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In

1998 a group of American adop
tive parents led by Jenny Bowen
created Half the Sky Foundation (HTS)
to provide nurturing care and educa
tion for children living in Chinese
orphanages (known as children 's
welfare institutions). Jenny, a for
mer screenwriter and film director,
and her husband Richard wanted to
ensure that the children still waiting
in Chinese orphanages wouldn't be
forgotten. The foundation, founded
upon a solid base of American volun
teers and supporters, has developed
into a successful, multinational non
governmental organization.
HT S has grow n to include five
ma jor progr ams (Infant Nurture, Little
Sisters Preschool , Youth Services,
Family Village, and China Care) spread
over 47 sites , and has served more
than thirty-five thousand children in
orphanages , from birth to adulthood.
The name Half the Sky comes from
a Chin ese sayi ng that women hold
up half the sky-95 percent of the
h ealt hy infants aband oned in China
ar e girls. T he infant and pr eschool
programs exem p li fy close and caring
relationsh ips and collabor ativ e teach
ing inspired in pa r t by Reggio Emilia
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(Cotton et al. 2007; Evans 2003; Zhao
2003; Zhao & Edwards 2009).
In 2005 the Chinese government
invited HTS to provide national guid
ance for orphan care, declaring that
nurture and loving attention are as
important to young children's welfare
as food, shelter, and medical care . This
declaration committed China to major
changes in their systems of care.
Since 2007 HTS has worked in
partnership with China's Ministry of
Civil Affairs to provide professional
development to staff at hundreds of
institutions across the country. The
government's long-term plan is for
the institutions to become comrnu

nity centers that will serve orphans ,
chil dr en with disabilities and serious
illnesses , and children of migrant
workers, families living in poverty, and
single parent households. By opening
institution doors to the community,
the government will also ad dr ess the
problem of children in orphanages
growing up in isolation.

How to begin?
As seni or progr am directors and
field supervisors , we at HTS asked
ourselves, how can we em pow er
children 's we lf are institution staff to
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provide nurture, enrichment, and edu
cation for all young children in state
care? Creating an infrastructure for
providing professional development
was the first step.
The HTS training infrastructure for
early childhood includes international
experts and a cadre of skilled Chinese
teacher trainers, who together cre
ate a network of HTS teacher trainers
(program directors and field super
visors for Infant Nurture and Little
Sisters). In addition, Blue
Sky model training
centers-soon to num
ber 31, one for each
province of China
operate HTS Infant
Nurture and Little
Sisters Preschools
and serve as the
provincial bases
for training and
professional devel
opment. Locally
hired infant nan
nies, preschool
teachers, and

on-site mentors staff these model
centers; some become mentors and
models within their provinces.

Building model
training centers
HTS first seeks the com mitment of
an institution's staff to serve as lead
ers and mentors. Then HTS p rovides
a comprehensive initial training pro
gram that prepares staff to implement
and model lovin g, sti mu latin g, and
developmentally appropriate p ro
gramming for young chil dren.
While the tr ain ing courses for Infant
Nurture and Little Sisters have some
differ ences in approach and content
(see Cotton et al. 2007), in bo th cases
preparation covers five areas of study:
• young children's growth and
development
• responsive care, nurture, and
education
• developmentally appropriate
programming
• observation and documentation
• inclusion of children with special
needs
Training sessions. In large and
small groups, trainees discuss what
they learn , solve problems they may
face , explore topics of interest, and
develop habits of reflection. They
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work with children, experiencing the
immediate effects of responsive nur
ture as children in a matter of days go
from being withdrawn, dull, and shut
down to being hopeful, curious, and
engaged.
Training materials. Materials devel
oped by Cotton, Zhao , and Muntaner
Gelabert, with support from the HTS
Advisory Board, and published in
Chinese and English versions, guide
the training sessions. The Trainer
Guide suggests a format for presenting
and facilitating the training content
and activities. The Trainee Workbook
provides content on child develop
ment and developmentally appropri
ate practices; activity and reflection
sheets for individuals and small or
large groups; and resources for fur
ther learning. Visual materials include
slides and videotapes .
Ongoing support. In the first
months after training, HTS teacher
trainers visit the model centers on
a regular basis to facilitate team
problem solving, model appropriate
practices, and coach new teachers as
needed. Little Sisters teachers record
their reflections about their teaching
experiences in weekly journals, and
HTS teacher trainers give them per
sonal written feedback.

Surmounting the great
geographic distances
Because model centers are
widely separated geograph
ically, face-to-face contact
between HTS teacher

trainers and model centers is not
always available. HTS continuously
seeks creative ways to overcome this
challenge.
Online meetings between differ
ent groups have proven effective.
Preschool teachers from across China
meet online weekly with HTS Little
Sisters teacher trainers. They discuss
topics of interest or need, brainstorm
problems, exchange ideas and experi
ences, and celebrate successes. Infant
Nurture on-site mentors meet online
in their separate regional groupings,
each joined by their individual HTS
field supervisor, to share experiences,
resolve questions , offer encourage
ment, and plan next steps in their
work with nannies and children.
A website for all preschool teachers
under the HTS umbrella, developed
and maintained by HTS teacher train
ers , contains teaching updates from
each institution, entries from reflec
tive teacher journals, and comments
and feedback from trainers .

Working with model centerstaff
HTS teacher trainers often visit the
model centers to mentor staff and
provide training on specific topics-for
example, actively involving a child who
is visuall y impaired in classroom activi
ties . The teacher trainers also engage
small teams of veteran staff at model
centers in mentoring their new staff ,
for example, developing a comprehen
sive planning document for supporting
a new teacher. In the process, the vet
erans tend to become more reflective
and sensitive in their own practice.
After one year of successful opera
tion , provincial model centers can
serve as a training institution for oth
ers in the province. Staff from other
institutions come to the model center
for training sessions led by HTS and
model ce nter staff. The training ses
sions cover the same content as was
presented to model center staff, with
modifications to address an institu
tion's particular needs and available
resources. Staff from the model center
eventually take over the roles of pri
mary mentors , with HTS support.

HTS teacher trainers visit the model cen
ters on a regular basis to facilitate team
problem solving, model appropriate prac
tices, and coach new teachers as needed.
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Conclusion
Half th e Sky has completed several
training sessions at provincial model
centers. The long-term process of
providing professional development
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To learn more about the Half the Sky Foundation, visit www.halfthesky.org.

opport unities to staff at all the plann ed
model centers and hundreds of sur
ro unding institutions is just beginning.
As we learn togeth er and explore
how to bett er address th e needs of
staff and chil dren, we too are growing
pro fessionall y. It is an exci ting journey
that will yi eld impor tant benefits for
th ousands of teachers and chil dren.
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Creating a National
Professional Development
Platform
Here are key lessons we learned
in our journey that may generalize
to other countries and contexts . To
create a national professional devel
opment platform for early educators
in children 's welfare institutions , it is
essential to
• Get the support and cooperation
of key government officials and
institution administrators.
• Make professional development
opportunities readily accessible,
either through geograph ic location
or technology
• Support staff at all levels in their
professional growth, and make
professional development a continu
ous process
• Make sure staff are willing and
able to quickly adapt to meet
new needs when they encounter
roadblocks
• Provide professional development
opportunities for administrators as
well as teachers.
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