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current topics/strategies/methods/theories in the early childhood education community.

Programs that partner with those outside their organization are supporting beliefs
that everyone has something to bring to the table, and often times it is the director’s
responsibility to reach out and pull different perspectives into their program. One
director discussed the impact of her program’s partnerships:

The school (directly benefits from the program) by using it as a lab. I have

teachers come up to me constantly and talk to me about opening up their eyes to

what’s going on and how great this is for their students. I think it definitely
benefits them in that way, to see what’s out there, and to see the importance of
supporting kids in any way possible.

Directors all expressed a desire for more on-the-job practice included in their
education; directors felt they would have benefited from more experiences. Although
each participant discussed practicum experience benefitting their educational experience,
they all addressed how many things cannot be learned in the classroom or in a book, but
have to be experienced firsthand:

There’s nothing you can learn in a book. You have to make that personal contact

and really get to know (our children’s and families’) individual situations and

realize that nothing is black and white.

One director described her experience with ongoing growth and development:

(My program) is very focused on interdisciplinary work. Coming from the social

work background, I don’t think there’s enough discussion on how to do it. You

talk about doing it, but what that looks like in practice is so different than in

theory. Because you’re talking about different fields, different ways of thinking,
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coming together, and then trying to adopt each other. And if you’re not mature

enough, or you’re not advanced enough in your professional development, it

could be very easy to get discouraged or take it personal or feel attacked. (But
that’s) not what’s happening at all; it’s just all part of the process.

Collaboration and partnering. Teamwork was apparent throughout each
interview, often addressed multiple times. As a director, you must recognize that you are
not in control, but that you are leading the team. Each program has a “community”
consisting of everyone involved: children, families, staff, advisory teams, committees,
community partners, and the Early Childhood Education Community. No team member
is more important or significant than any of the other team members; the partnership is
balanced and equal. All team members have a voice, and provide value to the program.

Directors must accept decisions made by their co-workers as well as the
community, even when the director would have done things completely different. The
dynamics of this community offer support for team members; responsibilities are not
solely on one person, and collaboration is always welcome. Having a well-rounded team,
bringing together a variety of educations and experiences, provides additional support to
and strengthens the team as a whole.

The importance of relationships was very apparent throughout the interviews.
Every director discussed the significance of relationship building throughout their
program. Relationships are central to many aspects of an early childhood program:
relationships with children, families, and all team members. One director identified
relationship building as a continual task, one that is not easy, and one that takes time to

develop. Another director, when providing advice for future directors, highlighted the



35

need for relationship building to occur initially before making changes throughout the
program:

I think understanding that things are not going to automatically change and be

done the way you want them done. Because it’s not going to be successful; you

need to learn to respect (staff) and (staff) need to trust you before you make the
changes that you think need to be made. To really to be able to know exactly why
you’re changing something, or why it was in place in the first place, and then
what’s the purpose of changing it? Because people don’t like change, and if
you’re going to change something, there needs to be a lot of thought in it, and you
need to be able to provide a real reason why. Even the littlest things. Because
those little things are probably huge to some of the people that you are making
those changes about for.

Prior to the development of a strong relationship, directors said that trust must be
built. In regards to children and families, trust can be built through showing them that
first and foremost you value them, you are and will be here for them, you will never
intentionally hurt them, and that your overarching goal is to empower them. Regarding
team members or the program community, trust can be built through consistently
demonstrating a value for all opinions, working together to solve problems, continually
demonstrating improvement in your work, and including team members in important
decision making. Regardless with whom the relationship, time appears to be the common
denominator; and potentially relationships will not blossom if they are not given time to

do so. One director described her challenges:
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You’ll have parents that (are) very hard to cherish, but it’s easy to value a child.

(It is important to recognize) that they go together. And I think that has to be

every programs model; you have to truly, authentically care about those parents in

order to make a change in that child’s life. So in starting a program, that has to be
your mentality and your focus.

Working together for a greater cause was important to all participants. Each
director articulated that their program remains successful because of its dedication to
meeting the needs of the children and families they serve. Taking a step back to see the
bigger picture creates an opportunity for directors to be reminded that they are making a
difference in the lives of the children and families in their program. Programs which
work towards the greater good (focusing on the process rather than the product)
consistently are improving and strengthening. Two participants discussed core
components in their programs:

We are focused on getting children ready for kindergarten, as well as supporting

their family, so that their needs are met, so the children can be successful in their

learning environment and at home.

We focus on early learning, nurturing that, and sending a message about the value

of investing in the first five years.

Balance. Finding a balance for director roles and responsibilities as well as home
life and work life was identified in each interview. Time appeared to be a significant
factor in this challenge of finding a balance. Program leaders oversee so many aspects of
the program, and often are supervising many children and families. Along with all of

those served exists many needs and challenges; often children and families indentified as
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at-risk have had or are currently potentially experiencing multiple difficulties in any
given moment. One director described this aspect of her program challenges:

A lot of (our children/families) have had many obstacles to go over to get where

they’re at, so a lot of times if something doesn’t go right then they shut down. I

think that’s a huge barrier, as far as getting past that to see that you have to keep

working and we are still going to still be here.

Another participant described this aspect of her program challenges:

A lot of times we want to be the motivator, we want to do everything for those

students, and it’s very hard to meet the needs of all of them, and to help them in

SO many ways.

Because there are constantly needs, directors may often feel they want to be more
involved and want to do more for the families; however, a lot of the work directors are
responsible for is indirect. One participant discussed her program having a goal for the
upcoming school year being to balance some of the direct and indirect work and make a
shift towards less indirect work and more direct work with children and families:

When you’re in a leadership position, you’re in an administrative role and so a lot

of the meetings, policy writing, and sitting at your computer takes up a lot of the

time unfortunately. So trying to balance, that’s one of the goals for our program
this year is to balance some of that and shift how much time we’re spending in an
office to how much time we’re spending out with families.

Successful directors recognize that they can only do so much, and recognize that
the work will always be here. The desire to make things better for each and every family

is beneficial to and strengthens the program; however is not a realistic task. Finding a
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balance between work and home was something each director described as something
they had to learn through experience. Some participants characterized this as having a
personal goal: to leave work at work. Ensuring things remain balanced consists of
prioritizing and then “letting go” at appropriate times. One director articulated this as
work having the capability of consuming her and at times absorbing every minute she
allows it to:

I think it’s really important as a professional person, to balance home life and

work. Because it can at times absorb every minute of my day, and I can’t do that.

Just for myself. Just to stay healthy and less stressed, and for my family too. But

I need that balance in order to be able to do what I do professionally and

personally.

Striving for improvement and seeking to gain a broader knowledge base, one
strategy which each director addressed throughout interviews was being an active
member of the early childhood education community; a role which the directors must
also balance. All three directors serve or have served on early childhood committees
and/or boards including but not limited to those which are specific to Sixpence.

Program directors who are active members of the early childhood education
community progress development towards the greater good: program decisions are made
by assessing how each choice would serve the greater good. This is accomplished
through recognizing gaps which are not yet bridged, there’s always room for
improvement, and then seeking out new answers and methods. Another way this occurs

is through directors recognizing things do not stop at their doorstep, but the early
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childhood community is big and continues to increase. Successful directors work to
balance this along with their other responsibilities.

Being flexible was addressed by one of the participants as being crucial to finding
the balance needed for successful programming. She described her roles and
responsibilities needing to consistently be met, and attempting to map out a schedule each
week. Although she would like things to flow as planned, events arise almost daily
which require her immediate attention, and so really having the ability to remain flexible
alleviates stress in her work.

Directors are approached constantly by children, families, and members of the
program community, all seeking to be assisted in some way (this might be a parent
needing a shoulder to cry on, a child needing her individual support, or a staff member
needing someone to reflect with, etc.). Prioritization is key to being flexible, many
directors are faced with multiple challenges and must ensure their choice of actions (or
order of actions) is truly what’s best for the children and families involved, as well as
what’s best for the entire program.

When asked to provide advice for new program directors, one participant
reviewed the ultimate program goal being to meet the needs of the children and families
served. She stressed the importance of flexibility in work, and reiterated that as a
director, the techniques/methods/strategies team members choose might differentiate
from the director’s first choice:

The balance. Getting into that routine of your professional life and your personal

life, is very important in keeping going. I think being flexible is huge. Being able

to provide information for situations and how you feel things should go, but be
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able to accept differences (from that of) what you expect, as long as the

expectations are being met.
Summary of Findings

Descriptive information about Sixpence programs was obtained from the
program’s website and supplemented by the interviews. Grounded in the science of early
childhood educational research, Sixpence demonstrates an example of investing in early
childhood, when children are infants and toddlers. Nebraska children who are at-risk for
failure in life are receiving valuable preparations for future life-success through the
Sixpence program. Sixpence provides services in attempts to reduce the achievement
gap, so that at-risk children are able to enter kindergarten closer in readiness to their
peers, and provides considerable investment in supporting parents.

Through interviews with three Nebraska Sixpence Program directors (based on
directors’ experiences and perceptions) five themes emerged as factors and processes,
according to directors, which support the program’s success. The themes include:
Empowering Families, Individualization, Ongoing Growth and Development,
Collaboration and Partnering, and Balance. Each of these themes were identified by each
participating director, and continued to be apparent throughout each of the three
interviews. These themes were congruent with the Sixpence program policies and

practices.
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Chapter 4 — Discussion

The purpose of this study was to gather descriptive information about Nebraska
Sixpence programs and about what directors of successful programs attribute to the
success of programs, by interviewing directors of Sixpence programs.

I took a qualitative approach to this research, seeking an understanding of each
director’s perspective, and the meaning each attaches to her experiences. Through semi-
structured interviews with three directors who were employed through Sixpence, I sought
a deep understanding of what goes into a successful program, why they feel their
programs are successful, the needs/challenges they see their program having, who they
see benefiting from their program and how, and what professional development
experiences they brought to their position.

An achievement gap exists whereby impoverished children begin school at an
educational level behind their peers. In Nebraska, more than one-third of infants and
toddlers live in conditions that are not conducive to early learning, putting them at-risk of
failing in school and in life (Nebraska Children and Families, 2009).

Sixpence Programs

Sixpence is Nebraska’s distinctive approach to meeting the needs of children and
families identified as most at-risk. It is through Sixpence that Nebraska infants and
toddlers identified as the most at-risk are offered a fair chance in school and throughout
their lives. The program utilizes multiple techniques for improvement, so that the
program is increasingly effective. An achievement gap exists which increases the odds of
failure; by age four, impoverished children are behind their peers by an average of 18

months (Nebraska Children and Families, 2009).
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In addition to the direct benefit to children and families, Sixpence programs
provide valuable returns to society. When at-risk children enter school better prepared,
their school achievement increases, so that when they enter society after high school they
are more successful economically and they are more responsible citizens and more
successful parents.

Sixpence promotes involvement in the early childhood community, a community
that is growing in our country. The program materials express that there is opportunity to
do more together, encouraging collaboration, to “raise the bar for highly effective early
care and education for Nebraska’s youngest and most vulnerable children.”

Views from Leadership

The primary emphasis of my data collection was in interviewing three Sixpence
directors and in obtaining their views of program successes and challenges. The director
provides a unique eye-view of an early childhood program.

“The significance of leadership in the context of early childhood services should

not be underestimated given the documented importance of early childhood

experience to later school success” (Dunlop, 2008).

Through my interviews with these leaders it was clear that the themes they
expressed were deeply held values that contributed to the success of their programs. The
congruence of the directors’ values and the Sixpence program philosophies was an
essential component of each program’s success. The directors truly believe in the
Sixpence program. Through their deep understanding and commitment to the program

philosophies, the Sixpence values are manifested in all aspects of their work.
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The congruence that I observed between the directors’ values and the Sixpence
program philosophies was an important insight for me. Program directors who truly
believe in their program appear to lead the program to success. I found an additional area
of inquiry: what is the relationship between congruence of program philosophies with
leaders’ personal beliefs and program success?

Limited research exists addressing leadership in early childhood education, so
gaining the perspectives of three Sixpence program directors may provide an
understanding of what is involved in directing successful programming for infant-toddler
programs.

I feel my goal was attained, that I gained an understanding of each director’s
perspective, and relevant themes emerged in analysis of the interviews. From the
directors’ perspectives, optimal services provided to children and families identified as
at-risk will do the following: work to empower the family by encouraging progress; help
to individualize the program by meeting the needs of the community served; provide the
mechanism for staff and the Sixpence program to continue to grow and develop by
becoming increasingly educated about topics important to the program and to the children
and families served; enable collaboration and the creation of partnerships within the
program as well as members of the early childhood community; and help them to find a
balance by constantly prioritizing needs as they arise.

I interpreted the themes to demonstrate that empowering families, a value of the
Sixpence program, directly influences the families’ ability to support their children’s
success. Through the support and education provided by an early childhood program,

families can become more self-sufficient and more informed parents. Programs are
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individualized in order to meet the needs of the many families they serve.

Individualization is especially important in programming for children and families
identified as at-risk. Participants who qualify for Sixpence programs have multiple needs
and no two family’s needs will be the same. For example, the needs of teen parents may
be very different from the needs of parents who don’t speak English.

When working with children identified as at-risk, the directors emphasized
families have multiple needs which must be addressed to allow progress to occur. In this
programming, at times tasks can be overwhelming, especially when multiple factors are
involved (serving a large number of children/families, multiple children/families
experiencing crisis simultaneously, deadlines quickly approaching, etc.) As an early
childhood professional, optimal progress is possible after finding a balance professionally
(prioritizing responsibilities) and personally (separating home from work). Balance can
be achieved through collaboration with team members whose skills and abilities
adequately address program needs. Directors who appropriately delegate tasks may find
achieving balance easier.

To me, the results of this study demonstrate a central theme: there is always more
to learn, and as an early childhood educator it is crucial that I never stop learning. In fact,
this point was emphasized by all the directors. It is my responsibility to explore the early
childhood community; to not only learn from my own experiences, but to also partner
with members of that community, and to reach out and continue to learn from my peers.
For me, this research says that together a difference can be made for the children and
families served.

Implications for Future Practice
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The results from this study may have a positive influence on the field of early
childhood education. As awareness of the importance of early childhood education
increases, especially filling a void in the area of programming for infants and toddlers,
the need for quality early childhood programs increases, which increases the need for
successful/strong leaders/directors in the field. The early childhood community (having
the overarching goal of improving early childhood as a whole) is growing in size, which
increases need for understanding how to effectively fill leadership roles within that
community.

Existing early childhood programs that are seeking to reach a higher level of
quality, may utilize the characteristics, which successful Sixpence directors possess,
identified in this study. For programs that choose to utilize the results of this study, the
children and families whom they serve would thus benefit.

Members of the early childhood community training to fulfill leadership positions
in the field (future directors, administrators, coordinators, etc) may benefit as well. With
an increased understanding of the aspects of successfully leading an early childhood
program, those future leaders may be better prepared to succeed professionally.

I personally benefited from this research, because for me, it created several
affirmations. Throughout my undergraduate and graduate career, [ was taught strategies
to support ongoing learning in early childhood programs. In practicum work, however, |
observed the use of those strategies in program leadership vary: some programs solely
focus on having an individualized curriculum, while others have a pre-determined
curriculum. I was fortunate to have experiences in early childhood programs that were

successful in different ways, and gained an appreciation for many alternate methods.
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Through this study I created an ideal, which affirmed what I learned throughout
my education. The study results taught me that early childhood leadership techniques are
observable. Leaders which to me were most influential taught me the same five themes
identified in this study; which I plan to incorporate throughout my future career in early
childhood education.

Implications for Future Research

The development and learning about characteristics which successful early
childhood program directors and leaders demonstrate should not stop here; it is just
beginning. With study results adding to the early childhood knowledge base, new
unanswered questions arise. Would parents’ experiences reflect the values of the
directors? How would the findings change if all Sixpence program directors were
interviewed? To what do program directors from other early childhood programs
attribute their programs’ success? What are the most effective strategies that can be
utilized by early childhood programs to instill the characteristics identified in this study
in their leaders?

Study Limitations

As a qualitative study, these results are not generalizable beyond the programs
studied because of the limited number of participants and because I was seeking a deeper
understanding of these three participants’ experiences. I expect that if additional
Sixpence directors were interviewed, emerging themes would be similar, because
participating director’s remarks were so congruent with the values stated in the Sixpence

program materials.
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Qualitative studies use processes such as triangulation and researcher journaling
to address issues of validity. I maintained a researcher journal and reviewed it
periodically for suggestions of bias on my part. I also used the Sixpence program data
found for the first research question to triangulate the themes identified in my analysis of
the directors’ interviews. The results of case studies with small sample sizes are
validated when no new themes emerge after reviewing the transcripts repeatedly, and
saturation is achieved. This occurred after the third interview. Stronger validation may
have been achieved if the directors of all Sixpence programs were interviewed.

The time I spent with each director was limited; I only met with each director
once. Results of the study might have been different if I had been able to spend more
time with participants, because I was not able to develop rapport or gain their trust before
the interview, although I felt rapport was easily gained during our meeting. Meeting with
directors multiple times might strengthen the research, as the interviewer would observe
the director in different environments (many factors may be present; several may
influence director responses to interview questions: stress level, health, energy level,
different levels of focus, etc).

Additional data gathered from parents or staff members about their perceptions
and experiences of the director’s characteristics that enhance program success might have
strengthened these findings. Triangulating data sources, such as director, staff, and
parent interviews, may have resulted in different findings.

Participating directors were all women. Male directors may have different

perceptions attributing to program success. Contextually placing participants might have
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INFORMED CONSENT FORM

PERCEPTIONS OF EARLY CHILDHOOD PROGRAM DIRECTORS WORKING WITH AT-RISK CHILDREN BIRTH-THREE
The purpose of this research is to identify specific perceptions held by three directors of Sixpence
programs in Nebraska, and will provide detailed information about each program. Information gathered
will be reported in a thesis. It may also be utilized by future UNL students majoring in Child Youth and
Family Studies. You were invited to participate in this research because you direct one of eleven
Sixpence programs in Nebraska.
There may be no direct benefit to you as a participant in this research; however the information you
provide will contribute to the improvement of gaining a deeper understanding of directing early
childhood programs. Seeking to paint a detailed picture of the three programs, | will visit the
programs, observing the program as a whole. After gaining a deeper understanding of the programs, |
will conduct interviews with the directors of each program.
This interview will require sixty to ninety minutes of your time and will include completion of an
informed consent form. The location of this interview will be in a private office/room of your program. |
will travel to your program to ensure this location is ideal and convenient for you. The interview will be
audio taped to ensure all responses are recorded appropriately. Interview questions will focus on your
memories of your experiences working as a director of a Sixpence program in Nebraska. You will not
be asked to disclose information which may be detrimental.
All responses will be kept in strict confidence. A pseudonym will be used in place of your name in
transcripts of the interview. Your name will not be included in the thesis or other documents created
thereafter. The audiotapes will be kept in a locked cabinet in the investigator’s advisor’s office at UNL
until transcription, and will be erased after transcription. The data will be stored in a locked cabinet in
the investigator’s advisor’s office at UNL and will only be seen by the investigator and her advisor
during the study and for one year after the study is complete. The information obtained in this study
will be reported as aggregated data.
There is a potential for some risk if your comments about a negative portion of your program was
directly connected to you or your program. Therefore all data will be reported in aggregate form. Only
the final thesis will be shared with the Nebraska Children and Families Foundation. The Nebraska
Children and Families Foundation will only receive the aggregate report findings, which will not include
the director's names, nor will any director's comments be connected in any way to make them
identifiable.
If you have any questions about this project you may call the investigator at (402-499-6833). You may
ask questions before or during the study. If you have questions concerning your rights as a research
subject that have not been answered by the investigator or to report any concerns about the study,
you may contact the University of Nebraska-Lincoln Institutional Review Board, telephone (402-472-
6965).
You are free to decide not to participate in this study or to withdraw at any time without adversely
affecting your relationship with the investigator, the University of Nebraska, or the Nebraska Children
and Families Foundation. Your decision will not result in any loss of benefits to which you are
otherwise entitled.
You are voluntarily making a decision whether or not to participate in this research study. Your
signature certifies that you have decided to participate having read and understood the information
presented. You will be given a copy of this consent form to keep.

__ Check if you agree to be audio taped during the interview.

Signature of Research Participant Date
Katie Hauptman, Primary Investigator Phone: (402) 499-6833
Julia Torquati, Ph.D., Secondary Investigator Phone: (402) 472-1674

135 Mabel Lee Hall / P.O Box 880236 / Lincoln, NE 68588-0236 / (402) 472-2957 / (402) 472-9170
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Interview Questions

Thank you for meeting with me. If you choose to participate in this interview please sign
the consent form. You are free to decide not to participate in this study or to withdraw at
any time without adversely affecting your relationship with myself (the investigator) or

the University of Nebraska. Your decision will not result in any loss of benefits to which

you are otherwise entitled.

(Turn on tape recorder)

Thanks for agreeing to be interviewed for this research project. I’'m hopeful that the
information you and the other directors of Sixpence programs share with me will help

provide insight as to what is involved in successful programming.

I understand the work you do is crucial to ensure children are provided with optimal
conditions allowing them to flourish. Each program director brings with them different
experiences, philosophies, and expectations. I hope to gain an understanding as to why
you feel your program has been successful, and in what ways. Through questioning your
perceptions on the needs of your program, I will gain insight as to difficulties which arise
in programming. [ hope to gain an understanding of how you personally see children and
families benefiting from your program. I will also inquire about your professional

development.

I have a set of questions to guide our conversation. I believe that a good interview is a
partnership between us. I want to understand your experiences, feelings and thoughts

about your role as a director. You are the expert on those experiences.

Do you have any questions about what I’ve said or about the purpose of this interview?
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. Please describe your program.

Tell me about your own professional development.

Follow ups: What is your education level? What past jobs have helped you
prepare for this position? How do you learn from your program? Were there
areas that you did not feel your program of study prepared you for in this job?
How could that have been addressed in your college preparation?

. What do you think makes your program successful?

Follow ups: What are the requirements for staff? Who is involved in your
program (community members, parents, etc)? What is your program philosophy?
How do you ensure the program philosophy is followed?

. What is your perception on the needs/challenges of your program?

Follow ups: Are there needs which are not being met? Are there areas which need
improvement? What strategies do you utilize to ensure your program needs are
consistently met? What are the biggest challenges of your program? What are
your biggest challenges as a director?

. How do you promote ongoing learning and development with your staff?
Follow ups: Are staff provided ongoing training? Planning time?

. Describe your involvement with program planning.

Follow ups: What are your roles and responsibilities? How is it ensured that the
program is meeting goals/following guidelines? How long have you been in the
role of director (here or elsewhere)?

. Who do you see benefiting from your program?
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Follow ups: How do you see this benefit? How does your program measure
achievement? What are the barriers to children/families benefitting as intended?

8. As a director, are you satisfied in your level of engagement with children and
families?

Follow ups: What steps do you take to ensure you remain happy in your work?
With such a demanding position, do you feel you often “take work home with
you” including emotionally? What do you do to ensure this does not negatively
effect you?

9. What advice would you have for new directors of early childhood programs?
Follow ups: Are there common mistakes often made by new directors? What
would you consider to be the best attitude to have going into an already existing
program?

10. What are your dreams for your program in the future?

Thanks for talking with me. I appreciate your time and willingness to assist me in my
research. I enjoyed visiting your program, and gaining a deeper understanding of your

experiences.



