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Introduction

Infant-Toddler Care and Education: Speaking Up
for Young Children and Their Caregivers

Sharon Ryan and Virginia Casper

Much of the policy-and practice-focused research on infant-toddler care and education has been
concerned with the issue of program quality. That is, what elements constitute a quality program for
infants and toddlers that ensures their ongoing developmental success? Researchers have sought to
identify the structural and process indicators necessary for young children to receive the kinds of
responsive interactions that contribute to positive developmental outcomes.

Paradoxically, while we do know a lot about what constitutes high-quality care and education for
infants and toddlers, most policies ignore the research by regulating a bare minimum of requirements
for programs. This situation has resulted in significant variation in what infant-toddler programming
looks like, where it is located, and who gets access to high-quality programs. It’s as if policymakers and
the public assume that babies and toddlers don’t need much attention because it is basically women'’s
work and not an area of education warranting investment. The immense policy focus on public prekin-
dergarten as the panacea to educational inequities and economic disadvantage has also complicated
things, because infant-toddler care and education has had to take a back seat to the education of
three- and four-year-old children. This not only has implications for children and families, but helps
reinforce a significant salary differential for birth-to-three child care workers.

Yet the research base on the development of infants and toddlers makes clear that the first few years
of life form the foundation for children’s educational trajectories. A report sponsored by the federal
Administration for Children and Families, after a careful review of available research, argues that birth
through age three is a time of rapid development that sets the stage for children’s later academic and
social success (Horm, Norris, Perry, Chazan-Cohen, & Halle, 2016). Similarly, Linda Richter in this issue
notes that international reviews of the empirical evidence (Black et al., 2017; Britto et al., 2017), ar-
gue that “the foundations for brain and mental development are laid down during the first few years of
life, with demonstrable benefits and disadvantages over the long term for health, wellbeing, learning
and earning.” It is during the first three years that children become increasingly independent physically,
when they learn to put words to their interactions with the environment, and when they are learning
how to participate in social and cultural worlds. So it makes no sense that the care and education of in-
fants and toddlers is marginalized in political and educational conversations.

This special themed issue of the Occasional Paper Series seeks to highlight and challenge assumptions
about infant-toddler care and education. In the Call for Papers, we specifically asked for critical anal-
yses of the state of the field; for contributions from practitioners, policy researchers and policymak-
ers, teacher educators, and colleagues from international contexts to interrogate the status quo. We
were not surprised, however, when the papers submitted, with one exception, came from university
researchers or faculty working with students. Caregivers and teachers of the youngest children are
overwhelmingly women, often with families of their own, with limited time, support, or incentives to
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write about their experiences. Because of this, the focus for the issue that emerged from the submis-
sions is more on policy and training than on the day-to-day experiences of the practitioners.

In addition to the call, we invited four internationally known researchers and thinkers in the infant-tod-
dler-family field to express their thoughts about what they see as needed to move the agenda towards
increased equity and excellence in infant-toddler education and care. The invited pieces by Hasina
Ebrahim, Joan Lombardi, Linda Richter, and Marcy Whitebook are shorter essays with a policy lens
that complements the more on-the-ground work of the other pieces.

Allthe piecesintheissue canbe grouped around two main themes: 1) the centrality of relationship-based
care, and 2) the tensions between local/contextual and larger-scale systems-level approaches.

The Centrality of Relationship-Based Approaches

The first three years of life not only set the stage for children’s developmental trajectories in later
years but also constitute a period when children are most dependent on the adults in their lives. It
is young children’s relationships with their caregivers that provide the foundations for their develop-
ment as these adults create the social, physical, and linguistic environments in which children learn
to become increasingly independent in space and time. These same adults, whether they are family
members, infant-toddler practitioners, or community members, help young children to make sense
of their world and support them to learn and practice the values of the cultures and communities in
which they live and learn. As Susan Recchia and Seung Eun McDevitt highlight in their article, “Rela-
tionship-based Infant Care as a Framework for Authentic Practice,” the practice of teaching, caring
for, and developing relationships with babies is central to their education, and yet the importance of
relationships is usually downplayed.

Several articles in this special issue elevate the importance of relationships between infant-toddler
educators and the children and the families they serve. In the sole piece by classroom teachers, Em-
manuelle Fincham and Amanda Fellner describe their work with a child with autism, observing that
their efforts to help him become a member of the classroom community did not always gel with that
of the early interventionist who was using behaviorist-inspired applied behavior analysis techniques.
They discuss how the disability label of “autism” made them second-guess their actions and consider
whether they were acting in the best interests of the child who eventually left their classroom for a
more specialized setting.

In drawing on a “funds of identity” model in their case study of a Korean-Canadian infant-toddler teach-
er, Recchia and McDeuvitt illustrate that relationship-based care is a cultural practice. Educators bring
their own socio-cultural experiences and values to their interactions with young children. How one is
parented and educated and where that education takes place mediates how caregivers themselves re-
spond to families, colleagues, and children. These essays, along with others in this issue, highlight the
importance of relationship-based care, not only with children but between and among caregivers them-
selves, and among the communities in which they work.

In their articles about the Guttman Center, a professional development initiative implemented by staff
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of the Bank Street College of Education in East New York, Marjorie Brickley, Robin Hancock, Virginia
Casper, and Rebecca Newman illustrate the importance of relationships between adults in the work of
caring for young children. Robin Hancock describes how she carefully took the time to network in the
community, listening to different stakeholders to ensure that the professional development approach
would support the community’s needs.

In her essay on the development of a curriculum for the Guttman Center delivered on Saturdays at
a local community child care center, Marjorie Brickley talks about how the curriculum drew on the
developmental-interaction approach, a signature of Bank Street pedagogy. Brickley underscores how
a curriculum in a community-based learning initiative needs to ebb and flow in order to adapt to the
knowledge the predominantly family child care practitioner participants bring and what they want to
learn.

Virginia Casper and Rebecca Newman talk about their relationship as a coach mentor and coach and
how their conversations helped Newman as the coach to work through some of her expectations and
assumptions about what constitutes quality care. Across all of these essays, the common message is the
importance of using a strengths-based approach, of listening to caregivers, and adjusting professional
development opportunities to meet their needs. In her introduction to these three different views of
the initiative, Casper asks whether the customary definition of a program’s “success” allows for the
contradictions between the program’s ability to meet a specific community’s needs and its “scalability.”

Turning to preservice infant-toddler preparation, Jennifer Longley and Jennifer Gilken outline a pro-
gram at the Borough of Manhattan Community College that places relationship-based practices at its
center. Faculty develop individual relationships with students, teaching every student multiple times
over the two years of the program. Students also work with the same group of infants and toddlers
over several years to learn about the importance of continuity of care. Like the Bank Street faculty
who worked with the Guttman Center, Jennifer Longley and Jennifer Gilken argue that their program
seeks to advocate for the important and complex work of infant-toddler professionals and to do so in
a way that gives voice to their students’ experiences and perspectives.

The essays in this special issue attest to the give and take necessary to support children’s develop-
ment when families, communities, and infant-toddler educators come together— whether it is a family
child care or center-based setting. Relationship-based practices are so much a part of this work that
more must be done to elevate its importance in higher education programs and professional develop-
ment opportunities.

Tension Between the Local and Contextual and Larger Scale Systems Work

Throughout the world, the care and education of infants and toddlers has often grown organically as
needs within a community have arisen. Program offerings and the people who have cared for infants
and toddlers have varied, depending on culture, context, and nation. In her article on infant-toddler
care and education in Africa, for example, Hasina Ebrahim highlights how multi-generations of men,
not always fathers, have taken social responsibility for very young children, a situation very different
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from the one in Western nation states. Ebrahim also troubles dominant Western narratives about who
is fit to be a primary caregiver, such as child-headed families within the context of HIV-AIDS, arguing
that context is inextricably tied to how infant-toddler care and education is enacted.

Writing from Jamaica, Zoyah Kinkhead-Clark and Kerry-Ann Escayg illustrate how Jamaica'’s history
as a country with a small island development status and limited funds chose to meet the demand for
infant-toddler care by investing in day nurseries often within the homes of infant-toddler educators.
In some ways this investment has contributed to more women being able to work, but the access to
high-quality care arrangements for children under three is limited. Kinkhead-Clark and Escayg point
to promising programs in other under-resourced countries to demonstrate what attention to local
solutions can bring to the conversation. Both of these international papers highlight that history, eco-
nomics, and community values shape what comes to be accepted as infant-toddler care.

While the organic and community-responsive histories of infant-toddler programming has worked
in some geographies, there still remains a need in most nations for families to have access to and be
able to participate in high-quality programming for their infants and toddlers. One dilemma is how to
do this on a larger scale while remaining supportive of the local and the contextual. This tension was
present in the work of the Guttman Center described in three essays in this issue, which provided the
resources of Bank Street faculty as well as regular coaching visits to help community infant-toddler
caregivers. When funding for the pilot ended, the question of scale was raised. We are left with the
guestion of how policymakers invest in infant-toddler programming in a way that is responsive to local
needs and inclusive of cultural values and community priorities.

This is one of the challenges that Joan Lombardi takes on in her essay, “Overlooked Too Long: Focus-
ing on the Potential of Infant and Toddler Child Care.” She suggests several pathways for action. In
addition to increased government spending on programming for children under three, Lombardi calls
for development of an infant-toddler scholarship system rather than the use of vouchers, for provision
of networks of support in communities for infant-toddler educators, and for adequate compensation
for infant-toddler providers.

Working from an international perspective, Linda Richter echoes Lombardi's vision and suggests that
the World Health Organization’s (2018) Nurturing Care Framework be adopted internationally. Rich-
ter outlines this approach as a nested set of activities that begins with providing adequate health care,
nutrition, shelter, early childhood programming and support services for children and their families. At
the larger societal level, this framework calls for meaningful government policies and investments that
ensure young children receive a high-quality educational foundation in the earliest years. This includes
parental leave and the provision of accessible, affordable, and high-quality early educational program-
ming. From Richter’s perspective, it is crucial to consider the interdisciplinary nature of infant-toddler
education and care that requires policymakers to invest in education, housing, and health care.

Two final essays argue that the only way to build a system of high-quality early childhood opportuni-
ties for young children is to focus on the compensation and preparation of the people who work with
infants and toddlers. Jennifer Mortenson, Maryssa Kucskar Mitsch, Kalli Decker, Maria Fusaro, San-
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dra Plata-Potter, Holly Brophy-Herb, Claire Vallotton, and Martha Ball succinctly present the many
paradoxes that shape the current system of infant-toddler care, showing how the lack of certification
requirements, limited standards, and a focus on families has resulted in an underprepared and under-
compensated workforce, which in turn contributes to variable quality in the programs children attend.
They outline a new initiative entitled the Collaborative for Understanding the Pedagogy of Infant and
Toddler Development (CUPID), which brings a group of 57 scholars from 45 institutions of higher edu-
cation to research and map out extensive programs of preparation that do not subsume infant-toddler
knowledge and competencies within other age-group programs.

In her essay, “A Bizarro World for Infants and Toddlers and their Teachers,” Marcy Whitebook argues
forcefully that professional development and educator preparation are not enough unless infant-tod-
dler teachers are recognized and compensated for the complex work they do. In her words, “the early
childhood field, by prioritizing professional development over improving educator compensation and
working conditions, reinforces the misconception that our early educators need to improve them-
selves before their jobs will improve.” Without attention to the quality of the work life of infant-tod-
dler caregivers—without paid preparation time, reasonable benefits, and compensation on par with
those of colleagues in the public education system—infant-toddler care will remain fragmented and
variable in quality because professionals will leave for better job opportunities.

Over the past decade there has been significant policy interest in creating systems of high-quality ear-
ly education in many countries. The essays in this issue caution against assuming that a one-size-fits-
all approach is possible, because communities vary considerably. Scalability itself is not the answer,
nor is focusing solely on supply of child care opportunities, which in most countries cannot meet the
demand for infant-toddler care and education. Instead, as Joan Lombardi suggests, the field needs
“new resources, new strategies and a new orientation.” And for many authors in this volume, many of
these strategies and resources must focus on the infant-toddler workforce.

The papers in this issue call to all of us in early education to advocate forcefully for infant-toddler
education, for the communities in which it takes place, and for the workforce that facilitates children’s
development and family members’ ability to work outside the home. They challenge the dominant
narrative that the care and education of children aged zero to three has little impact on children’s
futures, that it is not work worthy of a living wage, specialized preparation pathways, or major policy
investments. Together, this collection offers a vision of new pathways and resources that the field
might utilize to address the under-resourcing and inadequate attention given to policy and practice
addressing the zero to three space. This issue of the Occasional Paper Series makes clear that infants
and toddlers and those who educate them are gaining more of the policy and research spotlight. It be-
hooves all of us in the field of early care and education to muster our networks and resources, includ-
ing the empirical research base, to push for the reforms that have been deeply needed for a long time.
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The Nurturing Care Framework:
From Policies to Parents

Linda M. Richter

When most people think of early childhood development, what comes to mind is preprimary school
learning; similarly, when they think about how best to ensure a child turns out well, their thoughts turn
to adolescents. The FrameWorks Institute in Washington, DC, calls this “aging up,” a phenomenon
that has been demonstrated as a bias in policy and public thinking in several countries, including South
Africa (Richter, Tomlinson, Watt, Hunt, & Lindland, 2019). Yet it is the earliest period of life, from con-
ception to two to three years of age, that most strongly regulates our trajectory across the course of
our lives (Shonkoff, Richter, van der Gaag, & Bhutta, 2012) and that influences how children cope with
early formal learning and the challenges of adolescence.

This earliest period of life is less visible because it plays out in the privacy of homes and child care centers,
and itis most directly influenced by the quality of relationships between young children and their parents
and caregivers. Until quite recently it wasn’t clear what the issues during this period were and how they
could be addressed (Shawar & Shiffman, 2017). However, the 2017 publication of the Lancet series Ad-
vancing Early Childhood Development: From Science to Scale accelerated a growing convergence between
scientific evidence and political commitment on the importance of addressing poverty, inequality, and
social exclusion, starting at the beginning of life.

Across three comprehensive reviews (Black et al., 2017; Britto et al., 2017; Richter et al., 2017), the series
assembled evidence to show that the foundations for brain and mental development are laid down during
the first few years of life, with demonstrable benefits and disadvantages over the long term for health,
well-being, learning, and earning. Very large numbers of children in low- and middle-income countries—
an estimated 250,000,000, or 43% of all children under the age of five—are at risk of not reaching their
human potential because they experience adverse conditions during early development: extreme pov-
erty (living on less than USD 1.90 a day) and undernutrition, leading to stunted growth. Risk is highest in
sub-Saharan Africa, where some 60% of young children are exposed to such conditions, and higher in ru-
ralregions than in urban areas. A poor start in life comes at great cost to individuals, who are predicted to
earnnearly athird less than other adults in their society, as well as to societies as awhole. Some countries,
such as Ethiopia, Madagascar, India, and Pakistan, will likely lose more in human potential in the future as
a result of stunting than their governments currently spend on health care.

The series distilled the current knowledge of what can be done, and of how and by whom, and
prompted the Nurturing Care Framework (World Health Organization, United Nations Children’s
Fund, & World Bank Group, 2018). The framework proposes a continuum of nested activities essential
to the developmental integrity of young children (see Figure 1). All children need to receive health care
and good nutrition, be kept safe and secure, have opportunities for early learning, and be cared for by
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affectionate and responsive caregivers. On a day-by-day basis, nurturing care is provided by parents,
families, and caregivers. In turn, they are helped by supportive services, both formal and informal.
At the macro level, all families, especially the most vulnerable, need an enabling environment of
supportive government policies. These include parental leave, child care, and financial support when
needed. Most countries (with the exception of the United States of America), provide paid maternity
leave, and an increasing number also provide paid paternity leave. In 2018, 75% of men and 48% of
women worldwide were employed or looking for work. Many more women in poor countries work in
the informal sector, trading, waste picking, sewing, or doing laundry at home. This work keeps them
busy at, or away from, home—illustrating the need of most families for affordable, quality child care.
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Figure 1. The Nurturing Care Framework

Source: World Health Organization, United Nations Children’s Fund, and World Bank Group, 2018, Nurturing
care for early childhood development: A framework for helping children survive and thrive to transform health and
human potential (p. 17 and p. 12), Geneva, Switzerland: World Health Organization.

The health sector has an important role to play in fostering and supporting nurturing care. The most
frequent contacts with pregnant women and families with young children occur in that sector, and
many existing health services and child care practices—notably kangaroo care, breastfeeding, and
nutritional supplementation for women and young children—have measurable benefits for childhood
development (Vaivada, Gaffey, & Bhutta, 2017). In addition, there are many examples that show that
interventions to promote responsive caregiving and early learning can be integrated into health ser-
vices in centers and in the community, with positive effects on young children’s development (Pea-
cock-Chambers, lvy, & Bair-Merritt, 2017; Walker et al., 2018).

Most encouraging is the fact that in several low- and middle-income countries, programs to promote ear-
ly childhood development are being scaled up to the national level, paid for by governments and secured
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by legislation. For example, India’s Integrated Child Development Scheme (ICDS), inspired by Head Start
and started in 1975, provided one or more of six services to more than 110,000,000 pregnant women
and young children in 2016 (Ministry of Women and Child Development, Government of India, 2016).
The Chilean program Chile Crece Contigo is almost universal, reaching more than 80% of the country's
poor children and families. In 2014 Brazil launched Crianca Feliz, which is currently reaching about half
of all poor families with young children in that country. The Brazilian program is unique in that it has been
set up to include a rigorous evaluation of its effects on children’s development through a comparison of
communities reached by it, in a staggered design. In all of these programs, political commitment to human
development, starting early, is key.

A significant milestone was the adoptionin 2018, by the 20 richest countries in the world, the G20, of the
Initiative for Early Childhood Development. The opening paragraph of the Initiative’s declaration states
that “We [the G20] are convinced that early childhood is one of the most significant and influential phases
of life - especially the first 1,000 days. It determines the basis for every child’s future health, well-being,
learning and earnings potential, and sets the groundwork for young children’s emotional security, cul-
tural and personal identity, and for developing competencies, resilience and adaptability” (G20, 2018).
The document concludes with commitments to collaborations to fund and support multisectoral early
childhood development programs, especially inlow- and middle-income countries. Asabenchmark, fund-
ing equal to 1% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has been proposed, with a recommendation that rich
countries and donors assist poorer countries to achieve it (Richter et al., 2018).

The challenge ahead is to design a minimum package of services for all young children that is supported
by solid scientific evidence and that is both sufficiently specific and flexible enough for diverse country
conditions. In 2018, the World Bank costed out a package to address children’s early development
and learning needs, comprising prenatal health care, birth assistance, immunizations, micronutrients,
quality preschool, birth registration, and information for (and presumably services to support) parents
regarding the importance of breastfeeding and early stimulation (World Bank Group, 2019, p. 128).
However, more work has to be done to design a package specific to the zero to three age group that
includes affordable high-quality child care. In addition, it is important that governments and civil society
increasingly accept and act on early childhood development as a critical component of investment in
human health and capital.
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Unlocking Birth to Three: Context Really Matters
HB Ebrahim

It is undisputed that birth to three are foundational years during which the youngest in our society
experience extraordinary growth that contributes toward their development and learning. High-quality
programs direct efforts at building caring relationships, providing nurturing environments, and working
in partnerships with families and communities. Developing responsive programs and equitable practices,
however, is not straightforward. Contestations have been brought to the fore by dissenting voices to
mainstream narratives that privilege certain ways of knowing young children, their primary caregivers,
and practice with, for, and about them (Burman, 2008; Cannella, 1997; Nsameneng 2008; Okwany &
Ebrahim, 2016; Viruru, 2001). In light of this, it is critical to ask: How has the dominant knowledge base for
birth to three side-lined a focus on context? What does a case study of Africa suggest about contextual
issues related to birth to three? How might we proceed for more affirming birth to three practices in a
global and diverse world?

The conventional wisdom for programming and practice for birth to three comes from a Euro-American
base that was traditionally informed by knowledge generated from the fields of biology and psychology.
The scientific underpinnings of this perspective gave it the semblance of being the only authentic way
to understand the socialization and care of young children as well as education practices for individual
learning according to individual circumstances. The export value of the global scientific paradigm for
the early years reached low- and middle-income countries through “best practice” templates attached
to a variety of aid work mainly directed at the poor. This universal microlevel approach sidelined
considerations of how young children’s development is affected by the historical, sociocultural, political,
and economic contexts of childhood.

The African continent presents aninteresting case for examining how the local context providesideas for
debate, critical thought, and expanded understanding embedded in framings of structural inequalities in
broader society, specifically for children from birth to three. There is an emerging constituency of African
scholars whose ideas cast child development and related practice as contextual and situated (Marfo
et al,, 2011; Nsamenang, 2008; Pence & Ashton, 2016). In a rare volume dedicated to birth to three in
Africa, authors from 10 countries on the continent foreground the realities which not only complexify
programming and practice for birth to three but also raise issues of systemic inequalities (Ebrahim,
Okwany, & Barry, 2019).

Several authors discuss peripheral ideas related to who primary caregivers are and how they nurture
young children’s growth, development, and learning. For example, Kamusiime (2019) brings alive the
reality of teenage mothers in the urban poor locales of Kampala, Uganda who navigate an ambiguous
space as child mothers within constrained social and economic circumstances. The motherhood and
caregiving narratives show how the teenage mothers bond with their children and take responsibility
amid the challenges they experience. A child-headed family structure is also a feature of African
households affected by HIV/AIDs. This radicalizes the traditional practices of sibling caretaking in
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African societies. Kakuru (2019) calls for engagement with older children’s agentic capabilities of using
their funds of knowledge to enact caregiving practices with young children. She is, however, quick
to point out that these strengths must not deflect attention from the stark realities experienced in
overburdened caregiving systems. The role of men is also an issue that has not been well understood
in different cultural contexts. Nyamukapa (2019) notes that in indicators relating to participation of
fathers in children’s lives, attention is most often paid to biological fathers. However, older men in
African societies play the role of social fathers who are part of the caregiving system. In the study of
fathers in Zimbabwe, Nyamukapa uses indigenous concepts to portray the role of men in children’s
lives. For example, he shows how the care duties for men are guided by the concept of kuchengeta,
which refers to the role of being a provider for the needs of children and the family. Some men use
this conceptual framing to reinforce the view of the intimate work of child care as a cultural practice
for women.

The use of interacting systems to shape early care and education is another important contextual
issue. Because of the dominance of the single-generation carer in parenting, little attention has been
paid to how collective parenting with multigenerational caregivers allows for resilient local knowledge
and beliefs to inform early socialization. Zanafy (2019) shows how knowledge and practices are
redistributed to uphold a communal culture in Madagascar. She therefore advocates for dialogue
between generations to allow for the circulation and reinterpretation of knowledge by families for
contemporary use. The issue of forced migration also continues to challenge how caregiving practices
are framed and enacted. Harouna (2019) illustrates how the movement of Central African refugees to
rural Cameroon creates hybrid practices that are developed from programs delivered by humanitarian
workers, values from the home country, and experiences in the host country. He argues that although
there is a belief that children are highly valued among the refugees, the reality says otherwise. Young
children born out of wedlock are most vulnerable. Unwed mothers and children experience isolation,
especially in religious communities.

So what do program developers and practitioners need to do to make context matter? A reflective
posture is required for becoming aware of how personal bias and assumptions can lead to preconceived
notions of children and families. There should be exploration of one’s beliefs and a willingness to revise
them in light of contextual evidence. Attempts should be made to understand worldviews and structural
issues that influence certain ways of knowing and being in culturally diverse and poor communities. This
means paying attention to their cultural hybridities, historical and current displacement, and unequal
access to services and support. There should be a key focus on the development of responsive strategies.
Access for diverse and inclusive participation must take into account whether the environment and
practitioner skills are appropriate for underserved children, families, and communities. A culture of
respect for difference and equity is essential. Organizational plans must include employing staff who reflect
the diversity of the children and their families in affirming ways. Partnerships with families should be
sought through genuine engagement in order to learn from them and improve programs and practices.
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Overlooked Too Long: Focusing on the Potential of
Infant-Toddler Child Care

Joan Lombardi

Child care appears to be emerging as a national issue. After decades of being relegated to the minor
leagues of American policy, child care for working families has become front-page news. It has been
almost 50 years since the passage of comprehensive child care reform. The Comprehensive Child
Development Act of 1971 would have provided for a network of child care programs, ensured federal
standards, and provided funds to train caregivers, among other provisions. Unfortunately it was
vetoed, setting back child care for decades.

It has been more than 15 years since | wrote Time to Care, a book calling for the country to redesign
the child care system to promote education, support families, and build communities (Lombardi, 2003).
Since then, my own children have grown up, yet the next generation faces the same issues. Parents
continue to pay a substantial portion of their income for child care and the child care workforce remains
grossly underpaid, affecting every aspect of quality care. In far too many American communities, the
supply of care is limited, with child care deserts becoming part of the new lexicon.

For families with infants and toddlers, the challenges of finding affordable quality care can be
overwhelming. About 61 percent of American families with children under three are working. The
realities these families face every day have been overlooked too long. While we are taking some very
important steps to address the needs of families with very young children, we still have a long way to
go to put the child care issue front and center.

Bright spots; but much more attention needed

Driven by the science, and coupled with new public and philanthropic initiatives, there seems to be new
energy and interest in focusing on the 12 million children under age three across the country, particularly
those facing adversity. For example:

e Over the past decade, the launching of the Maternal, Infant and Early Childhood Home
Visiting Program has focused new resources and strategies on supporting families with
very young children.

e Early Head Start, which was launched 25 years ago, has set the standard for how to deliver
high-quality comprehensive services to the most vulnerable.

Yet it is estimated that both of these important services together still serve less than 10 percent of the
eligible population.

At the same time, paid family leave has only inched forward. Decades after the passage of the Family
and Medical Leave Act, which provides for 12 weeks of unpaid leave, a substantial portion of families
are still not eligible. While paid leave has also emerged on the national stage, it has been more rhetoric
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than reality. Some progress has been made in states such as California and New Jersey.
Child care as an opportunity

Thereis a clear need to significantly increase resources and innovation in infant-toddler child care. While
some important new resources targeted at this age group have been set aside through the Child Care and
Development Block Grant, we still meet only a fraction of the demand for quality services.

Given the sensitivity of the first few years of life, and the importance of the family, there has been a
long-held ambivalence about child care for very young children. However, the realities of life today
demand that we move this issue to the top of the child care agenda. Very young children may be
spending more than a thousand hours each year in alternative care, including with family, friends,
and neighbors, family child care providers, and in centers. If children are in full time care, they may be
spending many more hours. These hours and days provide a critical opportunity to support families,
reducing their stress and promoting health and early education for their children. For this to happen,
we need new resources, new strategies and a new orientation that moves from child care as a deficit
to child care as an opportunity.

We need to re-vision infant-toddler child care as multi-generation support—a core support for both
children and families. In 2017, the World Health Organization (WHO) and partners launched the
nurturing care framework, which called for good health, adequate nutrition, safety and security,
responsive caregiving, and early learning experiences (WHO, 2018). This integrated vision should
be part of the future of child care, much like comprehensive services are in Early Head Start, which
address all developmental needs of children, including health and education, and assures strong
family engagement.

The fact that parents interact with their child care provider every workday provides an opportunity to
reach and support them in new ways—from providing parent information and networks to referrals to
a host of other supports such as housing, job training, financial management, mental health, and other
services that enable positive parenting. Finally, part of the vision for the future of infant-toddler care
has to include grandparents, who often play a significant role in the lives of their grandchildren. This
means more direct support for caregiving and new ways of co-locating elder care and child care.

What needs to happen?

A new vision is not enough; it must be followed by increased resources and new ways of organizing ser-
vices. Child care for infants and toddlers is one of the most under-resourced human services. It is time to
make financing a priority, with a substantial proportion of any new funding at the federal, state, or local
level targeted to the youngest and most vulnerable children. At the same time, we have to rethink how
we develop a diverse delivery system that can provide quality and support parental choice. Our current
voucher system alone cannot assure quality, supply, or affordability while it is plagued by low reimburse-
ment rates and/or high co-payments. A combination of increased resources, new revenue streams, and
new financing mechanisms are needed. At a minimum we need the following four action steps:
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Increase the supply of quality comprehensive programs. Efforts should be launched at the federal and
state levels to drive more resources directly into creating a better supply of infant-toddler programs.
Like higher education institutions, programs serving infants, toddlers, and their families need new
facilities and ongoing support to create high-quality programming. They cannot just rely on portable
assistance like vouchers to finance their startup or ongoing operations.

Develop aninfant-toddler scholarship system. The voucher system itself needs an overhaul. Rather than
calling them vouchers we should call them scholarships to reflect more clearly that this is an education
support. Moreover, reimbursement rates for infant-toddler care must reflect the true cost of providing
quality care, rather than just what the market will bear.

Connect child care providers to quality support in communities. Child care providers too often have
been isolated and without adequate supports. Every community should establish a network of support
for providers from centers to family child care to family, friends, and neighbors. Such a quality hub
could grow out of an Early Head Start program, a child care resource and referral, a school, or other
community agency. In addition, family, friend and neighbor care could be supported through a system
of home visiting.

Recognize and support infant-toddler child care providers with adequate compensation. There are few
jobs as important in the 21st century as “caring jobs” from infant care to elder care. Caring jobs are as
much a part of the future of the country as tech jobs or green jobs. We need to build higher education
capacity, new career pathways, and ongoing financial incentives for people to enter and remain in the
infant care field.

Signs of hope

In the past few years, the issues of child care, equity, and the importance of the first thousand days of
life have all seen a resurgence of interest. At the same time, the federal government has focused some
attention on the continuum of services and more and more states are planning for children under three.
These and other actions are hopeful signs. Yet we still have a very long way to go to create the kind of
child care supports that both children and families need. There is still time to care; the question is, will
we take the opportunity or overlook it once again?
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A Bizarro World for Infants and Toddlers
and Their Teachers
Marcy Whitebook

A bizarro world reverses our everyday realities. You may be familiar with the concept if you have
ever read DC Comics or watched Seinfeld. In the bizarro world | envision for our nation’s infants
and toddlers, family income would not determine whether their parents could afford to take time off
work in the first months of their lives or their right to high-quality early care and education. In my
bizarro world, the staff in every infant-toddler program, whether offered in a center or home, would
be steeped in the science of child development and early learning pedagogy and could depend on
good wages and working conditions.

In this world, the most revered teachers
would be those who work with infants and
toddlers. It would be widely understood that
“baby” teachers — as early educators were
once called — require as much knowledge
and skill as teachers of older children and
that the quality of children’s experiences
depend on their teachers’ ability and well-
being. These coveted jobs would be sought
by men and women alike. Gender and racial
bias would have no role in establishing pay

HOME-BASED PROVIDER EARNINGS

The 2012 National Survey of Early Care and Ed-
ucation (NSECE) provides information for cen-
ter-based teaching staff, yet it reports only esti-
mates of home-based provider annual household
incomes and the portion of household incomes
derived from their work with children. Among
home-based providers listed with agencies in their
state, across racial and ethnic groups, 50 percent
live in households with incomes that were less
than the national median income of $50,502 in

rates, and the infant-toddler workforce 2011; for African American providers, this figure

would be racially and linguistically diverse. was 75 percent (Whitebook et al,, 2019, p. 35).

Alas, every day early educators working

with children not yet in kindergarten—a workforce comprised almost exclusively of women, 40 percent
of whom are people of color—encounter the opposite reality. In our world today, respect and raises
are seldom forthcoming, and disparities in pay reflect structural race and gender biases. Although
the most pronounced pay differentials for teachers are between those working with children from
birth through preschool and those in kindergarten and higher grades, early educators working with
infants and toddlers face a sizeable wage penalty in relation to educators who work exclusively with
preschool-aged children (see Figure 1).

Analysis of the 2012 National Survey of Early Care and Education (NSECE), the most recent
comprehensive national data on the early childhood education (ECE) workforce, shows that among
center-based infant-toddler teachers, 86 percent earned less than $15 an hour, compared to 67 percent
of those working exclusively with preschool-aged children. More than one-half of those working with
infants and toddlers earned less than $10.10 an hour, compared to 36 percent of those working with
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older children (Whitebook et al., 2018, p. 36). African American educators are disproportionately
affected by this wage penalty, as they are more likely to work with this age group of children than
their peers in other racial and ethnic groups. Fifty-two percent of African American educators work
with infants and toddlers, compared to 43 percent of all center-based early educators (Whitebook et
al., 2018, p. 36).

Some differences in compensation can be attributed to the lower qualifications required for those
working with infants and toddlers, as determined by licensing or program standards. But when qual-
ifications are equivalent, differences in educational attainment among infant-toddler and preschool
teachers only partially account for wage differences. At every level of educational attainment, there is
a wage penalty for teachers working exclusively with infants and toddlers, compared to those working
with children aged three to five. The magnitude of the difference increases at higher levels of teacher
educational attainment, as shown in Figure 1.

For educators with no degree, the average pay penalty for working with infants and toddlers is $1.05
less per hour (or $2,184 less annually for a full-time, full-year worker), compared with educators working
with preschool-aged children, and the average pay penalty for educators holding an associate degree
is $1.26 less per hour (or $2,621 less per year for a full-time, full-year worker). For an early educator
working full-time who holds a bachelor’s or higher degree, the wage penalty rises to $4.03 less per
hour ($8,382 less per year for a full-time, full-year worker).! Even when controlling for educational
attainment, an early educator working with infants and toddlers still earns $2.00 per hour less than an
educator who works with children aged three to five, not yet in kindergarten (NSECE Project Team,
2010-2012 cited in Whitebook et al, 2018).

Infant-Toddler Pre-K ir::;f:;ﬂyfgg:
Bachelor’s or graduate degree $13.83 $17.86 -$4.03 per hour
Associate degree $11.85 $13.11 -$1.26 per hour
No college degree $9.68 $10.73 -$1.05 per hour

Figure 1. Mean Hourly Wage and Predicted Wage Penalty by Age of Children and Educational Attainment, 2012
F(3,4349)=393.67, p<.001.

Source: Center for the Study of Child Care Employment calculation using NSECE (2012) data.Whitebook et al., 2018, p. 36.
Reprinted with permission.

This difference in earnings is partially explained by program funding and sponsorship. Compared to
services for children aged three to five, services for infants and toddlers are more likely to rely on
parent fees and less likely to receive public funding (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine, 2018). Approximately 15 percent of centers serving infants and toddlers report public funding
as their predominant revenue source, compared to 50 percent of centers that serve only preschoolers.

1 Annual wages were calculated by multiplying the hourly wage by 40 hours per week, 12 months per year.
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The 2012 NSECE allows us to examine wage disparities among early educators nationally, across four
categories of center-based programs based on funding source and sponsorship: school-sponsored
public pre-K, community-based public pre-K, Head Start, and other early care and education (ECE
centers?) (see Figure 1). Seventy percent of center-based jobs working with infants and toddlers were
in other ECE centers, which on average paid the lowest wages, regardless of whether the educator had
a university degree or not (Whitebook et al., 2018, p. 36).

These variations in wages by program sponsorship and funding across educational levels serve as a
powerful incentive for all early educators to change jobs in order to improve their economic status
and remain in the field. For infant-toddler teachers, the variations are an incentive to work with older
children. Infants and toddlers, for whom stable caregivers are so essential to their well-being, suffer the
consequences of poor compensation, wage disparities, and the turnover they fuel.

Additionally, economic insecurity and the stress it feeds can undermine educators’ capacity to remain
focused and to engage in the intentional interactions that facilitate young children’s learning and
development (Institute of Medicine & National Research Council, 2015). Until recently, scant attention
has been paid to how living on the edge negatively impacts educators’ financial security, health, and
practice, but surveys show that early educators have high levels of anxiety about providing basic
needs for their families, including paying for food (Whitebook, et al, 2018). A 2017 study of more than
1,200 early educators in Arkansas found that four out of ten preschool teachers (40 percent) and
five out of ten infant-toddler teachers (50 percent) reported being food insecure, meaning they were
skipping a meal or cutting meal portions due to lack of money (McKelvey, Forsman, & Morrison-Ward,
2018, p. 5).

The bizarro world | envision need not be an imaginary one. Such a world for babies does exist outside
of the United States. | glimpsed it when visiting an infant-toddler center in the heart of Copenhagen
in 2018. The right to child care in Denmark, regardless of family income, is guaranteed for all children
one year and older. The four-story facility in the heart of the city | visited accommodated up to 90
infants and toddlers. Each room is carefully purposed and designed, whether it is home rooms for
small groups of children, each with dedicated teachers who remain with the toddlers until they move
onto preschool, or a shared room dedicated to sensory exploration, water play, and even carpentry.
Teachers also enjoy dedicated spaces—one for meetings, another for office work, and a lounge con-
nected to the kitchen—and their schedules allow them generous time for planning and professional
exchange without child responsibilities. Groups of children cycle in- and out-of-doors, often in care-
fully designed ergonomically designed wagons for carting children along city streets. The space never
felt crowded or out-of-control, despite the many children interacting with each other, their teachers,
and their physical environment with obvious enthusiasm, trust, and curiosity. Most striking was the
absence of the stress that is generated by poorly planned and equipped spaces, and understaffed

2 These program types correspond to NSECE program classifications based on program funding source and sponsorship. The
labels for each program type have been edited for clarity as follows: “school-sponsored public pre-K” refers to NSECE’s
school-sponsored; “community-based public” refers to NSECE's public pre-K-funded, not school-sponsored or Head Start-funded;
“Head Start” refers to NSECE’s Head Start funded, not school-sponsored; and “other ECE centers” refers to NSECE'’s all other ECE.
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and overstretched adults we commonly encounter in programs here in the U.S. In Denmark and other
countries where they are getting it right by their babies and their families, they are also doing right by
their teachers, and manage to finance high-quality early care and education services as a public good,
a universal right rather than a privilege for some.

As a young woman, | was optimistic about the ability to reform and build an early care and education
system in the United States that addressed the rights of children, families, and their teachers. A half
century later, my outlook has sobered, and | am humbled by my understanding of the enormity of
our challenge, both within the early childhood field and in the larger community. | remain no less
committed to advancing change.

Those sitting at the tables of power where early childhood policy decisions are made see teachers as
objects to be transformed rather than as actors with the critical perspective necessary for shaping
effective reforms. Over the last two decades, the focus of quality improvement strategies has been on
inputs into educators without a parallel investment into the conditions that allow those inputs to take
hold. In essence, the early childhood field, by prioritizing professional development over improving
educator compensation and working conditions, reinforces the misconception that our early educators
need to improve themselves before their jobs will improve. This condones a system in which teachers
subsidize the cost of quality services and sacrifice their own well-being, seemingly for the benefit of
children who themselves are shortchanged by this status quo.

As | see it, a new reality requires an organized collective voice of early educators—led by those working
with children each day—that demands that ECE leaders, fellow citizens, and policy makers face the
urgency of our early educator teacher crisis. Only with the empowered voices of teachers and a
reconceptualization of early childhood teachers’ value, their needs, and their role in our systems—along
with sufficient resources—can we move from the unacceptable realities of today to my bizarro world
with an equitable future for children and the adults who care for and educate them.
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Relationship-Based Infant Care as a Framework for
Authentic Practice: How Eun Mi Rediscovered her
Teaching Soul

Susan L. Recchia and Seung Eun McDevitt

Background

Ourwork with Eun Mi!began when she was a participantin alarger study focused on preparing culturally
diverse pre-service teachers in our master’s program to engage in authentic practice (Recchia & McDe-
vitt, 2018). She stood out among the participants for several reasons. First, unlike the others who were
newcomer immigrants, she had immigrated to North America from Korea as a high school student and
had attended a Canadian undergraduate programin early childhood education. As aresult, she was much
more well-versed in Western-based thinking in the field. Although she had never worked with infants
before, she had had several experiences as a student teacher with preschoolers in schools and programs
that resembled her placement site. Perhaps because she had had more time to think about and process
her teacher identity informed by actual teaching practice, Eun Mi seemed ready to engage in the infant
practicum at a deeper level from the start. She was also able to articulate her thoughts and ideas with
greater detail, making full use of the integrated structure of the infant practicum as a catalyst for new
learning. Most importantly, Eun Mi had a powerful story to tell that went beyond the scope of our previ-
ous study. This paper is our attempt to more fully honor her voice.

As we reanalyzed Eun Mi’s journey through the infant practicum, we relied on the framework of funds
of identity (Esteban-Guitart, 2016; Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a; 2014b) to explore the dynamic
unfolding of her changing sense of herself as an early childhood teacher. Our growing understanding of
Eun Mi's sense-making about her experience, which evolved within an ongoing process of feedback and
reflective engagement, was further informed by the work of Heffron, Ivins, and Weston (2005) on use of
self in authentic practice. We describe below how each of these constructs contributed to our ways of
synthesizing and giving meaning to Eun Mi's shared memories, emotional experiences, and reflections as
she encountered infant practice for the first time.

Funds of Identity as a Framework for Dynamic Change over Time

Esteban-Guitart and Moll (2014a) define funds of identity as “historically accumulated, culturally
developed, and socially distributed resources that are essential for a person’s self-definition, self-
expression, and self-understanding” (p. 31). Funds of identity draw on an individual’s funds of knowledge
in a dynamic way, incorporating the person'’s historical and cultural beliefs into new understandings that
emerge through continued lived experiences. As such, they are seen as resources which can be both
“empowering and constraining tools” (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 20144, p. 34) in this process. In our study

1 All names in this article are pseudonyms.
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on authentic practice (Recchia & McDevitt, 2018) we found that ultimately, each participant had to find
her own way of making sense of the intersection between her own funds of knowledge and identity and
the new knowledge to which she was being exposed. The synthesis looked different for each participant,
but became an important component of finding their authentic practice and further developing their
teacheridentities for all of them. This dynamic learning process is explained by Esteban-Guitart and Moll
(2014a) in the following way:

... learning takes place when participants, supported and guided by others, are involved in activities
that enact connections between prior knowledge and experiences (incrusted in their identities)
and new information. In that regard, funds of identity act as a lens through which we view and
absorb new information and new identities. It is a dynamic composite of who we are and who we
are becoming, based on what we have learned (and we are learning) from both our academic and
everyday experiences. (p. 44)

Elaborating on Vygotsky’s (1926/1997) ideas regarding the fallacy of separating intellectual and
emotional experience and the critical importance of total human experience as an essential foundation
for education, Esteban-Guitart and Moll (2014b) discuss the tangled connections between emotional
and cognitive knowledge in funds of identity. They note the challenges involved in studying or analyzing
the ways that funds of identity change over time as ideas from the past fold into interpretations of the
present, and they call for more longitudinal studies to capture the trajectories of funds of identity.
They suggest that interviews alone may not reveal the complex relationship of past and present; doing
so requires methods that go deeper, such as examining focused drawings, stories, or narratives that
inspire deliberate, conscious reflection. Responding to the ideas put forth by Esteban-Guitart and Moll
(2014a; 2014b), Nogueira (2014) offers a role for the teacher educator as a creator of opportunities
that involve students in a critical process of meaning-making through which they can reimagine their
own funds of identity; this process can serve as a catalyst for uncovering historical roots and ongoing
connections that can bring funds of identity to life for analysis. In studying Eun Mi’s journey, we were
inspired by multiple data sources that taken together give insight into her interwoven experiences as
she participates fully in all aspects of the infant-toddler practicum.

Authentic Use of Self in Relationship-Based Work with Infants

The Infant and Toddler Development and Practice course that served as the context for Eun Mi’s
experience is uniquely designed to introduce students to a relationship-based approach to teaching
and learning. The course is required for all students pursuing early childhood teacher certification in
our program. Students spend a minimum of 12 hours per week in an infant or toddler room where
they focus on a “key” child beginning in the second week of the semester, taking responsibility for
the majority of their key children’s caregiving needs, observing key children carefully for course
assignments, and developing special relationships with them and their families throughout the time of

30 | BANK STREET COLLEGE OF EDUCATION



the practicum. Student caregivers present their key children in our weekly seminar as we discuss infant-
toddler learning and development, often sharing their own new understandings about the children
and their ways of being and learning together. Thus, the actual practice of teaching, caring for, and
developing relationships with babies is central to the course and foundational to all of its other aspects.
Other components of the practicum, described below, are understood as integral aspects of supporting
teaching and learning through a relationship-based framework.

Reflective journals. Weekly reflective journals, which are ungraded, informal, and designed to encour-
age students to share their ideas freely while raising questions about their practice, have been shown in
previous studies to be an organic, unfiltered data source that captures students’ thoughts and feelings
about their experiences (Beck, 2013; Recchia & Shin, 2010). Through the journals, students engage in a
reflective dialogue with the course instructor, in which they continually share new experiences they have
had with their key children and receive responses to particular questions they pose. The course instruc-
tor draws on her multiple roles in the practicum as aninteractive partnerin the journaling process. As the
field supervisor for the students, she incorporates her insights from site visits to respond to questions
about particular practices and key children. As the liaison between students and their cooperating teach-
ers (CTs), she provides supportive feedback and raises questions for further discussion when issues arise
with other adults at the students’ sites. As a partner in the relationship-building process, she provides
feedback to students that prioritizes the relationships she is building with them, modeling a way of teach-
ing and learning that honors individual differences and builds on strengths.

Readings and assignments. Course readings are carefully selected to provide a foundation for learning
not only about early development but also about the nature of adult-child relationships and their power
and influence in young children’s lives. Students read attachment-based papers such as “Angels in the
Nursery: The Intergenerational Transmission of Benevolent Parental Influences” (Lieberman, Padron,
Van Horn, & Harris, 2005) and “Watching, Waiting, and Wondering: Applying Psychoanalytic Principals
to Mother-Infant Intervention” (Muir, 1992).

Course assignments include reflections on these readings, encouraging students to think more deeply
about their own perspectives on a topic and examine more carefully the ways that their previous expe-
riences influence their responses to children and families. About midway into the semester, students
conduct a home visit with their key children’s family, which provides an opportunity to make a stronger
connection with the family, to learn more about the contributions of the home context to the child’s life,
and to gain insight into the family’s perspectives on raising their children. Toward the end of the semes-
ter, students videotape their interactions with their key children to reflect on and share their practice
with peers.

Encouraging self-awareness, reflective practice, and authentic relationships. Heffron et al. (2005)
provide a thoughtful set of ideas around the infant-toddler practitioner’s work in finding an authentic
voice in her practice. They suggest that this happens for practitioners as they become more able to
understand and accept the ways that their own internal experiences impact their work with infants
and families. The infant-toddler practicum works toward this goal by asking students to think deeply
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about their own early experiences of being cared for and about their own emotional responses to
challenging or difficult situations with infants and families. Thus, their professional preparation goes
“beyond explicit content and knowledge about a situation to include an awareness and exploration of
reactions and deeply held beliefs. Such explorations require careful attention to the feelings, values,
and beliefs that are activated in one’s self and others...” (Heffron et al., p. 323).

Caring for infants can bring out forgotten memories (Recchia & Loizou, 2002; Recchia & McDevitt, 2018)
and “evoke past or present personal experiences ... on a conscious or unconscious level” (Heffron et al., p.
325). Developing skills to reflect on the connections between remembered and present experiences can
serve as a tool for changing practice (Schon, 1983). Reflection on and in practice comes about through
different channels; some students engage more fully in journaling reflectively, while others seem to
reflectmore deeplyinthe context of class or peer discussion or withinthe supervision/mentoring process.
Heffron et al. (2005) discuss the mentor’s use of gentle inquiry to encourage further thinking:

For the inquiry to be truly gentle and to promote a process of mutual discovery, rather than to be
a pedagogical act, the supervisor must be careful to remain open to the dialogue, must not be too
certain about the desirability of any given answer, and must remain open to [the mentee’s responsel].
(p. 332)

In mentoring professionals new to infant/family practice, it's important to understand that
professionalism does not require that practitioners act according to one specific code or extinguish
their biases, blind spots, or passions; as Heffron et al. (2005) notes, “the task is not to eliminate these
feelings and beliefs, but rather to get to know and understand them in one’s self” (p. 333). The infant-
toddler practicum is designed to support multiple methods of expression and ways of engaging with
others that encourage self-awareness and self-understanding. For example, in addition to engaging in
the interactive seminar discussions and the dialogic journaling process, students are also connected
with a peer partner early in the semester. Peer partners read and respond to a portion of each other’s
journal entries and videotape each other at their respective sites for the video-sharing project. Peer
partners often develop their own authentic and supportive relationships as the course evolves.

Methods and Purpose

The process of following Eun Mi’s journey was both ongoing, as the first author served as her practi-
cum instructor and supervisor, and retrospective, as the second author engaged with her in a reflective
interview about a month after her practicum experience was completed. All of the data, including
reflective journals, relevant course assignments, and the transcribed interview were reviewed by both
authors. As coauthors, we worked together to read through Eun Mi's reflections and interview re-
sponses, each bringing our own personal understandings to the process based on our interactions with
her. Having different roles allowed us to engage with Eun Mi in different ways. As her professor, the
first author served in a professional teaching and mentoring role providing formal and informal feed-
back; the second author, a doctoral student who is also a Korean immigrant with a similar immigration
history to Eun Mi's, acted more as a peer, engaging in an interview/conversation. Their shared back-
grounds seemed to have created a congenial space for Eun Mi to share honest reflections on her life
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and practicum experience. In using these methods, we hoped to be able to gain a fuller, more authentic
set of responses that would allow us to explore more deeply the experiences of one student teacher
as she encountered infant practice for the first time; better understand the complex forces at work as
she developed meaningful relationships with babies in childcare; make connections among her multiple
layers of experience—historical/remembered, current physical and emotional, and reflective/rethink-
ing; and begin to build a theory of authentic practice through relationship-based teaching and caring.

Analysis process. Using a narrative single case study approach (Yin, 2009) seemed a good fit for the ex-
ploratory, process-oriented, and interpretive nature of our work. In our original study, we had gathered
Eun Mi'sdatafromallsourcesto create herindividual case portfolio, which we once again accessed for fur-
ther review. Our interest at this juncture was in looking more deeply at Eun Mi’s story through a narrative
lens, unearthing subtle connections that were not previously fully accessed. Each author independently
reviewed Eun Mi's reflective journals, pertinent course assignments, and interview transcripts again, this
time searching for those deeper connections as they emerged across data sources. We came together to
share insights and compare and contrast our individual interpretations before synthesizing our collabora-
tive understandings. This back and forth, careful, and comprehensive process provided trustworthiness
to our analysis, which we approached as an interpretive, meaning-making process (Marshall & Rossman,
2011) that allowed us to look deeply at Eun Mi's multilayered experience.

Eun Mi’s Journey through the Infant-Toddler Practicum
How does Eun Mi’s culture influence her teaching and caring practice?

Scholars note that teachers need to see themselves as cultural beings in order to fully enact authentic
practice (Gupta, 2006). However, during the interview conversation, Eun Mi at first acted as if her cul-
ture was a separate entity from her teaching and teacher identity. She stated, “The way | was brought
up in Korea or the Korean culture that | was, you know, surrounded by when | was young, | don't think
that really has a huge impact on my teaching necessarily” (interview). She further described her previ-
ous educational experience: ‘I learned education in Canada in English. My whole interaction with the
children was based in English.” Thus, although she mentioned her dual identity as Korean Canadian,
Eun Mi did not seem to place her cultural identity within her teaching and caring practice. She ex-
pressed, “You know, like it’s just so ... there is division still” (interview).

Esteban-Guitart and Moll (2014a) suggest that engaging in deliberate and conscious reflection
following interviews may capture richer and more nuanced interpretations of one’s experiences. As we
dug deeper into other sources of data such as Eun Mi’s journal writing, we found subtle but cognizant
ways in which she made sense of her experience within her culture(s), represented in the dilemmas she
had in her relationships with infants’ parents and with her CT. Having lived in North America for over
a decade, attending part of high school and her undergraduate college years here, Eun Mi described
her experiences in the early childhood education program as being distinct from her home culture.
Yet particular aspects of Eun Mi’s cultural identity as Korean did emerge as she expressed her feelings
about working with adults. She commented on the difficulty she had building relationships with people
who are older, including her current CT, saying, “I| do have [a] very difficult time connecting with the
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people who are older, you know, 'cause I'm from a culture where there is a hierarchy, a social hierarchy”
(interview). In addition to linguistic differences with non-Koreans, the cultural unfamiliarity of forming
“a kind of intimate relationship” (interview) with people she did not know well seemed to lie beneath
her initial difficulty in establishing relationships at her practicum site. Eun Mi noted that there was “a
lack of communication” (journal) between her CT and herself and mentioned in her interview that it had
to do with the cultural differences:

There is the language piece so the cultural familiarity ... It's hard to kind of be friends with adults,
especially parents or my CT, so | kind of leave some, you know, space between my relationship with
my CT or my relationship with the parents. (interview)

Having been raised with different cultural and social norms in Korea and now living in a new country,
Eun Mi's funds of identity seemed to be shifting. She initially recognized her historical and cultural ex-
periences of having difficulty in forming relationships with older adults at the practicum site as what Es-
teban-Guitart and Moll (2014a) describe as “constraining” (p. 34). Yet these foundational experiences,
guided by her reflections, became “empowering tools” (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a, p. 34), allowing
her to think more deeply about the nuances in these relationships. In her journal, Eun Mi shared how she
carefully observed the differences in how teachers and parents engaged with each other at her practicum
site and began to consider adopting some of the teachers’ strategies in her future practice. Commenting
on her involvement in a parent-teacher conference, she shared:

Today, | had an opportunity to participate in a parent-teacher conference, and it was an interesting
experience. There were moments of heated and emotionally charged conversations as well as joyous
and jolly exchanges between parents and teachers. | was very impressed when one of the teachers,
whom | deeply respect, started the conversation by saying, “I think Annie is like a sunflower.” She
further described why Annie is like a sunflower through various anecdotes, and this conversation
carried on like flowing music. The analogy of a sunflower did not only give the parents the image
of what their child is like in the classroom, but also conveyed the amount of care and respect the
teacher had for the child, which is pivotal in affirming trusting relationships with the parents. The
use of effective figures of speech during the conversation, including analogy, anecdotes, and humor
seemed to have a very powerful impact on the parents, and this is definitely something | should
employ in my future career. (journal)

Her professor responded with encouragement:

It sounds like this was a very helpful model of a possible way to engage with a parent. Speaking from
a parent’s point of view, | still remember so many years later some of the nice things my children’s
teachers said about them in our conferences. It may seem like just one meeting out of many, but it’s
amazing how powerful these exchanges can be. (journal response)

This complex process of crossing cultural boundaries to reimagine possibilities for herself as a teacher
spoke to Eun Mi’s experience of being a “dynamic composite of who we are and who we are becoming,”
as described by Esteban-Guitart and Moll (20144, p. 44).
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How are Eun Mi’s relationships with children and adults influenced by historical experience?

Eun Mi also articulated some powerful memories from her own childhood that she began to connect to
her ways of relating to others during the practicum experience. Early in the semester, inspired by reading
the article by Lieberman et al. (2005), she shared: “Reflecting back on my own personal childhood
memories, | remember my mom as a very strict and emotionally vulnerable person. ... | considered my
mom as a cold person ..." (foundation reading reflection). She came back to this later in the interview,
stating, “| remember that my mom was, you know, on the edge and | was like careful around her. So
my caregiving, like receiving caregiving experience, it wasn't warm, it wasn't, you know, responsive
necessarily” (interview). In bringing this consideration of her own past experience to the forefront of
her thinking about being an infant caregiver, Eun Mi began to deconstruct her ways of teaching and
caring to better understand her actions and feelings:

| am very slow to anger ... in terms of caring with children, especially with children, and you know,
| always smile, | always kind of remain, like maintain the calmness and that presence, and | was
wondering why is it, why, why am | so hard to anger when kids do something to me or kids do
something around me? And the reason could be, | think, because I've personally experienced, you
know, the difficulty of dealing with the, the adults’, you know, anxiety or emotional issues. | haven't
really, like | don’t know how that came out, like because | haven't really made sense of that in myself,
but | think that could be one reason why | was so keen about, you know, maintaining my calmness and
my responsivity to the children in my care. Yeah. (interview)

Eun Mi also began to think more deeply about the impact of her past experiences on the struggle she was
having with her CT at her practicum site and shared a difficult interaction she had had with her:

... this week, suddenly my CT wanted to check in with me, and commented that she would like me to
spend more time with the toddlers since | spent a lot of time with Liam. This was a bomb dropped in
my head because | do engage with them a lot throughout the day. I read books with them, play games
with them, sing songs with them, and help them with sleep and lunch. Also, when I'm there, my CT
delegated Liam to me, and she either attended to other children’s needs or worked on her paper in
the nap room. All of a sudden, she started commenting on what | should do instead, which was from
my perspective, unfairly judged and evaluated. | explained what | have been doing, and what | have
been thinking, but this did not seem to be important to her. | felt like being a child once again where
whatever the teacher says is the truth. | still am working on making sense of her comments, but her
negative comments on my practice emerged and increased drastically this week. (journal)

Her professor’s response, presented below, provides an example of the multifaceted nature of the course
instructor’srole as amentor. She raises questions for consideration and further reflection, provides active
support, and offers ways for Eun Mi to reconsider the value of all that she is learning:

Do you think this week was extra stressful for either of you in any way? Have you had any clues
from her [CT] before this that would indicate that she wanted you to change what you were

OCCASIONAL PAPER SERIES | 35



doing? It sounds from what you are saying that this came as a total surprise. If we get a chance to
debrief next week when | come to observe, is there anything you want me to bring up with her?
Let me know. | am sorry to hear that you are getting such a negative feeling at this point in the
semester after investing so much of yourself in the work of the classroom. If things continue to
feel uncomfortable with your CT, please let me know. Also, remember that there are many good
things to focus on in this practicum, like the wonderful relationship that you have built with Liam.
(journal response)

Later, during the interview, Eun Mi came back to her feelings about her CT, stating: “| have some, | think,
fear when | actually have to get into the relationship, and | think like | mentioned, my relationship with
my mom when | was young, that really played a huge effect on me” (interview). She also likened her CT to
her mother, saying, “... she was kind of similar to my mom, the way she interacted with me. She wouldn’t
recognize me for what | was doing well, but she would, you know, say one thing that | can still work on”
(interview).

As Eun Mi continued to explore her emotional responses to both children and adults, she showed an
increased awareness of the complexity of those reactions as she tried to integrate both positive and
negative feelings within her early relationship with her mother. In one of her foundation reading reports,
she had articulated a very clear memory of being held and comforted by her mother when she was sick,
attesting to her mother’s ability to show warmth to her under certain circumstances. She shared:

| remember one day when my mom held me so warmly in her arms to put me to sleep because | was
sick.... My mom’s vulnerable emotional state remains as a ghost in my childhood. However, the warm
moment | remember with her also exists as an angel. (foundation reading reflection)

In response to these reflections on “Angels in the Nursery” (Lieberman et al., 2005), the first author
commented as follows, reiterating the power of early relationships:

This is a great example of how our early experience can inform the ways we later understand
emotional connections. As described in the article, when we are able to re-envision the positive
components of early relationships and understand and forgive our own parents, we are better able
to see and empower the ‘angels’ from our past. (foundation reading response)

As she worked to make sense of these mixed feelings, Eun Mi incorporated new knowledge recently
shared with her by her father: “... mom experienced a miscarriage in my childhood, which explains her
vulnerable emotional state” (foundation reading reflection). In making these connections among her
multiple layers of experience—historical/remembered, current physical and emotional, and reflective/
rethinking, Eun Mi seemed to gain a deeper understanding of herself and what she was bringing to her
role as an infant caregiver.

What do intimate connections with babies, particularly with a key child, bring to life for Eun Mi through the
caregiving process?

Developing consistent caring relationships not only benefits infants, but also allows infant caregivers to
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truly experience what it feels like to be physically and emotionally available to babies. Multiple scholars
have noted this capacity as an essential ingredient of quality care (Dalli, White, Rockel, & Duhn, 2011;
Degotardi & Pearson, 2014; Elfer & Dearnley, 2007; Manning-Morton, 2006; Recchia, 2016; Recchia
& Shin, 2010; Recchia, Shin, & Snaider, 2018). Being new to work with infants, Eun Mi was surprised
at first by the emotional intensity of physically caring for them. On her first day in the infant room, she
began as an observer, but after a short time, a father suddenly handed her his baby as he prepared to
leave for the day. Describing this experience, Eun Mi shared:

I held him in my arms with his face facing towards my chest. He grabbed my hair with his tiny hands
and smiled. He put his head down on my shoulder and rested as | supported his butt with my arms.
Although this first encounter with Harry was beautiful, it was so unexpected and abrupt ... My body
was soaked in sweat, and | could feel the heat that captured my whole body. (journal)

Later, and in a calmer sate, Eun Mi reflected on this moment “without feeling the sweat, heat, or surprise”
by taking the child’s perspective and realizing in a new way how overwhelming it must be for young
children to phase into childcare. Her comments speak to one of Heffron et al.’s (2005) components of
authentic practice, that of attending to physiological/somatic responses—one’s own as well as those of
others:

Inthe past, | have said numerous times, “l know... | know it’s hard to say bye-bye to mommy” to young
childrenwho are crying after separating from their parents in the morning. However, | was just trying
to empathize with them verbally to calm them down without really sharing the emotions with them.
Experiencing the abrupt encounter with Harry this week, | rethink about the many empty words |
told children without truly engaging my emotions and thoughts. Mustn’t true empathy come from
going beyond my level of understanding and experiences and the willingness to co-experience the
pain the other person is feeling? (journal)

In response, her professor validated her feelings and her insights by sharing:

It is interesting to think about the ways that we can do and say the ‘right’ things as early childhood
teachers without really being in the moment with the children and seeing the world through their
eyes. It sounds as though Harry was doing fine through this experience, but even when a child is not
crying or acting scared, just like us they may still be holding these feelings inside. | look forward to
hearing more about how the children’s transition and yours unfold in the next few weeks. (journal
response)

As stated above, as an integral part of the infant practicum, each student caregiver is paired with a key
infant. Eun Mi’s key infant, Liam, was 10 months old and relatively new to the infant room when she began
working with him. At first Eun Mi struggled with his crying, expressing feelings of guilt over not being
able to calm him. She asked, “l wonder where such sense of inadequacy or guilt comes from. ... How can |
be more guilt free and focus more on the child himself/herself during the moment of stress?” (journal). In
response to her question, her professor wrote:

It’s hard not to feel inadequate when you cannot console a baby in distress—this feeling is part of
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being human and what some theorists attribute to what keeps our species going. It is definitely not
typically a teacher’s fault when a baby cries—crying is a powerful way for a baby to communicate
with us—our job as caregivers is to try to figure out what they are trying to tell us and how to help
them solve the problem. It takes time to get comfortable with caring for crying babies—the more
time you spend with Liam, the better you will get to know him and the better able you will be to
respond to his needs. However, there may still be times when he is out of sorts or having a bad day—
then you just have to do your best to try to comfort him. (journal response)

As she and Liam developed a more comfortable relationship, Eun Mibecame more confident in caring for
him, and he in turn became more responsive to her care, as noted in her video share reflection:

When Liam turned his body and approached me, instead of grabbing his body and quickly holding
him in my arm, | took time to read his bodily cues and intentions. | supported his movements by
gently holding him, but waited until he demonstrated what he wanted to do, such as bouncing up and
down, crawling, or climbing up on my body.

Becoming a special caregiver to Liam allowed Eun Mi to think more deeply about what really mattered
in her teaching practice. Once her relationship with Liam was more solid, she began to incorporate ideas
that weread about and discussed in class into her work with him, building on her own previous knowledge
and experience:

... building a relationship is not the sole goal of teaching and caring for young children. Teaching and
caring for young children also entails close observation, deep engagement with their development,
and intentional teaching that is intended to positively guide and enhance the children’s overall
development. This is what | started to think more about these days with Liam as the relationship
with him became more secure and stable. (journal)

Interestingly, the closeness and intimacy of caring for infants that was a little scary and overwhelming
to Eun Mi at first became an integral and meaningful component of her work in the infant room. Her
emotional connections, particularly with Liam, continued to be a significant aspect of her practice, as she
described in her journal:

... it is also interesting how this relationship with Liam burgeoned so quickly ... | wonder if such
intimacy is the nature of infant care because my relationship with Liam was or had to be intimate
from the beginning. In fact, from the second time | saw Liam | was already putting my arms around
his body, shushing by his ears, rubbing his back, and cleaning his naked body... This is not something
to take for granted, but really appreciate and enjoy! | am loving this intimate relationship I'm forming
with Liam as well as with other children in the classroom. (journal)

Her peer partner validated Eun Mi's newly emerging insights with the following response:

| wholeheartedly agree with you that caring for infants is an incredibly personal process! Compared
with the relationships we build with other adults, with young children, we seem to disregard all sense
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of personal boundaries. There have been some instances that I've changed diapers because of alack
of available hands, and the child would look at me with the expression of “who are you and why are
you wiping my bottom?” And I've found that the caregiving activity of changing diapers accelerates
the sense of intimacy, as there is a tremendous degree of trust placed in our adult hands. Thank you
for sharing your journal with me. (peer response - journal)

As the semester unfolded, Eun Mi's journals took on a more joyful tone as she described her daily
interactions with Liam:

To stand, he crawled towards my chest and when | held his hands to support his standing, he started
bouncing his legs up and down. As he bounced his legs, | counted how many times he was bouncing.
| excitedly said, “1, 2, 3,4" as he bounced up and down. As | counted and celebrated his bouncing, he
responded with a big smile. After bouncing several times, he sat down, and repeated the process of
crawling on my chest, standing with my assistance, and bouncing up and down. | felt as if this also
became another form of social play. In this moment, although | was the only one speaking words,
Liam and | shared the will to communicate with each other and experienced the joy of exchanging
meaningful interactions with each other. (journal)

Her professor’s responses reflected these joyful feelings back to her:

Your description makes this sound like a lot of fun—his enthusiastic response to your initiations
makes it hard not to repeat the sequence. He clearly seems to be enjoying these social moments
with you—such a nice way to develop a more meaningful relationship with him. (Journal Response)

On another day, Eun Mi shared her ways of being with Liam on an outing to the park:

When we were walking to the park, Liam started smiling brightly. He seemed to really like being
outside. The weather was nice and breezy, and | loved it too. This was the first time | came outside
with Liam. Liam smiled at me with his two front teeth shining with the sunlight, and | responded
back to him with a big smile too. We constantly communicated through smiles and short words as
we walked around the park. It felt different to be outside with Liam. Different settings and activities
seemed to shape the interactions | had with Liam. Although the interactions might look similar from
when we were inside the classroom, it felt different. It was refreshing. (journal)

Her professor responded, validating her feelings and her actions:

Most babies do like to be outside and there is no substitute for being together sharing the sunshine
on a beautiful day. A change in the surround can make everyone feel different—there are new things
for Liamto see and feel, and to react to, which in turn may bring a different kind of response from you
as his caregiver. (journal response)

Eun Mi continued:

After a while, | covered his stroller with a blanket so that Liam could fall asleep, and he did. He
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fell asleep almost instantly. As | get to know Liam more, spending time with him becomes more
enjoyable. And experiencing something new with him was definitely invaluable this week. (journal)

Her professor responded:

It sounds like a wonderful outing! It is amazing how your feelings change as you develop a deeper
relationship with a baby, isn't it? (journal response)

Through the process of developing caring relationships with Liam and others, Eun Mi discovered what it
means to truly care for infants (Recchia, Shin, & Snaider, 2018). As Eun Mi shared, “As | got to know each
child more closely, spent time together, and exchanged many emotions with them, the sense of caringand
responsibility | had for them grew abundantly” (journal).

By the end of the practicum, Eun Mi’s sense of herself as an early childhood teacher had changed, deeply
influenced by what seemed to be a rekindling of her passion for the field. Reflecting on this change, she
shared:

Through this practicum, | didn’t intend to recover that passion or the joy, the emotional piece of
teaching, but it just naturally came to me. And it reminded me of, you know, this is why | started...
So, that emotional piece was, you know, what really, what | got and that confirmed, reaffirmed
the importance of relationships in teaching, and you know, knowing it by knowledge and really
experiencing it was what this practicum offers me like a turning point for me to think about my future
career and how | would—what kind of teacher | would be in the future. (interview)

Discussion

This portrait of Eun Mi illustrates her journey as she traveled through a semester-long practicum
experience working with infants for the first time. Her ability to articulate her thoughts and feelings
so poignantly as she reflected on all she was learning gave us access to a deeper understanding of the
powerful ways that relationship-based teaching and caring can impact both babies and their caregivers.
The relationship-building process that Eun Mi engaged in with her key child and other infants has been
shown to be the core of the infant curriculum (Dalli et al., 2011; Recchia, 2016) and to contribute greatly to
student caregivers' growing professional identities (Lee & Shin, 2009; Shin, 2015). For Eun Mi, engagingin
relationship-based teaching and caring within a reflective and supportive context served as a catalyst for
discovering a deeper and more authentic way of being an early childhood teacher.

Participating in the practicum, which emphasized the importance of understanding one’s early
experience of being cared for as an integral aspect of learning to care for others, Eun Mi began to make
sense of the connections between her own early experience and her ways of being with children and
families. Early on, she began to reflect on her negative feelings about her early relationship with her
mother. She consistently shared anecdotes in her journal that reflected her capacity to see the world
through a child’s eyes, perhaps as a result of feeling misunderstood or undervalued as a child herself.
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Early in the semester, Eun Mi seemed to take a self-critical stance, perhaps channeling her mother’s voice,
as she questioned her feelings of guilt over not being able to calm Liam. She asks what a good teacher
does or should do, trying to make sense of her role. Eun Mi describes herself as having a deep respect
for others’ feelings, which she speculates may be a positive result of her negative early experience. Yet
she can also be easily jarred by her CT’s responses to her, quick to interpret them as critical and seeing
her mother in her CT. Over time, however, she finds great joy in the intimacy that she develops with the
infants in her care, which pushes her to think more deeply about the emotional aspects of her practice.
She begins to trust her ways of being with and understanding the needs of her key child, even if/when her
CT sees things differently.

Building a Theory of Authentic Practice Through Relationship-Based Teaching and Caring

Despite the importance and power that emotional connections held for Eun Mi, she struggled at first
to attain them in her practice. When questions and conflicts arose, she was encouraged to “dig deep”
(Goodwin, Cheruvu, & Genishi, 2008, p. 7) in her problem-solving process through a synthesis of critical
reflection, interactive dialogue, and continued hands-on practice. Providing a constellation of caring
relationships through the practicum by caring for the student caregivers as they cared for infants,
we listened carefully to Eun Mi’s voice and provided space for her to interrogate both personal and
professional knowledge in line with her lived experiences. Over time, it was the intimate connections with
babies that helped her find the authentic early childhood teacher in herself as her practice deepened
through meaningful caring and engagement.

For Eun Mi to find authenticity, her practice had to become “real” to her as she engaged in “life experi-
ences that provide resources that help to define [oneself]” (Esteban-Guitart, 2016, p. 48). Her daily in-
teractions building relationships with babies, and particularly with her key child, served as a catalyst to
reconnect her with some of her own buried emotions. Reflective dialogue supported by the journaling
process, peer feedback, and class discussions helped to reaffirm her developing identity as an early child-
hood teacher. The gentle mentorship (Heffron et al., 2005) provided by her course instructor also guided
her to suspend her own self-critical judgements at times, embrace the joy of being with and learning from
and about babies, and integrate her past and current experiences to envision who she could be in her cur-
rent and future teaching and caring practice. As illustrated in our case study of Eun Mi’s journey through
the practicum, practitioners’ better understanding of and comfort with the ways that their own internal
experience impacts their work with infants and families “allows for the development of a unique and ef-
fective ‘authentic voice” (Heffron et al., p. 323).

Implications for Practice

Our journey with Eun Mi through the infant practicum demonstrated the power of relationship-based
work with infants as a context for developing self-understanding, responsivity, the ability to negotiate
emotions, and a capacity for reflection. These essential components of quality teaching and caring are
also critical aspects of authentic practice (Dalli et al., 2011; Recchia, Shin, & Snaider, 2018). In order
for infant educators to attain this depth of practice, the support they receive must be in attunement
with relationship-based practice. This begins with professional preparation for pre-service teachers
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and continues through ongoing relationship-focused professional development opportunities for in-
service teachers.

Understanding the essential importance of early relationships as the primary context for teaching and
learning in the first three years of life has been an integral aspect of our knowledge base in the field of
infant care for decades (Lally, 2013; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). There is a well-established need in the
field for teachers who are intellectually and emotionally prepared to respond to the unique needs of
babies through relationship-based practice within the context of group-care settings (Lally, 2013). Yet
opportunities for professional preparation and development that speak to relationship-based practice
are limited. Teacher licensing requirements remain the lowest for infant teachers, who continue to re-
ceive low wages and less access to professional learning opportunities (Phillips, Austin, & Whitebook,
2016). Although the number of teachers in child care settings with college degrees is growing (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2013), early childhood teacher education programs across
the United States offer minimal course content or field experiences related specifically to infants and
toddlers (Norris, 2010). Thus, a majority of infant teachers enter the field with very little preparation to
do the work they are hired for (Nicholson & Reifel, 2011).

Creating supported space for student caregivers’ teaching and learning as a context for becoming qual-
ity practitioners depends on having quality places of practice in which they can be mentored (Recchia,
2016). This includes both early childhood teacher preparation programs that are committed to prepar-
ing highly qualified infant teachers and sites for field experiences that provide models and opportu-
nities for exemplary infant care and education. Establishing through a designated infant practicum a
network of caring and supportive relationships with instructors and peers as well as with CTs is key in
preparing reflective and authentic infant teachers. Our work with Eun Mi also demonstrates the power
of infants themselves to inspire emotional and intellectual learning through relationship-based practice
(Recchia, Shin, & Snaider, 2018) and the critical importance of sustained interactions with infants as a
framework for preparation. Eun Mi’s story inspires us to keep moving forward to advocate for relation-
ship-based practice as an essential component in preparing infant teachers for the field.
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Including Autism: Confronting Inequitable Practices
in a Toddler Classroom

Emmanuelle N. Fincham and Amanda R. Fellner

Over the last couple of decades, it seems that toddler-aged children are being identified on the autism
spectrumatincreasingrates. The growingaccessibility of early screeningand diagnostic evaluations allow
for the autism diagnosis to extend to younger children (Schertz, Baker, Hurwitz, & Benner, 2011). This
increase in identification at a younger age, combined with the belief that substantial gains will be made
if treatment is offered at earlier ages, leads to an increased emphasis on providing early intervention (EI)
services to children with autism (Stahmer & Aarona, 2009). As El traditionally serves very young children
and their families, we need to know more about how toddlers identified as autistic are experiencing
interventions within the context of early childhood settings outside the home. There is little literature
about what happens when the positivist, behaviorist paradigm of autism “treatment” meets up with the
more fluid, child-centered, play-based setting of the early childhood classroom. This lack of literature
might relate to an actual lack of inclusive settings that support autistic learners.

Since the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1997, inclusion
has continuously been promoted as ideal practice for most children with disabilities (Bailey, McWilliam,
Buysse, & Wesley, 1998; Recchia & Lee, 2013). Inclusive classrooms are expected to be places where
children and their families can participate fully, find “a sense of belonging and membership,” develop
positive social relationships, and “reach their full potential” through “access, participation, and support”
from the institution (DEC & NAEYC, 2009, p. 2). Much of the literature for practitioners that promotes
inclusive settings suggests teachers just need to work closely with therapists and differentiate the
curriculum and instruction to meet the needs of diverse learners, often providing step-by-step strategies
for teaching certain skills (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012; Whitby, Lyons, & Baxter, 2015). But what happens
when these interventions aren’t working? What happens when these interventions conflict with the
beliefs and practices of teachers? What happens when a child is deemed “too autistic” to succeed in an
inclusive classroom?

We were confronted with these questions and many others the year we taught together in a toddler
classroom, specifically working with one child who was diagnosed with autism shortly after he joined our
classroom. We grappled with these questions during our time with him and continue to revisit themin our
reflexive practice, which drives our continually developing practice in the classroom. Before sharing our
story, we provide some background on autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and the discourses surrounding
children who are identified as “on the spectrum.”

Autism and the Medical Model of Disability

Persons with ASD are characterized in the literature as having difficulty with social interactions and
communication, alongside demonstrating repetitive or restrictive behaviors (APA, 2013; Barton,
Reichow, Wolery, & Chen, 2011). In the classroom setting, children with ASD have been described as
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having difficulty engaging with peers, forming strong attachments with teachers, and participating in
group activities (Barton et al., 2011). The play of children with ASD is typically described as less varied
and more repetitive than similar-aged peers (Barton et al., 2011). Much of the literature on ASD in
children characterizes the limitations of having ASD, focusing on deviance from standard developmental
assessments (Barton & Pavilanis, 2012; Rahn, Coogle, Hanna, & Lewellen, 2017).

Early intervention is heralded as critical to the treatment of ASD and to providing children with the
opportunity to make gains in areas of perceived weakness (Stahmer & Aarona, 2009). Decisions about
types of treatment are often ensconced in a medical discourse that emphasizes abnormality and points
towards notions of treatments and cures (O'Reilly, Karim, & Lester, 2014). Rooted in a positivist paradigm,
much of theresearch onautismandyoungchildren seeks to demonstrate successinbehavioraltreatments
(Glynne-Owen, 2010) such as discrete trial training (a one-on-one teaching practice that breaks down
skills into simple step-by-step instruction with the use of reinforcement) and Applied Behavior Analysis
(ABA) (atherapeutic method aimed at improving or changing specific behaviors). This focus on behavioral
treatments leads to mandates of these “evidence-based” practices once a child is diagnosed.

Many “evidence-based” interventions are tested on children older than three and then pushed down to
younger children with little consideration of their developmental differences (Corsello, 2005; Schertz,
Baker, Hurwitz, & Benner, 2011). Given the preference for quantitative measures, these behavioral
practices, which are supposedly “measurable,” are more widely accepted as “effective” than more
individually focused, child-centered practices (Odom & Wolery, 2003).

The positivist research that supports ABA and similar interventions does not allow for much exploration
of individuality or diversity; rather it promotes a behavioral, “one-size-fits-all” approach (Glynne-Owen,
2010). These discourses frame how young children diagnosed with ASD experience daily life in preschool
classrooms and determine the types of educational practices and settings available to them. While other
more naturalistic, child-centered approaches to working with children with autism, such as Floortime
(Greenspan & Wieder, 2006) or the PLAY Project (Solomon, 2016) demonstrate potential, the scientific
rhetoric around ABA maintains its position as the preferred intervention method (Broderick, 2011;
Stahmer & Aarona, 2009).

Although these medical discourses are dominant in the conversation around ASD and special education
in general, the field of disability studies has been producing counter-narratives to the ways disability
is viewed in our society. Ferri and Bacon (2011, paraphrasing Michalko 2008) state that “disability, like
other aspects of diversity, must be embraced as an essential aspect of what it means to be human and
what it means to live in a community” (pp.137-138). By honoring this diversity, we can move beyond
notions of normality/abnormality and think about the ways that disability is another way of being in
the world. Rather than seeing children with ASD as needing to be fixed, disability theorists view “the
goal of education [to be] to honor different ways of learning and being in the world in ways that ensure
equal access and active participation” (p.141).
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This way of thinking inherently changes the way teachers interact with and support children in the
classroom. However, even when teacher education programs present a disability studies perspective, the
dominant medical discourse around disability in schooling creates tensions for teachers in classrooms
and continues to limit the types of inclusive practices available to children with disabilities (Broderick,
Hawkins, Henze, Mirasol-Spath, Pollack-Berkovits, Clune, Skovera, & Steel, 2012).

Inclusive classrooms are deeply entrenched in the medical disability discourse as the push for early
diagnosis and early intervention seeks to address developmental issues as early as possible. In our
experience working with toddlers receiving early intervention services in New York City, any child
diagnosed on the autism spectrum is mandated 20 to 25 hours a week of ABA therapy. Most often, we
see this practiced as a one-on-one discrete trial program that excludes the child from some of the day-to-
day activity of the classroom and requires them to perform tasks they otherwise show little interest in.
As teachers ourselves, we have become familiar with disability studies and strive for new ways of seeing
children with disabilities in the classroom. Yet, like others (Broderick, et. al, 2012), we constantly come
up against the medical discourse and feel the pull to “fix” a child as a way to best include them in the
classroom. Here is part of our story in our journey to include one child, Antonio.

Including Antonio

We met Antonio, a soon-to-be toddler, at our school picnic the summer before we co-taught together
in the toddler classroom. We had been teaching colleagues for several years in the same small early
childhood center in New York City, but most often in different classrooms. Emmanuelle had been
teaching in the toddler classroom for many years while this was Amanda’s first year in the toddler
room, having recently switched from the infant classroom. The toddler room serves children aged 18
months to just over three years, the middle age group of the three classrooms in our center. Antonio,
a just-turned-two-year-old, joined nine other children in our classroom that fall.

Our university-based center is a private, full-day program that serves an academic community, granting
us much linguistic and cultural diversity among mostly middle-income families. Each classroom is
staffed by two head teachers, two graduate student assistants, and other graduate student employees
or student teachers. Our center has an established reflexive culture of bringing our teaching practice
into question and working to critically examine the ways taken-for-granted norms of development and
early childhood education impact and potentially limit our work as teachers.

Using a play-based, emergent curriculum approach, our teaching practice is part of a dynamic, ever-
changing process that works with the children’s interests and strengths that they bring to the classroom.
While we pay close attention to children’s developmental gains and needs, we believe there is much more
possibility in early childhood curriculum than developmental checklists allow. We are both influenced by
the work of early childhood reconceptualist scholars (e.g., Bloch & Popkewitz, 2008; Cannella, 1997) and
disabilities studies perspectives (e.g. Broderick, 2011; Ferri & Bacon, 2011). We are also both doctoral
students and mothers, whose studies and personal experiences greatly influence our teaching.
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We did not know at that first meeting with Antonio that we would be sharing a journey with him and
his family through concern, evaluation, diagnosis, intervention, and eventually his (re)placement in an
intervention-based special education preschool. Inclusion was on our mind more than ever that year, as
we took partinastudy (Recchia, McDevitt, & Perez, 2018) that asked us to reflect on how community was
forming in our classroom, which prompted us to pay closer attention to our efforts at including Antonio.

Antonio came from a primarily Spanish-speaking home and this would be his first time in a group care
setting. His father had stayed home to care for Antonio after he was born because his mother worked
full-time as a professor, and Antonio had few experiences with other caregivers. We had concerns early
on about Antonio’s development because he exhibited several characteristics of ASD. However, the
factors of his first language and experiences as different from the school setting encouraged us to give
him some time to settle into the classroom.

A couple of months into the school year Antonio was evaluated and diagnosed on the autism spectrum.
He was promptly assigned early intervention services, including several hours a week of ABA in the
classroom. Two therapists worked with him. One came every day for a couple of hours that included
playground and lunchtime, and another came a few afternoons a week. They had very different
approaches. One tried to work more with him in the classroom setting while the other preferred to
work one-on-one at a table separated from the classroom space. Although the approaches differed,
the goals were very much the same. They each were required to go through a set of skills with him,
using a discrete trial approach, keeping data on how many times he performed or missed performing
a skill they were prompting him to do. These tasks were then reinforced with a favorite toy or iPad
time if he performed well.

These practices were a far cry from our approach, in which we give the children a great deal of autonomy
in the classroom and build the curriculum off their interests and abilities. The more we experienced
the therapists’ interventions, the more we saw Antonio as different and worked to incorporate some
of these interventions into our own time with him in the classroom. We found that we were engaged
in a constant internal negotiation between the competing discourses of our more critically informed,
progressive approach to education and the ways of seeing and “treating” children from a special-
education, early-intervention perspective.

This dilemma remained after we stopped working with Antonio, and we continued to explore our
thinking about our practices with children who present as “different.” Part of this reflexive work involved
writing as a form of inquiry, a “method of discovery” (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005, p. 967). We wanted
to attempt to untangle and reimagine the dilemmas we had experienced working with Antonio. The
following narratives, written by Emmanuelle but stemming from extensive collaborative reflection and
writing, highlight a handful of pertinent moments on our journey with Antonio. We hope they shed
some light on the tensions that teachers feel when they must negotiate their beliefs and practices to
support interventions that reproduce inequality around disability. Narrative writing in this sense is not
meant to be a “true” representation of events but rather a way to engage with meaning-making and

OCCASIONAL PAPER SERIES | 49



work towards new possibilities and understandings of children and teaching (Hendry, 2007). Unlike
more traditional qualitative research that uses a singular, linear, or hierarchical approach, writing helps
make connections that may not have been visible otherwise (MacLure, 2013). Starting with the home
visit, an informal visit we do with each family in their home before their child enters the classroom,
these narratives portray some signposts on our journey with Antonio, moments that illuminated many
of the tensions we were feeling in our practice along the way.

The Home Visit

At abuilding ona quiet streetin central Harlem, we were buzzed in and my assistant teacher and I climbed
the four flights to Antonio’s apartment. We were greeted warmly by mom and quickly by dad, as he went
back to prepping some things in the kitchen. Recently turned two-year-old Antonio was all smiles and
energy, offering a string of “Hola... como estas” when prompted by his mother. He got back to exploring
the living room, clearly defined as his space, with bins of toys lining a wall and colorful foam mats creating
aseaof bright colors on the floor. The living space was small, but not unusual for a family in New York City.
| had been warned of Antonio’s predilection for physical activity, being “big for his age and very active,” so
| was curious to see how he managed his desires in this space. We learned that he spent much of the day
outside, going all over the city to visit various playgrounds.

As we talked to his parents, we quickly realized that there were two very different perspectives at play—
mom thought he was ready for and needed some structure and socializing, while dad saw him as “just
a baby, let him do what he wants.” “What he wants” seemed to include drinking formula from a bottle,
not always taking naps, staying up late, and getting to watch YouTube videos whenever he was upset.
These issues, which were debated heavily between the parents, started to raise some red flags, as | would
expect a two-year-old to have a more varied diet and a more consistent routine. My concerns grew as we
saw Antonio in action. He used repetitive, decontextualized language, going back and forth from us to his
mom, taking our hands in his and clapping them vigorously in front of his face.

“Yeah, he likes hands,” his mom said, adding that he did this often with strangers at the park. This raised
another red flag, because this desire for visual stimulation of hand waving drew him into interacting with
strangers. Antonio continued to make his rounds, repeating “Hola, como estas!” but rarely directing it at
anyone, before settling in with one of his parents’ phones to watch a Spanish children’s video on YouTube.
After we left the home visit, | told my assistant teacher that | thought Antonio was autistic, and | knew
that it wasn’t anywhere on the family’s radar.

| was looking forward to seeing Antonio in the classroom. What would his behavior in a different en-
vironment show us? How would he engage with the materials? With us? With his peers? Whenever
developmental concerns arise, we are taught to tread carefully. My own practice being steeped in
special education discourses of deficit and deviance from the norm, | instinctively empathize with

the family and dread having to be the one to tell them that something’s “wrong” with their child. Even
though we had these concerns from the beginning, we were still wanting to “wait and see” how he did
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in the classroom. He had been practically one-on-one with only his parents for two years and had not
experienced being around other children his own age. We wondered, like his mother, how much of his
development would be “fixed” simply by exposing him to the school environment and adding some
structure to his life.

The Drums

Antonio had been in the classroom several days now. Ricky sat down in the music area, grabbed a mallet,
and started beating the drums. A teacher joined and helped bring the drums down to the floor where
they banged on them together. Hearing the noise, Antonio turned, smiled, and rushed over, finding two
mallets to hit the drums with. The boys laughed together, banging away. The teacher started to sing a
song and then raised her hands up, pausing before hitting the drum again. Ricky imitated her, giggling
in the suspenseful pause. After several rounds, Antonio noticed the change and lifted his arms with the
others, banging the drums again with a smile.

A few days later, Josh was having a picnic in the kitchen area and started to drum on the table with some
utensils. Antonio, who just arrived and was sitting with his mother, tuned into the beat, and turned to
see. | brought over two drums and mallets and set them up in front of Antonio, an invitation to leave
his mother’s lap. He took the mallet and played one drum, then the other. Josh rushed over to join with
his drumming spoon in hand, quickly exchanged it for a mallet, and joined Antonio. After knocking out
several beats, Josh threw his arms up and shouted, “Yay!” | did it too. Antonio stopped drumming to look
at this new action. The boys started to drum again and this time, Antonio lifted his arms shouting “Yay!”
and Josh and | followed his lead.

Musical instruments were a medium for connecting, and we found opportunities to bridge the peer
interactions that stemmed from a mutual interest in sound-making. Moments like these, showing
Antonio’s growing interest in peers and his motivation to imitate actions in this social space, gave us the
feeling that “maybe we're wrong.” However, the medical discourse of early intervention and the need
to “get help as early as you can,” produced an urgency to diagnose that never really allowed us to see
Antonio as “normal.” Do children have a right to be assumed “normal”?

The ABC Puzzle

Antonio sat down by the alphabet puzzle on the floor—a big wooden board with places for the multi-
colored wood-block letters. Scanning the puzzle, he purposefully picked out the X, the M, and the W.
Turning away from the puzzle, he dropped the letters on the floor in front of him and got to work. Antonio
placed the X, shifting its position in small increments clockwise, counter-clockwise, and clockwise again
until he haditjust right. He took the M and turned it 90 degrees to the left so the bottom fit up against the
side of the X. He did the same with the W, fitting it to the right side of the X, mirroring the M.

When [ first saw Antonio do this with the letters, | found it fascinating. What a keen visual sense! What
a creative way to utilize the relationship of letter shapes! But, as it continued | could see him obsess,
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struggling to get the letters aligned just right. He would adjust them over and over, try other letters,
eventually shuffle them around, and then run off. | realized he had been doing this same task with other
items in the classroom so | started to question the relation of symmetry and autism. A little Google-ing
informed me that the use of symmetry and an obsessive approach to visual arrangements of objects
were indeed common traits of autism. As soon as | entered this discourse of diagnosis, | began to see
the behavior differently. My lens shifted quickly from seeing it as a work of creativity to an issue that
needed to be fixed. | felt as if | should intervene, break into this play of his, and redirect it to something
more “appropriate.” | tried. We tried. We would join him and start putting the letters back on the puzzle
board, encouraging him to put some on. He would get frustrated and it always backfired, with him
flinging the puzzle pieces aside, and running away from us. It was clear that our desires and his did not
match.

Moments like these made me think about what we teachers (especially if we are trained as special
educationteachers)are trained to look forand capitalize on the so-called “learning opportunities” -- those
“opportunities for intervention” and for “scaffolding” children’s learning. But these practices are subject
to very definitive goals, predetermined ways of doing, of seeing, of experiencing. If another child did what
Antonio did with the puzzle, | would probably see it as a skill, but for him, it was labeled a symptom. What
counts as play when you are autistic? Why would other, “typical” kids be allowed to “play” like this but
we felt the need to redirect Antonio’s play? Have we given into a hierarchy of play? If you can't play with
it the “right” way, then you aren’t given space to play with it in a more creative way? | see this so much in
intervention-based classrooms, the kind of space where Antonio ultimately ended up. | have wondered
for years why a more open-ended, creative, artistic curriculum only seems available to those kids who
present as developmentally “normal.”

We are taught that diagnosing will help us better understand a child. | remember some of my preservice
texts that basically laid it out for you: if a child is autistic, do A, B, and C; if a child is visually impaired, do
X, Y, and Z; and so on. My preservice education and experience working in an ABA autism classroom
came back to me and | began to confront the disconnects between my work as a critical early childhood
educatorand my trainingin special education. While | wanted these two aspects of my practice to be able
to merge, they stood at odds, unable to exist in the same space within a system of competing discourses
of “what’s best” for a child like Antonio.

When Antonio’s diagnosis of autism was made official and the early intervention system came into play,
it limited our ability to see who Antonio was. How can we work as teachers to still “see” children beyond
their diagnosis? How can we work with therapists who come into our classrooms to “treat” a child? We
want to do what we can to help a child be successful, but does the child have a right to remain “undiag-
nosed” and just “be”?

All Done

Antonio was not interested in lunchtime. He preferred to continue his play and explore the classroom
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when we expected all the toddlers to sit down to eat together. He would occasionally want a cracker,
but ate mostly pureed foods when he did eat. Otherwise he had infant formula from a bottle. As his
teachers, we had two goals for lunchtime—we wanted to help him participate in the routine, to be part
of this experience with his peers and learn the ways of the classroom, but more importantly, we wanted
him to learn how to eat different foods. A typical lunchtime for the first few months of school went
something like this:

Returning from the park, | find Antonio on his knees by the shelves, putting the stacking rings on his fingers.
| tell him to put the toys away and go to the bathroom to wash his hands. My verbal direction comes with
physical guidance, as | take the rings to put back on the shelf and hoist him onto his feet, holding him under
the armpits. Immediately his knees buckle and | pull him back up, supporting his weight as | guide him to
the bathroom sink. Once there, he’s happy to put his hands under the water and feel the soap on his hands.
He rushes out of the bathroom and runs around the room smiling. | retrieve him once more and, in similar
fashion, direct him to the table to find his seat. Amongst the plates and bowls of various foods for the other
children sits Antonio’s small yogurt container and a spoon—our best hope for him to eat something at lunch-
time. He sits down on his chair, looking around at the other children, content for a moment. We open the
yogurt and hold out a scoop, offering him some and encouraging his speech. “Yogurt?” He leans towards the
spoon, touching his lips to the yogurt, sits back, licks his lips, makes a face that indicates he doesn't like it,
and gets up to leave the table. | stop his body with my hands and turn him back to the table. Now he’s angry
but he sits down for a moment. It escalates from here, to him screaming, writhing in his chair, sliding onto
the floor, trying to get away. | keep redirecting him to the chair, then give up on that and lift him onto my lap,
kicking and screaming. Some days he calms and will eat the yogurt | offer while holding him on my lap, other
days we end in a draw, both exhausted.

While every day didn’t look like this, most days did—or at least it felt that way. My co-teacher and |
agonized over our choices in these moments. Was it appropriate for us to be physically forceful with
him? What were we communicating to him through these acts of bodily force? What messages were
we sending to the other children as they watched us take power over his body in these moments?
We saw him make strides though, which always validated our choices—maybe our intervention was
working. If so, then we must be making the right choices, or at least it felt that way several months later
when he sat down at the table, asked for yogurt, and fed himself an entire container.

Once Antonio received a diagnosis of autism, he was automatically mandated 20 hours a week of ABA
therapy. So along with the intervention practices we were working into our time with him, he became
subjected to other, more frequent, and more intense interventions—as was our classroom, the peer
community, and our teaching practice. Though it was already seeping into our work with him, the
language of autism intervention became a large part of the classroom once we started working with
outside therapists. There is a local vernacular of ABA, a way of speaking and being that | slipped back
into from my experience in an ABA classroom. The sing-songy language prompts, the forceful repetition
of skills, the simplified phrasing all came back too easily once this child was deemed different from his
classroom peers.
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While the therapy sessions were often relegated to a corner of the room or separated from the classroom,
one of the therapists worked alongside us during lunchtime. She was pleased to see what we had done
with him so far. Our forceful techniques were, it seems, “ABA-approved.” The focus during lunchtime
moved from getting him to eat to getting him to speak. The therapist would prompt words like “yogurt,”
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“open,” “spoon,” and the most-heard phrase, “all done... say, all done.” The therapist focused solely on
Antonio in these moments, interrupting his fitful attempts to leave the table with incessant prompts for
him to verbally indicate his “all done”-ness. While this was happening, we became acutely aware that
the other children were tuning into the interactions between Antonio and his therapist, which made us

realize they had been tuning into our interactions with him as well.

One day, Antonio’s refusal to say “all done” was especially strong. He cried out and tried to get away from
the table, and the adults, several times. His therapist, while physically restraining him to remain on his
chair, went through a seemingly endless string of requests, “are you all done? ... say all done... all done.”
After a few minutes of this, two-year old Rickie, who had been watching intently, said loudly, “all done!”
and clapped his hands and smiled, congratulating himself on performing this task. A few more rounds

I”}

from the therapist and three-year-old Sarah called across the table to offer, “Just say, ‘all done

After questioning what our actions with Antonio were communicating to the other children, seeing these
obvious effects on them intensified our dilemma. How were these practices constituting their idea of
who Antonio was? Of who we were? Did watching us work like this with Antonio worry them? Scare them,
perhaps? | began to worry that these physical, authoritative practices might be making the other children
feel unsafe, and yet | never thought about that for Antonio. We saw the intervention working, we saw
him making progress, we saw him begin to speak, to eat—but it just didn't “feel” right. We adults often
do things to or for a child with the disclaimer, “I'm doing this for your own good,” most often without
qguestion. But where is the opportunity for the child to take responsibility for their own good?

The Committee on Preschool Special Education (CPSE) Meeting

Our time with Antonio ended with the school year and with a meeting as he transitioned out of early
intervention services into the preschool special education system. This meeting is where we came
face-to-face with the special education discourse, and | knew from the moment we sat down that his
diagnosis determined the type of classroom he would be allocated to—a self-contained, intervention-
based model. The connections | had seen him make with peers, his creative use of materials, his joy in
free exploration were never part of the conversation. All | heard was that our “kind of school”—child
centered, play-based, emergent, all those “best practices” of early childhood for “normal” kids—could
never support him.

The CPSE representative offered Antonio’s mother a choice of a handful of schools, all of which
were specifically for children with disabilities. | was familiar with a few of them, which had very small
classrooms, materials primarily meant for skill-and-drill instruction, and little opportunity for self-
directed play or learning. In these schools, children spend most of their day one-on-one at a table with
an adult working on interventions, such as the worksheets | saw three-year-olds doing at one school.
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| felt sad for Antonio in his remaining preschool years, knowing he might not find the joy in play that
| had seen him find in our classroom, but at the same time, knowing the system of schooling that he
would face in the future, | reluctantly bought into the need for him to be in a special classroom.

Broadening Discourses of Disability and Inclusion

There is of course more to this story and more ways of telling it. Our time with Antonio raised
questions for our own practice and brought to light the ways we have so habitually accepted the
medicalized discourses around autism and other disability diagnoses. Our practice is being unpacked
and transformed as a result of what Antonio brought to our classroom, as we fought to see the
individual within the diagnosis. Aiming towards equitable practices in our toddler classroom is a never-
ending journey of action, reflection, and reconceptualization. Perspectives and stories from inclusive
classrooms that confront dominant discourses of disability need to be made more accessible if we
hope to address inequities for children diagnosed from early ages and support greater inclusivity in
early childhood classrooms. Our work, and that of others (e.g. Recchia & Lee, 2013; Sapon-Shevin,
2007), strives to rewrite the discourses around special education and inclusion, moving towards an
understanding of inclusivity that goes well beyond addressing the diagnosis.

Through this work we seek to start a conversation about how teachers negotiate competing discourses
and practices around autism in an inclusive early childhood setting. From our experiences, we have
come to form a more critical, reflexive perspective in our practice and our understandings of the early
childhood field. Practices like using writing as inquiry (Richardson, 2000) can help teachers examine
their beliefs around inclusive practices and take teacher reflection to more critical spaces. It is not an
easy task, however, to shift perspective and confront the dominant discourses around disability. Ferr
and Bacon (2011) remind us that this requires a pragmatic shift in the way teachers see children and
their practice. Continuing to focus only on the child and individual differences between students will
continue to reproduce the system of inequity in special education. But if we can make that shift to
examine our teaching practices and bring them into question, there is great potential for change.
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Preparing Infant-Toddler Professionals:
A Community College’s Perspective

Jennifer M. Longley and Jennifer M. Gilken

Early childhood educators often experience inequality, earning less and having poorer working
conditions and fewer professional requirements than K-12 educators. The disparity also exists among
early childhood educators: those who work with infants and toddlers receive the lowest pay, have fewer
professional development opportunities, need fewer preservice credentials, and are less respected by
society than are K-2 teachers. These disparities impact the professionals, as well as infants, toddlers,
and families.

Infant-toddler educators need to reclaim their profession. Reclaiming or reappropriating is a process
of saving or recovering something that has been harmed or wronged and working to rectify the
damage. Educator preservice training programs have the power to give teachers the tools to reclaim
the profession because all members of a career community pass through the halls of preparation
programs and are impacted by both the program’s curriculum and their relationships with faculty. As
Branscomb and Ethridge (2010) argue, teacher education programs are transformative because they
influence how preservice educators view the profession, and they lay the foundation for teachers’
identity. Consequently, the onus lies on infant-toddler teacher educators and preparation programs to
begin reclaiming the profession.

Community colleges have a crucial role in preparing infant-toddler professionals and are therefore
vital in the reclamation of infant-toddler education. Many infant-toddler teachers start their careers at
community colleges or receive their initial credentials for the field at community colleges. Compared to
preschool teachers, infant-toddler teachers are less likely to have bachelor’s degrees (National Survey
of Early Care and Education, 2013); consequently, community colleges serve as a gateway to the
profession, specifically for infant-toddler educators.

This paper outlines the steps that one community college preservice teacher education program is
taking to reclaim the profession of infant-toddler education. The Teacher Education Department at
the Borough of Manhattan Community College (BMCC) is a unique program, as it provides students
enrolled in the Early Childhood Education Associate's Degree Program the opportunity to specialize in
working with infants and toddlers. It is the only undergraduate teacher education program in the New
York City metropolitan area that offers a specialization in infant-toddler curriculum and development.
The program is part of a teacher education career pathway; people who have a Child Development
Associate (CDA) credential can transfer college credits toward their associate’s degree at BMCC, and
those who finish BMCC's program can transfer to four-year undergraduate institutions to continue
pursuing New York State Teacher Certification. The efforts of BMCC's program to reclaim the profession
focus on: 1) a relationship-based program, 2) fieldwork opportunities, and 3) a curriculum planned and
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structured to impart to students the competencies they need to work effectively with infants-toddlers
and families.

The day before, at her field placement, Yolanda had led an activity with a group of twos for the first time.
“How did the activity go yesterday, Yolanda?” Professor Johnson asked.

“The activity was way too messy,” Yolanda responded.
“How can it be too messy? They learn through messes,” Jacinta, another student, chimed in.

“What was messy about it?” Andrea, another student who was placed at the same fieldwork site as Yolanda,
but in a different classroom, interjected. Yolanda explained that the children had paint all over their clothes.

“What did the teacher do?” Jacinta asked.
“She changed them,” Yolanda replied; “she acted like it was no big deal.”
“Do you think this was the first time they got messy like that?” Andrea asked.

“No, it’s just that one girl had on a white shirt, and it wasn’t white after painting. If they just moved the table
out some...." Yolanda trailed off.

“Why do you think the table moves or doesn’t move?” asked the professor, with whom the students had had
classes in previous semesters.

Yolanda pondered for a moment, then said, “Well, the room is small. Maybe she didn’t expect so many
children to be interested in the activity. The light table needs a plug, too. But as a parent, | felt bad sending
the clothes home.”

Andrea asked, “How do you think the families felt when they opened the bag of clothes?”

Yolanda announced, “l would be mad. | want my child to wear a smock or change of clothes so their good
clothes don't get dirty.”

“I've never seen the families get upset when they pick up the kids and see a bag of clothes dirty from messy
play,” Andrea offered.

“Why do you think the families don’t get upset?” the professor interjected.

Yolanda sighed, “I guess they know the kids are gonna get messy. | hear the director gives tours, and she
explains to families how the children do lots of art with natural materials.”

“So what | hear you saying is that families know the philosophy of the program—they chose to send their
children to a program where the children will create a lot of art and get messy,” Professor Johnson suggested,
connecting the discussion to the program’s philosophy and a family’s choice of programs.
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Relationship-Based Program

Those who work with infants and toddlers are often referred to as “caregivers” who provide “care”
and work in a “day care.” This choice of words implies that anyone is capable of working with infants
and toddlers, and that the staff do not need specific training to work with them. The opposite is true;
infant-toddler educators need specialized skills that are differentiated from the competencies of those
who work with children over the age of 3 (Lee, Shin, & Recchia, 2016; McMulllen & Apple, 2012;
Polk & Bogard, 2016). The skills educators use with infants-toddlers are specialized because they
are non-verbal or acquiring language, learning how to trust (Erikson, 1980), and making sense of the
world around them. Infant-toddler teachers must learn the communication styles and preferences of
each child through observation, responsively meet the needs of each child through the individualized
routines of daily living, and support the rapid developmental growth that occurs in the first three years
of life. These behaviors also facilitate the development of attachments between infants and teachers,
which comprise the foundation of future learning and relationships (Bowlby, 1969).

Due to the particular needs of infants and toddlers, relationship-based practice is considered the best
method to use when working with them in group settings (McMullen & Apple, 2012), and “relationship-
based care and intimate encounters are a unique part of working with infants” (Lee, Shin & Recchia, 2016,
p.347).Relationship-based practicesinvolve developingindividualized, respectful, responsive, reciprocal
interactions with others that are culturally sustaining. Culturally sustaining practices involve embracing
the pluralism and diversity of the cultures in a community and nurturing the growth of the heritage
cultures of its members, while empowering people with tools to access the dominant culture (Paris, 2012).

Supporting future infant-toddler teachers in developing relationship-based practices is a monumental
task. There is thus a need for high-quality infant-toddler preservice preparation programs (Branscomb
& Ethridge, 2010) that prepare professionals to deliver high-quality, relationship-based practices.
Several professional organizations that advocate for and research the quality of programming for young
children—including Zero to Three (Dean, LeMoine, & Mayoral, 2016), the National Association for the
Education of Young Children (NAEYC, 2019), the Collaborative for Understanding the Pedagogy of
Infant/toddler Development (CUPID, 2016), and the Institute of Medicine and National Research Council
(2015)—have identified relationship-based practice as a necessary competency for those who work with
infant and toddlers. While 20 states certify teachers to work with children from birth to kindergarten or
birth to third grade (Education Commission of the States, 2018), research has found that early childhood
preservice education programs are not adequately preparing professionals to provide high-quality,
relationship-based programming to infants and toddlers (Chu, 2016; Lee, Shin, & Recchia, 2016; Recchia,
Lee, & Shin, 2015; Rockel, 2014).

Most early childhood preservice education programs offer limited, if any, exposure to coursework,
content, or fieldwork experiences with infants and toddlers (Beck, 2013; Chu, 2016; Rockel, 2014;
White, Peter, Sims, Rockel, & Kumeroa, 2016). Consequently, the faculty of BMCC's infant-toddler
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preservice preparation program believe that infant-toddler professionals need to experience the
elements of high-quality, relationship-based practice while they study theory and development. The
faculty seek to embed a culture of relationship-based practice into the culture of BMCC's infant-toddler
preparation program in order to create a parallel process in which students experience relationship-
based practices while studying relationship-based practices.

Students both experience and learn relationship-based practices through their interactions with each
other, their professors, and the infants and toddlers they work with in practicum. The program'’s policies
and procedures that make this possible include continuity of care, the key teacher model, and diverse
student groupings. Continuity of care in the early childhood setting means that young children and
their teachers stay together as a group for two to three years (McMullen, 2018; Polk & Bogard, 2016).
Children form strong bonds with their teachers, as well as their peers, and those relationships are
nurtured by the continuing connection. BMCC'’s infant-toddler preservice teacher program teaches
its students about the importance of continuity of care while simultaneously fostering continuity of
care both among the program’s students and between faculty and students. The students tend to take
their infant-toddler courses together, often with the same professor for multiple semesters, developing
an informal cohort that is nurtured by the program. Typically, students also take their early childhood
education courses together and often try to take their other courses together as well. An online
chatroom is created for each cohort so that the students can communicate outside of classes and after
they graduate from BMCC. The chatroom is student-led and student-moderated. Two students who
share classes and a fieldwork site, such as Yolanda and Andrea in the vignette earlier, could use the
chatroom to compare their experiences in their field-site classrooms and let each other know if one will
be absent, especially if they commute to class together.

The faculty in BMCC's program work to develop individual relationships with students and take time to
get to know each student personally. This is akin to the key teacher or primary teacher model (Beck, 2013;
Lee, Shin & Recchia, 2016; Polk & Bogard, 2016) that develops in infant-toddler classrooms. As BMCC's
preservice teachers are taught in a program that utilizes a key teacher model, one teacher is assigned to
three to four infants. This teacher is primarily responsible for meeting the needs of those infants, getting
to know the children and their families, and facilitating the formation of a close relationship between
the key teacher, child, and family. In BMCC's program, relationships between students and faculty often
form inside and outside of class. These relationships are based on the unique needs and interests of each
student. Faculty strive to be available, responsive, and attuned to students, following the student’s lead
regarding the nature and depth of the relationship. Some students prefer that the relationship stays within
the confines of class, while other students like to use faculty office hours or faculty-supported forums,
such as the Remind app or discussion boards on the college’s online learning platform to communicate
outside of the classroom.

Fieldwork
During her regular meeting time with her cooperating teacher after she led an activity with a small group of

children, Yolanda’s cooperating teacher posed questions that helped Yolanda to reflect on the experience, the
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children, and Yolanda’s role leading the activity. The teacher began the conversation by asking, “Why do you
think your focus child was initially reluctant to join in the activity?” Yolanda responded that she believed the child
had a slow-to-warm up temperament style and was hesitant to engage in new activities. She explained that the
child stays by Yolanda'’s side when new activities are introduced, but because Yolanda was facilitating the activity
with a group of children, she could not support her focus child the way she normally does. Yolanda added that
seeing her in the role of leading the activity may have been surprising to the focus child and that could have also
contributed to her hesitancy. The conversation continued, with the cooperating teacher asking Yolanda, “What
did the children learn from the activity? How do you know? What would you have done differently? Why?”

Infant-toddler professionals traditionally earn the lowest pay, have the fewest credentials,and experience
the highest burnout rates in the field of education (Institute of Medicine & National Research Council,
2015). In an effort to help remedy these issues, BMCC's infant-toddler preservice program is preparing
a qualified workforce that is aware of the demands and rewards of the profession. Providing intensive
fieldwork experience in high-quality infant-toddler-care programs is a key element in this process. While
fieldwork is crucial to the development and growth of professionals intending to work with infants,
toddlers, and families, most undergraduate early childhood education programs offer few, if any,
opportunities for fieldwork placements with infants and toddlers (Beck, 2013; Lee, Recchia & Shin, 2016;
Recchia, Lee & Shin, 2015; White et al., 2016). At BMCC, by contrast, fieldwork or practicum involves
placing students in positions to observe children, form relationships with them, and function as members
of the teaching team one to two mornings a week throughout the semester at centers offering high-
quality infant-toddler programming.

The quality of the programming at a field site is a crucial element for preservice infant-toddler educators
(Recchia, Lee & Shin, 2015). Preservice teachers will adopt the practices of their cooperating teacher
over what they have learned in college coursework (Agbenyega, 2012). Consequently, the faculty in
BMCC's program has taken steps to ensure students are placed in fieldwork settings that deliver high-
quality programming to infants, toddlers, and families. Faculty in BMCC'’s infant-toddler specialization
created a rubric to review current and potential fieldwork sites. It has the following categories: 1) the
site’s use of relationship-based practices, 2) the mentoring offered to students by cooperating teachers,
3) the program'’s curriculum, 4) the center’s hiring practices, and 5) the site’s use of culturally sustaining
practices. These elements are alens through which to examine programs and begin the discussionamong
faculty about the quality of sites for fieldwork placements, with each program evaluated individually by
faculty and assessed as unacceptable, acceptable, or ideal in each category. Because staff changes can
influence the quality of programming offered, sites are reviewed yearly.

During the supervised practicum, students receive coaching from faculty, as well as support from a
designated cooperating teacher at their field site. BMCC faculty visit students three to four times
each semester, while maintaining continuous open communication with field sites and cooperating
teachers to support students throughout the fieldwork experience. The cooperating teacher often
serves as the main point of contact for the student during their practicum experience. Fieldwork ex-
perience with regular support and mentoring from a cooperating teacher, coupled with opportunities
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to reflect on the experience in a caring environment with non-judgmental, constructive feedback fa-
cilitates the growth of preservice infant-toddler teachers (Beck 2013; Chu 2016; Lee, Shin, & Recchia
2016; Recchia, Lee, & Shin 2015).

The vignette with Yolanda and her cooperating teacher illustrates what may happen during a meeting
between a student and cooperating teacher; it is a time that allows students to reflect upon and process
what occurs in the classroom and to ask questions. Students complete a mid-semester self-evaluation
that they review with their cooperating teacher, and the cooperating teacher completes an end-of-
the-semester feedback form for students, which encourages self-reflection. Being self-reflective is a
necessary competency for infant-toddler professionals, according to CUPID (2016), Zero to Three (Dean,
LeMoine, & Mayoral, 2016), and other organizations researching and advocat