B. It comes with the job. The teachers | spoke with and
observed in this study were in constant negotiation mode—compounded greatly by the
population they serve.

A Teacher’s Call

Level Playing Fields

She readies

the day, centers stocked

and circle time

books chosen. The force—
preschool wills, pre-
tempered with love and time

enough for artful caring.
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They move in her
like the stories her grandmother

told her—gone now.

This moment

a tension, a fissure,

and a trace—a sign bleeding
back red to the absence

of language. How this moment of
recap emancipates, as though

the call to DHS happened

years ago. Hidden,

children in too much need,

and then there are

the parents—the way they curse
circumstance and sober pain

with drink. She hears their mimicked tones
of outrage in offspring,

bandages wounds like care

packages sent home

raffles never entered.

At night, she closes

her eyes and the breathing

stillness of a tomorrow, gathered—
a tiny respite of chapels

too long abandoned,

Lost and wandering, this,
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our common desert. Circling,
she is renewed—
readied eternal for the steady
gaze greeting,
diminutive eyes lodged
in diminutive faces,

they peer.

Ms. Lucille, 10mo. Classroom Teacher

Lucille has been an early childhood educator since 1984, and has spent the last
seventeen years of that time with CCELP. As a volunteer with CCELP, I’ve had the
privilege of observing her classroom in action. Lucille is the kind of teacher who isn’t
afraid to sit on the floor with the children. Whenever I followed her lead, my legs would
go to sleep, and the involuntary groan would come out of me as | attempted to stand—but
Lucille didn’t seem phased in the least. She moved around the room as though the
navigation was innate. Sometimes she had to be at her computer or calling a parent on the
phone. Other times she was sitting at the practically doll-sized furniture directing children
at play, “Where do you think this goes? What color is that, Joshua?—Oh, we have to play
nice with our friends.” At circle time, someone would inevitably end up crying, and she’d
have him or her on her lap while also reading to the group—and did | mention, while on
the floor? As a volunteer, | never collected formal data, and so | was excited when
Lucille volunteered for the study. The first thing | asked her is how she thought the year
went:

I think the year went pretty good. We had challenges, obviously, with some of the

children. The behaviors and things, and that’s what we find is more difficult. The
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expectations, and stuff, are fine for the typical—typical, behavior children, but
when you have the ones that have the behavior issues—for whatever the reason, if
it’s not getting attention at home or, you know—that kind of throws in another
curve to the day.
Both years | visited Lucille’s classroom, | had the opportunity to witness first-hand these
“curves to her day.” On one occasion, a child purposely hit her with a book. He probably
did not intend to actually hurt her, but the blow, even though dealt by a three-year-old,
ended with a small cut above the bridge of Lucille’s nose. The corner caught her just
right. It wasn’t the first time she suffered this kind of battle wound, however. Five years
ago, she had a child actually break her nose. | asked her how she managed to find the
patience to deal with those kinds of behavior issues for the past seventeen years.
It depends on your outlook and your perspective. . . . Someone | worked with at
the time [my nose was broken] called that evening. Wanted to make sure | was
okay, and I said “I’m fine. It wasn’t his fault.” And he said, “I knew you would
say that.” But it really wasn’t. He was living in a household—counting himself, it
would have been . . . with five other generations of people. Where he had to
follow all the rules . . . different generations do things differently. His great-
grandpa was like, “Oh—cool. He broke the teacher’s nose!” So, that’s not his
fault. 1t’s the environment he lives in.
Lucille said this perspective comes in part from the home visits all HS teachers conduct.
“The home visits are meant to build a relationship with the family” she explained. Some
parents are very receptive to the visits while others make it obvious that they consider

them an intrusion. She says the home visits give insight into why some of the children
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behave the way they do. For those without table manners, for instance, she might gain
perspective when she realizes the family doesn’t own a kitchen table—they may be
eating on the floor or in front of the television. For Lucille, these home visit perspectives
help her build individualization into the day:
What [CCELP is] trying to do [with the curriculum] is they’re trying to streamline
it so it’s easier for us because it does take a lot of time, but my approach is the
way it’s supposed to be is that you’re individualizing. But to come up with thirty-
three separate activities every week for each child is a little hard to do, and | don’t
know if anybody actually can accommodate that. So what I try to do is group
them into small group activities. . . . There’s nothing wrong with them all
experiencing the same things, just at different levels. . . .You have to know your
kids and where they’re at. Developmentally. Cognitively—and socially.
This ability of Lucille’s to individualize for her students has become intuitive. She “just
knows” how to accommodate the different needs of the children in her classroom:
And, I tryto ... | treat everybody the same. All the kids. Whether they’re the
challenging kids or they’re not . . . I try not to have favorites, and | want everyone
to be successful. . . . I do. I try to have patience for every one of them.
However, she said the intuition is hard earned and more training, especially for new
teachers and the educational assistants, would be helpful—especially when it comes to
children with special needs:
It’s unfortunate, that it happens. But some days you’re like, “All we do is chase
around [a special needs child].” So, was | successful that day? Maybe for [that

child] but maybe not for the rest. So when we have the special needs kids that we
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do, sometimes it seems like that’s a lot of our focus, is getting them to be
successful, and some of the other kids sort of fall through the cracks,
unfortunately. Because we can have up to five special needs kids in each class.
... But they range from basic minor speech articulation to Autism, so there’s a
wide range of what those special needs are.
Lucille confided that this struggle often occurs while trying to meet the overall objectives
she’s supposed to track for each child. CCELP teachers are required to turn in quarterly
reports on all children within their classrooms—these are the same reports Kathleen
(supervisor) referenced in her interview, the ones that take four hours to review. Lucille
said there are as many as seventy objectives that the teachers are supposed to track. This
record keeping, in addition to the various curriculum requirements can become
overwhelming. Lucille is hopeful that the new curriculum will help alleviate some of the
stress she feels:
We have too many curriculums. We have Fire Safety. We have Safe Touches.
We have the Food Friends. And then on top of that, we have the regular
curriculum—the educational aspect. It would be really nice if it were all
streamlined into one thing.

... | feel like it’s just too overwhelming—for the kids. And you don’t get that
time to teach. Some days that’s how I feel . . .because I’m handling kitchen
things, and I’m handling transportation issues, and I’m handling parent issues.

... We have too many roles—the nurse. It’s all part of our day. Some days it

would be nice just to—teach.
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In this study, | tried to focus only on what Lucille told me directly and not rely too
heavily on what | previously knew about her as a teacher. Focusing just on the language
used in the interview process, Lucille yearns for a more unified approach to the
curriculum and performance standards she’s supposed to keep at the forefront. At the
same time, Lucille believes “how it’s supposed to be” is that teachers should be
individualizing their approaches to children’s needs, at least for the smallest groups
possible.

I, therefore, interpret her statement that she tries to treat every child the same to
mean she attempts to treat them the same by knowing who they each are individually and
by attempting to meet their individual needs with that knowledge in mind. This is what
causes her to feel as though having to default focus to the one child with the most needs
robs the other children in her care of that same level of attention, resulting in them, in her
words, “falling between the cracks.”

Nadine and Sharon (CEO & COO) are both cognizant of the many stress factors
present upon teachers. They both mentioned the support network available to teachers to
help alleviate some of these demand:

Nadine: We try as much as possible to create a culture of support for one another.

... I'think it’s an incredibly difficult job. . . . We really try to wrap a whole team

around children and families. You’ve got a teacher. You’ve got two [Educational

Assistants (EAS)] .You have a [Family Advocate]. You have a nurse. You have a

Behavioral Health person. You have a Transportation Tech. You have Special

Needs Therapists. You have all of these people that are wrapping themselves

around these children and families. So, if you as a teacher, take it all on your
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shoulders, then you’re going to be much more susceptible to burnout . . . but if
you’re able to see yourself as one very important part of a team, then you feel
confident that when you just can’t do it anymore, then you can talk to your EA
and say, I’m just really struggling right now.
Most of the teachers I interviewed cited the support staff as invaluable to the work that
they do, though many of them mentioned that there just isn’t enough support staff
individuals. Much like Kathleen and Jessica (supervisors), each support staff member has
a caseload of children who are spread out across multiple facilities, which means the
teacher will not always have a behavioral health person or Special Needs Therapist at her
disposal. This leaves the lead teacher primarily in charge of all that does and does not get
accomplished in her classroom. This push/pull negotiation between individual needs and
global needs turned out to be the most significant theme that emerged.
Ms. Carmen, 10mo. Classroom Teacher
Carmen was the only self-identified Latina in the study. According to Sharon
(CO0), the lack of qualified Spanish speaking teachers in CCELP is a significant issue:
The vast majority of our teachers are Caucasian®. . . . but we typically mirror the
children, and our minority [population is] . . . still very small*°. . . . That’s not the
typical data in a Head Start program. We’re still probably 70% Caucasian. . . .but

we struggle mightily to get bilingual staff. . . . What we wanna do is have people

% Because this is a direct quote, | chose to include the word Caucasian, but it is not a term | endorse to mean
White or European.

10 According to the 2012 US Census data, the county where CCELP resides, reports a White alone
percentage standing at 84.1%. The highest minoritized population is 15.6% Hispanic or Latino.
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in the classroom, somebody on the teaching team . . . that speaks each child’s
home language—which would be English or Spanish in most cases. It’s difficult.
It’s incredibly difficult.

Carmen has worked for CCELP for sixteen years in nine different schools. She worked

her way up from Classroom Aide and was, at that time, primarily responsible for cleaning

the classroom. The job paid between $6.00 and $7.00 per hour. This last year,

Carmen worked at a site that was considered to have some of the lowest income families

being served:
I have never, in the sixteen years I’ve been with CCELP, been around children
and families that are in so much need. This is a group that needs to be in Head
Start, that needs that beginning at the age of three. First because you have to
conquer a lot of Spanish. At first it wasn’t that high, but then towards the middle
of the year, it was maybe 75% of the kids spoke Spanish—or the parents just
spoke Spanish. So first you have to conquer the language and then move them
over to English, and you need a good year to give them that foundation, and then
move them on to the curriculum.

Carmen’s ability to speak with children and families in their native tongue makes her

invaluable to the organization. She shared a story with me of a time when she was

working at a different CCELP facility. A little boy, Santino, who spoke only Spanish,

was moved into her classroom from a different school. They moved him, she said,

primarily because he was hitting and biting other children:
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So they brought him over to me, and so the kids said, “He’s hitting and biting us.”
So | sat the kids in circle time, and all my kids spoke English except for him. And
I read a story in Spanish, and so the kids were looking at me, and looking around.
They said, “Ms. Carmen, you’re not reading in English.” I said, “I’m reading in
Spanish.” Well—the little boy’s name was Santino—he was like, focused—Iike,
“Wow,” you know. And I said, “How did you guys feel?”” and so they told me,
“We felt lost—we didn’t know what you were saying.” And | said, “Well, that’s
how Tino feels every day.” After that, the little boy stopped hitting and biting
them because they started playing more with him and trying to understand his
language. So what | do is, 1 do my curriculum according to what the children need
in the classroom. It’s not always the same every year which is why | love my job.
Not every day is the same with the kids.
Carmen helped her students find compassion for Santino by taking time out of the usual
routine to read a story in Spanish. For most of the children, the story was lost on them,
but the lesson still carried. Carmen feels confident there is room in the curriculum to
attend to these spur of the moment needs. According to the Pyramid Plus Model that
CCELP uses in all their classrooms, all HS teachers are supposed to design their classes
in a way that fosters inclusion:
The Colorado Center for Social Emotional Competence and Inclusion
endorses the joint position of the Division for Early Childhood (EC) and the
National Association for Education of Young Children (NAEY)) national
definition of inclusion as “the values, policies, and practices that support the right
of every infant and young child and his or her family, regardless of ability, to

participate in a broad range of activities and contexts as full members of families,
communities, and society.”(n.d.)
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This occurrence with Santino happened more than a year ago while Carmen was working
in a different school, but he is not unique in his struggle. This year, Carmen said her
home visits with families were a reality check for her. Many of her families were facing
not only language barriers, but poverty, substance abuse, immigration, and prejudice
challenges as well. She confided that, although she doesn’t consider herself financially
wealthy, she lives in a nice home with multiple bedrooms. Her daughter and
granddaughter live with her, and she sees how fortunate her own grandchild is compared
to the living conditions of some of her students:
I would go into these apartments. They’re in these one bedroom apartments with
four or five kids, and one bedroom—one bed, and the living room—some living
rooms just have chairs, folding chairs, so they could sit, and some have their
dining table in their living room to have enough room to eat. . . . Some were two
families in one apartment in one, two bedroom apartment, and 1I’m telling you, the
apartments are like—probably from here to that pole which includes the kitchen,
the living room, and the bedrooms. It was just a rude awakening to see how they
live. Some of these fathers work under the table, so they’re paying them five
dollars an hour, so that’s why they live like that—Dbut they save money. Like
recently, | had a parent tell me . . . they had to get $5,000 together to send to the
brother to have him cross the border.
All of the families she worked with this prior year had one or more undocumented adults
in the home. CCELP’s primary mission is to care for the children—most of whom are
born here in the US. The challenges these families face are largely out of the control of

the teachers. The only thing the teachers can control is the learning environment while
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the children are within their care. Sometimes, the family circumstances necessarily affect
the learning environment. Carmen’s toughest professional challenge occurred a few years
ago. The mother of one of her students was a drug addict and in and out of jail. The father
was trying to raise the kids on his own. When the mother came home from a short term in
jail, she and the father began fighting—resulting in the father beating the mother pretty
badly. The father left town, and the children were placed in foster care. Carmen found out
the foster home the children had been placed in was only ten blocks from the school, so
she took it upon herself to try and plead on her student’s behalf so he could return to
school—so he would have some stability in the midst of all the chaos. The foster family
relented and allowed him to return to her class. One day, when it was time to get on the
bus at the end of the day, the boy pleaded with her:
He was hiding under the table. I said, “You need to get on the bus and go home.”
And he said, “No, | don’t want to,” and he was crying so hard. | said, “Get on the
bus. You can come back to school tomorrow.” | picked him up, and he said,
“Please don’t Ms. Carmen, don’t. Don’t put me on the bus. They’re not nice.” |
said, “Well, think. You have your brothers. You have your sister, you know. Your
baby brother.” The little [baby] boy was like only a couple months old. And |
said, “So, you need to get on.” And he said, “Ms. Carmen, please take me home
with you. Please, go pick up my brothers and my sisters. | promise you. | promise
you, I’ll get up and feed my baby brother. You don’t have to get up. It won’t be a
lot of work, I’ll help you.” He was only three years old. And I thought, “Oh my

God. ” That was the roughest situation I’ve been in, and I’ve reported parents to
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[the Department of Human Services (DHS)] and everything, but at that point, |
thought, “Oh, my God. What do | do with this little boy?”
Mother a drug addict—in and out of jail. Father a wife-beater who abandoned them. The
children, now in foster care, changing schools. The one thing the boy had was a caring
adult in his life—Ms. Carmen, but she felt helpless. She knew his situation. She
advocated for him, but there was only so much she could do. Carmen told me she’s seen
many kids over the years with many needs, but that she realizes “you can only change so
much.” She says she stays because “I believe in [CCELP’s] mission.” For Carmen, that
mission is helping children, wherever they are, with whatever means at her disposal:
I like to incorporate science, so | do a lot of science. The math—the games | do, |
do them on my own. Behavioral, | create as | go with that child depending on
what his behavioral needs are. You have to. | mean, you can’t—every single
person is a different person. They’re not all the same, so you can’t use—you can
use a guideline, but you’re going to have to sway from it for that child.
Carmen feels she does all she can to help each child who comes to her classroom, but she
knows being a Latina helps her build connections with families who might otherwise be
distrustful and put up barriers to CCELP’s assistance. She says she understands what it is
like for some of these families:
They connect with me because they know my background [is Latino] . . . and
create a stronger bond with me. . . . My ex-husband was military, so that’s how
we ended up here. I never in my life experienced—well, I’'m from California,
which we lived like five minutes from the border, so everything we did was

across the border. And coming here—we lived in Germany, and then we came
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here—coming here, I . . .ah .. . the prejudice. | thought, “Oh, my God.” |

remember the first time . . . | was working in a laundromat and the lady told me,

“What are you?” and | said, “Mexican.” And so, there was a Latina there, and she

said, “Don’t ever say you’re a Mexican . . . either you’re Black or you’re White.”
Whether it’s fear of deportation or fear of being looked down upon because of the
language barrier—or because of their own prior history with experiences of prejudice, the
families Carmen builds connections with because of this privilege are grateful to her.
She told me many stories during the two times we met about the kindness shown to her in
return for her compassion. | drove home after our initial meeting without a radio on to fill
the silence. Windows open. Heat from the sun. | drove—and | thought. And | fought the
urge to cry. | wanted to cry for Santino and the unnamed boy holding onto a table leg for
security. | wanted to cry for Carmen and the god she kept calling upon. And truthfully, |
wanted to cry for the lost child in me.
Rear-View Mirror

My life is full—busy and full. I’'m a graduate student completing a dissertation. |
work fulltime one city away from where | live. I’m a mother and a wife. In the evenings,
there’s dinner to be made and soccer practice or music lessons to drive a little one to. |
spend my days between the cursors of six or more simultaneously open windows—
available to all family members at the click of a mouse, writing my biggest project yet,
and checking off the work-week inbox of to-do activities.

Most days, | have precious little time as it is—and certainly even less time for
looking back, but the more | sat with these ladies’ stories, the more | felt myself glancing

sideways—jumping at the mirage reflecting a different time. A different life.
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At the age of two, my family moved from Pueblo, Colorado to Sturgeon Bay,
Wisconsin to be near my mother’s family. My dad got a job at the local shipyard as a
welder. Mom found a job waitressing. At least for a short sliver of time, we could have
been considered a comfortably middle-class family, but there was a monster lurking in
our midst. By the time | was ten or eleven, | knew it by name, and by the time | was
fourteen, we were living like the families Carmen described—four of us in a one
bedroom home. My sister and | shared a bed pushed to one side of the living room. | can
vividly recall the warm blush of blood rising up my neck and pulsating around my ears
every time it was time to go grocery shopping, and | had to stand next to my mother as
she ripped, one-by-one, the food stamps granting us our daily bread.

My parents came together after surviving their own separately devastating
childhoods, but the one thing | have that they didn’t is an education. Without a post-
secondary education, it’s almost impossible to escape the holds of poverty, prejudice,
violence, and substance abuse.

Like the boy hiding under the table telling Carmen he’d feed the baby, | always
felt protective of my younger sister. I’m sure many people would question Carmen’s
story—that a boy of three could have that kind of sense of responsibility, and perhaps she
didn’t recall the exact exchange of words, but | know too that children forced to do—do.
Any documentary about childhood poverty will showcase scenes of remarkable young
children cooking, cleaning, caring for siblings. | was no different. Both my parents
struggled with alcohol and occasional drug addiction.

One night, friends of my parents had a backyard barbeque. The kids played. The

adults played. The children became sleepy. The grownups became belligerent. Suddenly,
107



my dad is calling to us to get in the car. | know two things—he’s angry, and he’s drunk. |
try to tell him it’s not safe to drive which only makes him angrier. As unreasonable as he
IS, my mother is worse. Her voice is louder than all the rest.

Now we’re driving home. It’s dark, and the signs are flying by us. There are no
seat belts to buckle ourselves in with. I just know we’re going to crash—so | tell my
younger sister to get way down behind the seats—right on the floor. I lay my body over
hers and begin . . . “Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray forus .. .”.

Ms. Sunny, 10mo. Teacher

“You have to love your job—because you won’t get rich.” Three minutes after
meeting her, this is what Sunny said about her experience at CCELP. Sunny has been
with the organization for 21 years. She started as a volunteer in her son’s classroom, then
began subbing, and eventually earned her Associate’s and became a fulltime teacher.
When she says she loves her job, you believe her. Sunny’s optimism is infectious. |
asked her what it was that helped her see things the way she does:

What | love is getting these little children that want to learn so much—and I want

them to learn . . . everything. The reward is when you have a child that comes in

that can’t speak or has no self-esteem and feels bad about themselves, and you
help them become—you know, be able to speak and communicate—stand up for
their rights. Watching them learn is what’s so rewarding. And you know what?

My kids feel safe there and secure. And knowing that they love to come. They’re

not, “I don’t want to go to school.” They can hardly wait, and the parents are like,

huh? Every day of the week [they] ask, “Are we going to Ms. Sunny’s class? Ms.
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Sunny’s class?” Plus watching my parents grow. A lot of my parents have become
like part of the teaching staff.
Like many of the teachers | spoke with, and the countless others I have known throughout
my life, the term “my’ is a term of endearment for Sunny. My kids. My parents. It’s a term
of care and also of responsibility. When a child becomes your child, you take on a caring
and protective role over him or her. In this excerpt, Sunny also uses the phrase “stand up
for their rights.” Assumptions are built into the phrase—first, that all people, even the
very young, have such a thing as “rights.” And secondly, that they are worth standing up
for. This is why teaching in general can be a double-edged sword. Like Carmen (teacher),
Sunny has dealt with her own share of rough challenges:
Oh—when you see abuse, neglect. The children tell you what their dad has done
to them or somebody in their family life. That sticks with you—because you want
to protect them. And, you give them the words to . .. help them . .. through that.
Just being there listening to them, and helping them know that they’re safe there.
But, it’s that part—and not knowing what’s gonna happen to them once they
leave my classroom. That’s what sticks with you.
For Sunny, it’s the not knowing that is the most difficult. As a Mandatory Reporting
agency, all CCELP staff are required by law to report suspicions of neglect or abuse. It is
often difficult to distinguish between poverty and neglect. CCELP staff are trained and
retrained on how to recognize and distinguish the many layers of complexity they
encounter, but at the end of the day, they are encouraged to err on the side of caution.

Every teacher | spoke with has had to call DHS at least once during their careers. Once
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the call is made, however, and made out of pure love and care for the child in question—
the outcome is often having to live with the not knowing

Recently, | had one little boy who was telling me—his mom had left him, okay?

Right around Christmas time. And his dad’s a military daddy. And, we were

doing the Touch program—Safe Touches. And we were talking, and he was

telling me his dad kicks him and beats him ‘til he’s down, and then kicks him in

his—balls. His words, not mine. And I . . . pulled the child aside, and I . . .

talked to him, and he repeated it again and again. And this child—I know he’s

telling the truth. So I called DHS, and when | called back, the guy was never in.

I’d leave my name and my message, and he’d never call me back. To say how it’s

going. And | had to leave that child—at the end of the year. . . . | just pray.

When Sunny said part of what she loves about her job is that her kids feel safe and secure
in her classroom, it seemed rather random, that that would be one of the things she loved,
but listening to how much she cares and worries about those children it began to come
together. Giving children “the words” and the courage to “stand up for their rights” takes
on a whole new level of meaning. Sunny worries about those who can’t communicate
their abuse—especially those with special needs.

In addition to the Framework Outcomes already mentioned, special needs
considerations emerged as another important theme running throughout the context of the
teacher narratives. CCELP attempts to limit the amount of students in each class with
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) to five. However, Sunny explained, a couple of
years ago, the social landscape surrounding those five looked very different than it does

today:
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They’re just getting more severe. They’re just getting more severe—every year it

gets worse. And | mean—I don’t mean by speech and motor, | mean by . . .
violent behaviors to other children. You know, [if it’s toward] me? | don’t care,
but you don’t hurt my other kids. And | see a lot of that lately in the last few
years. It’s increasing. And | know they’re learning some these behaviors from
home. And here you go again, they can’t communicate. And it’s usually the ones

that cannot communicate.

Her concern in this excerpt is that the children may be witnessing or experiencing

violence at home, but without the self-esteem or the language to communicate that, it

results

whole:

in mimicked behavior which sometimes intensifies the needs in the classroom as a

I had one of my little guys transferred—he was Autistic—from my classroom to
another classroom because he was not benefitting because of another child that |
had that had such behavioral issues. It was like they fed off each other. And
neither one was progressing where they should have been because they would
look—find each other, and then literally go at it. So, the one that was Autistic, he
went on to a classroom that specializes in that which was wonderful. And now
he’s using two-word sentences. And he’s grown so much, and I’'m so glad. I
pushed the mommy. She didn’t want me to—she wanted [him to stay with] me
because 1’d already had her one daughter, and she made so much progress, but |
said, “This is going to benefit this child. He’s going to get things that I could not

give him.”
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* X *

Two incidents stuck out in my mind as | drew a close to my time at this facility. The first
was Josiah. When he first came in that day, he was not a happy camper. He wanted to be,
and under other circumstances, he perhaps loved the Alligator Song, but he was torn. He
wanted to be both grumpy and happy. He ate not one, not two, not three—Dbut four
helpings of Cheerios. He was at the table eating while the others were already playing,
which means Regina had to choose between his physical needs and his cognitive needs.
She chose physical. It reminded me of what Sharon (COQ) had said, “If a kid’s hungry—
feed him.” Josiah had less time that day to engage in creative play. He didn’t play with
block letters like the little girl who finished first did, but his basic needs were met. Regina
negotiated this individualized need against the widely held expectations of creative play.

The second thing that struck me about my observations over the two days was that
language needs do not seem to hold the same weight as behavioral needs in this particular
classroom, but in this case, it’s really beyond the teachers’ control. Both the substitute as
well as Regina attempted to meet the students’ needs—signing and using their limited
Spanish vocabulary. Aliyah chose the company of Ezra, a four-month-old infant, and
Selena chose mine. Both children appeared to yearn for safe-zone interactions rather than
engage in the larger group activities. Are these examples, examples of equality?
Ms. Stacy, Family Advocate

My final observation occurred at a Head Start/Early Head Start/daycare facility
where | shadowed not a teacher but rather, Family Advocate, Ms. Stacy. She has four day
care centers encompassing eleven classrooms. Her family case load equals 94 children.

Her job is to try and engage parents and caregivers as they come in to drop-off and pick
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up their children and provide them with whatever support she can. She offers them
information about additional resources available to them, and she is also required to
conduct home visits with all of her families. Ms. Stacy said that better than 70% of her
families can already advocate for themselves, “They may not have money in their lives.
They may be kind of powerless right now, but they do know how take care of themselves.
They do know where to go to get things, and they do have a plan for tomorrow.” It is the
remaining 30% that requires her greatest attention.

Ms. Stacy worries about the children in her case load. She says that one challenge
she faces is getting parents:

... to look at their child’s needs. They think, “They’ll grow out of it.” Well,

some things they won’t grow out of. Some things we really need to have assessed.

I just tell parents, “You know, having them assessed doesn’t mean anything. It

just means that, if they need help, we can get it now while they’re three. If you

wait until they’re five, and they’re in school, then they get put into more of a box,

but now we’re going to get them some help and maybe they’ll never need that in

school. Maybe we can get things turned around early because the earlier you do

it—"
Stacy cut herself off, believing she may have been talking too much, but her passion as an
advocate came pouring out of her. Throughout our time together, | noticed her tear up
and heard her throat catch. She too, cares deeply.

Few of her parents willingly engaged with her. They didn’t walk into the facility
greeting her with, “Hey, Ms. Stacy—how goes it?”” One of her families included a father

who had gained custody of his child. He had a previous child from another relationship as
138



well who is older. Stacy has been desperately trying to set up the required home visit with
the father. He wasn’t on time to drop-off the little one. I never know when they’ll come
in. It largely depends on their schedule,” she explained.

In the meantime, we visited classrooms, and | got my daily child-fix. One child
played with my hair—pulling it back into a ponytail and releasing it. Pulling it into a
pony, and releasing. Next we visited a classroom that was having a visit from “Dinosaur
School,” an outside organization there to provide the children with emotional guidance.

Before too long, the father Stacy had been hoping to catch arrived. The
gentleman’s oldest daughter, a girl of probably seven or eight, was carrying, Leia, the two
year old in Stacy’s caseload. Everyone greeted Leia—the three front staff workers, Tracy:
“Hi Leia—. How’s Leia, today? There she is, Hello Miss Leia—" Each time someone
greeted Leia, the older sister would readjust and scoot her sister higher up on her hip. It
looked as though Leia was getting a little too big for her sibling, but the sister didn’t seem
to mind. She encouraged Leia “Say, hi, Leia.” | asked the older daughter what her name
was, and she smiled wider, again adjusting Leia, “Tamara.”

“Tamara?” | said, “That’s a pretty name. Looks like Leia’s a lucky girl—to have
such a good big sister.” The missing teeth smile on her face beamed back.

“She is,” said the father.
Stacy tried to engage the father, “I was hoping to catch you—I’d like to set up a date for a
home visit.”

“I been talking to the girls down there—when | pick her up—asking them how

things are going.”
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He said this as he turned his back and walked away from Stacy. By girls, he
meant the teachers. He led his daughters to the classroom. It was obvious he had no
intention of setting up a home visit.

* % *

Stacy believes her role is to form alliances with the families, and that, as a matter
of justice, those without power must be offered support. Additionally, the children of
those in turmoil require the assistance offered by the organization. In everyone’s efforts
to go out of their way to wrap support around Leia, however, Tamara, the child who was
too old to be under that protective wing of CCELP was overlooked. It seemed very
strange to me that no one was talking to the older sister. Thinking about that day, as we
traveled from room to room, Stacy pointed out each of her children for me. Her terms of
endearment were little gals or little boys. “That’s one of my little gals—I had his older
brother, but he’s not one of my little boys.” The children in her caseload of 94 were
mixed in with non-Head Start children. The facility was an Early Head Start/Head
Start/daycare facility. Some families just needed or wanted daycare. Stacy knew the
names and family situations of her assigned caseload, but unless the other children
engaged with her, she focused on her own. It’s hard enough to remember the names,
family member names, and living situations of 94 children, but I thought about the
system of fairness in the level of support society as a whole offers children. The older
sister, Tamara, was in the same family environment as Leia—doesn’t she too deserve
support? Perhaps she’s someone else’s caseload—or perhaps, if the father receives

support, all of his children will benefit.
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Helping Those Who Help

I wrapped up my data collection by interviewing a couple of the other support
staff members—one of the nurses and a Teacher Coach/Mentor. These ladies are no less
important to the mission of the organization.
Ms. Amy, Teacher Mentor Coach/Mentor

“I actually enjoy all of my job.” Ms. Amy has been with CCELP for 19 years.
She’s unique in that, she began as a part-time bus driver for the organization. She decided
to go to school and earned her associates in Early Childhood Education, became a
teacher, and went on to earn her bachelor’s as well. She taught for fourteen years, and has
been a Coach/Mentor for the last three. She said, “My whole goal is to see them
successful—because a successful teacher makes a successful child.”

I asked Amy what she believed was the strongest stress factor for teachers. She
paused. Sighed, and began:

There’s not enough time to do what’s required, you know, there just really isn’t.

It seems to be more behaviors are coming into the classroom, so they need to

work on the social/emotional development before they can—you have to

build the foundation, and that’s the core. Having an EA that’s not interested in

doing their job—I think having somebody that’s treating it more like a paycheck

than a career.

Amy’s role is to support the teachers. Sometimes that means assisting them in
figuring out how to handle a stressful or difficult situation. She told me about one time

that stood out in her mind:
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I had to go into one classroom because the teacher wasn’t quite sure—the
parents were special needs, and the child, although she’s typical, she’s being
raised by special needs parents, so she has these special needs behaviors.

[The teacher] was wondering how she could incorporate the teaching of

the parent along with the child. That was something even as basic as hygiene for

the parents—just basic hygiene. The way we got around it is, we made baskets.

We picked two parents, and we made baskets. This one particular set of parents

got a spa basket, and it had all that kinda stuff in it. The other one was a movie

basket, but this was a spa basket, and [they] were thrilled.
A typical child being raised by special needs parents—parents who need to be educated
in basic hygiene. | peered into her future. | saw a greasy-haired child wearing pajama
pants to school—three days in a row. The other children avoid her. Say she smells. She
plays on the playground alone. Drawing in the sand. Venturing onto the swings next to
the other children. She scans the grounds looking for her father who should have been
here by now. She sees the parents standing in groups. Making play dates. The children
run up, pound on their mothers’ legs, and the parents look down. Tossle hair, nod their
heads. And the children run off excitedly.

Amy feels like she is part of a bigger picture. She said she’s never seen an
organization work so hard to keep its people happy. Bottom line for Amy, teaching is not
for the weak-hearted:

It’s not easy to be a Head Start teacher because there are a lot of qualifications

that you have to have. And there are a lot of regulations. And there are a lot of—

the Framework, and the standards, and the curricula—Oh, my Lord. You gotta
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be tough. You have to be tough, and you have to be organized, and you have to
know what you’re doing.
... It would be nice if they had less on their plates where they could do more
with the kids, but I don’t honestly know how we can do that—you know? | mean,
this is coming down from the Feds—I don’t know.
Amy’s belief that a successful teacher equals a successful child is in line with almost
every voice | heard. Children and families are the mission, and in Amy’s view, everyone
plays a part in that mission. She understands the weight the teachers are under to meet the
many demands, but she feels as though they are powerless to change things—so rather
than fight to change it, you have to support the people who do the work, as Sharon
(COO) said.
Ms. Katjanna, Nurse

Ms. Katjanna has been with the organization for four years. She has a strong
Swedish accent, so it was somewhat difficult to capture her exact words, but her
convictions came through. Katjanna’s primary role is to support the health needs of the
children. Nurses monitor the required health records—immunizations and physicals.
They conduct on-site visits to each of their assigned classrooms once a month. For
children with care plans, the nurses track and monitor their care. Nurses also go on home
Visits.

If a teacher has a question about possible abuse, the nurses can go to the site and

examine the child. Each nurse is assigned between 11 and 15 classrooms. Katjanna said

she too has had to make a DHS call:
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It was after a home visit where it was a very unsafe environment. And it was a
special needs child. She didn’t have what she needed, so | made the call, but
usually, it is the teacher who makes the call.

Katjanna has been asked to come out to look at bruises, and in one case, a severe
burn. While these occasions are difficult, she said that isn’t the norm. That she sees many
good families. Her favorite part of the job is communicating with the parents:

Since we have people—we have the family advocates. We have the nurses.

We have the teachers. We have the therapists, and those who need physical

therapy, occupational therapy, and speech in the classroom too. So, it’s more

like this multi—how do I say, multi—? Where we don’t not only focus on that—

like with the learning, in the classroom but all the other things too because they

need good health. And they need to be able to speak—and they need to be able
to—all those things too to be able to learn, so we take care of those things too.

And the family—they have to have a good family life to be able to learn. And

of course, when you have the population where they’re—many are below the

poverty level—and so we have—we work with a population that it’s not always

so easy for them to have a good home life because of all those different factors.

But some still do—I mean, it’s—you can see that even the people—I mean, we,

because we don’t want to judge them because of that, because that’s not—I mean,

yeah, it is harder when you are living with less means than others, but that doesn’t
always necessarily mean they can’t take care of the child, not at all. | see many
that they are really, really good families, and they’re trying to working really

hard with what they have.
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Katjanna sees the inequalities the families are faced with, but she cautions that this
doesn’t mean that society should judge them because there are many good families
working really hard with what they have. For many, they simply “have less means than
others,” which makes it harder to have a good home life. Without health, speech,
emotional/social needs being met first, the children cannot learn. Head Start
organizations like CCELP are charged with a heavy task. They’re trying to do what Amy
(Family Advocate) argues—*“that if they get help now,” we might prevent them from the
closely boundaried box that awaits them.
Summary

Those in charge of helping children and families in the most need have a difficult
task indeed. My attempt in this chapter was not to “report” all information shared with
me from participants, but rather, to highlight some of the most salient issues so that,
collectively, the stories and images might give readers a broader view of all that is
involved in the day-to-day work of educating and providing support to the families of
CCELP. Data was organized into five domains according to the hierarchical scheme of
CCELP itself beginning with interviews of administrative and artifact reviews of
pertinent research and policies affecting the organization b.) interviews with supervisory
staff, c.) interviews with teaching staff, d.) perceived observational outcomes, and e.)
interviews with support staff. In the following chapter, | will provide more detailed

examination of the themes that emerged from this data.
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CHAPTER FIVE
SOMETIMES—I’D JUST LIKE TO TEACH
What are the potential implications of contradictory perceptions of equality

on the American public education system?

No man can reveal to you aught but that
which already lies half asleep in the dawn-
ing of your knowledge.

The teacher who walks in the shadow of
the temple, among his followers, gives not
Of his wisdom but rather of his faith and
his lovingness.

If he is indeed wise he does not bid you
enter the house of his wisdom, but rather
leads you to the threshold of your own
mind.

—Kahlil Gibran
Life is full of good intentions. | recently spoke with a woman who is a Leader of

Programs and Activities for a large independent/charter school association. We took a
class together on assessment policy, and I told her my belief that policymakers and public
education administrators create and enforce policies with good intentions in mind—She
told me I give people more credit than is due. | thought back on this statement multiple
times throughout this study, and in the end, | hold firmer to my conviction. There is
nothing malicious about a policy that says “education for all” or “the most vulnerable

citizens need our support.” One reason equality policy is so difficult to implement is that
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core values ultimately come up against one another—individual freedoms vs. societal
good. United States, in particular, has struggled greatly with this opposition because
democracy as a whole is meant to preserve large-scale freedom by protecting the
individual rights of its citizens. In fact, according to David Harvey (2005), for “anyone
who values the ability to make decisions for themselves,” the “political ideals of human
dignity and individual freedom [are] fundamental [and] the ‘central values of
civilization’” (p.5). Harvey, explaining the “founding figures of neoliberal thought,” says
further that:

For any way of thought to become dominant, a conceptual apparatus has to be

advanced that appeals to our intuitions and instincts, to our values and our desires,

as well as to the possibilities inherent in the social world we inhabit. If successful,

this conceptual apparatus becomes so embedded in common sense as to be taken

for granted and not open to question. (p.5)
Freedoms such as that of speech, religion, and personal choice are deeply ingrained and
preserved tenants of democracy. Many believe the only way to guarantee the most
freedom for the majority of a citizenry is to protect individual choice. Individual choice is
equated with human dignity, and this dignity is “threatened not only by fascism,
dictatorships, and communism, but by all forms of state intervention that [substitute]
collective judgments for those of individuals free to choose” (p.5). It is my conviction
that the only way to move beyond this duality of individual vs. collective is to break it.

In Chapters 1 and 2, | provide the rationale for this breaking—we are already at a
breaking point, but rather than see the two sides as colliding, we tend to ignore the
unfavorable consequences of our good intentions. It would be wonderful to live in a

society where race no longer mattered—but the consequence to the belief in a post-racial

society is a colorblind society, one that refuses to see the consequences of racial
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inequality in contemporary United States. And just like it would be wonderful to live in a
post-racial society, it would be similarly wonderful to live in a society where there was
no longer an achievement gap, one where economic stratification didn’t impact
educational access, and one where full inclusion really did result in level playing fields.
None of these circumstances are yet realities—and we most likely will not see them
become realities in our lifetimes.

This study’s significance lies in its attempt to enable those directly involved in the
work of providing early education and support to the most vulnerable US children and
families to look its Prometheus in the eye. United States prides itself on its ability to
operate and/or fight for the ideals of a free and just society. However, the limitations of
this study prevent it from fully exploring the way these ideas extend into the realm of US
society as a whole. Rather, the aims of this study are to provide one small vantage point
from which to re-examine the way equality-laden language directly affects the teaching
and learning that occurs in a contemporary American public education system. The
Central Colorado Early Learning Partnership (CCELP), a single member organization of
that larger system, provides a viable ledge from which to access that vantage point. The
study was organized around four questions: 1) How do theorists and/or practitioners of
accountability measures conceive of the idea of fairness and equality? 2) How do
accountability measures direct the pedagogical approaches undertaken within the early
education organization selected for this study? 3) What is the educational outcome of the
way differing theories of equality sometimes collide (or fail to collide) within
classrooms? and 4) What are the potential implications of contradictory perceptions of

equality on the American public education system?
148



Relying on the methodologies of educational criticism, self-ethnography, and
critical discourse analysis, | attempted to paint a mental picture of the complex landscape
surrounding early childcare education. The first task of the educational critic is to prove
oneself a connoisseur, for as Eisner (1998) states, “One can be a great connoisseur
without being a critic, but one cannot be a critic of any kind without some level of
connoisseurship” (p.86). With the help of self-ethnography, | hope to have convinced my
audience of my authority to judge the educational canvas. I rely heavily upon my
personal experience, as well as my interpretive and linguistic learning in order to build
that trust. The next task is to move myself into the realm of critic:

The task of the critic is to perform a mysterious feat well: to transform

the qualities of a painting, play, novel, poem, classroom or school, or

act of teaching and learning into a public form that illuminates, interprets,

and appraises the qualities that have been experienced. . . . every act of

criticism is a reconstruction. The reconstruction takes the form of an

argued narrative, supported by evidence that is never incontestable; there will

always be alternative interpretations of the “same” play, as the history of criticism

so eloquently attests. (Eisner, 1998, p.86, italics in original)
This act of criticism is no small task, but Eisner gives the critic the freedom to bring her
connoisseurship to the table. It is her illumination, interpretation, and appraisal. Her
reconstruction may not be incontestable—there may be alternative interpretations and
conclusions to draw from the material, but it is the work of the critic to identify the
“recurring messages that pervade the situation about which the critic writes,” and by
doing so, one can use the particulars “to provide guidelines for the future. . . . The point

of learning a lesson is that it is intended to influence our understanding or behavior; it has

some instrumental utility” (Eisner, 1998, p. 104).
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While numerous other studies of educational connoisseurship and criticism have
succeeded in doing the important work of illuminating the varied, and often complex,
dimensions of schooling (Uhrmacher, 1991; Moroye, 2007; Conrad, 2011), this study
focused on the messages, directly stated and alluded to, about a single concept—that of
equality and its many synonyms. This is where critical discourse analysis (CDA) came in.
The intent of CDA is to critically examine the way:

....our social practices in general and our use of language in particular are

bound up with causes and effects which we may not be at all be aware of under

normal conditions. The normal opacity of these practices to those involved in
them—the invisibility of their ideological assumptions, and of the power
relationships which underlie these practices—helps to sustain these power

relations. (Fairclough, 1996, p.54)

In order to uncover the uses of language within which ideological assumptions may be
entwined, it was necessary to collect data that centered heavily upon discourse. |
attempted to gather enough verbal accounts as to consider the thematic phase saturated.
Although saturation is a term ordinarily used within the context of grounded theory
analysis, | felt it was important to push my data collection to reach a similar plateau
wherein, | continually looked “for instances that represented the [themes]*! and to
continue looking (and interviewing) until the new information obtained [did] not further
provide insight into the [theme]” (Creswell, 2007, p. 160). I interviewed fourteen
participants in total, all employees of CCELP. Two of them were administrators; two

middle-management; five were lead teachers; two educational assistants; and three were

support staff. Twelve of the fourteen participants were interviewed twice for a total of

1 The word ‘theme’ is replacing the word “category’ in the original quote to stay consistent with the
terminology of educational criticism.
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approximately 31 full hours of data collection over a four month period. The only
interviews that were not recorded were those conducted during simultaneous
observations.

Thematics and Response to Research Questions

My intention in chapter four was to richly describe and provide preliminary
interpretations of the teaching and learning dimensions present within CCELP. In order
to choose which parts of the texts to illuminate, I relied upon my first three research
questions: 1) How do theorists and/or practitioners of accountability measures conceive
of the idea of fairness and equality? 2) How do accountability measures direct the
pedagogical approaches undertaken within the early education organization selected for
this study? and 3) What is the educational outcome of the way differing theories of
equality sometimes collide (or fail to collide) within classrooms?

In the remainder of this chapter, |1 will more deeply evaluate the instances of
contradiction present within the accounts earlier provided and move into direct analysis
of the final research question: 4) What are the potential implications of contradictory
perceptions of equality on the American public education system? Not all five domains
touched upon all emergent themes. However, collectively, a holistic view emerges.

1. How do theorists and/or practitioners of accountability measures conceive of
the idea of fairness and equality?
The Administrative/Research/Policy Domain

A theorist, in my mind, is anyone who generates theory in an attempt to direct the

praxis for others to follow. Practitioners of accountability measures are those persons

who, although they may not have directly created the theory, believe in, and attempt to
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dictate, those praxis recommendations. In the context of this study, theorists are those
who write and publish the policy and research documents CCELP uses as guidelines, and
Nadine and Sharon, the organization’s two top administrators, serve as the practitioners. |
begin my examination with Nadine (CEO).

Individual vs. Collective.

One of the first stories Nadine shared with me was the story of how she came into
the position of CEO. When the previous CEO unexpectedly passed away, Nadine said
she wanted “to make sure that the operation of this organization is not dependent upon
me or any one person here.” Nadine set about to restructure the organizational chart
beginning with the leadership team and extending all the way to the Board of Directors.
The inclusion of multiple voices in the decision making process felt more democratic to
Nadine because more voices were taking part in the decision-making process, and
“therefore must take responsibility for the outcome.” John Locke (1963), one of the first
writers of what we now view as “classical liberalism,” said:

Men being, as has been said, by nature all free, equal, and independent,

no one can be put out of this estate, and subjected to the political power

of another, without his own consent, which is done by agreeing with other men

to join and unite into a community for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable

living one amongst another, in a secure enjoyment of their properties, and a

greater security against any that are not of it. (p.178 )

According to Locke, once people!? consent to join one another in a community, the

collective enjoys “safe and peaceable living” within that community structure. The

individuals themselves remain, by their very nature, free, equal, and independent and

12 ’ve substituted the word ‘men’ for people. Locke may have had in mind the exclusion of women (or
some classes of men), but for the purposes of the argument, | am looking at Locke’s words as they apply to
contemporary thoughts of inclusion.
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cannot be subjected to the political power of others except by agreement. This element of
agreement amongst diverse, independent voices is what Nadine describes as occasionally
difficult—when “important decisions have to be made.” Nadine’s core value leans toward
democratic decision making processes, yet the external structure of the organization is
not one of equals always sitting together peaceably at the table. Nadine bears the most
significant weight of the organization. She is the Chief Executive Officer. She reports to
an outside democratic body, the Board of Directors, but every other staff person in the
organization either, directly or indirectly, works for her. Therefore, Nadine’s core belief
in equals joining together to make important decision making runs against the physical
structure of her position as CEO. However, this belief of Nadine’s in the democratic
process becomes an important determinant in the way others within the organization also
make decisions.

Poverty and Lack of Education.

Some decisions are easier to come to collectively than others. The ones that prove
more difficult are those when a second core value of Nadine’s is also at stake—the core
value of the mission to provide for the most vulnerable children and families. Nadine’s
repeated conviction in the mission reveals a second component to democracy as we have
come to know it in the U.S.—the belief that part of the responsibility of those in positions
of more power than others is to provide for those with less power.

As detailed by Harvey (2005), President Roosevelt (1933-1945) believed that
Americans:

... “must forswear that conception of the acquisition of wealth which,
through excessive profits, creates undue private power.” Necessitous men are not
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free men. Everywhere, [Roosevelt] argued, social justice had become a definite

goal rather than a distant ideal. The primary obligation of the state and its civil

society was to use its powers and allocate its resources to eradicate poverty

and hunger and to assure security of livelihood, security against major hazards

and vicissitudes of life, and the security of decent homes. (p.183)

As the CEO of an early childhood education center that operates a Head Start/Early Head
Start program, Nadine must be the voice of this “primary obligation of the state and its
civil society.” During Lyndon B. Johnson’s presidency (1963-1969), a declaration of
War on Poverty was issued. Head Start emerged out of that War:

Part of the government’s thinking on poverty was influenced by new

research on the effects of poverty, as well as on the impacts of education.

This research indicated an obligation to help disadvantaged groups,

compensating for inequality in social or economic conditions. Head Start

was designed to help break the cycle of poverty, providing preschool

children of low-income families with a comprehensive program to meet their

emotional, social, health, nutritional and psychological needs. (OHS, “History,”

n.d., n.p.)

According to this literature, compensation for inequality becomes the obligation of the
state. This is the mission of Head Start—to “break the cycle of poverty” by providing
preschool children of low income families with a comprehensive program to meet almost
all the children’s immediate needs.

When Sharon (COOQ) says, “If a child is hungry, feed him,” she means it. The
recognition by administration that the children and families they serve are among some of
the most disadvantaged in society allows others in the organization to follow suit. This
thinking is further backed by the literature CCELP uses as its foundational guidelines:

The circumstances into which children are born and their families’ capacity

and resources for raising them also vary widely. Poverty and its many

accompanying risks—including homelessness, special needs, family depression,

and exposure to violence—require interventions that may not be needed by all
children. (NHSA Policy Agenda, 2013, p.1)
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According to the above passage from the National Head Start Association’s current
Policy Agenda (2013), interventions used to equalize the risks associated with poverty
“may not be needed by all children.” To intervene is to come between, to interrupt, or
even to interfere by an exertion of force in the trajectory of a process or the actions of
others. This language is simultaneously a conflict of individual vs. collective. Society, as
we have already established, is a collective of equally free individuals who willingly
consent to act as a group. Intervention, however, is a stated requirement when there are
disadvantaged individuals within the collective population. Power to intervene in the
lives of the disadvantaged becomes a justifiable obligation. And yet, preservation and
understanding of the individual is also apparent in this passage because NHSA gives
organizations the ability to differentiate according to children’s individual needs. And
this differentiation is what causes CCELP the most difficulty when negotiating equality
measures within their organization as a whole.

Differentiation vs. Widely Held Expectations.

In Sharon’s narrative, she reveals a struggle between some of her own core
values—differentiation of needs and that of widely held expectations. Looking at her
language pattern itself illuminates this struggle: “. . . understand that they have the
flexibility—that they’re not gonna be—somebody’s not going to come in with a
clipboard and a checklist . . ..” Each dash indicates a pause and doubling back in the
delivery of what she wanted to say, and how she wanted to say it. Immediately following
this statement, Sharon hears the potential conflict herself and admits, “And that I’m not
sending mixed messages . . . because I’m also saying . .. “You know, childhood

outcomes, come on, how are we doing here?’”
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It is not surprising that potential mixed messages are transmitted down to teachers
because it is also apparent in the literature. Again returning to the NHSA Policy Agenda,
it is stated therein that “Physical, social, emotional, and cognitive development occurs at
a different pace in each child and from child to child” (p.1). The NHSA acknowledges
the different developments within children, and yet it is said to be able to “remain a high
quality intervention across the nation because of the rigorous set of performance
standards that programs are expected to meet” (p.6). Those program standards include
Framework outcomes in the “domains of language and literacy development, cognition
and general knowledge, approaches toward learning, physical well-being and motor
development, and social and emotional development” (OHS, Head Start Performance
Standards, 2013, p.70030). This negotiation between the two messages is a negotiation
of equality and accountability measures. The recognition that each child learns and
develops at his or her own pace is a belief in the equality of individuals. NHSA is
preserving the rights of individual children in this regard. Simultaneously, however,
NHSA expects HS teachers to collectively move their children through all designated
domains of the Framework because, research indicates, “ . . . children in Head Start show
clear gains in skills like vocabulary, spelling, letter naming, color identification and other
precursors of academic performance during and immediately following their enrollment
in the program . . .” (Rich, 2012, n.p.). Providing preschool children with school
readiness is a much stated requisite for equality in society as a whole. Schools “serve to
reduce disparities in skills between advantaged and disadvantaged students,” and thus are
often argued to be “the Great Equalizer” (Downey, von Hippel & Broh, 2004, p.613).

Therefore, kindergarten readiness becomes an essential first step toward mitigating
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inequality. In fact, posit Downey, von Hippel, and Broh (2004), schools have such a
significant impact on children that they can “reduce socioeconomic inequality” (p.614).
The teacher is said to be the most significant factor to this equalizing equation.
The Importance of the Teacher.
We know that from the moment our children step into a
classroom, the single most important factor in determining their
achievement is not the color of their skin or where they come
from; it’s not who their parents are or how much money they
have. It’s who their teacher is.
—Barack Obama
“It’s not who their parents are or how much money they have. It’s who their
teacher is.” Each president throughout his time in office has added to the United States’
collective understanding of equality in this nation. President Obama reformed much of
President Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act, but his own Blueprint for Reform sends a
clear message about the role the teacher plays in the attempt to provide “equity and
opportunity for all students”: “One study found that a single good teacher can increase
the lifetime earnings of a classroom by $250,000—single teacher. A great teacher can
help a young person escape poverty, allow them to dream beyond their circumstances”
(Obama, “Remarks,” 2012, n.p.). A single teacher has the power to help a young person
escape poverty? This is quite the important task, but this is the message every teacher in
the United States is hearing. They come to believe deeply in it, and those who are in
charge of supervising that task know too just what is as stake, so administrators such as
Nadine and Sharon, do what they can to “support the people who do the work and make

sure they have the tools they need.” However, administrators may have contradictory

approaches toward that support. For Sharon, relying in large part on her prior experience
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as that one doing the work, one of the most salient tools includes the flexibility to make
decisions on behalf of the immediate needs of the children. For Nadine, the tools are
having multiple support staff a phone call away.

Nadine tries to wrap children and families with a group of individuals—family
advocates, behavioral specialists, special needs therapists, educational assistants,
teachers, etc. She believes it is a team effort and, despite what others may believe about
the teacher being the single most important figure, “if you as a teacher, take it all on your
shoulders, then you’re going to be much more susceptible to burnout . . . but if you’re
willing to see yourself as one very important part of a team . . ..” Seen here, Nadine’s
core value of democratic process is also evident in her approach to supporting teachers
while Sharon’s core value of preservation of individual freedom is entwined with her
approach.

Language/Citizenship Barriers.

Despite acknowledging the lack of multilingual teachers is an issue, Sharon
qualified by saying CCELP “typically mirrors the children.” Because 70% of the child
population is White, it’s not a pressing issue. And while CCELP would like to have
someone in each classroom that speaks each child’s home language, it isn’t something
that stand out as its own core value for them. It is entwined within the larger context of
support needs because the majority of their population is White, English-speaking.

The acknowledgement that they’d like someone on the teaching staff to speak
each child’s home language is an acknowledgement of individual needs, but in this case,
the collective need supersedes—majority does not need a bi-/multilingual teaching staff,

so it is not at the forefront of their list of support tools. This message is also carried to
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teachers, and for the one teacher for whom ethnicity was at the forefront of her
experience both personally and professionally, the message deeply impacted her view of
administration’s values.

Social/Emotional/Behavioral/Special Needs Factor.

The Stepping Stones classroom is an attempt to provide children with severe
social, emotional, or behavioral needs the extra support they need by placing them in a
smaller classroom with more specialized staff. Nadine said they typically do not move
students who already have an IEP because those students are “already receiving
additional support.” Despite reporting that they saw “amazing outcomes,” Nadine said
they are in the process of reducing the number of Stepping Stones classrooms rather than
adding more. Two values collide in this scenario—and one is a significant but not yet
talked about one—money.

Nadine said the Stepping Stones model is “an extremely expensive model.” Fewer
students, more staff—and more specially trained staff. Funding for Head Start comes
primarily from the federal government. It can be supplemented by outside funding
sources, and the Stepping Stones classroom in particular is one example of a program
within CCELP that has received outside grant support, but the sustainability of such
highly concentrated specialization is too difficult to maintain for long periods of time.
Although it would be nice to believe governmental intentions about caring for the most
vulnerable citizens is purely altruistic, the values of capitalism are deeply interwoven
within the fabric of our blanket ideals about freedom:

... costs to benefit analyses have been conducted on high quality intervention

programs (e.g., Abecedarian project, High/Scope Perry Preschool program,
Chicago Parent Center Program, Regional Intervention Program) for young
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children (i.e., 3-5 year olds). It has been found that overall program benefits
exceed the costs associated. (Vinh, 2011, p.2)

Caring for citizens who cannot care for themselves is a hard-won argument without the
support of financial benefits. According to Noddings (2013), “Some . . . argue for a
general academic curriculum that will prepare all students for college; their argument is
primarily economic—that preparation for college will give all students an equal
opportunity for economic success” (Equality, para. 2). “One study found that a single
good teacher can increase the lifetime earnings of a classroom by $250,000—single
teacher” (Obama, “Remarks,” 2012, n.p.) claims President Obama. Lifetime earning
increases of individual children equate to societal savings:

e One billion dollars spent annually to incarcerate youth, and

e 500 billion spent annually to repair and replace property destroyed by youth.

... The benefits of funding high quality early childcare programs would save

the government future expenses on special education services, welfare

services, and justice systems. (Vinh, 2011, p.2)
In the deference to financial gains, there is a resonance of individual vs. collective—or
rather, help the collective by helping the individuals. It benefits all of society to minimize
the reliance of government assistance. Specialized programming attempts to prevent
future expenditures that research indicates occurs when children in severe need do not get
the support they need as children. However, there is another core conflict present in this
scenario: inclusion vs. specialization.

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) requires full inclusion
unless it can be proven that severe circumstances prevent the ability of school staff to

adequately accommaodate a child with special needs. This policy is backed by a great deal

of research:
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To date, there is no evidence to indicate specialized classrooms and settings

for young children with disabilities are superior to inclusive settings, meaning

specialized classrooms do not provide more developmental benefits when

compared with high-quality, inclusive classrooms. . . . The evidence does
suggest that inclusion “produces the desired outcomes only when young

children with disabilities are included at least several days per week into

the social and instructional environment with typically developing peers”

(Strain, 1990, p.4). (Gupta, 2011, p.1, underline in original)

Although many teachers spoke about the difficulties they face when caring for severe
support needs children, the Stepping Stones classroom is a last resort. In order to fully
maintain the integrity of the IDEA Act, all schools must strive toward inclusion. Nadine
specified that children on IEPs are not typically moved to the Stepping Stones
classrooms—therefore children with documented disabilities remain in inclusive
classrooms, and the Stepping Stones classroom is reserved for high emotional, social,
behavioral needs children who have not been identified as having a disability requiring an
IEP. An IEP, remember, is an individualized education plan. The goal is to treat the
individual need within the inclusive classroom environment alongside their typically
developing peers.

* % *

Administrators, researchers, and policymakers do not all conceive of fairness and
equality in the same way. However, fairness and equality measures are deeply embedded
in the American idea of democracy. So while administrators, researchers, and
policymakers may not agree conceptually on which practices will most likely achieve the
democratic ideal, they rely heavily upon the theoretical value embedded within that ideal,

and often use it to coerce the action of others. Administrators, in particular, also find

themselves in conflict with these ideals when fiscal restrictions prevent them from
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there is no such thing among men as equality of nature, of capacity for training, or

of intellectual power. (Eliot cited in Noddings, Chapter 3, Equality and Anti-

Intellectualism, para. 5)
In referring to the above quote, Noddings (2013) stresses that “not recognizing this truth
about human beings actually puts our democracy at risk” and says further that, “Forcing
all students into a common curriculum at the high school level might indeed put our
democracy at risk” (Chapter 3, “Equality and Anti-Intellectualism, paras. 5-6).
Children, families, and teachers are all victims of this unintentional harm. Children and
families living in poverty, especially those without citizenship or post-secondary
educations, are powerless in this scenario. The only victims who have access to the power
of changing the current situation are teachers.

Call to Action

Critical theorists, Antonia Darder and Luis Mirdn (2006) have harsh words for the
present state of education. In their own call to action, they state an imperative for “critical
pedagogical ideas and practices in the interest of democratic schooling” emphasizing that
these efforts “must be central . . . to confront the powerlessness and uncertainty that is so
much the reality in many public schools today”(pp. 11-12). They too attempt to paint a
portraiture of teaching and learning conditions in contemporary American schools:

Classroom teachers laboring in precarious conditions characterized by intense

concentrations of poverty with inadequate preparation to meet the needs of their

students find themselves in the most unenviable position. These teachers are

besieged daily by the demands of the state to raise student achievement,
while they struggle with the social and material realities of widespread inequality.

(p.12)

The question must be posed—why? Why are teachers willing to “labor in precarious

conditions?” Why put yourself in an unenviable position where you will be “besieged
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daily by the demands of the state?” Who in their right mind signs up for this kind of a
life? Well, me for one. All seven teacher participants in this study: Carmen, Lucille,
Sunny, Annie, Helen, Tammy, Regina. . . .My own daughter. Despite watching me
struggle to meet the demands of the job and care for the children who entered my life one
year at a time, my oldest daughter has decided to join the ranks.

I care deeply about the field of education. I believe myself to be an educational
connoisseur, and | want to see the field make positive changes. More than that, | want to
see teachers regain their rights to exercise professional judgment without fear of
retribution from those who sit in business suits far removed from the realities of the
classroom.

One of the first actions we should take is to consider Michael Apple’s (2009)
argument that gender classifications have implications on this discussion. | found it rather
interesting at first that everyone | met at CCELP (with the exception of the transportation
technicians) was female, but I really didn’t ponder this as a factor contributing to the
contradictions of equality. Apple (2009) expounds upon the folly of this oversight:

Yet teachers are not only classed actors. They are gendered actors as well—

something that is too often neglected by investigators. This is a significant

omission. A striking conclusion is evident from the analyses of proletarianization.

In every occupational category, women are more apt to be proletarianized than

men. This could be because of sexist practices of recruitment and promotion,

the general tendency to care less about the conditions under which women labor,

the way capital has historically colonized patriarchal relations, the historical

relation between teaching and domesticity, and so on. Whatever the reason, it is
clear that a given position may be more or less proletarianized depending on its

relationship to the sexual division of labor. (p.200)

Apple is correct—the issue of gender is a significant omission. Preschool teachers can be

classed even further down than elementary teachers. Although the top two positions in
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CCELP are also held by women, the nature of the work of caring for the most vulnerable
children and families in society can easily be labeled as a domestic instinct toward care.
Nel Noddings (2005) confirms this belief when she challenges society to envision a more
caring approach to schooling:
The new education | envision puts a very high valuation on the traditional
occupations of women. Care for children, the aged, and the ill must be shared by
all capable adults, not just women, and everyone should understand that these
activities bring special joys as well as burdens. (p.51)
Joy as well as burden is what enables teachers to push on in the face of obstacles.
Everyone | spoke to in this study—not one exception—said she loved her job. These
women came to and have stayed in their positions for decades in some cases. Decades.
Their commitment is admirable, and yet they get “questioned on everything.”
Policymakers call for more accountability giving the impression that the profession is in
need of more accountability—even despite mounting research suggesting the approach
and the concepts generating them are flawed:
Standardised tests are used for what policy makers call ‘accountability’, that is,
they are used to hold schools and teachers accountable for the achievement of all
students, rich and poor alike. . . . The view of learning and assessment on which
this whole agenda is based is a profoundly impoverished one. Worse, the agenda
implies that if rich and poor children are simply exposed to the same texts and
facts in school, they will all *pass the test” and problems of equity will thereby be
taken care of. (Gee, 2003, p.27)
Again, I pose the question why? Or better yet, how? How is it that many fine minds have
researched and written about the flawed assumptions of accountability and equity, yet it

continues to not just continue, but intensify? Each year, states are proposing more severe

consequences for failure of schools to meet accountability standards imposed. How/why
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does this continue to happen in the face of persuasive evidence suggesting the negative
impact on education? The answer lies in the language being used.
Core Deconstruction: Conclusion

At the risk of invalidating the entire study by referencing a Star Trek metaphor,
the allusion is too appropriate to neglect. In the series, space travel is made possible
because of a warp core engine. The warp core generates energy through the annihilation
of two contradictory elements—matter and antimatter. Returning now to my theoretical
and conceptual frameworks of postmodernism and critical theory. According to the
general guidelines of each framework, tensions between meanings, whether located
within the contexts of culture or language, have the potential to emancipate new ways of
seeing—if we are willing to recognize, acknowledge, the way they collide. The collision
creates a conduit through which the force of a breaking with the past becomes necessary.
Or, in Trekian terms, potential is created when the opposition of two extremes is forced
to the point of breaking. This is how I understand deconstruction.

Much like Uhrmacher’s Shadow Curriculum, the potential lies not in overlooking,
remaining ignorant to the negative, but rather by facing it full on to reveal its unforeseen
potential. Deconstruction takes it even further. Deconstruction follows the trail of signs
where one conceptual symbol defers to another until there is an impassable edge—its
aporia. When this happens, the impassable edge makes possible the generation of the
beginning and the potential for newly realized understanding—even if the concepts

themselves (or the words we use) are not new, it is the possibility of divergent thinking
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that is emancipated. Perhaps one of the most obscure passages in Derrida’s (1978) essay,

“Force and Signification” attempts to give words to this string from one-to-the-other-to

the-aporia-to-the-new-and-to-the-start:
It will be necessary to descend, to work, to bend, in order to engrave and carry
the new Tables to the valleys, in order to read them and have them read. Writing
is the outlet as the descent of meaning outside itself within itself: metaphor-for-
others-aimed-at-others-here-and-now, metaphor as the possibility of others here-
and-now, metaphor as metaphysics in which Being must hide itself if the other is
to appear. Excavation within the other toward the other in which the same seeks
its vein and the true gold of its phenomenon. (p.29)

It’s impossible to attempt to fully understand that passage—and even more impossible to

attempt to explain it, but there are essential concepts trapped within the abundance:

1) To descent, to work, to bend so we can seek to more genuinely gain equitable
conditions for the field of teaching & learning. We must see the consequences of
our policies and be willing to descent, to work, to bend, and to correct our
mistakes.

2) Writing is essential. Researchers must continue the work. Researchers should not be
content to just report—we are in positions of power. More researchers should take
on the task of becoming change agents.

3) The use of metaphor is a powerful tool not to be overlooked. Multiple forms
of representation present multiple vantage points. We must look beyond the
boundaries of traditionally held ideas about what counts as research.

4) We must emancipate new meaning, allow it to emerge, by having the courage

to break with the old perceptions of core values. There is no level playing

field, and there will likely not be such a thing in our lifetime. Therefore, we
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must be willing to break our current perceptions of equality to make the way
for new meaning. Until then, we must accept that equality decisions are the
result of internal negotiations of value. We therefore must return power to
individual teachers and help teacher supervisors/administrators recognize the
merits of negotiation.
My aim in this study was to facilitate the boundary breaking of that which I hold
most dear. | can only hope that my individual insight may help others:
... grasp relationships among seemingly discrete events. It may also enable him
[or her] to recognize incongruities or gaps in accepted explanations or
descriptions. As he [or she] recognizes these gaps, his [or her] imagination may
come into play and enable him [or her] to generate images or ideas (or both)
useful for closing the gaps. (Eisner, 2005, Chapter 1, “Types of Creativity”)
The children, families, and teachers described in this study, and in the countless contexts
not studied, deserve our courage. Educational researchers have an important part to
play—even if at the end of it all, their interpretations are contested. To recognize the gaps
and incongruities in accepted explanations is no small task. Divergent thinking that taps
into the imagination holds a potential that has not yet come to pass. No one study has the
potential to change the trajectory of something so large and complex as education and
schooling. But | am convinced that equality, as it is currently tossed around in
educational discourse, is a myth, and its power is destructive. The power behind the
perpetuation of this myth has serious implications for the American public education
system.
In this study, | attempted to take the signifiers back as far as | was able to.

Moving from the specifics to the general, | also attempted to identify what we might

describe as universal in the conceptualization of equality schooling (the core
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phenomenon). To this | say the universal is the intention. The aim of equality in
schooling is to provide for all citizens in a way most or all can agree is fair.

Is it possible to isolate and identify pressures that directly influence the day-to-
day actions of educators while they seek to adhere to the phenomenon? (causal
conditions). Yes, it is possible to see where these pressures emerge, but it is not yet
apparent how we must proceed.

What conscious strategies are undertaken in this process by educators and/or
administrators? (strategies). Unfortunately, we circle back to where we began—we see
that individual perceptions of the core phenomenon affect the strategies undertaken.
However, most of the participants in this study did appear to have a common default—
when health and safety was at stake.

And what effect does the phenomenon have on American students in public
education? (consequences). The consequences are great. Some students are not allowed
to pursue their individual interests and have their individual needs truly met by the
systems currently in place. Matters of individual vs. collective and differentiation vs.
widely held expectations are continually vying for power in our educational system.
These contradictory pressures are further aggravated by social factors of poverty,
citizenship, language barriers, and lack of education. Until we come to better negotiate
who has the power to make decisions in the interest of the children in our schools, there
will always be winners and losers. What we have to ask ourselves, as a society, is do we

believe children should suffer the consequences of this kind of Race to the Top?
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The women of CCELP taught me a great deal, but the most significant impression
I walk away with is inspiration to continue to exercise my own power as a researcher and

contribute my voice to the ongoing discussion.
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APPENDIX A
Letter of Invitation to Participate in CPCD Collaborative Research

Dear (teacher, staff, administrator):

I have been an active volunteer for CPCD for the last two years. Concurrently, | have also
been studying toward completion of a doctoral degree in education from the University of
Denver. As part of my doctoral dissertation research, | will be expanding my role from
just a volunteer to a collaborative researcher and have chosen CPCD as my research site.
My intent is to document and describe the multiple demands on early education
facilitators, and to help inform the organization with possible insights into understanding,
and potentially minimizing, educator burnout.

I am hoping to get as many voices involved as | can from various departments in the
organization. Diversity of perspectives and insights is what | am seeking so | can better
understand the way the many facilitators of early education perceive and handle the goals
and philosophies put in their charge. | would love to work with you, and | hope you will
consider this research opportunity. Participation in the process will not be labor-intensive.
I am primarily interested in setting up a couple of informal interviews and if possible,
some observation time as you go about managing your role in the organization. | would
also love to familiarize myself with any products you have created to better serve your
own needs either in the classroom or with individual students.

I look forward to hearing from you and greatly appreciate your consideration.
Sincerely,
Jenn Gutiérrez

jenn.qutierr@gmail.com
719.594.6225
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APPENDIX B
Consent to Participate in Research
Purpose and Background

The purpose of this study is to uncover potential competing demands placed on
educators, and in particular, early education facilitators at CPCD. As part of this study,
the researcher seeks permission to interview, observe, and examine artifacts (i.e.,
documents created for the use of meeting goals, posters, or any activities designed to
meet the needs of individual students, etc.). The researcher is seeking participation from
various personnel throughout the organization including teachers, support staff, and
administrators. Participation in this study will occur over an eight to ten week period
sometime between February, 2013 and December, 2013.

The researcher conducting the study is a doctoral candidate in the Curriculum &
Instruction Program at the University of Denver. She is a two-year veteran volunteer for
CPCD, so she is familiar with the organization’s mission. She has fifteen years of
teaching experience at both the college and middle school levels. This research project is
part of her doctoral dissertation.

If after participating in the study, you have and concerns or complaints about the
way you were treated, you may contact Paul Olk, Chair, Institutional Review Board for
the Protection of Human Subjects, at 303-871-453, or you may email du-irb@du.edu,
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs, 2199 S. University Blvd., Denver, CO
80208-2121.

Consent and Procedures

With my consent, | will be agreeing to be interviewed and/or observed at agreed
upon times. I understand that 1 will be asked for at least two interviews, each lasting no
more than 45 minutes. Additional interviews may be granted upon my approval. | expect
all information I provide will be handled with confidentiality unless otherwise noted by
me. My name will not be revealed in any written documents or in oral presentations of
the research findings without my explicit written authorization. However, | am aware that
exceptions to the promise of confidentiality include cases where information is revealed
concerning suicide, homicide, or child abuse and neglect. In addition, should any
information contained in this study become the subject of a court order or lawful
subpoena, the University of Denver may need to insist on compliance with the order or
subpoena.

I understand that I have the right to refuse to participate and the right to refuse to
answer any particular question or discuss any particular issue during the interview
sessions, and further understand that my participation in the research process is voluntary.
I have the right to withdraw my participation at any time . If | have any concerns or
complaints about the way | was treated, | may contact the University of Denver
Institutional Review Board.

Signatures
I have read and understand the information provided in this form and voluntarily give my
consent to participate in this research study.

Printed name of participant Signature of participant Date
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APPENDIX C
Interview Guides

Teachers, Support Staff, and Administrators

These guides are meant to provide a general framework for informal interviews that will

be conducted throughout the research process. | will refrain from using the language of

equality and fairness in the actual questions so as not to bias the responses. Instead, each

question will address intentions and perceptions guiding decision-making.

o1

~

9.

Teachers

How long have you been an early childhood educator? Did you work in other
facilities/organizations?

Can you tell me a little about the group of students you are currently working
with? Range of abilities, family demographics, how this class compares with
previous classes?

I understand that most of the curriculum is predetermined, can you speak a little
about your approach to implementation? Is there enough material to cover a day?
Too much? Do you have the materials you need to implement the intended
curriculum?

Please describe your typical day in the classroom.

I noticed when X was doing Y that you Z. Can you tell me about your decision
making process in that situation?

Do you feel as though most students who come through this program become
better prepared for Kindergarten? Why? Why not?

How do you evaluate your students? Can you walk me through that process?
How does family life impact your students’ behaviors or achievement in the
classroom?

Tell me a little about the administrative process here at CPCD? How do new
policies get determined and implemented?

10. What do you see as the strengths of the program? Weaknesses?
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Support Staff

How long have you worked for the organization?

How do you see your role within the organization?
Tell me a little about the activities you find most enjoyable about your role at
CPCD?

Is there anything you find especially difficult about your role?

Please describe your typical day.

What is your relationship to administrators and teachers like?
What is your impression of the varying levels of abilities and behaviors you see
in the children who come through this program?

Do you feel well supported in your role at CPCD? How s0?

I noticed when X was doing Y that you Z. Can you tell me about your decision
making process in that situation?

10. What do you see as the strengths of the program? Weaknesses?

w

o

10.
11.
12.
13.

14.

15.

Administrators

How long have you been an administrator for CPC? Why did you choose CPCD
to work for?

What are the cultural, linguistic, SES, and ethic demographics of the children who
are served by CPCD? Do you feel as though these demographic features impact
the instructional activities that do or do not go on in the classroom? How so?
How is curriculum determined?

What role do you have in providing professional development to your teachers
and staff?

What goals do you have for CPCD?

In your view, what makes an effective early childhood educator? What do you
look for when you are hiring new staff or teachers?

Do you have any formal evaluation process for teachers and staff? Do you
undergo any type of evaluation?

How does federal policy affect your organization?

How does the community affect your organization?

What do you see as the strengths and weaknesses of the program CPCD provides?
What does the future of this program look like?

Please describe your typical day.

I noticed you X when Y. Can you talk to me about your decision making process
in that situation?

Do you feel as though you have the support and resources you need to provide the
kind of services you hope to provide?

How are students admitted to the program?
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