




Suggested Correlation of NAEYC® Standards for Early Childhood  
Professional Preparation Programs and Chapter Content 

Standard Key Elements of the Standard Chapter and Topic

1: �Promoting Child 
Development and 
Learning

1a. �Knowing and understanding young 
children’s characteristics and needs

1b. �Knowing and understanding the 
multiple influences on development 
and learning

1c. �Using developmental knowledge to 
create healthy, respectful, supportive, 
and challenging learning environments

4: Why Study Child Development? p. 105
4: Principles of Child Development, p. 106
4: Heredity & Environment, p. 110
4: Theories of Development, p. 121
4: Development of the Whole Child, p. 138
5: Authentic Assessment, p. 152
6: The Foundations of Child Guidance, p. 195
7: Safe Places for Children, p. 246
7: Healthy Places for Children, p. 257
7: Wellbeing, p. 270
8: The Indoor Learning Environment, p. 285
8: The Outdoor Learning Environment, p. 294
8: Different Children—Different Places, p. 299
8: Time, p. 318
9: Understanding Play, p. 327
9: The Role of Play in Development, p. 337
9: Facilitating Play, p. 343
9: Issues in Play, p. 349

10: What is Curriculum? p. 361
10: The Physical Development Curriculum, p. 369
10: The Communication Curriculum, p. 377
10: The Creative Arts Curriculum, p. 385
10: The Inquiry Curriculum, p. 394
11: What Influences Planning? p. 410
11: What Goes in a Plan, p. 416
12: Children with Disabilities, p. 458
12: Children with Other Special Needs, p. 478
Appendix B, p. 555

2: �Building Family and 
Community Relationships

2a. �Knowing about and understanding 
diverse family and community 
characteristics

2b. �Supporting and engaging families 
and communities through respectful, 
reciprocal relationships

2c. �Involving families and communities 
in their children’s development and 
learning

1: The Work of the Early Childhood Educator, p. 3
1: The Teacher as a Person, p. 8
5: Authentic Assessment, p. 152
6: The Foundations of Child Guidance, p. 195

12: �Working with Families of Children with Disabilities, p. 481
13: Understanding Families/Understanding Yourself, p. 489
13: Building Relationships with Families, p. 496
13: Engaging Families in Your Program, p. 509
13: Supporting Families, p. 515

3: �Observing, 
Documenting, and 
Assessing to Support 
Young Children and 
Families

3a. �Understanding the goals, benefits, and 
uses of assessment

3b. �Knowing about and using observation, 
documentation, and other appropriate 
assessment tools and approaches

3c. �Understanding and practicing 
responsible assessment to promote 
positive outcomes for each child 

3d. �Knowing about assessment 
partnerships with families and with 
professional colleagues

1: The Work of the Early Childhood Educator, p. 3
2: Educational Standards, p. 54
5: The Purpose of Assessment, p. 151
5: Authentic Assessment, p. 152
5: Standardized Assessment, p. 185

11: What Influences Planning, p. 410
11: What Goes in a Plan, p. 416
11: Writing Plans, p. 423
12: Children with Disabilities, p. 458
12: Children with Other Special Needs, p. 478
13: Building Relationships with Families, p. 496

4: �Using Developmentally 
Effective Approaches to 
Connect with Children 
and Families

4a. �Understanding positive relationships 
and supportive interactions as the 
foundation of their work with children  
4b. Knowing and understanding 
effective strategies and tools for early 
education 

4c. �Using a broad repertoire of 
developmentally appropriate teaching/ 
learning approaches

4d. �Reflecting on their own practice to 
promote positive outcomes for each 
child

1: The Work of the Early Childhood Educator, p. 3
1: The Teacher as a Person, p. 8
5: The Purposes of Assessment, p. 151
5: Authentic Assessment, p. 152
5: Standardized Assessment, p. 185
6: The Foundations of Child Guidance, p. 195
6: Goals for Guidance, p. 201
6: Communication: A Powerful Guidance Tool, p. 207
6: Guiding Groups, p. 215
6: Create Guidelines for Behavior, p. 218
6: Classroom Climate, p. 224
6: Managing Inappropriate Behaviors, p. 231
6: Challenging Behaviors, p. 238
7: Safe Places for children, p. 246
7: Well-Being, p. 270
8: The Indoor Learning Environment, p. 285
8: The Outdoor Learning Environment, p. 294
8: Different Children—Different Places, p. 299
8: Time, p. 318
9: Understanding Play, p. 327
9: The Role of Play in Development, p. 337
9: Facilitating Play, p. 343
9: Issues in Play, p. 349

(Continued )
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Dear Reader:
Welcome to the tenth edition of Who Am I in the 
Lives of Children?, an introduction to the field of 
early childhood education. Our purpose in writing 
this book is to support you in becoming a profes-
sional who can enhance the development of young 
children in early childhood education programs.

It is not our intention for everyone to come to 
the same conclusions or to work with children in 
the same way. We feel strongly that in order for you 
to become a skilled early childhood educator, you 
must develop your own style and a professional 
philosophy that reflects your values and guides 
your actions. Your journey toward becoming an 
early childhood educator will be an exciting one. 
We encourage you to take time to think carefully 
about what you know, believe, and value regarding 
young children and their families and your role as a 
teacher. There is much to learn about this field, and 
our knowledge about it grows and evolves continu-
ously. It is impossible to include everything you 
might need to know in this book. Rather, we offer 
you basic information that we think will be help-
ful and will provide a lens through which to view 
information, ideas, and the many choices you will 
make in your work with young children and with 
their families. We are confident that as you reflect 
on your attitudes and beliefs, learn about young 
children, and build your skills for teaching them, 
you will find both satisfaction and joy in participat-
ing in the important work of the early childhood 
educator.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
When we read a book, we like to know about the 
authors—who they are and why they wrote the 
book. We want to share some of that information 
with you.

This book grows out of our experiences 
as children, as adults, as learners, and as teach-
ers. Our early schooling included experiences in 

a letter to READERS

child-oriented nursery schools much like those we 
describe in this book, as well as in large public 
schools, private schools, and a small multinational 
school. Although our childhood experiences were 
different, our values are similar, and we have many 
of the same ideas about education. We each have 
long held a strong commitment to ensuring that 
all children experience programs that are nurturing 
and challenging, that support all aspects of their 
development, and that welcome their families as 
partners.

Among us we have filled the roles of preschool 
teacher, social worker, kindergarten teacher, cen-
ter director, education coordinator, parent and 
child center program director, consultant, parent 
educator, CDA trainer, Head Start regional train-
ing officer, college professor, and author. We have 
worked in parent cooperatives, child care centers, 
preschools, infant-toddler programs, Head Start 
programs, military child care programs, public 
schools, government agencies, and college settings.  
We have been board members of our local and 
national early childhood organizations; we have 
been and continue to be child advocates.

Stephanie, now retired, was professor of early 
childhood education at the University of Hawai’i 
for many years. Since her retirement she has been 
coeditor of the third edition of Continuing Issues 

Stephanie Feeney, Eva Moravcik, and Sherry Nolte
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in Early Childhood Education and has written Pro-
fessionalism in Early Childhood Education: Do-
ing Our Best for Young Children (both published 
by Pearson). She now lives in Portland, Oregon, 
where she continues to write and teach about eth-
ics and professionalism, and is involved in work on 
school readiness and programs for Native American 
children.

Eva is a professor at Honolulu Community Col-
lege, where she teaches courses and coordinates a 
small child development lab school. Her daily work 
with children, family, staff, and college students con-
tinues to provide her with grounding in the reality 
of life in a program for young children. In addition 
to her professional activities, she has a long-time 
interest in folk music and dance and coordinates 
a small recreational folk dance group in Honolulu.

Sherry brings extensive experience working 
in programs for military families, low-income chil-
dren, and infants and toddlers. She has recently 
retired from her position as professor at Honolulu 
Community College, where she taught early child-
hood courses and supervised practicum students. 
She continues to teach as adjunct faculty and to 
work as an early childhood consultant and trainer. 
Eva and Sherry, with a little help from Stephanie, 
wrote Meaningful Curriculum for Young Children, 
a companion book to this text. Their in-depth read-
ing, research, and writing on curriculum informs 
this edition.

ABOUT THE BOOK:  
A CHILD-CENTERED 
APPROACH
We began writing Who Am I in the Lives of Children? 
because we wanted an introductory text consistent 
with our belief that the personal and professional 
development of early childhood teachers are inex-
tricably linked. We wanted students to take time 
to reflect on values and educational choices—an 
approach that was not common at the time. In this 
edition, as in all of the previous ones, we empha-
size the development of personal awareness and 
the ongoing process of reflection on values and 
choices. Then and now, we want to speak to our 
readers in as clear a way as possible; therefore, 
we write in an informal, direct, and personal voice. 
Like the previous nine editions, this one evolved 
as we thought about new information we gleaned 
from our reading and our experiences.

Since the first edition in 1979 and through 
nine subsequent revisions, Who Am I in the Lives 
of Children? has been used in a variety of teacher 
preparation programs across the United States and 
in countries as diverse as Canada, Australia, Japan, 
Singapore, and China. Each edition has reflected 
developments in our field; feedback from students, 
colleagues, and reviewers; and our own growth as 
educators and child and family advocates.

The cornerstone of this book and our work with 
children is what we refer to as a whole child or child-
centered approach to early childhood education. This 
approach has its roots in a long tradition of humanistic 
and progressive education and in the unique history 
and philosophy of early childhood education. Our 
ideas have been profoundly shaped by educators, 
psychologists, and philosophers who have advocated 
child-centered educational practice, including (in 
chronological order) Friedrich Froebel, John Dewey, 
Maria Montessori, Lucy Sprague Mitchell, A. S. Neill, 
Lev Vygotsky, Jean Piaget, Erik Erikson, Abraham 
Maslow, Barbara Biber, Sylvia Ashton-Warner, James 
L. Hymes, Loris Malaguzzi, Howard Gardner, and Uri 
Bronfenbrenner.

Programs that evolve from the child-centered 
tradition are dedicated to the development of the 
whole child—physical, social, emotional, and in-
tellectual. Such programs are characterized by a 
deep respect for the individual and the recognition 
that individual differences need to be honored in 
educational settings. They reflect the understand-
ing that children learn best from direct experience 
and spontaneous play. Educators in child-centered 
programs begin with children as they are and fo-
cus on getting to know each individual’s strengths, 
interests, challenges, and circumstances. They then 
support each child in growing and learning in ways 
that are in harmony with who each child is rather 
than according to a predetermined plan. These ed-
ucators see each child as a member of a family, a 
community, and a society, and their choices reflect 
these understandings.

We subscribe to a constructivist approach to 
providing learning experiences for young children 
and to the importance of intentional teaching. We 
continue in this edition to affirm our values and 
commitment to a respectful, culturally sensitive, 
child-centered, and family-friendly approach to 
working with young children. We strive to make 
the values and guiding principles of early educa-
tion visible and affirm our commitment to them. 
Over the years it has become clear to us that this  
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approach is broader than just a way of viewing early 
childhood education—it is an approach to working 
with people of all ages, to learning at all stages, and 
to life.

WHAT’S NEW IN THIS EDITION
The tenth edition is Who Am I in the Lives of 
Children?’s first time as a true eText. If you are us-
ing the Pearson eText digital version of the book 
you will find the following:

•	 Links to related video, some created for this 
edition, via the Play button. 

•	 Opportunities to check your understanding 
with short self-assessed quizzes throughout 
each chapter: Students can click on A Quick 
Check hyperlink to check understanding on 
the major section content they’ve just read, re-
spond with written answers to the Reflect on 
and Write About prompts at the end of the 
chapter, and take A Final Check multiple-
choice chapter quiz.

•	 Resources and forms.
•	 Key terms in bold type linking to a digital 

glossary of terms and definitions.

In addition to the new technological features 
you will find. . .

•	 Updated content throughout.
•	 New photographs and children’s art used to 

illustrate and enhance the content.
•	 Sections on intentional teaching and stan-

dards in Chapter 1.
•	 Expanded sections on laboratory schools, 

parent-child interaction programs, and public 
pre-k programs in Chapter 2.

•	 a Section on executive function in Chapter 4.
•	 an Expanded discussion of digital portfolios 

and observation systems in Chapter 5.
•	 a New section on addressing bullying and en-

couraging friendships in Chapter 6.
•	 a Section on nature preschools and forest 

schools in Chapter 8.
•	 New framework for structuring teacher inter-

actions in Chapter 10.
•	 Expanded discussion of English language 

learners in Chapter 12.
•	 a Section on family engagement programs in 

Chapter 13.
•	 Chapter 14 has been greatly expanded to pro-

vide a strong transition from learning how 

to teach to becoming a teacher. It includes a 
new section on the current realities of early 
childhood education and an expanded discus-
sion of what it means to be an early child-
hood professional.

OUR VISION FOR YOU
Many approaches can be taken in teaching others 
to work with young children. In this book we want 
to help you discover who you are as an educator 
and what you value for children instead of focusing 
exclusively on content and skills. Like creating a 
clay figure in which each part is drawn out of a cen-
tral core, we strive to help your work be an integral 
part of who you are. Without this foundation, it is 
difficult to know how to respond to a group of real 
children. A figurine constructed by sticking head, 
arms, and legs onto a ball of clay often falls apart 
when exposed to the heat of the fire. Similarly, a 
teacher whose education consists of bits and pieces 
may fall apart when faced with the reality of the 
classroom.

You will play an important part in the lives of 
the children and families with whom you will work. 
We hope this tenth edition of Who Am I in the Lives 
of Children? will help you become a competent, 
nurturing, and reflective early childhood educator 
and an active and committed advocate for young 
children.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
We have been writing and revising Who Am I in 
the Lives of Children? since 1977, and during that 
period of time we have been influenced and sup-
ported by many colleagues, friends, and students. 
Our list of individuals to acknowledge continues to 
grow, as does our gratitude.

We want to thank Kate Tarrant, early childhood 
research and policy consultant, for invaluable assis-
tance in the revision of Chapter 2 and for writing 
the section on current realities in early childhood 
education for Chapter 14. Special thanks to Leslie J.  
Munson, professor of special education at Portland 
State University Graduate School of Education, for 
her help in understanding the complexities of early 
intervention, as well as programs and services for 
young children with disabilities. Thanks go as well 
to Christyn Dundorf, Chair, Early Education and 
Family Studies, Portland Community College, for 
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her assistance in Chapter 14, and to Ginger Fink for 
sharing her thoughts about working with children 
with hearing impairments and their families.

We continue to acknowledge and appreciate 
Doris Christensen’s contributions to the conceptu-
alization of this book and to her writing in its first 
seven editions. We offer thanks to educational lead-
ers who have contributed to our thinking and prac-
tice since we launched this book: Barbara Bowman, 
Sue Bredekamp, Harriet Cuffaro, Elizabeth Jones, 
Lilian Katz, Gwen Morgan, and Karen VanderVen. 
We remember with fondness Docia Zavitkovsky, 
Jim Greenman, Elizabeth Gilkeson, and Elizabeth 
Brady, and we honor the memory of Jean Fargo 
for helping us to realize that values must lie at the 
heart of the work of the early childhood educator. 
And we continue to be inspired by the respectful 
attitude toward children and the eloquent words of 
the late Fred (Mister) Rogers.

We wish to thank the following friends and 
colleagues for their assistance with this and pre-
vious editions: Georgia Acevedo, Steve Boblin, 
Linda Buck, Svatava Cigankova, Robyn Chun, Jane 
Dickson-Iijima, Richard Feldman, Marjorie Fields, 
Nancy Freeman, Jonathan Gillentine, Mary Goya, 
Kenneth Kipnis, Miles Nakanishi, Robert Peters, 
Julie Powers, Larry Prochner, Jackie Rabang, Alan 
Reese, Beth Rous, and Lisa Yogi.

Our students in the early childhood/elementary 
education program at the University of Hawai’i at 
Mānoa and the early childhood program at Honolulu 
Community College have given us insight, asked 
thought-provoking questions, and provided us with 
the viewpoint of the future educator.

Like you, we learn by doing. Our attitudes, val-
ues, knowledge, and skills have developed as we 
have worked with the children, families, and staff 
at programs in Hawai’i: the Leeward Community 
College Children’s Center, University of Hawai’i at 
Mānoa Children’s Center, and the Early School.

We would also like to thank the reviewers of 
this edition for their insights and comments: They 
are Jamie Brown, University of North Carolina, 
Charlotte; Christine Lux, Montana State University; 
Michelle Moen, El Camino College; and Jahnette 
Wilson, University of Houston.

This book is brought to life through the pho-
tographs, children’s art, and videos that illustrate 
each chapter. The images of young children are 
the work of Jeffrey Reese, a talented photographer 
who took photographs for this and the previous  
five editions. The pictures were taken in Hawai’i 
at the Leeward Community College Children’s Cen-
ter, the Keiki Hauoli Children’s Center at Hono-
lulu Community College, and at Keiki Steps on the 
Wai’anae Coast of O’ahu; in Oregon at South Coast 
Head Start in Coos Bay and at Helen Gordon Child  
Development Center in Portland; and in Olym-
pia, Washington, with the family of Kona and  
Ed Matautia. Much of the video was taken by Steve 
Bobilin, education specialist at Honolulu Commu-
nity College. The artwork that adds such vibrancy to 
this edition is the work of the children of Leeward 
Community College Children’s Center; it would not 
exist were it not for their talented teachers, Jackie 
Rabang and Steve Bobilin. We appreciate the coop-
eration of the children, staff, and families of these 
schools.

We are grateful to the New Lanark Trust in South 
Lanarkshire, Scotland, for graciously allowing us to 
use an image from their collection in Chapter 3.

Special thanks to our editor, Julie Peters, for all 
of her guidance and patience during this revision as 
we make a transition into the world of digital books.

No book is written without affecting the lives 
of the families of the authors. We especially want to 
thank Don Mickey, Jeffrey Reese, and Miles Nolte, 
who have encouraged us and supported our efforts 
with patience and good humor. During the last 
three revisions, Don has provided coffee, partici-
pated in food preparation, and tolerated having his 
kitchen overrun and his office appropriated while 
he became the go-to advisor on all things related 
to technology. This book, and our lives, would be 
much poorer without the participation and support 
of our families.

Stephanie Feeney
Eva Moravcik

Sherry Nolte
Portland, Oregon, and Honolulu, Hawai’i
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NEW Contextualized 
Video Links 

Classroom videos and videos of teach-
ers help you to understand what it 
is like to teach young children and 
make practical connections between 
what you are reading and what teach-
ing is really like. Try answering the 
question(s) that accompany these vid-
eos to deepen your understanding.

FEATURES of this book

NEW Comprehension Checks and Application Opportunities
A Quick Check 

Click on A Quick Check to 
check your understanding 
of the major chapter section 
you’ve just read.

▶

Chapter One

22

 Another reason that it is important for early childhood educators to have a 
code of ethics is that they serve a variety of client groups—children, families, 
employing agencies, and the community. Most early childhood educators would 
agree that their primary responsibility and loyalty is to the children. But it can be 
hard to keep sight of this priority when parents, agencies, or administrators ask 
teachers to do things that they do not think are in the best interests of children 
and demand that their concerns be given priority. 

 This video (www.youtube.com/watch?v=-R-gh3Z9BPY) shows this book’s 
coauthor, Stephanie Feeney, discussing the importance of a code of ethics for 
early childhood educators. 

 The NAEYC Code is widely employed in early childhood programs. It was 
first adopted in 1989 and has been updated regularly since then, the most recent 
version being approved in 2011. The NAEYC Code has been expanded to include 
a supplement for teacher educators (in 2004) and a supplement for administra-
tors (in 2006). The code and supplements are designed to help you answer the 
question: “What should the good early childhood educator do when faced with a 
situation that involves ethics?” 

 The code is based on the core values of the early childhood field and orga-
nized into four sections describing professional responsibilities to children, fami-
lies, colleagues, and community and society. The items in the code are designed 
to help practitioners make responsible ethical decisions. It includes  ideals  that 
describe exemplary practice and  principles  that describe practices that are re-
quired, prohibited, and permitted. (The complete NAEYC Code can be found  in 
  Appendix   A  .)      

Ethical Responsibilities.       Ethical responsibilities  are those things that must or 
must not be done. They are clear-cut and not subject to deliberation. The first and 
most important of the responsibilities that are spelled out in the NAEYC Code and 
most other codes of ethics is that the professional should do no harm. The first 
item in the NAEYC Code (P-1.1) reads, “Above all, we shall not harm children. 
We shall not participate in practices that are emotionally damaging, physically 
harmful, disrespectful, degrading, dangerous, exploitative, or intimidating to 
children. This principle has precedence over all others in this Code” ( NAEYC, 
2005/2011 ). This item in the code tells us that the first priority of every early 
childhood educator must be the well-being of children and that every action and 
decision should first be considered in the light of potential harmful consequences. 

 A second very important ethical responsibility is the obligation to keep 
information shared in the course of professional duties strictly confidential 
(  confidentiality  is a hallmark of every profession). This is a very important 
responsibility for early childhood educators and one that is too often violated 
because they work very closely with children and family members and acquire 
a great deal of information about them. Nothing erodes trust faster than divulg-
ing private information given by a family member. An early childhood educator 
should never share confidential information, such as knowledge about an im-
pending divorce shared by a parent, with a person who does not have a legiti-
mate need to have it. 

 Other ethical responsibilities include being familiar with the knowledge 
base of early childhood education and basing practice on it; being familiar with 
laws and regulations that have an impact on children and programs; respect-
ing families’ culture, language, customs, beliefs, child-rearing values, and right to 
make decisions for their children; attempting to resolve concerns with coworkers 
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and employers collegially; and assisting programs in providing a high quality of 
service. 

 Facing a decision with an ethical dimension sometimes makes you realize 
that the “right” thing to do may be difficult. For example, you may feel that your 
colleagues will not like you if you protest when they do things that you do not 
think are good for children (e.g., having children watch cartoons on rainy days, 
not allowing the children to use the bathroom except at scheduled times, or de-
manding that children not talk at mealtimes).  

   Ethical Dilemmas.      When you encounter an issue or problem at work, one of 
the first things you will want to do is determine whether it involves ethics. 
Ask yourself whether the problem or issue has to do with right and wrong, 
rights and responsibilities, and human welfare. Not all conflicts that arise at 
work involve ethics. If the teacher next door keeps using the same outdated 
curriculum, she may not meet your standards or provide the best experiences 
for children, but she is not being unethical. A conflict with a team member 
over whether to let children who can’t sleep read books quietly instead of 
insisting that they lie still on a cot during nap time does require deliberation 
but probably does not involve ethics. If the conflict or concern is an ethical 
issue, however, you need to determine whether the code clearly spells out what 
you must or must not do, whether it involves a responsibility, or whether it is 
an ethical dilemma. 

 An  ethical dilemma  is a workplace predicament that involves competing 
professional values and has more than one defensible resolution. Deciding on 
the right course of action can be difficult because a dilemma puts the interests 
of one person or group in conflict with those of another. For instance, it might 
mean placing the needs of a child above those of the parent. We have often used 
the example of a situation in which a parent asks a teacher to prevent her child 
from taking a nap in the afternoon even when it is clear that the child needs the 
nap to be able to function in the afternoon. Whatever choice you make in an 
ethical dilemma involves some benefits and some costs. In this situation, if the 
teacher decides not to let the child nap, she will be honoring the parent’s wish, 
and the child may be able to fall asleep more easily at night. If she refuses the 
mother’s request, the child will get much-needed sleep and will have a better 
experience in school in the afternoon. Either of these solutions could be justified 
using a code of ethics. Ethical dilemmas cannot be resolved easily by applying 
rules and relying on facts. In fact, rules and regulations may even give contradic-
tory directions. There may not be ready resolutions for many of the dilemmas 
you face in your early childhood workplace in this or any other book. Rather, 
these dilemmas require careful deliberation, using guidance from a code of eth-
ics in combination with your best professional judgment. The first thing you 
must do when facing an ethical dilemma is to determine if there is potential that 
a child might be harmed. If this is the case, you must give priority to the needs 
of the child. 

 Guidance for addressing ethical dilemmas can be found in the NAEYC Code 
of Ethical Conduct. The “Guidelines for Ethical Reflection” box provides direction 
for thinking about the ethical dilemmas presented in this book. 

   A  Q U I C K  C H E C K     
 on professional ethics.   

A Final Check
This summarizing Final Check 
multiple-choice quiz at the end of 
the chapter is a good way to gauge 
your understanding of the entire 
chapter.

▶

▶
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 Key elements: 
      6a:    Identifying and involving oneself with the early childhood field  
     6b:    Knowing about and upholding ethical standards and other professional guidelines  
     6c:    Engaging in continuous, collaborative learning to inform practice  
     6d:    Integrating knowledgeable, reflective, and critical perspectives on early education    

    Chapter Learning Outcomes   
 This chapter introduced you to the role and responsibilities of the teacher of young chil-
dren. After studying the material in the chapter, you should be able to: 

1.    Describe the important tasks that characterize the work of the early childhood educator.  
2.   Discuss the importance of a teacher’s personal attributes, morality, attitudes, and 

experiences for young children in early childhood programs.  
3.   Demonstrate understanding of what it means to be a professional with emphasis on 

the role of morality and ethics.  
4.   Discuss educational pathways that are appropriate to a variety of career goals and 

begin to identify some that you think might be appropriate for you.    

    Demonstrate Your Understanding . . .   
 The activities that follow are designed to further your 
understanding of the chapter content. When you com-
plete them and prepare the items in the “Document Your 
Knowledge and Competence” section, you will have 
practiced what you are learning and demonstrated your 
growing mastery of the content. 

   Final Check  
  Review your knowledge by completing  A Final Check .  

     Write About Personal Qualities  (Learning Outcome 2)    

 Describe the personal qualities you think are most im-
portant for a teacher of young children to possess and 
explain why you think each one of them is important. 

     Write an Autobiography  (Learning Outcome 2)    

 Briefly describe yourself using the characteristics of ef-
fective teachers described in this chapter, Thomas and 
Chess’s Nine Dimensions of Temperament, and Gard-
ner’s Multiple Intelligences. Review the experiences and 
relationships in your life at home and in the world that 
led you to choose early childhood education as a career. 

     Reflect on How Professionals Should Behave  
(Learning Outcome 3)    

 Discuss the kinds of professional behaviors you think 
are essential for teachers of young children to possess 
and explain why you think each one is important. 

     Write About Values  (Learning Outcome 3)    

 Identify some of the most important values in your life. 
Discuss how these values could impact the way you 

work (or hope to work) with children. What are your 
thoughts about the core values of the early childhood 
field as written in the NAEYC Code of Ethical Conduct? 
Are your personal values consistent with the values that 
characterize the field you are about to enter? Will you be 
able to embrace the core values stated by NAEYC? 

     Explore Your Understanding of Professional Ethics  
(Learning Outcome 3)    

 One ethical principle in the NAEYC Code of Ethical Conduct 
is most important in guiding the decisions that we make 
in early childhood education. It takes precedence over 
all others in the code. Restate that principle in your own 
words. Do you think it is correct that it take precedence 
over all other items in the code? Explain why or why not. 

     Remember a Teacher  (Learning Outcomes 2 and 3)    

 Write about a teacher you remember from your own 
childhood. Describe the following: 

•    His or her primary responsibilities  
•   His or her personal qualities  
•   What this teacher seemed to value most  
•   His or her effect on your life  
•   How you would like to be similar to or different 

from this teacher and why  
•   The insights you gained from doing this reflection   

     Write a Newspaper Article About an Early Childhood 
Educator  (Learning Outcomes 1, 3, and 4)    

 Interview an early childhood educator who has been work-
ing in the field for at least 5 years and who is respected by 

Final Reflection 
Respond to a question 
about chapter content 
with a short answer at 
the end of the chapter. 
This involves reflec-
tion and application.
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other schools may renew your enthusiasm and give you new ideas as well as 
a greater sense of belonging and professionalism.  

• Stage 4: Maturity.  After 5 or more years of working with children, you may 
find yourself less interested in practical details (which you have mastered) 
and more interested in consideration of the values, theories, issues, and phi-
losophy that underlie your work. At this stage, attending seminars, working 
on advanced degrees, and more theoretical professional reading may renew 
your sense of excitement and provide new areas of interest and involvement.   

 Katz’s stages apply best to individuals who are working in programs that serve 
children on a daily basis. Those who move from work  with  children to work  for
children go through similar stages and seek similar challenges as they gain pro-
fessional experience and maturity.     

   Final Thoughts  

 You are at the beginning of your career as an early childhood 
educator and have much to learn and many rewarding experi-
ences ahead of you. You already know that you will need to work 
hard in your college classes. There will be books to read, papers 
to write, projects to create, programs to visit, children to teach, 
and exams to study for. But you may not realize that this is just 
the  beginning—you will continue to learn well after your college 
work is over. Good teachers are lifelong learners because it is their 
inclination and because it is essential that they do so. If you aspire 
to be a good teacher—and we assume you do—you will continue 
to learn about children and teaching for your whole career. 

 A job becomes a  calling  when it involves an important pur-
pose, deep values, and a strong sense of what and how one 
wants to contribute to the world. When you get paid to do work 
that has meaning in your life—work that you love—you have a 
calling. We hope that you will find that work in early childhood 
education will be your calling—a way you can experience per-
sonal fulfillment as you serve young children and their families. 

 The children are waiting.   

           Final Reflection   
 Now that you have read this chapter, take a few minutes to reflect on and write about teach-
ers of young children.   

    Related NAEYC Professional Preparation Standard   
 The NAEYC Professional Preparation standard that applies to this chapter is: 

 Standard 6: Becoming a Professional. 

       

◀
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Reflection Margin Notes
There are two types of reflection notes in the 
chapters of this book. These margin notes pose 
questions for you to think, write, and talk about.

◀ �� “Reflect on . . .” 
Notes

These questions are 
intended to help you 
engage with what you 
are learning. Think-
ing and reflecting is 
a cornerstone of the 
learning process. Dis-
cussing and writing 
about these topics is 
a good way to focus 
your learning and clar-
ify your thinking.

◀ �“Ethical Reflection” 
Notes

Early childhood educators 
often encounter ethical is-
sues in their work. An over-
view of professional ethics 
and discussion of ethical 
dilemmas that teachers of 
young children might ex-
perience can be found in 
Chapter 1, “The Teacher.” 
These notes describe ethi-
cal dilemmas and ask you to 
think about the conflicting 
responsibilities in each situ-
ation and to reflect on what 
the “good early childhood 
educator” might do to re-
solve it using guidance from 
the NAEYC Code of Ethical 
Conduct.

Golden Rules  ▶
“Golden Rules” boxes contain impor-
tant principles and practices for teach-
ing, summarized and presented in a 
clear and useful format.
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unnerved when children swear or whine. The difference in your acceptance of 
children’s behavior comes from your own experiences and beliefs about how 
children should behave. It’s helpful to identify behaviors that you find particu-
larly upsetting. This is sometimes called “finding your button pushers.”   Button 
pushers  are actions that cause you to become angry or upset very quickly. Many 
children seem skilled in identifying those buttons and pushing them. It gives 
children a sense of power when their actions create an immediate and strong 
response in adults. If you know which behaviors cause you to have a strong re-
action, you can plan how you will react to them. A calm response lacks drama, 
is thoughtful, and is much less interesting for children than an unplanned 
outburst. Because of this, they may be less motivated to repeat the behavior. 
A thoughtfully worded and simple message is the key: “Spitting spreads germs. 
Instead of spitting, please use words to let me know how you are feeling.”    

   STRATEGIES FOR DEALING 
WITH MISTAKEN BEHAVIOR  
 Every child will occasionally make a mistake and behave in a way that is dis-
ruptive. And every teacher of young children needs a repertoire of strategies 
for dealing with children’s mistaken behavior. The accompanying box, “Golden 
Rules for Responding to Mistaken Behavior,” offers a starting place for learning 
about these practices. The sections that follow describe some specific strategies 
in greater depth.  

   Redirection  
 When children behave in ways that are unsafe or damaging to the environment, 
a good strategy is to redirect their energy and attention to an activity similar to 
the one that is unacceptable. 

    REFLECT ON 
your “button 

pushers”  
 Think about a particular 

behavior that causes 
you to become upset 
and angry. What are 

you likely to do when a 
child acts in this way? 
Would this response 

help the child to choose 
a more appropriate, 

less annoying behavior? 
Does it show anger? Is 
it punitive? Plan a more 
reasoned response you 

might make when a child 
“pushes your buttons.” p y

1. Observe the child closely and think carefully about what 
the behavior means.  There is always a reason for it.  

2. Emphasize that school is a safe place.  Let children know that you will 
not allow anyone to hurt them or permit them to hurt others.  

3. Offer two acceptable choices when you want children to change their be-
havior.  “You can paint at the easel or at the table.”  

4. Give real choices.  If it is time to clean up, an appropriate choice might be, 
“Would you rather put the blocks away or help clean up the pretend area?” 
Don’t ask, “Do you want to put your toys away now?”  

5.    Allow children to save face.  For example, if a child has loudly proclaimed that 
he won’t hold your hand as you cross the street, allow him to hold the hand of 
another adult or the child next to him.  

6. Focus on solutions rather than causes.  Ask, “What can we do since you both 
want to lead the reading group today?” instead of “Why did you take the leader 
badge away from her?”   

   GOLDEN RULES     for Responding 
to Mistaken Behavior   

Chapter Four
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 As they engage in pretend play, children remember past experiences and 
re-create and expand on them. As they do, they increase their understanding 
of objects and situations in the world around them. They are beginning to use 
symbols—the block represents a telephone; the play dough a pizza. The abil-
ity to engage in symbolic thought is pivotal for reasoning, critical thinking, and 
later academic success. Frequent and repeated opportunities to engage in play 
allow children to build both the skills and the knowledge base needed for later 
academic success.  

   Kinds of Knowledge  
 Piaget postulated that children acquire three kinds of knowledge as they grow: 
physical, social, and logico-mathematical.  Physical knowledge , the knowledge 
of external reality, is gained from acting on the physical world. For example, 
by holding and playing with a ball, children experience and learn about its 
 properties—texture, shape, weight, squishiness, and tendency to roll away and 
bounce. 

Social knowledge  is learned from others. It includes language, rules, symbols, 
values, ideas about right and wrong, rituals, and myths. It is learned by observa-
tion, through being told, and, for older children and adults, by reading. For exam-
ple, children learn that balls are used to play games, that certain kinds of balls are 
used for certain games, and that particular types of balls have particular names. 

Logico-mathematical knowledge  is the understanding of logical relationships 
constructed as children observe, compare, and reason. When children categorize, 
order, and observe the relationships between things, they are developing logico-
mathematical knowledge. For example, children will observe the relationship 
between a tennis ball and a playground ball (similar shapes, roll, and bounce but 
different size, color, texture, and weight). Through the experience of many balls, 
a child develops the idea of  ball  as a single category based on shared character-
istics. Logico-mathematical knowledge requires direct experience but is based on 
the internal process of reflecting on what is experienced.  

   Processes for Construction of Understanding  
 Piaget theorized that as children interact with the environment, they develop or-
ganized ways of making sense of experiences. Piaget referred to these organizing 
structures as  schemata  (sometimes called  schema  or  schemes ). Early schemata 
become the basis for more complex future mental frameworks. Infants use mostly 
behavioral or physical schemes, such as sucking, looking, grasping, and shaking. 
Older children move from physical or action-based schemes to the development 
of mental schemes that allow representational thought and the ability to solve 
problems. Piaget identified two processes— assimilation  and   accommodation —
that children use to organize their experience into structures for thinking and 
problem solving. These processes are summarized in   Table   4.1  .   
   Piagetian Stages of Cognitive Development  
 Piaget proposed that children progress through a series of developmental stages 
that build from the interaction among three elements: existing mental structures, 
maturation, and experience. Stages occur in the same predictable sequence for 
everyone, although the exact age at which a child enters the next stage varies 
with the individual and the culture. The characteristics of the stages are summa-
rized in   Table   4.2  .  

 Most children in early childhood education and care programs will be in the 
sensorimotor stage  and the  preoperational stage  of cognitive development. 

    REFLECT ON 
symbolic play  

 Think about a time when 
you have observed 
children engaged in 
pretend play. How 
did this play help 

them to explore their 
understanding of how 
the world works? How 
were they learning to 

use symbols? y
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physicians, and others concerned with the child’s welfare may have a genuine 
reason for being given information. Generally, before sharing information, you 
will get the written permission of the family. The NAEYC Code of Ethical Conduct 
provides you with guidance. 

 Everyone enjoys telling a funny or endearing story about a child with whom 
they have worked. However, it is never acceptable to gossip or discuss a child in a 
way that may be injurious to the child or in a way that identifies the child to oth-
ers. Even in your college observation papers, it is important to change the child’s 
name or to use his or her initials to avoid breaching confidentiality. Specifically, 
here is what the NAEYC Code of Ethics states about confidentiality: 

P-1.4 —We shall use two-way communications to involve all those with relevant 
knowledge (including families and staff) in decisions concerning a child, as ap-
propriate, ensuring confidentiality of sensitive information. 

 and 

P-2.13 —We shall maintain confidentiality and shall respect the family’s right 
to privacy, refraining from disclosure of confidential information and intrusion 
into family life. However, when we have reason to believe that a child’s wel-
fare is at risk, it is permissible to share confidential information with agencies, 
as well as with individuals who have legal responsibility for intervening in 
the child’s interest. (See   Appendix   A   for the complete NAEYC Code of Ethical 
Conduct.)   

   A  Q U I C K  C H E C K     
 on your understanding of authentic assessment.     

FIGURE   5.16      

    REFLECT ON 
your ethical 

responsibilities 
and 

confidentiality  
 A mother of a child in 
your class asks you to 
share how a relative’s 

child (also in your class) 
is doing in school. 

She shares that she is 
concerned about this 
child’s development. 
You’ve been worried 
about the child, too. 

Using the “Guidelines 
for Ethical Reflection” on 
page  24 , reflect on your 
ethical responsibilities 

in this situation and 
think about an ethical 

response that you might 
make. 
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Connecting with Families  ▶
Another feature is guidelines or strat-
egies contained in boxes that we call 
“Connecting with Families.” These 
give you practical ideas for ways to 
include families in your program.

End-of-Chapter Features
•	 Final Reflection: This is an interactive writ-

ing opportunity in the Pearson eText that per-
mits you to demonstrate reflection and write 
about topics when prompted in this pop-up 
exercise with suggested feedback.

•	 Related NAEYC Professional Preparation 
Standards: We show which professional stan-
dards apply to the chapter in this brief section.

•	 Learning Outcomes: We had a purpose 
and specific learning outcomes in mind as 
we wrote each chapter of this book. Review 
this list to make sure that you are able to 

demonstrate the knowledge and skills that 
the items cover. Each outcome aligns with a 
major section of the chapter, and serves as a 
useful review of chapter content.

•	 Demonstrate Your Understanding: This sec-
tion suggests activities and projects to help 
you learn more about the chapter’s content—
all organized by learning outcomes. In addi-
tion, the Final Check hyperlink is a pop-up 
multiple-choice quiz (in the Pearson eText) 
with feedback, designed to help you check 
your own learning.
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 All early childhood practitioners need to learn to tell the difference between 
an unacceptable behavior and one that may be annoying but is age appropriate. 
The following behaviors are typical, although they may be trying to adults: 

Infants: Sob when parent is out of sight  
Refuse to communicate with unfamiliar adults

Toddlers: Joyfully empty containers  
Respond to most requests with a forceful “No!”  
Treat all objects as “mine”

Preschoolers: Resist adult schedules; dawdle through routines  
Do not always tell the truth  
Tell others, “You’re not my friend” or “You can’t play”

School-age: Become very competitive; love to be the winner  
Boss other children  
Say, “You can’t make me” or “I hate you”

 When you offer a toddler many opportunities to fill and dump or provide 
school-age children with chances to be leaders and to make decisions, you are 
using guidance practices that reflect your knowledge of child development.   

   Goals for Guidance  

 Skilled early childhood educators reflect carefully on their goals for children. 
They think about long- and short-term goals and consciously choose practices 
that are congruent with these goals. 

   CONNECTING WITH FAMILIES  

   About Guidance Practices   

 Families use a variety of ways to teach their children about 
their expectations and how they want them to behave. Some 
of these may be similar to what you know about and understand; others may be 
quite different. Here are some ways you can get to know more about their values 
and discipline practices: 

•    Include a question in your enrollment packet asking families to tell you about 
ways they handle inappropriate behavior at home.  

•   Make time for a get-to-know-you meeting during the child’s first days and ask 
them about their discipline methods; share ways that you handle inappropriate 
behaviors in your classroom.  

•   Ask what social skills they most wish their child to master and invite them to share 
ideas for how you can support them in teaching these.  

•   Plan family meetings around discussion of common challenges, such as bedtime, 
meals, saying no, and so on. Ask for their input regarding what the topic should be.  

•   Invite professionals with expertise in child guidance or knowledge of the 
cultures of the families in your program to lead a family meeting or to offer 
a parenting class.   

Starting Your  
Professional Portfolio

Today, professionals in many fields 
create portfolios in which they 
document for employers and them-
selves their qualifications, skills, 
experiences, and unique qualities. 
Portfolios are “living documents” 
that will change as you grow, learn, 
and have new experiences.

The Teacher
requirements for teachers. As of 2008, all newly hired, and half of all current, 
Head Start teachers must have a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education 
or a related field. Revised standards for NAEYC-accredited teacher programs also 
propose that all teachers of preschool children have at least a bachelor’s degree. 
However, not all states include this requirement. 

 This  video  illustrates some of the motivations that have led people to work 
with young children. 

   Table   1.1   lays out recommended training for a variety of roles in early child-
hood settings.  

   A  Q U I C K  C H E C K   
 on professional qualifications.  

 In order to document your growing knowledge and skill as an early child-
hood educator, we recommend that you keep a  professional portfolio  and 
update it regularly, as described in the “Starting Your Professional Portfolio” box. 

    STARTING YOUR PROFESSIONAL PORTFOLIO  

(continued)

 In education, as in many other 
fields, one way to demonstrate 
your professional accomplish-
ments is through the presenta-
tion of a professional portfolio. A 
professional portfolio documents 
your skills, knowledge, and train-
ing. In some colleges, you will be 

asked to create a portfolio for the purpose of assessing 
whether you have accomplished the required perfor-
mance outcomes for a class or program. 

 Regardless of whether or not you are required to 
create a professional portfolio, we recommend that 
you keep one as a convenient way to keep track of 
your accomplishments to share with future employers 
as well as a tool for recording your growth as an early 
childhood educator. At the end of each chapter, we 
suggest additions to your professional portfolio that 
relate to the content of the chapter and that demon-
strate your learning. Here are some ideas to help you 
begin: 

    Start Your Portfolio.  Select an open, flexible format 
that is easy to organize and modify (such as a three-ring 
binder) to hold your portfolio.  

   Introduce Yourself.  Use the reflections in this chap-
ter to help you get started—writing ideas you’d like to 
include (1) in a brief autobiography that outlines the 
significant events in your life that led you to choose 
early childhood education as your career, (2) in a per-
sonal mission statement that explains your vision for 
yourself as an early childhood educator and your hopes 
and dreams as a professional, and (3) in a statement of 
educational philosophy describing what you value in 

the education and care of young children. Remember, 
these will change as you progress from beginning stu-
dent to beginning professional. Periodically go back 
to these to see how your ideas have evolved and make 
revisions that reflect new insights.  

   Collect Letters of Recommendation.  Letters of rec-
ommendation from people who know your work and 
your character are independent evidence of your abil-
ity. When an employer, supervisor, or college professor 
gives you a favorable evaluation or compliments you 
on your work, it is a good moment to ask that person to 
formalize his or her appreciation by writing you a letter 
for your portfolio.  

   Create a Résumé.  A résumé is a short outline of your 
qualifications and experience. It is useful to include an 
updated résumé in your portfolio if you plan to use the 
portfolio as a part of a job application. It gives a pro-
spective employer a quick way to see if you are suitable 
for a position.  

   Document Your Qualifications.  Make a section in 
your portfolio for degrees, certificates, personnel reg-
istry cards, and diplomas. Remember that training in 
other fields (e.g., music, water safety) can be useful 
supplements to your formal training in early education.  

   Begin an Ongoing Training Record.  Over the 
course of your career, you will have many opportuni-
ties to engage in ongoing training. Your portfolio is 
an excellent place to keep track of this training and 
keep any certificates of attendance that you receive. 
For each training entry, be sure to note the date of the 
training, the name of the trainer and sponsoring orga-
nization, and the number of hours of training. You can 
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           Final Reflection   
 Now that you have read this chapter, take a few minutes to  reflect on and write about
how children grow and develop.  

    Related NAEYC Professional Preparation 
Development Standard   
 The NAEYC Professional Preparation Standard that applies to this chapter is: 

 Standard 1: Promoting Child Development and Learning ( NAEYC, 2009 ). 
 Key elements: 
      1a:    Knowing and understanding young children’s characteristics and needs  
     1b:     Knowing and understanding the multiple influences on development and learning  
     1c:     Using developmental knowledge to create healthy, respectful, supportive, and 

challenging learning environments    

    Chapter Learning Outcomes   
 This chapter provided information about the science of child development and the study 
of the whole child—the physical, social, emotional, and cognitive domains. It is our inten-
tion that you will use what you have learned to: 

1.    Describe the reasons why it is important for early childhood teachers to know 
about child development.  

2.   Relate principles of child development to observations of young children.  
3.   Describe ways that children’s development is influenced by heredity, by the envi-

ronment, and by the interaction between the two.  
4.   Use theories about how children grow and learn to describe young children’s 

development.  
5.   Demonstrate understanding of the “whole-child” concept of child development.  
6.   Identify typical developmental milestones and sequences of development in infants, 

toddlers, preschoolers, and young school-age children.    

    Demonstrate Your Understanding    . . .
 The activities that follow are designed to further your 
understanding of the chapter content. When you com-
plete them and prepare the items in the “Document Your 
Knowledge and Competence” section, you will have 
practiced what you are learning and demonstrated your 
growing mastery of the content. 

   Final Check  
  Review your knowledge by completing  A Final Check   .  

     Observe a Young Child  (Learning Outcomes 2 and 5)    

 Observe a child for 45 minutes to an hour. Write notes 
on what you see. 

 Try to identify at least three behaviors for every do-
main of development. Create a grid like the following: 

What You Observed Developmental Domain the 
Behavior Illustrates

 Example:   
S. climbed to the top 
of the climber, using 
alternating feet.

Physical

•	 Document Your Knowledge and Compe-
tence: This section suggests items that you 
might wish to put in your professional portfo-
lio. Today, professionals in many fields create 
portfolios in which they document for em-
ployers and themselves their qualifications, 
skills, experiences, and unique qualities. Port-
folios are “living documents” that will change 
as you grow, learn, and have new experi-
ences. Guidelines for starting a portfolio can 
be found in Chapter 1.

•	 To Learn More: This section lists books and 
websites that might be of interest if you want 
to follow up on what you have learned.

At the back of the book you will find a Bibli-
ography, which lists the books and articles that we 
consulted as we wrote each chapter. We hope you 
will have the opportunity to read some of these 
references as you develop into a committed early 
childhood educator.
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one|The Teacher

We teach who we are.
J O H N  G A R D N E R
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Welcome to the field of early childhood education! You are embarking 
on the important career of educating and caring for young children. 
The kind of person you are and the kind of professional you become 

will have a lasting impact on children, families, and society. The purpose of this 
book is to help you become an educator who can nurture the growth of chil-
dren, support families, work amicably with colleagues, advocate for children 
and families, and, in the future, make your own distinctive contributions to early 
childhood education.

This first chapter will introduce you to the field of early 
childhood education and the work of a teacher of young chil-
dren. Before you learn what and how to teach, it is helpful to 
have some understanding of the teacher’s role and responsibili-
ties and the different kinds of teaching work that are available 
to you.

In this chapter, you will learn about:

•	 The work of the early childhood educator.
•	 The teacher as a person—the personal qualities, values, at-

titudes, and experiences that will influence the kind of early 
childhood educator you will become.

•	 The teacher as a professional—the knowledge, skills, com-
mitment, and values that will influence the kind of early 
childhood educator you will become.

•	 The kinds of careers that are available in early childhood 
education and some suggestions for how you can find the 
role that will suit you best.

In the process of learning more about yourself and about the 
field of early childhood education, you will acquire the knowl-
edge, skills, and behaviors that will help you to grow into a dedi-
cated early childhood educator who can provide high-quality 
nurturing experiences for young children.

The Work of the Early Childhood Educator

Because words create an image of who we are and what we do, what we call 
things is important. So we begin this first chapter with some basic definitions 
regarding who we serve and what we call the field and the people who work 
in it. Early childhood is generally defined as the period in the life span that in-
cludes birth through age 8. The field is generally referred to as “early childhood 
education,” “early childhood education and care,” or “early care and education” to 
emphasize the dual focus on learning and care that distinguishes early childhood 
programs and educators from other educators and schools.

In this book, we use the term early childhood education to refer to edu-
cation and care provided in all settings for children between birth and age 8. 
We use this term because education is a core function of the early childhood 
educator’s work and because it brings our field into alignment with other are-
nas of education (elementary, secondary, and postsecondary) while suggesting 
the uniqueness of our field’s focus on young children. Additionally, the role of 
education is the one most valued in our society. When programs are viewed as 
educative, they are seen as worthy of respect, and the children who are cared for 
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and educated are viewed as learners. This term reflects the view that those who 
implement early childhood education support development and help children 
learn in the context of caring relationships.

Early childhood educators provide education and care for young children in 
a number of different kinds of settings. Most provide care with an educational 
focus with the goal of promoting positive development and learning, and involve 
broad responsibilities to children. These programs are found in diverse facili-
ties, including child development centers designed for the care and education 
of young children, schools, and homes. Programs for children under age 5 are 
called child care centers (they may also be referred to as preschools or child de-
velopment centers). Programs for children under age 5 that are housed in public 
schools are called prekindergartens. Programs where young children and their 
parents come together to learn are called family–child interaction programs.

Programs for children 5 through 8 years of age (often housed in public 
schools) include kindergartens, primary grades, and after-school programs. 
Kindergarten serves 5- and 6-year-olds and is the first year of formal school-
ing. Primary grades refers to grades 1 through 3 (and sometime includes 
kindergarten). Children with disabilities (birth to age 8) may be served in kinder-
garten and primary classrooms or may be taught in separate classrooms.

Of all the terms that are used to describe people who provide care and educa-
tion for young children, we choose to use teacher “because it is the broadest term, 
it captures most of the job responsibilities, commands society’s respect, and is, 
after all, what children usually call the adults who care for them and educate them 
no matter what the setting” (Bredekamp, 2011, p. 21). The term teacher empha-
sizes the things that unite us as a group of people who work with young children. 
It also is a term that the general public—people like your family and friends—will 
understand and about which they are likely to have positive associations. We call 
this chapter “The Teacher” because we believe this term best reflects you, a stu-
dent reading this text, and your career aspirations, whether you are considering 
working with infants or 8-year-olds. We will also use the terms caregiver, provider, 
practitioner, and early childhood educator to refer to those who are employed to 
educate and care for children between birth and age 8 in infant–toddler programs, 
family–child interaction programs and home visiting programs, family child care 
homes, preschools, kindergartens, and primary grades.

Because programs for children under age 5 are most often found in pre-
schools and child care centers while kindergarten through grade 3 programs 
are usually housed in elementary schools, it can be challenging to get a sense 
of the field of early childhood education as a whole. As you construct your un-
derstanding of the field, it may be helpful to keep in mind that all programs for 
young children have the overarching purpose of supporting children’s growth 
and development. No matter what they are called or where they are housed, all 
programs for young children provide both care and education. People who work 
in early childhood programs, regardless of their job title or the age of the chil-
dren, strive to support all aspects of children’s development, promote learning, 
and provide nurturing care.

THE TASKS
Working with young children is varied and challenging; it demands knowledge, 
skill, sensitivity, creativity, and hard work. If these challenges excite you, you have 
probably chosen the right field. Early childhood education is especially reward-
ing for those who enjoy the spontaneous teaching and learning opportunities 

REFLECT ON 
your current 
ideas about 

early childhood 
teachers*

What do you see in your 
mind when you think 
of a teacher of young 
children? What is the 

teacher like? What is the 
teacher doing? (Keep a 
copy of your response 
so you can refer to it 

later in this course or in 
your teacher preparation 

program.)

*This is the first of 
many reflections that 
you will find in this 

book. Reflecting on the 
questions asked and 

writing down your ideas 
will help you become 
an effective teacher of 
young children. Written 

reflections provide a 
valuable way for you to 
document your growth 
as an early childhood 

educator and start you on 
the road to becoming a 

reflective teacher.
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that abound in daily life with young children. It may not be as enjoyable for peo-
ple who think that teaching is a matter of dispensing subject matter or for those 
who like work that is tidy and predictable. Sometimes, college students who be-
gin their careers with visions of shaping young minds become discouraged when 
they discover how much of their time is spent mixing paint, changing pants, 
arbitrating disputes, mopping floors, and wiping noses. But while working with 
young children can be demanding and tiring, it can also be invigorating and grat-
ifying, for, in addition to more mundane tasks, you will get to have conversations 
with children, tell and read stories, sing, observe nature, explore neighborhoods, 
plant gardens, and provide inspiration for creative art, music, and movement. You 
will have the opportunity every day to plan and implement interesting and mean-
ingful learning experiences. We have found that this wide range of tasks makes 
work with young children endlessly interesting and challenging.

While your most important task as an early childhood educator is working 
with children, you will also interact with families, colleagues, and community 
agencies. If you embarked on a career in early childhood education because 
you enjoy being with young children, you might be surprised at the extent to 
which early childhood educators work with adults as well. You will interact with 
families and work with other staff members daily. You might also communicate 
with people in agencies concerned with children and families (like child welfare 
workers and early intervention specialists) and engage with other professionals 
as you further your own professional development.

We hope that you, as one of tomorrow’s early childhood educators, will 
make a commitment to providing high-quality programs for young children (the 
chapters of this book will explain how you can do that). Eventually, you may also 
want to develop knowledge of broader societal issues and become involved in 
policy decisions and advocating for the rights and needs of young children.

Working with Children
The first and most important of your tasks as an early childhood educator is 
working with children. Each day that you work with young children, you will 
communicate with them, play with them, care for their physical needs, teach 
them, and provide them with a sense of psychological comfort and security. The 
younger the children you work with, the more you will be called on to provide 
physical care and nurture.

Your work with young children will begin before the first child arrives and 
will continue each day after the last child has gone home. Because the learning 
environment is the primary teaching tool in programs for children under age 6, 
you will set the stage for learning by creating a classroom that is safe, healthy, and 
stimulating. You will also design the daily schedule, plan learning experiences, 
create learning materials, and collect and use resources. After children arrive, 
you will observe and support them as they play, mediate relationships between 
children, model the way you want people to treat one another, and help them 
develop skills and learn about the world. In a single day, you might function as a 
teacher, a friend, a secretary, a parent, a reference librarian, an interior designer, 
a colleague, a nurse, a janitor, a counselor, an entertainer, and a diplomat.

Developmentally Appropriate Practice
Because young children are vulnerable and dependent on adults, early child-
hood educators regard all areas of development—social, emotional, intellectual, 
and physical—as important and interconnected. As an early childhood educator, 
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you will be called on to nurture and support all these aspects of development. 
Concern for development of the whole child is an idea you will encounter over 
and over in this book. Care and education that is responsive to and mindful of 
the development of the whole child is known as developmentally appropriate 
practice (Bredekamp & Copple, 2009). We will explore how you can provide 
developmentally appropriate practice in the pages of this book.

Intentional Teaching
Early childhood educators need to have a repertoire of teaching strategies for 
every child they encounter (Epstein, 2007; National Association for the Educa-
tion of Young Children, 2009). According to Ann Epstein (2007), an intentional 
teacher has a purpose behind every decision and skill in articulating the reasons 
for actions. The intentional teacher decides on goals for children’s development, 
thinks through alternatives, and then decides on strategies that will achieve these 
goals. This teacher also has a solid base of knowledge of development, research, 
pedagogy, and relevant standards. He or she knows how to use this knowledge 
to meet goals and adapt to individual differences in children. An important part 
of your preparation to be a teacher will be learning to select appropriate teaching 
strategies and to practice explaining why you chose them in a way that is easily 
understood by children’s family members, colleagues, and others interested in 
young children’s development and learning.

Addressing Standards
More and more early childhood educators are being asked to pay attention to 
early learning standards. These standards are developed by states to specify de-
velopmental expectations for children from birth through entrance to first grade. 
As part of the current emphasis on standards, you will probably be expected to 
do the following:

•	 Know what standards are used in your program and in your state
•	 Design a curriculum that addresses early learning standards
•	 Assess what children have learned in terms of standards
•	 Identify how you are meeting standards

These tasks are very similar to what teachers have done in the past, but today 
you can expect your work to be more visible, more public, and more likely to be 
evaluated.

Differences between Preschool and Primary Programs
If you are in a teacher education program that assigns students to internship ex-
periences in both preschools and elementary schools, you will notice differences 
in philosophy and practices between programs for younger and older children. 
Programs for preschool children are generally more closely designed to reflect 
research on child development. Teachers in preschools are more likely to design 
the learning environment into activity centers filled with toys and materials for 
children to explore and create with. They view the role of the teacher as facilita-
tor and believe that play is an important medium for learning. These programs 
emphasize child-choice and hands-on activity and base assessment of children on 
observing them in the classroom.

In elementary programs, as you probably remember from your childhood, 
teachers focus more on the acquisition of skills in subjects like reading and math 
and knowledge of science and social studies. Elementary classrooms are often 
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furnished with desks and worktables rather than learning centers. Learning is 
likely to involve more reading and verbal instruction. Children do more assigned 
paper-and-pencil work and are frequently assessed with graded paperwork and 
tests. Of course, these generalizations are not true of every program. There are 
exceptions in every community.

WORKING WITH FAMILIES
Young children cannot be separated from the context of their families, so building 
good relations with family members is an important part of the role of the early 
childhood educator. Because early childhood programs often provide the child’s 
first experience in the larger world away from home, you will play an important 
role in the transition between home and school—helping families and children 
learn to be apart from one another for a period of time each day. In fact, you may 
be the second professional (the first is usually the pediatrician) who has a rela-
tionship with the family and the child. A partnership between home and the early 
childhood program is absolutely essential in programs for infants, toddlers, and 
preschoolers.

Just as your work with children brings with it diverse roles and demands, 
your work with families involves a range of attitudes and skills that are both 
similar to and different from those you need in your work with children. In your 
work with families, you may find yourself being a consultant, a social worker, an 
advocate, a teacher, a reporter, a librarian, a mediator, a translator, a social direc-
tor, and a mail carrier. These diverse roles provide another way that your job will 
be varied, engaging, and challenging.

WORKING AS PART OF A TEAM
An important feature of the role of most teachers is working collaboratively with 
other adults. Working as part of a team involves collaborating with coworkers, 
supervising volunteers, interacting with 
program administrators, and working with 
a host of other adults, ranging from custo-
dians to counselors.

The ability to work productively on 
a team is an important professional skill. 
In effective teams, people work together 
on behalf of a shared goal. They support 
and respect one another despite differ-
ences. They acknowledge and make the 
best use of one another’s strengths and 
contributions. They understand their roles 
and fulfill their responsibilities. Perhaps 
most important, they communicate effec-
tively and strive to resolve the conflicts 
that inevitably occur when people work in 
close proximity every day. For these rea-
sons, many people find participating in a 
team gives them support, stimulation, and 
a sense of belonging.

Being a part of a team is more than just 
turning up for work each day. It involves 
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an understanding of team roles and responsibilities and taking an active role in 
the work situation. It means being a good colleague by treating others with re-
spect, honoring diverse values and communication styles, being sure that you do 
your share of the work, and appreciating your colleagues’ contributions.

The Teacher as a Person

Because who you are as a person is the foundation for the professional you will 
become, we begin our examination of the role of the teacher of young children 
by looking at the teacher as a person. We look at the personal qualities required 
of teachers of young children and ask you to take a thoughtful look at who you 
are in relationship to the teacher you are becoming. Then we examine what it 
means to be an early childhood professional. As you enter the field, you bring 
with you the sum of your experiences—your personal qualities, gender, race, 
culture, family circumstances, values, beliefs, and life experiences. These aspects 
will blend over time with your professional training and experiences working 
with children and families to forge your identity as an early childhood educator.

QUALITIES OF A GOOD TEACHER  
OF YOUNG CHILDREN
Are you intellectual? Thoughtful? Practical? Are you active and outgoing? Are 
you quiet and reserved? Are you creative and dramatic? You can become a good 
teacher with any of these characteristics. Many kinds of individuals can work suc-
cessfully with young children. There is no one “right” personality type, no single 
set of experiences or training that will impart the required traits. No single mold 
produces a good teacher of young children.

Although people from many different backgrounds can do a good job as 
early childhood educators, not everyone finds success and satisfaction in this 
field. What makes a good early childhood teacher? What combination of atti-
tudes, knowledge, skills, and personal qualities—including dispositions (ten-
dencies to respond to experiences in certain ways)—contribute to the ability 
to work effectively with young children? Successful early childhood educators 
have been described as having the following characteristics: positive outlook, 
curiosity, openness to new ideas, enthusiasm, commitment, high energy, physi-
cal strength, a sense of humor, flexibility, self-awareness, the capacity for empa-
thy, emotional stability, warmth, sensitivity, passion, perseverance, willingness to 
take risks, patience, integrity (honesty and moral uprightness), creativity, love of 
learning, and trust in children (Cartwright, 1999; Colker, 2008; Feeney & Chun, 
1985; Katz, 1993).

Many early childhood scholars have explored the characteristics that early 
childhood teachers need. We have included this statement written by Barbara 
Biber (Biber & Snyder, 1948) in every edition of this text because it so eloquently 
addresses what we think early childhood educators should be like:

A teacher needs to be a person so secure within herself that she can function 
with principles rather than prescriptions, that she can exert authority without 
requiring submission, that she can work experimentally but not at random and 
that she can admit mistakes without feeling humiliated (p. 282).
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There is no end to the list of desirable teacher qualities. We agree with the au-
thors cited in this chapter and many others who have written movingly about the 
qualities of good early childhood teachers. All teachers of young children need 
to love what they do, communicate effectively with children and adults, be good 
role models, provide unconditional caring for children, and, at the same time, be 
able to view them objectively.

Good teachers also need to have a deep appreciation and respect for children. 
Respect—a way of relating to others that is based on the belief that every human 
being has value and deserves to be appreciated—is fundamental. In early child-
hood education, it is not necessary (or possible) to love every child, but it is impera-
tive that early childhood educators respect the worth and value of every child and 
family member. It is also important for teachers of young children to be altruistic—
able to focus consistently on the best interests of others—and have the capacity to 
nurture others. Caring is at the core of the work of the early childhood educator.

We know that appreciation and respect for children, paired with a caring 
nature and an inquiring mind and spirit, lead to a sense of joy, hope, and commit-
ment that can turn teaching young children from a job into a deeply held sense 
of mission (sometimes referred to as a calling).

This video shows teachers discussing what motivates them to teach. Watch 
this video and reflect on whether the teachers view teaching as a “calling.” Which 
of the reasons for teaching is closest to the motivation you bring to teaching? Are 
there others that you think might apply to you? Are there some that resonate for 
you that you never thought of before?

PERSONAL ATTRIBUTES
People with a wide range of personal attributes can be effective as teachers of 
young children. What is important is for you to be willing to look at yourself as  
objectively as possible, understand your personal attributes and how they might impact  
your work with children and families, and be willing to work to overcome anything 
that could hinder your ability to maintain good relationships and work effectively.

Over the years, we have asked beginning students in our college classes to think 
about the characteristics of the teachers they experienced as children whom they 
liked best and liked least. We have found that many of their memories are about 
the distinctive personal attributes of their former teachers. The teachers whom they 
liked best were kind, fair, compassionate, warm, and good listeners. The teachers 
they liked least were uncaring, inconsistent, boring, and inattentive and sometimes 
humiliated them. The memories from childhood that our students report are often 
vivid, and some still elicit strong emotions. Exploring this question has reinforced 
our belief that who a teacher is as a person has a strong and lasting impact and is 
the first thing that should be considered as you embark on your career as a teacher.

Temperament
We have found the research of pediatricians Alexander Thomas and Stella Chess 
on the temperament of infants, adapted to adults by therapists Jayne Burks and 
Melvin Rubenstein (1979), a good place for our college students to begin to look at 
their personal attributes. Thomas and Chess refer to temperament as an individ-
ual’s behavioral style and typical ways of responding. They found that newborns 
show definite differences in traits of temperament that tend to persist over time. 
Although modified through life experiences, the nine dimensions of temperament 
are helpful in explaining personality differences in adults as well as children.
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