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A Note on Terminology 

Administrator: Throughout this text, the term administrator is used as a general term to describe individuals in leadership 
roles within early childhood programs. This may include positions such as director, supervisor, coordinator, or manager - anyone 
responsible for overseeing the daily operations and overall functioning of a program. 

This page titled A Note on Terminology is shared under a license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah 
Knott. 
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About This Book 

Preface 

Administration of Early Childhood Programs provides an introduction to the foundational concepts of leading and managing early 
childhood education programs. Topics include leadership, licensing and accreditation, budgeting and financial management, 
staffing, family and community partnerships, program evaluation, and creating play-based, developmentally appropriate learning 
environments. Throughout the text, emphasis is placed on supporting children, families, and educators through ethical, 
relationship-based practices that promote high-quality early learning experiences. 

This foundational Open Educational Resource (OER) text is designed for use in community college and adult education courses, 
while also serving as a resource for program directors, site supervisors, family child care providers, educators, and others working 
with young children and families. Because early childhood programs vary greatly in structure, philosophy, and community needs, 
some topics may require additional expansion or adaptation. Our hope is that this text encourages reflection, discussion, and a 
deeper understanding of the important role administrators play in shaping positive experiences for children, families, educators, 
and the broader community. 

The Role of Artifical Intelligence 

This OER was developed with assistance from ChatGPT, a generative artificial intelligence tool created by OpenAI. ChatGPT 
was used to help draft chapter sections, suggest organizational structures, and generate examples. The authors reviewed all AI-
assisted text before publication and are responsible for the final content. 

About the Authors 

Dr. Jennifer Marta 

Dr. Jennifer Marta was born and raised in an Early Childhood Educational setting in her home which inspired her passion 
for this field. Jennifer has worked with children, families and within the community in a variety of Child Development/Early 
Childhood Educational programs and settings. She has cared for and worked with newborns through college level. She received 
her Associate's Degree in Child Development from Fresno City College, a Bachelor's Degree in Early Childhood Education from 
Brandman University, and a Master's Degree in Education with an emphasis in Leadership in Early Childhood Education from 
Brandman University. Jennifer also earned a Doctorate Degree in Organizational Leadership through UMass Global in the first 
and only California Community College Cohort. Jennifer utilizes her passion and experience in play-based programs by sharing 
her knowledge and experience through professional development. She continues her lifelong pursuit of knowledge/research and 
spreading this information through various networks. Jennifer currently serves as a Professor of Child Development at Coalinga 
College. 

Dr. Hannah Knott, Ph.D, CCLS, CTRP-C 

Dr. Hannah Knott has worked in a variety of early childhood and K-12 settings beginning in 2008 and has served children and 
families as a Certified Child Life Specialist since 2014. Hannah earned her Bachelor’s Degree from California State University, 
Fresno, her Master’s Degree from the University of La Verne, and her Doctor of Philosophy in Higher Education from Azusa Pacific 
University. She began teaching and mentoring college students in 2017 and has held a full-time faculty role teaching at both 
the undergraduate and graduate levels since 2018, both in the classroom and as a preceptor at field sites. Hannah currently 
serves as a Professor of Education and Child Development at Coalinga College. Dr. Knott's educational research has focused 
on student success and online learning, while her clinical research has explored the efficacy of child life specialist services. 
Hannah is a Certified Trauma and Resilience Practitioner with a passion for educating parents, teachers, and adults in a variety 
of settings about developmentally appropriate practices that prevent trauma and foster resilience. Through her teaching, Hannah 
is committed to helping students connect theory, research, and professional practice in ways that support children, families, and 
early childhood programs. 
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1.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Stepping into the role of an administrator in an early childhood program means taking on a leadership position that shapes the 
experiences of children, supports educators, and builds meaningful connections with families and the community. Administrators 
are not only responsible for managing daily operations, but also for creating environments grounded in play-based, 
developmentally appropriate practices where everyone can thrive. Effective leadership in early childhood education is rooted 
in relationships, ethical decision-making, and a clear sense of purpose. In this chapter, you will explore the foundational 
responsibilities of an administrator, reflect on leadership styles, and begin to understand how your values and decisions influence 
the overall quality of a program. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

• Describe the role and responsibilities of an administrator in early childhood programs 
• Explain how leadership impacts children, educators, families, and overall program quality 
• Identify different leadership styles and reflect on your own approach to leadership 
• Recognize the importance of ethical decision-making in early childhood settings 
• Describe how administrators support play-based, developmentally appropriate practices 
• Understand how relationships and communication influence effective leadership 

Getting Started: Brainstorming Questions 

1. When you think of a strong leader in early childhood education, what qualities or behaviors come to mind? 
2. What do you think is the most important responsibility of an administrator in an early childhood program? Why? 
3. How might an administrator influence the daily experiences of children, even if they are not always in the classroom? 
4. What kind of leadership style do you naturally lean toward when working with others? 

Learning Objectives 

This page titled 1.1: Introduction to the Chapter is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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1.2: Engaging with a Diverse Network of Stakeholders 

A successful early childhood administrator must engage a broad network of stakeholders, each with distinct roles, expectations, 
and contributions to the program. These stakeholders include children, families, educators, support staff, board members, 
licensing agencies, policymakers, and community partners. A administrator’s ability to foster strong relationships with these 
groups is fundamental to creating a high-quality program that meets the diverse needs of all involved. 

Recognizing the Role of Key Stakeholders 

• Children: At the heart of any early childhood program are the children. Administrators must ensure a safe, nurturing, and 
stimulating environment that fosters their cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development. 

• Families: Parents and guardians are the child’s first and most important teachers. Encouraging family involvement 
strengthens a child’s learning experience. 

• Educators & Staff: Teachers, assistants, and support staff play a vital role in implementing the curriculum, fostering 
relationships with children, and maintaining a positive learning environment. 

• Community Partners: Collaborations with local businesses, libraries, museums, and educational organizations enhance 
program offerings. 

• Regulatory & Licensing Agencies: State and local licensing bodies, accreditation agencies, and funding organizations ensure 
compliance and quality assurance. 

• Policymakers & Advocacy Groups: Administrators should remain informed about state and federal policies that impact early 
childhood education and advocate for necessary reforms. 

Building Trust and Strengthening Engagement 

1. Regular and Transparent Communication – Keep families, staff, and stakeholders informed through newsletters, emails, and 
meetings. Encourage open dialogue where feedback is valued. 

2. Involvement in Decision-Making – Providing opportunities for families, staff, and community members to participate in 
decisions fosters a sense of ownership and commitment. 

3. Equity and Inclusion Initiatives – Recognizing and addressing the diverse needs of all families ensures the program remains 
accessible and welcoming to different cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds. 

4. Ongoing Collaboration – Hosting family nights, community events, and family workshops builds strong relationships and 
reinforces the program’s role in the community. 

A proficient administrator doesn’t just manage a program but leads through connection, advocacy, and active engagement with 
all stakeholders. 
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1.3: Navigating Ethical Challenges in Leadership 

Early childhood administrator often face complex and sensitive situations that require sound ethical judgment. Decision-making 
in an early childhood program must be rooted in professional ethics, transparency, and the best interests of children, families, 
and staff. 

Common Ethical Dilemmas in Early Childhood Leadership 

1. Confidentiality and Privacy – Administrators must ensure that personal and developmental information about children and 
families remains confidential while balancing mandatory reporting laws. 

2. Fairness in Staff Management – Issues such as hiring, performance evaluations, and conflict resolution require unbiased and 
equitable approaches. Favoritism or inconsistent policies can lead to staff dissatisfaction and turnover. 

3. Family Disputes & Custody Issues – Administrators often mediate difficult family situations, including custody 
disagreements, communication conflicts, and family concerns about a child’s progress. 

4. Financial Integrity – Budgeting decisions must be handled responsibly to ensure sustainability and appropriate allocation of 
resources. 

5. Cultural Sensitivity in Curriculum and Practices – Ensuring materials, celebrations, and learning activities reflect diverse 
backgrounds and respect different cultural values. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Applying Ethical Principles in Decision-Making 

A useful framework for navigating ethical challenges is the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 
(Code of Ethical Conduct), which emphasizes: 

• Responsibility to Children: Always making decisions that promote the safety, well-being, and optimal development of children. 
• Responsibility to Families: Respecting family values, beliefs, and involvement in the child’s education. 
• Responsibility to Staff & Colleagues: Encouraging professional growth, fair treatment, and ethical workplace practices. 
• Responsibility to the Community & Society: Advocating for hgh-quality early education and engaging with community 

partners to enhance program effectiveness. 

By following ethical guidelines and remaining transparent, fair, and child-focused, administrators build a program that upholds 
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integrity and trust. 

The vignette described below illustrates how an administrator can use professional ethics when navigating a sensitive 
situation involving confidentiality. 

Solution 

The Conversation in the Hallway 

A parent approached an early childhood administrator during morning drop-off and asked why another child in the 
classroom was receiving additional support. The parent wondered whether the child had a developmental delay or behavioral 
concern. Although the administrator understood the parent’s curiosity, they explained that information about another child’s 
development, services, and family circumstances was confidential. Instead, the administrator reassured the parent that 
teachers work to meet the individual needs of every child. 

Later, the administrator reminded staff that information about children and families should only be discussed privately 
and with individuals who need to know. The situation reinforced the importance of protecting confidentiality while still 
communicating respectfully with families. By following professional ethical guidelines, the administrator protected the child’s 
privacy and maintained trust within the program. 

Example 1.3.1 

This page titled 1.3: Navigating Ethical Challenges in Leadership is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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1.4: Understanding the Program as an Interconnected 
System 

An early childhood program is a complex ecosystem where different parts must work together to create an effective and 
sustainable environment. Understanding how each system interacts ensures that administrators make informed, strategic 
decisions. 

The Systems Approach to Early Childhood Leadership 

A systems-thinking approach recognizes that every aspect of a program—staffing, curriculum, finances, and operations—is 
interdependent. administrators must regularly assess how decisions in one area impact other components. 

• Example: If a administrator adjusts staffing levels due to budget constraints, it may impact teacher-child ratios, curriculum 
delivery, and classroom dynamics. 

• Example: When selecting a new curriculum, considerations must include teacher training needs, family engagement 
strategies, and assessment methods. 

Strategies for Effective Systems Management 

1. Aligning Policies & Procedures – Ensure that all program policies support the mission and work cohesively rather than in 
silos. 

2. Effective Communication Across Teams – Encourage open collaboration between administrative staff, teachers, and families. 
3. Regular Program Evaluations – Conduct assessments to identify areas for improvement and ensure alignment with best 

practices. 
4. Crisis & Contingency Planning – Preparing for unexpected challenges, such as funding cuts or emergency situations, ensures 

program stability. 

A administrator who thinks systemically ensures the program operates smoothly, efficiently, and in alignment with best practices. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 
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Key Components Within an Early Childhood Program 

A well-functioning early childhood program consists of several key subsystems that require strategic oversight: 

1. Program Administration & Compliance: Covers licensing, accreditation, policy development, and legal requirements. 
2. Curriculum & Instruction: Focuses on child development, learning approaches, and teacher implementation strategies. 
3. Family & Community Engagement: Strengthens relationships between families, educators, and local organizations. 
4. Facilities & Health/Safety: Manages the physical environment, meal programs, and emergency preparedness. 
5. Financial & Resource Management: Budgeting, fundraising, and securing sustainable funding sources. 

Each subsystem requires strong leadership and intentional management to ensure overall program success. 

This page titled 1.4: Understanding the Program as an Interconnected System is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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1.5: Leadership Styles in Early Childhood Programs 

A administrator’s leadership style directly impacts staff morale, program effectiveness, and organizational culture. A successful 
administrator must adopt an approach that aligns with their program’s needs while ensuring collaboration, efficiency, and a focus 
on child development. Below are key leadership styles, along with additional approaches that administrators may incorporate into 
their leadership philosophy. 

Key Leadership Styles 

1. Authoritative Leadership 

Authoritative leaders set high expectations while maintaining warmth, structure, and support. This leadership style is often 
regarded as the most effective in early childhood education because it strikes a balance between guidance and flexibility. 

• Encourages clear expectations while allowing staff autonomy. 
• Provides constructive feedback and professional development opportunities. 
• Creates a positive, structured environment where staff feel empowered and motivated. 
• Builds strong relationships with staff, families, and stakeholders through consistent communication. 

An authoritative leader helps establish a well-organized program with high-quality standards, ensuring that children, families, and 
educators benefit from a structured yet nurturing environment. 

2. Democratic Leadership 

A democratic leader fosters a collaborative work environment where teachers, staff, and families actively participate in decision-
making. This style encourages open communication and values input from all stakeholders. 

• Promotes shared decision-making and professional collaboration. 
• Encourages teamwork and creativity, leading to innovative problem-solving. 
• Values input from teachers, staff, and families, leading to a sense of ownership and commitment. 
• Builds a positive and inclusive workplace culture where everyone feels valued. 

This leadership style works best in programs where staff engagement, team collaboration, and community involvement are 
priorities. 

3. Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leaders focus on growth, innovation, and continuous improvement. They inspire their team, set high 
expectations, and encourage staff to push beyond their perceived limitations. 

• Encourages a culture of learning, innovation, and adaptation. 
• Invests in staff development, promoting professional growth and leadership opportunities. 
• Motivates staff by aligning their personal values with the program’s mission. 
• Creates a forward-thinking vision for long-term program success. 

This style is ideal for administrators seeking to expand or improve their program, integrate new teaching methods, or modernize 
operational practices. 

4. Transactional Leadership 

Transactional leaders rely on structured procedures, performance-based incentives, and strict accountability to maintain program 
efficiency. This leadership style focuses on rules, policies, and defined roles. 
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• Uses performance metrics and structured evaluations to measure staff success. 
• Ensures compliance with licensing, accreditation, and safety regulations. 
• Maintains clear policies and expectations, reducing uncertainty in operations. 
• Rewards high performers while addressing underperformance through corrective measures. 

While this style lacks the warmth of other approaches, it is useful for programs that need strong structure, compliance, and 
efficiency in daily operations. 

5. Servant Leadership 

Servant leaders prioritize the needs of their staff, families, and children, fostering a culture of support, empowerment, and shared 
leadership. They focus on building relationships and strengthening team morale. 

• Leads by example, demonstrating empathy, active listening, and support. 
• Encourages personal and professional growth by investing in staff development. 
• Strengthens family engagement and community partnerships through relationship-building. 
• Creates a nurturing, child-centered environment that aligns with early childhood education best practices. 

This leadership style is highly effective in building trusting relationships and maintaining a supportive, family-friendly workplace. 

6. Laissez-Faire Leadership 

Laissez-faire leaders take a hands-off approach, giving staff full autonomy while providing minimal direct supervision. 

• Grants independence to experienced and highly skilled staff. 
• Encourages self-motivation, allowing teachers to develop their own teaching approaches. 
• Works best with a team that is highly competent, self-sufficient, and adaptable. 

While this style can empower self-driven staff, it may lead to inconsistency and lack of accountability if not balanced with clear 
expectations and guidance. 

7. Situational Leadership 

Many administrators adapt their leadership style based on the needs of their program, staff, and stakeholders. This situational 
approach blends multiple leadership styles to ensure a flexible, responsive management approach. 

• Adjusts leadership style based on the current situation, challenges, or team dynamics. 
• Provides structure when necessary but flexibility when beneficial. 
• Encourages both collaboration and decisive leadership when needed. 
• Supports personalized coaching and mentorship based on individual staff needs. 

Administrators who use situational leadership are able to balance authority, collaboration, and flexibility to ensure an effective 
and dynamic early childhood program. 
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1.6: Personal Qualities of an Effective Early Childhood 
Program Administrator 

Being a administrator of an early childhood program requires a unique blend of leadership, emotional intelligence, and 
organizational skills. While knowledge of child development and administration is crucial, personal qualities play an equally 
important role in fostering a positive, nurturing, and well-functioning learning environment. 

An exceptional early childhood program administrator must possess a unique combination of leadership abilities, interpersonal 
skills, and a passion for education. By demonstrating strong communication, emotional intelligence, adaptability, and advocacy, 
administrators create a positive, well-managed program where children, families, and educators thrive. Successful administrators 
are not just administrators but visionaries, mentors, and champions for early learning. By continuously developing their leadership 
skills and personal qualities, they ensure the long-term success and quality of their early childhood program. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Below are the essential qualities that make an exceptional early childhood leader: 

1. Strong Communication Skills 

A administrator must be an effective communicator to engage with staff, families, children, and stakeholders. This includes: 

• Clear and transparent messaging to ensure everyone understands program policies, expectations, and updates. 
• Active listening to genuinely hear concerns, feedback, and ideas from staff and families. 
• Conflict resolution skills to address disagreements constructively and maintain a positive workplace culture. 
• Ability to tailor communication to different audiences, whether speaking with young children, parents, teachers, or community 

partners. 

A great leader ensures open and ongoing communication, building trust within the program. 

2. Emotional Intelligence & Compassion 

Managing an early childhood program requires a high level of empathy and emotional intelligence, as administrators often handle 
sensitive situations involving children, families, and staff. 

• Empathy and patience when working with young children, who are still developing social-emotional skills. 
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• Understanding staff challenges and providing emotional support during stressful situations. 
• Sensitivity to family dynamics and cultural differences, ensuring inclusivity and respect for diverse backgrounds. 
• Regulating emotions in high-stress situations, such as handling a crisis or difficult conversation. 

A administrator with strong emotional intelligence creates a warm, welcoming, and emotionally safe environment for all. 

3. Leadership & Decision-Making Abilities 

An early childhood administrator must be a decisive and confident leader, ensuring smooth program operations. 

• Visionary leadership, setting clear goals and inspiring staff toward shared objectives. 
• Confidence in decision-making, even in challenging situations such as staff conflicts, budgeting dilemmas, or licensing 

compliance. 
• Accountability and integrity, leading by example with professionalism and ethical decision-making. 
• Adaptability in leadership style, recognizing when to be authoritative, collaborative, or hands-off based on the situation. 

A strong leader ensures that the program runs efficiently while maintaining a high-quality learning environment. 

4. Passion for Early Childhood Education 

A administrator must have a deep commitment to early childhood education and a passion for working with young children. 

• Belief in the importance of early learning and the long-term impact of quality programs. 
• Dedication to fostering children’s development, supporting cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth. 
• Advocacy for children and families, ensuring they receive the best opportunities for success. 
• Inspiration to teachers and staff, motivating them to maintain high standards in early education. 

A passionate administrator creates a culture of enthusiasm and lifelong learning within their program. 

5. Resilience & Adaptability 

Early childhood education is an ever-changing field that requires flexibility and resilience. 

• Ability to handle unexpected challenges, such as staffing shortages, behavioral incidents, or last-minute regulatory changes. 
• Openness to change, embracing new teaching strategies, policies, and industry advancements. 
• Problem-solving mindset, proactively addressing issues and finding solutions. 
• Emotional resilience, staying calm under pressure while maintaining a positive outlook. 

A resilient administrator ensures that the program remains stable and effective, even in the face of challenges. 

6. Strong Organizational & Time Management Skills 

With multiple responsibilities, administrators must stay organized and efficient in managing their program. 

• Ability to multitask while handling administrative tasks, staff supervision, and family engagement. 
• Strong time management, ensuring schedules, reports, and compliance requirements are met. 
• Attention to detail, particularly in budgeting, licensing paperwork, and child records. 
• Effective delegation, ensuring tasks are assigned appropriately without micromanaging. 

An organized administrator keeps the program running smoothly while balancing multiple priorities. 

7. Team-Building & Relationship Management 

A administrator must foster a strong, cohesive team that works collaboratively to support children’s development. 
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• Encourages teamwork and cooperation among teachers and staff. 
• Creates a positive work culture, reducing staff burnout and turnover. 
• Recognizes and values staff contributions, promoting job satisfaction and morale. 
• Provides mentorship and support, helping staff grow professionally. 

Building strong relationships with staff, families, and the community strengthens the program’s reputation and success. 

8. Ethical Integrity & Professionalism 

A administrator must uphold the highest ethical and professional standards in all aspects of leadership. 

• Honesty and transparency in financial management, staff evaluations, and program decisions. 
• Maintaining confidentiality when dealing with child records, family concerns, and personnel matters. 
• Commitment to fairness and equity, ensuring all children and staff are treated with respect. 
• Role modeling professional behavior, setting a standard for others to follow. 

A administrator’s integrity shapes the ethical foundation of the program and earns the trust of families and staff. 

9. Advocacy & Community Engagement 

A administrator should be an advocate for early childhood education, working to support children and families both within and 
beyond the program. 

• Engages with policymakers and community leaders to support funding and policy improvements. 
• Partners with local organizations, such as libraries, museums, and family services, to enhance program offerings. 
• Raises awareness about the importance of early education through outreach efforts. 
• Secures funding opportunities, including grants and partnerships, to expand resources. 

Advocacy efforts strengthen the program’s impact and contribute to the broader early childhood education field. 

10. Lifelong Learning & Professional Development 

The best administrators are committed to continuous learning and self-improvement. 

• Stays up to date with current research, trends, and policies in early childhood education. 
• Participates in professional development, attending workshops, conferences, and training sessions. 
• Encourages staff to grow professionally, offering opportunities for skill-building and leadership. 
• Seeks feedback and self-reflection, recognizing areas for improvement and adapting accordingly. 

A strong commitment to learning ensures that a administrator remains an effective leader and role model for their staff and 
program. 

This page titled 1.6: Personal Qualities of an Effective Early Childhood Program Administrator is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was 
authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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1.7: Effective Program Leadership- Strategies for Success 

Managing an early childhood program requires a multifaceted leadership approach that balances administrative oversight, staff 
development, family engagement, and regulatory compliance. A successful administrator or supervisor must strategically plan, 
coordinate, and adapt to the needs of children, families, and staff while ensuring that the program aligns with best practices, 
licensing standards, and educational goals. 

Effective leadership in an early childhood program requires a balance of vision, organization, communication, and adaptability. By 
implementing strategic planning, strong team management, clear policies, financial oversight, and technological advancements, 
administrators can create a high-functioning, sustainable program that supports children, families, and educators. Leadership is 
an ongoing journey of learning and growth, and by continuously refining their skills, early childhood program administrators can 
make a lasting impact on the future of early education. 

1. Establishing a Clear Vision and Mission 

An effective program leader begins by defining the program’s core mission, values, and educational philosophy. The mission 
statement should: 

• Reflect the program’s commitment to child development, family engagement, and staff excellence. 
• Provide a framework for decision-making and daily operations. 
• Communicate the program’s purpose and expectations to stakeholders. 

A well-defined mission helps leaders ensure that every aspect of the program—from curriculum choices to staff 
interactions—aligns with the overarching goals of high-quality early childhood education. 

Example Mission Statement: 
"Our program is dedicated to fostering a nurturing, inclusive, and developmentally appropriate environment where children grow 
socially, emotionally, cognitively, and physically. We collaborate with families and the community to provide a strong foundation 
for lifelong learning." 

Leaders should periodically review and update the mission statement to reflect evolving goals and educational trends. 

2. Strategic Planning for Long-Term Success 

Effective leadership involves developing a strategic plan that outlines short-term and long-term goals for the program. Key 
components include: 

• Enrollment growth and sustainability planning. 
• Budgeting and financial management. 
• Staff recruitment, retention, and professional development. 
• Curriculum enhancement and instructional quality. 
• Facility improvements and resource allocation. 

Strategic planning is a continuous process, requiring program leaders to assess progress regularly, adjust strategies as needed, 
and ensure that all decisions align with the program’s mission. 

3. Building and Managing an Effective Team 

The success of an early childhood program relies heavily on the strength of its staff. As a program leader, fostering a supportive, 
collaborative, and professional work environment is essential. 
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Hiring and Onboarding 

• Develop clear job descriptions outlining roles and expectations. 
• Use structured interviews to assess candidates’ qualifications and alignment with program values. 
• Provide a comprehensive onboarding process that includes training, mentorship, and clear expectations. 

Ongoing Professional Development 

• Offer regular workshops and training sessions on child development, classroom management, and emerging research. 
• Encourage participation in conferences, webinars, and continuing education programs. 
• Implement a mentorship program where experienced teachers guide newer staff. 

Fostering a Positive Work Culture 

• Recognize and celebrate staff achievements. 
• Encourage open communication and feedback. 
• Address staff concerns proactively, using conflict resolution strategies. 

An engaged and motivated staff is key to maintaining high-quality care and education in an early childhood program. 

4. Effective Communication with Families and Staff 

Strong leadership requires transparent, open, and consistent communication with all stakeholders. 

With Families 

• Use newsletters, emails, and digital platforms to keep parents informed. 
• Establish an open-door policy to encourage family engagement. 
• Conduct regular parent-teacher conferences and workshops. 

With Staff 

• Hold weekly or monthly staff meetings to discuss program updates. 
• Provide constructive feedback and support for professional growth. 
• Encourage two-way communication, where staff feel heard and valued. 

A well-communicated program fosters trust, collaboration, and shared commitment to children’s success. 

• Staffing Policies: Hiring, scheduling, evaluations, and professional development. 
• Health & Safety Procedures: Emergency preparedness, sanitation guidelines, and illness protocols. 
• Behavior Management & Child Guidance: Discipline policies aligned with positive guidance techniques. 
• Family Engagement Strategies: Parent communication, involvement policies, and community partnerships. 

Having a comprehensive policies and procedures manual ensures that all staff members understand expectations and follow 
consistent practices. 
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5. Financial Management and Budgeting 

An effective program leader must ensure financial stability while providing high-quality services. Key financial responsibilities 
include: 

• Developing and maintaining a balanced budget. 
• Allocating funds for classroom resources, staff salaries, and facility improvements. 
• Seeking additional funding sources (grants, fundraising, community partnerships). 
• Setting and managing tuition policies to ensure affordability while covering operational costs. 

Good financial management helps ensure long-term sustainability and the ability to expand program offerings. 

6. Utilizing Technology for Program Efficiency 

Technology plays a crucial role in streamlining administrative tasks and enhancing communication. Effective leaders integrate 
technology to improve efficiency in areas such as: 

• Enrollment and record-keeping systems to track student and staff information. 
• Digital communication platforms for connecting with families and staff. 
• Online training modules for professional development. 
• Classroom technology to enhance learning experiences for children. 

By incorporating user-friendly and secure technology solutions, administrators can improve overall program efficiency and 
engagement. 

7. Handling Challenges and Conflict Resolution 

Conflict is inevitable in any workplace, but a skilled leader approaches challenges with fairness and professionalism. 

Common Challenges in Early Childhood Program Management 

• Staff disagreements or performance issues. 
• Parental concerns about policies, curriculum, or discipline. 
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• Budget constraints affecting program resources. 
• Adapting to changes in licensing and accreditation standards. 

Strategies for Conflict Resolution 

• Use active listening and open dialogue to address concerns. 
• Implement mediation techniques to resolve disputes between staff or parents. 
• Stay professional, neutral, and solution-focused in difficult situations. 
• Establish clear conflict resolution policies in the staff handbook. 

By proactively addressing challenges, administrators maintain a harmonious and productive work environment. 

This page titled 1.7: Effective Program Leadership- Strategies for Success is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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1.8: Typical Responsibilities of an Early Childhood Program 
Administrator 

An early childhood program administrator or supervisor oversees all aspects of program management, ensuring a high-quality, 
safe, and developmentally appropriate learning environment for children. Their responsibilities span administration, leadership, 
compliance, staff management, and family engagement. The role of an early childhood program administrator/supervisor is 
both challenging and rewarding. Effective leaders must be visionary, organized, and adaptable, ensuring that their programs 
provide high-quality education, safety, and inclusivity. By balancing administrative duties, staff leadership, family engagement, 
and curriculum oversight, administrators create a thriving environment where children, families, and educators flourish.Below is a 
comprehensive list of key responsibilities: 

1. Program Administration & Compliance 

• Develops and implements program policies and procedures aligned with licensing and accreditation standards. 
• Ensures compliance with state and federal regulations, including health, safety, and staffing requirements. 
• Maintains accurate records and documentation for staff, children, and licensing agencies. 
• Manages enrollment, registration, and student placement. 
• Oversees facility operations, including cleanliness, safety protocols, and resource allocation. 
• Conducts regular program evaluations and assessments to improve program quality. 
• Develops and maintains a crisis and emergency response plan. 

2. Financial Management & Budgeting 

• Develops and manages the annual budget, ensuring financial stability. 
• Sets tuition and fee structures while balancing affordability and revenue. 
• Seeks funding opportunities, such as grants, community sponsorships, and fundraising efforts. 
• Manages payroll, staff salaries, and benefits administration. 
• Oversees purchasing of educational materials, equipment, and supplies. 
• Conducts financial planning for program growth and expansion. 

3. Leadership & Staff Management 

• Recruits, hires, and trains qualified teachers, aides, and support staff. 
• Conducts staff evaluations and performance reviews. 
• Provides ongoing professional development, workshops, and mentorship opportunities. 
• Establishes a positive and collaborative work culture that fosters teamwork. 
• Resolves staff conflicts and workplace challenges professionally. 
• Creates and implements staff schedules and workload distribution. 
• Ensures teacher-to-child ratios are met according to licensing standards. 

4. Curriculum Development & Instructional Oversight 

• Oversees the development and implementation of curriculum that meets the needs of all learners. 
• Ensures curriculum aligns with state early learning standards and accreditation guidelines. 
• Supports teachers in lesson planning, classroom management, and instructional strategies. 
• Incorporates inclusive practices that support children from diverse backgrounds and abilities. 
• Evaluates child progress and learning outcomes, adjusting program approaches as needed. 
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5. Family & Community Engagement 

• Builds strong relationships with families through regular communication and engagement activities. 
• Hosts parent meetings, orientations, and workshops to support family involvement. 
• Addresses parent concerns and feedback, ensuring a welcoming and supportive atmosphere. 
• Collaborates with community organizations, schools, and local businesses to strengthen program resources. 
• Encourages volunteer participation and parent involvement in program activities. 
• Develops and enforces policies related to family communication, discipline, and program expectations. 

6. Health, Safety & Licensing Compliance 

• Ensures health and safety protocols are followed, including sanitation, food service, and emergency drills. 
• Maintains up-to-date immunization and medical records for enrolled children. 
• Implements emergency preparedness plans, including fire drills and lockdown procedures. 
• Trains staff in first aid, CPR, and child abuse reporting requirements. 
• Conducts regular inspections to ensure compliance with licensing and safety standards. 

7. Conflict Resolution & Problem-Solving 

• Handles staff disputes and conflicts using effective mediation strategies. 
• Addresses behavioral challenges with children, working with teachers and families to implement solutions. 
• Assists families with financial difficulties, special needs accommodations, or program adjustments. 
• Manages complaints and concerns from parents, staff, or regulatory agencies. 

8. Use of Technology & Administrative Tools 

• Utilizes childcare management software for enrollment, attendance, and communication. 
• Implements digital tools for staff training, professional development, and record-keeping. 
• Manages program website, social media, and online parent communication platforms. 
• Introduces classroom technology, such as interactive learning tools, where appropriate. 
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9. Program Growth & Marketing 

• Develops and implements marketing strategies to attract new families. 
• Builds community partnerships to expand outreach and funding opportunities. 
• Organizes open houses, school tours, and promotional events to increase enrollment. 
• Represents the program at conferences, community events, and early childhood education forums. 
• Stays current with industry trends, research, and best practices to ensure program innovation. 

10. Advocacy & Professional Development 

• Advocates for early childhood education funding and policy improvements at the local and state levels. 
• Engages with early childhood organizations and professional networks. 
• Encourages staff to pursue additional certifications and credentials in early education. 
• Implements strategies to promote equity and diversity in early childhood programs. 

This page titled 1.8: Typical Responsibilities of an Early Childhood Program Administrator is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, 
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1.9: Guiding Learning- The Role of a Curriculum Collaborator 

An early childhood program is only as strong as the curriculum that guides children's learning. However, the role of a administrator 
in curriculum development is not to dictate every detail of what happens in the classroom. Instead, an effective administrator 
establishes the vision, framework, and guiding principles that shape the program while allowing educators and children the 
flexibility to explore subjects based on interests, developmental needs, and real-world experiences. 

A curriculum collaborator is not an authoritarian figure but a facilitator and resource provider—one who sets the foundation and 
supports teachers as they engage children in meaningful, emergent learning experiences. In this chapter, we will explore how an 
early childhood program administrator guides learning, develops a curriculum philosophy, and ensures alignment with educational 
best practices, while still honoring the voices of teachers and children in shaping daily learning experiences. 

An early childhood program thrives when children are given the freedom to explore, play, and engage in meaningful learning 
experiences. Unlike traditional academic-based models that emphasize direct instruction and rigid lesson plans, high-quality 
early childhood programs embrace a play-based curriculum that nurtures children's natural curiosity, creativity, and development 
across multiple domains. 

As a curriculum collaborator, the administrator sets the foundation for the program’s learning philosophy, ensuring that the 
curriculum framework prioritizes hands-on, experiential, and child-led learning. However, the administrator does not dictate daily 
lessons; instead, they provide guidance, training, and resources that empower educators to design curriculum experiences based 
on children’s interests, needs, and developmental progress. 

This chapter explores the importance of play-based learning, the role of the administrator in curriculum collaboration, and the 
various curriculum areas that contribute to a well-rounded early childhood education. 

Establishing the Vision for Learning 

Before developing a curriculum framework, a administrator must first define the program’s vision for education. A strong vision 
serves as a foundation for all curriculum decisions and ensures that teachers and families understand the program’s core 
educational beliefs and priorities. 

Key Elements of a Curriculum Vision: 

• A clear philosophy of learning (e.g., play-based, inquiry-driven, emergent, project-based). 
• A commitment to developmentally appropriate practices (DAP) that align with child growth and research-based strategies. 
• A focus on whole-child development, addressing cognitive, social-emotional, and physical growth. 
• A belief in child-centered learning, allowing children’s interests to guide curriculum topics. 
• A strong emphasis on teacher collaboration, viewing educators as co-researchers in learning. 
• A commitment to family and community engagement, valuing the knowledge and contributions of families. 

Once the vision is established, it becomes the anchor for curriculum planning, ensuring that all educators understand the values 
and goals of the program. 

A Play-Based Approach to Learning 

A play-based curriculum is designed around the understanding that young children learn best through active exploration, social 
interaction, and hands-on experiences. Play is not just an activity; it is the primary vehicle through which children develop skills 
across all learning domains. 

Key Principles of a Play-Based Curriculum: 

• Child-Centered: Learning is driven by children’s interests, questions, and curiosity. 
• Hands-On and Experiential: Children engage with real materials, manipulatives, and open-ended resources. 
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• Social and Interactive: Peer collaboration and teacher guidance support social-emotional growth. 
• Integrated Across Domains: Learning occurs naturally through play in multiple areas, including language, math, science, art, 

and movement. 
• Process Over Product: The focus is on exploration and discovery, rather than predetermined outcomes. 

The administrator’s role is to ensure that play is valued as the core of the curriculum, advocating for learning through experience 
rather than traditional academic instruction. 

The Administrator’s Role in Supporting Curriculum Development 

As a curriculum collaborator, the administrator plays a crucial role in shaping the learning environment while giving teachers the 
autonomy to design curriculum experiences that emerge from children’s interests. 

Key Responsibilities of an Administrator in Curriculum Collaboration: 

• Setting the Vision: Developing a clear curriculum philosophy that prioritizes play, inquiry, and exploration. 
• Providing Professional Development: Training teachers in emergent curriculum, observation techniques, and documentation. 
• Ensuring Developmental Appropriateness: Making sure learning experiences align with best practices in early childhood 

education. 
• Creating a Resource-Rich Environment: Equipping classrooms with open-ended materials that encourage creativity and 

problem-solving. 
• Fostering a Reflective Practice: Encouraging educators to observe children, reflect on their interests, and build curriculum 

around them. 
• Maintaining a Balance Between Structure and Flexibility: Establishing a framework for learning while allowing space for child-

led experiences. 

The administrator is not the sole creator of the curriculum but rather a collaborator and guide who provides the necessary 
resources, training, and support for educators to design meaningful learning experiences based on children's interests and 
developmental needs. 

Responsibilities of a Curriculum Collaborator: 

• Providing the Framework – Ensuring the program aligns with early childhood standards (e.g., NAEYC, state guidelines) while 
leaving room for flexibility. 

• Offering Professional Development – Supporting teachers with ongoing training on emergent curriculum, observation 
techniques, and assessment. 

• Creating a Culture of Inquiry – Encouraging teachers to reflect on their practices, document children’s learning, and use 
observations to guide instruction. 

• Ensuring Equitable Learning Opportunities – Supporting diverse, inclusive curriculum development that meets the needs of 
all children. 

• Facilitating Team Collaboration – Organizing planning meetings where teachers can share ideas, reflect on classroom 
experiences, and co-construct curriculum themes. 

By taking on a facilitator role, administrators empower teachers to take ownership of their classrooms while ensuring that the 
curriculum remains intentional, responsive, and aligned with best practices. 

Rather than enforcing a top-down curriculum model, the administrator works alongside educators to co-create meaningful, 
engaging, and developmentally appropriate learning experiences. 

Emergent Curriculum: Letting Children's Interests Guide Learning 

Unlike traditional education models where curriculum is pre-planned and rigid, many high-quality early childhood programs 
adopt an emergent curriculum approach. In this model, children’s ideas, questions, and play become the foundation for learning 
experiences. 
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Steps in Emergent Curriculum Development: 

1. Observation – Teachers closely watch children’s play, discussions, and interactions to identify emerging themes of interest. 
2. Reflection & Planning – Teachers discuss their observations, brainstorm potential project ideas, and gather materials that 

extend children's learning. 
3. Implementation – Learning experiences evolve based on children's engagement, incorporating art, science, literacy, and 

dramatic play. 
4. Documentation – Teachers capture children's learning through photos, journals, and portfolios, sharing progress with families. 

The Administrator’s Role in Supporting Emergent Curriculum: 

• Encouraging teachers to use authentic observations as a tool for curriculum planning. 
• Providing resources and materials that help expand on children’s interests. 
• Creating a collaborative planning structure where teachers can reflect and strategize together. 
• Ensuring that classrooms remain flexible, inquiry-driven, and developmentally appropriate. 

By valuing children as active participants in their own learning, the administrator fosters an environment where curiosity and 
exploration thrive. 

Curriculum Areas in a Play-Based Program 

A well-rounded play-based curriculum integrates multiple areas of development, ensuring that children gain experiences that 
support their cognitive, physical, and emotional growth. 

1. Social and Emotional Development 

Social-emotional learning is at the heart of a high-quality early childhood curriculum. Through play, cooperative activities, and 
guided interactions, children develop: 

• Self-regulation skills (managing emotions, expressing needs). 
• Conflict resolution and problem-solving abilities. 
• Empathy and understanding of others’ perspectives. 
• A sense of independence and confidence in social settings. 

The administrator ensures that teachers are trained in positive guidance techniques, helping children navigate their emotions 
and build strong relationships. 
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2. Language and Literacy 

Language development happens naturally through play, storytelling, conversations, and exposure to print-rich environments. Key 
components of language and literacy in a play-based curriculum include: 

• Dramatic Play: Encourages expressive language, storytelling, and communication. 
• Storytelling and Book Exploration: Supports vocabulary growth and comprehension. 
• Oral Language Development: Encouraged through songs, rhymes, and discussions. 
• Pre-Writing Activities: Scribbling, drawing, and making marks in meaningful ways. 

Rather than forcing academic reading and writing drills, play-based literacy focuses on language-rich interactions and meaningful 
exposure to print. 

3. Cognitive Development and Problem-Solving 

Children develop early math, science, and critical thinking skills through hands-on experiences. The administrator ensures that 
classrooms offer: 

• Sorting, classifying, and counting materials (math manipulatives, pattern blocks, measuring tools). 
• STEM explorations through inquiry-based learning (building structures, experimenting with cause and effect). 
• Opportunities for real-world problem-solving and investigation. 

Rather than traditional worksheets, children engage in authentic, exploratory learning that makes sense in their everyday world. 

4. Physical Development 

Physical play is an essential part of a well-balanced curriculum. The administrator ensures that children have daily opportunities 
for: 

• Gross motor movement (running, climbing, jumping, dancing). 
• Fine motor development (manipulating small objects, sensory play, art). 
• Outdoor exploration, allowing for engagement with nature and physical activity. 

A play-based program prioritizes movement and hands-on experiences, rather than expecting young children to sit for extended 
periods. 

5. Creative Expression Through Art, Music, and Dramatic Play 

Art, music, and dramatic play allow children to express themselves, experiment with materials, and engage in rich, sensory-based 
learning. A play-based curriculum includes: 

• Open-ended art experiences (painting, sculpting, collage). 
• Music and movement activities that build rhythm, coordination, and self-expression. 
• Dramatic play areas that encourage role-playing, social development, and imaginative storytelling. 

Instead of focusing on crafts with predetermined outcomes, art and creative experiences should be child-driven, process-
oriented, and exploratory. 

Supporting Educators in Play-Based Curriculum Implementation 

Because many educators are accustomed to structured academic approaches, the administrator must actively support and guide 
them in embracing play-based learning. 

Strategies for Supporting Educators: 

• Provide Professional Development on the benefits of play, emergent curriculum, and observational teaching. 
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• Model Best Practices, demonstrating how to scaffold learning through play. 
• Offer Reflection Time, encouraging teachers to document and discuss their observations of children’s play. 
• Encourage Risk-Taking, allowing teachers to step away from traditional academic models and trust the process of emergent 

learning. 

By empowering educators to embrace play-based learning, the administrator ensures that the program remains developmentally 
appropriate and engaging. A curriculum collaborator creates the vision and foundation for learning while allowing children 
and educators the freedom to shape the curriculum based on real experiences and interests. By prioritizing play, creativity, 
social-emotional growth, and child-led exploration, administrators ensure that learning is joyful, meaningful, and developmentally 
appropriate. 

Through collaboration, reflection, and a commitment to play-based education, administrators guide their programs toward a 
rich, dynamic learning experience where every child thrives. A curriculum collaborator is not someone who dictates lessons but 
rather a visionary leader who empowers educators and children to co-create meaningful learning experiences. By establishing 
a strong curriculum vision, providing a flexible framework, supporting teachers, and honoring children's voices, administrators 
ensure that learning remains engaging, responsive, and developmentally appropriate. Through collaboration, reflection, and an 
emergent approach, the early childhood curriculum becomes a living, evolving process—one where children’s ideas shape the 
learning journey and educators feel valued as creative professionals. 

This page titled 1.9: Guiding Learning- The Role of a Curriculum Collaborator is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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1.10: Inspiring and Leading Teams 

Leadership in early childhood education is about more than overseeing daily operations—it’s about inspiring, supporting, and 
guiding a team of educators toward a shared vision of high-quality care and learning. A strong leader fosters collaboration, trust, 
and professional growth, creating an environment where teachers feel valued, motivated, and empowered to provide the best 
possible experiences for children. 

As a administrator, your role is to cultivate a team culture that thrives on communication, shared goals, and continuous learning. 
In this chapter, we will explore how to effectively lead, inspire, and support early childhood educators while maintaining a positive 
work environment, navigating challenges, and fostering professional development. 

1. Establishing a Shared Vision for the Team 

An effective leader begins by setting the tone for the program with a clear mission, vision, and values that unite the team. 
Educators must feel connected to a larger purpose in order to stay engaged and committed. 

Key Steps to Establish a Strong Team Vision: 

• Define Core Values: What do we believe about children, learning, and teaching? 
• Create a Shared Mission Statement: What is our collective goal as a team? 
• Align Daily Practices with the Vision: How do we bring these values to life in the classroom? 
• Ensure Inclusivity: Encourage all educators to contribute their ideas and perspectives. 

Example Mission Statement: 
"Our program is committed to fostering a warm, inclusive, and developmentally appropriate learning environment where children 
thrive through play, exploration, and meaningful relationships. We support educators in their professional growth, creating a 
workplace that values collaboration, innovation, and respect." 

A strong, shared vision provides direction and helps the team stay motivated and aligned in their work with children and families. 

2. The Role of the administrator as a Leader and Mentor 

A administrator wears many hats—they are an administrator, mentor, problem solver, and team motivator. The best administrators 
recognize that leadership is not about control but about empowering others. 

Essential Leadership Qualities for administrators: 

• Inspirational Communication – Clearly articulate expectations, provide encouragement, and celebrate team successes. 
• Emotional Intelligence – Understand and respond to the emotions of staff, fostering a supportive workplace. 
• Adaptability – Adjust leadership styles to meet the needs of different educators and situations. 
• Conflict Resolution Skills – Address challenges with fairness and professionalism. 
• Coaching and Mentoring – Support educators in their professional growth and development. 

By being approachable, open, and invested in their team’s success, administrators create a positive and productive work 
environment. 

3. Building a Positive Workplace Culture 

A healthy team culture directly impacts staff morale, job satisfaction, and retention. Educators who feel valued and respected are 
more likely to stay engaged, collaborate effectively, and provide high-quality care. 

27 (1.10.1)



Ways to Foster a Supportive Team Culture: 

• Encourage Open Communication – Hold regular staff meetings where teachers can share ideas, concerns, and feedback. 
• Recognize and Celebrate Achievements – Acknowledge hard work through verbal praise, appreciation events, or small 

incentives. 
• Promote Work-Life Balance – Support staff with reasonable scheduling, breaks, and mental health resources. 
• Encourage Team Bonding – Organize team-building activities to strengthen relationships and reduce workplace stress. 
• Create a Safe and Inclusive Environment – Ensure that all staff feel heard, respected, and valued. 

A positive workplace reduces burnout, improves teamwork, and enhances overall job satisfaction. 

4. Motivating and Engaging Educators 

Motivation plays a crucial role in staff performance. A administrator’s ability to understand what drives each educator can 
significantly impact engagement and job fulfillment. 

Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Motivation in Early Childhood Educators: 

• Intrinsic Motivation: Educators feel personally fulfilled by helping children grow, developing meaningful relationships, and 
contributing to a positive learning environment. 

• Extrinsic Motivation: Educators are driven by external rewards such as bonuses, promotions, professional recognition, or 
incentives. 

Strategies for Keeping Educators Motivated: 

• Provide Professional Growth Opportunities – Encourage staff to attend workshops, conferences, or pursue further education. 
• Offer Autonomy in the Classroom – Allow teachers the flexibility to develop curriculum ideas based on children’s interests. 
• Create Leadership Opportunities – Offer mentorship roles, curriculum leadership, or training opportunities for experienced 

teachers. 
• Listen and Implement Feedback – Actively seek teacher input when making program decisions. 
• Encourage Reflective Practice – Create opportunities for teachers to discuss their experiences, successes, and areas for 

improvement. 

By understanding and supporting what drives each team member, administrators create an engaged and enthusiastic workforce. 

5. Coaching and Mentoring Staff 

Strong administrators act as mentors, providing guidance and professional development opportunities that help educators grow 
in their roles. 

Effective Coaching Strategies for administrators: 

• Observation & Feedback: Conduct regular classroom visits to provide constructive feedback and encouragement. 
• Individualized Support: Recognize that each teacher has different strengths and areas for growth. Offer personalized 

coaching based on their needs. 
• Model Best Practices: Demonstrate effective teaching techniques and classroom management strategies. 
• Encourage Reflective Teaching: Guide educators in analyzing their teaching methods and making improvements. 
• Support Continuing Education: Provide resources for professional development, certifications, and leadership training. 

Investing in staff development enhances teacher effectiveness and strengthens the overall quality of the program. 
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6. Managing Conflict and Workplace Challenges 

Even in the most positive workplaces, conflicts and challenges arise. How a administrator handles these situations sets the tone 
for workplace dynamics. 

Common Workplace Conflicts in Early Childhood Programs: 

• Differences in Teaching Philosophies – Educators may disagree on approaches to behavior management, curriculum, or 
classroom structure. 

• Communication Breakdowns – Misunderstandings or lack of clarity can cause frustration. 
• Staffing Challenges – High turnover, scheduling conflicts, or workload imbalances can create tension. 
• Parent-Teacher Disputes – administrators may need to mediate conflicts between families and staff. 

Steps for Effective Conflict Resolution: 

1. Address Issues Promptly – Don’t let tensions escalate; address concerns as they arise. 
2. Facilitate Open Conversations – Encourage a calm, respectful discussion to hear all perspectives. 
3. Seek Collaborative Solutions – Help educators find common ground and agree on next steps. 
4. Set Clear Expectations – Ensure all staff understand policies, roles, and responsibilities. 
5. Follow Up – Check in to ensure that solutions are effective and sustainable. 

Handling conflict professionally and empathetically helps maintain a strong, unified team. 

7. Leading Through Change and Growth 

Change is inevitable in any program, whether it’s policy updates, curriculum shifts, leadership transitions, or new teaching 
methods. Strong leaders guide their team through change with clarity, patience, and support. 

Best Practices for Leading Change: 

• Communicate Early and Often – Keep staff informed about upcoming changes. 
• Explain the “Why” Behind Changes – Help educators understand the benefits and purpose. 
• Provide Training and Support – Offer resources to ease transitions. 
• Acknowledge Challenges and Offer Reassurance – Change can be stressful; validate feelings and offer encouragement. 
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A leader who guides their team through transitions with care builds trust and long-term commitment among staff. 

This page titled 1.10: Inspiring and Leading Teams is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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1.11: Navigating Conflict- Strategies for Effective Resolution 

Conflicts can arise in many areas of program operation. As a administrator, identifying the root cause of disagreements is the 
first step in resolving them effectively. 

Common Causes of Workplace Conflict in Early Childhood Education 

1. Differences in Teaching Philosophies – Educators may disagree on classroom management, discipline strategies, or 
curriculum approaches. 

2. Personality Clashes – Staff members with differing communication styles or work habits may struggle to collaborate 
effectively. 

3. Workload and Responsibilities – Unequal distribution of tasks, unclear job expectations, or staff shortages can lead to 
frustration and resentment. 

4. Miscommunication or Lack of Communication – Inconsistent messaging, misunderstandings, or assumptions can escalate 
tensions. 

5. family-educator Disputes – Families may have differing expectations regarding their child’s care, learning progress, or 
behavior guidance. 

6. Resistance to Change – Some educators may struggle with new policies, leadership transitions, or shifts in program structure. 
7. Bias, Inclusion, and Equity Concerns – Issues related to fairness, inclusivity, or differing perspectives on diversity can create 

workplace tension. 

By anticipating and recognizing conflict early, administrators can take a proactive approach to resolution before tensions disrupt 
the team dynamic or program quality. 

The Administrator’s Role in Conflict Resolution 

As a leader, a administrator must be an impartial mediator who ensures that conflicts are handled with fairness, professionalism, 
and sensitivity. Your role is not to take sides but to facilitate open communication, encourage problem-solving, and help all parties 
find common ground. 

Key Responsibilities in Conflict Resolution: 

• Listen to All Perspectives – Ensure that each person involved in the conflict has an opportunity to express their concerns. 
• Remain Neutral and Professional – Avoid taking sides; focus on facts and solutions rather than personal emotions. 
• Encourage Open and Honest Dialogue – Promote a respectful discussion where all parties feel heard. 
• Set Clear Expectations for Behavior and Resolution – Help establish agreements or action steps to move forward positively. 
• Follow Up and Ensure Resolution – Check in with those involved to prevent recurring issues. 

When conflicts are handled constructively, team members feel respected, valued, and motivated to work together harmoniously. 

The vignette described below illustrates how an administrator can address workplace conflict by listening to both 
perspectives and identifying the root cause of the problem. 

Solution 

When Teamwork Breaks Down 

Example 1.11.2 
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Two educators who had previously worked well together began experiencing frequent disagreements. One educator felt they 
were completing most of the classroom cleaning, documentation, and preparation, while the other believed responsibilities 
were being shared fairly. Their frustration eventually began affecting communication in the classroom and creating tension 
during the workday. Rather than deciding who was at fault, the administrator met privately with each educator to hear their 
perspective and discovered that unclear expectations, rather than unwillingness to help, were at the center of the conflict. 

The administrator then brought the educators together for a respectful, solution-focused conversation. Together, they created 
a clearer plan for dividing classroom responsibilities and agreed to communicate directly when concerns arose instead of 
allowing frustration to build. The administrator followed up several weeks later to ensure the plan was working. By addressing 
the conflict early, remaining neutral, and helping the educators find common ground, the administrator prevented the 
disagreement from negatively affecting the staff team or the children in their care. 

Steps for Resolving Conflict in the Workplace 

A structured conflict resolution process helps ensure that disagreements are addressed effectively and fairly. 

Step 1: Identify the Conflict Early 

• Pay attention to tension, frustration, or signs of disengagement among staff members. 
• If an issue arises, address it proactively before it escalates. 

Step 2: Gather Information and Listen to Both Sides 

• Arrange a private meeting with each party involved to understand their perspective. 
• Ask open-ended questions to encourage honest communication: 

◦ “Can you help me understand what happened from your point of view?” 
◦ “How do you feel this situation has affected your work?” 
◦ “What would you like to see happen moving forward?” 

Step 3: Facilitate a Respectful Discussion 

• Bring the parties together in a neutral setting for a solution-focused conversation. 
• Establish ground rules for discussion (e.g., “We will listen respectfully without interrupting.”). 
• Focus on facts and solutions, rather than personal blame. 

Step 4: Explore Solutions and Find Common Ground 

• Encourage collaborative problem-solving, asking: 
◦ “What compromise would work for both of you?” 
◦ “How can we move forward as a team?” 

• If necessary, propose structured action steps for resolution. 

Step 5: Implement the Agreed-Upon Solution 

• Clearly document the resolution and expectations for moving forward. 
• Offer support, mediation, or training if needed. 

Step 6: Follow Up and Monitor Progress 

• Check in with both parties after a few weeks to ensure the issue has been fully resolved. 
• Reinforce positive behaviors and address any lingering concerns. 

By modeling effective conflict resolution strategies, administrators set the tone for open communication and healthy problem-
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solving throughout the program. 

Preventing Future Conflict: Creating a Culture of Collaboration 

The best way to handle conflict is to prevent it from escalating in the first place. A strong, positive workplace culture minimizes 
misunderstandings and encourages staff to work together harmoniously. 

Strategies for Reducing Conflict in Early Childhood Programs: 

• Encourage Clear and Consistent Communication – Regular team meetings, open-door policies, and written expectations help 
prevent misunderstandings. 

• Clarify Roles and Responsibilities – Ensure all staff understand their duties and expectations to avoid conflicts over 
workloads. 

• Promote Teamwork and Mutual Respect – Organize team-building activities and create opportunities for staff collaboration. 
• Foster a Growth Mindset – Encourage reflection, learning, and open-mindedness when addressing challenges. 
• Offer Professional Development on Conflict Resolution – Provide training on active listening, emotional intelligence, and 

workplace collaboration. 
• Address Workplace Stressors – Identify areas that cause tension (e.g., staff burnout, scheduling conflicts) and implement 

solutions to reduce stress. 

A strong leadership presence and a commitment to a supportive workplace culture reduce the likelihood of conflicts arising. 

Handling Family-Educator Conflicts 

In addition to managing internal team conflicts, administrators must also mediate disputes between educators and families. 

Common Family-Educator Conflicts: 

• Disagreements about behavior guidance or discipline approaches. 
• Differing expectations regarding academic progress or curriculum. 
• Concerns about communication and responsiveness from staff. 
• Issues related to cultural differences or inclusion. 
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How Administrators Can Support Positive Family-Educator Relationships: 

• Establish Clear Policies – Provide written policies outlining the program’s approach to behavior management, curriculum, 
and communication. 

• Encourage Open Communication – Hold regular family meetings and provide opportunities for ongoing dialogue. 
• Mediate Disputes with Professionalism – Facilitate respectful discussions, ensuring that both families and educators feel 

heard. 
• Promote a Partnership Approach – Reinforce that educators and families are working toward the same goal: supporting the 

child’s success. 

When conflicts with families are handled with respect, empathy, and collaboration, familys feel confident in the program’s 
leadership and educators feel supported. 

This page titled 1.11: Navigating Conflict- Strategies for Effective Resolution is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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1.12: Maximizing Resources - Tools for Effective Program 
Management 

Managing an early childhood program requires a combination of strategic planning, resource management, clear policies, 
technology integration, and time efficiency. A administrator must ensure that the program operates smoothly, efficiently, and in 
alignment with best practices to provide a high-quality learning environment for children. A successful early childhood program 
thrives on well-managed resources, including financial, human, and physical resources. A administrator must be strategic in 
allocating, managing, and maximizing resources to ensure sustainability and program quality. 

Key Areas of Resource Management: 

A. Financial Resources 

• Budgeting Wisely: Develop a realistic budget that covers staffing, supplies, facility maintenance, and professional 
development. 

• Seeking Alternative Funding: Explore grants, fundraising, and community partnerships to supplement tuition-based income. 
• Tracking Expenses: Use financial software or accounting tools to monitor spending and maintain financial transparency. 

B. Human Resources (Staff & Volunteers) 

• Hiring and Retention Strategies: Recruit qualified staff and create a positive work culture to reduce turnover. 
• Professional Development: Invest in ongoing staff training and mentorship programs to enhance skills and job satisfaction. 
• Volunteer Engagement: Encourage family and community involvement to bring additional support into the classroom. 

C. Physical Resources (Facilities & Materials) 

• Maintaining a Safe & Stimulating Environment: Ensure classrooms are well-equipped, safe, and developmentally appropriate. 
• Sourcing Affordable Supplies: Use bulk purchasing, discounts, and donations to maximize resources without sacrificing 

quality. 
• Sustainability Practices: Implement eco-friendly solutions to reduce waste and cut costs (e.g., digital communication instead 

of paper handouts). 

Maximizing resources allows a administrator to ensure the long-term success of the program without compromising quality. 
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Integrating Technology: Enhancing Efficiency 

Technology can streamline administrative tasks, improve communication, and enhance learning experiences in an early childhood 
program. administrators must strategically integrate technology in ways that support program operations while ensuring child 
safety, staff training, and accessibility. 

Key Areas for Technology Integration: 

A. Administrative Tools & Management Software 

• Childcare management software (e.g., Brightwheel, Procare) to track attendance, billing, and parent communication. 
• Digital record-keeping systems to store staff and child information securely. 
• Online scheduling tools for staff planning and family engagement. 

B. Classroom Technology for Learning 

• Interactive whiteboards or tablets for engaging, age-appropriate activities. 
• Learning apps that align with play-based, hands-on curriculum approaches. 
• Digital storytelling tools to enhance literacy development. 

C. Communication & Parent Engagement 

• Online newsletters, text messaging, and mobile apps for seamless parent communication. 
• Virtual parent-educator conferences or workshops to increase accessibility. 
• Private social media groups or online portfolios (e.g., Seesaw) to share children's progress. 

D. Professional Development & Training 

• Online webinars, virtual coaching, and self-paced learning modules for staff development. 
• Digital tools for collaborative lesson planning and resource sharing. 
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By thoughtfully integrating technology, administrators increase efficiency, enhance learning, and improve communication, 
ensuring a modern, well-organized early childhood program. 

This page titled 1.12: Maximizing Resources - Tools for Effective Program Management is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, 
remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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1.13: Building a Strong Foundation- Developing Policies and 
Procedures for Success 

Clear policies and procedures serve as the backbone of a well-run program, providing structure, consistency, and compliance 
with regulatory standards. As a administrator, developing a comprehensive policies and procedures manual ensures that staff, 
families, and stakeholders understand expectations and responsibilities. 

Key Components of an Effective Policies & Procedures Manual: 

A. Staffing Policies 

• Job descriptions, roles, and expectations for teachers, assistants, and support staff. 
• Staff evaluation processes and professional development requirements. 
• Code of conduct, ethics, and conflict resolution procedures. 

B. Health & Safety Policies 

• Emergency preparedness plans (fire drills, medical emergencies, natural disasters). 
• Illness policies, sanitation procedures, and medication administration guidelines. 
• Child supervision policies, including teacher-child ratios and active supervision strategies. 

C. Curriculum & Learning Guidelines 

• Teaching philosophies and developmentally appropriate practices. 
• Classroom management and behavior guidance approaches. 
• Family engagement strategies and collaborative learning practices. 

D. Administrative Policies 

• Enrollment, tuition, and financial assistance policies. 
• Communication protocols for staff, parents, and stakeholders. 
• Program evaluation processes to ensure continuous improvement. 

Developing clear, accessible, and regularly updated policies and procedures helps maintain a structured, organized, and legally 
compliant program. 
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Mastering Time Management: Strategies for Productivity and Balance 

Time management is essential for administrators, who must juggle multiple responsibilities while maintaining a work-life balance. 
Effective time management strategies allow administrators to prioritize key tasks, reduce stress, and maintain program quality. 

Key Time Management Strategies for Early Childhood administrators: 

A. Prioritizing Tasks with a Clear Schedule 

• Use time-blocking techniques to structure daily, weekly, and monthly priorities. 
• Set clear goals for short-term tasks (daily operations) and long-term planning (program improvements). 
• Identify high-priority vs. low-priority tasks to focus on essential responsibilities. 

B. Delegation & Staff Empowerment 

• Delegate administrative and classroom-related tasks to lead teachers and support staff. 
• Train staff on decision-making to reduce administrator micromanagement. 
• Encourage a collaborative work culture where tasks are shared and managed efficiently. 

C. Managing Meetings & Communication Efficiently 

• Use structured agendas for staff meetings to maximize productivity. 
• Limit unnecessary emails and opt for direct communication platforms (Slack, staff portals). 
• Schedule regular but concise check-ins to ensure team accountability. 

D. Creating Work-Life Balance 

• Set realistic boundaries to prevent burnout (e.g., designated work hours, limiting weekend tasks). 
• Automate administrative tasks where possible (e.g., digital sign-ins, auto-generated reports). 
• Schedule self-care and professional development to maintain long-term motivation and effectiveness. 
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By prioritizing time wisely and creating efficient workflows, administrators increase productivity and maintain program excellence 
without becoming overwhelmed. 

This page titled 1.13: Building a Strong Foundation- Developing Policies and Procedures for Success is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and 
was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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1.14: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Being an administrator in early childhood education involves balancing many roles, including leader, communicator, decision-
maker, and advocate for children and families. Effective leadership is grounded in relationships and supports both children’s 
development and educator well-being. A proficient administrator creates a program environment that reflects play-based, 
developmentally appropriate practices. Leadership styles vary, and understanding your approach can help you grow and adapt to 
meet the needs of your program. Ethical decision-making is essential in guiding actions, policies, and interactions within early 
childhood settings. Administrators influence program quality through daily choices, long-term planning, and ongoing reflection. 
Strong leaders recognize the importance of collaboration with staff, families, and the community, and continuous growth and self-
reflection are key components of effective leadership in early childhood education. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How do the responsibilities of an administrator influence children, educators, and families within a program? 
2. Which leadership style do you most identify with, and how might it impact your effectiveness as an administrator? 
3. Why is ethical decision-making and strong communication essential in supporting play-based, developmentally appropriate 

practices? 

This page titled 1.14: Chapter Summary and Reflection is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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2.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Effective early childhood programs begin with a clear understanding of the community they serve. Administrators must take time 
to learn about the unique needs, strengths, cultures, and resources of the families in their care in order to design programs 
that are responsive and meaningful. This includes considering factors such as language diversity, cultural values, and access to 
community resources, all of which influence how a program operates and supports children and families. When administrators 
take a thoughtful, community-centered approach, they are better able to create environments where everyone feels respected 
and supported. This chapter explores how to identify community needs and use that information to guide program development, 
including creating a mission and vision that reflect those needs while aligning practices with play-based, developmentally 
appropriate approaches. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

• Describe different types of early childhood programs and their structures 
• Explain how regulations and systems influence program operations 
• Identify the role of state and federal agencies in early childhood education 
• Recognize how program philosophy shapes curriculum and practices 
• Understand how administrators navigate multiple systems and requirements 

Getting Started: Brainstorming Questions 

1. What different types of early childhood programs are you familiar with? 
2. How do you think regulations impact what happens in a classroom? 
3. Why is it important for a program to have a clear philosophy? 

Learning Objectives 

This page titled 2.1: Introduction to the Chapter is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
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2.2: Understanding Community Needs 

Developing an effective early childhood program begins with a thorough understanding of the community it is intended to 
serve. Administrators must move beyond assumptions and gather meaningful information about families, children, and available 
resources. This process helps ensure that programs are not only accessible, but also responsive, inclusive, and aligned with the 
real needs of the community. When programs are intentionally designed with this information in mind, they are better positioned 
to support children’s development, build strong relationships with families, and maintain long-term sustainability. 

Key Areas to Consider 

Understanding Community Size and Demand for Care 

One of the first steps in understanding community needs is identifying how many families and children may require early 
childhood services. This includes looking at population data, local birth rates, and enrollment trends in existing programs. 
Administrators should also consider how many programs already exist in the area and whether there are waiting lists or gaps in 
availability. 

Understanding the number of children in a community helps determine the potential demand for services and informs decisions 
about program size, staffing, and classroom capacity. For example, a community with a growing population of young children 
may benefit from expanded services, while a community with limited enrollment may require a more targeted approach. It is also 
important to consider whether certain groups of children, such as infants and toddlers, are underserved, as these age groups 
often have fewer available care options. 

By carefully analyzing this information, administrators can design programs that are appropriately scaled and responsive to the 
level of need within the community. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Recognizing Family Income and Economic Diversity 

Families within a community represent a wide range of socioeconomic backgrounds, and these differences significantly influence 
access to early childhood programs. Administrators must consider factors such as income levels, employment stability, work 
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schedules, and access to transportation when planning services. 

Understanding socioeconomic diversity helps guide decisions related to tuition, financial assistance, and funding opportunities. 
For example, some families may require subsidized care, sliding-scale tuition, or access to publicly funded programs. Others may 
be seeking enrichment-based programs with additional services. Recognizing these differences allows administrators to create 
more equitable and inclusive programs. 

Additionally, socioeconomic factors can impact family engagement and participation. Programs that are flexible and responsive 
to family circumstances, such as offering varied schedules or providing community resources, are more likely to build strong, 
trusting relationships with families. Ultimately, considering socioeconomic levels supports the development of programs that are 
accessible and responsive to all members of the community. 

Identifying Age Groups and Developmental Needs 

Understanding the age distribution of children within a community is essential when determining what types of services are 
needed. Early childhood programs may serve infants, toddlers, preschool-aged children, and sometimes school-age children, each 
requiring different environments, materials, and teaching approaches. 

Some communities may have a higher demand for infant and toddler care, particularly in areas where families are returning 
to work shortly after childbirth. Others may have a greater need for preschool programs that prepare children for kindergarten 
through play-based, developmentally appropriate experiences. School-age care may also be necessary in communities where 
families need before- and after-school support. 

By identifying the ages of children in the community, administrators can design programs that are developmentally appropriate 
and aligned with family needs. This includes planning classroom environments, selecting materials, and ensuring that staff are 
qualified to work with specific age groups. Thoughtful consideration of age groups helps create programs that truly support 
children’s growth and development at each stage. 

Exploring Family Preferences for Care and Services 

Families have diverse needs and preferences when it comes to early childhood services, and understanding these preferences is 
key to developing a responsive program. Some families may require full-day, year-round care due to work schedules, while others 
may prefer part-time or half-day programs. Flexible options, such as drop-in care or extended hours, may also be important in 
certain communities. 

In addition to scheduling, families often have preferences related to program philosophy and approach. Many families value play-
based, child-centered programs that support social-emotional development and hands-on learning. Others may be looking for 
specific features such as language immersion, inclusive practices, or culturally responsive environments. 

Administrators should gather this information through conversations, surveys, and community engagement. By listening to 
families and understanding their priorities, programs can be designed to reflect the values and needs of the community. This not 
only supports enrollment, but also strengthens relationships and trust between families and the program. 

The vignette described below illustrates why administrators should understand community needs before making decisions 
about program services. 

Solution 

The Program Families Couldn’t Use 

Example 2.2.1 
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An early childhood program opened with a traditional 8:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. schedule based on what the administrator 
believed families would prefer. Enrollment was much lower than expected, even though many families in the community 
had young children and expressed a need for care. After speaking with families and distributing a community survey, the 
administrator discovered that many parents worked agricultural, healthcare, and other jobs that began early in the morning 
or extended into the evening. Families needed care, but the program’s hours did not match their schedules. 

The administrator used the feedback to reconsider the program’s services and explored options for earlier drop-off, 
extended-day care, and more flexible scheduling. The experience demonstrated that community need cannot be determined 
by population numbers alone. By gathering information about family schedules, preferences, economic circumstances, and 
available services, administrators can create programs that families can realistically access and use. 

This page titled 2.2: Understanding Community Needs is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
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2.3: Strategies for Accessing Community Needs 

Understanding community needs requires more than observation, it involves intentionally gathering information from families, 
community members, and local resources. Administrators must use a variety of strategies to collect accurate and meaningful data 
that reflects the real experiences, preferences, and challenges of the families they serve. This process helps ensure that program 
decisions are informed, responsive, and aligned with community priorities. 

Collecting data allows administrators to identify gaps in services, understand family needs, and make informed decisions about 
program design, scheduling, and resources. It also helps build trust with families by showing that their voices and perspectives are 
valued. When administrators take the time to gather and reflect on this information, they are better equipped to create programs 
that are inclusive, accessible, and meaningful. 

Why Gathering Information Matters 

Gathering information about the community is an essential step in developing and maintaining high-quality early childhood 
programs. Without accurate data, programs may be based on assumptions rather than actual needs, which can lead to low 
enrollment, limited family engagement, or services that do not fully support children and families. 

By collecting information from multiple sources, administrators can: 

• Identify unmet needs within the community 
• Design programs that reflect family preferences and schedules 
• Ensure services are equitable and accessible 
• Strengthen relationships with families and community partners 
• Make informed decisions about program growth and improvement 

This process should be ongoing, as community needs may change over time. 

Methods for Gathering Community Information 

Administrators can use a variety of methods to gather information. Using multiple approaches allows for a more complete 
understanding of the community. 

Questionnaires 

Questionnaires are one of the most common tools for gathering information from families. They can be distributed in paper form 
or digitally and may include questions about schedules, preferred services, ages of children, and program expectations. 

Questionnaires allow administrators to collect information from a large number of families in a relatively short amount of time. 
They are especially useful for identifying trends and common needs. To be effective, questionnaires should be clear, concise, and 
available in languages that reflect the community being served. 

Telephone Surveys 

Telephone surveys provide an opportunity to gather more detailed information through direct conversation. This method allows 
administrators to ask follow-up questions, clarify responses, and build a more personal connection with families. 

While telephone surveys can be time-consuming, they are especially helpful for reaching families who may not respond to 
written or digital surveys. They also allow administrators to hear tone and emotion, which can provide deeper insight into family 
experiences. 
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Email and Online Surveys 

Email and online surveys are a convenient and efficient way to gather information, particularly in communities where families 
regularly use technology. These surveys can be completed at any time, making them accessible for busy families. 

Online platforms often allow administrators to quickly organize and analyze responses. However, it is important to consider access 
to technology and ensure that this method does not exclude families who may have limited internet access. 

Mail (Paper) Surveys 

Mail surveys, sometimes referred to as “snail mail,” involve sending paper questionnaires to families’ homes. This method can be 
useful for reaching families who may not have consistent access to digital tools. 

Although response rates may be lower, mail surveys can still provide valuable information when combined with other methods. 
Including clear instructions and prepaid return envelopes can help increase participation. 

Small Group Meetings and Focus Groups 

Small group meetings provide an opportunity for families to share their experiences, needs, and ideas in a more interactive 
setting. These discussions can offer deeper insights than surveys alone, as participants are able to build on each other’s 
responses. 

Focus groups also allow administrators to ask open-ended questions and explore topics in greater depth. Creating a welcoming 
and respectful environment is essential to encourage honest and meaningful participation. 

Community Conversations and Informal Interactions 

Not all information needs to be gathered through formal methods. Conversations with families during drop-off and pick-up times, 
community events, or informal meetings can provide valuable insights. 

These interactions help administrators build relationships and gain a better understanding of family perspectives in a natural and 
ongoing way. Listening actively during these moments is an important part of understanding community needs. 

Collaboration with Community Agencies 

Working with local organizations, such as schools, health services, and community centers, can provide additional data and 
insights. These agencies often have access to demographic information and can help identify gaps in services within the 
community. 

Partnerships with community agencies also strengthen connections and support a more coordinated approach to meeting family 
needs. 
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Types of Information to Gather from Families 

When gathering information about community needs, administrators should focus on collecting details that provide a well-
rounded understanding of family structures, schedules, and preferences. This information can be gathered through surveys, 
conversations, meetings, or partnerships with community organizations. The goal is to develop a clear picture of what families 
need in order to design programs that are responsive and meaningful. 

Key areas of information may include: 

• The number of adults living in the household 
• The number of adults who are currently working or attending school 
• The number of children in the family and their ages 
• Whether children are currently receiving care outside of the home 
• The ages of children who may need care now or in the near future 
• Whether any children have developmental, medical, or learning needs that may require additional support 
• A general understanding of family income ranges (when appropriate and voluntary) 
• An estimate of what families are currently paying—or are able to pay—for child care services 
• The days and times care is needed, including full-day, part-time, or nontraditional hours 
• Preferred location of care, such as near home, work, or school 
• Interest in enrolling in a new or expanded early childhood program 

Important Considerations 

This information can be collected in both formal and informal ways. While tools like surveys can help gather consistent data, 
conversations and community interactions often provide deeper insight into family experiences. It is important to approach all 
data collection with respect, ensuring confidentiality and making participation voluntary. Offering multiple ways for families to 
share information, such as written, digital, and in-person options, helps create a more inclusive process. 

This page titled 2.3: Strategies for Accessing Community Needs is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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2.4: Defining Your Program’s Purpose- Crafting Mission, 
Vision, and Value Statements 

A strong early childhood program begins with a clear sense of purpose. Mission, vision, and values statements serve as the 
foundation for all program decisions, guiding how administrators design environments, support educators, and build relationships 
with families. These statements help define what the program stands for, what it hopes to achieve, and how it will approach its 
work with children and the community. 

Taking the time to thoughtfully develop these statements ensures that the program is intentional rather than reactive. When 
clearly defined, they provide direction for daily practices, long-term planning, and decision-making. They also help communicate 
the program’s identity to families, staff, and the broader community. 

Understanding Mission and Values Statements 

A mission statement describes the purpose of the program. It answers the question: Why does this program exist? A 
strong mission statement reflects the program’s commitment to children, families, and the community, and often emphasizes 
approaches such as play-based learning, inclusion, and developmentally appropriate practice. 

A vision statement looks toward the future. It describes what the program hopes to become or achieve over time. This may 
include goals related to program quality, community impact, or growth. 

A values statement outlines the beliefs that guide the program’s actions and decisions. These values often reflect priorities such 
as respect for children, partnerships with families, equity, and a commitment to creating supportive learning environments. 

Together, these statements create a shared understanding of the program’s purpose and provide a framework for consistent, 
intentional practice. 

Developing Mission, Vision, and Values 

Creating these statements is a reflective and collaborative process. Administrators should consider input from staff, families, and 
the community to ensure that the program’s purpose is meaningful and representative of those it serves. This process may involve 
discussions, brainstorming sessions, and revisiting ideas over time. 

When developing these statements, it is important to keep them clear, concise, and authentic. They should reflect what the 
program truly believes and practices, rather than what sounds appealing or expected. A well-developed mission, vision, and values 
statement should be easy to understand and guide real decision-making within the program. 

Questions to Guide Your Thinking 

As you develop your program’s purpose, consider the following questions: 

• What is the primary purpose of this program? 
• What do we believe about how young children learn and develop? 
• How do we want children to feel when they are in our program? 
• What role do families play in our program, and how will we support them? 
• What makes our program unique within the community? 
• What long-term impact do we hope to have on children and families? 
• How do our values reflect equity, inclusion, and respect for diversity? 
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What Do You Hope to Achieve? 

Clearly defining your program’s mission, vision, and values helps ensure that all aspects of the program are aligned and 
intentional. These statements guide decisions about curriculum, environment, staffing, and family engagement. They also help 
create consistency in practice, ensuring that everyone involved in the program is working toward shared goals. 

When a program has a strong sense of purpose, it is better equipped to build trust with families, support educators, and create 
meaningful learning experiences for children. Over time, these guiding statements serve as a foundation for growth, reflection, 
and continuous improvement. 

Developing mission, vision, and values statements requires thoughtful reflection about what a program believes, values, and 
prioritizes. These decisions are shaped by perspectives on how children learn, the beliefs of program leaders and families, and 
broader views about education. When administrators clearly define these areas, they create a strong foundation that guides 
program practices, relationships, and long-term goals. 

Foundations for Choosing Your Program Philosophy 

Selecting a program philosophy is not a one-size-fits-all process. Administrators must consider the needs of the community, the 
ages of children served, and the goals of the program. A strong philosophy reflects intentional choices about how children are 
supported, how learning is viewed, and what experiences are prioritized. 

In early childhood education, many programs are grounded in play-based, child-centered approaches that emphasize exploration, 
relationships, and hands-on learning. Choosing a philosophy should involve reflection on what best supports children’s 
development and aligns with the values of the program and community. 

Beliefs About How Children Learn and Grow 

At the core of every program are beliefs about how children learn. These beliefs influence everything from classroom 
environments to daily routines and interactions. Administrators must reflect on whether they view children as active participants 
in their own learning or as passive recipients of information. 

Programs grounded in developmentally appropriate practice recognize that children learn through play, relationships, exploration, 
and meaningful experiences. These beliefs shape decisions about curriculum, materials, and teaching strategies, ensuring that 
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learning experiences are engaging and responsive to each child. 

Honoring the Values of Families and Program Leaders 

A program’s values are shaped not only by administrators, but also by the families and communities it serves. Understanding 
family perspectives, cultural backgrounds, and expectations is essential when developing meaningful and inclusive programs. 

Administrators should consider how family values align with program practices and identify ways to build partnerships that respect 
and reflect diverse perspectives. When programs honor both professional knowledge and family input, they create stronger, more 
connected learning environments. 

Perspectives on Key Issues in Early Childhood Education 

Administrators must also reflect on their perspectives regarding important topics in early childhood education. These may include 
beliefs about play versus academic instruction, the role of assessment, approaches to guidance and discipline, and expectations 
for school readiness. 

These perspectives influence how programs are designed and how educators interact with children. Being clear about these 
beliefs helps ensure consistency in practice and supports a shared understanding among staff and families. 

Example: Connecting Core Values to Practice 

To ensure that mission, vision, and values statements are meaningful, it is helpful to clearly connect beliefs to actions. The chart 
below provides an example of how core values can be translated into practice. 

Core Values and Value Statements Example 

Core Value: What We Believe 
About Children 

Value Statement: How This Looks in Practice 

Children are competent, capable 
learners 

We provide opportunities for growth through play-based, hands-on experiences that 
support exploration and discovery. 

Children learn through relationships We create environments that foster strong, respectful connections between children, 
educators, and families. 

Children are naturally curious We offer open-ended materials and experiences that encourage questioning, creativity, and 
problem-solving. 

Each child develops at their own 
pace 

We support individualized learning by responding to each child’s interests, strengths, and 
needs. 

Families are essential partners We build meaningful relationships with families and value their knowledge, culture, and 
input. 
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2.5: Exploring Program Models - Understanding Different 
Types of Early Childhood Programs 

Early childhood programs are designed in many different ways, each shaped by the needs of the community, the ages of children 
served, and the philosophy of the program. As administrators begin to plan a program, it is important to explore the range of 
available program models and understand how they differ in structure, services, and approach. Some programs may focus on 
full-day care for working families, while others may offer part-time, school-based, or specialized services. Each model reflects 
different priorities, resources, and goals. 

Taking the time to learn about these different program types allows future administrators to make intentional decisions about 
what kind of program they want to develop. Rather than choosing a model based on convenience or familiarity, administrators 
should consider how each option aligns with their mission, values, and the needs of the community. This process encourages 
thoughtful planning and helps ensure that the program they create is both meaningful and sustainable. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 
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2.6: Nonprofit Programs 

Nonprofit early childhood programs are designed to serve the needs of children and families rather than generate profit. Funding 
often comes from tuition, grants, donations, fundraising efforts, and community support. Any additional funds are reinvested into 
the program to improve quality, materials, staffing, facilities, and services for children and families. 

These programs often prioritize accessibility, inclusion, and community engagement. Many nonprofit programs aim to serve 
diverse populations and may provide scholarships, sliding-scale tuition, or additional family support services to ensure that 
children have access to quality care and education. Administrators in nonprofit settings may spend significant time securing 
funding, writing grants, building partnerships, and communicating with boards or sponsoring organizations to help keep the 
program financially stable. 

Because nonprofit programs are mission-driven, decisions are often guided by the values and goals of the organization. 
Administrators must balance maintaining financial sustainability with continuing to provide high-quality, developmentally 
appropriate care and education. 

Family Cooperative Programs 

Family cooperative programs are unique in that families play an active role in the operation of the program. Parents or 
caregivers may assist in classrooms, participate in decision-making, volunteer during activities, or serve on governing boards and 
committees. This model emphasizes collaboration, communication, and shared responsibility between families and educators. 

These programs often build strong relationships between families and staff because families are directly involved in the daily 
experiences of the children. Cooperative programs can create a strong sense of community and belonging, while also helping 
families gain a better understanding of child development and early learning practices. 

Family cooperative programs can be especially meaningful for families who want to be actively involved in their child’s 
education. However, they may require a higher level of family commitment, including volunteer hours, attendance at meetings, or 
participation in program events and responsibilities. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

55 (2.6.1)



Agency-Sponsored Programs 

Agency-sponsored programs are operated by organizations such as community agencies, nonprofit groups, social service 
organizations, or faith-based organizations. These programs are often created to meet specific community needs and may 
provide additional services such as family support, counseling, nutrition assistance, health resources, or referrals to other 
community services. 

Because they are connected to larger organizations, these programs may have access to additional funding sources, professional 
resources, and community partnerships. The sponsoring agency may also provide administrative support, training opportunities, 
or operational guidance. 

Administrators in agency-sponsored programs often work closely with the sponsoring organization to ensure that the program’s 
mission, policies, and services align with the goals of the agency. Strong communication and collaboration are important to 
ensure that the needs of children and families continue to be met. 

Government-Sponsored Programs 

Government-sponsored programs are funded and regulated by federal, state, or local government agencies. These programs 
are often designed to support families with limited income and may include comprehensive services such as developmental 
screenings, nutrition support, health services, and family education. 

Examples of government-sponsored programs may include state preschool programs, Head Start, Early Head Start, or subsidized 
child care programs. Because these programs receive public funding, administrators must follow specific regulations, reporting 
requirements, and accountability measures. 

Administrators in government-sponsored programs are responsible for ensuring compliance with regulations while also creating 
supportive and developmentally appropriate learning environments. They must balance administrative responsibilities with 
maintaining responsive relationships with children and families. 

Public School–Sponsored Programs 

Public school–sponsored programs are located within or connected to school districts. These programs may serve preschool-
aged children and are often designed to support school readiness through developmentally appropriate, play-based experiences 
that support the whole child. 

These programs may benefit from access to school district resources such as transportation, special education services, 
libraries, technology, professional development opportunities, and food service programs. Children may also experience smoother 
transitions into kindergarten because of the connection to the elementary school system. 

Administrators in public school programs often collaborate with principals, district staff, and other educators while still ensuring 
that practices remain appropriate for young children. Balancing school district expectations with developmentally appropriate 
practice is an important part of leadership in these settings. 

Laboratory (College/University) Programs 

Laboratory programs are affiliated with colleges or universities and are often used for research, observation, educator preparation, 
and teacher training. These programs provide hands-on learning opportunities for college students studying early childhood 
education, child development, psychology, or related fields. 

In addition to serving children and families, laboratory programs help prepare future educators by allowing students to observe 
classrooms, complete practicum experiences, and practice teaching strategies under supervision. Faculty members may also 
conduct research related to child development, curriculum, or teaching practices. 
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Administrators in laboratory programs must balance the educational goals of the institution with maintaining a high-quality early 
childhood program for children and families. They often work closely with college faculty, students, and families to ensure the 
program remains supportive, ethical, and developmentally appropriate. 

Privately Sponsored Nonprofit Programs 

Privately sponsored nonprofit programs are funded by private organizations, foundations, religious groups, or individuals while 
still operating as nonprofit entities. These programs may have specific missions or focus areas, such as serving children with 
disabilities, supporting low-income families, or promoting a particular educational philosophy. 

Because they are supported by private funding sources, these programs may have greater flexibility in how they design services 
and operate their programs. However, they may still rely on grants, donations, and fundraising efforts to maintain financial stability. 

Administrators in privately sponsored nonprofit programs often focus on maintaining strong relationships with donors, community 
partners, and sponsoring organizations. They must ensure that the program continues to align with its mission while meeting the 
needs of children and families. 

Profit-Making (Proprietary) Programs 

Profit-making programs are operated as businesses, with the goal of generating income while providing child care and early 
education services. These programs rely primarily on tuition and fees paid by families, and financial decisions are often guided 
by sustainability, enrollment, and profitability. 

Because these programs operate as businesses, administrators may focus heavily on budgeting, staffing, marketing, and 
maintaining enrollment. At the same time, they must ensure that the program continues to provide safe, nurturing, and 
developmentally appropriate experiences for children. 

Successful administrators in proprietary programs must balance business operations with maintaining high-quality care. Building 
positive relationships with families and creating a strong program reputation are often important factors in long-term success. 

Independent Owner Programs 

Independent owner programs are typically operated by an individual or small group rather than a larger organization or 
corporation. These programs may be center-based or home-based and often reflect the personal philosophy, values, and vision 
of the owner. 

This model allows for flexibility, creativity, and individualized decision-making. Owners may have more freedom in choosing 
curriculum approaches, daily schedules, staffing practices, and program policies. Families may appreciate the personal 
relationships and unique atmosphere these programs can provide. 

However, independent owners often take on many responsibilities at once, including administration, staffing, budgeting, 
enrollment, marketing, licensing compliance, and daily operations. Strong organizational and leadership skills are essential for 
managing these responsibilities successfully. 

Corporate System Programs 

Corporate system programs are part of a larger organization or chain that operates multiple child care sites. These programs 
often follow standardized policies, procedures, curriculum frameworks, and operational systems across all locations. 

This structure can provide administrators with support in areas such as training, marketing, budgeting, purchasing, and curriculum 
planning. Corporate systems may also provide professional development opportunities and established operational procedures 
that create consistency across sites. 

While this model provides structure and support, administrators may have less flexibility in decision-making because many 
policies and procedures are determined by the larger organization. Maintaining consistency and meeting company expectations 
are often important priorities. 
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Employer-Sponsored Programs 

Employer-sponsored programs are created by businesses, hospitals, colleges, or other organizations to provide child care 
services for employees’ children. These programs may be located at or near the workplace to provide convenient access for 
families. 

Employer-sponsored programs can support work-life balance for families by reducing transportation challenges and providing 
care close to parents during the workday. These programs may also benefit employers by improving employee satisfaction, 
recruitment, and retention. 

Administrators in employer-sponsored programs often work closely with company leadership to ensure that the program meets 
both the needs of employees and the goals of the organization. Flexibility, communication, and responsiveness to family needs 
are especially important in these settings. 

Military Programs 

Military child care programs are designed to serve families in the armed forces. These programs often follow strict guidelines and 
high-quality standards to ensure consistency across locations, both nationally and internationally. 

Military programs may provide flexible scheduling to accommodate varying work hours, deployments, training schedules, and 
relocations. They often emphasize stability, structure, and support for children and families who may experience frequent 
transitions. 

Administrators in military programs must be responsive to the unique needs of military families, including stress related to 
deployments, relocations, and changing family circumstances. Building supportive relationships and maintaining consistency for 
children are important priorities. 

Home-Based Residential Programs 

Home-based residential programs are operated within a caregiver’s home and typically serve smaller groups of children in a 
more intimate environment. These programs often provide a family-like atmosphere that can support close relationships and 
individualized care. 

Home-based programs may include mixed-age groupings, flexible schedules, and routines that reflect the needs of the children 
and families being served. Because group sizes are usually smaller, caregivers may be able to provide more individualized 
attention and develop strong connections with families. 

Administrators in home-based settings often take on all roles within the program, including caregiving, curriculum planning, 
communication with families, budgeting, record keeping, and licensing compliance. Managing both the educational and business 
aspects of the program requires strong organization, flexibility, and dedication. 

This page titled 2.6: Nonprofit Programs is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and 
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2.7: Philosophy Driven Programs 

Early childhood programs are often shaped by specific philosophies that guide how children are viewed, how learning takes place, 
and how environments are designed. These philosophy-driven programs provide a framework for decision-making and influence 
curriculum, teaching strategies, classroom environments, and interactions with children and families. Rather than focusing only on 
schedules or academic goals, these programs are grounded in beliefs about child development, relationships, and the importance 
of play and exploration in learning. 

Program philosophy influences nearly every aspect of an early childhood program, including classroom routines, educator roles, 
family involvement, materials, and approaches to guidance and assessment. Some philosophies emphasize independence and 
child choice, while others focus on collaboration, creativity, outdoor experiences, or spiritual development. 

As administrators explore different program philosophies, it is important to consider how each approach aligns with their own 
beliefs, the needs of the community, licensing requirements, and the goals of the program. No single philosophy fits every setting, 
and many programs blend multiple approaches to create balanced and responsive learning environments. Understanding these 
models helps administrators make intentional decisions that support meaningful and developmentally appropriate experiences 
for children. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Montessori Programs 

Montessori programs are based on the work of Maria Montessori and emphasize independence, self-direction, and hands-on 
learning. Children are viewed as naturally curious and capable learners who benefit from carefully prepared environments that 
encourage exploration, concentration, and choice. Materials are intentionally designed to be self-correcting, allowing children to 
discover mistakes independently and learn through repetition at their own pace. 

In Montessori classrooms, educators act as guides or facilitators rather than traditional instructors. Instead of leading whole-
group lessons for most of the day, educators observe children closely and introduce materials when children are ready for new 
challenges. The classroom environment is highly organized, with materials placed on low shelves so children can independently 
access and return them. 

Montessori programs often include mixed-age groupings, which allow younger children to learn from older peers while older 
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children develop leadership and mentoring skills. Long uninterrupted work periods support concentration and sustained 
engagement. This philosophy encourages children to develop independence, responsibility, self-confidence, and respect for 
others and the environment. 

Reggio Emilia Programs 

Reggio Emilia programs originated in the city of Reggio Emilia after World War II and focus on child-centered, inquiry-based 
learning. Children are viewed as strong, capable, and full of potential, with the ability to express themselves in many different 
ways. This philosophy places a strong emphasis on creativity, collaboration, communication, and relationships. 

A key feature of Reggio Emilia programs is the concept of the “hundred languages of children,” which recognizes that 
children express their ideas through art, movement, music, dramatic play, construction, storytelling, and many other forms of 
communication. Educators carefully observe and document children’s conversations, questions, and projects to better understand 
their thinking and guide future learning experiences. 

The environment is considered the “third teacher” and is intentionally designed to inspire curiosity, exploration, and collaboration. 
Natural lighting, open-ended materials, displays of children’s work, and inviting spaces are common features. Families are also 
viewed as important partners in the educational process, and strong relationships between educators, children, and families are 
highly valued. 

Waldorf/Steiner Programs 

Waldorf programs, developed by Rudolf Steiner, focus on holistic development through imagination, creativity, movement, and 
connection to nature. These programs emphasize storytelling, art, music, dramatic play, handwork, and daily routines that create 
a sense of rhythm and security for children. 

In Waldorf early childhood settings, play and experiential learning are prioritized over formal academic instruction. Educators 
seek to protect childhood by allowing children to learn through imaginative play, meaningful experiences, and sensory-rich 
activities. Natural materials such as wood, wool, silk, and cotton are commonly used to encourage creativity and open-ended 
exploration. 

Daily and seasonal rhythms are important components of Waldorf programs. Activities such as baking, gardening, singing, 
storytelling, and outdoor play help children develop practical skills and strong connections to their environment. Educators 
aim to nurture the whole child socially, emotionally, physically, creatively, and cognitively while fostering a calm and nurturing 
atmosphere. 

HighScope Programs 

HighScope programs are influenced by the theories of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky and are built on the idea of active, 
participatory learning. Children learn best by doing, and they are encouraged to make choices, explore materials, solve problems, 
and engage in meaningful hands-on experiences. 

A central component of the HighScope approach is the “Plan-Do-Review” process. Children first plan what they would like to 
do, carry out their activities, and then reflect on and discuss their experiences. This process supports independence, language 
development, memory skills, problem-solving, and self-confidence. 

HighScope classrooms are organized into clearly defined learning areas with accessible materials that encourage child choice 
and active engagement. Educators intentionally interact with children by asking open-ended questions, supporting problem-
solving, and extending children’s thinking while still maintaining a balance between child-initiated and teacher-supported 
learning experiences. 

Bank Street Programs 

Bank Street programs are based on the progressive education ideas of John Dewey and emphasize learning through direct 
experience and meaningful interactions. These programs focus on the development of the whole child by supporting social-
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emotional, physical, cognitive, and creative growth together rather than as separate areas. 

In Bank Street classrooms, children participate in hands-on experiences that connect to their interests, families, and real-world 
environments. Learning is integrated across subjects and often includes field trips, dramatic play, projects, block building, art, 
and collaborative activities. 

Educators support learning by creating responsive environments that encourage exploration, reflection, and social interaction. 
Strong relationships and emotional well-being are considered essential for learning, and educators work to build classroom 
communities where children feel safe, respected, and valued. 

Constructivist-Based Programs 

Constructivist-based programs draw from the theories of Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky and emphasize that children actively 
construct their own understanding of the world. Learning occurs through exploration, interaction, experimentation, and social 
engagement. 

These programs prioritize play-based and experiential learning experiences where children are encouraged to ask questions, test 
ideas, solve problems, and collaborate with peers. Rather than simply receiving information from adults, children build knowledge 
through meaningful experiences and interactions with their environment. 

Educators in constructivist programs support children’s thinking by providing open-ended materials, asking thoughtful questions, 
encouraging conversations, and guiding reflection. The classroom environment is designed to encourage curiosity, creativity, and 
active participation in the learning process. 

Nature-Based or Forest Preschool Programs 

Nature-based programs, often called forest preschools, focus on outdoor learning and environmental exploration. Children spend 
significant amounts of time outdoors in natural settings such as forests, gardens, parks, or outdoor classrooms where they interact 
directly with nature and experience changing seasons and weather conditions. 

These programs support physical development, creativity, resilience, problem-solving, and environmental awareness. Children 
may climb, build, explore, observe wildlife, dig, create with natural materials, and engage in imaginative play outdoors. Learning 
is often guided by children’s curiosity and interests rather than rigid lesson plans. 

Educators in nature-based programs facilitate experiences that encourage exploration, risk assessment, teamwork, and 
confidence. Outdoor environments provide opportunities for children to develop independence while building meaningful 
connections with the natural world. 

Faith-Based Programs 

Faith-based programs are typically operated by religious organizations such as churches, temples, mosques, or faith-centered 
community groups. These programs incorporate spiritual or religious values into daily practices and may include prayer, songs, 
stories, celebrations, or teachings that reflect the beliefs and traditions of the organization. 

In addition to religious components, many faith-based programs also provide play-based, developmentally appropriate learning 
experiences that support children’s social, emotional, physical, and cognitive development. Families may choose these programs 
because they align with their personal beliefs and values. 

Administrators in faith-based programs must balance religious teachings with inclusive and respectful practices that support all 
children and families. Strong relationships, family involvement, and community connections are often important parts of these 
programs, helping children develop a sense of belonging and shared values. 

This page titled 2.7: Philosophy Driven Programs is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
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2.8: Specialized Programs 

In addition to general program models and philosophy-driven approaches, some early childhood programs are specifically 
designed to meet the needs of particular populations or communities. These specialized programs often focus on providing 
targeted support for families based on factors such as income, language, cultural background, developmental needs, geographic 
location, or unique life circumstances. The structure and services of these programs are often shaped by funding sources, 
government regulations, community partnerships, and the goals of the populations they serve. 

Specialized programs recognize that children and families may require different types of support to fully access quality early 
childhood education. As a result, these programs frequently go beyond traditional care and education by offering additional 
services such as health screenings, nutrition assistance, mental health support, family education, transportation, and connections 
to community resources. 

Understanding specialized programs helps administrators recognize how early childhood education can be adapted to support 
diverse communities in meaningful and equitable ways. These programs often emphasize inclusion, cultural responsiveness, 
family partnerships, and individualized support. As administrators explore these models, they can reflect on how programs can be 
designed to better meet the strengths and needs of all children and families. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Head Start and Early Head Start Programs 

Head Start and Early Head Start are federally funded programs designed to support children and families experiencing economic 
hardship. These programs provide comprehensive services that go beyond early education and often include health screenings, 
nutrition support, developmental assessments, mental health services, and family engagement opportunities. 

Head Start programs typically serve preschool-aged children, while Early Head Start focuses on infants, toddlers, and pregnant 
women. Both programs emphasize school readiness through developmentally appropriate, play-based learning experiences that 
support children’s social-emotional, physical, language, and cognitive development. 

Family involvement is a major component of these programs. Families are encouraged to participate in decision-making, goal 
setting, and program activities. Administrators in Head Start and Early Head Start programs must follow federal performance 
standards and reporting requirements while also creating responsive, supportive, and culturally respectful learning environments. 
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Migrant and Seasonal Head Start Programs 

Migrant and Seasonal Head Start programs are specifically designed to support the children of migrant and seasonal farmworker 
families. These programs recognize the unique challenges that families may face, including frequent relocation, inconsistent 
employment schedules, language barriers, and limited access to health care and educational services. 

Because families may move often for agricultural work, these programs frequently offer flexible schedules, extended hours, and 
services that support continuity of care and learning. Programs may also provide transportation, meals, health services, and family 
support resources to help meet the needs of children and families. 

Administrators in Migrant and Seasonal Head Start programs must be adaptable and responsive to changing enrollment patterns 
and transitions. Building trusting relationships with families and ensuring children continue to receive stable, supportive care 
during periods of change are important priorities. 

Bilingual or Dual-Language Immersion Programs 

Bilingual and dual-language immersion programs are designed to support children in developing proficiency in two languages. 
These programs often include children who are learning English as well as children who are fluent English speakers, creating 
learning environments where both languages are valued and supported. 

Language development is integrated throughout daily routines and experiences through play, conversations, storytelling, music, 
books, and meaningful interactions. Children are encouraged to communicate in both languages while developing confidence, 
vocabulary, and cultural understanding. 

These programs support not only language growth, but also cultural awareness, inclusion, and appreciation for diversity. 
Research has shown that bilingual learning experiences can support cognitive flexibility, communication skills, and cross-cultural 
understanding. Administrators in these settings must carefully consider staffing, classroom materials, curriculum planning, and 
family communication to ensure both languages are supported effectively and respectfully. 

Special Education and Inclusive Programs 

Special education and inclusive programs are designed to support children with developmental, physical, behavioral, emotional, 
or learning differences. Inclusive programs bring together children with and without identified disabilities or delays, creating 
environments where all children learn, play, and grow alongside one another. 

These programs often involve collaboration among educators, families, therapists, specialists, and support staff to ensure children 
receive individualized support. Adaptations to the environment, materials, routines, or teaching strategies may be used to help 
children participate fully in classroom experiences. 

Inclusive practices focus on recognizing and valuing each child’s strengths, abilities, and unique ways of learning. Administrators 
must ensure that staff receive training and support in inclusive practices, environments are accessible, and families are actively 
involved in planning and decision-making. Creating welcoming and respectful environments for all children is an important goal 
of these programs. 

Tribal and Indigenous Early Learning Programs 

Tribal and Indigenous early learning programs are operated by tribal governments, Indigenous organizations, or community 
groups and are designed to reflect the cultural values, traditions, languages, and histories of the communities they serve. These 
programs play an important role in preserving cultural identity while supporting children’s learning and development. 

Learning experiences often incorporate storytelling, music, language revitalization, traditional practices, community events, and 
connections to the land and environment. Elders and community members may participate in the program by sharing stories, 
cultural teachings, and traditions with children. 

Administrators in Tribal and Indigenous programs work closely with families and community leaders to ensure that the program 
remains culturally responsive, respectful, and community-centered. These programs highlight the importance of honoring diverse 
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perspectives and recognizing the value of culture, identity, and belonging in early childhood education. 

This page titled 2.8: Specialized Programs is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta 
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2.9: Standards of Excellence - Best Practices for High-
Quality Early Education 

Regardless of the type of early childhood program, all programs should be grounded in high-quality practices that support the 
development and well-being of children. While program models, philosophies, and funding sources may differ, there are consistent 
standards that define quality across all early childhood settings. Administrators are responsible for ensuring that their programs 
meet these expectations and provide safe, supportive, and developmentally appropriate environments. 

High-quality programs follow all local licensing requirements, state regulations, and applicable federal guidelines. These 
regulations are in place to ensure the health, safety, and well-being of children and must be consistently maintained. Programs 
should hold the appropriate licenses for operation and remain in good standing with regulatory agencies. Maintaining compliance 
is not only a legal responsibility, but also a foundational component of program quality. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

In addition to meeting licensing requirements, high-quality programs are guided by professional standards, such as those 
outlined by the National Association for the Education of Young Children. NAEYC emphasizes developmentally appropriate 
practice, play-based learning, strong relationships, and inclusive environments that respect the diversity of children and families. 
These standards support programs in creating meaningful learning experiences that promote children’s social, emotional, and 
cognitive development. 

Administrators should view these standards as more than a checklist. High-quality programs reflect intentional decision-making, 
ongoing reflection, and a commitment to continuous improvement. By aligning program practices with licensing requirements and 
professional guidelines, administrators help ensure that all children have access to safe, engaging, and supportive early learning 
environments. 

The vignette described below illustrates why meeting licensing requirements is only the starting point for providing high-
quality early childhood education. 

Solution 

Example 2.9.2 
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Meeting the Minimum Wasn’t Enough 

An early childhood program consistently passed its licensing visits and met required health and safety regulations. However, 
the administrator noticed that educators relied heavily on worksheets and educator-directed activities, children had few 
opportunities to make choices, and classroom materials did not reflect the cultures or abilities of the children and families 
in the program. Although the program was operating within licensing requirements, the administrator recognized that 
compliance alone did not necessarily mean children were receiving high-quality learning experiences. 

The administrator worked with educators to strengthen developmentally appropriate practices by increasing play-based 
learning, creating more opportunities for child-led exploration, and adding inclusive and culturally responsive materials. 
Educators were also encouraged to regularly reflect on their classroom practices and identify areas for improvement. The 
experience helped the program recognize that high-quality early education goes beyond meeting minimum requirements 
and requires an ongoing commitment to reflection, professional standards, and continuous improvement. 

This page titled 2.9: Standards of Excellence - Best Practices for High-Quality Early Education is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was 
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2.10: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Understanding community needs is the foundation for developing meaningful early childhood programs. Each community is 
unique, and programs should reflect the strengths, cultures, and priorities of the families they serve. Gathering information about 
families and available resources helps administrators identify gaps in services and make informed decisions. A clear mission 
statement guides program direction and reflects the program’s purpose and values, while well-defined goals help shape structure, 
curriculum, and services. Effective programs align with play-based, developmentally appropriate practices and are designed to be 
inclusive and responsive to diverse family needs. Ongoing reflection and awareness of the community allow programs to grow, 
adapt, and continue meeting the needs of children and families over time. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How can understanding a community’s unique characteristics influence program decisions? 
2. Why is it important for a program’s mission and goals to reflect the families it serves? 
3. How can administrators ensure their program remains responsive as community needs change over time? 

This page titled 2.10: Chapter Summary and Reflection is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
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3.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Early childhood programs must meet established standards to ensure the health, safety, and well-being of children. Licensing and 
certification provide a critical framework for maintaining quality, while also guiding administrators in creating safe, organized, 
and effective learning environments. These requirements are not just about compliance; they help establish consistency, 
accountability, and trust with families and the community. Administrators must work closely with regulatory agencies, stay 
current with changing requirements, and ensure that all aspects of the program meet or exceed established standards. This 
chapter explores licensing requirements, the role of regulatory agencies, and how credentialing and ongoing professional growth 
contribute to strong, well-supported programs that prioritize both safety and high-quality learning experiences. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

• Explain the purpose and importance of licensing in early childhood programs 
• Identify key licensing requirements, including ratios and environment standards 
• Describe the process of obtaining and maintaining a license 
• Differentiate between licensing, accreditation, and quality rating systems 
• Understand how administrators ensure compliance and continuous quality improvement 

Getting Started: Brainstorming Questions 

1. Why do you think licensing is required for early childhood programs? 
2. What might happen if programs were not regulated? 
3. How do you think quality is measured in early childhood settings? 

Learning Objectives 
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3.2: Why Licensing Matters in Early Childhood Settings 

Licensing in early childhood education is a foundational component of ensuring that programs provide safe, healthy, and 
developmentally appropriate environments for young children. At its core, licensing is a system of regulations established by state 
and local governments that programs must meet in order to legally operate. These regulations are not arbitrary; they are based 
on research and best practices that prioritize children’s well-being. Licensing standards typically address critical areas such as 
staff qualifications, child-to-teacher ratios, health and safety procedures, supervision, and physical environment requirements. By 
setting these minimum standards, licensing helps protect children from harm and ensures that programs are equipped to meet 
their basic needs. 

Beyond safety, licensing plays an essential role in promoting program quality and accountability. Families place a significant 
amount of trust in early childhood programs, often leaving their children in care for extended periods of time. Licensing provides 
reassurance that a program has been reviewed, approved, and is monitored regularly through inspections and compliance checks. 
This accountability helps ensure that programs are consistently maintaining required standards rather than operating without 
oversight. For directors and administrators, licensing serves as a guide for structuring policies, procedures, and daily practices 
that align with state expectations. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Licensing also supports professionalism within the early childhood field. By requiring specific qualifications, ongoing training, 
and adherence to ethical and operational standards, licensing elevates the role of educators and administrators. It reinforces the 
idea that early childhood education is not simply babysitting, but a professional field grounded in child development knowledge 
and intentional practice. This is especially important as the field continues to advocate for recognition, respect, and appropriate 
compensation for educators. 

Additionally, licensing is often tied to funding, accreditation, and participation in broader systems of quality improvement. Many 
public funding sources, such as subsidies for families or participation in programs like Head Start, require programs to be 
licensed and in good standing. Licensing can also be a stepping stone toward higher levels of quality, such as accreditation 
through organizations like the National Association for the Education of Young Children. In this way, licensing is not just about 
meeting minimum requirements; it is the foundation upon which high-quality programs are built. 

Finally, licensing protects both children and programs by establishing clear expectations and legal guidelines. When programs 
follow licensing requirements, they reduce their risk of liability and create structured environments where both children and 
staff can thrive. In situations where concerns arise, licensing agencies provide a framework for addressing issues and ensuring 
corrective actions are taken. Overall, licensing is a critical component of early childhood education systems, serving as a 
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safeguard for children, a support for families, and a framework for professional practice. 
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3.3: Understanding Licensing Requirements in Practice 

While licensing regulations are often presented as a list of rules and requirements, their true value lies in how they are 
implemented in daily practice. Effective administrators and educators do not simply “check boxes” to remain compliant; they 
intentionally use licensing standards as a framework to create high-quality, responsive environments for children. Understanding 
how these requirements translate into real-world settings helps programs move beyond minimum compliance and toward 
meaningful, developmentally appropriate care and education. When licensing is viewed as a guide rather than a burden, it 
becomes a powerful tool for supporting children, families, and staff. 

Licensing also requires consistency and intentionality. It is not enough to meet standards occasionally; programs must 
demonstrate that these practices are embedded into daily routines, policies, and interactions. This means that directors, teachers, 
and support staff all play a role in maintaining compliance and upholding quality. The following sections highlight key areas where 
licensing expectations directly shape everyday practices in early childhood programs. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Meeting Essential Program Standards 

Licensing requirements encompass a broad range of program standards that support overall quality and accountability. These 
include recordkeeping, health and immunization documentation, emergency preparedness plans, nutrition guidelines, and 
communication with families. Programs must maintain accurate, organized records and be prepared to demonstrate compliance 
during inspections or licensing visits. 

In practice, many of these standards are reflected in daily routines and caregiving tasks. For example, diapering procedures must 
follow strict sanitation guidelines, including the use of designated diapering areas, proper disposal of soiled and wet diapers in 
covered containers, and thorough cleaning and disinfecting of surfaces after each use. Handwashing policies are also critical and 
must be followed consistently by both staff and children at key times throughout the day, such as before meals, after toileting, 
and after outdoor play. 

Food-related regulations are another essential component. Programs must ensure that food is stored safely at appropriate 
temperatures, protected from contamination, and handled according to health guidelines. When feeding infants, specific 
procedures must be followed, such as proper bottle labeling, safe warming practices, and holding infants during feeding rather 
than propping bottles. These practices are designed to support both safety and nurturing interactions. 
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Additionally, materials and equipment used by children must be regularly cleaned and sanitized to prevent the spread of illness. 
This includes toys, classroom surfaces, and shared materials. Programs must have clear systems in place for routine cleaning as 
well as procedures for responding to illness or contamination. 

It is important to recognize that these regulations can vary depending on the size, location, and type of program. For example, 
family child care homes may have slightly different requirements than large center-based programs, and regulations may differ 
across states or funding sources. As an administrator, it is your responsibility to understand and ensure compliance with all 
regulations that apply specifically to your program. 

Maintaining these standards requires consistency, organization, and ongoing staff training. Noncompliance can jeopardize the 
well-being of children and place programs at significant risk, including fines, citations, or even closure. By implementing strong 
systems and ensuring that all staff understand and follow required procedures, programs can create safe, healthy, and reliable 
environments that families can trust. 

The vignette described below illustrates why licensing requirements must be part of everyday program practices rather than 
something addressed only before an inspection. 

Solution 

Ready Every Day 

An administrator learned that a licensing representative had arrived for an unannounced visit. While walking through the 
program, the administrator noticed an educator quickly moving an unlabeled bottle into the refrigerator and another staff 
member searching for a child’s missing immunization record. Although these issues seemed small, they revealed that some 
licensing procedures were being followed inconsistently when staff were busy. 

Following the visit, the administrator met with the staff to review licensing expectations and strengthen daily systems for 
documentation, food storage, sanitation, and health and safety procedures. Rather than focusing on being prepared for 
the next inspection, the administrator emphasized that licensing requirements protect children every day. The experience 
reinforced that a program should always be ready for a licensing visit because safe and compliant practices should already 
be part of its everyday routines. 

Example 3.3.1 
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3.4: Creating Safe and Supportive Environments 

Licensing requirements place a strong emphasis on creating environments that are both physically safe and emotionally 
supportive for children. This includes ensuring that classrooms are clean, well-maintained, and free of hazards, as well as 
equipped with age-appropriate materials and furnishings. Safety features such as secure entrances, proper storage of hazardous 
materials, and regular health and safety checks are all essential components of compliance. Programs must also follow strict 
sanitation procedures, including handwashing protocols and cleaning schedules, to reduce the spread of illness. 

In addition to general safety expectations, licensing also specifies requirements for the amount of space available for children. 
Adequate space is critical for supporting children’s movement, exploration, and overall development. In California, licensing 
regulations require a minimum of 35 square feet of usable indoor space per child for all age groups, including infants, toddlers, 
and preschoolers. This space does not include areas such as bathrooms, hallways, or storage, only the areas where children are 
actively learning and playing. 

For outdoor environments, California requires at least 75 square feet of outdoor play space per child. Outdoor areas must 
be safe, enclosed, and developmentally appropriate, offering opportunities for active play, exploration, and interaction with the 
environment. These spaces should include a variety of materials and equipment that support gross motor development, sensory 
experiences, and imaginative play. 

While the square footage requirement is consistent across age groups in California, infant and toddler programs often require 
more functional space per child in practice. This is because their environments must accommodate essential caregiving 
equipment such as cribs, feeding areas, rocking chairs, and diaper-changing stations. These items take up significant room and 
must be arranged in a way that allows for safe supervision, proper sanitation, and easy access. For example, diapering areas must 
be separate from food preparation spaces, and cribs must be spaced appropriately to meet safe sleep guidelines. As a result, 
although the minimum requirement may be 35 square feet per child, high-quality infant and toddler programs often exceed this 
minimum to ensure comfort, safety, and responsive caregiving. 

Additionally, the way space is designed should reflect the developmental needs of each age group. Infant environments should 
allow for safe floor time, crawling, and quiet areas for rest. Toddler environments should provide room for movement, climbing, and 
exploration, while still maintaining clear supervision. Preschool classrooms should be arranged to support interest areas (such as 
dramatic play, blocks, and art) while allowing children to move freely and engage in both individual and group activities. 

It is important to note that space requirements vary from state to state, and programs must always follow their specific 
licensing regulations. However, regardless of location, adequate and well-designed space is essential for reducing overcrowding, 
minimizing conflict, and promoting healthy development. 

Equally important is the emotional climate of the environment. Licensing standards often include expectations around 
supervision, guidance, and positive interactions. Programs are expected to foster a sense of belonging, security, and respect 
for every child. In practice, this means educators are attentive, responsive, and intentional in their interactions, acknowledging 
children’s feelings, supporting peer relationships, and guiding behavior in developmentally appropriate ways. A safe and 
supportive environment is not only one where children are protected from harm, but also one where they feel emotionally secure 
and confident to explore, take risks, and learn. 
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Keeping Children Safe Beyond the Classroom 

Licensing extends beyond the classroom environment to include all aspects of children’s experiences in a program. This includes 
outdoor play areas, field trips, transportation, and arrival and departure procedures. Programs are required to have clear policies 
and practices in place to ensure children’s safety in all settings, recognizing that learning and care happen in a variety of 
environments throughout the day. 

In practice, this means maintaining active supervision at all times, especially during transitions when children are moving 
between spaces. Outdoor environments must be regularly inspected for safety hazards, and equipment must be age-appropriate 
and well-maintained. Programs must also have strict sign-in and sign-out procedures to ensure that children are released only to 
authorized individuals. Staff must remain attentive and organized to ensure that every child is accounted for at all times. 

Transportation adds an additional layer of responsibility and requires careful planning and strict adherence to licensing and 
safety guidelines. When children are transported, whether by program vehicles, school buses, or even walking to nearby locations, 
programs must have written permission from families. This typically includes signed consent forms that outline where children are 
going, how they will be transported, and who will be supervising them. Emergency contact information and any relevant medical 
needs must also be readily accessible during transportation. 

Adequate supervision during transportation is essential. Programs must ensure that there are enough adults present to maintain 
appropriate ratios and actively supervise children at all times. This may include teachers, program staff, or in some cases 
authorized adults such as family volunteers, depending on program policies and licensing regulations. Clear expectations must 
be established for all adults involved to ensure consistency and safety. 

A critical safety practice during transportation is conducting thorough vehicle checks. Drivers and staff are responsible for 
checking the vehicle—seat by seat—after each trip to ensure that no child is left behind. In many states, this is not only a best 
practice but a legal requirement due to past incidents involving children being left unattended in vehicles. Some programs 
implement additional safeguards, such as attendance tracking systems or requiring multiple staff members to verify that all 
children have exited the vehicle. 

For programs that use buses or other vehicles, additional requirements may include proper licensing for drivers, regular vehicle 
maintenance checks, and the use of appropriate safety restraints such as car seats or seat belts. Staff must also be prepared 
for emergencies by carrying first aid kits, having access to communication devices, and knowing procedures for responding to 
unexpected situations. 
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These transportation practices ensure that children remain safe, supervised, and accounted for beyond the classroom. By 
following licensing requirements and implementing strong safety procedures, programs can provide enriching experiences 
outside of the classroom while maintaining the highest standards of care. 
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3.5: Preparing Qualified Educators and Meaningful Ratios 

Preparing Qualified and Responsive Educators 

Licensing regulations establish minimum qualifications for educators, including educational background, training, and ongoing 
professional development. These requirements ensure that individuals working with young children have foundational knowledge 
in child development, health and safety, and appropriate teaching practices. Many states also require specific certifications, 
background checks, and ongoing training hours to maintain compliance. 

However, in practice, qualifications are just the starting point. High-quality programs go beyond minimum requirements by 
supporting educators in becoming reflective and responsive practitioners. This includes providing mentorship, coaching, and 
opportunities for collaboration among staff. Responsive educators are those who observe children closely, adapt their teaching 
strategies based on individual needs, and create inclusive environments that honor diverse backgrounds and abilities. They are 
also intentional in building relationships with children and families, recognizing that strong connections are central to effective 
teaching and care. 

In addition to state licensing requirements, programs often look to professional organizations for guidance on best practices in 
educator qualifications. The National Association for the Education of Young Children regularly maintains updated qualification 
guidelines and recommendations on their website. These guidelines reflect current research and evolving expectations within 
the field. Directors and educators are encouraged to review these resources periodically to stay informed about recommended 
education levels, competencies, and professional standards, as they may go beyond minimum licensing requirements. 

Licensing helps establish a baseline for who is qualified to work in early childhood settings, but strong leadership and ongoing 
professional development systems are what truly support educators in growing into skilled, responsive professionals. By investing 
in educator preparation and continuous learning, programs not only meet requirements but also enhance the overall quality of 
care and education provided to children. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Maintaining Ratios for Meaningful Interaction 

One of the most critical aspects of licensing is maintaining appropriate child-to-teacher ratios. These ratios are designed 
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to ensure that educators can adequately supervise children while also engaging in meaningful interactions that support 
development and learning. When ratios are followed, teachers are better able to observe children’s interests, respond to their 
needs, and provide individualized support that promotes growth across developmental domains. 

In practice, maintaining ratios requires careful planning and constant awareness. Administrators must create staffing schedules 
that account for peak times, staff breaks, and unexpected absences. Teachers must also be mindful of group sizes during 
transitions, outdoor play, and mealtimes. Ratios are not static; they can change throughout the day depending on attendance 
and classroom movement. Programs that prioritize ratios are able to create calmer, more organized environments where children 
receive the attention they need, and educators are not overwhelmed. 

For example, in the state of California, licensing regulations outline specific ratios based on age groups. Infant programs (typically 
birth to 18 months) require a ratio of 1 teacher for every 4 infants. Toddler programs (often 18–36 months) typically require a ratio 
of 1 teacher for every 6 toddlers. Preschool-aged children (around 3–5 years old) generally have a ratio of 1 teacher for every 12 
children, although group size limits and classroom structure also influence implementation. These ratios reflect developmental 
needs, with younger children requiring more individualized attention and care. 

It is important to note that ratios vary from state to state, and even by program type within a state (such as family child care 
versus center-based programs). Directors and educators must always be familiar with their specific state licensing regulations 
and ensure they are meeting or exceeding those requirements. 

In addition to state licensing, some programs pursue accreditation through the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children (NAEYC), which sets higher standards for quality. NAEYC accreditation includes more stringent ratio and group size 
expectations to promote deeper relationships and more individualized learning experiences. For example, NAEYC-recommended 
ratios are typically: 

• Infants: 1 teacher for every 3–4 infants (with smaller group sizes) 
• Toddlers: 1 teacher for every 4 toddlers 
• Preschoolers: 1 teacher for every 8–10 children 

These ratios are intentionally lower than many state licensing requirements, allowing for more responsive caregiving, richer 
interactions, and increased opportunities for observation and individualized instruction. 

It is important to understand the distinction: all programs must be licensed to operate, so they are required to meet their state’s 
minimum licensing ratios. However, programs that are both licensed and NAEYC-accredited must meet NAEYC’s higher standards, 
including lower ratios and smaller group sizes. In this way, licensing establishes the minimum level of safety and supervision, 
while accreditation through organizations like NAEYC reflects a commitment to higher-quality practices that go beyond basic 
compliance. 
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3.6: Navigating the Licensing Journey 

Obtaining a license to operate an early childhood program is a detailed and often lengthy process that requires careful planning, 
organization, and full compliance with state and local regulations. Licensing is not something that happens quickly; it involves 
multiple steps, documentation, inspections, and approvals to ensure that programs are prepared to safely care for children. While 
timelines vary, programs should plan for at least 90 days, though in many cases it can take longer depending on the state, the 
readiness of the facility, and how quickly requirements are completed. 

For example, in California, the licensing process can extend beyond 90 days due to required background clearances, facility 
inspections, and application reviews through Community Care Licensing. Delays may occur if paperwork is incomplete, 
inspections identify areas that need correction, or additional approvals are required. Because of this, administrators should begin 
the process well in advance of their intended opening date. 

The responsibility for obtaining a license typically falls on the program administrator, and in some cases, a board member if the 
program is operated by a nonprofit organization or governing body. This role requires strong attention to detail, organization, and 
an understanding of applicable regulations. Administrators must ensure that all aspects of the program, from staffing and facility 
setup to policies and documentation, meet licensing requirements before approval is granted. 

It is also important to recognize that full compliance with licensing regulations can be costly. Programs may need to invest in 
facility upgrades, safety equipment, and required materials to meet standards. Additionally, inspections from local agencies such 
as the fire department and health department are often required before a license can be issued. These inspections ensure that 
the facility meets safety codes, sanitation requirements, and occupancy limits. Fees associated with applications, background 
checks, inspections, and facility adjustments can add up, making financial planning an essential part of the licensing journey. 

Once a program is licensed, the process does not end there. Licenses must be maintained through ongoing compliance, 
and in many states, they must be renewed periodically. Renewal processes often include submitting updated documentation, 
maintaining staff clearances and training, and sometimes paying renewal fees. Administrators should also track expiration dates 
carefully and establish a renewal system well in advance to avoid lapses in licensure. Failure to renew a license or remain in 
compliance can result in penalties or the inability to continue operating. 

Navigating the licensing journey requires patience, organization, and a strong commitment to meeting regulatory standards. While 
the process can be time-consuming and sometimes challenging, it ultimately ensures that programs are prepared to provide safe, 
high-quality care for children and families. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 
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Common Steps in the Licensing Process 

While specific requirements vary by state, the licensing journey generally includes the following steps: 

1. Research State Licensing Requirements 
Begin by thoroughly reviewing your state’s licensing regulations. This includes understanding requirements for staffing, ratios, 
facility space, health and safety standards, and required documentation. This step helps you determine whether your program 
idea is feasible and what adjustments may be needed before applying. 

2. Confirm Zoning Approval and Site Compatibility 
Before moving forward, check with local zoning authorities to ensure that your chosen location is approved for use as an early 
childhood program. Some areas have restrictions on where child care centers can operate. You may need to obtain written 
approval or a zoning clearance to confirm that your program is compatible with local land-use regulations. 

3. Attend an Orientation or Informational Session 
Many states require prospective providers to attend a licensing orientation. These sessions provide an overview of the 
process, required forms, timelines, and expectations. They are also an opportunity to ask questions and clarify requirements 
before beginning your application. 

4. Submit an Application 
Complete and submit the official licensing application along with required fees and supporting documentation. This often 
includes program descriptions, facility information, and administrative details. Accuracy and completeness are critical, as 
missing information can delay the process. 

5. Complete Background Checks and Clearances 
All administrators, staff members, and sometimes volunteers must complete fingerprinting and background checks. 
Clearance must be obtained before individuals are allowed to work in the program. This step ensures the safety and 
protection of children. 

6. Prepare the Facility 
Set up the indoor and outdoor environments to meet licensing standards. This includes ensuring proper square footage, 
safety features, appropriate equipment, and age-appropriate materials. The space must be fully ready for inspection, 
including designated areas for activities such as diapering, feeding, and play. 

7. Develop Policies and Procedures 
Create all required program documents, such as parent handbooks, health and safety policies, emergency preparedness 
plans, guidance and discipline policies, and staff procedures. These documents must align with licensing regulations and be 
ready for review. 

8. Obtain Required Inspections 
Schedule and complete inspections from local agencies, such as the fire department and health department, if required. 
These inspections verify that the facility meets safety codes, sanitation requirements, and occupancy limits. Any issues 
identified must be corrected before moving forward. 

9. Licensing Inspection/Visit 
A licensing analyst will conduct an on-site visit to review your program. This includes inspecting the facility, reviewing 
documentation, and ensuring compliance with all regulations. The analyst may ask questions to assess your understanding 
of policies and procedures. 

10. Address Any Deficiencies 
If the licensing analyst identifies areas that do not meet requirements, you will need to make corrections. This may involve 
updating documentation, modifying the environment, or adjusting procedures. Proof of correction is typically required before 
approval is granted. 

11. Receive License Approval and Display License 
Once all requirements are met, your program will be issued a license. This license must be displayed in a visible location 
within the program so that families and visitors can easily see it. Displaying the license demonstrates transparency and 
compliance. 

12. Maintain Compliance and Plan for Renewal 
After receiving your license, ongoing compliance is essential. Administrators must monitor expiration dates, maintain 
accurate records, and ensure staff meet all requirements. Establish a system for tracking renewal deadlines and completing 
renewal applications on time, including any required fees. Staying proactive helps prevent lapses in licensure and ensures 
continued operation. 
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3.7: Working with Licensing Specialists - Guidance and 
Accountability 

Licensing specialists play a critical role in the early childhood licensing process, serving as both guides and regulators 
for programs. These individuals are typically assigned through a state’s licensing agency and are responsible for reviewing 
applications, conducting site visits, monitoring compliance, and providing technical assistance. While they are often associated 
with inspections and enforcement, it is important to understand that licensing specialists are also valuable resources who support 
programs in meeting and maintaining required standards. 

For administrators, building a professional and collaborative relationship with a licensing specialist is essential. Clear, timely 
communication can help prevent misunderstandings and delays throughout the licensing process. Licensing specialists can 
provide clarification on regulations, offer guidance on how to meet specific requirements, and help interpret policies that may 
seem complex. Rather than viewing them solely as evaluators, successful administrators see licensing specialists as partners in 
ensuring program quality and safety. 

Licensing specialists are also responsible for conducting regular inspections and responding to complaints or concerns. During 
these visits, they assess whether programs are meeting licensing requirements in areas such as health and safety, supervision, 
documentation, and staff qualifications. Programs are expected to demonstrate consistent compliance, not just preparation for 
scheduled visits. If issues are identified, licensing specialists will outline required corrections and provide timelines for resolution. 
This accountability helps ensure that programs remain safe and reliable for children and families. 

In programs governed by a board, such as nonprofit centers, board members also play an important role in supporting compliance 
and working alongside the administrator. While the day-to-day responsibility for licensing typically falls on the director or 
administrator, board members are ultimately responsible for the overall operation and legal standing of the program. This means 
they should be informed about licensing requirements, aware of any compliance concerns, and supportive of the resources 
needed to maintain standards. In some cases, board members may be directly involved in the licensing process, particularly 
during the initial application or when major program decisions are being made. 

Working effectively with licensing specialists requires professionalism, transparency, and a commitment to continuous 
improvement. Administrators should keep accurate records, stay up to date on regulations, and be proactive in addressing any 
potential concerns before they become violations. When programs approach licensing as an ongoing partnership rather than a 
one-time requirement, they are better positioned to maintain compliance, improve quality, and build trust with families and the 
community. 
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3.8: Beyond Licensing- The Role of Accreditation in Quality 
Care 

While licensing establishes the minimum standards required for programs to legally operate, accreditation represents a 
commitment to higher levels of quality in early childhood education. Accreditation is a voluntary process in which programs 
choose to meet more rigorous standards related to teaching practices, curriculum, family engagement, staff qualifications, and 
program administration. It signals to families and the community that a program is dedicated not only to compliance, but to 
excellence. 

The accreditation process can vary depending on the type of program, state governance structures, and the accrediting body a 
program chooses to work with. Some programs may pursue accreditation as part of a quality improvement system tied to state 
initiatives, while others seek accreditation independently to strengthen their program’s reputation and practices. Additionally, 
requirements and expectations may differ based on whether a program is center-based, family child care, faith-based, or affiliated 
with a larger organization. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

There are several organizations that offer accreditation, each with its own philosophy, standards, and process. For example, 
Montessori-based programs may seek accreditation through the American Montessori Society or the Association Montessori 
Internationale, both of which emphasize fidelity to Montessori principles, prepared environments, and specialized teacher 
training. Programs focused on broader child welfare and social service approaches may look to organizations like the Child 
Welfare League of America, which supports standards related to child well-being and family services. 

Leadership-focused organizations, such as the Association for Early Learning Leaders, provide accreditation that emphasizes 
administrative practices, leadership, and program management. Similarly, the National Early Childhood Program Accreditation 
Commission offers accreditation for both center-based and family child care programs, focusing on curriculum, health and safety, 
and program operations. Some programs affiliated with larger organizations, such as the YMCA, may follow internal accreditation 
or quality standards aligned with their organizational mission and values. 

One of the most widely recognized accrediting bodies is the National Association for the Education of Young Children. 
NAEYC accreditation is known for its comprehensive and research-based standards, which address areas such as relationships, 
curriculum, teaching, assessment, health, staff competencies, and family engagement. NAEYC provides detailed accreditation 
policies and procedures on its website, which are regularly updated to reflect current research and best practices. Programs 
pursuing NAEYC accreditation must engage in an extensive self-study process, submit documentation, and undergo an external 
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review to demonstrate that they meet these high standards. 

Regardless of the accrediting body, the process typically involves self-assessment, documentation, implementation of standards, 
and an external evaluation. Programs must reflect on their practices, make improvements where needed, and demonstrate 
consistent alignment with the accrediting organization’s criteria. This process can be time-intensive and may require additional 
resources, training, and program adjustments. 

Accreditation does not replace licensing; rather, it builds upon it. All accredited programs must first be licensed and in good 
standing. Licensing ensures basic health and safety, while accreditation pushes programs toward higher-quality practices that 
support children’s development more fully. For administrators, pursuing accreditation reflects a commitment to continuous 
improvement, professional growth, and excellence in early childhood education. 
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3.9: Continuous Quality Improvement - Understanding QRIS 

Continuous quality improvement (CQI) is an ongoing process in early childhood education that focuses on strengthening program 
practices over time. One of the primary systems used to support this work is a Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS). 
QRIS is a state or local system designed to assess, improve, and communicate the level of quality in early childhood programs. 
Unlike licensing, which establishes minimum standards, QRIS helps programs move beyond compliance by providing a structured 
pathway for improvement and recognition. 

QRIS typically uses a tiered rating system (such as levels, stars, or points) to indicate a program’s level of quality. Programs 
voluntarily participate and are assessed across multiple areas, which may include teacher qualifications, learning environments, 
family engagement, leadership practices, and child outcomes. As programs meet higher standards, they move up in rating levels, 
which can be shared with families and the community. Higher QRIS ratings often signal stronger program quality and may be tied 
to incentives such as funding, grants, or increased reimbursement rates for subsidized care. 

The structure and requirements of QRIS vary by state. For example, in California, QRIS is often implemented at the county or 
regional level and may align with state initiatives focused on early learning quality. Programs participating in QRIS typically 
receive coaching, professional development opportunities, and resources to support improvement efforts. This makes QRIS not 
just an evaluation system, but also a support system for programs working to enhance their practices. 

It is important to clearly distinguish QRIS from other tools and assessments used in early childhood settings. QRIS is a system 
for rating and improving overall program quality; it is not a single assessment tool. Many programs use a variety of tools within 
QRIS or alongside it, each serving a specific purpose: 

• The Desired Results Developmental Profile is used to assess children’s development and learning over time. It focuses on 
individual child progress rather than overall program quality. 

• The Classroom Assessment Scoring System measures the quality of teacher-child interactions, including emotional support, 
classroom organization, and instructional support. 

• The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale evaluates the quality of preschool classroom environments, including space, 
materials, routines, and interactions. 

• The Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale focuses specifically on environments for infants and toddlers, assessing areas 
such as safety, caregiving routines, and materials. 

• The School-Age Care Environment Rating Scale is used for programs serving school-age children and evaluates the quality 
of those environments and experiences. 

These tools provide valuable data and insights, but they each measure specific aspects of quality rather than the program as 
a whole. QRIS brings these pieces together, often combining multiple tools, documentation, and program data, to create a 
comprehensive picture of quality and to guide improvement efforts. 

For administrators, participating in QRIS requires a commitment to reflection, data use, and ongoing improvement. Programs 
must be willing to assess their current practices, identify areas for growth, and implement changes over time. This may involve 
staff training, curriculum adjustments, environmental improvements, or strengthened family partnerships. 

Ultimately, QRIS supports a culture of continuous improvement rather than one-time compliance. It encourages programs to 
view quality as an evolving process and provides the structure and resources needed to grow. By engaging in QRIS, programs 
demonstrate a commitment to excellence and to providing the highest quality experiences for children and families. 
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3.10: Credentialing in Early Childhood Programs 

Credentialing in early childhood education refers to the process of verifying that educators and administrators have met specific 
qualifications, competencies, and professional standards required to work in the field. Unlike licensing, which applies to programs, 
credentialing focuses on individuals. Credentials may include permits, certificates, or degrees that demonstrate knowledge in 
child development, curriculum, health and safety, and effective teaching practices. These requirements often vary by state and 
role, with different expectations for teachers, assistant teachers, and program directors. 

Credentialing supports professionalism and helps ensure that those working with young children are prepared to provide high-
quality care and education. It also creates pathways for career advancement, encouraging educators to continue their education 
and professional development. In many cases, credentials must be maintained through ongoing training or renewal processes. For 
administrators, understanding credentialing requirements is essential for hiring qualified staff, supporting professional growth, 
and ensuring compliance with state regulations while promoting a strong, knowledgeable workforce. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Supporting Educator Credential Development 

Supporting educator credential development is an important responsibility of program administrators and leaders. While licensing 
establishes minimum qualifications, programs play a key role in helping staff meet, maintain, and advance their credentials over 
time. State requirements vary, and educators must meet specific qualifications based on the age group they work with, their role 
in the program, and the type of setting. For example, teachers working with infants and toddlers may need specialized coursework 
or permits focused on early development, while preschool teachers and program directors often have additional educational and 
supervisory requirements. 

In California, educators may obtain Child Development Permits through the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing. 
These permits outline a structured career pathway within early childhood education, including levels such as Assistant, Associate 
Teacher, Teacher, Master Teacher, Site Supervisor, and Program Director. Each level has specific requirements related to 
education, experience, and professional preparation, allowing educators to grow within the field over time. These permits are an 
important part of ensuring that educators are qualified and prepared for their roles within early childhood programs. 

It is also important to recognize that credentials are not always interchangeable across age groups. An elementary or secondary 
teaching license does not necessarily qualify an individual to work in early childhood settings, as the knowledge and skills required 
for working with infants, toddlers, and preschoolers are developmentally distinct. Similarly, early childhood credentials may not 
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transfer to K–12 teaching roles without additional coursework or certification. Because of this, administrators must ensure that 
staff credentials align specifically with the ages and needs of the children they serve. 

While California provides a clear permit structure through the CTC, other states may have similar systems or alternative 
credentialing pathways. These may include state-specific permits, registry systems, or professional credential frameworks that 
outline qualifications and career progression in early childhood education. Administrators should be familiar with their state’s 
requirements and support staff in navigating those systems. 

Programs can support credential development by providing access to professional development opportunities, offering 
mentorship and coaching, and encouraging staff to pursue higher education or additional certifications. This may include guiding 
educators toward state permit systems, connecting them with local colleges, or helping them track renewal requirements. By 
investing in educator growth, programs not only remain compliant with regulations but also strengthen the overall quality of 
teaching and care provided to children. 

The vignette described below illustrates why administrators must carefully verify that an educator’s credentials match the 
specific position and age group they will serve. 

Solution 

Qualified, But for the Right Role? 

An administrator was excited to interview an experienced educator who had several years of elementary school teaching 
experience and a bachelor’s degree in education. Because of the applicant’s strong background, the administrator initially 
assumed they were qualified to lead a preschool classroom. While reviewing the applicant’s records, however, the 
administrator discovered that the educator did not have the early childhood coursework or credential required for the 
position. 

Rather than placing the educator in a role for which they were not yet qualified, the administrator reviewed the program’s 
credentialing requirements and helped the applicant identify the additional coursework needed. The experience reminded the 
administrator that degrees, licenses, and experience are not always interchangeable across educational settings. Carefully 
verifying credentials protects the program’s compliance while ensuring that educators have the specialized preparation 
needed to support the children they serve. 

Leadership Credentials for Program Administrators 

Leadership credentials for program administrators are an essential component of ensuring effective management and high-
quality early childhood programs. While teaching staff focus on direct work with children, administrators are responsible for 
overseeing operations, staff supervision, compliance with licensing, financial management, and program leadership. Because of 
these responsibilities, many states require directors or site supervisors to hold specific credentials, permits, or degrees that 
reflect advanced knowledge in early childhood education and program administration. 

In addition to formal education, strong administrators typically have prior experience working in early childhood classroom 
settings. This hands-on experience is critical, as it allows leaders to understand daily routines, child development needs, 
classroom dynamics, and the realities educators face. Effective administrators also often have experience in some type of 
leadership role, such as lead teacher, mentor teacher, or assistant director. These roles help build skills in communication, 
problem-solving, staff support, and decision-making, skills that are essential for successful program leadership. 

In many cases, administrator credentials go beyond general teaching qualifications and include coursework or experience in 
areas such as leadership, supervision, budgeting, and program planning. Depending on the program type, some positions may 
require or strongly prefer a master’s degree or an equivalent level of advanced education in early childhood education, child 
development, or a related field. For example, larger centers, publicly funded programs, or those seeking accreditation may have 
higher expectations for administrator qualifications. 

It is also important to understand that leadership credentials are distinct from classroom teaching credentials. An individual may 
be a highly qualified teacher but still need additional qualifications to serve as a program director. Similarly, administrators must 
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stay current with licensing regulations, staff requirements, and program standards, which often requires ongoing professional 
development and renewal of credentials. 

Programs can support leadership development by encouraging administrators to pursue advanced degrees, specialized 
certifications, or professional training in early childhood administration. Organizations such as the National Association for the 
Education of Young Children and the Association for Early Learning Leaders provide resources, competencies, and professional 
development opportunities that support effective leadership in early childhood settings. Strong leadership credentials not only 
ensure compliance but also contribute to a well-managed, high-quality program that supports both children and staff. 
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3.11: Building Your Path - Certifications as a Stepping Stone 

Careers in early childhood education are often described as a pathway or ladder, where each step represents growth in knowledge, 
experience, and responsibility. Credentials play a central role in this process, acting as the “rungs” that support movement upward 
within the field. As educators gain education, complete training, and build experience, they are able to qualify for new roles and 
opportunities. This structured progression not only benefits individual educators but also strengthens the overall quality of early 
childhood programs. 

Many educators begin their careers in entry-level positions, such as assistants or aides, where they gain hands-on experience 
working with children and learning the daily routines of a classroom. From there, they may pursue additional coursework 
or credentials that allow them to move into roles such as associate teacher or lead teacher. With continued education and 
experience, opportunities expand into positions such as master teacher, mentor, site supervisor, or program director. Each step 
along this pathway reflects increased responsibility, deeper knowledge of child development, and stronger leadership skills. 

Credentials help make this pathway clear and attainable. They provide defined expectations for what is needed to move forward, 
whether that includes completing college units, gaining supervised experience, or participating in professional development. This 
clarity can be motivating for educators, as they can see how their efforts directly contribute to career advancement. It also helps 
programs ensure that staff are appropriately qualified for their roles, supporting both compliance and quality. 

It is important to recognize that career pathways in early childhood education are flexible and can vary depending on individual 
goals, program types, and state requirements. Some educators may choose to specialize in working with infants and toddlers, 
while others may focus on preschool or administrative leadership. Others may pursue related roles in early intervention, family 
services, or higher education. Regardless of the path chosen, credentials provide a framework that supports professional growth 
and lifelong learning. 

For administrators, supporting staff along this pathway is essential. Encouraging educators to pursue additional credentials, 
providing mentorship opportunities, and recognizing professional growth all contribute to a strong and stable workforce. When 
educators are supported in climbing the career ladder, programs benefit from increased expertise, stronger leadership, and a 
deeper commitment to the field of early childhood education. 
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3.12: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Licensing ensures that early childhood programs meet basic health and safety standards for children and provides a foundation 
for consistent, quality care. Understanding licensing requirements helps administrators create safe and supportive environments 
while maintaining appropriate ratios and qualified staff to support meaningful interactions. Licensing specialists serve as guides 
and partners in maintaining compliance and strengthening program practices. Accreditation goes beyond licensing and reflects 
a commitment to higher standards, while quality improvement systems support ongoing reflection and growth within programs. 
Credentialing strengthens the knowledge and professionalism of early childhood educators and leaders, and career pathways in 
early childhood education provide opportunities for continued growth and advancement. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How does licensing support the health and safety of children in early childhood programs? 
2. What is the difference between licensing and accreditation, and why does it matter? 
3. How do credentialing and professional growth contribute to overall program quality? 
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4.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

A well-organized program structure supports effective leadership and long-term success. Administrators must understand how 
different organizational models function, whether operating as a private program, nonprofit, or part of a larger agency, and how 
those structures influence decision-making and daily operations. In many programs, boards play an important role in providing 
oversight, setting direction, and ensuring accountability, which requires administrators to work collaboratively while maintaining 
clear boundaries in their roles. Strong communication, shared responsibilities, and mutual respect between administrators and 
boards are essential for creating a stable and effective program. This chapter introduces key aspects of program structure, board 
roles, and the importance of clear communication and collaboration in leadership. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

• Describe different organizational structures in early childhood programs 
• Explain the roles and responsibilities of a governing board 
• Identify how administrators and boards work together 
• Understand the importance of policies, bylaws, and procedures 
• Recognize how effective communication supports governance 

Getting Started: Brainstorming Questions 

1. What do you think a board does in an early childhood program? 
2. Why is it important to have clear roles between leadership and governance? 
3. How might decisions be made in a program with multiple leaders? 

Learning Objectives 
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4.2: Structuring Your Early Childhood Program 

Early childhood programs can be organized in a variety of ways depending on their goals, funding sources, size, and leadership 
structure. These organizational structures influence how decisions are made, how responsibilities are shared, and how programs 
grow over time. Some programs are independently owned, while others operate within larger systems or organizations. 

In this chapter, we will focus on four common structures used in early childhood programs: sole proprietorships, partnerships, 
franchise programs, and corporations. Each structure offers different levels of control, responsibility, and support. 

Understanding these structures is essential for directors and administrators because the foundation of a program’s organization 
directly impacts leadership, accountability, and long-term success. 

Sole Proprietorship – Single Owner Structure 

A sole proprietorship is one of the most common and straightforward ways to structure an early childhood program. In this model, 
one individual serves as the main owner and sole proprietor of the business. This person makes all major decisions related to 
the program, including finances, staffing, policies, and curriculum. Because there is no separation between the owner and the 
business, the owner also bears full responsibility for all outcomes, both positive and negative. 

One of the benefits of a sole proprietorship is that it is relatively easy to establish. Typically, it requires minimal paperwork 
compared to more complex business structures, making it an accessible option for individuals entering the field. These programs 
are often smaller in nature when they begin, but they can grow over time depending on demand and resources. In some cases, 
owners may need to secure loans or additional funding to expand their program, hire staff, or improve facilities. 

However, this structure can also feel isolating. Because one person is responsible for everything, it can become overwhelming 
and, at times, lonely without additional leadership support. The owner must manage multiple roles, often balancing administrative 
responsibilities with direct work in the program. Strong organizational and leadership skills are essential for maintaining quality 
and sustainability. 

A common example of a sole proprietorship in early childhood education is an in-home child care program. These programs are 
typically operated out of a provider’s home and may serve a smaller group of children. While many in-home programs are licensed 
and follow state regulations, some operate without proper licensing. Unlicensed programs may not be held to the same standards 
for safety, staffing, and quality, which can lead to concerns for children and families. 

Every state has specific licensing guidelines for in-home child care providers. These regulations are designed to ensure safe 
environments, appropriate supervision, and quality care for children. It is always recommended that families choose licensed 
programs, as they are monitored and held accountable to regulatory standards. Licensing helps ensure that programs meet health, 
safety, and educational requirements, supporting better outcomes for children. 
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Partnerships – Shared Leadership Models 

A partnership structure involves two or more individuals who share ownership of an early childhood program. Unlike a sole 
proprietorship, where one person carries all responsibility, partnerships allow for shared decision-making and shared 
accountability. Each partner contributes to the program in different ways, often based on their individual strengths, experiences, 
and areas of expertise. 

One of the key advantages of a partnership is the ability to pool resources. Having multiple owners can provide additional 
capital, making it easier to start, maintain, or grow a program. This can lead to a more stable business structure, especially when 
unexpected challenges arise. Financial responsibilities, workload, and leadership duties are shared, which can reduce stress on 
any one individual and create a more balanced approach to program management. 

Partnerships also benefit from collaboration. With more than one leader, there are opportunities for discussion, problem-solving, 
and diverse perspectives in decision-making. This can lead to stronger, more thoughtful choices that support both the program 
and the families it serves. However, shared decision-making also means that partners must communicate clearly and work 
through disagreements in a professional and respectful manner. 

At the same time, partnerships are more complex than sole proprietorships. Because multiple individuals are involved, it is 
essential to clearly define roles, responsibilities, and expectations from the beginning. This often requires the support of a lawyer 
to ensure that all agreements are legally sound. Partnership agreements should outline decision-making processes, financial 
contributions, profit sharing, and procedures for resolving conflicts. 

Proper paperwork and legal documentation are critical in a partnership. Without clear and carefully prepared agreements, 
misunderstandings can occur and potentially lead to serious legal or financial issues. Taking the time to establish a strong legal 
foundation helps protect all partners and supports the long-term success of the program. 

The vignette described below illustrates why roles, responsibilities, and decision-making processes should be clearly 
established when creating a partnership. 

Solution 

When Shared Ownership Became Complicated 

Example 4.2.1 
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Two experienced educators decided to open an early childhood program together. They were excited to share the 
responsibilities and costs of operating the program, but they never clearly established who would make decisions about 
staffing, finances, curriculum, or daily operations. Several months after opening, disagreements began to surface. One partner 
wanted to invest additional money in classroom materials, while the other believed the program needed to save for future 
expenses. Because they had never established a process for making financial decisions, a simple disagreement quickly 
became a source of tension. 

The partners realized they needed clearer expectations to successfully lead the program together. With professional 
guidance, they developed a formal agreement outlining each person’s responsibilities, financial contributions, and role in 
major decisions. The experience demonstrated that shared ownership can provide valuable support and collaboration, but 
successful partnerships require clear communication, defined responsibilities, and agreements established before problems 
arise. 

Franchise Programs – Operating Within a Larger System 

Franchise programs operate under an established company or organization, where the original owners of the franchise sell the 
rights to use their name, logo, and overall program model to individual buyers. In early childhood education, this means that a 
person can open a program using a well-known brand, rather than creating a program entirely on their own. The franchise owner 
benefits from the reputation and recognition that the company has already built within the community. 

When purchasing a franchise, the buyer typically agrees to follow the company’s established systems and expectations. This 
often includes using specific supplies, materials, and equipment approved by the company. In many cases, these items must 
be purchased directly through the franchising organization, ensuring consistency across all locations. While this can simplify 
decision-making, it also limits flexibility in choosing resources independently. 

One of the major advantages of a franchise model is consistency. Families can expect programs with the same name to offer 
similar experiences, environments, and expectations. This includes following consistent policies, procedures, and standards set 
by the company. For families, this can create a sense of trust and predictability, especially if they are already familiar with the 
brand. 

Franchise programs also provide structured support. Owners often receive training, guidance, and ongoing assistance from the 
parent company. This can be especially helpful for individuals who are new to program administration. The established framework 
can make it easier to implement systems for curriculum, operations, and family engagement. 

However, this structure also means less independence. Franchise owners must follow company rules and may have limited ability 
to make changes based on personal preferences or local needs. There are also financial obligations, such as franchise fees and 
required purchases. While franchises offer stability and support, they require a commitment to operating within a larger system 
rather than full autonomy. 

Corporations – Structured and Scalable Organizations 

A corporation is a more complex organizational structure in which the business is owned by one or more shareholders. These 
shareholders invest money into the program, helping provide the financial foundation needed to operate and grow. Corporations 
must follow both federal and state laws, and they operate as a separate legal entity from the individuals involved. This separation 
provides structure, accountability, and legal protection. 

One of the defining features of a corporation is its formal governance system. Corporations operate under established bylaws, 
which outline how the organization is run, including decision-making processes, roles, and responsibilities. Many corporations 
also have a board of trustees (or board of directors) that provides oversight and guidance. This structure ensures that decisions 
are made thoughtfully and align with the organization’s mission and long-term goals. 

Corporate early childhood programs are often larger in scale. Some grow into major organizations with multiple sites, sometimes 
operating at local, state, or even national levels. These programs may be part of larger groups or systems that provide services 
across different communities. Because of their size and structure, corporations often have more resources available, including 
funding, staffing, and access to materials. 
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One advantage of corporate structures is their ability to respond to community needs. With established systems and resources, 
changes may be easier to implement when there is a demand for new or expanded services. For example, many school districts 
and larger organizations are now offering preschool or transitional kindergarten (TK) programs on-site to meet the needs of 
families. At the same time, there continues to be a strong need for infant and toddler care, which corporations may also be 
positioned to address. 

However, starting and managing a corporation is more expensive and complicated than other structures. There are legal 
requirements, detailed documentation, and ongoing compliance responsibilities that must be followed. Establishing this type of 
program requires careful planning, financial investment, and strong leadership. 

Despite these challenges, there are several advantages to a corporate structure: 

• Limited liability, protecting personal assets of shareholders 
• Greater access to funding through investors or stakeholders 
• Ability to grow and expand into multiple sites 
• Structured leadership and decision-making systems 
• Increased stability and long-term sustainability 
• Capacity to respond to larger community needs 

For-Profit and Nonprofit Corporations in Early Childhood Programs 

When establishing a corporation, one of the most important decisions is whether the program will operate as a for-profit or 
a nonprofit organization. This decision affects how the program is funded, how money is used, and how the organization is 
governed. 

A for-profit corporation is designed to generate profit for its owners or shareholders. In early childhood programs, this means that 
after covering expenses such as staffing, materials, and operations, remaining revenue can be distributed to owners or reinvested 
into the business. For-profit programs rely primarily on tuition, fees, and sometimes private investments. These programs must 
follow federal and state tax laws and report income accordingly. The administrator in a for-profit program often focuses heavily 
on financial sustainability, enrollment, and business growth. 

A nonprofit corporation on the other hand, is organized to serve a public or community benefit rather than generate profit. These 
programs reinvest all revenue back into the program to support operations, improve quality, and expand services. Nonprofit 
organizations can apply for tax-exempt status under the Internal Revenue Service 501(c)(3) designation, which allows them to be 
exempt from certain federal taxes. Because of this status, nonprofits can receive donor contributions, apply for grants, and access 
funding sources that are not available to for-profit programs. 

For administrators, this distinction has a significant impact on daily operations and long-term planning. Nonprofit leaders often 
spend time securing grants, building community partnerships, and maintaining compliance with tax-exempt regulations. They 
must also ensure transparency and accountability in how funds are used. In contrast, administrators in for-profit programs focus 
more on business operations, revenue generation, and maintaining profitability. 

There are important differences to consider when choosing between these two structures. For-profit programs offer greater 
flexibility in how profits are used and may allow for quicker decision-making. Nonprofit programs, however, have access to 
additional funding sources such as grants and donations, which can support program expansion and services for underserved 
communities. Nonprofits are also often viewed as more mission-driven, which can build trust within the community. 

Choosing between a for-profit and nonprofit structure depends on your goals, values, and vision for the program. If your goal is to 
build a business with financial return, a for-profit model may be appropriate. If your goal is to serve the community and reinvest 
all resources into program quality and access, a nonprofit model may be a better fit. 

Because this decision has long-term legal and financial implications, it is strongly recommended to consult with an attorney or 
tax advisor before making a final decision. These professionals can help ensure that the structure you choose aligns with your 
goals and complies with all legal and tax requirements. 

This page titled 4.2: Structuring Your Early Childhood Program is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
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4.3: Understanding the Role of a Program Board 

Board membership in early childhood programs is influenced by several factors, including the program’s philosophy, mission, and 
overall goals. The type of program being operated plays a significant role in determining how the board is structured and who 
is selected to serve. For example, a program focused on community-based services may prioritize members with strong local 
connections, while a program focused on business growth may seek individuals with financial or corporate experience. 

In addition to philosophy and program needs, board composition is often shaped by state laws and regulations. Some states have 
specific requirements for governance structures, particularly for nonprofit organizations. Licensing requirements, funding sources, 
and accountability standards may also influence who must be included on a board. Programs that receive funding through a 
sponsoring agency, such as a government program, school district, or nonprofit organization, may be required to include specific 
representatives or follow mandated guidelines for board membership. 

The structure of the board can also differ depending on whether the program is for-profit or nonprofit. In nonprofit organizations, 
board members are typically volunteers who serve to guide the mission and ensure accountability to the public. In contrast, 
for-profit corporations may have boards made up of shareholders or individuals selected to represent business interests. These 
differences influence how decisions are made and what priorities are emphasized within the organization. 

In some cases, especially in larger organizations or corporate systems, board members or shareholders may be selected at a 
national or regional level. This can result in a more centralized leadership structure, where decisions are made across multiple 
sites or programs. At the same time, individual locations may also have local advisory boards that provide input based on the 
specific needs of the community they serve. 

Having both broader organizational leadership and local input can be beneficial. National or corporate boards can provide 
consistency, resources, and long-term planning, while local boards or advisory groups help ensure that programs remain 
responsive to the unique needs of children, families, and communities. Understanding how these layers of leadership work 
together is essential for effective program governance. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 
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4.4: Building an Effective Board Team 

Building an effective board team is a thoughtful and intentional process that goes far beyond simply selecting individuals who 
are interested in serving. Board members must be nominated, carefully reviewed, and either appointed or elected based on the 
organization’s bylaws. These bylaws guide the process and ensure that board development is structured, fair, and aligned with the 
program’s mission and legal requirements. 

The nomination process is often led by a committee, commonly referred to as the board development or nominations committee. 
This committee plays a critical role in identifying the types of members the board needs in order to function effectively. Rather 
than selecting individuals randomly, the committee evaluates gaps in knowledge, experience, and representation to determine 
what perspectives are missing and what expertise would strengthen the board. 

Strong boards are made up of individuals from a variety of professional backgrounds. This may include people with experience in 
health, education, finance, law, or business, as well as individuals with community connections. In some cases, programs may even 
benefit from having members with specialized roles, such as a media or communications specialist. These diverse perspectives 
are essential because they allow the board to approach challenges from multiple angles and make more informed decisions when 
issues arise. 

Once the nominations committee identifies the types of members needed, they begin collecting suggestions from current board 
members and community connections. From there, a master list of potential candidates is developed. This list is carefully 
reviewed to ensure that candidates align with the program’s mission, values, and needs. The goal is to create a well-balanced 
board that reflects both professional expertise and community representation. 

The selection process is thorough and intentional. Potential candidates are often invited to learn more about the program before 
being formally asked to serve. This may include touring the program, meeting with leadership, and gaining an understanding of 
the board’s expectations and responsibilities. No individual should be surprised when asked to join the board; this should be the 
result of a thoughtful and transparent process that allows candidates to make an informed decision. 

It is also important to consider the responsibilities and expectations that come with board membership. Board members are 
part of a governing body and must act in the best interest of the organization. Because of this, many programs provide liability 
coverage for board members to protect them while they are serving in their role. This helps ensure that individuals feel supported 
and protected when making decisions on behalf of the program. 

Overall, building an effective board team requires planning, collaboration, and ongoing evaluation. By following a structured 
nomination process, selecting members with diverse expertise, and ensuring clear expectations, programs can create strong 
boards that support long-term success and high-quality early childhood education. 

Selecting Board Members with Purpose 

Selecting board members is a strategic and intentional process that begins with identifying the specific needs of the program. 
This process is typically guided by the nominations or board development committee, which evaluates the current board and 
determines where there may be gaps in knowledge, experience, or representation. Rather than selecting individuals based solely 
on interest, the goal is to build a balanced team that can effectively support the program’s mission and long-term goals. 

Board members should bring a variety of professional perspectives to the table. This may include individuals with backgrounds in 
health, education, finance, law, business, or community advocacy. Each of these areas provides valuable insight when addressing 
challenges, making decisions, and planning for the future. For example, someone with a legal background can help navigate 
compliance and policy issues, while someone in finance can support budgeting and fiscal oversight. 

It is also important to consider the voices and perspectives represented on the board. Members should reflect the community 
the program serves, including families and diverse cultural backgrounds. This helps ensure that decisions are inclusive and 
responsive to the real needs of children and families. Representation strengthens trust and connection between the program and 
the community. 

The selection process is not immediate. After identifying the types of members needed, the committee gathers recommendations 
from current board members and community partners. A master list of potential candidates is then created and reviewed carefully. 
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Candidates are often invited to engage with the program, such as through tours or informal conversations, before being formally 
asked to serve. 

Ultimately, selecting board members with purpose ensures that the board is not only functional, but effective. Thoughtful selection 
leads to stronger collaboration, better decision-making, and a more stable and supportive governance structure. 

Orientation and Onboarding for Board Members 

Once individuals are selected and agree to serve, a strong orientation and onboarding process is essential. Board members 
should never begin their role without a clear understanding of expectations, responsibilities, and how the organization functions. 
A well-structured onboarding process helps members feel prepared, confident, and ready to contribute from the start. 

One of the most important tools used during onboarding is a board handbook or board book. This resource provides members 
with key information about the program and serves as a reference guide throughout their time on the board. Providing this 
information ahead of the first official meeting allows members to review materials, come prepared with questions, and begin their 
role with a clear understanding of the organization. 

Below is a suggested checklist of what a comprehensive board book may include: 

Board Member Orientation Checklist (Board Book Contents): 

• A welcome letter or introductory message outlining the purpose of the board and appreciation for service 
• A directory of current board members, including names, roles, and contact information (photos may also be included to 

support relationship-building) 
• The program’s mission, vision, and core values to guide decision-making 
• A copy of the organization’s bylaws, outlining structure, roles, and procedures 
• The current strategic plan, including long-term goals and priorities 
• A list and description of board committees, including their purpose and responsibilities 
• Meeting records or summaries from the previous year or most recent board cycle 
• Financial summaries from the prior year to provide context for fiscal decision-making 
• The current operating budget, including projected income and expenses 
• Program overview information, such as philosophy, number of children served, age groups, and program calendar 
• Relevant state guidelines or expectations for board members, particularly for licensed or publicly funded programs 

It is important to note that not all programs will have every item available. For example, new programs may not yet have prior 
meeting minutes or previous fiscal reports. In these cases, providing projected plans, draft documents, or foundational materials 
can still support a strong onboarding experience. 

In addition to reviewing materials, board members should be given opportunities to connect with leadership and become familiar 
with the program environment. This may include meeting with the director, touring the facility, or observing program operations. 
These experiences help members better understand how their role in governance connects to the day-to-day work of the program. 

A thoughtful onboarding process ensures that board members are not only informed, but also engaged and prepared. When 
members understand the program, their role, and the expectations placed upon them, they are better equipped to contribute to 
effective leadership and decision-making. 
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Establishing Terms for Board Service 

Establishing clear terms for board service is an important part of maintaining an organized and effective board. Terms define how 
long members serve, how transitions occur, and what is expected during their time on the board. These guidelines are typically 
outlined in the organization’s bylaws and must be followed to ensure consistency and fairness. 

Term limits are often used to balance continuity with new perspectives. While experienced members provide stability and 
institutional knowledge, new members bring fresh ideas and energy. Staggered terms are commonly used so that not all members 
rotate off at the same time, helping maintain consistency within the board. 

In addition to length of service, expectations for participation should be clearly defined. This includes attending meetings, serving 
on committees, contributing to discussions, and supporting program initiatives. When expectations are clearly communicated, 
board members are more likely to remain engaged and accountable. 

It is also important to outline the process for appointment or election to the board. Some organizations appoint members through 
a nominations committee, while others may require a formal vote. Regardless of the method, the process should be transparent 
and aligned with the organization’s bylaws. 

Finally, programs should consider the responsibilities and protections associated with board service. Because board members 
are involved in governance and decision-making, liability coverage is often provided to protect them while serving in their role. 
This ensures that members can carry out their responsibilities with confidence and security. 

Clear terms and expectations help create a strong, stable board. When members understand their role, timeline, and 
responsibilities, the board is better equipped to function effectively and support the long-term success of the program. 

This page titled 4.4: Building an Effective Board Team is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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4.5: Defining Board Responsibilities in Early Childhood 
Programs 

The responsibilities of a program board center around governance, oversight, and long-term planning. Board members are not 
involved in the day-to-day operations of the program; instead, they focus on ensuring that the organization is running in alignment 
with its mission, values, and legal requirements. This distinction between governance and management is critical. The board 
provides direction and accountability, while the program director and staff handle daily operations. 

Board responsibilities are guided by the organization’s bylaws, policies, and applicable laws and regulations. These 
responsibilities ensure that the program is operating ethically, financially responsibly, and in a way that supports high-quality 
outcomes for children and families. Board members must act in the best interest of the organization at all times, making decisions 
that support sustainability and program integrity. 

A key part of the board’s role is to support and evaluate leadership. This includes hiring (when applicable), supporting, and 
evaluating the program director. The board works in partnership with leadership by providing guidance and resources, while also 
holding the program accountable for meeting established goals. This relationship should be collaborative, not controlling. 

It is also important for board members to understand what they should not do. Boards should not become involved in classroom-
level decisions, staff supervision (outside of the director), or daily problem-solving within the program. When boards overstep 
into operational roles, it can create confusion, tension, and inefficiency. Clear boundaries help maintain a healthy and productive 
working relationship. 

Overall, effective boards focus on the “big picture.” They guide the organization’s direction, ensure accountability, and support 
long-term success, while trusting the director and staff to carry out the daily work of the program. 

Developing and Approving Bylaws 

Bylaws are the formal governing rules of an organization and serve as the foundation for how the board operates. They provide 
a clear structure for leadership, decision-making, and accountability within the program. For early childhood programs, bylaws 
help ensure that governance practices are consistent, transparent, and aligned with both legal requirements and the program’s 
mission. 

The board is responsible for developing, reviewing, and approving these bylaws. This process must be handled with care, as 
bylaws are legal documents that guide how the organization functions. They should be written clearly and thoughtfully so they can 
be followed over time without frequent revisions. While bylaws provide structure, they should also allow enough flexibility for the 
organization to grow and adapt as needed. 

A well-developed set of bylaws typically includes the following components: 

Key Components of Bylaws: 

• The official name of the organization and a clear statement of its purpose 
• The composition and structure of the board of directors (including number of members and roles) 
• A description of how board officers are selected (election or appointment process) 
• Policies outlining the removal or replacement of board members or officers 
• Expectations for meeting frequency, including minimum number of meetings held annually 
• Identification of standing committees and their general roles 
• Clarification of the relationship between the board and program staff, including the role of the director 
• Rules for how meetings are conducted (such as procedures, voting processes, and expectations for participation) 
• Provisions for holding an annual meeting 
• Procedures for amending or revising the bylaws 
• Steps for dissolving the corporation, if necessary 

In addition to these standard components, bylaws may include additional policies required to meet state-specific legal language 
or regulatory expectations. Because requirements can vary by state, it is important to ensure that bylaws align with all applicable 
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laws and guidelines. 

It is also important to be thoughtful about what is included in the bylaws. Items that may change frequently, such as the exact 
month or date of an annual meeting, should generally not be specified. Instead, bylaws should focus on broader guidelines (for 
example, stating that an annual meeting will occur once per year) to avoid the need for constant revisions. 

Finally, while bylaws provide structure, they should remain aligned with the program’s mission and purpose. If the mission evolves 
over time, the board may need to revisit both the mission statement and the bylaws to ensure they continue to reflect the 
organization’s direction and goals. 

Strong bylaws support effective governance by creating clarity, consistency, and accountability. When developed thoughtfully and 
reviewed regularly, they serve as a reliable guide for board operations and decision-making. 

Setting Policies that Reflect Program Values 

Once a program’s mission and philosophy have been established, the next step is to develop policies that clearly reflect those 
guiding principles. Policies should not exist separately from the program’s values; they should be a direct representation of what 
the program believes about children, families, teaching, and learning. These policies create a consistent foundation for decision-
making and help ensure that the program operates in alignment with its purpose. 

Policies also help translate philosophy into practice. For example, if a program values play-based learning, inclusion, and 
family partnerships, those beliefs should be visible within its policies. This may include policies that support child-led learning, 
inclusive practices for all children, and meaningful family engagement. When policies reflect the program’s philosophy, they create 
consistency across classrooms, staff practices, and program expectations. 

The development of policies is often a collaborative process between the board and the program administrator. In many cases, 
the administrator takes the lead in drafting policies because they are most familiar with the day-to-day operations of the program 
and understand what is needed for effective implementation. The administrator brings practical knowledge and experience, 
ensuring that policies are realistic, applicable, and aligned with how the program actually functions. 

At the same time, the board plays a critical role in reviewing and approving policies. While administrators may draft and 
recommend policies, the board typically has the final authority on decisions that impact the overall structure and operation of the 
program. In some cases, board members may also contribute to writing policies, particularly in areas where they have specific 
expertise, such as finance, legal compliance, or governance. The board ensures that policies not only reflect program values but 
also meet regulatory and organizational expectations. 

It is also important to understand the difference between policies and procedures. Policies provide the general expectations or 
rules that guide program operations. For example, a policy may state that all new staff must complete an orientation, that families 
will participate in conferences, or that substitute coverage must be arranged when staff are absent. Procedures, on the other 
hand, are much more detailed and outline exactly how those policies are carried out. 

Procedures serve as step-by-step guides for implementation. For example, while a policy may require regular fire drills, the 
procedure would detail how the drill is conducted, where materials are stored, how children are accounted for, and what steps 
staff must follow. This level of detail ensures consistency, safety, and clarity for everyone involved. 

Policies related to personnel and program operations are especially important and typically require board approval. These policies 
help define expectations for staff, families, and program practices. While the administrator often leads the development of these 
policies, the board ensures that they align with the program’s mission, reflect its philosophy, comply with regulations, and support 
long-term goals. 

Ultimately, effective policy development is a balance between expertise and oversight. The administrator brings knowledge of 
daily operations, while the board provides governance and final approval. Together, they ensure that policies are meaningful, 
practical, and deeply connected to the values that guide the program. 
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Overseeing Center Operations 

While the board does not manage the daily operations of an early childhood program, it plays a critical role in overseeing 
the overall functioning and long-term success of the organization. Oversight means ensuring that the program is operating 
responsibly, meeting its goals, and staying aligned with its mission and values. The board focuses on the larger picture, using 
information and reports to guide decisions rather than becoming involved in day-to-day activities. 

One of the most important responsibilities of the board is related to leadership. If a program does not yet have an administrator 
in place, the board is responsible for selecting and hiring one. Choosing a qualified administrator is one of the most significant 
decisions a board can make, as this individual will be responsible for managing daily operations and implementing the program’s 
vision. If an administrator is already in place, the board continues to support, evaluate, and, if necessary, replace that individual 
to ensure strong leadership. 

In addition to leadership responsibilities, the board is responsible for making major decisions that impact the structure, 
sustainability, and quality of the program. These decisions are broad in scope and focus on ensuring that the program has the 
resources, systems, and support needed to operate effectively. 

Board responsibilities may include, but are not limited to: 

• Selecting, supporting, evaluating, and if necessary, replacing the program administrator 
• Ensuring that qualified staff are hired and that appropriate training and professional development opportunities are available 
• Providing and maintaining safe, appropriate facilities, materials, and equipment 
• Preparing, reviewing, and approving the program budget, as well as overseeing financial management 
• Supporting funding efforts, including fundraising, securing resources, and setting tuition rates when applicable 
• Ensuring compliance with local, state, and federal laws and regulations 
• Evaluating the overall operation and effectiveness of the program 
• Arranging for an annual financial audit or review to ensure accountability and transparency 
• Serving as a support system when serious issues arise, including mediating conflicts if they cannot be resolved by program 

administration 
• Making decisions related to leadership changes when necessary to support the program’s success 

Financial oversight is a particularly important responsibility. The board ensures that funds are used appropriately, budgets are 
realistic, and the program remains financially stable. This includes reviewing financial reports regularly and making informed 
decisions about spending, funding, and long-term planning. 
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At the same time, it is essential to remember that oversight does not mean direct management. The board should not supervise 
staff members directly (other than the administrator), make classroom-level decisions, or intervene in routine issues. Those 
responsibilities belong to the program administrator and leadership team. Maintaining this boundary helps prevent confusion and 
supports a healthy, professional working relationship. 

When boards effectively carry out their oversight role, they provide stability, accountability, and direction for the program. By 
focusing on major decisions and long-term planning, the board supports a strong foundation for high-quality early childhood 
education. 

This page titled 4.5: Defining Board Responsibilities in Early Childhood Programs is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, 
remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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4.6: Organizing Board Committees for Effective Leadership 

Much of the work of a board is carried out through committees. Committees allow board members to focus on specific areas 
of responsibility, making the workload more manageable and ensuring that decisions are thoughtful and well-informed. Rather 
than the full board handling every detail, committees take the lead in reviewing information, discussing issues, and making 
recommendations. 

There are two main types of committees: standing committees and ad hoc committees. Standing committees are ongoing and 
focus on key areas of the program, such as finance, personnel, or curriculum. Ad hoc committees, on the other hand, are temporary 
and created to address specific needs or situations as they arise. For example, an ad hoc committee may be formed to support a 
special project, address a unique challenge, or assist with program expansion. 

Committees meet as needed to handle the demands of their workload and prepare information for full board meetings. While 
committees do much of the detailed work, they do not make final decisions independently. Recommendations are brought back 
to the full board, where decisions are discussed and approved collectively. 

The number and type of committees within a board can vary depending on the size and structure of the program. It is important 
to refer to the organization’s bylaws, as they often outline required committees and their general responsibilities. Establishing 
clear committee structures helps ensure that all essential areas of governance are addressed effectively. 

Executive Leadership Committee 

The executive committee is typically made up of the board’s officers, such as the president, vice president, secretary, and 
treasurer, along with the program administrator. This committee plays a key role in coordinating board activities and ensuring 
that important matters are addressed in a timely manner. 

The executive committee helps conduct board business between full board meetings. This includes setting meeting agendas, 
reviewing urgent matters, and supporting communication among board members. One of its primary goals is to plan ahead and 
avoid emergency situations by addressing issues proactively rather than reactively. 

Although the executive committee may handle time-sensitive matters, it does not replace the authority of the full board. Major 
decisions are still made by the entire board, ensuring that all members have the opportunity to contribute and that decisions 
reflect collective input. 

This committee serves as a bridge between board meetings, helping maintain continuity and organization. By staying informed 
and prepared, the executive committee supports smoother and more effective board operations. 

Staffing and Personnel Committee 

The staffing and personnel committee focuses on issues related to hiring, evaluating, and supporting leadership and staff within 
the program. One of its most important responsibilities is assisting with the selection of the program administrator, particularly 
if the position is not already filled. 

This committee works to ensure that the administrator aligns with the program’s philosophy and can effectively implement the 
policies established by the board. Responsibilities may include helping develop job descriptions, participating in the interview 
process, and reviewing the qualifications and strengths of potential candidates. If necessary, this committee may also be involved 
in decisions related to removing or replacing the administrator. 

In addition to hiring, the personnel committee may support ongoing evaluation and professional development. This includes 
ensuring that staff receive appropriate training and that expectations for performance are clear. In some programs, there may 
not be a separate evaluation committee. In those cases, the personnel committee may take on additional responsibilities related 
to evaluating the administrator and supporting leadership growth. 

Overall, this committee plays a key role in maintaining a strong and effective team. By focusing on staffing and leadership, it 
helps ensure that the program is supported by qualified individuals who align with its mission and values. 
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Budget and Finance Committee 

The budget and finance committee is responsible for overseeing the financial health of the program. This includes preparing 
the annual budget, reviewing financial information, and ensuring that funds are used in a way that aligns with the program’s 
philosophy and goals. 

This committee works closely with the administrator to develop a realistic and sustainable budget. Once prepared, the budget 
is presented to the full board for approval. The committee also monitors financial activity throughout the year, ensuring that 
spending stays within approved limits and that resources are used effectively. 

Accurate record-keeping is a key responsibility of this committee. Financial reports must be maintained and reviewed regularly to 
ensure transparency and accountability. In addition, the committee typically oversees the annual financial audit or review process, 
helping ensure that the program is in compliance with financial standards and regulations. 

In some programs, the finance committee may also take on additional responsibilities. This can include setting salary schedules, 
reviewing bids for major purchases, or making recommendations about large expenditures. These responsibilities help ensure 
that financial decisions are thoughtful, responsible, and aligned with the long-term sustainability of the program. 

By maintaining strong financial oversight, the budget and finance committee supports the stability and success of the 
organization. 

Facilities and Environment Committee 

The facilities and environment committee is responsible for ensuring that the physical space of the program is appropriate, safe, 
and supportive of the program’s goals and philosophy. The environment plays a critical role in early childhood education, so this 
committee must consider how the space meets the developmental needs of children as well as the operational needs of staff. 

One of the primary responsibilities of this committee is evaluating whether the facility is suitable for the type of program being 
offered. This includes considering the age groups served, the number of children enrolled, and the types of activities that take 
place within the program. The committee may be involved in decisions related to purchasing, leasing, or constructing a building, 
as well as evaluating the location to ensure it is accessible and appropriate for families. 

When construction or remodeling is needed, the committee often works closely with professionals such as architects and 
contractors. They help oversee the process to ensure that the space is designed intentionally and aligns with licensing 
requirements, safety standards, and the program’s overall vision. Their role is not to manage construction directly, but to ensure 
that decisions made during the process support the program’s needs. 

Ongoing oversight of the environment is also essential. The committee ensures that the facility remains clean, safe, and 
welcoming for children, families, and staff. This includes monitoring the condition of indoor and outdoor spaces, ensuring that 
materials are stored appropriately, and confirming that safety procedures are followed consistently. 

In addition to maintaining the current environment, the committee also looks toward the future. This includes planning for growth, 
considering space limitations, and identifying potential improvements or expansions. By thinking long-term, the committee helps 
ensure that the program can continue to meet the needs of the community as it evolves. 

Overall, the facilities and environment committee plays a key role in creating and maintaining a space that supports high-quality 
early childhood experiences. Their work ensures that the physical environment aligns with the program’s mission, promotes safety, 
and enhances learning and development. 
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Curriculum and Program Committee 

The curriculum and program committee is responsible for supporting decisions related to the overall structure and quality of 
the program. This includes reviewing and making recommendations about how the program operates, what services are offered, 
and how the program aligns with its mission and philosophy. While the committee plays an important role in governance, it is 
important to understand how this looks in practice. 

In theory, this committee has responsibility for making recommendations and guiding decisions related to the program. This 
may include areas such as enrollment policies, groupings of children, hours and days of operation, and additional services such 
as health, nutrition, or social support programs. These recommendations are then brought to the full board for discussion and 
approval. 

However, in practical application, much of this work is managed by the program administrator and staff. Because they are directly 
involved in the day-to-day operations, they have the most accurate understanding of what is working, what needs to change, and 
what would benefit children and families. The administrator often takes the lead in developing recommendations, which are then 
shared with the committee and board for approval. 

The committee works in collaboration with the administrator by reviewing these recommendations and ensuring they align with 
the program’s philosophy, goals, and regulatory requirements. Rather than creating every detail themselves, the committee serves 
as a support system that provides oversight and ensures accountability. 

In some cases, administrators may create smaller working groups or focus areas within the program to address specific needs, 
such as curriculum planning, family engagement, or health practices. These are typically managed internally by staff but may be 
shared with the committee for input or approval if they impact broader program operations. 

Overall, the curriculum and program committee helps ensure that program decisions are thoughtful, aligned with the mission, 
and responsive to the needs of the community. By working closely with the administrator, the committee supports high-quality 
programming while recognizing that implementation is led by those directly working within the program. 

Board Development and Nominations Committee 

The board development and nominations committee plays a critical role in maintaining a strong and effective board. While this 
committee may take on several responsibilities, its work is centered around two main tasks: identifying and screening potential 
board members, and guiding them through the selection or election process. 

The first major responsibility is identifying and screening potential candidates. This involves determining what skills, experiences, 
and perspectives are needed on the board and then seeking out individuals who can fill those gaps. Potential members are 
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carefully reviewed to ensure they align with the program’s mission, values, and needs. This screening process helps ensure that 
candidates are not only qualified, but also committed to supporting the program. 

Once potential candidates have been identified, the committee gathers recommendations from current board members and 
community connections. A master list of candidates is developed and reviewed. Individuals may be invited to learn more about 
the program, such as through meetings or site visits, so they can better understand the expectations of board service before 
moving forward. 

The second major responsibility of this committee is managing the election or appointment process. This includes presenting 
qualified candidates to the board, facilitating discussions, and ensuring that the process follows the organization’s bylaws. 
Whether members are elected or appointed, the process should be transparent, consistent, and aligned with established 
procedures. 

In addition to recruitment and selection, this committee may also support onboarding and ongoing development of board 
members. This helps ensure that once individuals are selected, they are prepared to serve effectively and remain engaged in their 
role. 

Overall, the board development and nominations committee ensures that the board continues to grow with strong, capable 
members. By carefully screening candidates and guiding the selection process, this committee supports long-term leadership 
and stability within the program. 

This page titled 4.6: Organizing Board Committees for Effective Leadership is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
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4.7: Maintaining Strong Communication 

Strong communication is essential for building an effective and respectful relationship between the board and the program 
administrator. One important aspect of this is maintaining equity among board members. All members should have equal 
access to information, opportunities to contribute, and a clear understanding of their role. When communication is balanced and 
inclusive, it supports stronger collaboration and more thoughtful decision-making. 

Communication is also a shared responsibility between the board and the administrator. Both parties must work together to 
maintain open, consistent communication not only between each other, but within the board itself. This includes ensuring that all 
members are informed, engaged, and able to participate meaningfully in discussions and decisions. 

Providing training in interpersonal communication is an important part of this process. Board members and administrators should 
have opportunities to attend training sessions and meetings together to strengthen their communication skills and build a shared 
understanding of expectations. Joint participation helps ensure that both groups receive the same information and can work 
together more effectively. 

A strong foundation for communication often begins during onboarding. Starting with introductions, followed by a tour of the 
facility and a review of key program information, helps establish relationships and understanding early on. A well-structured 
welcome or orientation meeting can provide board members with the context they need to communicate effectively and feel 
confident in their role. 

The board also relies heavily on the administrator for accurate and relevant information. Because the administrator is involved in 
the day-to-day operations of the program, they are the primary source of data, updates, and recommendations. This information 
helps the board make informed decisions that are grounded in the actual needs and realities of the program. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

In addition, the board often serves as a communication liaison between the program and any sponsoring agency or larger 
organization. This role involves sharing information, representing the program’s needs, and ensuring that expectations from 
the sponsoring agency are understood and followed. Clear communication in this area helps maintain strong partnerships and 
accountability. 

Boards may also be involved in organizing or supporting special events, such as community activities or outreach efforts 
connected to sponsoring agencies. While the board may help initiate or support these events, it is important that the 
administrator is included in planning and decision-making. This ensures that events align with program operations and do not 

113 (4.7.1)



create unnecessary challenges for staff. 

Overall, effective communication requires collaboration, clarity, and shared responsibility. When the board and administrator 
communicate openly, respectfully, and consistently, they create a strong foundation that supports the success of the program. 

The vignette described below illustrates how inconsistent communication between an administrator and board members can 
create confusion and affect program operations. 

Solution 

When Everyone Didn't Get the Message 

A board member contacted an early childhood program’s staff to announce plans for a large community event at the center. 
Several board members had discussed the idea informally, but the administrator had not been included in the conversation. 
When the administrator learned about the event, staff schedules had already been changed and families had begun receiving 
information. Unfortunately, the proposed date conflicted with another program commitment, leaving educators confused 
about which plans to follow. 

The administrator brought the concern to the board and recommended a clearer communication process moving forward. 
The board agreed that all members should receive the same information and that the administrator should be included in 
decisions affecting program operations. By establishing regular updates and clearer communication expectations, the board 
and administrator were able to strengthen their partnership and prevent similar misunderstandings in the future. 

Example 4.7.2 
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4.8: Balancing Board Involvement and Program Operations 

Balancing board involvement with program operations is especially important, and this balance can look different depending on 
the stage of the program. When a program is first starting, the board may need to be more actively involved. This can include 
more frequent meetings, regular check-ins, and even daily communication through emails or other methods. During this time, the 
board and administrator often work closely together to establish policies, procedures, and the overall structure of the program. 

As the program becomes more established, the level of board involvement typically shifts. Monthly meetings are generally 
expected and essential for maintaining oversight, reviewing progress, and making key decisions. At this stage, the administrator 
takes on more responsibility for the day-to-day operations, while the board focuses on governance and larger organizational 
decisions. 

It is important to recognize that administrators often handle many required and mandated responsibilities as part of their 
role. These may include licensing requirements, staffing decisions, and daily operational needs. The board does not need to be 
involved in every situation. Instead, they should be informed about matters that are relevant to their level of responsibility, such 
as major decisions, financial updates, or issues that impact the overall direction of the program. 

Clear boundaries help prevent confusion and maintain efficiency. The board should not be involved in routine, day-to-day 
situations that fall within the administrator’s role. Trusting the administrator to manage operations allows the program to run 
smoothly while ensuring that the board can focus on oversight and long-term planning. 

Board meetings themselves must follow established procedures. These procedures are often outlined in the bylaws and may 
include how meetings are conducted, how decisions are made, and how records are kept. Following these procedures ensures 
that meetings are organized, consistent, and aligned with legal and organizational expectations. 

Boards also have a legal obligation to function as a governing body. This includes meeting regularly as a business entity and 
maintaining accurate records of their work. Meeting minutes, financial documentation, and records of decisions must be kept 
carefully. These records provide transparency, accountability, and a historical reference for the organization. 

Maintaining documentation such as past decisions, policies, and job descriptions is also important. These records help guide 
future actions and ensure continuity as board members and administrators change over time. Accurate record-keeping supports 
both legal compliance and effective organizational management. 

Overall, finding the right balance between board involvement and program operations requires clear roles, consistent 
communication, and mutual trust. When the board and administrator understand their responsibilities and respect each other’s 
roles, the program is better positioned to operate effectively and grow successfully. 
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4.9: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

A clear organizational structure supports effective program management and long-term success. Different program structures, 
such as sole ownership, partnerships, and corporations, impact decision-making and daily operations. Boards play an important 
role in guiding program direction and ensuring accountability, making the selection and preparation of board members essential 
for strong leadership. Board responsibilities include developing policies, supporting leadership, and maintaining program 
oversight, while committees help distribute responsibilities and focus on key areas. Clear communication between administrators 
and the board supports collaboration and shared goals, and maintaining appropriate boundaries between governance and daily 
operations is essential for overall program success. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How do different organizational structures impact how a program operates? 
2. Why is it important to clearly define roles between the board and the administrator? 
3. How does communication support effective collaboration and leadership within a program? 
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5.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Financial management is an essential part of maintaining a sustainable early childhood program. Administrators are responsible 
for planning, budgeting, and overseeing daily financial operations to ensure programs run effectively and remain stable over time. 
This includes understanding major expenses such as staffing, materials, and facility costs, as well as monitoring income sources 
and making informed decisions when adjustments are needed. Strong financial management is not just about balancing numbers; 
it directly impacts the quality of care, the support provided to educators, and the overall success of the program. This chapter 
focuses on developing financial plans, managing budgets, and understanding the responsibilities involved in maintaining the 
program’s financial health. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

• Explain the purpose of financial planning in early childhood programs 
• Identify key components of a program budget 
• Understand the role of staffing costs in financial planning 
• Describe how administrators monitor and adjust budgets 
• Recognize the importance of financial accountability and transparency 

Getting Started: Brainstorming Questions 

1. What do you think are the biggest expenses in an early childhood program? 
2. Why is budgeting important for program sustainability? 
3. How might financial decisions impact children and staff? 

Learning Objectives 
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5.2: Building a Financial Plan for Your Program 

A strong financial plan is essential for ensuring that an early childhood program operates effectively, remains compliant with 
regulations, and continues to provide high-quality care. Administrators are responsible for developing and following a clear plan 
for how funds are used, ensuring that all financial decisions align with the program’s mission, goals, and legal obligations. 

This includes maintaining accurate and organized financial records, including those required by law, and being prepared to 
provide documentation when needed for audits, licensing, or funding sources. Financial transparency and accountability are 
critical components of program leadership, as they build trust with staff, families, governing agencies, and the community. 

Providing high-quality early care and education can be expensive. Administrators must ensure that adequate funding is allocated 
for developmentally appropriate practices, meaningful curriculum, and enriching learning environments. This includes investing 
in materials, staff training, and resources that support children’s growth and development in ways that align with best practices 
in the field. 

At the same time, administrators must maintain a balanced budget and plan for financial stability. This includes setting aside 
reserve funds to support staff compensation, respond to unexpected expenses, and ensure program continuity during times 
of financial uncertainty. A thoughtful and well-managed financial plan allows programs to meet immediate needs while also 
preparing for the future. 

Financial Policies and Procedures 

Financial policies and procedures are essential for ensuring that a program operates in a consistent, accurate, and legally 
compliant manner. These policies should be clearly outlined in a policies and procedures manual that is used regularly by the 
administrator and staff. It is important to recognize that not all policies are procedures, but both must work together to guide 
daily financial practices. These policies should be reviewed and updated at least annually to ensure they remain accurate, relevant, 
and aligned with current regulations and program needs. 

Administrators are responsible for ensuring that all financial transactions are handled using standard accounting practices and 
are checked for accuracy. A long-range fiscal plan should be developed to guide the program’s financial future, along with an 
annual operating budget that is created prior to the start of the fiscal year. This budget should then be used as a working 
document throughout the year to guide spending and decision-making. 

All financial transactions must be recorded in a consistent and organized manner in a designated location that is accessible to 
individuals responsible for oversight. While transactions should be reviewed daily when possible, they must be recorded at least 
weekly to maintain accuracy and accountability. Programs should use a business checking account or business credit card for all 
purchases. Personal and business funds should never be combined under any circumstances. 

All income received must be deposited in full and should not be used directly to pay expenses. Clear procedures should be in 
place to ensure that funds are handled appropriately. Whenever money is collected, at least two individuals should be involved 
in the process—one person to receive and record the funds, and another to verify and complete the deposit. This helps ensure 
accountability and reduces the risk of errors or misuse. 

Payroll systems must ensure that each employee receives their paycheck on the expected pay date, or through direct deposit 
if they are enrolled. All required payroll taxes must be calculated accurately and submitted by required deadlines. In addition, 
administrators should prepare budget variance reports on a regular basis, typically prior to quarterly reviews, to monitor 
differences between projected and actual spending. 

Programs must also establish clear policies regarding tuition and fees. Families should be provided with written information 
outlining payment expectations, due dates, accepted payment methods, and procedures for handling late or delinquent accounts. 
This ensures consistency and reduces confusion for both families and staff. 

Financial reporting is another critical responsibility. Administrators should ensure that income and expense statements, as well as 
balance sheets, are prepared at least annually. In many cases, reports must also be submitted to funding agencies or governing 
bodies in order to maintain or receive funding. 
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Finally, financial policies and procedures should not exist in isolation. Administrators should work collaboratively with staff to 
develop policies that are clear, practical, and workable in everyday situations. Staff meetings can be used as an opportunity to 
review financial procedures, clarify expectations, and ensure that everyone understands their role. Financial management should 
be taken seriously by both administrators and staff, as it directly impacts the stability and quality of the program. 

Payroll Taxes and Required Tax Forms 

Payroll taxes and required tax forms are a critical part of managing employees in an early childhood program. Administrators 
are responsible for ensuring that all taxes are calculated accurately, withheld appropriately, and submitted on time in accordance 
with federal, state, and local regulations. 

One of the key agencies involved in payroll taxation is the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). Employers must collect and maintain 
required forms such as the W-4, which employees complete to determine the amount of federal income tax to be withheld 
from their paychecks. Administrators must ensure that withholdings are applied correctly based on each employee’s submitted 
information and that all payroll tax obligations are met. 

In addition to federal income tax, payroll systems must account for Social Security and Medicare taxes, as well as federal and state 
unemployment taxes. These withholdings must be tracked carefully, reported accurately, and submitted by required deadlines. 
Failure to comply with these requirements can result in penalties, fines, or audits. 

Administrators must also ensure compliance with labor laws established under the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) and 
regulations set by the U.S. Department of Labor. These laws govern minimum wage, overtime pay, recordkeeping, and youth 
employment standards. Understanding and applying these regulations is essential to maintaining fair and lawful payroll practices. 

Personnel policies should clearly outline expectations related to employee compensation beyond base wages. This includes 
policies on paid break time, planning time, and required meeting time. For example, programs should clarify whether staff are 
compensated for attending meetings outside of regular hours or for time spent planning curriculum. Clear policies help prevent 
misunderstandings and ensure that staff are compensated fairly for all required work. 

Accurate recordkeeping is essential in all aspects of payroll taxes and documentation. Administrators must maintain organized 
records of employee forms, tax filings, and payment histories. These records must be readily available for review if requested by 
regulatory agencies or auditors. 

Overall, managing payroll taxes and required tax forms requires attention to detail, consistency, and a strong understanding 
of legal requirements. By maintaining accurate records and following established regulations, administrators help protect the 
program from legal risk while ensuring that employees are compensated fairly and appropriately. 
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Developing a Fiscal Calendar 

A fiscal calendar is an essential organizational tool that helps administrators plan, track, and manage financial responsibilities 
throughout the year. It outlines key financial activities and deadlines, ensuring that important tasks are completed on time and in 
alignment with program operations, funding requirements, and legal obligations. 

An important first step in developing a fiscal calendar is identifying when the program’s fiscal year begins and ends. Not all 
programs follow a January to December timeline. Some may operate on a fiscal year that begins in July, June, or another month 
depending on funding sources, organizational structure, or governing agencies. Understanding this timeline is critical because all 
budgeting, reporting, and financial planning will align with that fiscal year. 

Once the fiscal year is established, administrators can map out recurring financial events such as payroll processing, tax 
submissions, budget development, tuition collection cycles, and reporting deadlines. It may also include timelines for grant 
applications, funding reports, annual audits, and policy reviews. By organizing these tasks in advance, administrators can avoid 
missed deadlines, reduce last-minute stress, and maintain compliance with all required regulations. 

A well-developed fiscal calendar also supports proactive planning. For example, administrators can anticipate periods of higher 
expenses, such as the start of a new program year when materials and supplies are purchased, or times when enrollment may 
fluctuate and impact revenue. This allows for more thoughtful decision-making and better financial stability throughout the year. 

In addition, the fiscal calendar should be shared, when appropriate, with key staff members who are involved in financial 
processes. This promotes accountability and ensures that everyone understands their responsibilities and timelines. Regularly 
reviewing and updating the fiscal calendar helps keep the program organized and responsive to any changes that may occur. 

Ultimately, a fiscal calendar serves as a roadmap for managing the financial health of the program. It helps administrators stay 
organized, meet deadlines, and ensure that all financial operations are carried out efficiently and effectively. 

This page titled 5.2: Building a Financial Plan for Your Program is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
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5.3: Employee Costs 

Managing Payroll Systems 

Managing payroll systems is one of the most critical financial responsibilities of an administrator. Payroll is often the largest 
expense in an early childhood program, and it directly impacts staff morale, retention, and overall program stability. Ensuring that 
employees are paid accurately and on time is essential for maintaining trust and professionalism within the workplace. 

Administrators must maintain detailed and accurate payroll records for each employee. This includes information such as the 
employee’s full name, identification number, address, wage or salary, and any applicable local or state tax requirements. In 
addition, payroll records should reflect whether employees are eligible for and participating in required programs such as Social 
Security, Medicare, and any applicable state or local regulations, including policies related to leave such as the Family and 
Medical Leave Act (FMLA), when applicable. 

Payroll systems must track employee hours, calculate wages, and process payments consistently. This includes verifying time 
sheets, ensuring hours worked are recorded correctly, and confirming that pay rates, overtime, and any additional compensation 
are applied accurately. Whether using a manual system or a digital payroll platform, maintaining consistency and accuracy is 
essential. 

Administrators must also ensure that payroll practices comply with all labor laws and regulations. This includes minimum wage 
requirements, overtime laws, mandated breaks, and tax withholdings. Errors in payroll can lead to financial penalties, legal issues, 
and dissatisfaction among staff, making careful oversight a necessity. 

In addition to wages, payroll systems must account for deductions such as taxes, benefits, and other authorized withholdings. 
Clear and organized records must be maintained for each employee, including gross pay, deductions, and net pay. These records 
are important for both internal tracking and external reporting requirements. 

Confidentiality is another key component of payroll management. Employee financial and personal information must be securely 
stored and only accessible to authorized individuals. Protecting this information helps maintain trust and ensures compliance 
with privacy standards. 

Many programs use payroll software or third-party payroll services to manage these responsibilities more efficiently. These 
systems can help ensure accuracy, streamline processes, and support compliance. However, even when using outside services, 
the administrator remains responsible for oversight and ensuring that payroll is handled correctly and consistently. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 
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Understanding Employee Benefits and Healthcare Costs 

Employee benefits are an important part of total compensation and play a significant role in attracting and retaining qualified 
staff in early childhood programs. While wages are often the most visible form of compensation, benefits such as healthcare, 
dental, vision, paid time off, and retirement options can greatly influence job satisfaction and long-term staff commitment. 

Administrators must understand the full cost of providing employee benefits, particularly healthcare. Health insurance is often 
one of the most expensive benefits a program can offer, and costs may vary depending on the number of employees enrolled, the 
level of coverage provided, and whether the program covers a portion or all of the premium. Dental and vision insurance may also 
be offered as part of a benefits package, adding additional costs but often increasing the overall attractiveness of employment. 

Under the Affordable Care Act (ACA), programs with 50 or more full-time equivalent (FTE) employees are required to offer health 
insurance to eligible full-time staff or may face penalties. This makes it especially important for administrators to understand 
staffing structures and how full-time and part-time classifications impact benefit obligations. Some organizations may provide 
incentives for employees to enroll in offered healthcare plans, helping to support employee well-being while also meeting 
regulatory expectations. 

At the same time, some programs may consider limiting staff hours to part-time status in order to avoid the costs associated with 
providing healthcare benefits. While this may reduce short-term financial strain, it can negatively impact staff stability, morale, and 
retention. Administrators must carefully consider the long-term effects of these decisions, especially in a field where consistent 
relationships and qualified educators are critical to high-quality care. 

In addition to healthcare-related benefits, programs may offer paid sick leave, vacation time, retirement contributions, and 
professional development opportunities. Some benefits may be required by law depending on the program’s size and location, 
while others are optional but highly valued by staff. 

Balancing benefits with financial sustainability can be challenging. Offering meaningful benefits supports staff retention and 
program quality, but these offerings must be thoughtfully planned and maintained. Administrators should regularly review benefit 
options, stay informed about changing regulations, and make decisions that support both staff well-being and the long-term 
financial health of the program. 
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5.4: Developing and Managing the Program Budget 

Developing and managing a program budget is one of the most important responsibilities of an administrator. A budget serves as 
a financial plan that outlines how resources will be allocated to support daily operations, staff, materials, and long-term program 
goals. It is not just a document created once a year, but a working tool that guides decision-making throughout the entire fiscal 
year. 

A well-developed budget ensures that the program can meet its financial obligations while still providing high-quality care and 
education. Administrators must balance income and expenses carefully, ensuring that funds are used effectively to support 
developmentally appropriate practices, curriculum, staffing, and safe learning environments. At the same time, the budget must 
account for fixed costs, unexpected expenses, and long-term financial sustainability. 

Budgeting also requires ongoing monitoring and adjustments. As enrollment fluctuates, costs change, or unexpected needs arise, 
administrators must revisit and revise the budget to reflect current conditions. This level of flexibility allows programs to remain 
stable while continuing to meet the needs of children, families, and staff. 

An important part of budget planning is preparing and scheduling financial reports. Administrators must plan for regular 
reporting, such as monthly or quarterly budget reports, income and expense statements, and updates for boards, funders, or 
governing agencies. These reports help track financial performance, ensure accountability, and support informed decision-
making throughout the year. 

In addition, the budget often reflects the values and priorities of the program. Decisions about where to allocate funds; such 
as investing in staff development, classroom materials, or facility improvements; directly impact the quality of care provided. 
Thoughtful budgeting ensures that financial decisions align with the program’s mission and commitment to children and families. 

Exploring Different Types of Budgets 

There are several types of budgets that administrators use when planning and managing program finances. Two of the most 
important are start-up budgets and operating budgets, each serving a different purpose in supporting the program. 

A start-up budget is used when establishing a new program. This type of budget outlines the initial costs required to open and 
prepare the program for operation. Expenses may include a down payment or lease for a facility, major equipment purchases 
such as classroom furnishings and playground materials, licensing fees, and costs associated with marketing and publicizing the 
program to families. It should also account for salaries for the administrator and future staff before the program begins generating 
consistent revenue. 

When developing a start-up budget, it is essential to estimate how much revenue will be needed to sustain the program. This 
includes considering factors such as the geographic area, the projected size of the program, the ages of children being served, 
and the tuition rates that families will be charged. These elements help determine whether the program will be financially viable 
and how long it may take to become stable. 

An operating budget, on the other hand, outlines the expected income and expenses for a set period of time, typically one year. 
This budget includes ongoing costs such as staff salaries, benefits, supplies, utilities, rent, and other day-to-day expenses, as well 
as projected income from tuition, grants, or other funding sources. The operating budget serves as a guide for managing finances 
throughout the year and should be monitored and adjusted as needed. 

Many early childhood programs, especially those funded by agencies, operate on a fiscal year that runs from July 1 through June 
30. It is important for administrators to follow the established fiscal year and avoid changing these dates, as doing so can create 
confusion in budgeting, reporting, and compliance with funding requirements. 

Understanding the differences between start-up and operating budgets allows administrators to plan effectively for both the initial 
development of a program and its ongoing financial management. Each type of budget plays a critical role in ensuring that the 
program is both prepared for launch and sustainable over time. 
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Estimating Program Costs 

Estimating program costs is a critical step in developing a realistic and effective budget. At the local level, the administrator is 
responsible for determining the cost of meeting the needs of the community. These decisions should be guided by the program’s 
goals, the cost of providing services, and the availability of funds. Together, these factors help determine the overall scope of the 
program. 

Administrators must think in terms of the big picture while also paying attention to details. This includes planning for major 
expenses such as purchasing equipment needed for safety, maintaining appropriate facilities, and ensuring that staff salaries are 
competitive and sustainable. If funds are not readily available, the administrator must take steps to secure additional funding 
through grants, fundraising, or partnerships. 

Understanding the local population is essential when estimating costs. Administrators must consider what services are already 
available in the community, such as after-school programs or low- to no-cost preschool options, and determine how their program 
will meet unmet needs. This helps ensure that the program is both relevant and responsive to the families it serves. 

Staffing is one of the most complex and significant cost areas. Administrators must consider not only teaching staff, but 
also additional roles such as cooks, custodial staff, aides, administrative assistants or secretaries, and even bus drivers if 
transportation is provided. Determining the number and type of staff positions needed, along with associated salaries and 
benefits, can be challenging, especially in the early stages of planning. 

While large organizations or corporations may set financial guidelines at a national or regional level, it is the administrator who 
determines what is appropriate and necessary at the local program level. This includes identifying all the components required to 
operate the program and assigning a dollar amount to each. 

Once a comprehensive list of expenses is developed, administrators must estimate the cost of each category and calculate 
the total budget. Several factors can influence these costs, including the number, ages, and specific needs of children enrolled; 
required teacher-to-child ratios; staff training needs; the type and location of the facility; the amount of equipment already 
available; and the types of programs and services offered. Additional considerations include the geographic region, current 
economic conditions, in-kind contributions, and whether any services or spaces are provided at low or no cost. 

After determining the total annual cost, administrators can divide this amount by the number of children served to estimate per-
child expenses. This can then be broken down further into daily, weekly, or monthly costs. It is also important to consider how 
costs vary based on the ages of children, as younger children often require lower ratios and higher staffing costs. 
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For nonprofit programs, additional considerations may include funding restrictions, grant requirements, and reliance on external 
funding sources. Regardless of program type, the administrator plays a critical role in ensuring that financial decisions support 
both high-quality care for children and fair, equitable compensation and benefits for educators. 

Adjusting Budget Projections 

Adjusting budget projections is an ongoing and necessary part of financial management. A budget is not a fixed document; it 
must be reviewed regularly and adjusted based on changes in enrollment, expenses, funding, and program needs. Administrators 
must remain flexible and responsive while ensuring that financial decisions continue to support the program’s goals. 

One of the most important principles of budgeting is that expenses must not exceed income. Administrators must carefully 
monitor spending to ensure that the program operates within its financial limits. If one category of the budget increases, another 
category must be reduced to maintain balance. This requires thoughtful decision-making and a clear understanding of priorities. 

Each expense should be regularly analyzed to determine whether it is necessary and whether costs can be lowered without 
negatively impacting the program. This may include evaluating vendors, adjusting purchasing practices, or identifying areas where 
resources can be used more efficiently. However, cost-cutting should always be approached carefully to ensure that it does not 
reduce the quality of care and education provided to children. 

Clear and consistent documentation is essential when making budget adjustments. Administrators should maintain records that 
show how financial decisions align with program goals and priorities. This level of transparency supports accountability and helps 
justify decisions when reporting to boards, funders, or other stakeholders. 

Administrators must remain actively engaged with the budget throughout the year. This includes reviewing financial reports, 
comparing projected and actual expenses, and making timely adjustments as needed. Starting with or continuing to operate under 
a deficit budget is highly risky and unlikely to result in a balanced budget or positive revenue. Instead, administrators should 
make proactive adjustments to ensure long-term financial stability. 

Ultimately, adjusting budget projections requires careful monitoring, strategic thinking, and a commitment to maintaining both 
financial health and program quality. 

Budget Category Estimating 

Budget category estimating involves organizing expenses into specific categories to better understand how funds are allocated 
across the program. While the exact categories and percentages may differ depending on the type of program, geographic 
location, and the economic cost of goods and services in the area, most early childhood programs follow a similar general 
structure. 

The largest portion of the budget is typically allocated to personnel costs, often making up around 70 percent or more of total 
expenses. This includes salaries, wages, and benefits for all staff. Because early childhood programs are labor-intensive and 
require specific teacher-to-child ratios, staffing costs remain the most significant financial investment. 

Other common budget categories include facilities and utilities, which may account for approximately 10 percent of the budget. 
This includes rent or mortgage payments, maintenance, electricity, water, and other operational costs related to the physical 
space. 

Equipment expenses, such as classroom furniture, playground structures, and technology, may represent around 5 percent of the 
budget. Supplies, including classroom materials and consumables, may account for about 3 percent, while food costs, if meals or 
snacks are provided, may also fall around 3 percent. 

The remaining portion of the budget, often around 9 percent, typically falls into other categories. These may include 
administrative costs, professional development, insurance, licensing fees, and miscellaneous expenses that do not fit neatly into 
the primary categories. 

It is important to recognize that these percentages are only rough estimates and can vary widely. Factors such as program size, 
services offered, local cost of living, and funding sources all influence how a budget is structured. Administrators should use these 
general guidelines as a starting point while developing a budget that accurately reflects the specific needs and priorities of their 
program. 
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5.5: Developing a Budget 

Developing a budget is only one part of effective financial management. Equally important is how that budget is organized, 
tracked, and communicated. Budgeting tools and financial systems provide the structure needed to ensure that financial 
information is clear, accurate, and usable for decision-making. 

A well-prepared budget should not only reflect the program’s priorities and expenses, but it should also be presented in a way 
that is easy for others to read and understand. This includes administrators, board members, funders, and other stakeholders who 
rely on financial information to guide decisions and ensure accountability. 

The complexity of the system used will vary depending on the size, funding sources, and structure of the program. 

Simple vs. Structured Budgeting Systems 

Smaller programs may use relatively simple budgeting formats. These might include straightforward spreadsheets that list 
categories such as personnel, supplies, and facilities, along with projected and actual costs. In these settings, simplicity can be 
beneficial, as it allows administrators to easily track expenses without becoming overwhelmed by unnecessary complexity. 

However, programs that receive public funding or operate under larger organizational structures are often required to use more 
formalized systems. Funding agencies may mandate specific formats, reporting structures, or accounting systems to ensure 
consistency and transparency. These systems are designed to allow for detailed tracking of funds and to ensure that money is 
used according to designated purposes. 

As programs grow in size or complexity, such as serving multiple classrooms, age groups, or locations, the need for more 
structured systems becomes increasingly important. 

Using Budget Codes and Account Numbers 

One common method for organizing financial information is the use of budget codes or account numbers. These coding systems 
allow administrators to categorize expenses in a consistent and detailed way. 

For example, a general category such as equipment might be assigned a code like 1-1-0. Within that category, subcategories 
can be created to further specify the type of expense. Classroom equipment might be labeled 1-1-1, office equipment 1-1-2, and 
kitchen equipment 1-1-3. 

Similarly, personnel expenses might be organized under a different code, such as 4-1-0, with subcategories that break down 
specific costs. Salaries could be coded as 4-1-1, social security as 4-1-2, and workers’ compensation as 4-1-3. 

This type of system allows administrators to quickly identify where funds are being allocated and how much has been spent in 
each category. It also supports accurate record keeping and simplifies reporting for audits, funders, and governing boards. 

By using consistent coding, programs can track patterns over time, compare projected and actual expenses, and make informed 
financial decisions. 

Using Financial Management Software and Systems 

As programs expand, manual systems such as basic spreadsheets may no longer be sufficient. Programs with multiple 
classrooms, varied age groups, or multiple sites often require more advanced financial management systems. 

These systems can track income and expenses across different categories, manage budgets for multiple locations or programs, 
generate financial reports, and support compliance with funding requirements. 

Using a dedicated system allows administrators to manage complex financial information more efficiently and reduces the 
likelihood of errors. It also provides real-time insight into the program’s financial status, which is critical for decision-making. 
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Record Keeping and Financial Transparency 

Accurate record keeping is a fundamental responsibility in financial management. Every transaction—whether income or 
expense—must be documented and categorized appropriately. This ensures that financial records are complete, organized, and 
ready for review when needed. 

Maintaining accurate records supports licensing compliance, audit readiness, accountability to funders and stakeholders, and 
informed decision-making. 

Transparency is equally important. Financial information should be presented clearly and honestly, without omissions or 
misrepresentation. This builds trust with families, staff, governing boards, and the broader community. 

Ethical Practices and Checks and Balances 

Financial systems must also include safeguards to ensure ethical and legal practices. Without proper oversight, programs may be 
vulnerable to errors, mismanagement, or even unethical behavior. 

One of the most effective ways to protect against this is through a system of checks and balances. This means that financial 
responsibilities are shared or reviewed by multiple individuals rather than handled by a single person. 

Examples of these practices include separating responsibilities for approving and recording expenses, requiring multiple 
signatures for large expenditures, conducting regular financial reviews, and involving the governing board in oversight. 

These measures help ensure that financial decisions are made responsibly and that any irregularities are identified and 
addressed promptly. 

Adapting Systems to Program Needs 

There is no single budgeting system that works for every program. Effective administrators select tools and systems that align 
with their program’s size, structure, and funding requirements. 

A small, single-site program may function well with a simplified system, while a large, multi-site program may require 
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comprehensive financial software and detailed coding structures. The key is to ensure that the system in place is organized, 
accurate, scalable, and easy to understand. 

As programs grow or change, their financial systems should be reviewed and adjusted to meet new demands. 

This page titled 5.5: Developing a Budget is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and 
Hannah Knott. 
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5.6: Staffing Costs and Full-Time Equivalents (FTE) 

Staffing costs make up the largest portion of an early childhood program’s budget. Salaries and wages for educators and support 
staff often account for the majority of expenses, and this includes both full-time and part-time employees. Positions may include 
teachers, aides, cooks, custodial staff, substitutes, and administrative personnel. In addition to wages, staffing costs also include 
employee benefits such as healthcare, retirement contributions, and paid time off. 

This is an important consideration when owning and operating a program. Staffing costs will vary depending on the type of 
program, geographic location, and the qualifications and experience of educators. Programs that prioritize highly qualified staff or 
offer competitive wages and benefits will have higher personnel costs, but these investments are directly tied to program quality. 

Early childhood programs face unique challenges when it comes to staffing. Unlike elementary school settings where a teacher 
may work 6–7 hours per day with a larger group of children, early childhood programs often operate 8–12 hours per day. Because 
of this, programs must schedule overlapping staff shifts to maintain required ratios throughout the day. This results in higher 
staffing costs, even though individual employees may only work 8-hour shifts. 

Understanding full-time equivalents (FTE) helps administrators calculate staffing needs. An FTE represents the number of full-
time staff required to meet operational needs. For example, two part-time employees working 20 hours each would equal one 
full-time equivalent. 

Example: Play-Based Program by Classroom 

Classroom 
Type 

# of 
Classrooms 

Children per 
Classroom 

Ratio Staff per 
Classroom 

Total Staff Needed (at one 
time) 

Infant 2 6 1:4 2 4 

Toddler 3 8 1:6 2 6 

Preschool 3 18 1:12 2 6 

Total Enrollment and Staffing 

• Total children served: 
(2×6) + (3×8) + (3×18) = 90 children 

• Minimum staff needed at one time: 

16 staff 

Because programs operate longer than an 8-hour shift, additional staff are needed for coverage (opening, closing, breaks, 
planning time): 

Realistic staffing: 20-22 employees 

Tiered Wage Structure Example 

Programs often use a tiered pay model: 

• Lead teacher / specialist: $20/hour 
• Aide / assistant: $16/hour 

Each classroom includes: 

• 1 lead teacher 
• 1 aide 

133 (5.6.1)



Annual Salary per Classroom 

• Lead: $20 × 2,080 = $41,600 
• Aide: $16 × 2,080 = $33,280 

Total per classroom: 

• $74,880 

Total for 8 classrooms: 

• $74,880 × 8 = $599,040 

Add coverage staff (~25%): 

• $599,040 × 1.25 = $748,800 

Add benefits (~20%): 

• $748,800 × 1.20 = &898, 560 total staffing cost 

Revenue Needed by Age Group (Full-Time) 

Because infant and toddler care require more staffing, they cost more than preschool care. Below is an example of how costs may 
be distributed: 

Age Group Monthly Cost Weekly Cost Daily Cost 

Infants $1,200 $277 $55 

Toddlers $950 $219 $44 

Preschool $700 $162 $32 

Part-Time Care Example (3 Days/Week) 

Part-time care is often priced at about 70% of full-time tuition: 

Age Group Monthly Cost Weekly Cost Daily Cost 

Infants $840 $194 $65 

Toddlers $665 $153 $51 

Preschool $490 $113 $38 

Part-time daily rates are higher because the program still maintains staffing and reserves space for the child. 

Important Considerations 

This example focuses on staffing costs only. Programs must also budget for facilities, utilities, supplies, food, insurance, and 
administrative costs. 

This example highlights why early childhood programs are financially complex. Due to required ratios, longer hours of operation, 
and staffing overlap, labor costs are significantly higher than in many K–12 settings. 

The administrator plays a critical role in balancing: 

• high-quality care for children 
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• fair and equitable wages and benefits for educators 
• financial sustainability of the program 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 
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5.7: Planning for Facilities, Materials, and Equipment 

Planning for facilities, materials, equipment, and communication systems is one of the most complex and essential 
responsibilities of an early childhood program administrator. These elements form the foundation of daily operations and directly 
impact children’s safety, learning experiences, staff effectiveness, and family relationships. Decisions made in these areas are 
not one-time choices; they require ongoing evaluation, financial planning, and alignment with licensing regulations and program 
philosophy. 

A high-quality program environment does not happen by chance. It is the result of thoughtful planning that considers not only 
what is needed to open a program, but also what is required to sustain it over time. Directors must think simultaneously about 
immediate needs, such as furnishing classrooms, and long-term considerations, such as maintenance, replacement cycles, and 
evolving program demands. 

Facility Planning: Ownership, Leasing, and Operational Responsibilities 

One of the first major decisions in planning a program is determining whether the facility will be owned, rented, or leased. This 
decision carries significant financial and operational implications. 

Owning a facility offers long-term stability and control. Program leaders have the ability to design and modify the space to meet 
their specific needs, which can be especially beneficial when aligning the environment with a particular educational philosophy. 
However, ownership also brings substantial responsibilities, including mortgage payments, property taxes, insurance, and the cost 
of major repairs. Unexpected expenses, such as roof damage or system failures, must be anticipated and planned for through 
financial reserves. 

Leasing or renting a facility reduces some of these long-term financial risks but introduces different considerations. Monthly lease 
payments must be sustained regardless of enrollment fluctuations, and programs may face restrictions on how the space can be 
modified. It is critical to clearly understand lease agreements, particularly regarding who is responsible for maintenance, repairs, 
and upgrades required to meet licensing standards. In some cases, landlords may cover structural repairs, while the program is 
responsible for interior upkeep and compliance-related modifications. 

Regardless of ownership status, all programs must maintain their facilities in accordance with licensing regulations. This includes 
regular inspections, adherence to safety standards, and ensuring that the physical environment remains appropriate for children. 
Programs must consistently address wear and tear, maintain safe playground areas, and ensure that all spaces are clean and 
functional. 

In addition to structural considerations, ongoing operational costs must be carefully managed. Utilities such as heating, cooling, 
electricity, water, and garbage services are essential to daily operations and can represent a significant portion of the program’s 
budget. These costs may fluctuate based on seasonal changes, program size, and hours of operation. Directors must plan for 
these variations and ensure that systems are functioning efficiently. 

If a program is newly constructed or undergoing major renovations, additional planning is required. For example, installing 
a full kitchen involves not only purchasing appliances but also meeting strict licensing requirements related to food storage, 
preparation, and sanitation. These decisions must be made with both regulatory compliance and long-term functionality in mind. 

Equipment Investment, Lifespan, and Depreciation 

Equipping a program requires a substantial initial investment. A commonly used estimate is approximately $1000 per child for 
startup equipment costs. This includes classroom furniture, shelving, large learning materials, and outdoor equipment. While this 
figure provides a general guideline, actual costs may vary depending on program type, location, and quality of materials selected. 

Beyond the initial investment, programs must plan for ongoing expenses, often estimated at $100 per child per year to maintain, 
repair, and replace materials and equipment. This ongoing cost is essential to sustaining a safe and engaging environment. 

A key concept in equipment planning is depreciation: the gradual loss of value and usability over time. Not all equipment has the 
same lifespan. Large, durable items such as playground structures, shelving units, tables, and chairs may last ten years or more 
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with proper care. These items represent long-term investments and should be selected with durability and quality in mind. 

In contrast, technology-based equipment such as computers, tablets, and copiers typically have shorter lifespans, often requiring 
replacement every five years or less. These items may become outdated or worn more quickly, and programs must plan for their 
eventual replacement as part of their budget. 

Program administrators must also decide whether to purchase or lease certain types of equipment. Leasing may reduce upfront 
costs and allow for easier upgrades, particularly for technology. However, purchasing equipment outright can be more cost-
effective over time. These decisions require careful consideration of both short-term affordability and long-term financial impact. 

The vignette described below illustrates why administrators must plan for the ongoing costs of maintaining facilities and 
equipment. 

Solution 

The Playground Surprise 

An early childhood program had been operating for several years when educators noticed that a large outdoor play structure 
was beginning to show significant wear. During an inspection, the administrator learned that several components needed to 
be repaired immediately and others would need to be replaced soon. The program had budgeted for classroom supplies and 
everyday expenses but had not set aside funds for replacing large equipment. What seemed like an unexpected expense was 
actually a predictable part of maintaining a safe program environment. 

The administrator adjusted the program’s future budget to include funds for regular maintenance, repairs, and eventual 
equipment replacement. The program also began tracking the age and condition of major equipment so expenses could be 
anticipated rather than becoming emergencies. The experience reinforced that purchasing equipment is only the beginning; 
thoughtful administrators plan for the entire lifespan of the materials, equipment, and facilities their programs depend on. 

Materials and Supplies: Ongoing Operational Needs 

In addition to equipment, programs rely on a wide range of materials and supplies to support daily operations. These supplies 
can be broadly categorized into office supplies, classroom materials, and operational necessities such as cleaning products. 

Office supplies include items such as paper, ink, and administrative materials needed for record keeping and communication. 
Classroom supplies support children’s learning and may include art materials, books, and manipulatives. Cleaning and health 
supplies are essential for maintaining a safe and sanitary environment and must be replenished regularly. 

An important distinction in supply planning is between consumable and reusable materials. Consumable supplies, such as paper, 
paint, and cleaning products, are used once and must be continuously replaced. Reusable materials, such as blocks, dolls, and 
dramatic play items, can be used repeatedly over time. While reusable materials often require a higher initial investment, they 
can provide long-term value and support more meaningful learning experiences. 

Programs must also account for additional supplies that may be unique to their setting. For example, if a program includes 
animals, ongoing costs for pet food and habitat maintenance must be considered. These details, while sometimes overlooked, 
contribute to the overall financial and operational picture. 

Example 5.7.1 
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Nutrition and Food Service Responsibilities 

Nutrition is a fundamental component of early childhood programs and is closely regulated by licensing requirements. Programs 
must provide meals and snacks that meet established nutritional guidelines, ensuring that children receive balanced and 
appropriate food throughout the day. 

In full-time programs, children typically receive multiple meals, which may include breakfast, lunch, and one or two snacks. Part-
time programs may provide fewer meals, depending on the hours of care. Regardless of the schedule, programs must ensure that 
all food provided meets health and safety standards. 

Operating a food service program requires careful planning. Facilities must include appropriate storage, refrigeration, and 
preparation areas. Staff must be trained in safe food handling practices, and programs must comply with all relevant regulations. 
For programs that prepare meals on-site, additional costs include food purchasing, kitchen equipment, and potentially dedicated 
food service staff. 

Nutrition planning is not only about compliance; it is also about supporting children’s health, development, and well-being. 

Transportation and Program Mobility 

Transportation adds another layer of complexity to program operations. Some programs provide transportation for children, such 
as transporting them to and from school or taking them on field trips. While these services can enhance program offerings, they 
also introduce significant financial, safety, and liability considerations. 

Transportation requires investment in vehicles, whether purchased or leased, as well as ongoing costs such as insurance, fuel, 
maintenance, and licensing fees. Vehicles must meet all federal and state safety regulations, including appropriate seating and 
restraint systems. Regular inspections are necessary to ensure that vehicles remain safe and compliant. 

In addition to financial considerations, transportation introduces increased liability. Programs must have clear policies, trained 
staff, and appropriate supervision to ensure the safety of all children during transport. 

Transportation needs are not limited to children. Staff may also require travel for professional development, meetings, or family 
engagement activities such as home visits. Programs may need to provide mileage reimbursement or other forms of support for 
these activities, which should be included in overall planning. 
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Planning for Communication Systems and Technology 

Communication systems are a vital component of program operations, supporting safety, coordination, and relationships with 
families. Effective communication planning ensures that information can be shared quickly and reliably, particularly in emergency 
situations. 

Telephone systems remain a foundational element of communication in early childhood programs. Directors must determine 
how many phones are needed and where they should be located. In many cases, programs benefit from having phones in each 
classroom, as well as a central phone at the front desk or administrative office. The size and layout of the facility, including the 
number of rooms and floors, will influence these decisions. 

Access to a working phone is not only a practical necessity but also a licensing requirement in many areas. Staff must be able to 
contact emergency services immediately, and communication systems should be regularly tested to ensure reliability. Features 
such as call waiting, call forwarding, and emergency contact access can further support effective communication. 

Some programs choose to provide staff with program-issued cell phones, particularly for use during field trips or outdoor 
activities. While this can enhance safety and flexibility, it also requires clear policies regarding appropriate use and consideration 
of licensing requirements. Programs must ensure that communication remains focused on supervision and safety. 

Modern programs also rely heavily on digital communication. Email, messaging apps, and program-specific platforms allow 
for ongoing communication with families and staff. These tools can be used to share daily updates, announcements, and 
documentation of children’s experiences. While digital communication offers convenience and immediacy, programs must also 
consider issues of access, ensuring that all families can participate. 

Social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram are often used to share program highlights and build community 
connections. When using these platforms, programs must prioritize confidentiality, obtain appropriate permissions, and ensure 
that content reflects the program’s values and professionalism. 

Some programs also utilize monitoring systems, such as classroom cameras or apps that allow families to receive real-time 
updates. While these tools can increase transparency and reassurance, they also raise important considerations related to privacy, 
data security, and staff comfort. Clear policies must be established to guide their use. 

Finally, communication systems must be accessible to all staff. This includes ensuring that phones and digital tools accommodate 
individuals with varying needs and abilities. Accessibility is not only a legal consideration but also a reflection of a program’s 
commitment to equity and inclusion. 

This page titled 5.7: Planning for Facilities, Materials, and Equipment is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
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5.8: Insurance and Risk Management in Early Childhood 
Programs 

Insurance is a fundamental component of operating an early childhood program. While many people initially think of health 
insurance for employees, program administrators must consider a wide range of insurance types that protect the program, the 
children, the staff, and the physical environment. These protections are essential not only for financial stability but also for legal 
compliance and overall program safety. 

Operating a program without appropriate insurance coverage exposes the organization to significant risk. Accidents, injuries, 
property damage, and unexpected events can occur despite strong preventive measures. Insurance provides a layer of protection 
that allows programs to respond to these situations responsibly and sustainably. 

For administrators, planning for insurance involves understanding the types of coverage needed, evaluating risk, and budgeting 
for ongoing premiums, deductibles, and potential claims. 

Property and Facility Insurance 

Programs must protect their physical space and assets through property-related insurance. This is especially important whether 
the facility is owned or leased. 

Fire insurance is one of the most basic and essential forms of coverage. It protects the building and its contents in the event of 
fire damage. Similarly, theft insurance provides coverage for stolen equipment, materials, or other program assets. These types 
of insurance help ensure that programs can recover from unexpected losses without facing overwhelming financial strain. 

Even when leasing a facility, programs are often responsible for insuring the contents within the building, including furniture, 
materials, and equipment. Administrators must carefully review lease agreements to understand what is covered by the property 
owner and what must be covered by the program. 

Liability Insurance 

Liability insurance is one of the most critical forms of coverage for early childhood programs. This type of insurance protects the 
program in situations where the program may be held legally responsible for injury or harm. 

In an environment where children are active, exploring, and learning, minor injuries are not uncommon. However, more serious 
incidents can occur, and liability insurance helps cover legal and medical costs associated with such situations. 

Liability coverage may include: 

• Injuries that occur on the premises 
• Incidents involving staff actions or supervision 
• Claims made by families or visitors 

Without adequate liability insurance, a single incident could have severe financial consequences for a program. 

Child Accident Insurance 

Many programs also carry a child accident insurance policy, which specifically covers injuries sustained by children while in care. 
This type of policy is particularly important because it provides an additional layer of protection beyond general liability coverage. 

Child accident insurance may help cover: 

• Medical expenses related to injuries 
• Emergency care costs 
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• Follow-up treatment 

This coverage demonstrates a program’s commitment to supporting families in the event of an accident and can help reduce 
financial stress for both the program and the family. 

Health Insurance for Employees 

Providing health insurance for employees is another important consideration. While not all programs are required to offer health 
benefits, doing so can support staff well-being, improve retention, and contribute to a positive work environment. 

Health insurance is also part of broader staffing and budgeting decisions. Administrators must consider: 

• The cost of premiums 
• Employer contributions 
• Eligibility requirements for staff 

Investing in employee health benefits can strengthen the program by supporting a stable and healthy workforce. 
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Transportation and Vehicle Insurance 

If a program provides transportation, additional insurance coverage is required. Vehicles used to transport children must be 
properly insured to meet both legal and licensing requirements. 

Transportation insurance typically covers: 

• Accidents involving program vehicles 
• Injuries to passengers 
• Damage to vehicles 

Because transporting children introduces additional risk, insurance costs may be higher. Programs must also ensure that vehicles 
meet safety standards and that drivers are properly trained and qualified. 

In addition to child transportation, programs may also need to consider coverage for staff travel, particularly if employees use 
vehicles for program-related purposes such as home visits or professional development. 
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Legal and Professional Liability Coverage 

In some cases, programs may choose to carry insurance that covers legal expenses. This type of coverage can help with: 

• Legal fees 
• Court costs 
• Claims related to employment practices or disputes 

This is sometimes referred to as professional liability or errors and omissions insurance. It can be particularly important for 
administrators who make decisions related to staffing, program operations, and compliance. 

Legal coverage provides an added layer of protection, allowing programs to navigate complex situations without facing 
overwhelming financial burden. 

Understanding Premiums, Deductibles, and Coverage Limits 

When selecting insurance policies, administrators must carefully review the financial details of coverage. 

Premiums are the regular payments made to maintain insurance coverage. These are typically included as part of the program’s 
ongoing operational budget. 

Deductibles are the amounts the program must pay out-of-pocket before insurance coverage takes effect. Policies with lower 
premiums may have higher deductibles, and vice versa. Administrators must balance affordability with the program’s ability to 
cover unexpected costs. 

Coverage limits refer to the maximum amount an insurance policy will pay in the event of a claim. It is important to ensure that 
coverage limits are sufficient to protect the program in worst-case scenarios. 

Understanding these components allows administrators to make informed decisions about which policies best meet the 
program’s needs. 

Integrating Insurance into Overall Program Planning 

Insurance should not be viewed as a separate or isolated expense. Instead, it is a key part of overall program planning and risk 
management. 

Administrators must: 

• Identify potential risks within the program 
• Select appropriate types of coverage 
• Budget for premiums and deductibles 
• Regularly review and update policies 

As programs grow or change, insurance needs may also evolve. For example, adding transportation services, expanding facilities, 
or increasing enrollment may require adjustments to coverage. 
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5.9: Licensing, Accreditation, and Auditing 

Licensing, accreditation, and auditing are essential components of operating an early childhood program. These processes 
ensure that programs meet required standards for health, safety, and quality while also maintaining financial accountability and 
organizational integrity. For program administrators, this area involves both regulatory compliance and strategic planning, as 
each component carries financial, operational, and professional implications. 

Understanding these systems allows administrators to not only meet minimum requirements but also position their programs for 
higher levels of quality and credibility within the field. 

Licensing Requirements and Associated Costs 

Licensing is a mandatory requirement for most early childhood programs and is regulated at the state level. Licensing agencies 
establish standards that programs must meet in order to operate legally. These standards typically address areas such as: 

• Health and safety practices 
• Staff qualifications and ratios 
• Facility requirements 
• Program policies and procedures 

Obtaining and maintaining a license involves both initial and ongoing costs. These may include application fees, renewal fees, 
and costs associated with meeting or maintaining compliance with licensing regulations. For example, programs may need to 
invest in facility upgrades, safety equipment, or staff training in order to meet licensing standards. 

The cost of licensing can vary depending on the state and the size or type of program. Administrators must research and 
understand the specific requirements for their location and ensure that these costs are built into the program’s operating budget. 

In addition to financial considerations, licensing also requires ongoing monitoring and documentation. Programs must be 
prepared for inspections and must maintain accurate records to demonstrate compliance. This makes licensing not only a 
financial responsibility but also an ongoing administrative commitment. 
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Accreditation and Professional Memberships 

While licensing establishes the minimum standards required to operate, accreditation represents a higher level of quality. Many 
programs choose to pursue accreditation through organizations such as the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children, which sets nationally recognized standards for early childhood programs. 

Accreditation is a voluntary process, but it can significantly enhance a program’s reputation and demonstrate a commitment to 
excellence. However, it also involves additional costs, including application fees, self-study processes, staff training, and ongoing 
renewal requirements. 

Programs may also choose to maintain memberships in professional organizations. These memberships can provide access to: 

• Professional development opportunities 
• Current research and best practices 
• Networking within the field 

While these memberships are not required, they contribute to the professional growth of the program and its staff and should be 
considered as part of the overall budget. 

Auditing and Financial Accountability 

Auditing is a critical component of financial management, particularly for programs that receive public funding, grants, or operate 
under a governing board. Annual audits are often required to ensure that financial resources are being used appropriately and 
that the program is operating with transparency and accountability. 

An audit involves a formal review of the program’s financial records, including: 

• Income and expenditures 
• Budget alignment 
• Financial reporting practices 

These reviews are typically conducted by an external auditor or accounting professional. The purpose is not only to verify accuracy 
but also to identify any areas of concern or improvement. 

For programs with a board of directors, audits play an important role in governance. The board relies on audit results to make 
informed decisions, ensure compliance with funding requirements, and maintain trust with stakeholders. 

Working with Accountants and the Governing Board 

Program administrators do not manage these responsibilities alone. Collaboration with accountants and the governing board is 
essential for effective financial oversight. 

Accountants support programs by: 

• Preparing financial statements 
• Assisting with audits 
• Advising on budgeting and cost estimation 

The governing board, in turn, provides oversight and ensures that financial practices align with the program’s mission and legal 
obligations. Together, these partnerships help maintain the financial health and accountability of the program. 

Administrators must plan for the cost of these professional services, including audit fees and accounting support, and incorporate 
them into the program’s annual budget. While these costs may be significant, they are necessary for maintaining compliance, 
securing funding, and ensuring long-term sustainability. 
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Planning for Compliance and Continuous Improvement 

Licensing, accreditation, and auditing should not be viewed as isolated requirements. Instead, they are interconnected systems 
that support program quality and accountability. 

Effective administrators: 

• Stay informed about regulatory requirements 
• Plan for associated costs in advance 
• Maintain organized and accurate documentation 
• Use feedback from audits and accreditation processes to improve practices 

By approaching these processes proactively, programs can move beyond basic compliance and toward continuous improvement. 
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5.10: Marketing and Promotional Costs 

Marketing an early childhood program requires both thoughtful planning and responsible use of financial resources. While some 
promotional strategies may cost very little, others require an ongoing investment. Administrators should include marketing and 
promotional expenses when developing the program budget so that funds are available to communicate with prospective families, 
maintain a professional image, and build awareness within the community. The amount spent will vary depending on the size of 
the program, its enrollment goals, the families it hopes to reach, and the marketing strategies selected. 

Marketing expenses should support the program’s mission rather than simply focus on attracting as many families as possible. 
For example, a play-based program should use photographs, messages, and promotional materials that accurately represent play-
based learning instead of presenting worksheets or highly academic activities simply because they may appeal to some families. 
Marketing should give families an authentic picture of what children will experience in the program. 

Planning for Marketing Expenses 

Administrators should determine which promotional activities are most likely to reach the families their program hopes to serve 
before spending money. A newly opening program may require a larger initial marketing budget to develop its identity and 
introduce itself to the community. An established program with a strong reputation and consistent enrollment may rely more 
heavily on family referrals, community partnerships, and other lower-cost strategies. 

Possible marketing and promotional expenses may include: 

• Website development, hosting, and maintenance 
• Printed brochures, flyers, postcards, and informational packets 
• Program signs, banners, and other displays 
• Business cards and enrollment materials 
• Paid social media or online advertising 
• Photography or graphic design services 
• Community event or vendor fees 
• Open houses and family recruitment events 
• Branded materials used to increase community awareness 
• Mailing and postage expenses 
• Advertising through local publications or community organizations 
• Translation or interpretation of promotional materials 
• Updating materials when program information, tuition, services, or branding changes 

Not every program needs to invest in every form of marketing. Administrators should select strategies that are appropriate for 
their community and regularly consider whether those efforts are producing meaningful results. 
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Considering the Return on Marketing Costs 

Marketing expenses should also be evaluated in relation to their effectiveness. Administrators can track how new families learned 
about the program by including a simple question such as, “How did you hear about us?” on an inquiry or enrollment form. Over 
time, this information can reveal which strategies are bringing families to the program. 

For example, an administrator may discover that an expensive advertisement resulted in very few inquiries, while 
recommendations from current families and participation in a local community event resulted in several new enrollments. This 
information can help the administrator decide where future marketing funds should be directed. The goal is not necessarily to 
spend more money, but to use available resources intentionally. 

Low-Cost Promotion and Community Visibility 

Effective promotion does not always require a large budget. Positive relationships with current families can be one of a program's 
strongest forms of promotion. Families who feel welcomed, respected, and confident in the care their children receive may 
naturally share their experiences with others. 

Programs can also increase visibility by developing partnerships with libraries, schools, family resource centers, community 
organizations, and other local agencies. Maintaining an informative website or social media presence, participating in community 
events, hosting an open house, and sharing program information with community partners can provide relatively low-cost 
opportunities to reach prospective families. 

Ultimately, marketing and promotional spending should reflect the program's goals, available resources, and mission. Thoughtful 
budgeting allows administrators to promote their programs authentically while ensuring that financial resources continue to 
prioritize high-quality experiences for children, educators, and families. 

This page titled 5.10: Marketing and Promotional Costs is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 

147 (5.10.2)

https://workforce.libretexts.org/Courses/Coalinga_College/Administration_of_Early_Childhood_Programs/05%3A_Financial_Management_for_Program_Success/5.10%3A_Marketing_and_Promotional_Costs
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


5.11: Staff Training and Professional Development 

Staff training and professional development are essential components of a high-quality early childhood program. The knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions of educators directly influence children’s experiences, family relationships, and overall program 
effectiveness. Because of this, program administrators must take an active and ongoing role in ensuring that all staff members, 
at every level, engage in meaningful professional growth. 

Professional development is not limited to meeting minimum requirements. While licensing regulations often mandate a specific 
number of training hours each year, effective programs go beyond compliance. They view professional learning as a continuous 
process that supports improvement, reflection, and alignment with best practices in early childhood education. 

Understanding Different Roles and Levels of Staff 

Training and professional development must be tailored to the diverse roles within a program. Staff members bring varying levels 
of education, experience, and responsibility, and their professional learning needs will differ accordingly. 

Administrators, for example, require training in areas such as leadership, program management, budgeting, and regulatory 
compliance. Their role extends beyond the classroom and includes overseeing staff, ensuring program quality, and making 
strategic decisions. Ongoing development for administrators may include leadership institutes, administrative credential 
programs, or advanced coursework. 

Lead teachers and educators focus more directly on curriculum implementation, child development, classroom management, 
and family engagement. Their training may include workshops on play-based learning, observation and assessment, inclusive 
practices, and social-emotional development. 

Assistant teachers and support staff also require ongoing training, particularly in areas such as supervision, health and safety 
practices, and supporting classroom routines. While their roles may differ from lead educators, their contributions are equally 
important to the functioning of the program. 

Recognizing these differences allows administrators to create professional development opportunities that are relevant and 
impactful for each role. 

Types of Professional Development Opportunities 

Professional development can take many forms, and effective programs offer a variety of opportunities to meet the needs of staff. 

In-person experiences, such as conferences, workshops, and training sessions, provide opportunities for hands-on learning, 
collaboration, and networking. These experiences can be particularly valuable for building relationships within the field and 
exposing staff to new ideas and perspectives. 

Online learning has become increasingly common and offers flexibility for staff who may have scheduling constraints. Webinars, 
virtual conferences, and online courses allow educators to engage in professional development at their own pace while still 
accessing high-quality content. 

Some programs also encourage staff to participate in formal education, such as college courses or credential programs. 
Supporting staff in advancing their education not only benefits the individual but also strengthens the overall quality of the 
program. 

In addition to external opportunities, programs can provide internal professional development. Staff meetings, training days, and 
collaborative planning sessions can all serve as valuable learning experiences when intentionally designed. 

Offering a variety of formats ensures that professional development is accessible, engaging, and responsible to staff needs. 
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Licensing Requirements and Compliance 

State licensing regulations typically require early childhood educators to complete a certain number of professional development 
hours each year. Program administrators are responsible for ensuring that all staff members meet these requirements. 

This involves: 

• Tracking completed training hours 
• Maintaining accurate records for licensing review 
• Providing reminders and support for staff who need additional hours 

Failure to meet licensing requirements can result in citations or other consequences for the program. Therefore, administrators 
must establish systems to monitor compliance and support staff in fulfilling these obligations. 

While meeting minimum requirements is essential, it should be viewed as a baseline rather than the goal. High-quality programs 
use licensing standards as a starting point and build upon them to create a culture of continuous learning. 
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5.12: The Administrator’s Role in Ongoing Development 

The program administrator plays a central role in guiding professional development. This includes identifying training needs, 
providing opportunities, and ensuring that learning is meaningful and applicable to practice. 

One of the primary ways administrators identify training needs is through staff evaluations. Performance evaluations provide 
insight into areas where staff are excelling as well as areas where additional support may be needed. For example, if an evaluation 
reveals challenges in classroom management or curriculum planning, targeted training can be provided to address those needs. 

Administrators must also stay informed about current trends and research in early childhood education. As new information 
emerges, staff may need training to update their practices. This ensures that the program remains aligned with best practices 
and continues to provide high-quality care and education. 

In some cases, training may be required in response to specific situations, such as changes in licensing regulations, 
implementation of new curriculum approaches, or addressing safety concerns. Being proactive in these situations helps prevent 
issues and supports staff confidence. 

Creating a Culture of Continuous Learning 

Beyond formal training, strong programs create environments where professional learning is embedded in daily practice. This 
involves fostering a culture where staff feel encouraged to reflect, ask questions, and grow. 

One way to support this is by providing access to professional resources. Programs may offer: 

• Books on child development and teaching practices 
• Subscriptions to professional journals 
• Articles or research summaries 

Making these resources available in staff areas, such as break rooms, encourages ongoing learning in a more informal and 
accessible way. When staff have the opportunity to engage with current research and ideas, they are more likely to incorporate 
new strategies into their work. 

Collaboration among staff is another important component of continuous learning. Opportunities for discussion, shared problem-
solving, and peer support help build a sense of community and collective growth. 

Administrators can further support this culture by modeling a commitment to learning. When leaders actively engage in 
professional development and share their learning with staff, it reinforces the importance of growth at all levels of the program. 
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Balancing Requirements with Meaningful Practice 

One of the challenges in professional development is balancing required training with meaningful, relevant learning experiences. 
Staff may sometimes view training as a task to complete rather than an opportunity for growth. Administrators must work to 
ensure that professional development is engaging, applicable, and connected to daily practice. 

This may involve: 

• Selecting high-quality training opportunities 
• Connecting training topics to classroom experiences 
• Providing time for reflection and implementation 
• Following up on training to support application 

When professional development is meaningful, it leads to: 

• Improved teaching practices 
• Increased staff confidence 
• Stronger program quality 
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5.13: Miscellaneous, Other Expenses, and In-Kind 
Contributions 

In addition to the major budget categories such as facilities, staffing, materials, and marketing, early childhood programs must 
also account for expenses and resources that do not always fit into clearly defined areas. These are typically categorized as 
miscellaneous expenses or other expenses and in-kind contributions. While they may seem minor or secondary, both play an 
important role in creating a complete and accurate picture of a program’s operations and financial health. 

Program administrators must ensure that these areas are thoughtfully considered, documented, and managed in ways that 
support transparency, compliance, and ethical practice. 

Miscellaneous and Other Expenses 

Miscellaneous expenses refer to costs that arise during program operations but do not clearly fall within established budget 
categories. These expenses are often unpredictable or infrequent, yet they are a normal part of running a program. 

For example, a program may incur costs related to a one-time advertisement opportunity that was not included in the primary 
marketing budget. There may be small purchases, unexpected needs, or unique situations that require spending but do not align 
with previously defined categories such as equipment, supplies, or communication. 

Because these expenses are difficult to predict, administrators typically allocate a small portion of the budget to a miscellaneous 
or “other” category. This allows for flexibility and ensures that the program can respond to unexpected needs without disrupting 
other areas of the budget. 

However, it is important that this category is not used as a catch-all without oversight. Even though these expenses may be small, 
they should still be: 

• Documented clearly 
• Reviewed regularly 
• Justified as necessary to program operations 

Maintaining accountability in this category helps prevent misuse of funds and supports accurate financial reporting. 

Understanding In-Kind Contributions 

In-kind contributions represent a different type of resource. Unlike traditional expenses, these contributions are not received in 
cash and are not paid for in cash, yet they still hold value and should be reflected in the program’s budget. 

In-kind contributions can take many forms. Common examples include: 

• Volunteers donating their time and services 
• Use of a facility or space provided at no cost 
• Professional services offered at a reduced or no fee 
• Donated materials or equipment 

For instance, if a specialist provides a workshop for families and their standard rate is significantly higher than what the program 
pays—or if they offer the service at little to no cost—the difference in value can be considered an in-kind contribution. Similarly, 
if a community organization allows the program to use a space without charge, that use represents a financial benefit to the 
program. 

Including in-kind contributions in the budget is important because it reflects the true value of resources supporting the program 
even when those resources are not directly paid for. This is particularly relevant for programs that rely on grants or external 
funding, as funders often want to see the full scope of support contributing to the program. 
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The Importance of Documentation and Valuation 

Although in-kind contributions do not involve direct financial transactions, they must still be documented and, when possible, 
assigned a reasonable estimated value. This ensures that the program’s financial records accurately represent all resources being 
utilized. 

Administrators must work carefully to: 

• Identify in-kind contributions 
• Determine their approximate value 
• Record them appropriately in financial documents 

This process supports transparency and can strengthen funding applications by demonstrating community support and 
resourcefulness. 

Ethical Considerations and Staff Compensation 

One critical distinction must be made when discussing in-kind contributions: staff labor cannot be treated as an in-kind 
contribution when it involves required work. 

It is both inappropriate and, in many cases, illegal to ask staff to volunteer their time for duties related to their employment. If 
staff members are asked to work additional hours, attend events, or take on responsibilities beyond their regular schedule, they 
must be compensated according to labor laws and program policies. 

True in-kind contributions must be voluntary and external to required job duties. For example: 

• A community volunteer offering services 
• A guest speaker providing a reduced-cost workshop 
• A donated resource or service 

Maintaining this distinction is essential for ethical practice, staff well-being, and compliance with labor regulations. 
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Balancing Flexibility with Accountability 

Both miscellaneous expenses and in-kind contributions require a balance between flexibility and accountability. Programs must 
be able to adapt to changing needs and take advantage of community support, while also maintaining clear and accurate financial 
records. 

Administrators should: 

• Monitor miscellaneous spending to ensure it remains reasonable and necessary 
• Recognize and document in-kind contributions appropriately 
• Ensure all practices align with ethical and legal standards 

By doing so, programs can maintain financial integrity while also benefiting from the diverse resources that support their work. 
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5.14: Reviewing and Approving the Budget 

Before any funds can be spent, the program’s budget must be formally reviewed and approved. This step is essential because 
the budget represents the program’s financial plan for the coming period and reflects how resources will be allocated to support 
operations, staffing, and services. Approval is typically required from the governing board and, when applicable, from funding 
sources or agencies that provide financial support. 

The review process ensures that the budget is realistic, responsible, and aligned with the program’s goals. It also provides an 
opportunity for stakeholders to ask questions, clarify priorities, and confirm that all necessary expenses and revenue sources have 
been considered. 

Balancing Income and Expenses 

A fundamental requirement of any budget is that it must be balanced. This means that projected income and projected expenses 
are aligned. Programs must ensure that they are not planning to spend more than they expect to receive. 

When income exceeds expenses, the program has a surplus. In some cases, particularly in for-profit programs, this surplus may 
be considered profit. However, even in these settings, administrators may choose to set aside a portion of the surplus for future 
needs, such as facility improvements, equipment replacement, or emergency situations. 

In not-for-profit programs, surplus funds are typically not described as profit. Instead, these funds are reinvested into the 
program. This may include expanding services, enhancing materials or environments, or placing funds into a reserve account. 
Reserve funds are especially important because they provide financial stability and allow programs to respond to unexpected 
expenses without disrupting operations. 

Addressing Budget Deficits 

If a budget projects that expenses will exceed income, the program is facing a deficit. This situation requires immediate attention 
and careful planning. Operating at a loss is not sustainable, and administrators must take steps to bring the budget back into 
balance. 

Addressing a deficit may involve: 

• Reducing or adjusting expenses 
• Identifying new or additional sources of income 
• Reevaluating staffing, materials, or program offerings 
• Reviewing enrollment levels and fee structures 

In these situations, it is critical to involve the governing board and any relevant funding agencies. Open communication allows 
for collaborative problem-solving and ensures that all stakeholders are informed of the program’s financial position. 

Administrators may also need to revisit the program’s goals and priorities. Some planned initiatives may need to be delayed or 
modified in order to maintain financial stability. The goal is to ensure that the program can continue to operate effectively while 
working toward long-term sustainability. 
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The Role of the Board and Funding Agencies 

The governing board plays a central role in reviewing and approving the budget. Board members are responsible for ensuring that 
the budget reflects the program’s mission, complies with legal and financial requirements, and uses resources responsibly. 

Funding agencies may also have specific expectations or requirements related to how funds are allocated and reported. In some 
cases, approval from these agencies is required before the budget can be finalized. 

The review process often involves discussion, revisions, and collaboration. Administrators present the proposed budget, explain 
key decisions, and respond to questions. Through this process, a shared understanding is developed, and consensus is reached. 

Final Approval and Implementation 

Once the budget has been reviewed, adjusted as needed, and approved by all required parties, it becomes the program’s official 
financial plan. At this point, the focus shifts from planning to implementation. 

The administrator is responsible for: 

• Following the approved budget 
• Monitoring income and expenses 
• Ensuring that spending aligns with approved categories 
• Making adjustments as needed while maintaining accountability 

The approved budget serves as a guide for daily financial decisions. It provides a framework for managing resources and helps 
ensure that the program operates within its financial means. 
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5.15: Planning for Future Budget Cycles 

A program budget should not focus only on the current year. Administrators must also look ahead and consider how the program’s 
financial needs may change over time. Planning for future budget cycles allows administrators to anticipate expenses, prepare for 
changes in enrollment or funding, and make thoughtful financial decisions before challenges arise. Reviewing the budget regularly 
also helps identify patterns in income and spending that can be used to create more accurate budgets in future years. 

When preparing for the next budget cycle, administrators should begin by reviewing the current budget and comparing projected 
amounts with actual income and expenses. Areas that consistently cost more or less than expected can then be adjusted. 
Administrators should also consider upcoming changes that may affect the program, such as increases in wages, benefits, 
insurance, rent, utilities, food, classroom materials, licensing fees, maintenance, and other operating expenses. Changes in 
enrollment, tuition revenue, grants, subsidies, or other funding sources should also be considered. 

Future planning should include both expected expenses and unexpected needs. Setting aside funds for emergencies, major 
repairs, replacement of equipment, or other unplanned costs can help protect the program’s financial stability. Administrators 
may also need to budget for future goals, such as increasing staff compensation, improving outdoor environments, purchasing 
new classroom materials, expanding services, or providing additional professional development. 

Planning for future budget cycles is an ongoing process rather than something completed once a year. Administrators should 
regularly review financial information, communicate with appropriate staff or board members, and make adjustments as 
circumstances change. Looking ahead allows programs to use their resources intentionally while maintaining the quality of care 
and play-based learning experiences provided to children and families. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 
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5.16: Financial Responsibilities in Program Leadership 

The budget is one of the most important tools available to a program administrator. It provides a structured plan for managing 
income and expenses and helps guide financial decision-making throughout the year. However, balancing income and expenses 
is only one part of a much larger and ongoing financial system. 

Effective program leadership requires continuous attention to financial responsibilities that extend beyond the creation of the 
budget itself. The administrator must actively monitor how funds are used, ensure that spending aligns with approved categories, 
and respond to changes that may impact the program’s financial stability. This includes making adjustments when needed, 
maintaining accurate records, and ensuring that all financial practices remain ethical and compliant with regulations. 

Financial responsibilities are not isolated tasks. They are interconnected and ongoing, influencing daily operations as well as 
long-term planning. Every financial decision, whether related to staffing, materials, facilities, or services, ultimately ties back to 
the budget and the program’s overall financial health. 

Because of this, the administrator plays a central role in overseeing and guiding the program’s financial systems. This involves 
collaboration with the governing board, finance committee, and other professionals, while also maintaining accountability for how 
resources are managed. 

The sections that follow will explore these responsibilities in greater depth, highlighting the ongoing processes that support 
effective financial leadership in early childhood programs. 

Overseeing cash flow is one of the most important ongoing financial responsibilities of a program administrator. While a budget 
outlines projected income and expenses for the year, cash flow management ensures that there is actually enough money 
available at the right time to meet those obligations. This includes paying staff, purchasing materials, and covering operational 
costs as they arise. 

Cash flow is not about handling physical cash, but rather about monitoring the movement of money into and out of the program. 
Even when a program appears financially stable on paper, poor cash flow management can create challenges if funds are not 
available when needed. For this reason, administrators must continuously track and anticipate financial activity throughout the 
year. 

Monthly Budgeting and Timing of Expenses 

Budgets are typically divided into monthly components to help administrators manage spending over time. A common approach 
is to estimate that approximately one-twelfth of the annual budget will be used each month. This provides a general guideline for 
pacing expenses and monitoring financial activity. 

However, actual spending does not always occur evenly throughout the year. Some expenses are paid on a different schedule, 
such as annually, semi-annually, or quarterly. For example, insurance premiums, licensing fees, or large equipment purchases may 
occur at specific times rather than being spread evenly across months. 

Similarly, income may fluctuate throughout the year. Tuition revenue may decrease during summer months if families adjust their 
schedules, such as when school-age siblings are home or when families take extended time off. In contrast, programs that offer 
school-age care may see increased enrollment and revenue during summer months or after school hours. 

Because of these variations, administrators must look beyond simple monthly averages and develop a clear understanding of 
when income is received and when expenses must be paid. 

Creating and Using a Cash Flow Chart 

One of the most effective tools for managing cash flow is a cash flow chart. This chart outlines expected income and expenses 
on a monthly basis, allowing administrators to see how funds will move throughout the year. 

A typical cash flow chart includes: 
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• Monthly projections of income 
• Monthly projections of expenses 
• Actual income received and expenses paid 
• A comparison between projected and actual amounts 

At the end of each month, such as January, administrators should record what was actually received and spent in each category. 
This information is then compared to what was originally projected. The difference between expected and actual amounts 
provides valuable insight into how closely the program is following its financial plan. 

Tracking these differences allows administrators to identify patterns, anticipate challenges, and make adjustments as needed. 

Understanding Accounts Receivable and Accounts Payable 

Cash flow management also involves tracking what is owed to the program and what the program owes to others. These are 
commonly referred to as accounts receivable and accounts payable. 

Accounts receivable represents money that is expected but has not yet been received. In an early childhood program, this often 
includes tuition or fees that families have not yet paid. 

Accounts payable represents money that the program owes, such as payments to vendors, utility bills, or staff salaries. 

Monitoring both of these areas is essential. If too much money is tied up in unpaid tuition, the program may struggle to meet its 
own financial obligations. At the same time, administrators must ensure that bills are paid on time to maintain operations and 
avoid penalties. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Tracking Year-to-Date Financial Activity 

In addition to monthly tracking, administrators must monitor year-to-date income and expenses. This provides a broader view of 
the program’s financial position and helps ensure that spending remains aligned with the annual budget. 

By keeping track of cumulative totals, administrators can: 

• Determine whether they are staying within budget limits 

159 (5.16.2)



• Identify areas where spending is higher or lower than expected 
• Make informed decisions about future expenses 

This ongoing tracking is critical for maintaining financial stability throughout the year. 

Making Adjustments and Maintaining Balance 

Cash flow management requires flexibility and responsiveness. If expenses in one category exceed what was originally budgeted, 
administrators must make adjustments to maintain balance. 

This may involve: 

• Reducing spending in another category 
• Delaying non-essential purchases 
• Using available reserve funds 
• Identifying additional sources of income 

It is important that total spending does not exceed the overall annual budget. Any adjustments must be made thoughtfully to 
ensure that essential program functions are not compromised. 
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5.17: Managing Petty Cash 

Petty cash refers to a small amount of money set aside for minor, immediate expenses that cannot easily be handled through 
standard purchasing and payment processes. In early childhood programs, petty cash is sometimes used to address unexpected 
needs, such as purchasing last-minute classroom materials, replacing essential items, or covering small operational expenses 
that arise during the day. 

While petty cash can provide flexibility and convenience, it must be managed carefully to ensure accuracy, accountability, and 
alignment with the program’s overall financial system. 

Purpose and Appropriate Use 

Petty cash is intended for small, incidental expenses that require quick action. For example, a teacher may need to purchase 
materials for an activity when supplies unexpectedly run out, or a staff member may need to make a small purchase that cannot 
wait for the standard ordering process. 

In some programs, a specific amount of petty cash is assigned to an educator or administrator for limited use, with the 
expectation that all spending will be documented and justified. In other programs, petty cash may be centrally managed and 
accessed only with approval. 

Despite its usefulness, petty cash should be used sparingly. Overuse can make it difficult to track spending accurately and may 
obscure how funds are being allocated across budget categories. For this reason, many programs limit petty cash to only those 
situations where no other purchasing method is practical. 

Documentation and Accountability 

All petty cash expenditures must be documented clearly and consistently. Every transaction should include: 

• A receipt for the purchase 
• A record of the amount spent 
• A description of the purpose of the expense 

These records ensure that petty cash use remains transparent and that all expenses can be properly accounted for within the 
budget. 

Once petty cash is used, expenditures should be recorded and assigned to the appropriate budget category. This step is essential 
to maintaining accurate financial records and ensuring that petty cash spending is reflected in the program’s overall financial 
reports. 

Responsibility for tracking and recording petty cash typically falls to the administrator or bookkeeper, depending on the program’s 
structure. 
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Managing and Replenishing Petty Cash 

Programs that use petty cash often establish a fixed amount for the fund. As money is spent, receipts are collected and the fund 
is periodically replenished to its original amount. This process allows administrators to maintain control over the total amount of 
petty cash while ensuring that it is available when needed. 

Regular review of petty cash records helps ensure that: 

• Funds are being used appropriately 
• Documentation is complete 
• Spending aligns with program needs 

Maintaining consistency in how petty cash is handled supports both accuracy and accountability. 

Alternatives to Petty Cash 

Some administrators choose to eliminate petty cash altogether in favor of more structured purchasing methods. For example, 
programs may use credit cards, purchase orders, or reimbursement systems to manage small expenses. 

These alternatives can provide greater oversight and simplify recordkeeping by ensuring that all transactions are processed 
through formal financial systems. However, they may also reduce flexibility in situations where immediate purchases are 
necessary. 

The decision to use or eliminate petty cash depends on the program’s size, structure, and financial management practices. 
Regardless of the approach, the goal is to ensure that all spending is documented, appropriate, and aligned with the budget. 
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5.18: Recording Financial Transactions 

Recording financial transactions is a critical responsibility in program administration. Every financial activity, whether income 
received or expenses paid, must be documented promptly, accurately, and in a consistent location. This process ensures that 
the program maintains a clear and current understanding of its financial position and supports accountability, transparency, and 
informed decision-making. 

Timely recordkeeping allows administrators to monitor finances on a daily, weekly, or monthly basis. Without accurate records, 
it becomes difficult to track spending, manage cash flow, or prepare for audits and reporting requirements. For this reason, 
recording transactions is not a task that can be delayed; it must be integrated into the routine operations of the program. 

Using Technology for Financial Recordkeeping 

Many programs now rely on computer-based systems to record and manage financial information. While learning new technology 
can initially be time-consuming, these systems ultimately make financial management more efficient and organized. 

Digital systems allow administrators to: 

• Enter and track income and expenses quickly 
• Generate financial reports 
• Monitor account balances in real time 
• Maintain organized and accessible records 

Compared to manual methods, such as paper ledgers, computerized systems reduce errors and provide more flexibility in 
managing and analyzing financial data. 

Managing Billing and Family Accounts 

Technology has also simplified the process of billing families. Once a child is enrolled, the administrator can enter the family’s 
information, including contact details and tuition rates, into the system. The program can then generate customized invoices that 
reflect the specific amount owed by each family. 

These billing systems often allow administrators to include additional information with invoices, such as reminders about 
upcoming events, registration deadlines, or program announcements. This integration of financial and communication functions 
helps streamline administrative tasks and maintain consistent communication with families. 

In situations where families pay tuition in cash, it is essential to provide a numbered and signed receipt and to keep a copy for 
program records. This ensures accountability and provides documentation for both the family and the program. 

All payments, whether made by check or cash, should be deposited promptly, typically within the week. Timely deposits help 
maintain accurate cash flow records and reduce the risk of loss or mismanagement. 
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Attendance and Record Integration 

Many financial systems can be integrated with other program records, such as attendance. For example, when families sign 
children in and out using a computer-based system, attendance data can be automatically recorded and used for reporting or 
billing purposes. 

Programs may also use these systems to organize information about children and families, such as enrollment details, schedules, 
or other relevant data. While not all programs require the same level of detail, having organized and accessible records supports 
both administrative efficiency and program planning. 

Payroll and Financial Calculations 

Computerized systems can also simplify payroll processing. Once employee information is entered, including hourly rates or 
salaries, tax withholdings, and benefit deductions, the system can automatically calculate pay amounts and generate paychecks. 

These systems can account for: 

• Hours worked 
• Overtime 
• Sick leave and other absences 
• Required deductions 

By automating these calculations, programs reduce the likelihood of errors and ensure that employees are paid accurately and on 
time. Administrators must still review and verify payroll information, but the overall process becomes more efficient. 

Data Security and Backup 

With the use of technology comes the responsibility to protect financial information. Programs must ensure that financial records 
are secure and accessible only to authorized individuals. 

This includes: 
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• Using password protection for financial systems 
• Limiting access to sensitive information 
• Regularly backing up data to an external source 

Maintaining backup copies is essential in case of system failure, data loss, or other unexpected issues. Protecting financial data 
is not only a practical concern but also an ethical and legal responsibility. 

Selecting Appropriate Software and Systems 

Not all programs have the resources to invest in complex financial software. Smaller programs, or those with limited budgets, may 
choose more affordable options such as spreadsheet programs. Tools like Microsoft Excel can still provide effective ways to track 
income, expenses, and budgets when used consistently and accurately. 

When selecting software, administrators should consider: 

• Whether the system meets the program’s specific needs 
• The hardware required to run the software 
• Ease of use and learning curve 
• Availability and cost of technical support 
• Opportunities for training, such as webinars or workshops 
• Whether updates or upgrades are included 
• The reliability and reputation of the company 

It may also be helpful to consult with colleagues or review professional resources to learn about systems that are commonly used 
in early childhood programs. Choosing software designed specifically for programs serving children and families can provide 
features that better align with program needs. 

Staying Current with Technology 

Technology continues to evolve, and administrators must remain informed about new tools and systems that can improve 
efficiency and accuracy. This may involve participating in training, consulting with knowledgeable board members or volunteers, 
or reviewing professional publications that evaluate different systems. 

While it is not necessary to adopt every new technology, staying informed allows administrators to make thoughtful decisions 
about when and how to update their systems 
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5.19: Managing Staff Compensation 

Managing staff compensation is a central responsibility of program leadership and is closely tied to the approved budget. 
Once the budget has been finalized, the financial director or administrator communicates salary allocations to the personnel 
committee. This step ensures that hiring decisions, compensation structures, and staffing plans align with the financial resources 
available to the program. 

In a new program, this information guides the hiring process, helping the personnel committee recruit staff in accordance with 
both the budget and established personnel policies. In existing programs, compensation planning also includes consideration of 
pay increases, adjustments for cost of living, and retention strategies. These decisions must be made thoughtfully, balancing the 
need to support staff with the financial sustainability of the program. 

Salary and Wage Structures 

Early childhood programs typically employ a mix of salaried and hourly staff, and each group is compensated differently. 

Professional staff, such as administrators and lead educators, are often paid a fixed salary. These employees may be paid 
on a monthly, biweekly, or weekly basis, depending on the program’s payroll structure. Their compensation remains consistent 
regardless of minor variations in hours worked, as long as they remain actively employed. 

Other staff members, including assistant teachers or support staff, are typically paid hourly. Their wages are based on the 
number of hours worked during each pay period. This distinction requires careful tracking of time to ensure accurate and fair 
compensation. 

Because programs often include multiple categories of employees, administrators must clearly define compensation structures 
and ensure that payroll practices are consistent with employment agreements and labor laws. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Timekeeping and Payroll Systems 

Accurate timekeeping is essential for managing staff compensation, particularly for hourly employees. Programs may use a variety 
of systems to track work hours, depending on their size and resources. 

In some programs, staff record their hours through digital systems that allow them to clock in and out using a computer or online 
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platform. These systems often integrate directly with payroll, streamlining the process and reducing the likelihood of errors. 

Other programs may use more traditional methods, such as weekly time sheets or time cards. In these cases, employees record 
their hours manually and sign in and out each day. The administrator is then responsible for reviewing and verifying these records 
before payroll is processed. 

Regardless of the system used, accurate documentation of hours worked is critical. These records are typically reflected in 
employee paychecks and must be maintained for accountability, compliance, and auditing purposes. 

The vignette described below illustrates why accurate timekeeping and payroll practices are essential for maintaining fairness 
and trust within an early childhood program. 

Solution 

The Missing Hours 

An educator reviewed her paycheck and noticed that several hours of work were missing. She had stayed late twice to 
maintain required ratios while waiting for families to arrive, but those additional hours had not been recorded on her time 
sheet. When she brought the concern to the administrator, they discovered that several educators had been informally 
adjusting their schedules without consistently documenting the changes. Although staff members were trying to support the 
program, the lack of accurate records was creating payroll errors and frustration. 

The administrator corrected the educator’s hours and established a clearer process for recording schedule changes, 
additional work time, and leave. Staff were reminded to accurately document all hours worked, and the administrator began 
reviewing time records before payroll was submitted. The experience reinforced that accurate compensation is more than a 
financial task; consistent and transparent payroll practices help educators feel valued, treated fairly, and confident in program 
leadership. 

Tracking Leave and Employee Benefits 

In addition to tracking work hours, administrators must maintain detailed records of employee leave. This includes: 

• Sick days 
• Vacation time 
• Professional development days 
• Personal leave 

These records must be kept for all employees, whether they are salaried or hourly. Tracking leave ensures that employees receive 
the benefits they are entitled to and that the program maintains accurate payroll records. 

Some employees may also take unpaid leave under certain circumstances. Programs must ensure that their policies align with 
current laws and regulations related to employee leave. For example, certain types of leave, such as those related to family 
responsibilities, may be protected by law. 

While a returning employee may not always be guaranteed the exact same position, they are often entitled to continued 
employment following legally protected leave. Administrators must be familiar with these requirements and ensure that all policies 
and practices remain compliant. 

Payroll Preparation and Administrative Responsibility 

Preparing payroll involves more than simply issuing paychecks. It requires careful coordination of time records, salary 
agreements, and leave usage. In smaller programs, the administrator may take a more direct role in managing these details, 
reviewing time sheets, tracking leave, and calculating wages. 

Example 5.19.2 
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In larger programs, payroll processes are often supported by software systems or dedicated personnel. These systems can 
automate many aspects of payroll, including time tracking, wage calculations, and record keeping. However, even with automated 
systems, the administrator remains responsible for ensuring accuracy and compliance. 

All payments must be made according to the terms outlined in each employee’s contract. This includes ensuring that employees 
are paid on time and that all deductions, benefits, and leave adjustments are handled appropriately. 

Ensuring Compliance and Ethical Practice 

Managing staff compensation requires strict adherence to labor laws and ethical standards. Administrators must ensure that: 

• Employees are compensated fairly and accurately 
• Work hours are properly recorded 
• Overtime and leave policies are followed 
• All practices comply with state and federal regulations 

Maintaining accurate and organized records is essential for demonstrating compliance and protecting both the program and its 
employees. 

In addition, administrators must approach compensation with transparency and consistency. Clear communication about pay 
structures, schedules, and policies helps build trust and supports a positive work environment. 
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5.20: Ordering Supplies and Services 

Once the budget has been reviewed and approved, the program can begin the process of ordering supplies, equipment, and 
services. This phase moves the budget from planning into action and requires careful coordination to ensure that purchases are 
appropriate, cost-effective, and aligned with program needs. 

Although many individuals within the program may have input into what is needed, the actual purchasing process is typically 
centralized. In most cases, the administrator or designated purchasing agent is responsible for making final purchasing 
decisions. This helps maintain consistency, accountability, and alignment with the approved budget. 

Gathering Input from Staff 

Before any purchases are made, it is important to consult the individuals who will be using the items or services. This step ensures 
that purchases are practical, appropriate, and supportive of daily operations. 

For example, custodial staff should be consulted when selecting cleaning equipment or supplies, as they have firsthand knowledge 
of what is effective and necessary. Educators should be involved in decisions related to classroom furniture, such as tables and 
chairs, as well as materials used for teaching and learning. Their input helps ensure that items are developmentally appropriate, 
functional, and aligned with classroom needs. 

This collaborative approach supports better decision-making and helps avoid purchasing items that may not be useful or 
appropriate. However, while input is gathered from multiple staff members, the responsibility for making and approving purchases 
remains with a single individual or designated role. 

Centralized Purchasing Responsibility 

To maintain financial control and accountability, purchasing should be handled by one authorized individual, typically the 
administrator. Centralizing this responsibility helps ensure that: 

• Purchases align with the approved budget 
• Spending is tracked accurately 
• Duplicate or unnecessary purchases are avoided 

This structure also supports clear documentation and simplifies record keeping, which is important for audits and financial 
reviews. 

Planning for Different Types of Purchases 

Not all purchases are the same, and the process may vary depending on the size and nature of the expense. 

For larger or more complex purchases, such as equipment or contracted services, planning may begin several months in advance. 
These purchases often require additional review and approval, particularly if they represent a significant portion of the budget. 

Major purchases may need approval from: 

• The administrator 
• The governing board 
• A finance or purchasing committee 

If the purchase involves outside funding, such as grants or public funds, additional requirements may apply. 
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The Bidding Process and Specifications 

For large purchases or contracts, programs may be required to obtain multiple bids from suppliers. This process helps ensure 
that funds are used responsibly and that the program receives the best value. 

The purchasing agent typically prepares a set of specifications that outline what is needed. These specifications may include: 

• A detailed description of the item or service 
• Expected performance or quality standards 
• Delivery timelines 
• Intended use or purpose 

These specifications are then shared with potential suppliers, or the program may advertise for bids. Once bids are received, they 
are reviewed and compared. 

In many cases, the lowest bid is selected, provided it meets the required specifications. However, cost is not the only 
consideration. Quality, reliability, and vendor reputation may also influence the final decision. 

Routine and Smaller Purchases 

Smaller, routine purchases, such as paper, art supplies, cleaning materials, or dramatic play items, are typically handled more 
informally. These items are often ordered regularly and may not require a formal bidding process. 

In these cases, administrators may: 

• Compare prices across vendors 
• Take advantage of discounts or bulk pricing 
• Use preferred suppliers who offer reliable service 

Some vendors offer business accounts or credit options, which can simplify purchasing and payment processes. Building 
relationships with trusted suppliers can also lead to more efficient ordering and potential cost savings. 
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Cooperative Buying and Cost Efficiency 

In some communities, particularly in larger cities, programs may participate in cooperative buying arrangements. This involves 
multiple programs working together to purchase items in larger quantities. 

By combining orders, programs may benefit from: 

• Lower per-unit costs 
• Bulk discounts 
• Reduced shipping expenses 

Cooperative buying can be especially useful for frequently used items such as food, paper goods, or cleaning supplies. It also 
reflects a collaborative approach to resource management within the early childhood field. 

Maintaining Accountability in Purchasing 

Regardless of the type of purchase, all transactions must be documented and aligned with the approved budget. Administrators 
must ensure that: 

• Purchases are necessary and justified 
• Spending remains within budget limits 
• Records are accurate and complete 

Clear procedures for ordering and approval help maintain financial integrity and support transparency. 
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5.21: Processing Payments 

Processing payments is a key operational responsibility that ensures the program meets its financial obligations in a timely, 
accurate, and accountable manner. While the budget outlines what will be spent, the payment process puts those plans into action. 
The administrator, or designated financial representative, is typically responsible for overseeing this process and ensuring that 
all payments are handled according to established procedures and agreements. 

Timely payment is essential for maintaining positive relationships with vendors, avoiding late fees, and ensuring the continued 
delivery of goods and services. However, accuracy and verification are just as important as timeliness. 

Verifying Shipments and Invoices 

Before any payment is made, it is critical to verify that the goods or services have been received as expected. When shipments 
arrive, they should be carefully checked to confirm that: 

• The correct items were delivered 
• The quantity matches what was ordered 
• The quality is acceptable and items are not damaged 
• The shipment aligns with the original order 

At the same time, the invoice provided by the vendor must be reviewed. The administrator or designated staff member should 
confirm that: 

• The price listed matches the agreed-upon cost 
• Any discounts or terms are correctly applied 
• The invoice corresponds to the items received 

This process of cross-referencing shipments, invoices, and original orders helps prevent errors and ensures that the program only 
pays for what was actually received and agreed upon. 
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Payment Terms and Timeliness 

Vendors typically establish payment terms that specify when payment is due. For example, a vendor may require payment within 
20 or 30 days after delivery. It is the administrator’s responsibility to ensure that payments are made within these timeframes. 

Adhering to payment terms helps maintain strong relationships with suppliers and avoids additional charges such as late fees or 
penalties. It also supports the program’s reputation as a reliable and professional organization. 

To manage this effectively, programs should establish clear timelines and systems for reviewing and processing invoices. 

Methods of Payment 

Programs may use a variety of payment methods depending on their size, structure, and policies. Common methods include: 

• Checks issued from a program account 
• Electronic payments or bank transfers 
• Credit card payments for certain purchases 

In smaller programs, payments may be handled directly by the administrator, who may sign all checks and manage the account. 
In larger organizations, payment processes may be more structured and involve multiple individuals or departments. 

Some programs require two signatures on each check as a safeguard. This practice adds an additional layer of oversight and 
helps ensure that payments are reviewed before being finalized. 

Financial Oversight and Internal Controls 

To maintain accountability and prevent errors or misuse of funds, programs must implement clear financial controls. This may 
involve assigning different roles to different individuals, such as separating responsibilities for approving purchases, processing 
payments, and recording transactions. 

In some cases, someone other than the administrator or bookkeeper may be responsible for reviewing payments or financial 
records. This additional oversight helps create a system of checks and balances and strengthens financial integrity. 

Even in smaller programs, where responsibilities may be more centralized, it is important to establish clear procedures and 
maintain transparency in all financial activities. 

Record Keeping and Organization 

Organized record keeping is essential for processing payments effectively. Programs should establish a consistent system for 
storing and managing invoices, receipts, and payment records. 

This includes: 

• Designating a specific place to store incoming bills 
• Setting regular times for reviewing and processing payments 
• Keeping accurate records of all transactions 

In smaller or cooperative programs, administrative responsibilities may be shared among members, including family participants. 
In these cases, it is especially important to maintain clear and consistent documentation to ensure accuracy and accountability. 

In larger organizations, payment processing may be handled by a central administrative office, sometimes located in a different 
city or state. Even in these cases, local administrators must ensure that documentation is accurate and submitted in a timely 
manner. 
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Adapting to Program Size and Structure 

The specific procedures for processing payments will vary depending on the size and structure of the program. Smaller programs 
may rely on simpler systems and direct oversight by the administrator, while larger programs may use more formalized processes 
and centralized financial management systems. 

Regardless of the structure, the key principles remain the same: 

• Verify all goods and services before payment 
• Follow established payment terms 
• Maintain accurate and organized records 
• Ensure appropriate oversight and accountability 
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5.22: Summarizing and Analyzing Financial Data 

At the end of each fiscal year, early childhood programs must move beyond day-to-day financial management and take a broader 
view of their overall financial performance. This process involves summarizing and analyzing financial data to understand how the 
program has operated over time and to inform future decision-making. 

One of the primary tools used in this process is the preparation of an income statement. This document provides a summary 
of all revenue and expenses for the fiscal year and clearly shows whether the program operated at a net gain or a net loss. By 
comparing total income to total expenses, administrators can assess whether the program remained financially sustainable and 
identify patterns in spending and revenue generation. 

The income statement is more than a summary; it is a tool for reflection. It allows administrators to evaluate whether financial 
goals were met, whether budget projections were accurate, and where adjustments may be needed moving forward. 

Understanding the Full Financial Picture 

In addition to reviewing income and expenses, administrators must also monitor the program’s overall financial position. This 
includes understanding the relationship between assets, liabilities, and equity. 

Assets represent what the program owns or controls. This may include cash on hand, equipment, materials, and any other 
resources of value. Liabilities represent what the program owes, such as unpaid bills, loans, or other financial obligations. 

The difference between assets and liabilities reflects the program’s equity, or the ownership value of the organization. For for-
profit programs, this may represent the owner’s financial stake. For not-for-profit programs, this reflects the overall financial health 
and stability of the organization. 

Understanding this full picture is essential because a program may appear stable based on income alone, but underlying liabilities 
or limited assets could indicate potential financial challenges. 

Monitoring Financial Health Throughout the Year 

While the income statement is typically prepared at the end of the fiscal year, financial analysis should not be limited to that time. 
Administrators should regularly review financial data throughout the year to monitor trends and identify potential concerns early. 

Ongoing analysis allows administrators to: 

• Compare actual performance to the budget 
• Identify areas of overspending or underspending 
• Monitor revenue patterns and enrollment trends 
• Adjust financial strategies as needed 

Regular monitoring helps prevent small issues from becoming larger problems and supports more effective financial planning. 
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Providing Information to the Board 

A key responsibility of the administrator is to communicate financial information to the governing board. Board members rely on 
clear and accurate financial reports to understand the program’s current position and to make informed decisions about future 
planning. 

When presenting financial data, administrators should ensure that information is: 

• Organized and easy to understand 
• Accurate and up to date 
• Relevant to the program’s goals and operations 

This may include sharing income statements, summaries of assets and liabilities, and explanations of any significant changes or 
trends. Providing this level of detail helps the board fulfill its oversight role and supports collaborative decision-making. 

Using Financial Analysis for Future Planning 

The insights gained from summarizing and analyzing financial data play a critical role in future planning. By understanding what 
worked well and what challenges arose, administrators can make more informed decisions when developing the next budget. 

For example, if certain expenses were consistently higher than expected, adjustments can be made in future budgets. If revenue 
sources were less reliable than anticipated, alternative strategies can be explored. 

Financial analysis also supports long-term planning by helping administrators anticipate future needs, such as facility 
improvements, equipment replacement, or program expansion. 
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5.23: Conducting Financial Reviews and Audits 

Financial reviews and audits are essential processes that ensure an early childhood program is operating with accuracy, 
accountability, and integrity. These processes provide an external and objective examination of the program’s financial records 
and practices, helping to confirm that funds are being managed appropriately and in accordance with the approved budget. 

In most programs, an audit is conducted annually. This review is typically carried out by an independent auditor who examines 
the program’s financial records and overall financial procedures. The purpose is not only to verify financial accuracy but also to 
ensure that the program is following proper policies and maintaining compliance with regulations and funding requirements. 

Preparing for the Audit Process 

The administrator plays a key role in preparing for an audit. This involves organizing and making available all relevant financial 
records, including: 

• Check registers or checkbooks 
• Canceled checks 
• Receipts 
• Invoices 
• Financial reports and statements 

These records may be maintained in a traditional ledger or, more commonly, through a computerized system. Digital 
recordkeeping is often preferred because it allows for easier access, organization, and updating of information. It also enables 
multiple authorized individuals to review records as needed, which supports transparency and efficiency. 

Keeping records current and accurate throughout the year is critical. When financial transactions are not properly recorded or 
maintained, it can lead to complications during the audit process and may raise concerns about the program’s financial practices. 

The Role of the Auditor 

The auditor’s role is to review the overall financial operation of the program. Rather than examining every individual transaction, 
the auditor conducts a general review of financial records, procedures, and systems. 

This review typically focuses on: 

• Whether financial records are accurate and complete 
• Whether funds are being used as intended 
• Whether spending aligns with approved budget categories 
• Whether established procedures and controls are being followed 

Auditors may perform different levels of review depending on the program’s size, funding sources, and regulatory requirements. 
In all cases, the goal is to assess the reliability of the program’s financial practices and identify any areas that may need 
improvement. 

Involvement of the Governing Board 

The governing board also plays a role in the financial review process. Board members are responsible for overseeing the 
program’s financial health and ensuring that appropriate systems are in place. 

Audit findings are typically shared with the board, which uses this information to: 

• Evaluate financial management practices 
• Identify areas for improvement 
• Make informed decisions about future planning 
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The board’s involvement adds an additional layer of accountability and supports transparency within the organization. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Importance of Accurate and Ongoing Recordkeeping 

One of the key factors in a successful audit is the quality of the program’s recordkeeping. Financial records must be maintained 
consistently and updated regularly. This includes documenting all transactions, organizing supporting materials, and ensuring 
that records are complete. 

If financial records are not accurately maintained, the program may face serious consequences. These can include: 

• Challenges in demonstrating compliance with licensing requirements 
• Concerns from funders or stakeholders 
• Potential legal or financial issues 

Maintaining accurate records throughout the year not only simplifies the audit process but also strengthens the program’s overall 
financial management. 

Audits as a Tool for Improvement 

While audits are often viewed as a requirement, they also provide valuable opportunities for improvement. The findings from an 
audit can highlight strengths in the program’s financial practices as well as areas that may need adjustment. 

Administrators can use audit feedback to: 

• Improve financial procedures 
• Strengthen internal controls 
• Enhance recordkeeping systems 
• Ensure alignment with best practices 

Approaching audits as a constructive process helps programs grow and maintain high standards of accountability. 
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5.24: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Financial planning is essential for creating stable and sustainable early childhood programs. Budgets help administrators plan, 
monitor, and adjust program expenses and income, while understanding staffing costs and resource needs is critical when 
developing an effective budget. Daily financial responsibilities require organization, accuracy, and attention to detail to ensure 
smooth operations. Managing cash flow allows programs to meet their financial obligations, and accurate record-keeping 
supports transparency and informed decision-making. Financial reports provide insight into program performance and help guide 
future planning. Overall, strong financial practices support long-term program quality and stability. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Why is financial planning important for sustaining an early childhood program? 
2. How do budgeting and cash flow management impact daily program operations? 
3. How can financial reports support decision-making and future planning? 
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6.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Securing and maintaining funding is critical to the success of early childhood programs. Administrators must explore a variety 
of funding sources while planning for both start-up and ongoing program needs, recognizing that financial stability requires 
thoughtful and ongoing effort. This includes understanding how tuition, grants, community resources, and partnerships work 
together to support daily operations and long-term growth. Relying on a single funding source can be risky, so administrators must 
plan strategically and remain flexible as needs change. In addition to securing funds, they are responsible for managing resources 
wisely and ensuring transparency and accountability. This chapter examines strategies for funding programs, maintaining 
financial stability, and responsibly managing resources over time. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

• Identify different funding sources for early childhood programs 
• Explain how tuition, grants, and community resources support programs 
• Understand the concept of break-even and financial stability 
• Describe strategies for securing ongoing funding 
• Recognize the importance of partnerships and fundraising efforts 

Getting Started: Brainstorming Questions 

1. Where do you think most early childhood programs get their funding? 
2. Why might relying on one funding source be risky? 
3. How can community partnerships support a program? 

Learning Objectives 
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6.2: Getting Started with Program Funding 

Before opening or expanding an early childhood program, administrators must have a clear understanding of how the program 
will be funded. Program funding is not just about having enough money to open the doors—it is about creating a sustainable 
financial plan that supports children, families, and staff over time. Without thoughtful planning, programs may struggle with 
staffing, maintaining quality materials, or even staying open. 

Getting started begins with identifying the program’s mission, goals, and target population. For example, a program serving 
working families needing full-day care will have different funding needs than a part-day preschool program. Similarly, programs 
serving low-income families may rely more on subsidies and grants, while private programs may depend heavily on tuition. These 
early decisions shape the entire financial structure of the program. 

Administrators should also begin developing a preliminary budget that includes both start-up and ongoing costs. This includes 
estimating expenses such as rent or mortgage, utilities, staffing, classroom materials, licensing fees, and insurance. At the same 
time, projected income sources should be identified, even if they are not yet secured. This process helps administrators see the 
“big picture” and identify any potential gaps in funding early on. 

Another important step is creating a financial timeline. Not all funds are needed at once, and not all income will come in 
immediately. Understanding when money is needed versus when it will be received helps prevent cash flow problems. Starting 
with a strong financial foundation increases the likelihood that the program will be stable, responsive, and able to grow. 

An important, and often overlooked, part of program funding is recognizing that fundraising is not the responsibility of just one 
person. In early childhood programs, everyone involved in the center plays a role in supporting funding efforts, either directly 
or indirectly. This includes administrators, educators, support staff, families, and even community members connected to the 
program. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

For example, volunteers may assist with fundraising events or community outreach. Staff members might give tours to prospective 
families, helping them see the value of the program and ultimately supporting enrollment. An enthusiastic family member might 
share positive experiences with others, helping to build the program’s reputation and attract new families. Some individuals may 
have specific skills, such as writing grant proposals or organizing events, which can directly contribute to funding efforts. 

In larger programs or organizations with multiple sites, there may be the ability to hire a full-time or part-time fundraising 
specialist. However, many early childhood programs do not have this capacity. Fundraising can require specific knowledge, time, 
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and resources, and it can become expensive if outsourced. Because of this, programs often rely on a shared approach, where 
responsibilities are distributed across the team. 

As an administrator, it is important to create a culture where everyone understands their role in supporting the program’s 
sustainability. This does not mean that every person is formally “fundraising,” but rather that they are contributing to the program’s 
success, whether through building relationships, maintaining quality, supporting enrollment, or sharing the program’s strengths 
with others. 

Keeping staff and families informed about the program’s goals, needs, and successes helps build this shared responsibility. When 
everyone feels connected and invested, they are more likely to support efforts to sustain and grow the program. In this way, 
funding becomes a collective effort rather than an individual task. 
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6.3: Funding a New Early Childhood Program 

Funding a new early childhood program can be one of the most challenging parts of becoming an administrator. Unlike 
established programs, new programs must secure funding before they begin generating consistent income. This means that 
administrators must plan ahead and often rely on multiple funding sources to cover initial costs. 

It is important to recognize that starting a program from the ground up, without any existing equipment, materials, or facilities, 
is very expensive. Costs begin long before enrollment starts and may include securing a location, making renovations to meet 
licensing requirements, purchasing classroom furniture and materials, installing playground equipment, obtaining insurance, and 
covering licensing and application fees. In addition, there are costs associated with marketing, hiring staff, and preparing the 
program for opening. 

Before investing personal assets or seeking a loan, administrators should explore available business support resources. 
Organizations such as the U.S. Small Business Administration and the Service Corps of Retired Executives provide guidance, 
tools, and mentoring for individuals starting a business. These resources can help with writing business plans, understanding 
financial projections, and preparing for funding applications. 

Because opening a program is both an educational and business decision, it is critical to ask yourself important questions 
before moving forward, especially if you do not have a strong background in business. The following questions are commonly 
recommended when planning a new business: 

• What niche or need will my program fill in the community? 
• What services will I provide (full-day care, part-day preschool, infant care, etc.)? 
• Is my idea practical, and does it meet a real community need? 
• Who is my competition, and what are they already offering? 
• What is my program’s advantage over existing programs? 
• Can I provide a higher-quality or more unique service? 
• What skills and experience do I bring to this work? 
• What legal structure will I choose (sole proprietorship, partnership, nonprofit, etc.)? 
• How will I maintain accurate business and financial records? 
• What types of insurance coverage will I need? 
• What equipment, materials, and supplies are required to open? 
• How will I compensate myself as the owner or administrator? 
• What resources do I already have, and what do I still need? 
• How much financing will I need, and when will I need it? 
• Where will my program be located? 
• What will I name my business? 

Another major decision is whether to start a brand-new program or purchase an existing one. Purchasing an existing program may 
include acquiring the facility, equipment, and even the program’s name. While this can reduce some start-up work, it also comes 
with risks. It is important to research the program’s history carefully. A program with a negative reputation, licensing issues, or 
unresolved problems can create additional challenges for a new owner. 
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If you are in the process of purchasing a program, maintaining confidentiality is also important. Premature information about 
ownership changes can create uncertainty for staff and families. 

Administrators must also ensure they are meeting all legal and regulatory requirements. This may include registering a business 
name, obtaining appropriate licenses, applying for a tax identification number, and opening a separate business bank account. It 
is also important to understand federal and state laws related to employees, including wages, benefits, and workplace regulations. 
Checking with your state Department of Labor and staying informed through local business resources is essential. 

Understanding your local market is another key step. Gathering data on whether the need for child care is growing or declining in 
your area helps determine if your program is viable. Resources such as local Chambers of Commerce or Child Care Resource and 
Referral (CCR&R) agencies can provide valuable information about community needs and trends. 

When seeking funding, it is not enough to know that you need money; you must clearly understand how much you need, why you 
need it, and when you will need it. Lenders and funding agencies will also want to know how you plan to repay any borrowed funds. 
This requires realistic financial projections and a well-developed plan. 

In some cases, starting a program may require a significant personal financial commitment. This could include using personal 
savings, taking out loans, or even leveraging assets such as a second mortgage on a home. Lenders may require background 
checks, credit checks, and detailed financial documentation before approving a loan. This reinforces the importance of careful 
planning and realistic expectations. 

Starting an early childhood program is a meaningful and rewarding goal, but it is also a serious financial and professional 
commitment. Taking the time to ask the right questions, gather information, and plan thoroughly will help set the foundation for 
long-term success. 

The vignette described below illustrates why careful financial planning is essential before opening a new early childhood 
program. 

Solution 

A Great Idea Needed a Better Plan 

Example 6.3.1 
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An educator dreamed of opening an early childhood program and had saved enough money for the facility deposit, classroom 
furniture, and basic materials. Excited to get started, she signed a lease and began preparing the space. As opening 
day approached, additional expenses quickly appeared, including licensing fees, insurance, required facility modifications, 
playground equipment, staff wages, and marketing. Because children had not yet enrolled, the program had no tuition income 
to help cover these costs. 

Before investing additional personal savings, she worked with a business advisor to develop a detailed start-up budget 
and realistic financial projections. She also researched loans, grants, and other potential funding sources and adjusted the 
program’s opening timeline. The experience demonstrated that a strong vision is only the beginning. Administrators must 
understand how much funding they need, when they will need it, and how the program will remain financially sustainable 
before opening their doors. 
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6.4: Start-Up Funding Sources 

Start-up funding refers to the money that must be available before an early childhood program opens and for a period of time 
afterward, until the program becomes financially stable. This is often called start-up capital. It is not just about opening the 
doors; it is about having enough financial support to sustain the program until tuition and other funding sources are consistently 
covering expenses. 

One important reality to understand is that there is a gap between planning and revenue. After an administrator is hired or begins 
the process, it can take a minimum of two to three months, sometimes longer, to complete the necessary planning before the 
program even opens. During this time, there is little to no income, but expenses are already occurring. 

Start-up funds must cover a wide range of costs, including securing space, making any necessary renovations, purchasing 
equipment and classroom materials, and obtaining office supplies. In addition, staff salaries may need to be paid before the 
program opens, especially if staff are involved in setting up classrooms, participating in training, or preparing for enrollment. 
These early expenses can add up quickly, making it essential to have funding available in advance. 

Even after opening, programs may not immediately reach full enrollment. It is common for new programs to be under-enrolled in 
the first few months as they build awareness and establish a reputation in the community. Because of this, administrators should 
plan for operating funds that can support the program for at least the first six months of operation. These funds should cover 
both the planning period and the early stages of operation, including ongoing expenses such as payroll, utilities, supplies, and 
maintenance. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Another important shift for new administrators is understanding the difference between the educational and business sides of 
operating a program. An administrator who has previously worked as a teacher may be deeply focused on relationships with 
children and families, curriculum, and daily classroom experiences. While these are still critical, individuals such as lenders, 
suppliers, inspectors, and insurance providers will focus primarily on the business aspects of the program. They will want to know 
about financial stability, compliance, risk management, and operational plans. 

This means that administrators must develop a strong business mindset while still maintaining their commitment to children, 
families, and staff. It is a balance - building meaningful relationships and providing high-quality care, while also ensuring that 
the program is financially stable and well-managed. It is important not to lose sight of either side. Focusing only on relationships 
without maintaining strong business practices can put the program at risk. 
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Because of the complexity of funding a new program, administrators and governing boards (if applicable) should actively seek out 
support from leaders in the community. These may include business professionals, community organizations, or individuals who 
are willing to invest time, expertise, or financial resources into the program. Building these relationships early can help move the 
program beyond a “bare-bones” operation and support long-term sustainability. 

In some cases, programs may pursue larger funding efforts to support start-up needs. This may include writing grants for specific 
projects, conducting fundraising campaigns, or soliciting support from local businesses. Larger organizations or agencies may 
also explore sponsorships or partnerships. For programs that are part of a larger organization, there may be additional funding 
structures, such as administrative or proprietary fees that help support operations. 

It is also important to understand that not all funding sources are equally available to all types of programs. For example, 
foundation funding is often limited and may not be available to proprietary (for-profit) centers. These funds are more commonly 
directed toward nonprofit organizations or programs serving specific populations. Because of this, administrators must carefully 
research which funding opportunities are realistic and appropriate for their program type. 

Start-up funding is one of the most critical components of opening a successful early childhood program. Having enough 
capital to support both the planning phase and the early months of operation allows administrators to focus on building quality, 
relationships, and enrollment without being overwhelmed by financial pressure. 

This page titled 6.4: Start-Up Funding Sources is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
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6.5: Community-Based and Government Funding 

Community-based and government funding can play an important role in helping early childhood programs get started and 
remain stable. When a community expresses strong interest in having a program, administrators may be able to build support 
through fundraising efforts and partnerships. However, it is important to understand that not all funding sources provide the same 
level or type of support. 

Community fundraising effort, such as raffles, bake sales, or small events, can help raise awareness and bring in some funds, 
but they typically generate limited amounts of money. While these efforts are valuable for building community involvement and 
visibility, they are usually not enough to support major start-up costs or long-term operations. 

More substantial support may come from established philanthropic organizations such as Kiwanis International, Lions Clubs 
International, and other local service or fraternal groups. These organizations are often willing to contribute to early childhood 
programs, especially when they see a clear community need. Their support may include financial donations, purchasing 
equipment, or contributing to capital improvement campaigns such as playground development or facility upgrades. In some 
cases, they may also fund specific activities, such as field trips or special events, although they are less likely to provide ongoing 
operational funding like salaries or utilities. 

Businesses can also play a role in start-up funding. For example, a company may provide initial funding to support a program 
designed for employees’ children. However, this type of support often comes with the expectation that the program will become 
self-sustaining through tuition and other funding sources. Some companies may also provide in-kind contributions. For instance, 
a business that produces food products may donate items for meals or snacks, reducing program costs over time. 

In addition, some employers offer benefits such as flexible spending accounts (FSAs), which allow families to set aside pre-tax 
income to pay for child care. While this does not directly fund the program, it supports families in making consistent tuition 
payments, which strengthens the program’s financial stability. 

Programs located within public schools or connected to school districts may have access to government funding. These programs 
are often supported through grants or district-managed budgets and may include services for specific populations, such as 
children with special needs. In some cases, these programs serve a mix of children, those who qualify for publicly funded services 
and those whose families pay tuition, creating a more diverse and inclusive classroom environment. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Larger organizations and program chains may approach funding differently. Corporate offices often secure investors and use 
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market research to determine where to open new centers. They may also offer franchise opportunities, where individuals operate 
a center under the corporation’s name and systems. In these cases, start-up funding may be supported at the corporate level, but 
individual operators are still responsible for maintaining financial stability. 

For programs that are not connected to larger systems or institutions, securing funding can be more challenging. Many centers 
rely heavily on tuition combined with small fundraising efforts. Over time, administrators and boards often realize that these 
sources alone are not enough to support major program improvements or respond to unexpected situations. For example, 
emergencies such as facility damage, sudden drops in enrollment (as seen during events like COVID-19 pandemic), or family 
financial hardships can quickly impact a program’s stability. 

This is one reason why selecting board members carefully is so important. Board members who have connections to businesses, 
community leaders, or funding organizations can play a key role in securing larger sources of support. They may help organize 
fundraising campaigns, connect the program to donors, or advocate for funding opportunities. Planning for these efforts in 
advance helps ensure the program is prepared when challenges arise. 

Creating a clear message or slogan that highlights the program’s value can also help generate interest and support. When the 
community understands the importance of the program and its impact on children and families, they are more likely to contribute. 

Ultimately, programs that begin without sufficient base funding often face financial challenges early on. Maintaining a balanced 
budget in early childhood education can be difficult, as there are many necessary expenses and often limited revenue. 
Administrators must plan not only for expected costs, but also for unexpected needs and future program changes. Building strong 
community and government funding connections can help create a more stable and resilient program over time. 

This page titled 6.5: Community-Based and Government Funding is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
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6.6: Understanding Break-Even and Financial Stability 

Understanding the break-even point is one of the most important financial skills an early childhood administrator must develop. 
A break-even chart is a useful tool that helps administrators determine how many children need to be enrolled for the program to 
cover its costs. It can also help identify how many additional children are needed to begin generating a surplus that can support 
future program improvements or serve as a financial cushion. 

To create a break-even chart, the administrator works closely with an accountant or financial professional. The first step is 
identifying fixed costs, these are expenses that remain the same regardless of how many children are enrolled. Examples of fixed 
costs include rent or mortgage, utilities, insurance, and administrative salaries. These costs must be paid whether the program is 
full or only partially enrolled. 

The next step is identifying variable costs. These are expenses that change based on the number of children enrolled. For 
example, as enrollment increases, the program will need more food, classroom materials, and supplies. Administrators often 
calculate these costs on a per-child basis. This might involve reviewing past expenses (such as the total cost of food in a previous 
year) and dividing that amount by the number of children served to estimate a cost per child. This same approach can be used 
for materials such as paper, crayons, soap, and other disposable items. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

It is important to understand that while costs increase with enrollment, they do not always increase in a perfectly straight line. 
For example, adding one additional child may not immediately require hiring another teacher, but reaching a certain enrollment 
threshold will. At that point, staffing costs increase significantly. The same is true for furniture and classroom space, additional 
children may eventually require new equipment or even an additional classroom. Because of this, break-even analysis can become 
more complex as enrollment grows. 

Licensing requirements and program standards must also be considered when determining break-even points. Ratios based on 
age groups, such as infants, toddlers, and preschoolers, directly impact staffing needs and costs. For example, infant care requires 
lower ratios and more individualized attention, which increases staffing expenses. Organizations such as National Association for 
the Education of Young Children and state licensing agencies provide guidelines that influence these requirements and must be 
factored into financial planning. 

Tuition rates should also be analyzed alongside enrollment levels. Programs often serve multiple age groups, each with different 
costs. Infant and toddler care is typically more expensive to provide due to lower ratios and additional equipment needs, such as 
diapering areas and specialized furnishings. Some of these costs may be partially offset if families provide items like diapers and 
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wipes, but programs should still plan for backup supplies. 

Preschool care, while still costly, generally has lower per-child expenses compared to infant care. School-age care may be less 
expensive due to higher ratios, but tuition rates must still be carefully set to ensure the program remains financially viable. 

Administrators must also consider current trends in early childhood education when planning enrollment and tuition. For example, 
the expansion of transitional kindergarten programs has reduced the number of preschool-aged children enrolled in some 
centers. At the same time, the demand for infant care may increase, as fewer programs are able or willing to serve this age group 
due to higher costs. These shifts impact both enrollment patterns and financial planning. 

In some cases, programs may need to set tuition rates slightly higher than the minimum required to break even. This allows for 
a financial buffer to cover unexpected expenses, invest in program improvements, or respond to changes in enrollment. Simply 
breaking even may not be enough to ensure long-term stability. 

Ultimately, the break-even chart becomes a decision-making tool. It helps administrators answer important questions such as: 

• How many children do we need enrolled to cover our costs? 
• What happens if enrollment drops? 
• At what point do we need to hire additional staff? 
• Are our tuition rates realistic based on our expenses? 

By regularly reviewing and updating this information, administrators can make informed decisions that support both financial 
stability and high-quality care. 
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6.7: Securing Ongoing Funding for Programs 

Once an early childhood program is open, the financial focus shifts to operating funds: the money needed to run the center on 
a day-to-day basis. Unlike start-up funds, which are used to open the program and purchase initial equipment, operating funds 
support the ongoing work of the program after it is established. 

Operating funds include regular budget items such as staff salaries and benefits, utilities, food, classroom supplies, maintenance, 
insurance, and administrative costs. These are the essential expenses required to keep the program functioning each day. 
Because these costs are continuous, administrators must ensure that income is steady, predictable, and sufficient to cover them. 

In addition to covering daily operations, programs must also build and maintain an emergency fund. Unexpected situations, such 
as facility repairs, sudden drops in enrollment, or delays in payments, can quickly impact a program’s financial stability. Having a 
reserve allows the program to continue operating without immediate disruption. 

Many early childhood programs rely heavily on government funding to support operations. While these funds can provide 
important financial support, they are not always guaranteed long-term. Changes in policy, funding priorities, or economic 
conditions can impact availability. Because of this uncertainty, administrators should avoid relying on a single funding source and 
instead work to diversify their income streams. 

Fundraising can play an important role in supporting operating costs, but it must be approached strategically. Fundraising 
efforts should be planned with a clear understanding of the return on investment - meaning the benefit the program will receive 
compared to the time, effort, and cost involved in organizing the activity. Not all fundraising efforts are equally effective, and some 
may require significant work with limited financial return. 

Marketing should be integrated into fundraising efforts. Events such as community nights, family engagement activities, or local 
campaigns not only raise funds but also increase visibility and strengthen relationships with families and the community. These 
efforts can support enrollment growth and reinforce the program’s reputation. 

Fundraising and community engagement can also strengthen proposals for additional funding. Demonstrating community 
involvement and support can make grant applications and other funding requests more competitive. Administrators may find that 
these efforts help build a stronger case when seeking ongoing or supplemental funding. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Inviting local business leaders and community members to participate in events or activities can further expand support. These 
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individuals may bring additional resources, connections, or future partnership opportunities. Building these relationships over 
time helps create a network of support that extends beyond tuition and traditional funding sources. 

Securing ongoing funding is not a one-time task; it is an ongoing process that requires planning, flexibility, and strong 
community connections. By maintaining a balanced approach that includes reliable income, strategic fundraising, and community 
engagement, administrators can support the long-term stability and success of their program. 

Accessing Community Resources 

Community resources can play a powerful role in supporting early childhood programs, especially when funding is limited. Many 
programs receive support from local charities, religious organizations, and community-based businesses or agencies. Rather 
than providing direct cash for operating budgets, these partners often contribute in-kind support, which can significantly reduce 
program expenses. 

In-kind contributions may include: 

• Free or reduced rent for facilities 
• Janitorial or maintenance services 
• Coverage of utility costs 
• Donated classroom materials or equipment 
• Volunteer support for events or daily operations 

These contributions may not appear as income in a traditional budget, but they can greatly reduce the overall cost of running a 
program. In some cases, a sponsoring agency may even help absorb financial losses, particularly if the program aligns with its 
mission, such as serving low-income families or addressing a community need. 

This type of support is especially common when a program is connected to a nonprofit organization, faith-based group, or 
community service agency. These organizations often view early childhood programs as part of their broader mission to support 
families and strengthen the community. 

Boards and administrators should remain responsive to emerging community needs. As new needs are identified, such as 
expanded infant care, after-school programs, or services for children with disabilities, administrators may develop new program 
ideas to address them. In most cases, seeking funding or support for these initiatives becomes necessary. 

Creative thinking and relationship-building are key. Administrators who actively seek partnerships with local businesses, 
organizations, and agencies often find new opportunities for support. For example, a local business might sponsor a family 
event, donate supplies, or collaborate on a special project. These partnerships not only provide resources but also strengthen the 
program’s presence in the community. 

When pursuing funding through community organizations or agencies, it is important to understand eligibility requirements in 
advance. Many funding sources, especially those connected to nonprofit or charitable giving, have specific criteria that programs 
must meet before being considered. 

Common eligibility requirements may include: 

• Being an incorporated nonprofit organization with tax-exempt status under Section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code 
• Having and implementing a written policy of non-discrimination and non-segregation based on race, ethnicity, disability, sex, 

or religion 
• Demonstrating a history of operation, often a minimum of three years, though this may vary by state or funding source 
• Agreeing to participate in or align with community fundraising efforts, such as those organized by United Way 

Once eligibility requirements are met, administrators must follow the specific application procedures for each funding source. 
This often involves submitting detailed proposals, providing documentation about the program, and clearly explaining how funds 
will be used. 

The application process can feel overwhelming, especially for those new to funding systems. It is often lengthy and requires 
careful attention to detail. In addition, programs that receive funding are typically required to complete ongoing reporting. This 
may include financial reports, program updates, and outcome data to demonstrate how funds are being used effectively. 
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Because of these expectations, administrators must be prepared to invest time and energy into both the application process and 
continued compliance. While this can be demanding, accessing community resources can significantly strengthen a program’s 
ability to serve children and families. 

Building strong community connections, understanding eligibility requirements, and staying organized throughout the funding 
process are essential steps in successfully accessing and maintaining these valuable resources. 
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6.8: Tuition as a Primary Funding Source 

For many early childhood programs, tuition is the primary source of operating income. When a program relies heavily on tuition, 
the administrator must carefully balance three key factors: the number of children enrolled, what families can reasonably afford to 
pay, and the actual cost of running the program. These factors are constantly in tension, and finding the right balance is essential 
for long-term stability. 

One important reality is that programs are not always fully enrolled. Enrollment may fluctuate due to seasonal changes, family 
circumstances, or the program being new and still building its reputation. Because of this, budgets should be developed with a 
built-in cushion for under-enrollment, especially during the first months, or even the first year of operation. 

A major component of program costs is staffing. Salaries and benefits typically make up the largest portion of an early childhood 
program’s budget. While wages in early childhood education are often lower than in other fields, administrators still have a 
responsibility to provide fair and reasonable compensation to staff. Tuition rates should reflect this commitment. Setting tuition 
too low may make the program more accessible in the short term, but it can negatively impact staff retention, program quality, 
and overall sustainability. 

When establishing tuition rates, administrators should consider several key factors: 

• The total cost of operating the program, including salaries, materials, and overhead 
• The need to offer fair compensation and benefits to staff 
• What families in the community can reasonably afford 
• The type and quality of program being offered 
• Tuition rates charged by comparable programs in the area 

Local professional organizations, colleges, and universities may provide data on average tuition rates in the community. In 
addition, factors such as accreditation through the National Association for the Education of Young Children or participation in a 
state QRIS system may influence what families are willing to pay. 

Tuition rates also vary by age group. Infant care is typically the most expensive due to lower teacher-to-child ratios and additional 
equipment needs. Toddler care is also relatively high, while preschool and school-age care tend to have lower per-child costs. 
These differences must be reflected in tuition structures to ensure that each age group is financially supported. 

Adjusting Tuition 

Once tuition rates are established, administrators must also consider how tuition is structured and adjusted. Many programs 
charge an application fee, which may be applied toward tuition if the child enrolls. If the child does not enroll, the program 
typically retains the fee to cover administrative costs. 

Programs may offer flexibility to families, such as allowing a limited number of “free” days for illness or vacation. When offering 
these types of adjustments, administrators must carefully calculate how they impact overall revenue. For example, if tuition is 
reduced for certain weeks, the annual or monthly rate should be adjusted accordingly to ensure that total income still aligns with 
the budget. 

Payment structures are another important consideration. Some programs require tuition to be paid weekly, while others charge 
monthly. Many programs also require families to pay tuition in advance, such as two weeks ahead, to help maintain consistent 
cash flow. These policies should be clearly communicated and consistently applied. 

Discounts may also be offered, such as reduced tuition for a second child from the same family. While these discounts can support 
family enrollment, they must be factored into the overall budget to ensure the program remains financially stable. 

Another common situation is when families request that a space be held for a child who has not yet started. Holding a space 
means that another child cannot fill that spot, resulting in a temporary loss of income. Administrators must decide whether to 
charge a holding fee or require partial tuition to offset this loss. These decisions require balancing potential income loss with the 
goal of maintaining strong enrollment relationships. 
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Scholarships and Financial Assistance 

Some families may want to enroll their children but are unable to afford full tuition. In these situations, programs may choose to 
offer scholarships or financial assistance. These may be partial or full tuition reductions, depending on available resources. 

Scholarships can be funded in several ways: 

• Setting tuition slightly above the cost per child and using the difference to support scholarships 
• Establishing a designated scholarship fund 
• Seeking contributions from individuals, agencies, or foundations 

It is important for programs to clearly define the purpose of their scholarship program. For example, scholarships may be 
intended to support: 

• Families experiencing temporary financial hardship 
• Families whose income is too high to qualify for government assistance but too low to afford full tuition 
• Children from diverse cultural backgrounds 
• Children with disabilities 

A well-structured scholarship program should include a clear application process, a fair and consistent review process, and 
accurate record-keeping for all funds received and distributed. Transparency and organization are key to maintaining trust and 
accountability. 

It is also important to note that not all programs have the capacity to offer scholarships, and that is okay. Programs must first 
ensure their own financial stability before extending additional financial support. 

Tuition Rates and Market Considerations 

Setting tuition rates is both a financial and community-based decision. Administrators must consider what families are willing 
and able to pay, while also ensuring that the program can meet its financial obligations. 

Comparing tuition rates with other programs in the area can provide helpful guidance. However, administrators should also 
consider the unique aspects of their program, such as quality, services offered, and reputation. Programs that offer higher quality 
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care, specialized services, or accreditation may be able to charge higher tuition rates. 

Ultimately, tuition must be set at a level that supports the full cost of operating the program, including staffing, materials, and 
future needs. Simply covering basic expenses is not enough—programs must also plan for growth, unexpected costs, and ongoing 
improvements. 

Balancing affordability, quality, and financial sustainability is one of the most important and ongoing responsibilities of an early 
childhood administrator. 

Example: Child Care Cost Comparison in California Cities 

City Age Group Lowest Monthly Cost Highest Monthly Cost Notes 

Fresno, CA Infant ~$1,000 ~$1,800 Lower cost region in Central Valley 

Fresno, CA Preschool ~$700 ~$1,200 More affordable due to higher ratios 

San Francisco, CA Infant ~$2,500 ~$3,800+ One of the highest-cost areas in the U.S. 

San Francisco, CA Preschool ~$1,800 ~$2,800 Still high but lower than infant care 

Source: Child Care Aware of America. (2023). Child care prices in the United States. https://www.childcareaware.org 

California Department of Social Services. (2023). Regional market rate survey of California child care providers. 
https://www.cdss.ca.gov 

Economic Policy Institute. (2023). The cost of child care in the United States. https://www.epi.org 
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6.9: Grants and Foundation Funding 

Foundations and government agencies can provide important funding opportunities for early childhood programs. These funding 
sources are often used to support special projects, program expansion, staff development, or services for specific populations of 
children and families. 

A foundation is a fund administered by trustees and operated under a state or federal charter. Foundation funds are sometimes 
made available to early childhood programs for major equipment purchases, special projects, staff training, building 
improvements, or remodeling efforts. Unlike tuition income, which is typically used for day-to-day operating expenses, foundation 
funding is often directed toward a specific purpose. 

Large philanthropic foundations frequently support broad areas of interest, such as education, literacy, health, or community 
development. However, these focus areas may change over time. For example, a foundation may decide to prioritize innovative 
educational programs during one funding cycle, while another year it may focus on technology, inclusion, or mental health 
supports. Funds awarded through these grants generally must be used exactly as outlined in the proposal and cannot be 
redirected for unrelated expenses. 

Smaller foundations may limit their support to programs serving a specific geographic area or population. For example, a local 
foundation may only fund programs within a certain county or programs serving low-income families, children with disabilities, or 
multilingual learners. 

One useful resource for administrators is the Foundation Center, which provides information about funding opportunities and 
offers classes on grant writing and fundraising in many communities. Learning how to research grants and prepare proposals can 
help administrators become more competitive when seeking outside funding. 

Corporate foundations may also provide support for early childhood programs. In smaller communities, local businesses often 
set aside funds to support community agencies and nonprofit organizations. These businesses are often interested in the public 
relations value of supporting local programs, particularly those serving children and families. 

Because of this, administrators may be expected to publicly recognize the donor’s contribution. This could include photographs 
of check presentations, recognition plaques, newsletters, social media acknowledgements, or publicity connected to a building 
project or sponsored event. Maintaining positive relationships with donors and showing appreciation are important parts of 
ongoing fundraising and partnership development. 

When approaching a foundation or corporate funder, administrators must be extremely clear about how funds will be used. Grant 
proposals should include detailed plans, realistic budgets, timelines, and measurable goals. Funders want to see that the program 
has carefully thought through the project and has the capacity to successfully implement it. 
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Government Funding 

Federal, state, and local governments have all played a role in supporting early childhood education and care programs. The 
federal government began supporting child care initiatives as early as the 1940s, particularly during periods when large numbers 
of family members entered the workforce. 

While state and local governments have long been involved in licensing and monitoring programs, substantial public funding for 
child care and preschool programs is more recent compared to federal efforts. Government funding is most commonly directed 
toward programs serving low-income families, children with disabilities, or other underserved populations. 

California was one of the first states to establish an extensive network of publicly supported child care centers, and many other 
states have expanded their own systems over time. Despite these efforts, many children remain underserved or do not receive 
services at all due to limited access, cost, transportation challenges, or family circumstances. 

Several major federal funding initiatives were developed during the 1960s and continue to influence early childhood education 
today. Many of these programs focus on improving access to high-quality early education and supporting children with disabilities 
or developmental needs. 

One of the most recognized federal programs is Head Start. Created in 1965 as part of the War on Poverty, Head Start was 
designed to support low-income preschool children and their families. Over time, the program expanded to include Early Head 
Start, which serves pregnant women, infants, toddlers, and families from prenatal stages through age three. 

Both programs provide comprehensive services that go beyond education, including health screenings, nutrition support, family 
engagement, and social services. Since its creation, millions of children and families have participated in Head Start and Early 
Head Start programs throughout the United States. 

Another major source of federal funding is the Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG). Established in 1996, the CCDBG 
helps eligible low-income families access child care while family members work, attend school, or participate in job training 
programs. 

States and territories use these funds in different ways, but many also apply CCDBG funding toward improving the quality of 
early childhood programs through initiatives such as Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS). These systems encourage 
programs to improve quality standards related to staffing, environments, curriculum, and family engagement. 
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Advocacy and Ongoing Funding Challenges 

Despite decades of advocacy efforts, funding early childhood education continues to present significant challenges. One major 
issue is affordability. Many families cannot afford the true cost of high-quality child care, while government funding has historically 
been insufficient to fully meet the needs of all children and families seeking services. 

At the same time, staff salaries in early childhood education remain disproportionately low, even though staffing costs make 
up the largest portion of program budgets. This creates an ongoing challenge for administrators trying to balance affordability, 
quality, and fair compensation. 

Many early childhood advocates have proposed broader reforms to improve funding and professional support within the field. 
Some proposals include creating career lattices that allow entry-level staff to begin working with limited training while continuing 
professional development at no cost. Other proposals focus on increasing compensation so educators with bachelor’s degrees 
earn salaries comparable to public school teachers. 

Administrators should stay informed about these discussions and understand how policy decisions impact their programs. Child 
care legislation is often controversial and can shift based on political priorities, economic conditions, and public opinion. As more 
families rely on child care and more children grow up in working or single-parent households, the importance of early childhood 
education continues to increase. 

Organizations such as Child Care Aware of America and National Association for the Education of Young Children provide 
information about legislation, advocacy efforts, funding opportunities, and current issues affecting young children and families. 

Administrators are responsible for maintaining current knowledge about how federal, state, and local funding is being allocated. 
They should determine whether their programs or the children they serve may qualify for available funding opportunities and 
seriously consider applying when appropriate. 

It is also important to recognize that government funding can change quickly. Some programs rely heavily on public funding, yet 
there is no guarantee that those funds will continue from year to year. Because of this uncertainty, administrators must remain 
flexible, informed, and prepared to advocate for their programs and the families they serve. 

Advocacy requires more than personal opinions. Administrators should be prepared to participate in conversations about topics 
such as universal preschool, funding equity, and access to care using research, data, and informed perspectives. Staying engaged 
in these discussions helps strengthen the field of early childhood education and supports better outcomes for children and 
families. 

This page titled 6.9: Grants and Foundation Funding is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
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6.10: Building Partnerships with Businesses and Donors 

Early childhood programs often require funding that goes far beyond the tuition paid by families. While tuition is an important 
source of income, it is usually not enough to fully support high-quality programming, staff development, facility improvements, 
emergency needs, and special projects. Because of this, many programs rely on partnerships with businesses, corporations, 
foundations, donors, and community organizations. 

Throughout this chapter, different types of fundraising have been discussed, ranging from large government grants to smaller 
efforts such as fundraising for books, classroom materials, or playground equipment. While these smaller projects are valuable, 
many programs need larger and more consistent sources of support to remain financially stable and continue growing. 

Nonprofit programs are often eligible for government grants and charitable funding opportunities. In contrast, proprietary or 
home-based programs may rely more heavily on non-governmental funding sources, such as local businesses, corporations, and 
private donors. Regardless of the type of program, administrators must actively build relationships within the community and seek 
opportunities for support. 

Fundraising should not be viewed as a one-time activity, but rather as an ongoing responsibility of program leadership. Many 
administrators are involved in both annual fundraising campaigns and special fundraising efforts for major projects or unexpected 
needs. To ensure consistency and accountability, programs should establish clear policies and procedures related to fundraising 
activities, donor communication, and the handling of contributions. 

One of the first steps in a successful fundraising campaign is identifying the individuals who will help lead the effort. If 
board members have been selected thoughtfully, some may already have experience with fundraising, business partnerships, 
or community outreach. Others may have valuable connections with local businesses, corporations, or influential community 
members. 

Board members contribute in different ways. Some may provide direct financial support, while others contribute time, expertise, 
networking opportunities, or leadership during fundraising campaigns. All board members should understand that supporting the 
program financially is part of their responsibility, regardless of the amount they are personally able to contribute. Even small 
contributions demonstrate commitment and investment in the program’s success. 

In addition to making contributions themselves, board members should also be willing to ask others for support. This can 
sometimes feel uncomfortable, especially for individuals who are not experienced in fundraising. However, building partnerships 
often begins with simply sharing the program’s mission, explaining community needs, and inviting others to become involved. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 
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Community partnerships are strongest when relationships are built over time. Businesses and donors are more likely to support 
programs that are visible, organized, and clearly making a positive impact on children and families. Administrators should 
maintain regular communication with supporters and recognize contributions appropriately, whether through newsletters, events, 
social media acknowledgements, plaques, or personal thank-you messages. 

Strong partnerships can provide much more than financial support. Businesses and donors may also contribute volunteer time, 
equipment, supplies, professional services, or community connections. These relationships can help programs grow, respond to 
challenges, and improve the quality of services provided to children and families. 

Ultimately, building partnerships with businesses and donors requires planning, communication, and relationship-building. 
Programs that actively engage their communities and create a shared sense of purpose are often more successful in securing 
long-term support. 
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6.11: Preparing for Fundraising Efforts 

Before beginning any fundraising campaign, the board and administrator must ensure that the program is legally prepared to 
receive contributions. For nonprofit organizations, this includes being formally chartered by the state and obtaining tax-exempt 
status from the Internal Revenue Service (IRS), typically under Section 501(c)(3). Appropriate forms and application materials can 
be obtained through the Internal Revenue Service. 

Fundraising activities involve legal and financial responsibilities. Depending on the size and type of contribution received, 
programs may be required to complete specific documentation, provide receipts, or submit written reports. Some agencies create 
brochures or informational materials explaining how donations are used and outlining donor policies and procedures. 

The board is responsible for ensuring that all fundraising activities comply with current laws and regulations. Some programs 
retain an attorney for legal guidance, while others rely on volunteer legal support from a board member or community partner. 
Regardless of the arrangement, administrators and board members must stay informed about legal requirements related to 
fundraising, charitable contributions, and nonprofit operations. 

Professional organizations, journals, and training opportunities can help administrators remain aware of changing laws and best 
practices. Staying informed helps protect both the program and its donors. 

Once the program is legally and organizationally prepared to seek contributions, the board typically approves a formal fundraising 
plan. The administrator then oversees the development of informational materials that explain the purpose of the campaign and 
communicate the program’s needs clearly and professionally. 

Fundraising materials should: 

• Clearly explain the purpose of the request 
• Identify the total amount being sought 
• Include information about current funding sources, if appropriate 
• Use accurate and understandable language 
• Include photos or visuals when possible 
• Highlight the impact of the program on children and families 

Materials should avoid excessive jargon, exaggerated claims, or overly emotional messaging. Instead, they should present honest, 
compelling, and organized information that helps potential donors understand the value of supporting the program. 

There are many resources available to help programs plan fundraising strategies. Public libraries often provide books and 
guides on nonprofit fundraising and grant development. Board members may also bring valuable experience, connections, and 
fundraising ideas. Community mentors and business leaders can also serve as important resources during the planning process. 
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Requesting Contributions 

An important part of fundraising is preparing board members and leadership to confidently request support. The administrator 
is responsible for ensuring that board members understand the program’s mission, funding goals, and the specific purpose of 
the campaign. They should be able to speak knowledgeably, clearly, and enthusiastically about the program and the impact 
contributions will make. 

Board members should also understand how to ask for contributions in a professional and comfortable manner. This includes 
knowing: 

• Who will be approached 
• Which board member or representative will make the request 
• The timeframe for the request 
• The amount or range being requested 

Typically, the designated individual contacts the prospective donor by phone, email, or letter to request a meeting or conversation. 
During the discussion, the funding need and request should be specific and clearly explained. 

Whether a contribution is received or not, appreciation and professionalism are essential. If a donor contributes, the program 
should acknowledge the gift promptly and sincerely. If a prospective donor chooses not to contribute, it is still important to 
express appreciation for their time and consideration. Maintaining positive relationships can support future opportunities and 
strengthen the program’s reputation within the community. 

Successful fundraising is built on preparation, communication, organization, and relationship-building. Programs that approach 
fundraising thoughtfully and professionally are more likely to build long-term partnerships and ongoing community support. 

This page titled 6.11: Preparing for Fundraising Efforts is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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6.12: Reporting to Boards and Funding Partners 

Financial reporting is a critical responsibility for early childhood administrators. Boards, funding partners, and other stakeholders 
rely on accurate and timely information to make decisions and ensure that funds are being used appropriately. 

Reports should be clear, organized, and easy to understand. Not all stakeholders have a financial background, so it is important 
to present information in a way that is accessible and meaningful. Strong reporting builds trust and demonstrates accountability. 

Regular reporting also allows administrators to identify trends, address concerns, and make informed decisions. By reviewing 
financial data consistently, administrators can respond to changes in enrollment, expenses, or funding before they become larger 
issues. 

Enrollment Reports 

Enrollment reports track the number of children enrolled in the program over time. These reports are essential for understanding 
enrollment trends, planning staffing needs, and projecting program revenue. Enrollment reports help administrators determine 
whether the program is financially stable, growing, or experiencing declines that may require adjustments. 

For example, a decrease in enrollment may signal the need for increased marketing, outreach to families, or adjustments to tuition 
rates and services. On the other hand, consistent waitlists may indicate a need for expansion, additional classrooms, or increased 
staffing. 

Enrollment reports should include more than just the total number of children enrolled. Administrators should also track 
enrollment by age group, since different age groups have different staffing requirements, tuition rates, and operating costs. 
Common categories may include: 

• Infants 
• Toddlers 
• Preschool-aged children 
• School-age children 

Tracking enrollment by age group is important because staffing ratios vary significantly depending on the ages of the children 
served. Infant classrooms require lower teacher-to-child ratios and therefore higher staffing costs, while preschool and school-
age programs may allow for larger group sizes. 

Enrollment reports should also include information about staffing levels for each age group. This helps administrators ensure that 
the program remains in compliance with licensing regulations and maintains appropriate supervision at all times. Reports may 
include: 

• Number of teachers assigned to each classroom 
• Teacher-to-child ratios 
• Full-time and part-time staffing needs 
• Substitute staffing patterns 
• Classroom capacity versus current enrollment 

For example, an infant classroom with six children may require two staff members depending on state licensing regulations, while 
a preschool classroom with eighteen children may require fewer staff per child. These differences directly impact scheduling, 
payroll, and tuition planning. 

Monitoring enrollment alongside staffing also helps administrators identify trends and make informed decisions. If enrollment 
increases in one age group but decreases in another, staffing and classroom assignments may need to be adjusted. This 
information also helps programs anticipate future hiring needs and maintain financial stability. 

Enrollment reports can additionally help administrators evaluate: 

• Attendance patterns 
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• Withdrawal rates 
• Waitlists 
• Seasonal enrollment changes 
• Open classroom spaces 

Regularly reviewing enrollment data supports both operational and financial decision-making. Strong enrollment reporting allows 
administrators to plan proactively rather than reacting to problems after they occur. 

Accounts Receivable Tracking 

Accounts receivable refers to money owed to the program, most commonly unpaid tuition. Tracking these accounts is essential 
for maintaining cash flow and ensuring that the program has the funds needed to operate. 

Administrators should have clear systems in place for tracking payments, identifying overdue accounts, and following up with 
families. This may include using software systems, maintaining detailed records, and setting reminders for payment deadlines. 

Consistent communication with families is important. Addressing payment issues early can prevent larger financial problems 
later. While these conversations can be difficult, they are a necessary part of managing a program responsibly. 

Comparing Budgeted and Actual Expenses 

Comparing budgeted and actual expenses is an important part of financial management. This process involves reviewing what 
the program planned to spend versus what was actually spent. 

Differences between the budget and actual expenses can provide valuable insights. For example, higher-than-expected costs 
may indicate the need to adjust spending or revise future budgets. Lower-than-expected expenses may create opportunities to 
reinvest in the program. 

Regularly reviewing these comparisons helps administrators stay on track financially and make informed adjustments as needed. 

Overview of Program Financial Position 

An overview of the program’s financial position provides a snapshot of its overall financial health. This includes information about 
assets (what the program owns), liabilities (what it owes), and overall financial stability. 

This type of report helps administrators and stakeholders understand whether the program is financially secure and able to meet 
its obligations. It also supports long-term planning and decision-making. 
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Summary of Program Income and Expenses 

A summary of program income and expenses shows how much money the program has earned and spent over a specific period 
of time, such as monthly, quarterly, or yearly. This type of financial report helps administrators evaluate whether the program is 
operating within its budget and maintaining financial stability. 

Income may include: 

• Tuition payments 
• Government funding or subsidies 
• Grants 
• Fundraising proceeds 
• Donations 
• Fees for additional services or activities 

Expenses may include: 

• Staff salaries and benefits 
• Rent or mortgage payments 
• Utilities 
• Food costs 
• Classroom materials and supplies 
• Insurance 
• Maintenance and repairs 
• Professional development and training 

Reviewing this information regularly allows administrators to identify trends and patterns over time. For example, reports may 
reveal increasing food costs, rising utility expenses, or changes in tuition revenue due to enrollment fluctuations. Identifying these 
trends early allows administrators to make adjustments before financial concerns become larger problems. 

These reports also help administrators determine whether funds are being used effectively and in alignment with program 
priorities and goals. For example, administrators may evaluate whether enough funds are being allocated toward staffing, 
classroom materials, or professional development to maintain program quality. 

A summary of income and expenses can also help administrators prepare for future planning. By comparing previous financial 
reports, administrators can better estimate future costs, adjust budgets, and make informed decisions about tuition rates, 
staffing, or program expansion. 
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In addition, these reports are important tools for communication with boards, accountants, funding agencies, and other 
stakeholders. Clear and accurate financial summaries help demonstrate accountability, transparency, and responsible financial 
management. 

Regularly reviewing income and expense reports supports proactive decision-making and helps ensure the long-term 
sustainability of the program. 

Yearly Program Overview and Highlights 

A yearly program overview, often presented in the form of an annual report, provides a comprehensive summary of the program’s 
financial performance, accomplishments, challenges, and major milestones over the course of the year. This report is an important 
communication tool that helps boards, families, funding agencies, donors, community members, and staff understand the overall 
health and impact of the program. 

Annual reports typically include financial information such as: 

• Total program income and expenses 
• Major funding sources 
• Fundraising outcomes 
• Budget highlights 
• Significant purchases or improvements made during the year 

In addition to financial information, annual reports often include enrollment data and trends. This may include: 

• Number of children served 
• Enrollment by age group 
• Waitlist information 
• Changes in enrollment over time 
• Attendance patterns or program growth 

Program accomplishments are another important component of the report. These highlights help demonstrate the value and 
impact of the program within the community. Accomplishments may include: 

• New classroom openings or facility improvements 
• Accreditation achievements 
• Participation in QRIS or quality improvement efforts 
• Staff training and professional development accomplishments 
• Family engagement events 
• Community partnerships 
• Special projects or grants received 

Many programs also include staff highlights and recognition in their annual reports. Recognizing educators, support staff, 
volunteers, and board members helps build morale and demonstrates appreciation for the individuals who contribute to the 
success of the program. 

Annual reports may also discuss challenges the program faced during the year, such as staffing shortages, enrollment fluctuations, 
facility issues, or changes in funding. Including this information honestly and professionally helps build transparency and trust 
with stakeholders. 

Another important section of a yearly overview is outlining future goals and priorities. Administrators may discuss plans for 
program expansion, curriculum improvements, facility upgrades, fundraising efforts, or professional development initiatives. 
Sharing these goals helps stakeholders understand the program’s vision and ongoing needs. 

Photos, charts, graphs, testimonials, and examples of children’s learning experiences are often included to make the report more 
engaging and meaningful. These visuals help tell the story of the program and show the real impact the program has on children 
and families. 

A well-prepared annual report strengthens relationships with stakeholders, demonstrates accountability, and supports future 
fundraising and grant opportunities. It also serves as a valuable reflection tool for administrators and boards as they evaluate 
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progress and plan for the future. 

This page titled 6.12: Reporting to Boards and Funding Partners is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
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6.13: Managing and Protecting Program Funds 

Managing and protecting program funds is one of the most important responsibilities of an early childhood administrator. Even 
programs with strong enrollment and funding sources can experience financial difficulties if funds are not managed carefully 
and responsibly. Administrators must ensure that program money is used appropriately, tracked accurately, and protected from 
misuse or loss. 

Financial management includes maintaining clear policies and procedures for handling income, paying expenses, documenting 
purchases, and monitoring budgets. Programs should establish systems that promote accountability and transparency. This helps 
build trust with families, staff, boards, funding agencies, and the community. 

Protecting program funds also means preparing for unexpected challenges. Emergencies such as facility damage, sudden 
enrollment changes, fraud, theft, or legal disputes can create serious financial strain. Programs that plan ahead and maintain 
organized financial systems are better prepared to respond effectively when problems arise. 

Administrators should work closely with accountants, bookkeepers, governing boards, and legal professionals when necessary to 
ensure that financial practices meet all legal and ethical requirements. Regular audits, financial reviews, and internal controls 
help reduce risk and support long-term program stability. 

Strong financial management is not only about balancing the budget; it is also about protecting the future of the program and 
ensuring that resources remain available to support children, families, and staff. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 
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6.14: Managing Collections 

Managing collections refers to the process of ensuring that tuition and other fees owed to the program are paid in a timely 
manner. Because tuition is often the primary source of income for early childhood programs, consistent collection practices are 
essential for maintaining cash flow and supporting daily operations. 

Programs should establish clear written policies regarding: 

• Tuition due dates 
• Accepted payment methods 
• Late fees 
• Returned check policies 
• Payment plans 
• Procedures for overdue accounts 

These policies should be communicated to families during enrollment and applied consistently to all families. Clear 
communication helps reduce misunderstandings and supports professional relationships. 

Administrators must balance compassion with financial responsibility. Families may experience unexpected hardships such as job 
loss, illness, or emergencies that impact their ability to pay tuition. In some cases, administrators may choose to offer temporary 
payment plans or connect families with community resources. However, programs must also ensure that unpaid tuition does not 
create significant financial problems for the center. 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

Maintaining accurate records of payments and balances is critical. Many programs use accounting software or child care 
management systems to track accounts receivable and identify overdue accounts quickly. Following up promptly on unpaid 
balances helps prevent larger collection issues later. 

Some programs may eventually need to make difficult decisions regarding continued enrollment if accounts remain unpaid for 
extended periods. Having consistent policies and documentation protects both the program and the families involved. 

Effective collection practices help ensure that the program has the funds needed to pay staff, purchase supplies, maintain 
facilities, and continue serving children and families. 
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6.15: Preventing Fraud 

Preventing fraud is an essential part of protecting program funds. Fraud can occur in programs of any size and may involve theft, 
misuse of funds, falsified records, or unauthorized purchases. Even small financial losses can have a significant impact on an 
early childhood program’s budget and reputation. 

One of the best ways to prevent fraud is to establish strong internal controls. Internal controls are systems and procedures 
designed to reduce opportunities for financial misconduct and ensure accountability. 

Examples of internal controls include: 

• Separating financial responsibilities among multiple individuals 
• Requiring receipts and documentation for all purchases 
• Conducting regular reviews of financial records 
• Limiting access to cash, checks, and financial accounts 
• Requiring approval for large expenses or purchases 
• Performing regular bank reconciliations 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

For example, the person responsible for approving expenses should not be the same person responsible for recording payments 
or reconciling bank statements. Separating duties reduces the likelihood that fraudulent activity will go unnoticed. 

Programs should also conduct regular financial audits or reviews. These may be completed internally or by an outside accountant 
or auditor. Regular audits help identify errors, inconsistencies, or suspicious activity before problems become more serious. 

Training staff on ethical financial practices and maintaining clear financial policies are also important prevention strategies. Staff 
members should understand expectations regarding purchasing procedures, reimbursement requests, and handling program 
funds. 

Preventing fraud is not about assuming people will behave dishonestly, but about creating systems that protect everyone involved 
and ensure responsible financial management. 
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6.16: Managing Legal Challenges and Lawsuits 

Early childhood programs may face legal challenges related to employment issues, contracts, injuries, licensing compliance, 
discrimination claims, custody disputes, or other operational concerns. While administrators cannot prevent every legal issue, 
they can reduce risk by maintaining strong policies, documentation, and professional practices. 

One of the most important strategies for managing legal challenges is maintaining accurate and organized records. 
Documentation related to enrollment, incidents, injuries, staff performance, financial transactions, and communication with 
families should be completed consistently and stored securely. 

Programs should also maintain clear written policies and procedures for: 

• Health and safety practices 
• Supervision of children 
• Staff expectations and conduct 
• Tuition and payment procedures 
• Mandated reporting responsibilities 
• Emergency preparedness 
• Family communication and grievances 

Figure : Copy and Paste Caption here. (Copyright; author via source) 

When policies are applied consistently and fairly, programs are better protected in the event of disputes or complaints. 

Insurance coverage is another critical component of risk management. Programs typically need several types of insurance, 
including liability insurance, property insurance, workers’ compensation, and vehicle coverage if transportation is provided. 
Administrators should regularly review insurance policies to ensure coverage remains adequate. 

If legal concerns arise, administrators should seek professional guidance promptly. This may include consulting with attorneys, 
insurance representatives, licensing agencies, or human resources professionals. Attempting to handle serious legal matters 
without appropriate support can increase risk for the program. 

It is also important for administrators to stay informed about changing laws and regulations related to early childhood education, 
employment, health and safety, and nonprofit or business operations. Professional organizations, trainings, and state licensing 
agencies can provide updated information and resources. 
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Strong communication, ethical leadership, organized documentation, and proactive planning help programs respond more 
effectively to legal challenges and reduce the likelihood of lawsuits. Protecting the program legally also protects the children, 
families, and staff who depend on it. 

The vignette described below illustrates why accurate documentation and clear procedures are essential for protecting an 
early childhood program when legal concerns arise. 

Solution 

The Incident Report That Wasn't There 

A child fell from a piece of playground equipment and received a minor injury. An educator verbally explained what happened 
to the family at pickup but forgot to complete the program’s required incident report. Several weeks later, the family raised 
concerns about the injury and questioned whether the child had been properly supervised. When the administrator reviewed 
the program’s records, there was no written documentation describing the incident, who was present, or how staff responded. 

The administrator sought appropriate professional guidance and reviewed the program’s documentation procedures with 
all staff. Educators were reminded that incident reports must be completed promptly and accurately, even when an injury 
appears minor. The experience demonstrated that consistent documentation, clear policies, and timely communication help 
protect children and families while also providing important information if a complaint, dispute, or legal concern arises. 

Example 6.16.2 
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6.17: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Funding is essential for both starting and maintaining early childhood programs. Administrators must explore multiple funding 
sources, including tuition, grants, and community support, to ensure financial stability. Understanding break-even points helps 
guide decision-making and supports long-term sustainability. Fundraising requires thoughtful planning and clear communication 
of program goals, while building relationships with families, organizations, and donors strengthens funding opportunities. 
Financial reports provide important information for boards and funding partners, supporting transparency and accountability. 
Responsible management of funds includes monitoring collections and preventing financial risks. Overall, strong financial 
stewardship supports the long-term success of early childhood programs. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Why is it important for programs to have multiple funding sources? 
2. How does understanding break-even points support financial sustainability? 
3. In what ways do relationships and communication impact fundraising efforts? 
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7.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Creating an environment that supports the developmental needs of young children is a critical aspect of early childhood 
education. Well-designed facilities foster learning, safety, and well-being, providing children with spaces that encourage 
exploration, creativity, and social interaction. This chapter explores the essential considerations for designing and evaluating early 
childhood facilities, including spatial layout, safety standards, accessibility, and functionality. By understanding these principles, 
educators, administrators, and designers can ensure that early childhood environments meet the highest standards of quality and 
effectiveness. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

• Identify key components of effective early childhood facility design, including safety, accessibility, health, and 
functionality requirements. 

• Explain how the physical environment influences children’s development, behavior, and learning experiences. 
• Evaluate an early childhood facility using established criteria related to safety, accessibility, health standards, and 

developmental appropriateness. 
• Analyze how factors such as budget, regulations, and program goals impact decisions about facility design, renovation, 

or use of existing spaces. 
• Describe the roles of various professionals involved in designing and evaluating early childhood facilities and how 

collaboration contributes to effective outcomes. 

Getting Started: Brainstorming Questions 

1. When you think about a high-quality early childhood program, what features of the physical environment matter most for 
children’s learning and development? 

2. How might the design of a facility influence children’s safety, behavior, and ability to engage in activities throughout the day? 
3. What challenges might a program face when trying to create a safe, accessible, and developmentally appropriate environment 

within real-world constraints such as budget or space limitations? 

Learning Objectives 
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7.2: Analyzing Space Requirements 

When designing or evaluating an early childhood facility, several key requirements must be considered to ensure a safe, functional, 
and developmentally appropriate environment. Safety and security are paramount, requiring compliance with health regulations, 
secure entry points, fire safety measures, and childproofed spaces to prevent injuries. Accessibility and inclusivity should be 
prioritized, ensuring that children of all abilities can navigate the space comfortably through features such as ramps, wide 
doorways, and sensory-friendly areas. The design must also be age-appropriate, with child-sized furniture, materials, and play 
areas tailored to the developmental needs of young learners. A well-balanced facility includes both indoor and outdoor learning 
spaces, incorporating structured and open areas to support various activities, including classrooms, play areas, and quiet zones. 
Health and hygiene considerations are essential, with proper ventilation, sanitation facilities, and designated eating areas 
promoting a clean and safe environment. Additionally, functionality and flexibility should be integrated into the design, allowing 
spaces to adapt to different learning activities, group sizes, and instructional methods. Finally, an engaging and stimulating 
atmosphere should be created using natural light, vibrant materials, and opportunities for hands-on exploration, fostering curiosity 
and active learning. By addressing these essential elements, early childhood facilities can effectively support children's cognitive, 
social, and emotional development in a nurturing environment. 

Select each heading below to expand the section and review the related information. 

Accessibility Considerations 

Accessibility is a critical consideration when designing or evaluating an early childhood program facility, ensuring that 
all children, including those with disabilities, can navigate and fully participate in the learning environment. Facilities 
should feature wide doorways, ramps, and barrier-free entrances to accommodate mobility aids such as wheelchairs and 
strollers. Interior spaces should provide clear pathways, adaptive furniture, and appropriately designed restroom facilities 
to support children with varying physical needs. Sensory-friendly elements, such as adjustable lighting, quiet areas, and 
visual schedules, can help accommodate children with sensory sensitivities or developmental differences. 

Outdoor areas should also prioritize accessibility and safety, including inclusive play spaces with smooth surfaces, adaptive 
playground equipment, and shaded areas for comfort. Additionally, parking areas must be designed with safety in mind. 
Designated drop-off and pick-up zones should be clearly marked and separated from pedestrian walkways to prevent 
congestion and potential hazards. A safe, clearly defined walkway should lead from the parking area to the facility entrance, 
minimizing the risk of children running into traffic. Protective barriers, fencing, or landscaping can further enhance safety 
by creating a clear boundary between walkways and vehicular areas. By prioritizing accessibility and safe navigation 
throughout the facility, early childhood programs can create an inclusive and secure environment where all children can 
learn, explore, and thrive. 

The vignette described below illustrates a dilemma an early childhood program might encounter when important 
environmental design concepts such as those described in section 7.2 are not considered in facility planning. 

Accessibility Challenges: "The Ramp Dilemma" 

At a newly opened early childhood facility, the design team overlooked the importance of accessibility in the play area. 
The outdoor playground, while spacious, had no wheelchair-accessible ramps leading up to the equipment, limiting 
children with mobility challenges from participating in outdoor activities. This oversight was discovered when a child 
using a wheelchair arrived for their first day. The facility had to quickly arrange for temporary ramps and additional 
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modifications, causing delays and unexpected expenses. The experience highlighted the importance of ensuring that 
all play areas are accessible from the start, not only in terms of equipment but also in providing clear pathways and 
accessible entry points for children of all abilities. 

Safety Considerations 

Ensuring the safety of children, staff, and families is a top priority when designing or evaluating an early childhood program 
facility. Safety measures should be carefully integrated into all aspects of the environment, from the building entrance to 
the flow of movement inside and the management of pick-up and drop-off areas. 

Building Entrance 

The entrance to an early childhood facility should be designed to provide both security and ease of access. A single, 
controlled entry point is recommended to monitor who enters and exits the building. Secure doors with keycard access, 
intercom systems, or staffed reception areas help prevent unauthorized entry while ensuring that families and approved 
visitors can enter safely. Visibility is also important—staff should have a clear line of sight to the entrance to observe arrivals 
and departures. Additionally, the entrance area should have a safe waiting space for families and visitors, separate from 
classrooms and play areas, to reduce congestion and ensure a secure transition into the facility. 

Traffic Flow Inside the Building 

The internal layout should promote smooth and safe movement for children, staff, and families. Hallways should be wide 
enough to accommodate groups of children and any necessary mobility aids while keeping pathways free of obstacles. 
Clearly marked exits, emergency routes, and signage help guide movement in an organized manner. Classrooms should be 
arranged to minimize overcrowding and ensure that children can transition between activities safely. Additionally, sightlines 
should allow staff to supervise children effectively at all times, reducing blind spots where accidents or unsupervised 
activity could occur. 

Pick-Up and Drop-Off Areas 

The design of pick-up and drop-off areas is critical for maintaining safety and efficiency. These areas should be clearly 
marked, separate from parking spaces, and located away from busy streets or high-traffic zones. A designated drop-off 
lane with staff assistance can help ensure that children exit vehicles safely and enter the building without risk. Pedestrian 
walkways should be well-defined, leading directly from parking areas to the entrance to prevent children from crossing 
vehicle traffic. Barriers, fencing, or bollards can provide additional protection, preventing children from running into the 
parking area. Clear policies and procedures for pick-up and drop-off, including staggered schedules or designated waiting 
areas, help reduce congestion and ensure a smooth and secure process for families. 

By incorporating these safety considerations, early childhood facilities can create an environment that prioritizes the well-
being of children, families, and staff, reducing risks and enhancing security throughout the space. 

Safety Challenges: The Open Floor Plan 

Vignette 7.2.2 
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In a newly renovated early childhood center, the open floor plan was initially praised for its modern, spacious design. 
However, the lack of clear boundaries between classrooms and play areas created a safety concern. During a routine 
inspection, it was noted that children were able to wander freely between areas, increasing the risk of accidents, such 
as running into busy hallways or into rooms with hazardous materials. Additionally, the open layout made it difficult for 
staff to maintain sightlines and supervision across large spaces. The design team had to retroactively install partitions 
and rearrange furniture to create clearer separation between activity zones, which added both time and cost to the 
project. This experience emphasized the need for thoughtful separation and visibility in early childhood facility layouts. 

Health Considerations 

Maintaining a clean and healthy environment is essential in early childhood facilities, where young children are more 
vulnerable to illnesses. Proper design and evaluation of food service areas, restrooms, and sanitation practices help prevent 
the spread of germs, promote hygiene, and ensure children's overall well-being (AAP et al., 2019). 

Food Service 

Food preparation and serving areas must meet strict health and safety standards to prevent contamination and ensure 
proper nutrition. Kitchens should be equipped with commercial-grade appliances, adequate refrigeration, and handwashing 
stations to maintain food safety. Storage areas must keep food at appropriate temperatures, and all surfaces should be 
easy to clean and disinfect. Additionally, dining spaces should be designed to accommodate children comfortably, with 
child-sized tables and chairs, as well as procedures in place to manage food allergies and dietary restrictions safely. 

Restrooms 

Restroom facilities must be accessible, child-friendly, and designed to promote good hygiene. Sinks, toilets, and 
handwashing stations should be appropriately sized for young children, making them easy to use independently while still 
allowing for staff supervision when needed. Restrooms should be located near classrooms to minimize travel distances and 
prevent accidents. Proper ventilation and the use of non-slip flooring help maintain cleanliness and reduce safety hazards. 
Signs and visual cues encouraging handwashing reinforce healthy habits among children. 

Sanitation 

Regular cleaning and sanitation protocols are essential to minimize the spread of germs and illnesses. High-touch surfaces 
such as doorknobs, tables, toys, and play equipment should be disinfected frequently. Facilities should have proper waste 
disposal systems, including diaper-changing stations with sealed trash bins and designated areas for handling soiled 
items. Ventilation systems should provide fresh air circulation to reduce airborne contaminants. Additionally, staff should 
be trained in hygiene protocols, including proper handwashing techniques and illness prevention strategies, to maintain a 
consistently clean and safe environment. 

By prioritizing these health considerations, early childhood facilities can create a safe, hygienic, and nurturing space that 
supports children's physical well-being and development. 
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Staff Space Considerations 

Providing dedicated staff spaces in an early childhood program facility is essential for supporting educators and 
administrators in their daily responsibilities. Well-designed staff areas contribute to a positive work environment, promoting 
productivity, collaboration, and well-being. The following considerations should be taken into account when planning staff 
spaces. 

Staff Lounge and Break Areas 

Educators need a comfortable space to take breaks, recharge, and prepare for their responsibilities. A well-equipped lounge 
should include seating, a kitchenette or small appliances for food storage and preparation, and a quiet atmosphere away 
from classroom noise. Providing a designated break space supports staff morale and reduces burnout. 

Workspaces for Planning and Administration 

Teachers and administrators require private or semi-private workspaces for lesson planning, documentation, and meetings. 
These spaces should be equipped with desks, computers, storage for materials, and adequate lighting. A well-organized 
planning area helps staff stay efficient and focused on curriculum development and communication. 

Meeting and Collaboration Areas 

Dedicated meeting spaces are essential for staff training, team collaboration, and parent-teacher conferences. These areas 
should include a conference table, chairs, and access to technology such as projectors or whiteboards for discussions and 
professional development sessions. 

Storage for Personal Belongings 

Staff members need secure storage for their personal belongings, such as lockers or cabinets, to keep their items safe and 
separate from classroom materials. This ensures a clutter-free environment and maintains professionalism. 

Accessibility and Privacy 

Staff spaces should be conveniently located but separate from high-traffic student areas to allow for focused work and 
relaxation. Additionally, a designated private space should be available for sensitive conversations, such as meetings with 
parents or staff discussions about student needs. 

By incorporating these staff space considerations, an early childhood facility can foster a supportive and functional 
environment that allows educators to perform their jobs effectively while maintaining their well-being. 

Staff Space Challenges: The Overcrowded Break Room 

In an early childhood center that recently expanded to accommodate more children, the design team did not prioritize 
adequate space for staff. As enrollment grew, so did the number of teachers and support staff, but the facility’s 
break room remained the same size. Teachers found themselves crammed into a small, poorly equipped area with 
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minimal storage for personal belongings. The lack of a comfortable, private space for breaks was leading to staff 
dissatisfaction and increasing burnout. Staff members felt they lacked a space to relax and recharge during their shifts, 
which ultimately affected the quality of care and teaching. The facility had to quickly repurpose underutilized areas to 
create a larger, more functional staff space. This situation underscored the need to plan for adequate staff spaces that 
support their well-being and work-life balance. 

Government Regulations and Requirements for Early Childhood Program Facilities 

Designing and evaluating an early childhood program facility requires compliance with various government regulations to 
ensure safety, accessibility, and quality of care. These regulations vary by location but generally cover key areas such as 
licensing, building codes, health and safety standards, and accessibility requirements. Understanding and adhering to these 
regulations is essential for operating a legally compliant and high-quality early childhood program. 

Licensing and Accreditation 

Most early childhood facilities must obtain a license from state or local regulatory agencies before opening. Licensing 
requirements typically include staff-to-child ratios, facility size and layout, emergency preparedness plans, and policies for 
health and safety. Accreditation from organizations such as the National Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC) may also be pursued to demonstrate a higher standard of care and education. 

Building and Fire Codes 

Facilities must comply with local building and fire codes to ensure structural safety. This includes regulations on occupancy 
limits, fire exits, smoke detectors, sprinkler systems, and emergency evacuation procedures. Fire drills and safety training 
for staff are often required to maintain compliance. 

Health and Safety Standards 

Government agencies set health and safety standards to protect children from hazards and illness. These regulations 
typically cover sanitation practices, food safety, ventilation, and procedures for handling medical emergencies. Proper 
handwashing stations, childproofed electrical outlets, and secure storage for hazardous materials are common 
requirements. 

Accessibility and Inclusion 

Early childhood facilities must adhere to the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) or similar legislation to ensure 
accessibility for children, staff, and visitors with disabilities. This includes features such as wheelchair ramps, accessible 
restrooms, and appropriately designed play areas. Compliance with these regulations ensures that all children, regardless 
of ability, have equal access to learning and care. 
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Outdoor Space and Playground Safety 

Government regulations often specify requirements for outdoor play areas, including the amount of space per child, fencing 
for security, and impact-absorbing surfaces under playground equipment. Play structures must meet safety standards to 
reduce injury risks. 

Environmental and Zoning Laws 

Environmental regulations may impact facility design, including guidelines for air quality, water supply, and waste disposal. 
Zoning laws also determine where early childhood programs can operate, ensuring that they are located in appropriate 
areas that meet community planning requirements. 

By following these government regulations and requirements, early childhood program facilities can provide a safe, legally 
compliant, and high-quality environment for young children, their families, and staff. 

This page titled 7.2: Analyzing Space Requirements is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
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7.3: Factors that Influence Cost and Quality of Early 
Childhood Facilities 

Several factors impact both the cost and quality of facilities designed for early childhood programs. These factors influence the 
overall design, functionality, and long-term sustainability of the space. 

1. Facility Size and Layout 

The size of the facility impacts construction costs, as larger buildings require more materials and labor. The layout, including the 
number of classrooms, play areas, staff spaces, and restrooms, must be carefully planned to maximize functionality and ensure 
that the space supports various activities. A well-thought-out design can improve the quality of the learning environment while 
optimizing available space. 

2. Building Materials and Finishes 

The choice of materials, such as flooring, wall finishes, and furniture, influences both cost and durability. High-quality, durable, 
and easy-to-clean materials may come with a higher upfront cost but can reduce long-term maintenance expenses and contribute 
to a safer, healthier environment. 

3. Safety and Accessibility Features 

Incorporating safety and accessibility features, such as childproofing, secure entry points, ramps, and sensory-friendly design 
elements, can increase construction costs. However, these features are essential for ensuring a safe, inclusive, and compliant 
environment, enhancing the overall quality of the facility. 

4. Energy Efficiency and Sustainability 

Designing a facility with energy-efficient systems, sustainable building materials, and eco-friendly practices can have a higher 
initial cost but result in long-term savings on utilities and maintenance. Incorporating green building practices can also improve 
the facility's quality by providing a healthier and more environmentally responsible space for children and staff. 

This page titled 7.3: Factors that Influence Cost and Quality of Early Childhood Facilities is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, 
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7.4: Facility Decisions to Make When Planning a New 
Program 

When planning a new early childhood program, one of the most significant decisions involves selecting the type of facility: whether 
to build a new structure, use an existing building, rent or lease space, or renovate a current facility. Each option has distinct 
advantages and challenges, and the best choice depends on various factors including budget, timeline, location, and long-term 
program goals. Below are key considerations for each of these options. 

To Build or Not to Build? New Construction versus Using Existing 
Buildings 

New Construction 
Building a new facility provides the opportunity to design a space that is tailored specifically to the needs of the early childhood 
program, ensuring that the layout, structure, and safety features align with educational goals and regulatory requirements. New 
construction allows for flexibility in creating age-appropriate classrooms, play areas, and staff spaces. However, it typically comes 
with a higher upfront cost, extended construction timeline, and more complex coordination with contractors, architects, and 
various specialists. 

Considerations for New Construction: 

• Customization: New construction provides the most flexibility in designing a facility that meets the unique needs of the 
program. 

• Higher Initial Costs: The cost of land, building materials, and labor can be substantial, often requiring significant financial 
planning and potentially long-term debt. 

• Timeframe: The construction process can take months or even years, depending on the scope and size of the building. 
• Zoning and Permitting: Securing permits and ensuring the new structure meets zoning regulations can be a lengthy 

process. 

Using Existing Buildings 
Repurposing an existing building can save time and money compared to starting from scratch. It may also offer unique 
architectural features or a desirable location. However, existing structures often require modifications to meet the specific needs 
of an early childhood program, including changes to the layout, plumbing, electrical systems, and compliance with current building 
codes and safety regulations. 

Considerations for Using Existing Buildings: 

• Cost Savings: The initial cost may be lower than building a new structure, especially if the building is already in a desirable 
location. 

• Adaptability: Existing buildings may not be ideal for a child-centered environment and could require substantial redesign or 
retrofitting. 

• Timeframe: Using an existing building can potentially shorten the timeline compared to new construction, depending on the 
scope of required renovations. 

• Code Compliance: The building must be brought up to current codes, which could involve costly updates to infrastructure or 
safety features. 

To Buy or Not to Buy? Renting or Leasing Space 

Renting or leasing a facility is an option for programs that may not have the financial resources to purchase or construct a 
building. Leasing provides flexibility and lower upfront costs compared to purchasing property, and it can allow a program to 
secure a location in an established neighborhood with easy access for families. Leasing also means that property maintenance 
and repairs are typically handled by the landlord, reducing the burden on the program administrators. However, renting comes 
with limitations on how much the space can be customized or renovated. 
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Considerations for Renting or Leasing: 

• Lower Initial Investment: Renting or leasing a space requires less capital upfront compared to buying or constructing a 
facility. 

• Flexibility: Renting provides the option to move to a different location after the lease term expires, which may be beneficial 
if the program’s needs change or if enrollment fluctuates. 

• Limited Control: Lease agreements often place restrictions on building modifications and space usage, limiting the 
program’s ability to adapt the space to specific educational needs. 

• Long-Term Costs: Over time, leasing can be more expensive than owning a building, depending on rent increases and the 
length of the lease term. 

Renovating an Existing Facility 

Renovating an existing building is often a compromise between new construction and using an existing facility as-is. It can be 
a cost-effective solution that allows for a customized layout without the need for starting from scratch. However, renovations 
can be complex, particularly if the building is older or if there are significant structural issues that need to be addressed. The 
renovation process must also ensure that the space complies with current safety, health, and accessibility standards, which can 
add unforeseen expenses. 

Considerations for Renovating: 

• Cost Efficiency: Renovating an existing building can be more affordable than new construction, especially if the facility is in 
a good location and only requires minor to moderate changes. 

• Structural Challenges: Older buildings may have outdated systems (plumbing, HVAC, electrical) that need upgrading to 
meet current standards, which can be costly. 

• Customization Limitations: While renovations allow for some customization, there may be limitations based on the 
building’s existing layout, which could make certain changes impractical. 

• Timeline: Renovations typically take less time than new construction, but depending on the scope, they may still cause 
temporary disruptions or delays in the program’s opening. 

This page titled 7.4: Facility Decisions to Make When Planning a New Program is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
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7.5: Collaborating with Other Professionals 

When designing, evaluating, or renovating an early childhood program facility, collaboration with various professionals is essential 
for ensuring the final space meets the diverse needs of children, staff, and families while complying with legal, financial, and 
safety standards. Effective collaboration helps create a well-rounded, functional, and sustainable learning environment. Each 
professional brings unique expertise to the process, and their input can prevent costly mistakes and ensure that the facility aligns 
with both educational goals and regulatory requirements. The following are key professionals to consider when working through 
this process: 

1. Accountant 

An accountant plays a critical role in helping early childhood program administrators manage the financial aspects of the facility 
design or renovation project. They assist in budgeting, identifying funding sources, and ensuring that costs are carefully tracked 
throughout the process. An accountant can also provide insight into long-term financial planning by considering factors such as 
operating costs, maintenance expenses, and potential tax incentives or deductions related to the facility's design or construction. 
Proper financial planning helps ensure that the project stays within budget and that the facility remains financially sustainable 
after opening. 

2. Architect 

The architect is responsible for designing the physical layout of the early childhood facility, ensuring that it meets both the 
educational needs of children and the regulatory requirements for safety, accessibility, and functionality. They work closely with 
the program director and other stakeholders to incorporate educational goals into the design, such as creating age-appropriate 
classrooms, outdoor play spaces, and communal areas. Architects also consider the building’s structural integrity, lighting, 
ventilation, and materials selection. Collaboration with the architect ensures that the final design reflects the program's vision 
while adhering to codes and regulations. 

3. Attorney 

An attorney provides crucial legal guidance throughout the planning and construction process. They help navigate zoning laws, 
building permits, and other regulatory requirements that may affect the project. An attorney can also assist in drafting contracts 
with contractors, vendors, and other professionals, ensuring that agreements are legally sound and protect the interests of the 
early childhood program. Additionally, the attorney can advise on compliance with local, state, and federal laws related to health 
and safety standards, accessibility, and environmental regulations. Legal expertise ensures that the facility is built in compliance 
with all relevant laws and reduces the risk of legal challenges down the road. 

4. Contractor 

The contractor is responsible for overseeing the actual construction or renovation of the facility. They manage the day-to-day 
operations of the project, ensuring that materials are sourced, schedules are adhered to, and construction tasks are completed 
on time and within budget. Contractors often work with subcontractors specializing in areas such as electrical work, plumbing, 
and painting. Effective communication between the contractor and the design team ensures that the vision for the facility is 
realized according to plan, while any issues that arise during construction can be quickly addressed. Collaborating with a reliable 
contractor ensures the timely and efficient completion of the project. A general contractor might recruit subcontractors to address 
various aspects of designing or renovating the facility. These additional professionals could include structural, mechanical, 
electrical, or plumbing engineers, environmental or safety consultants, a landscape architect, or an HVAC (heating, ventilation, and 
air conditioning) specialist. 

5. Interior Designer 

An interior designer specializes in creating aesthetically pleasing, functional, and developmentally appropriate spaces. They can 
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help design classrooms, play areas, and staff spaces that are visually stimulating yet safe and conducive to learning. Interior 
designers focus on selecting furniture, colors, textures, and layouts that support both the developmental needs of children and 
the comfort of staff. They can also assist in creating environments that foster inclusivity and accessibility. 

7. Licensing Agent 

A licensing agent is crucial to ensuring that the facility meets the regulatory standards required for operation. They are 
responsible for reviewing the facility’s design and layout to ensure that it complies with local, state, and federal requirements 
for early childhood programs. Licensing agents typically inspect the building for factors such as health and safety regulations, 
teacher-child ratios, accessibility, and emergency preparedness. They can also provide valuable input on any specific 
requirements or changes needed to meet licensing standards. Early collaboration with a licensing agent ensures that the facility 
will be approved for operation and helps avoid costly redesigns after the project is completed. 

8. Realtor 

A realtor plays an important role in helping early childhood programs find the ideal location for their facility, whether leasing 
or purchasing a property. They assist in identifying available properties, negotiating lease agreements, and ensuring that the 
property meets zoning and regulatory requirements. Realtors also help programs assess the surrounding neighborhood and 
community, which can impact the facility’s accessibility for families and staff. Working with a realtor who understands the specific 
needs of early childhood programs can help program administrators find a location that is both suitable for their purposes and 
compliant with relevant regulations. 
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7.6: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Designing and evaluating an early childhood facility involves creating a space that is safe, healthy, accessible, and 
developmentally appropriate for young children. Effective facility planning requires attention to classroom and outdoor 
environments, health and safety standards, staffing and family needs, regulatory requirements, and cost. Because the physical 
environment affects children’s learning, behavior, and well-being, facility decisions should be made thoughtfully and in 
collaboration with relevant professionals. 

Reflection Questions: 

1. How can the layout and design of early childhood spaces support both the developmental needs of children and the safety 
of all individuals within the facility? Consider elements such as classroom arrangement, play areas, and the flow of traffic 
throughout the building. 

2. What specific accessibility features should be included in an early childhood facility to ensure all children, regardless of 
ability, have equal opportunities for engagement? How can these features be integrated seamlessly into both indoor and 
outdoor spaces? 

3. In what ways can a well-designed staff space contribute to the overall effectiveness and well-being of educators? Reflect on 
how staff areas like break rooms, planning spaces, and storage could impact staff morale, productivity, and quality of care 
provided. 

4. When designing or evaluating a facility's safety measures, what are the key considerations for managing high-traffic areas 
such as entrances, hallways, and pick-up/drop-off zones? How can the facility balance safety with accessibility for both 
children and their families? 

5. Given the various health and sanitation requirements for early childhood programs, how can facility design contribute to 
minimizing health risks and promoting hygiene? Reflect on areas such as food service, restrooms, and cleaning protocols, 
and how they can be integrated into a child-centered environment. 
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8.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Equipment is one of the most practical and consequential aspects of building a high-quality early childhood program. What 
you purchase (and how you manage it) shapes children’s daily experiences, staff workflow, health and safety, inclusion, and the 
program’s long-term budget. This chapter focuses on making equipment decisions systematically rather than reactively. Sections 
will address: 

• How to identify what’s needed for children’s indoor and outdoor environments, adult workspaces, and essential service areas, 
• How to select items using clear criteria grounded in development, accessibility, and safety, 
• How to plan purchases within real budget constraints, 
• How to navigate ordering processes and timelines, and 
• How to maintain equipment through organized inventory, storage, and routine upkeep. 

The goal is to help program leaders build an environment that is developmentally supportive, inclusive, efficient for staff, and 
financially sustainable over time, while minimizing waste and avoiding premature replacement costs. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

• Identify equipment needs for children’s indoor and outdoor environments, staff spaces, and program service areas. 
• Apply selection criteria (e.g., developmental appropriateness, accessibility, safety, durability, and usefulness) to evaluate 

equipment for an early childhood program. 
• Analyze how budget constraints and funding sources influence equipment purchasing decisions. 
• Describe the processes involved in ordering, receiving, and setting up equipment within a program. 
• Explain the importance of inventory systems, maintenance routines, and replacement planning in sustaining a safe and 

effective learning environment. 

Getting Started: Brainstorming Questions 

1. Considering classrooms, outdoor spaces, and service areas, what types of equipment are essential for a high-quality early 
childhood program? 

2. How might poor equipment choices affect children’s learning, safety, or engagement in a program? 
3. What factors would you consider most important when deciding whether to purchase a particular piece of equipment? 
4. How can early childhood programs balance the need for high-quality materials with limited budgets and resources? 

Learning Objectives 

This page titled 8.1: Introduction to the Chapter is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
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8.2: Assessing What's Needed 

Selecting equipment for an early childhood program begins with a systematic assessment of what the program needs across 
all areas of operation. Administrators must consider children’s learning environments, staff workspaces, and the service areas 
that support daily program functioning. A thorough assessment helps ensure that equipment supports children’s development, 
maintains safety and health standards, and allows the program to operate efficiently. Thoughtful planning also helps programs 
remain compliant with licensing requirements while providing materials that promote engagement, independence, and 
exploration for young children. 

Children’s Indoor Learning Spaces 

Indoor classroom environments require equipment that supports children’s development across multiple domains, including 
cognitive, social, language, and physical development. Research consistently shows that well-designed classroom 
environments—with clearly organized learning centers, accessible materials, and child-sized furniture—support children’s 
engagement and reduce challenging behavior. Early childhood standards emphasize that classrooms should provide a variety of 
materials and activity areas that allow children to explore, experiment, and collaborate with peers. 

Administrators should assess equipment needs across the major learning areas typically found in early childhood classrooms, 
such as block play, dramatic play, art, literacy, sensory exploration, and science or discovery. Each area requires appropriate 
furniture, storage, and materials to support independent use by children. For example, shelves should be accessible and organized 
so children can choose and return materials independently, promoting autonomy and self-regulation. 

Furniture selection is also an important part of assessing classroom needs. Tables, chairs, and storage units must be 
appropriately sized for the age group served and should be durable enough to withstand frequent use and cleaning. Licensing and 
safety guidelines often require that furniture and materials be developmentally appropriate and maintained in good condition to 
prevent injuries and support safe learning environments. Administrators should also evaluate how the layout of equipment affects 
supervision and classroom management. Teachers must be able to see and hear children at all times, which means furniture and 
materials should be arranged to minimize visual barriers and eliminate hidden areas where children could be unsupervised. 

Children’s Outdoor Spaces 

Outdoor environments are an essential component of early childhood programs because they support children’s physical 
development, risk-taking, exploration, and social interaction. Outdoor spaces should include equipment that allows children to 
develop gross motor skills through activities such as climbing, balancing, running, and riding wheeled toys. 

When assessing outdoor equipment needs, administrators should consider both permanent playground structures and movable 
equipment. Permanent structures may include climbing structures, slides, balance equipment, and other fixed installations. 
Movable equipment may include balls, riding toys, loose parts, and materials that encourage imaginative and cooperative 
play. Programs are increasingly incorporating natural elements, (such as logs, rocks, sand, or gardens), to support open-
ended exploration and environmental learning. Safety is a critical consideration when assessing outdoor equipment. Playground 
equipment must be installed on appropriate impact-absorbing surfaces and maintained in good condition to prevent injuries. In 
addition, outdoor layouts should be designed so staff can supervise all areas easily without visual obstructions. Shade, hydration 
access, and weather-related considerations should also be evaluated during the assessment process. Providing shaded areas and 
drinking water access helps protect children’s health during outdoor play and supports safe participation in physical activity. 

Adult Spaces 

Although early childhood programs are primarily designed for children, administrators must also assess equipment needs for 
adult workspaces. Staff require areas where they can plan curriculum, complete documentation, hold meetings, and take breaks. 
Providing well-designed staff spaces supports educator productivity, collaboration, and well-being, which ultimately contributes 
to program quality. 

Adult workspaces may include staff lounges, planning areas, administrative offices, and meeting rooms. Equipment for these 
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spaces may include desks, computers, printers, storage cabinets, and seating for conferences or meetings. Secure storage for 
personal belongings and confidential records is also necessary to maintain professionalism and protect sensitive information. 
Administrators should consider how staff spaces are located within the facility. Ideally, they should be easily accessible to staff 
while remaining separate from children’s learning areas so educators can focus on planning or communication tasks without 
disrupting classroom activities. 

Service Areas and Operational Needs 

Early childhood programs also require equipment for service areas that support daily operations and health practices. These 
areas include: 

• bathrooms 
• kitchens 
• laundry facilities 
• janitorial storage, and 
• health supply storage. 

Properly equipped service areas are essential for maintaining sanitation, food safety, and overall program health standards. 

Bathrooms should include child-height fixtures, step stools if necessary, and supplies that support proper handwashing practices. 
Diapering areas require changing tables, sanitation supplies, and appropriate storage for disposable materials. Health guidelines 
emphasize the importance of maintaining clean and sanitary diapering and toileting areas to reduce the spread of illness. 

Kitchen or food service areas require equipment for safe food storage, preparation, and serving. This may include refrigerators, 
food preparation surfaces, storage containers, and allergy management tools. Programs that provide meals must ensure that food 
preparation equipment meets health and sanitation requirements. 

Laundry areas are often needed for cleaning items such as bedding, cloth materials, or staff uniforms. Equipment may include 
washers, dryers, and storage for clean and soiled items. 

Janitorial closets should contain cleaning equipment and supplies stored securely to prevent children from accessing hazardous 
materials. 

Health and safety supplies must also be assessed during this stage. Programs should maintain first aid kits, thermometers, 
gloves, and other supplies needed to respond to injuries or illnesses. Licensing and safety guidance also recommends 
maintaining fire safety equipment and emergency preparedness supplies in accessible locations. 

Transportation equipment should be considered if the program offers transportation services. Programs must ensure that 
vehicles include appropriate child restraint systems and emergency supplies, and that transportation procedures follow safety 
guidelines for children. 

The vignette described below describes a common challenge faced in early childhood programs that acquire materials 
without systematically assessing needs, storage capacity, and inventory strategies. 

The Storage Problem 

A growing early childhood program gradually accumulated a large number of toys, art supplies, and learning materials. Many 
of the items had been donated by families or purchased over time without a clear inventory system. At first, staff appreciated 
having so many resources available. Eventually, however, the classrooms became cluttered. Shelves were overfilled, materials 
were difficult to locate, and teachers often purchased items that the program already owned but could not find. Cleaning 
routines became more complicated, and some materials were discovered to be damaged or missing pieces. 

Example 8.2.1 
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After conducting a program-wide inventory, the director realized that the issue was not a lack of materials but a lack of 
organization and storage planning. The program created a centralized inventory list, labeled storage areas, and established 
a schedule for reviewing and rotating materials. These changes helped staff locate resources more easily and reduced 
unnecessary purchases. 

Technology and Communication Systems 

Technology and communication systems are another important consideration when assessing equipment needs. Early childhood 
programs require administrative technology to manage enrollment records, billing, communication with families, and staff 
coordination. Equipment may include computers, printers, internet access, and communication systems such as telephones or 
intercoms. 

Some programs also use digital tools to communicate with families about daily activities, announcements, or documentation 
of children’s learning. While technology should never replace hands-on learning experiences for young children, it can support 
program administration and family engagement when used thoughtfully. 

Emergency Preparedness 

Finally, administrators should assess equipment needed for emergency preparedness. Early childhood programs must be 
prepared to respond to emergencies such as fires, natural disasters, or medical incidents. Emergency preparedness supplies 
may include evacuation kits, first aid supplies, emergency contact information, and communication devices that allow staff to 
coordinate during emergencies. 

Emergency supplies should be stored in clearly labeled locations that are accessible to staff but secure from children. Programs 
should also maintain inspection schedules to ensure emergency equipment remains functional and ready for use. 

This page titled 8.2: Assessing What's Needed is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta 
and Hannah Knott. 
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8.3: Using Selection Criteria 

After identifying equipment needs, administrators must determine which specific items to purchase. Equipment selection should 
not be based solely on cost, aesthetics, or convenience. Instead, early childhood programs should use clear selection criteria 
to ensure that materials support children’s development, meet safety and accessibility standards, and function effectively within 
the program environment. Thoughtful selection processes help programs avoid costly purchasing mistakes and ensure that 
equipment contributes positively to the learning environment. 

Administrators and teaching staff can work together to evaluate potential equipment using several key criteria: developmental 
appropriateness, accessibility and inclusion, usefulness, versatility, safety, suitability for the environment, ease of maintenance, 
durability, and aesthetics. Considering these factors systematically helps ensure that equipment supports both children’s learning 
and the program’s operational needs. 

Developmental Appropriateness 

Equipment used in early childhood programs must be appropriate for the developmental stage of the children served. 
Developmentally appropriate materials encourage exploration, creativity, and active engagement while supporting children’s 
physical, cognitive, language, and social development. For example, block materials support spatial reasoning and cooperative 
play, while art materials encourage creativity and fine motor development. 

Furniture and equipment must also match children’s physical size and abilities. Child-sized furniture allows children to sit 
comfortably, move independently, and participate fully in activities. When equipment is too large, too small, or otherwise 
mismatched to children’s abilities, it can limit engagement and create unnecessary safety risks. Programs should also consider 
how materials reflect the diversity of the children and families they serve. Developmentally appropriate materials should be 
culturally responsive and inclusive, allowing children to see themselves and their communities represented in the learning 
environment. 

Accessibility and Inclusion 

Early childhood programs must ensure that equipment and materials are accessible to all children and families, including those 
with disabilities. Federal accessibility laws and early childhood inclusion guidelines emphasize that environments should allow 
children with diverse abilities to participate meaningfully in program activities. 

Accessibility considerations may include selecting equipment that allows children using mobility devices to participate in 
activities, providing adaptive seating or sensory supports, and ensuring that materials are reachable and usable by children 
with varying physical abilities. Equipment selection should also consider the needs of family members with disabilities who may 
interact with the program environment. 

Inclusive design principles often encourage programs to use universal design, meaning that environments and materials are 
usable by the widest possible range of people without requiring special adaptations. Planning for accessibility during the 
equipment selection stage is far easier and more cost-effective than attempting to retrofit equipment after it has already been 
installed. 

The vignette described below illustrates a preventable problem of having to retrofit inaccessible playground equipment. 

The Playground That Didn’t Work for Everyone 

Example 
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A preschool program invested in a large new outdoor play structure to encourage gross motor development. The equipment 
included climbing walls, slides, and tunnels, and the staff were excited to introduce it to the children. However, when a child 
who used a mobility device enrolled in the program, teachers realized that the structure had no accessible entry points or 
alternative play features. 

Although the playground met basic safety requirements, it did not allow all children to participate in meaningful ways. 
Teachers attempted to adapt activities, but the design of the equipment limited what they could do. Eventually, the program 
worked with a playground consultant to add ground-level play components and accessible pathways so that more children 
could use the space. The experience helped the program recognize that accessibility and inclusion should be considered 
during equipment selection rather than addressed after installation. 

Usefulness and Versatility 

Equipment should serve clear educational purposes and be used regularly in the program. Items that are rarely used can occupy 
valuable space and represent unnecessary expenditures. Administrators should consider how often materials will be used and 
whether they support the program’s curriculum and learning goals. Versatile materials are particularly valuable in early childhood 
settings. Open-ended materials that can be used in multiple ways—such as blocks, loose parts, or dramatic play props—support 
creativity and imaginative play while serving multiple developmental purposes. These materials often provide more long-term 
value than single-purpose toys with limited uses. 

Programs may also consider whether equipment can be adapted for use by multiple age groups or learning activities. Versatile 
materials allow programs to maximize resources while maintaining a rich and engaging learning environment. 

Safety and Suitability 

Safety is one of the most critical factors in equipment selection. Equipment must meet applicable safety standards and should 
not present hazards such as sharp edges, pinch points, choking risks, or unstable structures. Programs must also ensure that 
materials are non-toxic and appropriate for children’s age and developmental stage. 

Suitability also refers to how well equipment fits the environment in which it will be used. For example, outdoor equipment must 
be weather-resistant and durable enough to withstand exposure to sun, rain, and temperature changes. Indoor equipment should 
be appropriate for classroom layouts and should not interfere with safe supervision or emergency exits. Programs should also 
consider how equipment placement affects supervision. Teachers must be able to observe children easily and respond quickly if 
safety concerns arise. 

Ease of Maintenance and Durability 

Early childhood environments involve frequent use, cleaning, and movement of materials. As a result, equipment must be durable 
enough to withstand daily wear and tear. Administrators should evaluate materials based on durability, quality of construction, 
and availability of replacement parts or warranties. Ease of cleaning is another important consideration. Many materials must be 
cleaned and disinfected regularly to reduce the spread of illness in group care settings. Equipment that can be easily cleaned and 
sanitized helps programs maintain health standards more efficiently. Selecting durable, easy-to-maintain materials may involve 
higher upfront costs but often reduces long-term replacement and maintenance expenses. 

Aesthetics and the Learning Environment 

While functionality and safety are critical, the visual environment of a classroom also influences children’s experiences. A well-
designed environment should feel welcoming, calm, and organized. Overly cluttered or visually overwhelming environments may 
make it more difficult for children to focus and engage in activities. Equipment selection should contribute to an aesthetically 
pleasing environment that reflects the program’s values and promotes a sense of belonging for children and families. Natural 
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materials, soft colors, and thoughtfully arranged spaces can help create environments that support both learning and well-being. 

Documenting the Decision Process 

Many programs find it helpful to document their equipment selection process. Simple evaluation checklists or rubrics can help 
staff compare potential purchases and ensure that decisions are aligned with program goals and standards. Some programs 
also pilot new materials before making large purchases. Observing how children interact with materials during trial periods can 
provide valuable information about whether equipment will be useful and engaging in the long term. By using clear selection 
criteria and involving educators in the evaluation process, administrators can make informed purchasing decisions that support 
children’s development and program sustainability. 

This page titled 8.3: Using Selection Criteria is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta 
and Hannah Knott. 
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8.4: Working Within a Budget 

Selecting equipment for an early childhood program requires balancing program goals with financial realities. Even well-funded 
programs must make thoughtful decisions about how resources are allocated, while programs with limited funding must prioritize 
purchases carefully to ensure that essential materials are obtained first. Effective budgeting helps administrators ensure that 
equipment purchases support children’s learning, comply with safety standards, and remain financially sustainable over time. 
Developing a clear equipment budget also helps programs avoid reactive purchasing decisions. When administrators plan 
purchases strategically, considering both initial costs and long-term maintenance or replacement needs, they are better able to 
maintain high-quality learning environments while controlling expenses. 

Building an Equipment Budget 

One of the first steps in equipment planning is developing a clear budget that identifies available funds and expected expenses. 
Administrators should distinguish between start-up equipment costs and ongoing equipment replacement costs. 

Start-up budgets are often necessary when opening a new program or expanding services. These budgets may include large 
purchases such as furniture, playground equipment, storage units, and kitchen appliances. In contrast, ongoing budgets typically 
cover replacement items, additional learning materials, and repairs to existing equipment. 

During this process, administrators often prioritize equipment based on operational necessity. Some items are essential for 
licensing compliance and daily operation: for example, child-sized furniture, sanitation supplies, and first aid equipment. Other 
materials may enhance the learning environment but can be added gradually over time as resources become available. 

Considering the Total Cost of Ownership 

The purchase price of equipment represents only part of the overall cost. Administrators must also consider the total cost of 
ownership, which includes maintenance, repairs, cleaning requirements, and eventual replacement. Durable materials that are 
designed for early childhood environments may have a higher initial cost but often last significantly longer than lower-quality 
alternatives. Equipment that breaks easily or cannot withstand frequent cleaning may require replacement sooner than expected, 
increasing long-term expenses. Programs should also consider warranties, availability of replacement parts, and manufacturer 
support when evaluating purchases. Equipment that can be repaired rather than replaced can significantly reduce long-term 
costs. 

Identifying Funding Sources 

Early childhood programs may rely on a variety of funding sources to support equipment purchases. These may include program 
operating budgets, grants, donations, fundraising efforts, or parent organization support. 

Many programs seek grant funding to purchase large equipment items such as playground structures, classroom furnishings, or 
technology systems. When using grant funding, administrators must carefully review funding guidelines to ensure that purchases 
comply with allowable expense requirements. Donations can also be helpful, but programs should evaluate donated materials 
using the same selection criteria applied to purchased items. Accepting materials that do not meet safety, durability, or 
developmental standards may ultimately create additional challenges for the program. 

Cost-Saving Strategies 

Programs often use a variety of strategies to stretch limited resources while maintaining quality learning environments. One 
common strategy is phased purchasing, in which programs purchase essential equipment first and add additional materials 
gradually as funding allows. Another strategy involves standardizing certain equipment items across classrooms. When programs 
purchase identical furniture or storage units for multiple classrooms, they may be able to negotiate lower prices with suppliers or 
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simplify maintenance and replacement processes. 

Programs may also prioritize versatile, open-ended materials that support multiple types of play and learning activities. These 
materials often provide greater long-term value than highly specialized toys that serve only one purpose. However, administrators 
must also be cautious about cost-saving strategies that compromise quality. Purchasing inexpensive materials that break quickly 
may lead to higher long-term costs and frustration for staff. 

Procurement Policies and Compliance 

Many early childhood programs (particularly those affiliated with school districts, nonprofit organizations, or publicly funded 
systems) must follow specific procurement procedures when purchasing equipment. These procedures may include requirements 
for obtaining price quotes, using approved vendors, or completing formal bidding processes for larger purchases. Programs may 
also need to document purchasing decisions for auditing or grant compliance purposes. Administrators should become familiar 
with the purchasing policies that apply to their program and ensure that staff involved in purchasing understand the necessary 
procedures. Following procurement policies helps ensure transparency, accountability, and responsible use of program funds. 

Planning for Replacement and Future Needs 

Finally, effective budgeting includes planning for the eventual replacement of equipment. Items that receive frequent use, 
(such as classroom furniture, playground equipment, and learning materials), will eventually wear out or require replacement. 
Administrators can plan for these costs by maintaining equipment inventories that include purchase dates and expected 
replacement timelines. Setting aside funds for equipment replacement each year can help programs avoid sudden financial strain 
when large items need to be replaced. 

By approaching equipment budgeting as an ongoing planning process rather than a one-time expense, administrators can 
maintain high-quality environments while ensuring financial stability for the program. 

This page titled 8.4: Working Within a Budget is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta 
and Hannah Knott. 

244 (8.4.2)

https://workforce.libretexts.org/Courses/Coalinga_College/Administration_of_Early_Childhood_Programs/08%3A_Outfitting_Your_Program_for_Success/8.04%3A_Working_Within_a_Budget
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


8.5: Maintaining Equipment 

Purchasing equipment is only the beginning of the management process. To ensure that materials remain safe, functional, and 
useful for children and staff, early childhood programs must establish clear systems for maintaining equipment over time. Regular 
maintenance protects children’s safety, extends the lifespan of materials, and helps programs avoid unnecessary replacement 
costs. Effective maintenance systems typically include organized inventory procedures, appropriate storage practices, routine 
inspections, and plans for replacing worn or damaged items. Maintaining equipment is also an important health and safety 
responsibility. Materials that are damaged, improperly stored, or difficult to clean may pose hazards to children or contribute to 
the spread of illness. For this reason, early childhood programs must regularly inspect and maintain both indoor and outdoor 
equipment to ensure that it remains safe for daily use. 

Inventory Systems 

One of the most effective ways to manage program equipment is through a structured inventory system. An inventory system 
helps administrators track the materials owned by the program, where they are located, when they were purchased, and their 
current condition. Inventory records may include information such as purchase dates, warranty details, estimated replacement 
timelines, and the location of each item within the facility. Maintaining these records helps administrators monitor equipment use 
and plan for future replacement needs. Inventory systems can also help programs avoid duplicate purchases. When staff have 
access to clear records of available materials, they are less likely to order items that the program already owns but cannot easily 
locate. 

Storage and Organization 

Proper storage plays an important role in maintaining equipment and materials. Well-organized storage systems help protect 
materials from damage, reduce clutter in classrooms, and allow children to access materials independently when appropriate. 
Classroom storage should support both organization and accessibility. For example, shelves should be labeled and arranged 
so children can identify where materials belong. This approach encourages independence and helps maintain orderly learning 
environments. 

Administrators must also ensure that certain materials are stored securely. Cleaning chemicals, janitorial supplies, and other 
hazardous materials should always be stored in locked cabinets or areas that are inaccessible to children. Proper storage protects 
children’s safety and helps programs comply with health and safety regulations. Outdoor equipment storage should also be 
considered. Providing covered storage areas for outdoor materials helps protect equipment from weather damage and extends 
its useful lifespan. 

Maintenance and Inspection Routines 

Routine inspections are essential for ensuring that equipment remains safe and functional. Administrators should establish 
regular schedules for inspecting classroom materials, playground equipment, and other program resources. During these 
inspections, staff should check for broken parts, loose fasteners, splinters, sharp edges, or other hazards that could cause injury. 
Equipment that is damaged or unsafe should be repaired or removed from use immediately. 

Cleaning and sanitation routines are also an important part of equipment maintenance. Many classroom materials must be 
cleaned and disinfected regularly to reduce the spread of illness in group care environments. Programs should follow established 
health guidelines when cleaning toys, surfaces, and shared materials. Regular maintenance routines help programs identify 
potential problems early and prevent minor issues from becoming major safety concerns. 
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Replacement Planning 

Even with careful maintenance, equipment will eventually wear out or become outdated. Early childhood programs should plan 
ahead for these situations by establishing replacement schedules for commonly used items. Furniture, classroom materials, and 
playground equipment often experience significant wear due to frequent use by children. Tracking purchase dates and expected 
lifespans can help administrators anticipate when items may need to be replaced. Planning ahead for replacement costs allows 
programs to budget gradually rather than facing unexpected expenses when equipment fails. Programs may also periodically 
review classroom materials to determine whether they continue to support children’s learning needs. Replacing outdated or less 
useful materials with new options can help maintain engaging learning environments. 

Staff Training and Accountability 

Maintaining equipment is a shared responsibility among administrators and teaching staff. Staff members should receive clear 
guidance on how to use, clean, and store materials appropriately. Training may include procedures for reporting damaged 
equipment, cleaning materials after use, and organizing classroom storage areas. When staff understand maintenance 
expectations and procedures, equipment is more likely to remain in good condition. Administrators may also establish 
documentation systems—such as inspection logs or maintenance checklists—to ensure that maintenance tasks are completed 
regularly. These records provide accountability and help administrators monitor the condition of equipment across the program. 

By implementing clear systems for inventory management, storage, inspection, and replacement planning, early childhood 
programs can maintain safe and effective learning environments while protecting their investments in program equipment. 

This page titled 8.5: Maintaining Equipment is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta 
and Hannah Knott. 
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8.6: Planning Tools and Templates 

The following tools are designed to help administrators apply the concepts discussed in this chapter when assessing equipment 
needs, selecting items, managing budgets, and maintaining program materials. Programs may adapt these templates to fit their 
own policies, licensing requirements, and organizational procedures. This section includes the following tools: 

1. Equipment Needs Assessment Checklist 
2. Equipment Selection Criteria Checklist 
3. Equipment Budget Planning Worksheet 
4. Equipment Purchasing Timeline 
5. Equipment Inventory Log 
6. Equipment Maintenance and Inspection Log 

This page titled 8.6: Planning Tools and Templates is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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8.7: Equipment Needs Assessment Checklist 

This checklist helps administrators systematically review equipment needs across all areas of the program. 

Children’s Indoor Spaces 

• Tables and chairs sized for age group 
• Storage shelves accessible to children 
• Block area materials 
• Dramatic play materials 
• Art supplies and storage 
• Literacy materials (books, cushions, display racks) 
• Sensory or science materials 
• Quiet/soft area furnishings 
• Classroom rugs and room dividers 

Outdoor Spaces 

• Climbing structures or large motor equipment 
• Wheeled toys and riding paths 
• Balls and gross motor equipment 
• Loose parts or nature-based play materials 
• Shaded areas or outdoor seating 
• Storage for outdoor equipment 

Adult Spaces 

• Staff planning workspace 
• Staff break area furnishings 
• Lockers or personal storage 
• Meeting or conference area equipment 

Service Areas 

• Child-height sinks and bathroom equipment 
• Diapering stations and sanitation supplies 
• Kitchen or food preparation equipment 
• Laundry equipment 
• Janitorial supplies and storage 
• First aid kits and health supplies 

Transportation (if applicable) 

• Child safety restraints 
• Emergency vehicle supplies 
• Cleaning and inspection equipment 

Technology and Communication 

• Computers or tablets (administrative or instructional) 
• Printer/copier 
• Phone or intercom systems 

Emergency Preparedness 

• Emergency go-bags 
• Evacuation equipment 
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• Emergency food/water supplies 

This page titled 8.7: Equipment Needs Assessment Checklist is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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8.8: Equipment Selection Criteria Checklist 

Before purchasing equipment, evaluate items using the following criteria: 

Criteria Questions to Consider 

Developmental appropriateness Does the equipment support the developmental needs of the children served? 

Accessibility and inclusion Can children and family members with disabilities use or access this equipment? 

Usefulness Will the equipment be used frequently in the program? 

Versatility Can the item be used in multiple ways or for multiple activities? 

Safety Does the equipment meet safety standards and minimize injury risk? 

Suitability Is the item appropriate for the environment where it will be used? 

Ease of maintenance Is the equipment easy to clean, sanitize, and repair? 

Durability Will the item withstand frequent use in an early childhood environment? 

Aesthetics Does the equipment contribute to a welcoming, calm learning environment? 

This page titled 8.8: Equipment Selection Criteria Checklist is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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8.9: Equipment Budget Planning Worksheet 

This worksheet helps administrators plan equipment purchases within available financial resources. 

Equipment Item Quantity Needed Estimated Cost per Item Total Cost Priority Level 

Example: Child-sized tables 4 $200 $800 High 

         

         

Budget Planning Questions 

• Which items are essential for program operation? 
• Which items can be purchased later if funds are limited? 
• Are there grants, donations, or shared purchasing opportunities available? 
• What items will need replacement in the next 3–5 years? 

This page titled 8.9: Equipment Budget Planning Worksheet is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
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8.10: Equipment Purchasing Timeline 

This tool helps administrators coordinate purchasing with program planning timelines. 

Timeline Stage Key Actions 

Early planning Conduct needs assessment and prioritize equipment 

Budget approval Confirm funding and purchasing limits 

Vendor selection Identify suppliers and compare pricing 

Order placement Submit requisitions and purchase orders 

Delivery period Track shipments and confirm arrival dates 

Receiving and inspection Check equipment for damage or missing parts 

Installation and placement Assemble and position equipment safely 

Documentation Record equipment in inventory system 
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8.11: Equipment Inventory Log 

Maintaining an inventory system helps programs track equipment and plan replacements. 

Equipment Item Location Purchase Date Cost Condition Notes 

Example: Block shelf Classroom A 8/2024 $150 Good Replace in 2028 

           

Programs should plan for the eventual replacement of high-use items. 

Questions to consider: 

• What equipment experiences the most wear and tear? 
• What items have manufacturer-recommended replacement timelines? 
• How can the program budget for gradual replacement instead of sudden large purchases? 
• Are warranties or service agreements available? 

This page titled 8.11: Equipment Inventory Log is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
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8.12: Equipment Maintenance and Inspection Log 

Regular maintenance ensures safety and prolongs the life of equipment. A checklist like this one can be used to inspect 
equipment for damage or wear. 

Date Equipment Checked Condition Action Taken Staff Initials 

         

         

Maintenance Considerations 

• Inspect classroom materials regularly for wear or damage 
• Check outdoor equipment for structural issues 
• Replace broken or unsafe items promptly 
• Clean and sanitize materials according to program health policies 
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8.13: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Outfitting an early childhood program requires more than purchasing materials. Program leaders must assess what is needed 
across children’s spaces, staff areas, and service areas; select equipment using clear criteria; work within a budget; order 
materials carefully; and maintain equipment over time. Thoughtful equipment planning helps create environments that are safe, 
functional, inclusive, and supportive of children’s learning and development. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Imagine you have been hired to help open a new early childhood program. What steps would you take to assess the 
equipment needed for children’s indoor spaces, outdoor areas, staff workspaces, and service areas? Which needs would you 
prioritize first, and why? 

2. Consider a situation in which a program is deciding between purchasing lower-cost equipment that may need to be replaced 
within a few years or investing in higher-quality equipment with a higher upfront cost. What factors should administrators 
consider when making this decision? 

3. Early childhood programs often operate with limited financial resources. How can administrators balance budget constraints 
with the need to provide safe, developmentally appropriate, and engaging materials for children? 

4. Why is it important for early childhood programs to maintain systems for inventory management, equipment inspection, and 
replacement planning? What risks might arise if these systems are not in place? 
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9.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Staffing is one of the most important responsibilities in early childhood program administration because it directly affects 
children’s safety, relationships, learning experiences, and the overall quality of the program. Effective staffing requires more than 
simply filling positions. Program leaders must determine staffing needs, define roles clearly, ensure that staff have appropriate 
qualifications, recruit and onboard thoughtfully, and provide ongoing supervision and support. They must also respond to real-
world challenges such as turnover, absences, budget limitations, and the need to retain strong staff over time. This chapter 
examines the many dimensions of staffing the early childhood program, with attention to both administrative systems and the 
human relationships that shape daily practice. 

By the end of this chapter, students will be able to: 

• Explain how staffing needs are determined in an early childhood program, including considerations related to ratios, 
schedules, roles, and program operations. 

• Describe major staff roles within an early childhood program and explain how responsibilities should align with 
qualifications and organizational structure. 

• Evaluate factors that influence staff retention, workplace well-being, and overall program stability. 
• Identify common staffing challenges and explain how administrators can respond in ways that are ethical, effective, and 

supportive of program quality. 

Brainstorming Questions 

1. What makes staffing in an early childhood program different from staffing in other types of organizations? 
2. When you think about a high-quality early childhood program, what kinds of staff roles and responsibilities do you think are 

most important, and why? 
3. What challenges might a program face when trying to hire and keep qualified early childhood staff? 
4. How might staffing decisions affect children, families, and the daily functioning of a program? 

Learning Objectives 

This page titled 9.1: Introduction to the Chapter is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
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9.2: Determining Staffing Needs 

Determining staffing needs is one of the most important administrative tasks in an early childhood education program. Staffing 
decisions affect children’s safety, supervision, continuity of care, instructional quality, family communication, and the program’s 
financial stability. Administrators must therefore think beyond simply “meeting ratio.” Effective staffing plans take into account: 

• the ages of children served, 
• group size, 
• hours of operation, 
• daily schedules, 
• required staff qualifications, 
• supervision demands, 
• inclusion needs, and 
• the non-classroom responsibilities necessary to keep the program functioning well. 

A strong staffing plan begins with a realistic analysis of what the program must provide throughout the day, not just what is 
required at the busiest or most visible times. Programs need enough staff to maintain safe supervision during arrival, departure, 
toileting, meals, outdoor play, transitions, breaks, staff absences, and emergencies. They also need to account for administrative, 
family communication, health and safety, and support functions that may not occur directly inside the classroom but are still 
essential to program quality and compliance. 

Staff-to-Child Ratios and Group Size 

The starting point for determining staffing needs is compliance with applicable staff-to-child ratio and group size requirements. 
State licensing regulations establish the legal minimums programs must meet, and some settings may also be subject to 
additional standards through Head Start, accreditation, or other funding and oversight systems. When multiple standards apply, 
programs generally must follow the most stringent requirement. 

Ratios and group size are closely related but not identical. Ratio refers to the number of children assigned to each adult, while 
group size refers to the total number of children allowed in the group. Both matter. Lower ratios and smaller group sizes support 
safer supervision, more responsive interactions, and better opportunities for individualized attention. Adequate and safe group 
sizes and child-to-staff ratios are fundamental structural features of program quality. Programs must also maintain appropriate 
ratios during all hours of operation, not only during core instructional periods. 

Programs should not plan staffing solely around the legal minimum. Minimum ratio may not be sufficient for all classrooms or 
times of day. For example, classrooms serving children with significant behavioral, medical, developmental, or mobility needs 
may require more adults than the minimum ratio suggests. Similarly, staffing patterns that appear compliant on paper may not 
be workable during transitions, toileting, outdoor time, or staff breaks. 

Ages of Children Served 

Staffing needs vary substantially depending on the ages of the children enrolled. Infant and toddler programs generally require 
lower ratios and smaller group sizes than preschool or school-age programs because younger children need more intensive 
supervision, caregiving, and individualized routines. In infant and toddler settings, staffing plans should also support continuity of 
care, consistent relationships, and predictable primary caregiving responsibilities whenever possible. 

Mixed-age groupings also affect staffing decisions. When age ranges are combined in one classroom, the staffing pattern 
may need to reflect the needs of the youngest children present or the age composition required by the governing standards. 
Administrators must review the specific regulations and standards that apply to their setting rather than assuming a single ratio 
fits all mixed-age arrangements. In addition, staffing needs differ depending on whether a program serves children in full-day, 
part-day, before- and after-school, or extended-hour models. A staffing plan that works for a short preschool session may be 
insufficient for a full-day program that includes meals, naps, multiple transitions, and longer family contact periods. 
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Hours of Operation and Daily Coverage 

Programs must determine staffing needs across the entire operating day. This includes opening time, arrival, instructional 
periods, meals, rest time, outdoor play, late afternoon coverage, and closing routines. Programs often discover that staffing 
challenges are greatest not during the core classroom block, but at the margins of the day, when children arrive gradually, 
classrooms combine temporarily, or fewer staff are scheduled at the beginning or end of the day. 

Daily coverage plans should also account for staff breaks, lunch periods, release time, planning time, and meetings. If staffing is 
planned too tightly, even routine events can put the program at risk of falling out of ratio or compromising supervision. Programs 
need procedures to ensure ratios and class size maximums are maintained during all hours of operation and in all settings, 
including indoor spaces, outdoor spaces, and field trips. 

For this reason, administrators usually need more staff than a simple ratio calculation would suggest. A classroom that requires 
two adults to operate safely may need access to floaters, substitutes, or staggered schedules to remain compliant and functional 
throughout the day. 

Classroom, Administrative, and Support Staffing 

Determining staffing needs also requires looking beyond classroom teaching positions. Programs need to identify the full range 
of roles necessary to operate effectively. Depending on the size and structure of the program, this may include a director, 
assistant director, curriculum or education coordinator, office or enrollment staff, family support staff, cooks, janitorial staff, bus 
or transportation staff, health personnel, or classroom aides. Even when some of these duties are combined into fewer roles, they 
still need to be accounted for in workload and staffing plans. 

Smaller programs may have staff who perform multiple functions, while larger programs may divide responsibilities more formally. 
In either case, administrators must be realistic about how much non-teaching work occurs each day. Tasks such as greeting 
families, supervising medication procedures, managing records, handling billing, supporting licensing compliance, covering 
classrooms, or responding to parent concerns all require staff time. If these tasks are not accounted for, directors and teachers 
may become overextended, and program quality may suffer. 

Floaters, Substitutes, and Flexible Staffing 

A sound staffing plan includes provisions for absences, coverage, and changing daily needs. Floaters and substitutes are 
especially important because staff illness, training, vacations, family emergencies, and turnover are unavoidable in early childhood 
settings. Programs that rely entirely on fixed classroom assignments without backup coverage are more vulnerable to supervision 
lapses, staff stress, and last-minute disruptions. 

Substitute staff should be trained, oriented to center procedures, and integrated into program safety systems rather than treated 
as interchangeable last-minute coverage. Flexible staffing can also help programs respond to higher-need classrooms, difficult 
transitions, toileting support, challenging behavior, and other situations where the minimum number of classroom staff may not 
be adequate. 

Therefore, programs should determine in advance how they will provide: 

• break coverage, 
• planning time, 
• support during arrivals and departures, 
• support during outdoor play and transitions, 
• substitute coverage for absences, and 
• additional staffing during emergencies or unusually demanding situations. 

Inclusion, Family Needs, and Program Priorities 

Staffing needs should also be shaped by the program’s mission and the needs of the children and families served. Programs that 
prioritize inclusion, dual language support, family engagement, or trauma-informed practice may need staffing patterns that allow 
for more individualized attention, closer collaboration with specialists, or stronger communication with families. 
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For example, a program serving children with disabilities may need to coordinate more closely with therapists, early intervention 
personnel, or special education staff. A program serving many dual language learners may place a high priority on bilingual 
staffing. A program with intensive family partnership expectations may need staff time dedicated to conferences, referrals, and 
relationship-building beyond what is visible in the classroom schedule. These program priorities are not extras; they have real 
staffing implications. 

Using Data to Plan Staffing 

Determining staffing needs should be an ongoing process, not a one-time calculation. Administrators can use enrollment data, 
attendance patterns, classroom observations, licensing requirements, incident reports, and staff feedback to assess whether 
staffing patterns are working. If teachers consistently miss breaks, classrooms become difficult to supervise during transitions, 
or directors are pulled into classroom coverage every day, these are signs that staffing plans may need revision. 

Programs should also review staffing patterns when enrollment changes, age groupings shift, operating hours expand, or children 
with new support needs enroll. A staffing plan should be revisited whenever the reality of the program changes. 

The vignette described below illustrates that determining staffing needs involves more than calculating the legal minimum 
number of adults. This example demonstrates how administrators must plan for the program's actual daily flow. 

We Were in Ratio on Paper! 

A child care center believed it had planned staffing carefully for the new school year. Each classroom met the required 
ratio, and the weekly schedule looked efficient. However, within the first month, problems began to appear. Arrival time was 
chaotic because children entered gradually while only a small number of staff were scheduled early in the morning. Teachers 
struggled to take breaks without pulling administrators into classrooms. Outdoor play became difficult to supervise when 
one staff member had to take a child inside to use the restroom. Late in the afternoon, classrooms were combined to save 
staffing costs, but the transitions created confusion and stress for children and staff. 

The director eventually realized that the staffing plan had been built around minimum ratio rather than actual daily 
operations. The program revised the schedule to add earlier coverage, assign a floater during peak transition periods, and 
create a more reliable substitute plan. Although these changes increased staffing costs, they improved supervision, reduced 
staff frustration, and made the daily routine more manageable. 

Example 

This page titled 9.2: Determining Staffing Needs is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
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9.3: Defining Roles and Responsibilities 

Once a program has determined how many staff members it needs, the next step is defining what each position is responsible 
for doing. Clear roles and responsibilities help programs function more effectively because they reduce confusion, improve 
accountability, and make it easier for staff to understand expectations. They also support safer supervision, better communication, 
and stronger program consistency. 

In California, staffing roles in early childhood programs are often connected to the Child Development Permit Matrix established 
by the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing (CTC). This system defines levels of qualification and responsibility 
across the profession. However, because this chapter approaches staffing from an administrative perspective, the roles below are 
organized by level of organizational responsibility rather than by entry point into the permit pathway. This allows readers to see 
how the overall staffing structure functions within a program while still understanding how responsibilities relate to qualification 
levels. Therefore, defining roles and responsibilities is an operational matter as well as a compliance issue. A well-staffed program 
can still struggle if job expectations are unclear or if responsibilities do not match staff qualifications. 

The Purpose of Clear Role Definition 

In early childhood settings, many responsibilities overlap. Teachers supervise children, communicate with families, support 
routines, and maintain learning environments throughout the day. Administrators oversee operations while often stepping 
into classrooms when needed. Support staff contribute to classroom functioning even when their primary responsibilities lie 
elsewhere. 

Because of this overlap, role clarity is essential. Clear role definition helps programs: 

• ensure essential duties are covered, 
• promote accountability, 
• support fair supervision and evaluation, 
• reduce workplace conflict, 
• improve communication and teamwork, and 
• strengthen consistency for children and families. 

Written job descriptions are an important tool in this process. They provide clarity for staff and support hiring, onboarding, 
supervision, and evaluation processes. 

Defining Roles 

The Role of the Program Director 

The Program Director holds the highest level of overall responsibility for the early childhood program. This role typically includes 
leadership, staffing, compliance, budgeting, program planning, family communication, and continuous improvement. The Program 
Director is responsible for ensuring that the program operates in accordance with licensing requirements, organizational policies, 
and program goals. 

In California, this role aligns with the Program Director level of the permit structure. In some settings, the Program Director 
oversees a single site. In others, the role includes oversight of multiple sites or a broader system of services. Regardless 
of program size, the director is responsible for ensuring that staffing structures are appropriate, that staff are assigned 
responsibilities consistent with their qualifications, and that the overall program functions safely and effectively. 

The Program Director also plays a central leadership role in shaping workplace expectations, supporting staff performance, and 
maintaining a program vision that guides daily operations. 
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The Role of the Site Supervisor 

The Site Supervisor is responsible for overseeing the operation of a single program site. This role usually includes supervising 
staff, monitoring daily operations, supporting compliance, communicating with families, and helping ensure that the site runs 
smoothly from day to day. Site Supervisors often serve as the primary on-site leader and problem solver. They may manage 
staffing patterns, respond to immediate issues, support classroom functioning, and coordinate communication between the site 
and the program director. In programs with multiple sites, the Site Supervisor role is especially important because it bridges 
organization-wide leadership and day-to-day site implementation. 

This role requires both administrative judgment and a strong understanding of classroom practice. Site Supervisors need to 
understand how decisions about staffing, routines, communication, and support affect both staff and children. 

The Role of the Master Teacher 

The Master Teacher role combines direct work with children and instructional leadership within the program. Master Teachers 
often support curriculum development, mentor less experienced staff, model effective teaching practices, and contribute to 
program improvement efforts. This role is particularly valuable in programs that emphasize coaching, reflective practice, and 
quality improvement. A Master Teacher may work directly with children while also helping strengthen the teaching practices of 
others. In some programs, Master Teachers support classroom teams across multiple rooms rather than serving in only one 
classroom. 

Because this role includes leadership but is distinct from site-level administration, administrators should define it carefully. Staff 
need to understand how the Master Teacher role relates to supervision, mentoring, and formal evaluation. A Master Teacher may 
provide guidance and support without necessarily serving as the person who conducts formal personnel evaluation. 

The Role of the Teacher 

The Teacher role typically corresponds to what many programs call the lead teacher. Teachers are generally responsible for the 
overall functioning of their classrooms. Their responsibilities usually include planning and implementing curriculum, maintaining 
a safe and developmentally appropriate learning environment, observing and documenting children’s development, guiding 
behavior, and communicating with families. 

Teachers also help coordinate the work of other adults in the classroom. They often take primary responsibility for ensuring 
that classroom routines, instructional experiences, and learning environments align with the program’s goals and expectations. 
For this reason, Teachers need clarity not only about instructional responsibilities but also about classroom leadership, 
communication, and organization. Because the Teacher role carries substantial responsibility, administrators must ensure that 
staff in this position have adequate time, authority, and support to carry out their work effectively. 

The Role of the Associate Teacher 

The Associate Teacher role represents an important intermediate level of responsibility. Staff at this level are qualified to 
supervise a group of children and implement planned activities within the classroom. Associate Teachers may lead activities, 
support transitions and routines, assist with classroom management, and contribute significantly to the daily operation of the 
classroom. In many programs, they work closely with a Teacher and take on substantial responsibility for direct work with children. 

Associate Teachers should not be viewed simply as “helpers.” They are part of the professional teaching team and should be given 
responsibilities that match their level of preparation and authority. At the same time, they may still need guidance and support in 
areas such as long-term curriculum planning, formal assessment, or broader family communication, depending on the structure 
of the program. 

The Role of Assistant Teachers and Aides 

Assistant teachers and aides provide essential support to classroom functioning. These roles are often filled by individuals who 
are entering the field, working toward higher qualifications, or serving in positions with more limited responsibility than Teachers 
or Associate Teachers. Assistant-level staff may support supervision, help with daily routines, prepare materials, assist with meals 
and transitions, help maintain a safe and organized classroom, and support children’s participation in activities. These staff 
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members often make it possible for classrooms to function smoothly and safely, especially during busy parts of the day. It is 
important that assistant roles are clearly defined. Without clear expectations, these staff members may be treated as informal 
“extra help,” leading to inconsistent use of their time and skills. Clear role definition helps ensure that assistants contribute 
meaningfully to the classroom and understand how their work supports both children and the teaching team. 

Administrative and Non-Classroom Roles 

Many programs also rely on staff whose responsibilities extend beyond the classroom. These may include assistant directors, 
office or enrollment staff, family service staff, kitchen staff, janitorial staff, health personnel, and transportation staff. Although 
these positions may not involve direct classroom teaching, they are essential to program operation. Office staff may handle 
enrollment, documentation, attendance, billing, and family communication. Kitchen staff support meal service and food safety. 
Janitorial and custodial staff support health and sanitation. Transportation staff contribute to child safety during arrival, departure, 
or travel. Family service staff may help coordinate referrals, resources, and family support. Programs should define these roles 
clearly and explain how they connect to the overall mission of the program. Non-classroom staff should not be treated as 
peripheral to the educational program simply because their responsibilities differ from those of teaching staff. 

Lines of Supervision and Reporting 

Defining roles also includes establishing clear lines of supervision. Staff need to know who provides direction, who evaluates 
performance, and who makes decisions in different situations. In some programs, a Teacher may provide day-to-day direction to 
an Associate Teacher or assistant while a Site Supervisor or Program Director remains the formal evaluator. A Master Teacher 
may mentor classroom staff without holding direct supervisory authority over them. Support staff may take direction from both 
classroom personnel and administrative staff, depending on the situation. These relationships should be made explicit so that 
staff do not receive conflicting expectations. 

Clear reporting structures reduce confusion, support accountability, and help staff know where to bring questions or concerns. 

Aligning Responsibilities with Qualifications 

A central responsibility of program administration is ensuring that staff are assigned duties that match their qualifications and 
level of preparation. Assigning responsibilities beyond a staff member’s training or permit level can create safety, ethical, and 
compliance concerns. At the same time, underusing qualified staff can limit program effectiveness and staff growth. 

Administrators should ensure that: 

• responsibilities align with preparation and permit level, 
• job expectations are realistic, 
• staff receive appropriate supervision and support, and 
• roles are adjusted when staff qualifications or program needs change. 

This alignment is particularly important in California, where the permit structure helps define what levels of responsibility are 
appropriate for different staff roles. 

Role Clarity and Team Functioning 

Clear role definitions do not weaken teamwork; they make effective teamwork more possible. Early childhood programs depend 
on collaboration among administrators, teachers, support staff, and non-classroom personnel. Staff need to understand not only 
their own responsibilities but also how their work connects with that of others. 

When roles are clearly defined, staff can coordinate more effectively, solve problems more efficiently, and support one another 
without confusion about who is responsible for what. The goal is not rigid separation of duties, but clear expectations combined 
with collaborative practice. 
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Revisiting Roles Over Time 

Roles and responsibilities should be reviewed periodically rather than treated as fixed forever. Programs change over time. 
Enrollment patterns shift, staffing structures evolve, regulations are updated, and family or child needs become more complex. 

Administrators should review role definitions and job descriptions when: 

• creating new positions, 
• restructuring staffing, 
• expanding or reducing services, 
• noticing recurring confusion or conflict, or 
• evaluating whether workloads remain realistic and equitable. 

Regular review helps ensure that staffing structures continue to reflect the actual work of the program. 

This page titled 9.3: Defining Roles and Responsibilities is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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9.4: Qualifications, Competencies, and Legal Requirements 

Once roles have been defined, administrators must determine what qualifications, competencies, and legal requirements apply 
to each position. This is a critical step in staffing because job titles alone do not ensure that staff are prepared to carry out their 
responsibilities safely and effectively. Programs must make sure that employees have the education, training, experience, and 
legal clearances necessary for the work they are assigned to do. 

In California, staffing decisions are shaped not only by job descriptions but also by the Child Development Permit 
structure and by program licensing requirements. However, beyond formal credentials, effective staffing also depends on 
professional competencies. A staff member may technically meet the minimum qualification for a position but still need 
additional support, coaching, or training to perform the role well. For that reason, administrators must consider both formal 
requirements and demonstrated readiness for practice. 

Qualifications and Competencies Are Not the Same Thing 

Qualifications generally refer to formal requirements such as education, permits, credentials, completed coursework, required 
training, and relevant experience. Competencies refer to what a staff member actually knows and is able to do in practice. 
For example, a program may require a teacher to hold a certain permit level or degree, but it also needs that teacher to 
demonstrate competence in areas such as child development, curriculum planning, supervision, family communication, and health 
and safety. Similarly, an administrator may meet the formal requirements for a leadership role but still need strong skills in 
staffing, communication, conflict resolution, and compliance management in order to be effective. Programs should not assume 
that qualifications automatically guarantee competence. Instead, staffing decisions should take both into account. 

Education and Experience Requirements 

One of the most visible staffing considerations is the level of education and experience required for each role. In California, the 
Child Development Permit Matrix helps define educational requirements, experience requirements, and authorization levels for 
positions across the early childhood pathway. These requirements are especially important when assigning classroom teaching 
responsibilities, supervisory duties, and administrative roles. 

Administrators should be careful to match position expectations with the qualifications required for that level. For example, a role 
that includes classroom leadership, supervision of other adults, or site administration should not be treated as interchangeable 
with a role focused primarily on classroom support. Similarly, a person’s years of experience should be considered alongside their 
education and permit status rather than as a substitute for all formal requirements. Programs may also set qualifications that 
exceed the minimum required by licensing or permit standards, particularly if they are accredited, publicly funded, or guided by 
a specific educational philosophy. However, when they do so, they should be clear about which requirements are legally required 
and which are program expectations. 

Required Training 

In addition to education and experience, early childhood staff are often required to complete specific health and safety training. 
These requirements vary by setting, but commonly include topics such as pediatric first aid and CPR, child abuse reporting, 
emergency preparedness, and health, sanitation, and illness prevention. Other topics staff may be trainedn in are safe supervision, 
medication procedures, and mandated licensing or orientation training. 

Required training should not be treated as a one-time hurdle. Programs need systems to ensure that certifications are current, 
training deadlines are monitored, and staff are not assigned responsibilities they have not been trained to perform. Administrators 
should also make sure that substitutes, floaters, and support staff receive appropriate orientation and safety training rather than 
assuming only permanent classroom staff need this preparation. 

Note: California Permit Structure 
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Professional Competencies 

Beyond formal requirements, staff need professional competencies that support high-quality practice. These competencies 
include both technical knowledge and interpersonal skill. Depending on the role, important competencies may include: 

• understanding child development, 
• building responsive relationships with children, 
• planning and implementing curriculum, 
• observing and documenting children’s learning, 
• supporting inclusion, 
• guiding behavior appropriately, 
• maintaining safe environments, 
• working collaboratively with colleagues, and 
• communicating effectively with families. 

For leadership positions, additional competencies are often needed. These may include staff supervision, ethical decision-
making, organization, communication, reflective leadership, problem-solving, and program management. Programs should think 
carefully about which competencies are essential for each role and how they will assess them. Interviews, reference checks, 
observation during onboarding, and early supervision can all help determine whether a staff member is prepared to apply their 
knowledge effectively in practice. 

California's Child Development permit matrix is useful not only as a credentialing structure but also as an administrative 
guide to assigning responsibilities appropriately. Programs should make sure that staff roles are aligned with the permit 
level held and classroom leadership responsibilities are assigned appropriately. Supervision of other adults should match 
the level of preparation and authorization. Site and program leadership roles must be filled by staff who meet the required 
qualifications. Finally, staff need to understand the relationship between permit level and professional responsibility. 

Administrators should also be aware that permit structures and related guidance may evolve over time. For that reason, 
permit requirements should be reviewed through current official sources rather than assumed from memory or past practice. 

Legal Requirements in Hiring and Employment 

Staffing decisions must also comply with employment law. Early childhood administrators need to understand that legal 
requirements apply not only to classroom licensing standards, but also to hiring, background screening, nondiscrimination, 
confidentiality, and workplace protections. 

Programs should ensure that hiring and employment practices are consistent, documented, and fair. Legal considerations 
commonly include: 

• nondiscrimination in hiring and employment, 
• lawful use of background checks, 
• confidentiality of employee information, 
• required health or employment documentation, 
• mandated reporting laws, 
• workplace safety requirements, and 
• compliance with wage and hour rules. 

Administrators do not need to become employment attorneys, but they do need to understand when a legal issue may be involved 
and when to consult human resources, district leadership, legal counsel, or another appropriate authority. 

Background Checks and Screening 

Background checks are a routine and important part of staffing in early childhood programs, but they must be handled carefully. 

Note: California Permit Levels and Role Assignment 

267 (9.4.2)



Programs have a legitimate interest in protecting children and ensuring that employees are appropriate for work in settings 
serving young children. At the same time, employers must use background checks in a lawful and nondiscriminatory manner. 

Programs should have clear procedures for: 

• when background checks are required, 
• what type of screening is conducted, 
• who reviews the results, 
• how confidentiality is maintained, and 
• how hiring decisions are made consistently. 

Background screening should not be handled casually or inconsistently. A program that applies background procedures differently 
across applicants may create both fairness concerns and legal risk. Administrators should also avoid assuming that any criminal 
history can be considered in any way they choose. Employment laws and guidance place limits on how background information 
can be used, and those decisions should be made carefully and consistently. 

Mandated Reporting and Professional Responsibility 

One of the most important legal and ethical responsibilities in early childhood work is mandated reporting. Staff who work 
with children must understand their obligations related to suspected abuse or neglect. This responsibility should be addressed 
during hiring, onboarding, and ongoing training. Programs should ensure that staff understand whether they are mandated 
reporters, what must be reported, and how to make a report. Additionally, staff may need support in learning how to document 
concerns appropriately and what program procedures apply after a report is made. Because this area carries serious legal and 
ethical implications, administrators should not assume that prior employment experience means staff fully understand their 
responsibilities. Clear training and written guidance are essential. 

Confidentiality and Professional Boundaries 

Qualifications and competencies also include understanding confidentiality and professional boundaries. Early childhood staff 
regularly handle sensitive information about children, families, and colleagues. Programs must ensure that employees understand 
what information may be shared, with whom, and under what circumstances. Confidentiality expectations should apply to 
child records, developmental or health information, family circumstances, personnel matters, internal program issues, and 
communication in both in-person and digital formats. Professional boundaries are also important. Staff need guidance about 
relationships with families, communication practices, use of social media, and appropriate conduct in and outside the workplace 
when representing the program. 

Ongoing Review of Qualifications and Compliance 

Qualifications and legal requirements are not static. Permits must be renewed, certifications expire, required trainings change, 
and staff responsibilities evolve over time. For this reason, administrators need systems to monitor ongoing compliance. 

Programs should maintain records related to permits and credentials, required trainings, CPR and first aid status, background 
screening documentation, onboarding completion, professional development, and renewal timelines. 

Without a reliable system for tracking these requirements, a program can easily fall out of compliance even if it hired appropriately 
at the start. 

Supporting Staff Growth 

Finally, administrators should recognize that staffing is not just about screening people in or out. It is also about helping staff 
grow into their roles. Some employees enter the field with strong formal qualifications but limited real-world confidence. Others 
bring practical strength but need additional coursework, permit advancement, or targeted coaching. A thoughtful staffing system 
recognizes these differences and supports staff development over time. This may include mentoring, coaching, release time for 
training, permit advancement support, or professional development aligned to observed needs. Supporting staff growth helps 
programs build stronger long-term capacity rather than treating staffing as a series of isolated hiring decisions. 
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This page titled 9.4: Qualifications, Competencies, and Legal Requirements is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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9.5: Recruiting, Hiring, and Onboarding Staff 

After determining staffing needs and defining roles and qualifications, the next step is recruiting, hiring, and onboarding staff. 
These processes have a major influence on the quality and stability of an early childhood program. Hiring decisions affect not 
only individual classrooms, but also team dynamics, program culture, and long-term retention. For that reason, staffing should be 
approached as a structured process rather than a series of urgent or reactive decisions. 

Strong recruitment and hiring practices help programs identify candidates who are not only qualified on paper, but also well 
suited to the program’s expectations, population, and working conditions. Effective onboarding then helps new staff understand 
their roles, learn program procedures, and begin working safely and consistently from the start. 

Recruitment Strategies 

Recruitment involves more than posting an opening and waiting for applications. Administrators should think carefully about 
where and how they advertise positions so they can attract candidates who are qualified and aligned with the program’s needs. 
Useful recruitment approaches may include posting openings through college programs, professional networks, job boards, 
and community organizations. Programs may also benefit from building relationships with local early childhood education 
departments, maintaining connections with former employees, or recruiting from within when current staff are ready to move into 
new roles. 

A strong job posting should clearly communicate the most important information about the position. It should describe: 

• the role and major responsibilities, 
• the required qualifications or permits, 
• the work schedule, 
• the age group or setting involved, and 
• any required certifications or trainings. 

Clear postings help reduce misunderstandings and make it more likely that applicants will understand the position before 
applying. 

Screening and Interviewing Candidates 

Once applications are received, the program must identify which candidates meet the minimum qualifications and which 
applicants appear likely to succeed in the role. This usually begins with reviewing application materials such as resumes, 
transcripts, permits, and prior experience. However, paper qualifications alone do not provide enough information to make a 
strong hiring decision. 

The interview process is an important opportunity to learn how candidates think, communicate, and respond to situations that are 
common in early childhood settings. Interviews should therefore go beyond general questions about strengths and weaknesses. 
Administrators should ask questions that help reveal how candidates approach supervision, guidance, family communication, 
teamwork, and safety. 

Whenever possible, programs may also strengthen the hiring process by including practical components. Candidates might be 
asked to: 

• respond to a classroom scenario, 
• reflect on a prior experience, 
• describe how they would handle a supervision or family issue, or 
• participate in an observation or working interview. 

These strategies often provide better information than an interview alone because they show how a candidate applies knowledge 
in practice. 
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Selection and Hiring Decisions 

Hiring decisions should be based on clearly defined criteria rather than on general impressions alone. Programs need to 
consider whether the candidate meets the qualifications for the position, demonstrates the necessary competencies, has relevant 
experience with the age group served, communicates effectively, and appears able to work within the expectations of the program. 

It is important that hiring decisions are made consistently. If different candidates are evaluated by completely different standards, 
the process can become unfair and difficult to defend. Before finalizing a hire, programs usually verify references and confirm 
the required documentation. This step helps ensure that the person selected is prepared for the role and eligible to begin 
employment. 

Many programs find it helpful to evaluate candidates using a consistent set of factors, such as: 

• qualifications and permit level, 
• demonstrated competence, 
• experience with the relevant age group, 
• communication and professionalism, 
• reliability, and 
• alignment with program expectations. 

Background Checks and Clearance 

Background checks are a routine and important part of hiring in early childhood programs. These checks are intended to support 
child safety and help programs determine whether candidates are appropriate for work in settings serving young children. 
However, they must be handled carefully and consistently. 

Programs should have clear procedures for how background checks are conducted, who reviews the results, how confidentiality is 
maintained, and when candidates are cleared to begin work. These procedures should be applied consistently across applicants. 
Background checks should be completed and reviewed before a new staff member begins working with children, in accordance 
with applicable regulations and program policies. 

Hiring for Program Fit 

In addition to qualifications and experience, administrators often think about whether a candidate is a good fit for the program. 
This can be a useful consideration, but it should be handled carefully. Program fit should not mean hiring based on vague 
impressions or personal preference. Instead, it should refer to whether the candidate’s professional approach aligns with the 
program’s expectations for working with children, families, and colleagues. 

For example, a program may place a strong emphasis on family partnership, inclusive practice, teamwork, or reflective teaching. 
A candidate who is uncomfortable with those expectations may not be the best match, even if they technically meet the 
qualifications. At the same time, administrators should be careful not to use “fit” in a way that reinforces bias or excludes 
candidates unfairly. The concept should remain tied to professional expectations, not subjective similarity. 

Onboarding and Orientation 

Hiring a staff member is only the beginning. Once the candidate is selected, the onboarding process begins. Onboarding is the 
process of helping new employees learn how the program operates and what is expected of them. A strong onboarding process 
reduces confusion, supports consistency, and helps staff begin their work with greater confidence. 

Orientation should introduce new staff to the program’s most important systems and expectations. These typically include: 

• program policies and procedures, 
• health and safety requirements, 
• daily routines and supervision expectations, 
• emergency procedures, 
• mandated reporting responsibilities, 
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• confidentiality expectations, and 
• communication practices with families and colleagues. 

New staff should also become familiar with the physical environment, including classrooms, outdoor areas, storage spaces, and 
emergency exits. 

Supporting New Staff in Their First Weeks 

Onboarding should not be treated as a one-time event completed in a single meeting. New staff often need sustained support 
during their first several weeks. Even experienced employees may need time to learn schedules, routines, relationships, and 
expectations that are specific to the program. 

Programs should provide opportunities for observation, guided practice, regular check-ins, and early feedback. New staff benefit 
from knowing who to go to with questions and from having structured opportunities to clarify expectations. Without this support, 
new staff may feel overwhelmed or uncertain, which can lead to errors, stress, or early turnover. 

A strong early support plan may include: 

• a designated supervisor or mentor, 
• scheduled check-ins during the first few weeks, 
• opportunities to observe experienced staff, 
• feedback on classroom practice, and 
• additional training as needed. 

Documentation and Compliance 

Recruitment, hiring, and onboarding processes should be documented carefully. Programs often need records related to 
job postings, applications, interview notes, reference checks, background clearances, permits, qualifications, and onboarding 
completion. Careful documentation supports accountability, consistency, and compliance with licensing or organizational 
requirements. It also makes it easier for administrators to review hiring decisions, monitor requirements, and respond to 
questions later. 

Challenges in Hiring 

Many early childhood programs face ongoing staffing challenges. Limited applicant pools, competition from other employers, 
scheduling constraints, and compensation limitations can all make hiring difficult. In these situations, administrators may feel 
pressure to fill positions quickly in order to maintain ratios and daily operations. 

That pressure is understandable, but quick hiring decisions can create longer-term problems when staff are not well matched 
to the role or are not onboarded effectively. Programs often pay for rushed decisions later through performance concerns, staff 
conflict, or turnover. A thoughtful process requires more time upfront, but it usually leads to stronger staffing decisions and better 
long-term stability. 

We Needed Someone Right Away 

A program experienced several unexpected staff departures at the start of the school year. With classrooms at risk of falling 
out of ratio, the director moved quickly to hire new staff. One candidate met the minimum qualifications and was available to 
start immediately, so the program moved to hire after only a brief interview. 

Within a few weeks, concerns began to emerge. The new staff member struggled with supervision, had difficulty following 
routines, and was unsure how to communicate with families. Other staff members became frustrated because they needed to 
provide constant support. The director realized that the hiring process had focused on filling the position quickly rather than 
evaluating whether the candidate was prepared for the role. 

Example 
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The program revised its hiring process to include more structured interviews, clearer expectations, and a stronger onboarding 
process. Although this required more time upfront, it led to better hiring decisions and fewer issues after staff were placed 
in classrooms. 

This page titled 9.5: Recruiting, Hiring, and Onboarding Staff is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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9.6: Recruiting, Hiring, and Onboarding Staff 

Hiring qualified staff is only one part of building a strong early childhood program. Administrators must also supervise, support, 
and develop staff over time. Effective supervision helps maintain program quality, supports accountability, strengthens teaching 
practice, and promotes consistency for children and families. Staff development is equally important because early childhood 
work is complex and demands continual learning. Even experienced educators need feedback, reflection, and opportunities for 
growth. Supervision should not be understood only as monitoring whether staff are following rules. In strong early childhood 
programs, supervision includes guidance, communication, coaching, evaluation, and support. The goal is to help staff succeed in 
their roles while also ensuring that the program meets its responsibilities to children and families. 

The Purpose of Supervision 

Supervision provides structure and accountability within the program. Staff need to know who supports them, who evaluates 
them, and how concerns or questions should be addressed. Clear supervision helps maintain consistent expectations across 
classrooms and prevents small problems from becoming larger ones. At the same time, supervision should help staff improve 
their practice. In early childhood settings, this may include support with classroom management, curriculum implementation, 
family communication, supervision of children, or professional conduct. Effective supervisors do not simply point out problems. 
They help staff understand expectations, reflect on practice, and develop stronger skills over time. 

Formal and Informal Supervision 

Supervision usually includes both informal and formal processes. Informal supervision happens in daily interactions, 
conversations, check-ins, and problem-solving moments. It may include quick feedback after an observation, support during a 
difficult transition, or discussion about how to handle a concern with a child or family. Formal supervision is more structured. 
It often includes planned observations, written evaluations, conferences, goal-setting, and documentation. These processes are 
important because they create consistency and give staff clear information about how their performance is being assessed. 

Both forms of supervision matter. Informal supervision helps staff feel supported in the flow of daily work, while formal supervision 
helps ensure fairness, accountability, and long-term professional growth. 

Observation and Feedback 

A central part of supervision is observing staff practice and giving useful feedback. In early childhood programs, observation 
allows supervisors to see how staff interact with children, implement routines, manage the classroom, and communicate with 
families and colleagues. Observation should focus on real practice rather than assumptions. 

Feedback is most useful when it is timely, specific, and tied to clear expectations. Vague comments such as “do better with 
transitions” are much less helpful than specific feedback about what the supervisor observed and what changes are needed. Staff 
also benefit when feedback includes both strengths and areas for improvement. When supervisors recognize effective practice, 
they reinforce what the program values and help staff understand what to continue doing. Feedback should be part of an ongoing 
process rather than something that only happens during formal evaluation. Regular feedback helps staff adjust their practice 
before problems become entrenched. 

Performance Evaluation 

Performance evaluation is a more formal component of supervision. Evaluation helps determine whether staff are meeting job 
expectations and whether they are carrying out their responsibilities effectively. A strong evaluation process gives staff clear 
criteria, opportunities for discussion, and documentation of performance over time. 

Programs should make sure evaluations are aligned with: 

• job descriptions, 
• role expectations, 
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• professional standards, 
• program policies, and 
• observed practice. 

When evaluation systems are inconsistent or unclear, staff may feel confused or unfairly judged. For that reason, administrators 
should explain the evaluation process in advance, use consistent criteria, and provide opportunities for staff to respond and ask 
questions. 

Evaluation should not be limited to identifying problems. It should also include recognition of strengths, discussion of progress, 
and planning for next steps. When used thoughtfully, evaluation supports growth rather than functioning only as a disciplinary tool. 

Coaching and Mentoring 

Many staff benefit from coaching or mentoring in addition to supervision. Coaching is generally focused on improving practice 
through observation, reflection, goal-setting, and feedback. Mentoring often includes broader support from a more experienced 
colleague who helps a staff member learn the culture, expectations, and professional demands of the role. Coaching is especially 
helpful when staff are learning new responsibilities, working to improve specific aspects of practice, or adjusting to new program 
expectations. A coaching approach can help staff move beyond compliance and toward deeper professional growth. Mentoring 
can be especially valuable for new teachers, staff entering leadership roles, or employees working toward greater responsibility. In 
some programs, Master Teachers or experienced Teachers may play an important mentoring role even if they are not the formal 
supervisor. 

Professional Development 

Professional development should be an ongoing part of staffing, not just an occasional workshop. Early childhood educators need 
opportunities to update their knowledge, strengthen their skills, and respond to changing expectations in the field. Professional 
development may address topics such as child development, curriculum, health and safety, inclusion, family engagement, behavior 
guidance, trauma-informed practice, or leadership. 

Effective professional development is most useful when it is connected to staff roles and actual program needs. Training is 
more meaningful when it builds on what staff are doing in practice and when they have opportunities to apply what they learn. 
Administrators should think about staff development as a cycle of learning, practice, feedback, and reflection rather than as 
isolated training hours. 

Programs should also remember that development needs differ across staff. A new assistant teacher may need support with 
supervision and routines, while a lead teacher may need support with assessment or family communication. A site supervisor may 
need coaching in staff management or conflict resolution. Thoughtful professional development reflects these differences. 

Reflective Supervision and Reflective Practice 

Reflective supervision is an approach that emphasizes regular, relationship-based conversation about practice, thoughts, and 
reactions. It is particularly valuable in early childhood settings because the work is relational, emotionally demanding, and often 
fast-paced. Reflective supervision helps staff step back from daily demands and think more deeply about their work with children, 
families, and colleagues. Reflective supervision is not the same as casual conversation or venting. It is structured and intentional. 
It helps staff consider how their own experiences, feelings, and responses may influence their work. This kind of reflection 
can improve judgment, strengthen relationships, and reduce burnout. Even when a program does not use a formal reflective 
supervision model, administrators can still promote reflective practice by creating regular opportunities for staff to think about 
what is working, what is challenging, and how they want to grow professionally. 

Supporting Improvement When Problems Arise 

Not all supervision is positive reinforcement. At times, supervisors must address concerns about performance, professionalism, 
or safety. When this happens, staff need direct communication and clear expectations. Avoiding difficult conversations usually 
makes the problem worse. 
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When improvement is needed, supervisors should identify the concern clearly, explain why it matters, describe the expected 
change, and provide support where appropriate. In some cases, this may involve a written improvement plan. The purpose should 
be to give the staff member a fair opportunity to improve while also protecting program quality and safety. Programs should avoid 
handling serious concerns informally for too long. Consistent documentation and timely intervention are important, especially 
when issues involve supervision, child safety, ethical conduct, or repeated failure to meet expectations. 

Creating Conditions for Staff Growth 

Staff development depends not only on formal training, but also on the conditions the program creates for growth. Staff are 
more likely to improve when they receive regular feedback, have access to mentoring or coaching, and feel that the program 
values learning. They also need practical support, such as time for planning, opportunities to attend training, and follow-up after 
professional development activities. A program cannot reasonably expect high-quality practice if staff are given little support after 
they are hired. Growth requires time, structure, and leadership attention. When staff development is treated as an afterthought, 
the program is more likely to experience uneven practice and frustration among staff. 

Balancing Accountability and Support 

One of the central challenges of supervision is balancing accountability with support. Staff need to know that expectations 
matter, that performance is monitored, and that serious concerns will be addressed. At the same time, they also need guidance, 
encouragement, and opportunities to learn. Supervisors who focus only on accountability may create fear or defensiveness. 
Supervisors who focus only on support may avoid addressing important concerns. Effective supervision requires both. Staff should 
experience the program as a place where expectations are clear, feedback is honest, and growth is supported. 

This page titled 9.6: Recruiting, Hiring, and Onboarding Staff is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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9.7: Retaining Staff and Supporting Well-Being 

Recruiting and hiring strong staff is only part of building a stable early childhood program. Retaining staff over time is 
equally important. High turnover disrupts relationships, reduces program consistency, increases administrative workload, and can 
negatively affect children’s sense of security. For this reason, administrators must actively consider how to support staff well-
being, job satisfaction, and long-term commitment to the program. 

Retention is influenced by many factors, including working conditions, compensation, leadership, workload, and opportunities for 
growth. While not all factors are fully within a program’s control, administrators play a significant role in shaping the day-to-day 
experience of staff. 

Why Retention Matters 

Stable staffing is particularly important in early childhood settings because relationships are central to children’s development. 
When staff frequently leave, children must repeatedly adjust to new caregivers, and families may lose trust in the program’s 
consistency. Remaining staff may also experience increased stress as they take on additional responsibilities or help orient new 
employees. 

Retention also affects program quality. Programs with stable staff are more likely to maintain consistent routines, implement 
curriculum effectively, and build strong communication with families. In contrast, high turnover can lead to uneven practice, gaps 
in supervision, and increased reliance on substitutes or less experienced staff. 

Working Conditions and Daily Experience 

One of the strongest influences on retention is the daily working environment. Staff are more likely to remain in a program 
when they feel supported, respected, and able to do their jobs effectively. This includes having manageable workloads, access to 
necessary materials, and realistic expectations for what can be accomplished during the day. 

Administrators should consider whether staff have: 

• adequate planning and preparation time, 
• sufficient support during busy or high-demand periods, 
• access to materials and resources needed for their work, and 
• clear and consistent expectations. 

Even when compensation is limited, improvements in working conditions can make a meaningful difference in whether staff 
choose to stay. 

Compensation and Benefits 

Compensation is a major factor in retention, even though it is often constrained by program funding. Staff who are not able to 
meet their financial needs may leave the field or seek positions in other programs with higher pay or better benefits. 

While administrators may not always control salary structures, they can often influence related factors such as scheduling stability, 
access to benefits, and transparency about compensation policies. When possible, programs should aim to provide compensation 
that reflects the level of responsibility and professionalism required for early childhood work. 

It is also important to communicate clearly with staff about compensation, raises, and advancement opportunities. Uncertainty or 
lack of transparency in these areas can contribute to dissatisfaction. 

Program Climate and Leadership 

The overall climate of the program plays a significant role in retention. Staff are more likely to remain in programs where they 
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feel respected, heard, and supported by leadership. This includes having administrators who communicate clearly, respond to 
concerns, and treat staff fairly. 

Positive program climate is supported when administrators: 

• provide consistent communication, 
• follow through on expectations and policies, 
• address concerns in a timely manner, 
• recognize staff contributions, and 
• create a sense of shared purpose. 

Leadership style matters. Programs with unclear expectations, inconsistent decision-making, or limited communication often 
experience higher turnover, even when other conditions are similar. 

Opportunities for Growth and Advancement 

Staff are more likely to remain in a program when they see opportunities for professional growth. This may include access to 
training, support for advancing permits or education, opportunities to take on new responsibilities, or pathways into leadership 
roles. 

Programs should be transparent about how staff can grow within the organization. Even small opportunities—such as leading a 
project, mentoring a colleague, or participating in program improvement efforts—can contribute to job satisfaction and retention. 

When staff feel that their development is supported, they are more likely to view their position as part of a longer-term career 
rather than a temporary job. 

Supporting Staff Well-Being 

Early childhood work can be physically demanding and emotionally complex. Staff are responsible for maintaining safe 
environments, supporting children’s development, responding to family needs, and managing multiple responsibilities throughout 
the day. Without adequate support, this can lead to stress and burnout. 

Programs should consider how they support staff well-being in practical ways. This may include ensuring that staff receive breaks, 
maintaining reasonable expectations for workload, providing access to support during challenging situations, and encouraging a 
culture where staff can ask for help when needed. 

Well-being is not only an individual responsibility. It is influenced by how the program is structured and managed. 

Recognizing and Addressing Burnout 

Burnout is a significant concern in early childhood settings. It may appear as fatigue, frustration, reduced patience, 
disengagement, or decreased job satisfaction. If not addressed, burnout can lead to turnover or reduced quality of care. 

Administrators should pay attention to signs that staff may be struggling and respond proactively. This may involve adjusting 
responsibilities, providing additional support, or addressing underlying issues in the program structure. Ignoring burnout or 
treating it as an individual problem rather than a program issue can lead to ongoing staffing challenges. 

Building a Culture of Support 

Retention is strengthened when programs create a culture in which staff feel valued and supported. This includes both formal 
systems, such as supervision and professional development, and informal practices, such as teamwork, communication, and 
mutual respect. 

A supportive culture is reflected in everyday interactions. Staff should feel comfortable asking questions, raising concerns, and 
seeking assistance. When staff feel isolated or unsupported, they are more likely to leave, even if other conditions are acceptable. 

278 (9.7.2)



Responding to Turnover When It Occurs 

Even strong programs will experience some turnover. When staff leave, administrators should respond thoughtfully rather than 
simply moving to fill the vacancy as quickly as possible. 

Programs may benefit from: 

• reviewing reasons for departure when possible, 
• identifying patterns in turnover, 
• considering whether working conditions or expectations contributed, and 
• making adjustments where appropriate. 

Turnover can provide useful information about program strengths and challenges if it is examined carefully. 

The below example illustrates that retention challenges are often influenced by program conditions rather than isolated 
individual decisions. 

Why Do People Keep Leaving? 

A center director noticed that several staff members had left within a short period of time. Each departure seemed to have 
a different explanation—one staff member moved, another changed careers, and another accepted a higher-paying position. 
Initially, the director viewed these as unrelated events. 

Over time, however, the director began to notice patterns. Staff frequently mentioned feeling overwhelmed during certain 
parts of the day, especially transitions and late afternoon coverage. Several also expressed frustration about limited planning 
time and difficulty getting consistent support when classrooms were short-staffed. 

The director realized that while individual reasons for leaving varied, there were common underlying issues related to 
workload and daily structure. The program adjusted staffing schedules, added support during high-demand times, and 
created more consistent planning time. Although turnover did not disappear, it decreased, and staff reported feeling more 
supported. 

Example 

This page titled 9.7: Retaining Staff and Supporting Well-Being is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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9.8: Staffing Challenges and Ethical Considerations 

Even with careful planning, early childhood programs regularly encounter staffing challenges. Limited applicant pools, fluctuating 
enrollment, staff absences, and competing demands can make it difficult to maintain consistent staffing. At the same time, 
administrators must make decisions that are not only practical but also ethical. These decisions affect children’s safety, staff well-
being, and the overall integrity of the program. This section addresses common staffing challenges and the ethical considerations 
that arise when programs must balance competing priorities. 

Common Staffing Challenges 

Staffing challenges in early childhood programs are often ongoing rather than occasional. Administrators may face difficulty 
recruiting qualified candidates, especially in areas with limited workforce pipelines or high competition. Even when positions are 
filled, programs may struggle to maintain consistent staffing due to turnover, illness, scheduling conflicts, or changing enrollment 
patterns. 

Some of the most common challenges include difficulty recruiting qualified staff, high turnover or frequent staff absences, and 
maintaining ratios during unexpected situations. Scheduling coverage across long or uneven operating hours and balancing 
staffing needs with budget limitations are additional common staffing struggles. These challenges can create pressure to make 
quick decisions, sometimes with limited options. However, even under pressure, administrators must ensure that decisions do 
not compromise safety or program standards. 

Maintaining Ratios and Supervision 

One of the most immediate challenges programs face is maintaining required staff-to-child ratios at all times. Unexpected 
absences, late arrivals, or sudden changes in enrollment can create situations where ratios are at risk. Administrators must have 
clear plans for how to respond to these situations. This may include using floaters, calling in substitutes, adjusting schedules, 
or temporarily reorganizing groups in ways that remain compliant with regulations. However, programs should avoid relying on 
last-minute improvisation as their primary strategy. Consistent systems for coverage are essential. 

When staffing is tight, there may be a temptation to stretch ratios or rely on staff who are not fully prepared to supervise 
independently. These decisions can create serious safety risks and should be avoided. Maintaining supervision standards is a 
core responsibility that cannot be compromised. 

Assigning Responsibilities Within Legal and Ethical Limits 

Another challenge arises when administrators must decide how to assign responsibilities among available staff. This is 
particularly important in California, where staff responsibilities must align with permit levels and qualifications. Programs may 
encounter situations where a staff member is asked to take on responsibilities beyond their level of preparation due to staffing 
shortages or scheduling constraints. While this may seem like a practical solution in the moment, it can create compliance issues 
and place both staff and children at risk. A priority for administrators is to ensure that staff are not assigned duties beyond their 
qualifications and that supervision responsibilities are clearly defined. Newer or less experienced staff should receive appropriate 
support, and decisions about role assignment should prioritize safety and competence. 

Ethical Considerations in Hiring and Staffing 

Staffing decisions are not only operational; they are also ethical. Administrators must make decisions that are fair, consistent, 
and in the best interest of children, families, and staff. 

Ethical considerations in staffing include: 

• ensuring fair hiring practices, 
• avoiding bias in recruitment and selection, 
• maintaining confidentiality of applicant and employee information, 
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• making decisions based on professional criteria rather than personal preference, and 
• treating staff with fairness and respect. 

Ethical hiring practices help build trust within the program and support a professional work environment. Inconsistent or biased 
decision-making can lead to conflict, dissatisfaction, and potential legal concerns. 

Balancing Program Needs and Staff Well-Being 

Administrators often face situations where program needs and staff well-being are in tension. For example, a program may need 
additional coverage to maintain ratios, but staff may already be working at capacity. Asking staff to extend their hours or take on 
additional responsibilities may solve an immediate problem, but it can contribute to fatigue and burnout over time. 

Balancing these priorities requires careful judgment. Administrators should consider: 

• whether short-term solutions are becoming long-term expectations, 
• how additional demands affect staff well-being, 
• whether staffing patterns can be adjusted to reduce strain, and 
• how to communicate openly with staff about challenges and expectations. 

Programs that consistently prioritize short-term coverage over staff well-being often experience higher turnover and reduced 
morale. 

Responding to Performance Concerns 

Addressing performance concerns is another area that requires both practical and ethical consideration. When a staff member is 
not meeting expectations, administrators must respond in a way that is clear, fair, and consistent. Avoiding difficult conversations 
or delaying action can create risks for children and frustration for other staff. At the same time, responses should be proportional 
and supportive. Staff should have a clear understanding of the concern, the expected change, and the support available to help 
them improve. Documentation is important in these situations. Consistent records help ensure that decisions are based on 
observable issues rather than personal impressions and provide a clear history of communication and support. 

Ethical Decision-Making in Complex Situations 

Some staffing situations do not have simple solutions. Administrators may need to make decisions in contexts where all available 
options have drawbacks. For example, a program may need to decide how to maintain ratios during a staffing shortage, how to 
respond to repeated absences, or how to address concerns about a staff member’s performance while maintaining fairness. 

In these situations, ethical decision-making should be guided by core principles such as prioritizing child safety, maintaining 
regulatory compliance, treating staff fairly and consistently, being transparent when possible, and seeking guidance when needed. 
Consulting with supervisors, human resources, licensing agencies, or other professionals can help administrators navigate 
complex decisions. 

The below example illustrates how small decisions made under pressure can develop into larger ethical and operational 
concerns if they are not addressed. 

Just this Once 

A program was short-staffed one afternoon when a teacher called in sick unexpectedly. To maintain coverage, the director 
asked an assistant-level staff member to supervise a group independently for a short period of time. The situation was framed 
as temporary and necessary “just this once.” 

Example 
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However, similar situations began to occur more frequently. Over time, the assistant-level staff member was regularly placed 
in situations that exceeded their level of preparation. The staff member felt uncomfortable but did not want to refuse the 
assignment. Eventually, a concern was raised during a licensing visit, and the program was required to address the issue. 

The director recognized that what had been treated as a short-term solution had become an ongoing practice that created 
both compliance and safety risks. The program revised its coverage procedures and clarified expectations about role 
assignments. 

The Role of Policies and Procedures 

Clear policies and procedures support ethical and consistent staffing decisions. When expectations are documented in advance, 
administrators are less likely to rely on ad hoc decisions that may vary from situation to situation. 

Policies may address areas such as hiring practices, staff qualifications, supervision expectations, scheduling, attendance, 
performance evaluation, and disciplinary procedures. Well-developed policies help ensure that decisions are consistent, 
transparent, and aligned with program expectations. However, policies alone are not enough. Administrators must also apply them 
consistently and be willing to revisit them when they are not working as intended. 

Learning from Staffing Challenges 

Staffing challenges can provide valuable information about how a program is functioning. Patterns such as frequent absences, 
high turnover, or recurring scheduling problems may indicate underlying issues related to workload, communication, or program 
structure. Rather than viewing staffing challenges only as problems to solve in the moment, administrators can use them as 
opportunities to evaluate and improve systems. This may involve adjusting schedules, revising roles, improving onboarding, 
or strengthening supervision and support. Programs that reflect on challenges are better positioned to make long-term 
improvements rather than repeatedly addressing the same issues. 

This page titled 9.8: Staffing Challenges and Ethical Considerations is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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9.9: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Staffing an early childhood program involves more than filling positions. Administrators must determine staffing needs, define 
roles clearly, ensure staff meet appropriate qualifications, and implement effective processes for recruiting, hiring, and 
onboarding. Ongoing supervision, coaching, and professional development are essential for maintaining quality and supporting 
staff growth. Retention and staff well-being also play a critical role in program stability, as turnover can disrupt relationships 
and consistency. Because staffing decisions affect children, families, and staff, administrators must also navigate challenges and 
make ethical decisions that prioritize safety, fairness, and program quality. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How can an early childhood program balance the need to maintain ratios and coverage with the need to support staff well-
being and prevent burnout? 

2. In what ways might unclear role definitions or mismatched qualifications impact both staff performance and children’s 
experiences in a program? 

3. When faced with staffing shortages or urgent situations, what principles should guide an administrator’s decision-making to 
ensure both ethical and effective outcomes? 

This page titled 9.9: Chapter Summary and Reflection is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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10.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Growing enrollment in an early childhood program requires more than advertising open spaces. Enrollment is shaped by how 
well the program understands its community, designs services around family needs, communicates with potential families, 
and maintains trust with currently enrolled families. A program may have strong outreach efforts, but if its hours, age groups, 
enrollment process, or family communication do not match community needs, enrollment may remain unstable. 

This chapter examines enrollment as a system rather than a single administrative task. It explores how programs identify target 
populations, align services with community demand, communicate effectively with families, manage waitlists and enrollment data, 
and retain currently enrolled families. It also considers the ethical responsibilities involved in enrollment growth, including the 
need to balance program capacity, inclusion, equity, and quality. By approaching enrollment thoughtfully, administrators can grow 
programs in ways that are both sustainable and responsive to children, families, and the community. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

• Explain why enrollment growth should be understood as a systems issue rather than only a marketing issue. 
• Analyze how community needs, target populations, program design, and family accessibility influence enrollment. 
• Identify strategies for marketing, outreach, family communication, and enrollment follow-up. 
• Evaluate how retention, waitlist management, and enrollment data contribute to stable enrollment. 
• Describe ethical considerations related to enrollment growth, including quality, inclusion, fairness, transparency, and 

effective program capacity. 

Getting Started: Brainstorming Questions 

1. What factors might influence whether a family chooses one early childhood program over another? 
2. How might a program’s hours, age groups served, or enrollment process affect whether families are able to enroll? 
3. Why might a program have open spaces even when there is a high need for child care in the community? 
4. What responsibilities does a program have when trying to grow enrollment while also maintaining quality and fairness? 

Chapter 10 Learning Objectives 

This page titled 10.1: Introduction to the Chapter is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
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10.2: Understanding Enrollment as a Systems Issue 

Understanding Enrollment as a Systems Issue 

Enrollment is often treated as a simple question of how to attract more families to a program. In practice, enrollment is a systems 
issue that reflects how well multiple parts of a program are functioning together. Recruitment efforts alone do not determine 
whether a program is full. Enrollment levels are influenced by program design, community demand, reputation, accessibility, family 
experience, and retention. For this reason, increasing enrollment requires a broader perspective that goes beyond marketing and 
focuses on how the program operates as a whole. 

Programs that struggle with enrollment are not always lacking interest from families. In some cases, there may be a mismatch 
between what the program offers and what families need. In other cases, barriers in the enrollment process, limited 
communication, or inconsistent program quality may prevent interested families from enrolling or staying enrolled. Viewing 
enrollment as a system helps administrators identify where breakdowns are occurring and where improvements are most likely to 
be effective. 

Enrollment as Recruitment and Retention 

Enrollment is best understood as the combination of two related processes: bringing families into the program and keeping them 
enrolled over time. Many programs focus heavily on recruitment but overlook the role of retention. However, maintaining stable 
enrollment depends just as much on keeping current families as it does on attracting new ones. 

A program may appear to have strong demand, but if families frequently leave, enrollment levels will remain unstable. High 
turnover among enrolled families can create ongoing openings that require constant recruitment. In contrast, programs that retain 
families consistently often experience more stable enrollment, stronger relationships, and more predictable planning. 

Administrators should therefore monitor both sides of enrollment: how many families are inquiring and enrolling, and how many 
families are leaving, and why. Understanding both patterns provides a more accurate picture of enrollment health. 

The Relationship Between Program Quality and Demand 

Program quality is one of the most significant factors influencing enrollment. Families often rely on observable indicators—such 
as staff interactions, environment, communication, and reputation—to decide whether a program meets their expectations. While 
marketing can bring families to the door, quality is what influences their decision to enroll and remain. 

Quality is also closely tied to word-of-mouth. Families frequently share their experiences with others, and these informal networks 
can strongly influence enrollment patterns. A program with a positive reputation in the community may receive steady interest 
even with minimal formal marketing. Conversely, programs with inconsistent quality or negative experiences may struggle to 
maintain enrollment despite active outreach efforts. 

Quality-related factors that influence enrollment include: 

• consistency of staffing, 
• responsiveness to families, 
• safe and engaging environments, 
• clear communication, and 
• alignment between program practices and family expectations. 

Because these elements are embedded in daily operations, enrollment growth depends on strengthening program quality 
alongside outreach efforts. 

External Factors That Influence Enrollment 

Enrollment is also shaped by factors outside the program’s direct control. These include demographic trends, economic 
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conditions, and the availability of other early childhood options in the community. For example, changes in the local population 
of young children, shifts in employment patterns, or the opening of new programs can all affect enrollment demand. 

In California, enrollment is also influenced by the mixed delivery system, which includes private programs, publicly funded 
programs such as CSPP, and federally funded programs such as Head Start. Each of these systems has different eligibility 
requirements, funding structures, and expectations. Families may move between programs as their eligibility or needs change, 
which can affect enrollment stability. 

Administrators should be aware of the number of young children in the community, local employment patterns and family 
schedules, and the availability of subsidized care. Awareness of competing programs and their offerings is also essential. 
Understanding these factors helps programs set realistic enrollment goals and identify opportunities for growth. 

Accessibility and Barriers to Enrollment 

Even when families are interested in a program, barriers may prevent them from enrolling. These barriers are often practical 
rather than a lack of demand. For example, families may encounter challenges related to cost, eligibility requirements, language 
differences, transportation, or complex enrollment procedures. 

Programs that want to grow enrollment should examine whether unintended barriers exist. Common barriers include: 

• limited or unclear information about how to enroll, 
• complex or time-consuming application processes, 
• lack of communication in families’ home languages, 
• schedules that do not align with family needs, and 
• unclear or inconsistent communication from staff. 

Reducing barriers does not mean lowering standards. It means ensuring that families can access the program in a way that is 
clear, respectful, and manageable. 

Enrollment as an Ongoing Process 

Enrollment is not a one-time event that occurs at the beginning of the year. It is an ongoing process that requires continuous 
attention. Families inquire, enroll, withdraw, and transition throughout the year. Programs may experience seasonal fluctuations, 
changes in demand, or unexpected openings. 

Because of this, administrators need systems to monitor enrollment continuously. This includes tracking inquiries, applications, 
enrollment numbers, and withdrawals. It also includes maintaining communication with interested families and managing waitlists 
effectively. 

Programs that treat enrollment as ongoing are better able to respond to changes and maintain stability. Those that treat 
enrollment as a one-time task may find themselves unprepared when openings arise or demand shifts. 

Connecting Enrollment to Program Decisions 

Enrollment is closely connected to many other administrative decisions. Choices about hours of operation, age groups served, 
staffing patterns, and program structure all influence who can enroll and whether families choose to do so. For example, a program 
that offers only part-day services may not meet the needs of working families, while a program with limited infant spaces may 
experience strong demand but be unable to fill openings in other age groups. 

For this reason, enrollment should be considered when making broader program decisions. Rather than treating enrollment as a 
separate function, administrators should view it as connected to program design, staffing, budgeting, and quality improvement. 

This page titled 10.2: Understanding Enrollment as a Systems Issue is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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10.3: Identifying Target Populations and Community Needs 

Growing enrollment begins with a clear understanding of who the program is designed to serve and how well those services align 
with the needs of the surrounding community. Programs that attempt to appeal to “everyone” often struggle to meet specific 
needs effectively. In contrast, programs that define their target population and understand local demand are better positioned 
to design services that attract and retain families. Identifying target populations is not about limiting access. It is about making 
intentional decisions regarding program design, communication, and resource allocation so that services are responsive, relevant, 
and accessible to the families most likely to enroll. 

Defining the Target Population 

Every early childhood program serves a particular population, whether that is explicitly stated or not. Target populations may be 
shaped by multiple factors, including the ages of children served, the schedules families need, eligibility requirements tied to 
funding, and whether the program offers specialized services such as dual language instruction or inclusion supports. Programs 
should clearly define their target population and ensure that this definition is reflected consistently in both program design and 
communication. For example, a program designed for working families may prioritize full-day, year-round care, while a school-
readiness-focused preschool may emphasize part-day schedules aligned with a school calendar. When there is a mismatch 
between what a program offers and what families expect, enrollment challenges are likely to follow. Clarity about the target 
population also helps programs make decisions about staffing, scheduling, and space use. Without that clarity, programs may find 
themselves trying to meet conflicting needs, which can reduce both effectiveness and enrollment stability. 

Assessing Community Needs 

Understanding community needs requires more than general assumptions. Administrators should gather information about 
the families and children in the area to determine what types of services are most needed. This may include reviewing local 
demographic data, speaking directly with families, consulting with community partners, and examining enrollment trends over 
time. 

Key areas to examine include: 

• age groups with the greatest demand, 
• typical work schedules of families, 
• gaps in available services (e.g., infant care, extended hours), 
• languages spoken in the community, and 
• barriers related to cost, transportation, or eligibility. 

In California, assessing community needs also requires attention to the mixed delivery system. Programs may operate under 
different funding streams, such as private pay, California State Preschool Program, or Head Start. Each system serves different 
populations and has different eligibility requirements. As a result, families may qualify for one program but not another, and 
programs must understand how these structures influence who is able to enroll. 

Aligning Services with Community Demand 

Once community needs are identified, programs must consider how well their current services align with those needs. 
Misalignment is a common cause of enrollment challenges. For example, a program may have open spaces in one age group 
but a waitlist in another, or it may offer schedules that do not match typical work hours in the community. Adjusting services to 
better align with demand may involve shifting the number of spaces by age group, modifying the hours of operation, or adjusting 
the program calendar. Adding or refining specialized services or reallocating space and staffing may also be necessary. These 
decisions should be made carefully. Expanding services without sufficient staffing, space, or resources can create new challenges 
that affect program quality. The goal is not simply to increase enrollment, but to do so in a way that remains sustainable and 
consistent with program standards. 
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Access Considerations 

Programs that aim to grow enrollment must also consider whether they are accessible to the families in their community. Interest 
alone does not guarantee enrollment. Families may face barriers that make it difficult to complete the process or participate in 
the program. 

Common barriers include: 

• unclear or complex enrollment procedures, 
• limited communication in families’ home languages, 
• schedules that do not align with work hours, 
• transportation challenges, and 
• confusion about eligibility or cost. 

Addressing these barriers often involves relatively small but meaningful changes, such as simplifying paperwork, improving 
communication, or offering clearer guidance during the enrollment process. These adjustments can significantly increase access 
without changing the core structure of the program. 

Considering Children with Exceptionalities 

Community needs include children with disabilities or other exceptionalities, and programs must consider how inclusion affects 
both program design and enrollment capacity. While licensing regulations establish maximum group sizes and ratios, effective 
group size may need to be smaller when children require additional support. Including children with exceptionalities often 
involves adjustments such as additional staffing, changes to classroom routines, collaboration with specialists, and increased 
planning time. These factors can influence how many children can be served effectively in a given classroom. As a result, 
enrollment capacity is not always determined solely by licensing limits. Programs should plan for inclusion proactively rather 
than treating it as an occasional exception. This includes considering how to balance enrollment goals with the ability to provide 
appropriate support. Decisions about group size and composition should reflect the needs of all children in the classroom, not 
just the number of available spaces. 

Ongoing Community Engagement 

Community needs change over time, and programs must remain responsive to those changes. Shifts in population, employment 
patterns, housing, and policy can all influence what families need from early childhood programs. For this reason, identifying 
target populations is an ongoing process rather than a one-time task. Maintaining strong connections with families and 
community partners helps programs stay informed. Regular communication, feedback from families, and collaboration with 
local organizations can provide valuable insight into emerging needs and trends. Programs that remain engaged with their 
communities are better able to adjust their services and maintain stable enrollment over time. 

This page titled 10.3: Identifying Target Populations and Community Needs is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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10.4: Program Design Factors That Influence Enrollment 

Enrollment growth is shaped by how well the program is designed to meet family needs. Even strong outreach efforts may not 
lead to stable enrollment if the program’s hours, age groups, classroom structure, or services do not align with what families 
are seeking. Program design decisions affect not only who can enroll, but also whether families remain enrolled over time. 
Administrators should regularly evaluate whether the program’s structure supports both enrollment goals and program quality. A 
program may be able to fill more spaces by expanding quickly, increasing group size, or adding new services, but those decisions 
can create problems if staffing, facilities, supervision, or inclusion supports are not sufficient. 

Hours of Operation and Scheduling Models 

Hours of operation are one of the most important enrollment factors for families. Some families need full-day care that aligns 
with work schedules, while others may be looking for part-day preschool experiences. Programs may also serve families who need 
early drop-off, late pick-up, year-round care, or care during school breaks. 

A program’s schedule should reflect the needs of its target population. For example, a part-day preschool may be a good fit for 
families seeking school-readiness experiences, but it may not meet the needs of families who require child care during a full 
workday. Similarly, a program that closes for long school breaks may be less accessible to families who do not have alternative 
care. Scheduling decisions should be made carefully because they affect staffing, budgeting, and facility use. Expanding hours 
may increase enrollment opportunities, but it also requires additional staffing coverage and may increase operating costs. 

Age Groups Served 

The ages of children served strongly influence enrollment demand. Many communities experience high demand for infant and 
toddler care because those classrooms require lower ratios and are more expensive to operate. Preschool spaces may be easier 
to offer because group sizes are typically larger, but demand still depends on local family needs and the availability of other 
programs. 

Programs should examine enrollment trends by age group rather than looking only at total enrollment. A program may have an 
overall enrollment problem, but the issue may be concentrated in one age group. For example, a program might have a waitlist for 
toddlers while struggling to fill older preschool spaces. Understanding these patterns helps administrators make better decisions 
about classroom configuration, staffing, and recruitment. 

Age-group decisions also affect continuity of care. Programs that serve multiple age levels may retain families longer because 
children can move from infant care to toddler care to preschool within the same program. This can support both enrollment 
stability and family relationships. 

Program Type and Funding Structure 

Enrollment is also influenced by the type of program being offered. Private-pay programs, Head Start programs, California State 
Preschool Program (CSPP) classrooms, family child care homes, and district-based early learning programs may serve overlapping 
but distinct populations. Each structure has different eligibility rules, funding requirements, schedules, and family expectations. 

In California, administrators must pay close attention to whether a program operates under Title 22 licensing only, Title 5 
requirements, Head Start standards, or a combination of systems. These frameworks may affect staffing, ratios, eligibility, 
documentation, and enrollment practices. For example, CSPP programs may serve children based on eligibility rules that differ 
from private-pay programs, while Head Start programs must meet federal performance standards related to eligibility, services, 
and family engagement. Families often do not understand the differences among these systems. Programs should be able to 
explain clearly who is eligible, what services are offered, and what families can expect. 

Group Size, Ratios, and Real Capacity 

Group size and staff-to-child ratios directly affect enrollment capacity. Licensing rules may establish the maximum number of 
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children who can be enrolled in a classroom, but administrators should distinguish between legal capacity and practical capacity. 
A classroom may technically be licensed for a certain number of children, but that does not always mean the group can function 
well at that maximum. Best-practice standards emphasize that ratios and group size should support safe supervision, responsive 
interactions, and quality learning experiences. Head Start standards specify that group size and ratios should be determined by 
the age of the majority of children and the needs of children present, and that more stringent state or local requirements must 
be followed when applicable. NAEYC also identifies adequate group size and child-to-staff ratios as important structural supports 
for quality. 

Programs should consider: 

• the age and developmental needs of the children, 
• staff qualifications and experience, 
• room size and layout, 
• daily routines and transitions, 
• supervision demands, and 
• children’s individual support needs. 

The goal is not simply to enroll the maximum number of children allowed. The goal is to enroll the number of children the program 
can serve safely and well. 

Children with Exceptionalities and Effective Group Size 

Children with disabilities or other exceptionalities should be included as full members of early childhood programs whenever 
appropriate supports can be provided. However, inclusion has real implications for staffing, group size, and enrollment planning. 
Some children may need additional adult support, environmental adaptations, collaboration with specialists, or smaller group 
arrangements to participate meaningfully. This does not mean children with exceptionalities should be viewed as “taking spaces 
away” from other children. Rather, it means administrators must plan honestly for the supports needed to serve all children well. A 
classroom that is legally allowed to enroll 24 children may not be able to provide high-quality inclusive services at that number if 
several children need significant support and no additional staffing is available. Programs should consider effective capacity, not 
just licensed capacity. Effective capacity reflects what the classroom can sustain while maintaining safety, inclusion, and quality. 
Planning for effective capacity helps programs avoid over-enrollment and prevents situations where staff are expected to meet 
children’s needs without adequate support. 

Specialized Services and Program Identity 

Specialized services can also influence enrollment. Some programs may attract families by offering dual language learning, 
inclusive classrooms, nature-based learning, extended hours, parent education, or strong school-readiness supports. These 
features can help distinguish a program from others in the community. However, specialized services must be authentic and 
adequately supported. A program should not market itself as inclusive, bilingual, or specialized unless it has staff, materials, 
training, and systems to support those claims. Overpromising can damage trust and harm retention. Program identity should 
reflect what the program can consistently provide. When families understand the program’s strengths and expectations clearly, 
they are better able to decide whether the program is a good fit. 

Balancing Growth and Quality 

Enrollment growth should not come at the expense of quality. Adding children, expanding hours, or increasing class sizes may 
improve short-term enrollment numbers, but these decisions can create long-term problems if the program becomes harder 
to staff, supervise, or sustain. Administrators should evaluate growth decisions by asking whether the program has the space, 
staff, systems, and leadership capacity to support expansion. Growth that weakens quality can lead to staff burnout, family 
dissatisfaction, and eventual enrollment instability. 

Waitlist Dilemma: Licensed capacity versus effective capacity 

Vignette 
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A preschool program had a long waitlist and decided to increase enrollment in one classroom to the maximum number 
allowed by licensing. On paper, the decision seemed reasonable. The room was large enough, and the program could meet 
the minimum ratio requirement. 

Within a few weeks, teachers reported that the classroom felt harder to manage. Transitions took longer, noise levels 
increased, and children who needed more support had difficulty participating. One child with significant sensory and 
communication needs began spending more time away from group activities because staff were stretched thin. Families also 
began noticing that teachers seemed rushed at pick-up. 

The director realized that the classroom’s licensed capacity was not the same as its effective capacity. The program adjusted 
the group size, added part-time support during high-demand parts of the day, and reviewed enrollment decisions more 
carefully when children had significant support needs. 

This example illustrates that enrollment growth must be balanced with staffing, inclusion, supervision, and classroom quality. 

This page titled 10.4: Program Design Factors That Influence Enrollment is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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10.5: Marketing and Outreach Strategies 

Once a program is designed to meet community needs, families still need to know it exists and understand what it offers. 
Marketing and outreach are the ways programs communicate with potential families and build awareness in the community. 
In early childhood settings, effective marketing is less about advertising alone and more about trust, clarity, and relationships. 
Programs that struggle with enrollment are not always invisible. In many cases, families are aware of the program but do not have 
enough information to decide whether it is a good fit. Marketing should therefore focus on helping families understand what the 
program offers, who it serves, and how it meets their needs. 

Building Awareness 

The first step in marketing is ensuring that families can easily find and learn about the program. Many families begin their search 
online, so having accurate, clear, and accessible information is essential. Programs should ensure that basic information—such 
as location, hours, ages served, program type, and how to enroll—is easy to locate and consistent across platforms. At the same 
time, awareness is not built only online. Community visibility also plays an important role. Families often learn about programs 
through local schools, community organizations, or informal networks. Programs that are connected to their community are more 
likely to reach families who may not be actively searching but would benefit from their services. 

Messaging and Communication 

What a program communicates is just as important as how it communicates. Programs sometimes describe themselves using 
technical language or educational terminology that may not be meaningful to families. In contrast, families are often focused on 
practical concerns such as safety, daily routines, responsiveness of staff, and whether the program fits their schedule. Effective 
communication should be clear, consistent, and accessible. It should help families quickly understand what the program offers 
and whether it meets their needs. Avoiding overly technical language and focusing on what families experience day to day can 
make communication more effective. 

Tours and First Impressions 

For many families, a tour or initial visit is the most important part of the enrollment decision. This is when families move from 
general interest to evaluating whether the program feels like a good fit. 

During a visit, families are often paying attention to several key elements: 

• how staff interact with children, 
• the overall environment and level of organization, and 
• whether they feel welcomed and respected. 

First impressions are shaped not only by what families see, but also by how they are treated. A program that is organized, 
responsive, and prepared for visits is more likely to build confidence and trust. 

Responsiveness and Follow-Up 

Timely communication plays a significant role in whether families ultimately enroll. Families who reach out to a program are often 
exploring multiple options at once. If responses are delayed or unclear, they may choose another program before receiving the 
information they need. 

Programs should have clear systems to ensure that inquiries are answered promptly and that families understand next steps. 
Following up after a tour or initial contact can make a meaningful difference, particularly when families are deciding between 
several programs. 
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Word-of-Mouth and Reputation 

In early childhood education, reputation is one of the most powerful forms of marketing. Families frequently rely on 
recommendations from people they trust when making decisions about care and education. As a result, daily program practices 
play a direct role in enrollment. 

Reputation is built over time through consistent quality, respectful communication, and positive relationships with families. It is 
reinforced when families feel heard, supported, and confident in the care their children receive. Because of this, marketing efforts 
cannot be separated from program quality. Outreach may bring families in, but reputation often determines whether they choose 
to enroll. 

Community Partnerships 

Partnerships with community organizations can extend a program’s reach and improve enrollment. Schools, health providers, and 
family resource centers often serve as important points of contact for families seeking services. Building relationships with these 
organizations can help programs connect with families who may not otherwise be aware of available options. 

Participation in community events, sharing information with local agencies, and maintaining ongoing communication with 
partners can all support enrollment efforts. These connections also help programs stay informed about changing community 
needs. 

Balancing Marketing with Program Capacity 

While increasing visibility is important, marketing efforts must be aligned with program capacity. Promoting enrollment without 
having sufficient space, staffing, or systems in place can lead to frustration for both families and staff. 

Administrators should consider current enrollment, staffing levels, and anticipated openings when planning outreach efforts. 
Aligning marketing with capacity helps ensure that interest can be converted into successful enrollment. 

This page titled 10.5: Marketing and Outreach Strategies is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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10.6: Enrollment Processes and Family Experience 

Once families express interest in a program, the enrollment process becomes a major factor in whether they actually enroll. A 
family may be interested in the program’s philosophy, location, or schedule, but still decide not to continue if the enrollment 
process is confusing, slow, or difficult to complete. For this reason, enrollment should be viewed not only as an administrative 
procedure, but also as part of the family’s first experience with the program. 

A strong enrollment process is clear, responsive, and respectful. It helps families understand what steps are required, what 
documents they need, what timelines apply, and whom to contact with questions. When this process is well organized, families 
are more likely to feel confident that the program will also be organized and responsive once their child is enrolled. 

The Enrollment Pipeline 

Enrollment usually occurs through a series of steps rather than a single event. Families may begin by asking a question, visiting 
the website, calling the office, attending a tour, joining a waitlist, submitting an application, or completing eligibility paperwork. 
Each step creates an opportunity either to build trust or to lose the family’s interest. Programs should map the enrollment process 
from the family’s perspective. This means asking what a family experiences from the first moment of contact through the child’s 
first day of attendance. If there are long delays, unclear instructions, repeated requests for the same information, or inconsistent 
communication, the process may unintentionally discourage enrollment. A typical enrollment pathway might include initial inquiry, 
information sharing, tour or orientation, application, eligibility review if applicable, enrollment confirmation, family paperwork, and 
transition into the program. Programs do not need every step to be elaborate, but each step should be clear. 

Reducing Barriers in the Process 

Families may face practical barriers that make enrollment difficult. Some barriers are related to time, language, technology, 
transportation, or documentation requirements. Others are created by the program itself, such as unclear forms, limited office 
hours, or slow responses. Programs can reduce barriers by simplifying forms when possible, providing clear instructions, offering 
language support, and making sure families understand what is required at each stage. This does not mean ignoring licensing 
or funding requirements. It means helping families navigate those requirements without unnecessary confusion. For publicly 
funded programs, enrollment may involve eligibility documentation that families cannot avoid. In these situations, staff should be 
prepared to explain requirements clearly and respectfully. Families should not be made to feel that the process is a test they are 
expected to figure out alone. 

Communication During Enrollment 

Communication is central to the family experience. Families should know whether spaces are available, whether they are being 
placed on a waitlist, what documents are still needed, and when they can expect a response. Lack of communication can lead 
families to assume the program is disorganized or uninterested. Programs should decide who is responsible for responding to 
inquiries and how quickly responses should occur. They should also ensure that staff provide consistent information. If one staff 
member gives a family different information than another, trust can be damaged before enrollment is complete. Communication 
should also be accessible. Families may need information in a home language, in plain language, or in a format that is easy to 
access from a phone. The goal is for families to understand the process well enough to move through it confidently. 

Tours, Orientation, and Family Decision-Making 

Tours and orientations are not just marketing events. They are part of the enrollment process and help families imagine what 
it would be like for their child to attend the program. A tour should provide accurate information about routines, expectations, 
classrooms, staff roles, and family communication. Families often use tours to assess whether the program feels safe, welcoming, 
and organized. They may notice how staff speak to children, whether classrooms feel calm or chaotic, and whether adults seem 
prepared to answer questions. For this reason, tours should be planned rather than improvised. Orientation can also support 
successful enrollment after a family has been accepted. During orientation, families can learn about daily routines, drop-off and 
pick-up procedures, health policies, communication systems, and what to expect during the child’s transition into the program. 
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This reduces confusion and supports a smoother start. 

Responsiveness and Follow-Up 

Families often contact several programs at once. A program that responds promptly and clearly may have an advantage over one 
that waits too long to follow up. Responsiveness communicates professionalism and care. Follow-up is especially important after 
tours, incomplete applications, or waitlist placement. Families should not have to guess whether the program is still interested 
in enrolling them. A short follow-up message, phone call, or email can help maintain connection and answer lingering questions. 
Programs should also track where families are in the process. Without a system for tracking inquiries and follow-up, interested 
families may be lost simply because no one contacted them again. 

Enrollment Experience and Trust 

The enrollment process shapes family trust before the child ever enters the classroom. If the process is respectful, organized, and 
responsive, families are more likely to believe the program will handle their child’s care with similar attention. If the process is 
disorganized or impersonal, families may worry about the program’s overall quality. Trust is especially important for families who 
are new to early childhood programs, unfamiliar with eligibility systems, or anxious about leaving their child in care. Staff should 
treat enrollment as a relationship-building process, not only as paperwork completion. 

"They Never Called Me Back" 

A family contacted three early childhood programs after moving into a new community. One program had a strong reputation 
and seemed like the family’s first choice. The parent filled out an online inquiry form and left a voicemail asking about 
openings. After several days with no response, the parent called again but received only partial information and was told 
someone else would follow up. 

Meanwhile, another program responded the same day, explained the enrollment process clearly, and invited the family for a 
tour. The second program had a slightly less convenient location, but the family felt welcomed and informed. They enrolled 
there. 

When the first program later reviewed its inquiry records, the director realized that several families had expressed interest 
but had not received timely follow-up. The program created a system for tracking inquiries, assigning staff responsibility for 
responses, and following up after tours. Over time, more inquiries turned into completed enrollments. This example illustrates 
that enrollment can be lost not because families lack interest, but because the process fails to support them from inquiry to 
enrollment. 

Vignette 

This page titled 10.6: Enrollment Processes and Family Experience is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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10.7: Retention as Part of Enrollment Growth 

Enrollment growth is not only about bringing new families into a program. It also depends on keeping currently enrolled families. 
When families leave frequently, the program must continually recruit new families just to maintain the same enrollment level. 
Retention supports stability by reducing turnover, strengthening relationships, and making enrollment more predictable. Family 
retention is influenced by many of the same factors that influence initial enrollment, including program quality, communication, 
trust, schedule fit, and responsiveness to concerns. A family may enroll because the program seems promising, but they stay 
because the program continues to meet their child’s and family’s needs. 

Why Retention Matters 

Retaining families supports both program stability and child well-being. Children benefit from consistent relationships with 
teachers and peers, predictable routines, and continuity in their learning environment. Families benefit from knowing what to 
expect and from having established communication with staff. Retention also affects administrative planning. When families 
remain enrolled, programs can better predict staffing needs, classroom openings, and revenue. High withdrawal rates create 
uncertainty and often require increased time spent on recruitment, tours, paperwork, and transitions for new families. Programs 
should track not only how many families enroll, but also how long they remain and why they leave. This information can help 
administrators distinguish between expected transitions, such as children aging out, and preventable withdrawals related to 
dissatisfaction or barriers. 

Family Satisfaction and Communication 

Communication is one of the most important factors in retention. Families are more likely to remain in a program when they feel 
informed, respected, and able to communicate concerns. Regular communication about routines, children’s experiences, program 
changes, and expectations helps families feel connected to the program. Communication should be consistent and two-way. 
Programs should not only send information to families, but also invite questions, listen to concerns, and respond respectfully. 
Families may become dissatisfied when they feel confused, ignored, or surprised by decisions that affect their child. Strong 
communication systems may include daily updates, newsletters, parent conferences, family surveys, informal conversations, and 
clear procedures for raising concerns. The specific method matters less than whether communication is timely, understandable, 
and responsive. 

Responding to Concerns Before Families Leave 

Many families do not withdraw suddenly. Often, concerns build over time before a family decides to leave. These concerns may 
involve communication, child adjustment, staff turnover, scheduling, cost, classroom climate, or unmet expectations. Programs 
can improve retention by responding to concerns early. Staff should be trained to take family concerns seriously and to 
communicate them to the appropriate person. Administrators should look for patterns rather than treating each complaint as 
isolated. For example, repeated concerns about late communication, unclear billing, or difficult transitions may indicate a system 
problem. Responding well does not mean agreeing with every family request. It means listening carefully, explaining decisions 
clearly, and looking for reasonable solutions when possible. 

Transitions Within the Program 

Transitions are important points for retention. Families may leave when a child moves from one classroom to another, ages out 
of a program option, or needs a schedule the program does not offer. Programs that plan transitions carefully are more likely to 
retain families across age levels and program stages. For example, a program serving infants, toddlers, and preschoolers may 
support retention by helping families understand when classroom transitions occur, how children are prepared, and what changes 
to expect. Programs that offer only certain age levels may need to communicate early about next steps so families have time to 
plan. 

Continuity matters. When families feel supported during transitions, they are more likely to remain connected to the program or 
recommend it to others. 
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Program Fit Over Time 

A program that fits a family’s needs at enrollment may not continue to fit indefinitely. Family schedules, work situations, eligibility, 
transportation, and children’s needs can change. Programs should pay attention to whether their services continue to align 
with family needs over time. Evaluating alignment of family needs with program services especially important in mixed delivery 
systems where families may move between private-pay, subsidized, Head Start, CSPP, or school-based options. A change in 
income, eligibility, or schedule may affect whether the family can remain enrolled. Programs that understand these transitions can 
help families plan and, when possible, connect them with appropriate options. Retention is strongest when families experience 
the program as responsive and transparent, even when the program cannot meet every need. 

Staff Stability and Family Retention 

Staff stability plays a significant role in family retention. Families build trust with the adults who care for their children. When staff 
turnover is high, families may feel less confident in the program’s consistency, even if the program remains open and staffed. 
Programs should recognize that staff retention and family retention are connected. Supporting staff well-being, communication, 
and consistent classroom practice can strengthen family confidence. Conversely, frequent staffing disruptions can make families 
question whether the program is stable enough for their child. This does not mean families expect no staff changes. Rather, they 
expect the program to communicate clearly, maintain quality, and support children through changes when they occur. 

Using Retention Data 

Programs should use data to understand retention patterns. This may include tracking withdrawals, reasons families leave, age 
levels with the most turnover, and times of year when enrollment drops. Family surveys and exit conversations can also provide 
helpful information. 

Useful retention questions include: 

• Are families leaving for reasons outside the program’s control? 
• Are withdrawals concentrated in certain classrooms or age groups? 
• Are families leaving after specific transitions? 
• Are cost, schedule, or communication issues contributing to withdrawal? 

Retention data can help administrators identify areas for improvement. Without this information, programs may focus only on 
recruitment while missing preventable reasons families are leaving. 

This page titled 10.7: Retention as Part of Enrollment Growth is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
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10.8: Data, Waitlists, and Enrollment Management 

Growing enrollment requires more than general impressions about whether the program is “full” or “slow.” Administrators need 
reliable data to understand enrollment patterns, anticipate openings, and make informed decisions about staffing, classroom 
configuration, and outreach. Without clear data, programs may miss important trends or respond too late to enrollment changes. 
Enrollment management involves tracking where families are in the process, how spaces are being used, and where gaps are 
likely to occur. It helps administrators move from reactive decision-making to proactive planning. 

Tracking Enrollment Data 

Programs should regularly monitor basic enrollment information, including current enrollment, classroom capacity, inquiries, 
applications, waitlist numbers, withdrawals, and anticipated transitions. This information helps administrators understand both 
present enrollment and future enrollment risk. For example, a classroom may appear full in September but have several children 
aging out or transitioning to kindergarten in the spring. Without tracking those patterns, the program may be surprised by 
openings later in the year. Similarly, a long waitlist may seem promising, but if many families on the list no longer need care, the 
program may overestimate actual demand. Enrollment data should be current, organized, and easy to interpret. Programs do not 
necessarily need complicated software, but they do need a consistent system. 

Understanding the Enrollment Pipeline 

The enrollment pipeline refers to the path families move through from first inquiry to confirmed enrollment. A family may begin by 
asking about openings, then schedule a tour, submit an application, join a waitlist, complete eligibility paperwork, and eventually 
enroll. If families drop out of the process at a particular point, that may indicate a problem. For example, if many families inquire 
but few schedule tours, the program may need to improve its follow-up process. If many families tour but do not apply, the issue 
may involve cost, schedule, first impressions, or lack of fit. If families apply but do not complete paperwork, the process may be 
too confusing or burdensome. Tracking the pipeline helps administrators identify where interest is being lost and where changes 
may be needed. 

Managing Waitlists 

A waitlist can be a useful enrollment tool, but only if it is managed carefully. A long waitlist does not always mean the program has 
guaranteed future enrollment. Families may join multiple waitlists, find care elsewhere, move, or no longer need the same schedule 
by the time a space opens. Programs should keep waitlists current by checking in with families periodically and confirming 
continued interest. Waitlist records should include important details such as the child’s age, desired schedule, preferred start 
date, eligibility status if applicable, and family contact information. This allows administrators to match openings more accurately. 
Waitlist procedures should also be transparent. Families should understand whether the list is first-come, first-served; based on 
eligibility or priority criteria; organized by age group; or influenced by funding requirements. Lack of clarity can create frustration 
and mistrust. 

Predicting Openings and Transitions 

Enrollment planning requires administrators to look ahead. Programs should anticipate openings caused by children aging into a 
new classroom, leaving for kindergarten, changing schedules, or withdrawing. These patterns are especially important in programs 
serving multiple age groups. Transitions can create both opportunities and challenges. When children move from infant to toddler 
care or from toddler to preschool, the program may retain the family while also creating openings in younger classrooms. However, 
if the next classroom is full, families may leave even if they would prefer to stay. This is why enrollment management must be 
connected to classroom capacity and long-term planning. Administrators should regularly review upcoming transitions so they 
can prepare families, adjust staffing, and communicate about openings before last-minute decisions are necessary. 
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Seasonality and Enrollment Patterns 

Many programs experience seasonal enrollment patterns. Enrollment may increase at the start of the school year, shift after winter 
break, or decline in summer depending on the program model. Programs serving school-year populations may have predictable 
kindergarten transitions, while full-day or year-round programs may experience more gradual changes. 

Understanding seasonality helps administrators plan staffing, outreach, and budgeting. For example, if a program knows that 
preschool openings typically occur in August, it can begin outreach earlier. If summer enrollment tends to drop, the program may 
plan summer programming, adjust staffing, or communicate with families ahead of time. Programs should compare enrollment 
patterns across multiple years when possible. One year of data may reflect unusual circumstances, but repeated patterns can 
guide planning. 

Using Data to Guide Decisions 

Enrollment data should inform program decisions, but it should not be interpreted in isolation. Administrators need to consider 
the reason behind the numbers. A classroom with low enrollment might reflect lack of demand, but it might also reflect limited 
outreach, a schedule mismatch, high cost, or a difficult enrollment process. 

Useful questions include: 

• Which age groups have the strongest demand? 
• Where are families dropping out of the enrollment process? 
• Are openings predictable or unexpected? 
• Are waitlists current and meaningful? 
• Are withdrawals connected to preventable program issues? 

Data should support decision-making, not replace professional judgment. The strongest decisions combine enrollment numbers 
with family feedback, staff observations, and community knowledge. 

"The Waitlist Wasn't Real" 

A program director felt confident about enrollment because the program had a long waitlist for toddler care. When a 
classroom opening became available, the office began contacting families from the list. Many did not respond. Others had 
already found care, moved out of the area, or needed a different schedule than the program offered. 

After several weeks, the opening remained unfilled. The director realized that the waitlist had not been updated in months and 
did not reflect actual demand. The program began contacting waitlisted families regularly, recording desired start dates and 
schedules, and removing families who were no longer interested. The waitlist became shorter, but it became more useful. This 
example illustrates that enrollment data must be actively maintained. A long list is less valuable than accurate information. 

Vignette 
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10.9: Challenges and Ethical Considerations in Enrollment 
Growth 

Growing enrollment can strengthen an early childhood program, but growth must be managed carefully. More children enrolled 
can mean greater financial stability, fuller classrooms, and expanded access for families. However, enrollment growth can also 
create ethical and operational challenges if the program accepts more children than it can serve well or makes enrollment 
decisions that conflict with its values. Administrators must balance enrollment goals with safety, quality, inclusion, staffing 
capacity, and fairness to families. The goal is not simply to fill every available space. The goal is to enroll children in a way that 
the program can sustain responsibly. 

Balancing Enrollment and Program Quality 

One of the most important ethical considerations is ensuring that enrollment growth does not weaken program quality. A program 
may be tempted to increase enrollment quickly when demand is high, but adding children without adequate staff, materials, 
space, or supervision can create problems for both children and adults. 

High enrollment may increase revenue, but it also increases the demands on classrooms, administrative systems, and staff. 
More children can mean more family communication, more records, more transitions, more supervision demands, and more 
individualized needs to address. If the program expands enrollment without strengthening the systems that support that growth, 
quality may decline. Administrators should ask whether the program can maintain its standards as enrollment increases. Growth 
should be evaluated not only by how many children can fit into the building, but by whether the program can continue to provide 
safe, responsive, and developmentally appropriate care. 

Avoiding Over-Enrollment 

Over-enrollment occurs when a program enrolls more children than it can effectively serve. This may happen even when a program 
remains within licensing limits. Licensed capacity represents the legal maximum, but effective capacity depends on staffing, 
group composition, room arrangement, child needs, and program structure. A classroom may technically meet ratio requirements 
but still be too large or too complex for staff to manage well. This is especially true when several children need significant support, 
when staff are inexperienced, or when the classroom schedule includes many transitions. Over-enrollment can lead to increased 
stress, reduced supervision quality, and weaker relationships between teachers and children. 

Administrators should distinguish between these two questions: 

• How many children are we legally allowed to enroll? 
• How many children can we serve well with the staff, space, and supports currently available? 

Ethical enrollment decisions require attention to both. 

Inclusion and Enrollment Decisions 

Programs must also consider how enrollment growth affects inclusion. Children with disabilities or other exceptionalities have 
the right to participate in early childhood settings, and programs should avoid treating inclusion as separate from enrollment 
planning. At the same time, inclusion requires honest planning for staffing, supports, and group composition. An ethical approach 
does not frame children with exceptionalities as burdens on the program. Instead, it recognizes that children vary in the supports 
they need and that administrators are responsible for building systems that allow children to participate meaningfully. This may 
involve adjusting staffing patterns, collaborating with specialists, modifying routines, or reducing effective group size. Programs 
should be careful not to use enrollment capacity as a way to exclude children who need support. They should also avoid enrolling 
children without having a realistic plan to meet their needs. Both practices can be harmful. Ethical inclusion requires access, 
planning, and follow-through. 
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Fair Access 

Enrollment decisions should be fair, transparent, and consistent. Families should understand how spaces are assigned, how 
waitlists are managed, and what eligibility requirements apply. This is especially important in publicly funded programs where 
eligibility rules may determine priority for enrollment. Programs should examine whether their enrollment practices unintentionally 
favor families with more time, stronger English skills, easier transportation, or greater familiarity with educational systems. A 
process that seems neutral may still create barriers for some families. Fair enrollment practices may include clear communication, 
translated materials, assistance with paperwork, flexible contact methods, and transparent waitlist procedures. 

Transparency With Families 

Transparency is essential when programs have limited space, eligibility requirements, or waitlists. Families should receive 
accurate information about openings, timelines, costs, documentation requirements, and the likelihood of enrollment. 
Overpromising can damage trust, especially when families make work or care decisions based on what they were told. 
Transparency also applies when a program may not be the best fit for a family’s needs. For example, if a program does not 
offer extended care, transportation, or a needed support service, families should be given clear information rather than vague 
reassurance. Honest communication helps families make informed decisions and prevents later frustration. 

Financial Pressures and Ethical Decision-Making 

Enrollment is closely tied to program finances. Empty spaces can create serious budget challenges, while full enrollment can 
help stabilize staffing and operations. Because of this, administrators may feel pressure to enroll families quickly, keep children 
enrolled even when concerns arise, or expand capacity before the program is ready. Financial realities cannot be ignored, but they 
should not override safety or quality. Ethical decision-making requires administrators to consider the long-term consequences 
of enrollment choices. A short-term increase in enrollment may not benefit the program if it leads to staff burnout, family 
dissatisfaction, or reduced quality. 

Maintaining Trust and Reputation 

Enrollment decisions affect the program’s reputation. Families pay attention not only to what a program promises, but to whether 
the program follows through. If families feel misled, rushed, or treated unfairly, they may share those experiences with others. 
Trust is built when programs communicate clearly, apply policies consistently, and make decisions that reflect their stated values. 
A program that grows enrollment responsibly is more likely to maintain a positive reputation and sustain enrollment over time. 
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10.10: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Growing enrollment in an early childhood program requires attention to recruitment, retention, program design, family experience, 
and ethical decision-making. Programs must understand the needs of their community, define the populations they are designed 
to serve, and align services with family schedules, eligibility requirements, accessibility needs, and inclusion supports. Marketing 
and outreach can help families learn about the program, but enrollment growth also depends on clear communication, responsive 
follow-up, and a manageable enrollment process. 

Sustainable enrollment depends on retaining currently enrolled families, using data to anticipate openings and trends, and 
managing waitlists accurately. Administrators must also balance growth with program quality, staff capacity, equity, and effective 
group size. Enrollment decisions should be made thoughtfully so that growth strengthens the program rather than creating 
conditions that undermine safety, inclusion, or family trust. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How can an early childhood program determine whether low enrollment is caused by lack of awareness, mismatch with family 
needs, barriers in the enrollment process, or retention problems? 

2. Why is it important to distinguish between licensed capacity and effective capacity when making enrollment decisions? 
3. How can programs grow enrollment while still supporting equity, inclusion, and transparency for families? 
4. What types of data should administrators track to make informed enrollment decisions, and how might that data guide 

program changes? 
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11.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Curriculum is one of the central features of a high-quality early childhood program. It shapes what children experience each 
day, how teachers plan and interact, how the environment is arranged, and how children’s growth is supported over time. In 
early childhood education, curriculum is much broader than a list of activities or weekly themes. It includes planned experiences, 
routines, relationships, play, materials, assessment, family connections, and opportunities for children to explore and make 
meaning. 

This chapter examines how administrators establish and support high-quality curriculum in early childhood programs. It 
addresses how curriculum is defined, aligned with program philosophy and standards, selected or designed, implemented through 
developmentally appropriate and play-based practice, informed by observation and assessment, and adapted for diverse children 
and families. The chapter also considers how administrators evaluate curriculum quality and support continuous improvement so 
that the curriculum children experience each day reflects the program’s goals and values. 

By the end of this chapter, students will be able to: 

• Describe how curriculum should align with program philosophy, developmental standards, learning goals, and children’s 
needs. 

• Compare different curriculum approaches and evaluate whether they are developmentally appropriate, feasible, inclusive, 
and responsive. 

• Analyze the role of play, intentional teaching, observation, assessment, and individualization in high-quality curriculum. 
• Identify ways administrators can evaluate curriculum implementation and support continuous improvement across 

classrooms. 

Brainstorming Questions 

1. When you hear the word curriculum, what kinds of experiences or materials come to mind? 
2. How is curriculum for young children different from curriculum for older students? 
3. What might children learn through play, routines, outdoor exploration, or conversations with adults? 
4. How can teachers balance planned learning goals with children’s interests and unexpected questions? 

Learning Objectives 
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11.2: Understanding Curriculum in Early Childhood Programs 

Curriculum in early childhood education is broader than a set of activities, themes, or lesson plans. A high-quality curriculum 
includes the planned and unplanned experiences children have throughout the day, the interactions they share with adults and 
peers, the routines that structure their time, the materials available to them, and the way the physical environment invites 
exploration. In this sense, curriculum is not limited to what happens during “circle time” or teacher-led activities. It is embedded 
in the full life of the classroom. 

In an early childhood program, children learn through play, relationships, observation, imitation, exploration, conversation, and 
repeated practice. This means that administrators and teachers must think about curriculum as an organized framework for 
supporting development and learning across the entire day. A strong curriculum provides direction, but it also leaves room for 
children’s interests, developmental differences, family experiences, and teacher responsiveness. 

Curriculum Is More Than Activities 

One common misunderstanding is that curriculum means a collection of activities teachers do with children. Activities are part 
of curriculum, but they are not the whole curriculum. A classroom may have many engaging activities and still lack a coherent 
curriculum if those activities are disconnected from developmental goals, children’s interests, and intentional teaching. 

For example, a teacher might plan a week of activities around a “farm” theme. Children may paint animals, sing songs about 
farms, read farm books, and sort pictures of animals. These activities may be enjoyable, but the theme alone does not make them 
a high-quality curriculum. The important question is what children are learning, how the experiences connect to developmental 
goals, and how teachers use observation to adjust what comes next. 

A strong curriculum helps teachers make intentional decisions about: 

• what experiences to offer, 
• how materials are arranged, 
• how adults interact with children, 
• how routines are used for learning, and 
• how children’s development is observed and supported. 

In this way, curriculum provides purpose and coherence to the program rather than simply filling time. 

Planned and Unplanned Learning Experiences 

Early childhood curriculum includes both planned experiences and unplanned learning opportunities. Planned experiences 
may include small-group activities, read-alouds, outdoor investigations, art invitations, music and movement, cooking projects, 
or classroom projects. These experiences are intentionally selected to support children’s development and learning. At the 
same time, many meaningful learning moments are not planned in advance. A child’s question, a conflict between peers, a 
discovery outdoors, or an unexpected interest in a classroom material can become part of the curriculum when teachers respond 
intentionally. These moments are especially valuable because they emerge from children’s real experiences and interests. The 
goal is not to choose between planning and responsiveness. High-quality curriculum requires both. Teachers plan intentionally, 
but they also remain flexible enough to build on what children notice, wonder about, and need. 

Routines, Interactions, and Environment as Curriculum 

In early childhood programs, everyday routines are part of the curriculum. Arrival, meals, toileting, rest, clean-up, transitions, and 
departure all create opportunities for learning. During these routines, children practice communication, self-help skills, emotional 
regulation, problem-solving, cooperation, and independence. Interactions are also central to curriculum. Children learn through 
back-and-forth conversations, warm relationships, guidance, and shared attention with adults. A high-quality curriculum depends 
not only on what teachers plan, but also on how they interact with children throughout the day. 

The environment functions as another part of the curriculum. The arrangement of learning centers, availability of materials, 
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classroom organization, and outdoor spaces all influence what children can do and learn. A classroom that invites exploration, 
independence, and collaboration supports curriculum goals more effectively than one where materials are inaccessible or 
activities are overly adult-directed. 

Written Curriculum, Implemented Curriculum, and Children’s Experiences 

Administrators should distinguish between the written curriculum, the implemented curriculum, and children’s actual experiences. 
The written curriculum is the official plan, framework, or model the program says it uses. It may include curriculum guides, 
planning forms, scope and sequence documents, learning foundations, or published curriculum materials. The implemented 
curriculum is what teachers actually do in the classroom. A program may adopt a strong curriculum on paper, but implementation 
can vary widely depending on staff training, planning time, supervision, materials, and teacher understanding. For this reason, 
administrators should not assume that having a written curriculum means children are experiencing it as intended. 

Children’s actual experiences are the most important test of curriculum quality. Administrators and teachers should ask what 
children are actually doing, hearing, practicing, and exploring each day. Are they engaged? Are they interacting with peers and 
adults? Are they using materials in meaningful ways? Are they being supported across developmental domains? These questions 
help connect curriculum documents to the lived experience of children. 

Themes, activities, and curriculum are related, but they are not the same thing. A theme is an organizing topic, such as 
seasons, families, animals, or transportation. An activity is a specific experience, such as painting with leaves, reading a book, 
building with blocks, or sorting objects. A curriculum is the broader framework that connects experiences to developmental 
goals, teaching practices, assessment, environment, and children’s needs. 

Themes can be useful when they help organize meaningful learning, but they can also become superficial if the focus stays 
only on matching activities to a topic. A high-quality curriculum asks deeper questions: What are children learning? Why is 
this experience appropriate? How does it connect to prior observation? How will the teacher support individual children? 
What might children do next? 

Caution: The difference between themes, activities, and curriculum 
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11.3: Aligning Curriculum with Program Philosophy, 
Standards, and Goals 

High-quality curriculum should be connected to the program’s larger purpose. It should reflect what the program believes about 
children, how children learn, what families and communities value, and what developmental outcomes the program is working 
toward. Curriculum decisions should not be made only because a set of materials is popular, convenient, or visually appealing. 
They should be grounded in the program’s philosophy, aligned with relevant standards, and connected to meaningful goals for 
children’s learning and development. 

Alignment does not mean that every classroom must look identical or that teachers should follow a script. Rather, alignment 
means that the program’s curriculum, daily practices, learning environment, assessment systems, and teacher interactions 
all point in the same general direction. When curriculum is aligned, families, teachers, and administrators have a clearer 
understanding of what the program is trying to accomplish. 

Aligning Curriculum with Program Philosophy 

A program’s philosophy describes its core beliefs about children, families, teaching, and learning. For example, a program may 
emphasize play-based learning, child-led exploration, school readiness, cultural responsiveness, outdoor learning, faith-based 
values, dual language development, or inclusion. Whatever the philosophy, the curriculum should reflect those commitments in 
daily practice. 

If a program says it values child-centered learning but uses mostly worksheets and teacher-directed activities, there is a 
mismatch between philosophy and curriculum. If a program says it values family engagement but rarely includes family 
knowledge, culture, or home language in classroom experiences, the curriculum is not fully aligned with the program’s stated 
values. 

Administrators should regularly ask whether the curriculum reflects what the program says it believes. This includes looking at 
classroom materials, schedules, planning forms, teaching strategies, documentation, and children’s actual experiences. 

Aligning Curriculum with Standards and Foundations 

Early childhood programs often use standards or developmental foundations to guide curriculum planning. These may include 
state early learning standards, California Preschool/Transitional Kindergarten Learning Foundations, Head Start Early Learning 
Outcomes Framework, NAEYC standards, or other program-specific expectations. Standards help identify important areas 
of development and learning, such as language, social-emotional development, cognition, physical development, literacy, 
mathematics, science, and the arts. However, standards should guide curriculum rather than replace it. A standard may identify 
what children are working toward, but it does not by itself tell teachers how to create meaningful learning experiences. Teachers 
still need to plan experiences that are developmentally appropriate, engaging, culturally responsive, and connected to children’s 
interests and needs. 

When used well, standards help teachers notice whether curriculum is balanced across developmental domains. They can also 
help administrators evaluate whether classrooms are providing sufficient opportunities for children to build important skills over 
time. 

Standards and foundations are useful tools, but they should not reduce curriculum to a checklist. Young children do not learn 
best through isolated skill practice disconnected from meaningful activity. A teacher may be able to identify a math or literacy 
standard addressed by an activity, but the quality of the experience still depends on how children are engaged, how the 
teacher supports learning, and whether the activity is appropriate for the children in the group. 

Caution: Standards are a guide, not the whole curriculum 
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For example, a counting objective could be addressed through a worksheet, but it could also be addressed through counting 
snack items, building towers, voting on a class question, sorting natural materials outdoors, or comparing how many children 
are present that day. The standard may be the same, but the learning experience is very different. 

Administrators should help teachers use standards as planning and reflection tools, not as pressure to make early childhood 
classrooms look like elementary classrooms 

Aligning Curriculum with Program Goals 

In addition to philosophy and standards, curriculum should align with specific program goals. These goals may relate to 
school readiness, social-emotional development, language development, family engagement, inclusion, cultural responsiveness, 
or continuity across age groups. Clear goals help programs make intentional curriculum decisions. For example, if a program 
goal is to strengthen children’s oral language development, curriculum planning should include rich conversation, storytelling, 
songs, read-alouds, dramatic play, peer interaction, and adult modeling throughout the day. If a program goal is to support 
self-regulation, the curriculum should include predictable routines, emotional vocabulary, opportunities for problem-solving, and 
supportive adult guidance. Program goals should be broad enough to support the whole child, but specific enough to guide 
planning and evaluation. Without clear goals, curriculum decisions can become scattered or inconsistent. 

Maintaining Coherence Across Classrooms 

In multi-classroom programs, alignment also means that children and families experience a coherent program, even when 
individual teachers have different styles. Classrooms do not need to be identical, but they should reflect shared expectations 
about child development, routines, interactions, curriculum planning, and family communication. Administrators can support 
coherence by using common planning tools, shared curriculum frameworks, staff meetings, classroom observations, and 
professional development. These systems help ensure that the program’s curriculum philosophy is not dependent on one 
teacher’s personal preferences alone. At the same time, coherence should not eliminate teacher judgment. Teachers need room 
to respond to the children in front of them. The goal is a shared foundation with appropriate flexibility. 
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11.4: Selecting or Designing a Curriculum Approach 

After clarifying the program’s philosophy, standards, and goals, administrators must decide what curriculum approach the 
program will use. Some programs adopt a published curriculum, while others design their own curriculum framework or use 
a combination of published resources, teacher planning, and emergent child-centered work. The best choice depends on the 
program’s values, staff capacity, funding requirements, age groups served, and the needs of children and families. A curriculum 
approach should not be selected simply because it is popular or convenient. Administrators should evaluate whether the approach 
is developmentally appropriate, inclusive, feasible to implement, and consistent with the program’s goals. They should also 
consider whether teachers will receive the training, planning time, materials, and supervision needed to use the curriculum 
effectively. 

Published Curriculum and Teacher-Designed Curriculum 

A published curriculum can provide structure, planning tools, assessment connections, and guidance for teachers. This may be 
especially helpful for programs that need consistency across classrooms or that employ teachers with varying levels of experience. 
However, a published curriculum is only useful if it is implemented thoughtfully. If teachers follow it mechanically without 
considering children’s interests, cultures, languages, or developmental needs, the curriculum may become rigid and disconnected 
from the children in the classroom. 

Teacher-designed curriculum can allow for flexibility and responsiveness. Teachers may plan based on children’s observed 
interests, developmental goals, family experiences, and community context. However, teacher-designed curriculum also requires 
strong teacher knowledge, planning time, documentation systems, and administrative support. Without these supports, curriculum 
can become inconsistent or overly dependent on individual teacher preferences. Many strong programs use a blended approach. 
They may adopt a curriculum framework or set of standards while still allowing teachers to adapt experiences based on 
observation, family input, and children’s interests. 

Considering Common Curriculum Models 

Early childhood programs may draw from a variety of curriculum models and approaches. For example, Creative Curriculum 
emphasizes interest areas, intentional teaching, and ongoing assessment. HighScope emphasizes active participatory learning 
and the Plan-Do-Review process. Montessori emphasizes prepared environments, independence, and self-correcting materials. 
Reggio Emilia-inspired approaches often emphasize emergent curriculum, documentation, relationships, and the environment 
as a “third teacher.” Emergent curriculum and project-based approaches build learning experiences from children’s questions, 
interests, and investigations. 

Administrators do not need to treat these approaches as interchangeable. Each model reflects different assumptions about 
children, teachers, environments, and learning. A program should evaluate whether a curriculum approach fits its philosophy, 
staffing structure, family population, and practical conditions. For example, an emergent curriculum approach may require 
teachers who are skilled in observation, documentation, and responsive planning. A Montessori approach requires specific 
materials, prepared environments, and often specialized training. A published curriculum may require fidelity expectations, 
training, and ongoing monitoring. The question is not simply which curriculum sounds best. The question is which approach the 
program can implement well and sustain over time. 

Curriculum Fidelity and Teacher Responsiveness 

When a program adopts a curriculum, administrators often need to consider fidelity. Fidelity means implementing a curriculum 
as intended. This can be important because a curriculum may be designed around specific sequences, materials, routines, or 
teaching strategies. If teachers ignore these essential features, the program may not be implementing the curriculum it claims to 
use. At the same time, fidelity should not eliminate teacher responsiveness. Early childhood teachers must respond to children’s 
developmental needs, interests, cultures, languages, and lived experiences. A curriculum that is followed exactly but does not fit 
the children in the room is not high-quality practice. The challenge is to identify which parts of the curriculum are essential and 
which parts may be adapted. Administrators can support this balance by helping teachers understand the purpose behind the 
curriculum rather than focusing only on surface-level compliance. 
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Curriculum Kits Versus Meaningful Curriculum 

Some programs purchase curriculum kits or activity packages because they appear easy to use and provide ready-made 
materials. These resources can sometimes be helpful, especially when they offer quality materials or reduce teacher preparation 
burden. However, curriculum kits can also create problems when they are treated as the curriculum itself. A kit may provide 
activities, but it cannot replace teacher observation, intentional planning, and responsive interaction. If teachers simply complete 
one activity after another because it is included in a kit, children’s learning may become disconnected from their interests and 
developmental needs. Administrators should evaluate curriculum products carefully. Useful materials should support meaningful 
learning, not reduce teaching to following directions from a box. 

Feasibility and Program Capacity 

A curriculum approach must be realistic for the program. Even a strong curriculum can fail if the program does not have the 
conditions needed to implement it. Administrators should consider staff qualifications, training needs, planning time, materials, 
budget, classroom space, assessment systems, and supervision capacity before adopting a curriculum. For example, a curriculum 
that requires extensive documentation may be difficult to sustain if teachers have no planning time. A curriculum that depends on 
specialized materials may not be feasible if the program cannot purchase or maintain them. A curriculum that requires frequent 
small-group instruction may be difficult if staffing patterns do not support it. 

Before adopting or designing a curriculum, administrators should ask practical questions: 

• Do staff understand this approach? 
• What training will be required? 
• What materials and spaces are needed? 
• How much planning time will teachers need? 
• How will implementation be supported and evaluated? 
• Is the approach sustainable within the program’s budget and staffing structure? 

These questions help prevent programs from adopting curriculum approaches that look strong on paper but are difficult to 
implement in practice. 

The Curriculum Box 

A preschool program purchased a well-known boxed curriculum because it promised ready-to-use lessons, materials, and 
assessment connections. The director hoped the curriculum would bring consistency across classrooms and reduce planning 
time for teachers. At first, teachers appreciated having prepared activities. However, after several months, the curriculum 
began to feel mechanical. Teachers moved through the weekly lessons even when children were not interested or when 
the activities did not match the group’s developmental needs. One classroom was fascinated by insects after discovering 
caterpillars outside, but the teacher felt pressured to continue the scheduled theme instead. Another teacher noticed that 
several children needed more support with peer interaction, but the curriculum schedule left little room to slow down and 
focus on social problem-solving. 

During classroom observations, the director realized that the program had adopted curriculum materials but had not 
developed a shared understanding of curriculum decision-making. The staff began discussing which parts of the curriculum 
needed to be followed consistently and where teachers could adapt based on observation and children’s interests. Over 
time, the curriculum became less of a script and more of a framework for intentional planning. This example illustrates that 
curriculum materials do not guarantee curriculum quality. Programs must support teachers in using curriculum thoughtfully 
and responsively. 

Conclusion 

Selecting or designing a curriculum approach is a major administrative decision. A strong curriculum should align with the 
program’s philosophy, support developmental goals, and be feasible to implement. Whether a program uses a published 
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curriculum, teacher-designed curriculum, or a blended approach, administrators must ensure that teachers understand the 
curriculum’s purpose and have the support needed to use it well. High-quality curriculum depends not only on what is selected, 
but on how it is interpreted, adapted, and implemented. 
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11.5: Developmentally Appropriate and Play-Based Practice 

High-quality early childhood curriculum should be grounded in developmentally appropriate practice. This means that curriculum 
decisions are based on what is known about child development, what is known about each individual child, and what is known 
about the child’s family, culture, language, and community. Developmentally appropriate curriculum supports children as active 
learners and recognizes that young children learn best through meaningful experiences, relationships, exploration, and play. 

Play-based curriculum is one of the most important expressions of developmentally appropriate practice. However, play-based 
learning is sometimes misunderstood. It does not mean that teachers simply let children do whatever they want all day, nor does 
it mean that planning is unnecessary. In a strong play-based curriculum, teachers intentionally design environments, choose 
materials, observe children, ask questions, extend thinking, and connect play to developmental goals. 

Active Learning and Exploration 

Young children learn through direct experience. They need opportunities to touch, move, build, pretend, investigate, experiment, 
talk, listen, and repeat experiences over time. Curriculum should therefore include hands-on activities and open-ended materials 
rather than relying heavily on worksheets, passive listening, or teacher-directed instruction. 

Active learning allows children to construct understanding through engagement with people and materials. For example, children 
may learn mathematical concepts by building towers, comparing quantities during snack, sorting natural materials, or measuring 
how far a toy car travels down a ramp. These experiences are more meaningful than isolated skill practice because they connect 
learning to children’s real actions and questions. 

The Role of Play 

Play supports development across multiple domains, including language, social-emotional development, problem-solving, 
physical development, creativity, and self-regulation. Through play, children practice communication, negotiate roles, test ideas, 
manage emotions, and make sense of the world around them. A play-based curriculum should provide time, materials, and space 
for different kinds of play, including dramatic play, block play, sensory play, outdoor play, constructive play, and cooperative play. 
These experiences should not be treated as separate from learning. In early childhood programs, play is one of the primary ways 
children learn. 

A common misconception is that play-based curriculum lacks structure. In reality, effective play-based learning requires 
intentional planning. Teachers must decide how to arrange the environment, which materials to offer, how to support 
children’s interactions, and when to join or extend play. 

For example, if children are pretending to run a grocery store, the teacher might add paper, pencils, empty food containers, 
baskets, signs, or play money. The teacher might also introduce vocabulary, encourage children to write lists, support turn-
taking, or ask questions that extend the scenario. The children are playing, but the teacher is still teaching. 

The structure in play-based curriculum does not always look like direct instruction. It often appears through the environment, 
the materials, the teacher’s questions, and the way the teacher supports children’s thinking. 

Balancing Child-Initiated and Teacher-Guided Learning 

High-quality curriculum includes both child-initiated and teacher-guided learning. Child-initiated experiences allow children to 
make choices, pursue interests, and take ownership of their learning. Teacher-guided experiences allow adults to introduce new 
concepts, model skills, support language, and create intentional opportunities for growth. The balance between child-initiated 
and teacher-guided learning may shift depending on the age of the children, the curriculum goals, and the needs of the group. For 
example, a teacher may lead a small-group activity to introduce a new science tool, then make that tool available during center 

Caution: Play-based does not mean unplanned 
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time so children can explore it independently. In another situation, a teacher may notice children struggling to solve conflicts 
during play and intentionally plan activities that support emotional vocabulary and problem-solving. The goal is not to choose 
between child choice and teacher guidance. The goal is to use both in ways that support meaningful learning. 

Avoiding Worksheet-Heavy or Product-Focused Curriculum 

Developmentally appropriate curriculum should avoid overreliance on worksheets, coloring pages, and product-focused crafts. 
These activities often limit children’s creativity and may emphasize compliance or fine motor control over deeper thinking. While 
an occasional paper-based activity may be appropriate for a specific purpose, it should not dominate the curriculum. 

Product-focused art is another common concern. When every child’s project is expected to look the same, the activity may reflect 
adult control more than child creativity. Process-oriented experiences are usually more appropriate for young children because 
they allow children to explore materials, make choices, and express ideas in their own ways. Administrators should pay attention to 
whether classrooms show evidence of children’s thinking and creativity or whether displays mostly show identical adult-directed 
products. 

Intentional Teaching in Play-Based Curriculum 

Intentional teaching means teachers make thoughtful decisions about how to support children’s learning. In play-based 
curriculum, intentional teaching may involve observing children closely, adding materials, modeling language, asking open-ended 
questions, helping children solve problems, or introducing new ideas at the right moment. Intentional teaching does not require 
teachers to control every activity. Instead, it requires teachers to understand what children are doing and how to extend learning. 
A teacher who notices children repeatedly building unstable towers might introduce vocabulary such as balance, base, taller, 
shorter, steady, and collapse. The teacher might encourage children to compare structures or test different materials. The play 
remains child-centered, but the teacher’s intentional support deepens the learning. 
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11.6: Curriculum Planning and Implementation 

A high-quality curriculum depends not only on what the program says it values, but also on how teachers plan and carry out 
experiences each day. Curriculum implementation is where philosophy, standards, child observation, materials, routines, and 
teacher decision-making come together. Even a strong curriculum framework will have limited impact if teachers do not know 
how to translate it into meaningful daily practice. 

Curriculum planning should provide enough structure to guide teachers while leaving room for responsiveness. Young children’s 
interests, developmental needs, family experiences, and classroom events should all influence how curriculum unfolds. Effective 
planning helps teachers avoid random activities while still allowing flexibility. 

Long-Range, Weekly, and Responsive Planning 

Curriculum planning often occurs at multiple levels. Long-range planning helps programs think about broad goals, developmental 
domains, seasonal considerations, curriculum frameworks, and major projects across weeks or months. Weekly planning helps 
teachers organize learning experiences, materials, books, songs, small groups, and outdoor activities for the immediate future. 

Responsive planning occurs when teachers adjust based on what they observe. For example, if children show strong interest in 
construction vehicles, a teacher might add related books, props, block materials, vocabulary, and outdoor observations. If several 
children are struggling with turn-taking, the teacher might plan more cooperative games, social stories, or small-group guidance 
activities. The strongest planning systems connect all three levels. Long-range plans provide direction, weekly plans organize 
experiences, and responsive planning keeps curriculum connected to the actual children in the room. 

Curriculum Across the Full Day 

Curriculum should not be limited to teacher-led lessons or planned activities. In early childhood programs, the full day provides 
opportunities for learning. Arrival, meals, toileting, rest, clean-up, transitions, outdoor play, and departure all contribute to 
children’s development. For example, snack time can support conversation, counting, self-help skills, and social interaction. 
Clean-up can support categorizing, responsibility, and cooperation. Transitions can support self-regulation, listening, and 
independence when they are planned thoughtfully. Administrators should encourage teachers to view routines as curriculum 
opportunities rather than interruptions to curriculum. This perspective helps programs create more coherent and meaningful 
learning experiences throughout the day. 

Learning Centers and Classroom Experiences 

Learning centers are a common structure in early childhood classrooms because they allow children to make choices, explore 
materials, and engage in different types of play and learning. 

Common centers may include: 

• blocks 
• dramatic play 
• art 
• sensory exploration 
• science 
• literacy 
• manipulatives 
• music, and 
• quiet areas. 

Centers should be intentionally planned. Teachers should consider what materials are available, how children are using them, and 
whether the center supports current curriculum goals. A block center, for example, may support spatial reasoning, cooperation, 
problem-solving, and language. A dramatic play area may support symbolic thinking, vocabulary, social negotiation, and cultural 
representation. Centers should not remain unchanged indefinitely. Materials can be rotated, added, or simplified based on 
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children’s interests, developmental needs, and classroom observations. 

Small Groups, Large Groups, and Individual Experiences 

Curriculum implementation should include a balance of small-group, large-group, and individual learning experiences. Large-
group times can support shared songs, stories, discussions, and community-building, but they should be developmentally 
appropriate in length and purpose. Young children generally benefit from active participation rather than long periods of sitting 
and listening. 

Small groups allow teachers to provide more focused support and observe children more closely. They are especially useful 
for introducing materials, supporting specific skills, encouraging conversation, or working with children who need additional 
guidance. Individual interactions are also essential because they allow teachers to respond to each child’s interests, language, 
emotions, and developmental needs. Administrators should help teachers avoid relying too heavily on one format. A strong 
curriculum uses different groupings intentionally rather than assuming all children should do the same thing at the same time. 

Outdoor Curriculum and Nature-Based Learning 

Outdoor time is part of the curriculum, not simply a break from classroom learning. Outdoor environments support many areas of 
growth, including: 

• gross motor development 
• sensory exploration 
• social interaction 
• scientific observation 
• risk assessment, and 
• imaginative play. 

When teachers plan intentionally for outdoor learning, children gain opportunities that cannot be fully replicated indoors. Outdoor 
curriculum may include gardening, observing insects, building with natural materials, exploring shadows, collecting leaves, 
painting with water, climbing, balancing, or engaging in cooperative games. These experiences can support language, science, 
mathematics, physical development, and social-emotional growth. 

Administrators should ensure that outdoor spaces include sufficient time, materials, and teacher support for meaningful learning. 
If outdoor time is treated only as recess, programs may miss important opportunities for curriculum integration. 

Technology and Screen Time 

Technology should be used carefully in early childhood curriculum. Young children benefit most from hands-on, social, active 
learning, so screen-based activities should not replace play, conversation, movement, outdoor exploration, or direct engagement 
with materials. When technology is used, it should serve a clear purpose. For example, teachers might use a tablet to document 
children’s work, look up a child’s question with the group, share a short video of an animal behavior children are studying, 
or communicate with families. Technology is less appropriate when it becomes passive entertainment, a routine substitute for 
teacher interaction, or the main way children engage with curriculum content. Programs should develop clear expectations for 
technology use so that teachers understand when it supports learning and when it may interfere with developmentally appropriate 
practice. 

Implementation Support 

Teachers need support to implement curriculum well. They need planning time, access to materials, professional development, 
feedback, and opportunities to collaborate with colleagues. Without these supports, curriculum implementation may become 
inconsistent or superficial. Administrators can support implementation by providing common planning tools, reviewing lesson 
plans or documentation, observing classrooms, offering feedback, and creating time for teachers to reflect together. Support 
should focus not only on whether teachers completed planned activities, but on whether children were engaged, learning, and 
meaningfully supported. 
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11.7: Observation, Assessment, and Individualization 

High-quality curriculum should be informed by what teachers know about children. Observation and assessment help teachers 
understand children’s development, interests, strengths, needs, and progress over time. Without this information, curriculum 
planning can become too general or disconnected from the actual children in the classroom. In early childhood programs, 
assessment should be used to support learning, not to label children or narrow the curriculum. Developmentally appropriate 
assessment relies on ongoing observation, documentation, and reflection. Teachers gather information during everyday routines 
and activities, then use that information to plan experiences that are responsive to children’s needs. 

Observation as the Foundation 

Observation is one of the most important tools teachers use to understand children. By watching and listening carefully, teachers 
can learn how children solve problems, use language, interact with peers, regulate emotions, explore materials, and demonstrate 
emerging skills. 

Observations may occur during play, routines, small groups, outdoor time, meals, or transitions. These moments often provide 
more meaningful information than isolated testing because they show what children can do in natural contexts. A child’s block 
structure, pretend play conversation, drawing, or attempt to solve a conflict may reveal important information about development 
and learning. Administrators should ensure that teachers have systems for recording and using observations. Observation should 
not depend only on memory or informal impressions. 

Documentation and Curriculum Planning 

Documentation helps teachers turn observation into usable information. Documentation may include anecdotal notes, 
photographs, work samples, checklists, assessment records, or learning stories. The purpose is not to collect evidence for its own 
sake, but to understand children’s learning and plan next steps. For example, if documentation shows that several children are 
using measurement language while building, the teacher might add rulers, measuring tapes, comparison vocabulary, or books 
about construction. If observations show that children are struggling to enter peer play, the teacher might plan small-group 
experiences that support turn-taking, communication, and cooperative problem-solving. Documentation creates a bridge between 
what children do and what teachers plan next. 

Assessment Should Inform Individualization 

Individualization means adapting curriculum to meet the needs of particular children. Children in the same classroom may 
differ in language development, motor skills, attention, social-emotional development, prior experiences, disability status, home 
language, and interests. A high-quality curriculum should be flexible enough to support these differences. Teachers may 
individualize by changing materials, adjusting group size, offering visual supports, modifying expectations, providing additional 
language modeling, or offering more time and repetition. Individualization does not mean creating a completely separate 
curriculum for every child. It means using what teachers know about children to make the shared curriculum accessible and 
meaningful. Administrators should support teachers in planning for individualization intentionally rather than leaving it to last-
minute improvisation. 

Avoiding Inappropriate Assessment Practices 

Assessment in early childhood should be developmentally appropriate. Young children should not be evaluated primarily through 
paper-and-pencil tasks, lengthy testing sessions, or isolated academic drills. These methods often provide a narrow view of 
children’s abilities and may not reflect how young children learn best. Inappropriate assessment practices can also lead to 
inappropriate curriculum. If programs focus too heavily on isolated academic measures, teachers may feel pressure to narrow 
curriculum toward worksheets, drills, or test preparation. This can reduce time for play, language-rich interaction, creativity, and 
social-emotional learning. Assessment should help teachers understand the whole child and support meaningful learning across 
developmental domains. 
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Using Assessment Data Responsibly 

Assessment information should be used carefully and ethically. Teachers and administrators should avoid making broad 
conclusions based on one observation or one assessment result. Children’s development is variable, and performance can be 
affected by context, language, relationships, fatigue, health, or unfamiliar situations. 

Programs should use multiple sources of information over time. Family input is also important because families know how children 
function in home and community settings. When assessment raises concerns, programs should communicate respectfully and 
follow appropriate procedures for referral, support, or further evaluation. Assessment information should be kept confidential and 
shared only with appropriate individuals. 

The Plan Never Changed 

A teacher used the same weekly curriculum plan every year. The activities were organized, familiar, and easy to prepare. Each 
fall, children completed similar art projects, songs, stories, and center activities. However, classroom observations showed 
that the current group of children had different needs. Several children were still developing peer play skills, a few children 
needed more language support, and many were deeply interested in construction after watching a nearby building project. 
Despite this, the weekly plans continued unchanged. 

During a planning meeting, the director asked the teacher to bring observation notes and examples of children’s work. 
Together, they identified patterns in the children’s interests and needs. The teacher began adapting the plans by adding 
construction-related books, block challenges, vocabulary supports, and small-group activities focused on cooperation. The 
curriculum became more responsive, and children’s engagement increased. This example illustrates that curriculum planning 
should be shaped by observation, not simply repeated from year to year 
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11.8: Inclusion, Culture, Language, and Family 
Responsiveness 

High-quality curriculum should reflect and support the children and families enrolled in the program. Children do not enter early 
childhood settings as identical learners. They bring different abilities, languages, cultures, family structures, interests, strengths, 
and experiences. Curriculum should be flexible enough to respond to those differences while still giving all children access to 
meaningful learning opportunities. 

Inclusion, cultural responsiveness, language support, and family engagement are not separate add-ons to the curriculum. They 
should be built into planning, materials, interactions, routines, and assessment. When curriculum is responsive to children’s 
identities and needs, children are more likely to feel a sense of belonging and participate fully in the classroom community. 

Inclusion and Children with Exceptionalities 

Inclusive curriculum supports children with disabilities or other exceptionalities as full members of the classroom. This means 
that children should have access to the same routines, materials, relationships, and learning opportunities as their peers, with 
adaptations or supports when needed. Teachers may support inclusion by adjusting materials, changing the environment, using 
visual supports, adapting activities, offering alternative ways to participate, or collaborating with specialists. For example, a child 
with limited mobility may need materials placed within reach, while a child with sensory sensitivities may need quieter spaces or 
modified participation options. Inclusion requires intentional planning. It is not enough to enroll children with exceptionalities 
and expect the existing curriculum to work without adjustment. Administrators should ensure that teachers have training, planning 
time, and support to adapt curriculum appropriately. 

Supporting Dual Language Learners 

Many early childhood programs serve children who are learning more than one language. Curriculum should support children’s 
English development while also valuing and supporting their home languages. A child’s home language is part of their identity, 
family connection, and cognitive development. Teachers can support dual language learners by using gestures, visuals, songs, 
repetition, peer interaction, and meaningful conversation. Programs can also include books, labels, songs, and materials in 
children’s home languages when possible. Family input is especially valuable because families can share words, routines, stories, 
and cultural knowledge that help teachers connect classroom experiences to children’s lives. Supporting dual language learners 
does not mean separating them from the regular curriculum. It means making the curriculum more accessible through intentional 
language support and respect for linguistic diversity. 

Culturally Responsive Curriculum 

Culturally responsive curriculum reflects the lives, experiences, and communities of the children and families in the program. This 
includes more than displaying multicultural posters or celebrating occasional holidays. It involves ongoing attention to whose 
stories, languages, foods, music, family structures, and ways of knowing are represented in the classroom. 

Teachers should select books, materials, dramatic play props, music, and images that reflect diverse children and families in 
authentic ways. They should also avoid stereotypes or tokenism. For example, representing a culture only through food, clothing, 
or a single holiday can be shallow if children do not also see diverse families, occupations, languages, and daily experiences 
represented throughout the classroom. Cultural responsiveness also requires teachers to learn from families and communities 
rather than assuming they already know what representation should look like. 

Family Knowledge as Curriculum Resource 

Families are important sources of knowledge about children. They understand children’s interests, routines, language, strengths, 
fears, and experiences outside the classroom. When teachers use family knowledge in curriculum planning, learning becomes 
more meaningful and connected to children’s real lives. Family knowledge can inform curriculum in many ways. A teacher might 
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invite families to share home languages, songs, family traditions, occupations, community experiences, or children’s current 
interests. A child’s fascination with a family member’s garden, a parent’s job, a new sibling, or a cultural celebration may become 
a meaningful starting point for classroom exploration. 

Using family knowledge does not require families to formally present in the classroom. It can begin with respectful 
communication, careful listening, and curriculum planning that values what families share. 

Programs should be careful not to treat diversity as a theme that appears only occasionally. A “multicultural week” or a 
holiday-focused activity may be well-intentioned, but it does not create a consistently responsive curriculum if the rest of the 
year reflects only a narrow set of experiences. Representation should be woven throughout the curriculum. Children should 
see diverse people and families in books, photos, dramatic play, music, classroom conversation, and everyday examples. 
Curriculum should also reflect diversity within groups rather than presenting any culture as if it has only one form. A useful 
question for administrators and teachers is: Would children and families recognize themselves in this classroom during an 
ordinary week, not just during a special event? 

Creating a Sense of Belonging 

The goal of responsive curriculum is not only representation, but belonging. Children should feel that they are valued members of 
the classroom community. This happens when teachers pronounce names correctly, respect home languages, adapt for individual 
needs, include family experiences, and respond to children’s identities with respect. Belonging also affects participation. Children 
are more likely to engage when they feel safe, seen, and understood. Administrators support belonging by ensuring that curriculum 
materials, staff training, family communication, and classroom practices reflect the children and families actually served. 

Caution: Representation is more than a holiday or theme 
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11.9: Evaluating Curriculum Quality and Supporting 
Continuous Improvement 

Choosing a curriculum is not the final step in curriculum leadership. Administrators must also evaluate whether the curriculum is 
being implemented effectively and whether it is supporting children’s learning, engagement, and development. A curriculum may 
look strong in written plans, but the real test is what happens in classrooms each day. 

Curriculum evaluation should be ongoing rather than limited to annual review. Administrators, teachers, and sometimes families 
can all provide insight into whether curriculum practices are meaningful, developmentally appropriate, inclusive, and aligned with 
the program’s goals. 

Looking Beyond the Written Curriculum 

A program’s written curriculum may include planning forms, curriculum guides, standards alignment, assessment tools, or 
published materials. These documents are important, but they do not show the full picture of curriculum quality. Administrators 
also need to examine the implemented curriculum. This means observing what teachers actually do, how children respond, and 
whether daily experiences reflect the program’s stated approach. For example, a program may describe itself as play-based, but 
classroom observations may show long periods of teacher-directed instruction and limited child choice. Another program may 
say it values emergent curriculum, but teachers may rarely document or build on children’s interests. Evaluating curriculum quality 
requires attention to the gap between what the program says it does and what children actually experience. 

Fidelity and Flexibility 

Curriculum fidelity refers to implementing a curriculum in a way that reflects its intended design. This matters because curriculum 
models often include specific principles, routines, materials, or teaching strategies. If those features are ignored, the program 
may not actually be using the curriculum it claims to use. Flexibility is also necessary. Early childhood curriculum must respond 
to the children, families, cultures, languages, interests, and developmental needs in the classroom. A teacher who follows a 
curriculum exactly but ignores children’s questions or support needs is not providing high-quality instruction. 

The key question is not whether teachers should follow the curriculum or adapt it. The question is which parts of the curriculum 
must remain consistent and which parts should be adapted thoughtfully. Administrators can support this balance by clarifying 
expectations and helping teachers understand the purpose behind curriculum practices. 

Classroom Observation and Teacher Reflection 

Classroom observation is one of the most useful tools for evaluating curriculum quality. Observation allows administrators to 
see how the curriculum functions in real time: how teachers introduce materials, how children engage, how routines support 
learning, and how adults extend children’s thinking. Teacher reflection is equally important. Teachers often understand why 
certain decisions were made, what children are responding to, and where challenges are emerging. Reflection may happen 
through planning meetings, supervision conversations, team discussions, or documentation review. Used together, observation 
and reflection create a more complete picture. Observation shows what is happening; reflection helps explain why it is happening 
and what might come next. 

Child Outcomes, Engagement, and Experience 

Curriculum evaluation should include attention to children’s experiences, not only adult plans. Administrators should look for 
evidence that children are engaged, participating, exploring, communicating, and developing across domains. This does not mean 
reducing curriculum quality to test scores or narrow academic outcomes. In early childhood, meaningful evidence may include 
children’s play, conversations, problem-solving, drawings, constructions, questions, relationships, and growing independence. 
Assessment data can also contribute to curriculum evaluation when it is developmentally appropriate and used responsibly. A 
useful evaluation question is: What are children actually getting the opportunity to practice and learn each day? 
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Family and Staff Feedback 

Families can provide important insight into how children experience curriculum. They may notice what children talk about at 
home, whether children seem excited to attend, or whether classroom experiences connect with family culture and home life. 
Staff feedback is also valuable, especially when evaluating whether the curriculum is realistic to implement. Teachers may identify 
challenges related to materials, planning time, training, assessment expectations, or classroom fit. If teachers consistently report 
that a curriculum is too rigid, too time-consuming, or poorly matched to the children, administrators should take that feedback 
seriously. Feedback should not be used only when problems arise. Regular feedback systems help programs make smaller 
adjustments before concerns become larger issues. 

Avoiding Curriculum Drift 

Curriculum drift occurs when classroom practice gradually moves away from the program’s intended curriculum. This can happen 
for many reasons: staff turnover, lack of training, inconsistent supervision, limited planning time, or unclear expectations. Over 
time, classrooms may begin using the same curriculum label while providing very different experiences. 

Administrators can reduce curriculum drift by providing ongoing training, reviewing planning documentation, observing 
classrooms, and creating opportunities for teachers to discuss curriculum implementation. New staff also need orientation to the 
curriculum approach rather than being expected to learn it informally. Curriculum drift is not always caused by lack of effort. Often, 
it reflects a lack of systems. If programs want consistent curriculum quality, they must build structures that support consistency. 

Professional Development and Coaching 

Curriculum improvement depends on staff development. Teachers need opportunities to strengthen their understanding of 
child development, curriculum planning, observation, assessment, inclusion, and intentional teaching. One-time training may 
introduce ideas, but ongoing support is usually needed to change practice. Coaching can be especially useful because it connects 
professional development to actual classroom work. A coach, supervisor, or experienced teacher can observe practice, ask 
reflective questions, help teachers set goals, and support implementation over time. This kind of support helps teachers move 
beyond simply “knowing about” curriculum and toward using it effectively. Administrators should view curriculum support as part 
of continuous quality improvement, not as remediation only when teachers struggle. 

The Curriculum Looked Strong on Paper 

A program’s curriculum documents were well organized. Lesson plans referenced learning foundations, classrooms had 
planning binders, and the program described itself as play-based and responsive to children’s interests. 

However, classroom observations told a different story. One classroom offered rich center time and teacher-child 
conversations, while another relied heavily on worksheets and identical art projects. A third classroom had materials available, 
but teachers rarely joined children’s play or extended their thinking. Families received different kinds of communication 
depending on which classroom their child attended. 

The director realized that the written curriculum was not being implemented consistently. Rather than simply reminding 
teachers to “follow the curriculum,” the program created regular planning meetings, classroom observation cycles, and peer 
sharing opportunities. Teachers began discussing what play-based curriculum should look like in practice, and the program 
developed clearer expectations for documentation and intentional teaching. 

This example illustrates that curriculum quality must be evaluated through actual classroom experience, not just curriculum 
documents. 

Vignette 
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11.10: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

High-quality early childhood curriculum is broader than a set of activities or lesson plans. It includes the full range of children’s 
experiences, including routines, play, interactions, materials, environments, and planned learning opportunities. Effective 
curriculum is aligned with the program’s philosophy, relevant standards, and meaningful goals for children’s development and 
learning. 

Programs may use published curricula, teacher-designed approaches, or blended models, but curriculum quality depends on 
how thoughtfully the approach is implemented. Developmentally appropriate and play-based practice should support active 
learning, intentional teaching, and responsiveness to children’s interests and needs. Observation and assessment help teachers 
individualize curriculum, while inclusive, culturally responsive, and family-informed practices ensure that all children can 
participate and belong. Administrators support curriculum quality by monitoring implementation, encouraging reflection, 
providing professional development, and addressing curriculum drift over time. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How can an administrator tell whether the curriculum described in program documents is actually being implemented in 
children’s daily experiences? 

2. What is the difference between a play-based curriculum that is intentional and one that is simply unstructured? 
3. How can observation and assessment help teachers adapt curriculum without turning early childhood learning into test 

preparation? 
4. What steps can a program take to ensure that curriculum reflects the cultures, languages, abilities, and family experiences of 

the children enrolled? 
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12.1: Chapter Introduction 

Managing nutrition, health, and safety standards is one of the most important responsibilities in early childhood program 
administration. Young children depend on adults to create environments that protect their well-being, support healthy 
development, and reduce preventable risks. These responsibilities include far more than responding to illness or injury after 
problems occur. They require daily systems for food service, hygiene, supervision, emergency planning, documentation, staff 
training, and family communication. 

This chapter examines how administrators create and maintain those systems. It addresses nutrition and food service, health 
records and individual health needs, illness prevention, safe indoor and outdoor environments, emergency preparedness, injury 
reporting, mandated reporting, and staff accountability. Throughout the chapter, the focus is on building a culture in which health 
and safety practices are understood, consistently implemented, and treated as shared responsibilities across the program. 

By the end of this chapter, students will be able to: 

• Explain why nutrition, health, and safety standards are foundational to early childhood program quality. 
• Describe administrative systems that support safe food service, health records, illness prevention, emergency 

preparedness, and injury documentation. 
• Identify strategies for maintaining safe indoor and outdoor environments for young children. 
• Analyze how staff training, mandated reporting, accountability, and family communication contribute to children’s health 

and safety. 
• Evaluate how administrators can use documentation, incident patterns, and staff feedback to improve health and safety 

practices over time. 

Brainstorming Questions 

1. What health and safety responsibilities do you think are most important in an early childhood program? 
2. How might everyday routines, such as meals, handwashing, toileting, outdoor play, and transitions, affect children’s health 

and safety? 
3. Why might written policies not be enough to keep children safe? 
4. How can programs balance protecting children from harm with allowing them to explore, play, and take developmentally 

appropriate risks? 

Learning Objectives 
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12.2: Understanding Nutrition, Health, and Safety as Program 
Foundations 

Nutrition, health, and safety are foundational responsibilities in early childhood program administration. Children cannot fully 
participate in learning when their basic needs for nourishment, physical safety, illness prevention, and responsive care are 
not met. For this reason, administrators must treat health and safety standards as central to program quality, not as separate 
compliance tasks. 

A strong program does more than write policies. It builds daily systems that help staff carry out those policies consistently. A 
handbook may state that staff wash hands, supervise carefully, follow allergy procedures, and document injuries, but the real 
question is whether those practices actually happen during busy arrival times, meals, outdoor play, transitions, staff breaks, and 
emergencies. 

Minimum Compliance and Best Practice 

Early childhood programs must meet licensing, funding, and legal requirements. These requirements establish the minimum 
standards a program must follow in order to operate. For example, licensing regulations may address food service, sanitation, 
supervision, emergency procedures, medication storage, and reporting requirements. Programs that receive public funding or 
operate under specific systems, such as Head Start, may also have additional expectations. 

Minimum compliance is essential, but it is not the same thing as high quality. A program may meet the basic requirement and still 
need stronger procedures, better staff training, or more consistent monitoring. Administrators should ask two different questions: 

• Are we meeting the required standard? 
• Are our practices actually protecting and supporting children as well as they should? 

Best practice pushes programs beyond “What is the minimum we must do?” toward “What is the safest, healthiest, and most 
developmentally supportive way to operate?” 

Health and Safety as Systems 

Health and safety practices work best when they are treated as systems rather than isolated tasks. A food allergy procedure, 
for example, depends on accurate enrollment paperwork, family communication, kitchen procedures, classroom routines, staff 
training, labeling, and emergency response. If even one part of that system breaks down, a child may be placed at risk. 

The same is true for illness prevention, emergency preparedness, medication administration, playground safety, and supervision. 
Written policies matter, but they must be connected to everyday routines. Staff need to know what to do, when to do it, where 
supplies are located, how to document actions, and who to notify when a concern arises. This systems view helps administrators 
identify weak points. If children are frequently injured in one outdoor area, the issue may not be only “children were running.” It 
may involve supervision placement, equipment condition, surfacing, group size, or the way outdoor time is scheduled. 

Shared Responsibility Across the Program 

Nutrition, health, and safety are not the responsibility of one person alone. Directors, teachers, assistants, cooks, custodial staff, 
transportation staff, substitutes, and families all contribute to safe and healthy operations. Different staff roles may carry different 
responsibilities. Kitchen staff may prepare and store food safely, while classroom staff must know which children have allergies 
and how food should be served. Custodial staff may complete major cleaning tasks, while teachers still need to manage classroom 
sanitation throughout the day. A director may develop an emergency plan, but every staff member must know how to act during a 
drill or actual emergency. This shared responsibility makes communication essential. Programs need reliable ways to make sure 
the right people have the right information at the right time. 
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Family Partnership in Health and Safety 

Families provide information that programs cannot safely operate without. They inform staff about allergies, chronic health 
conditions, medications, dietary restrictions, sleep needs, cultural food practices, emergency contacts, and changes in a 
child’s health. Family communication should happen before problems arise. Programs should clearly explain policies related 
to illness exclusion, medication administration, food brought from home, emergency procedures, injury reporting, and required 
documentation. When families understand why these policies exist, they are more likely to follow them and trust that the program 
is acting in children’s best interests. Respectful communication is especially important when health and safety policies create 
inconvenience for families. For example, illness exclusion rules may be difficult for working parents, but programs still have a 
responsibility to reduce the spread of communicable illness. Clear, consistent explanations help reduce conflict and confusion. 

The Administrator’s Role 

The administrator’s job is to make sure health and safety practices are not left to chance. This includes developing policies, 
training staff, monitoring implementation, maintaining documentation, responding to incidents, and updating procedures when 
needs or regulations change. 

Administrators should also look for patterns. Repeated injuries, frequent illness outbreaks, medication errors, unclear allergy 
procedures, or staff confusion during drills may indicate that a system needs improvement. These patterns should be treated 
as useful information, not just as isolated problems. In this way, health and safety management becomes part of continuous 
quality improvement. Programs improve when administrators use daily practice, documentation, and staff feedback to strengthen 
systems over time. 
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12.3: Nutrition, Food Purchasing, and Food Service 

Nutrition is a central part of children’s health, development, and daily experience in an early childhood program. Young children 
need regular access to nutritious meals and snacks that support growth, energy, attention, and overall well-being. Food service 
is also a daily point of connection between the program, children, and families. Because of this, administrators must manage 
nutrition and food service as both a health responsibility and an operational system. 

A strong nutrition program includes more than serving enough food. It requires thoughtful menu planning, safe purchasing, proper 
food storage, allergy management, developmentally appropriate feeding practices, and respect for family culture and dietary 
needs. Programs that participate in publicly funded food programs, such as the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP), 
must also follow specific meal pattern and documentation requirements. 

Menu Planning and Nutritional Quality 

Menu planning should begin with children’s nutritional needs. Meals and snacks should provide appropriate variety, portion sizes, 
and balance across food groups. Programs should avoid relying heavily on highly processed foods, sugary snacks, or foods that 
provide calories without much nutritional value. 

Menus should also be realistic for the program’s staffing, kitchen facilities, food budget, and schedule. A menu that looks healthy 
on paper may not work well if the program lacks the equipment, preparation time, or staff training needed to carry it out safely. 
Administrators should review menus regularly to ensure they are nutritionally appropriate, affordable, and practical. Menus should 
be shared with families so they know what children are being served. This also helps families communicate about allergies, 
religious or cultural food practices, and special dietary needs. 

Food Purchasing 

Food purchasing connects menu planning to daily program operation. Administrators must ensure that food is purchased in 
adequate amounts, from reliable sources, and in forms that can be safely stored and prepared. Purchasing decisions should 
reflect planned menus, enrollment numbers, children’s ages, and any special dietary requirements. 

Programs should have clear procedures for who purchases food, how food is ordered, how substitutions are handled, and 
how costs are tracked. Without these systems, programs may experience waste, shortages, inconsistent quality, or unsafe 
substitutions. 

When purchasing food, programs should consider: 

• nutritional quality, 
• freshness and expiration dates, 
• allergy and ingredient information, 
• storage requirements, 
• cost and waste, 
• cultural and religious dietary needs, and 
• whether foods are developmentally appropriate for the ages served. 

Food purchasing should not be treated as a last-minute errand. It is part of the program’s health and safety system. 

Food Storage and Handling 

Safe food storage and handling are essential to prevent foodborne illness. Perishable foods must be kept at safe temperatures, dry 
goods must be stored securely, and food preparation areas must be clean and protected from contamination. Programs should 
have systems for checking expiration dates, labeling opened items, and separating foods when needed to avoid cross-contact 
with allergens. 

Staff who prepare or serve food should understand basic food safety practices, including handwashing, avoiding cross-
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contamination, using clean utensils, and keeping hot and cold foods at safe temperatures. These practices are especially 
important in early childhood settings because young children are more vulnerable to illness. Safe handling also applies to food 
brought from home. Programs should have clear policies about whether outside food is allowed, how it is labeled, how it is stored, 
and how staff prevent children from sharing food that may not be safe for others. 

Allergies and Special Diets 

Food allergies require careful systems. A program cannot rely on staff memory alone to keep children safe. Allergy information 
should be collected during enrollment, communicated to the appropriate staff, posted or stored according to confidentiality rules 
and program policy, and incorporated into food preparation and classroom routines. 

Special diets may be needed for medical, developmental, cultural, religious, or family reasons. Programs should have procedures 
for documenting dietary restrictions and determining how accommodations will be provided. When a child has a severe allergy or 
medical condition, the program may need an individual health plan or emergency action plan. 

Food allergy safety depends on coordination among families, administrators, kitchen staff, and classroom staff. Everyone involved 
in food purchasing, preparation, serving, and supervision must understand their role. 

Developmentally Appropriate Food Practices 

Nutrition standards should be implemented in ways that are developmentally appropriate. Young children are still learning how to 
try new foods, recognize hunger and fullness cues, use utensils, sit with others, and participate in mealtime routines. Mealtimes 
should therefore be calm, supervised, and supportive rather than rushed or punitive. Programs should avoid using food as a 
reward or punishment. Children should not be pressured to eat, shamed for food preferences, or denied food as a behavior 
management strategy. Instead, adults can model healthy eating, encourage children to try foods without forcing them, and create 
positive mealtime routines. Family-style meals can support independence, language, social skills, and self-regulation when they 
are feasible and safely supervised. Children may practice serving themselves, passing items, using polite language, and noticing 
how much food they want. 

Choking Prevention 

Choking prevention is an important part of food service in early childhood programs. Foods should be appropriate for children’s 
ages and developmental abilities. Some foods may need to be cut, cooked, softened, or avoided depending on the age group 
served. Staff should supervise children closely while they eat and should ensure that children are seated rather than walking, 
running, or playing with food in their mouths. Programs serving infants and toddlers need especially careful procedures because 
younger children are still developing chewing and swallowing skills. Choking prevention should be included in staff training, menu 
planning, and classroom mealtime routines. 

Cultural and Family Responsiveness 

Food is connected to culture, family identity, religion, and home routines. Programs should make reasonable efforts to respect 
family food practices while still meeting nutrition and safety requirements. This may include considering culturally familiar foods, 
avoiding assumptions about what families eat, and communicating respectfully about dietary restrictions. 

Cultural responsiveness does not require a program to serve every possible food preference, but it does require administrators 
to treat food practices with respect. Families should feel comfortable sharing dietary needs without feeling judged or dismissed. 
Menus can also be a way to introduce children to variety while still honoring familiar foods. The goal is to support nutrition in 
ways that are inclusive, respectful, and practical. 

Documentation and Monitoring 

Food service requires documentation and monitoring. Programs may need to maintain menus, food purchase records, meal 
counts, allergy documentation, food temperature logs, cleaning records, or CACFP documentation. These records help 
demonstrate compliance and support accountability. Administrators should also monitor daily practice. A written menu is not 
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enough if substitutions are frequent, allergy procedures are unclear, or mealtimes are poorly supervised. Regular review helps 
ensure that nutrition and food service practices are safe, consistent, and aligned with program expectations. 

The Wrong Snack 

A preschool program enrolled a child with a severe dairy allergy. The allergy was documented on the enrollment form, and 
the parent discussed it with the director. However, the information was not clearly shared with the substitute teacher who 
covered the classroom one afternoon. During snack, the substitute served yogurt to the group and offered it to the child. 
Another teacher noticed the mistake before the child ate it, but the incident showed a serious weakness in the program’s 
communication system. 

The director reviewed the process and realized that allergy information existed in the child’s file but was not reliably 
connected to classroom routines, substitute orientation, or food service procedures. The program created a clearer allergy 
communication system, updated substitute folders, and trained staff on snack procedures. This example illustrates that food 
safety depends on systems, not memory. 

Example 
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12.4: Health Records, Preventive Care, and Individual Health 
Needs 

Early childhood programs need accurate health information in order to care for children safely. Health records help staff 
understand each child’s medical needs, immunization status, allergies, emergency contacts, and any health conditions that may 
affect daily participation. These records are not just paperwork. They are part of the system that helps staff make safe, informed 
decisions throughout the day. 

Because health information is sensitive, programs must collect, store, and use it carefully. Administrators should ensure that 
required records are complete before enrollment or attendance begins, that updates are requested when a child’s needs change, 
and that relevant information is communicated to staff who need it while still protecting confidentiality. 

Enrollment Health Records 

Health documentation requirements vary depending on licensing rules, funding sources, and program type. Programs may need 
records related to immunizations, physical examinations, emergency contacts, allergies, medications, dietary restrictions, and 
special health conditions. Publicly funded programs may also have additional requirements related to health screenings or follow-
up care. 

Administrators should create a clear system for collecting and reviewing these documents. Families should know what forms are 
required, when they are due, and whom to contact if they have questions. Staff should also know what to do when records are 
missing, incomplete, expired, or unclear. A well-managed health record system helps prevent confusion later. For example, if a 
child has an allergy, asthma plan, seizure history, or medication order, that information must be available to the appropriate staff 
before a health concern occurs. 

Immunization and Preventive Health Information 

Immunization records are an important part of preventive health in group care settings. Early childhood programs bring children 
into close contact with one another, which can increase the spread of communicable illness. Immunization documentation 
helps programs follow public health and licensing requirements while also supporting the health of the group. Preventive health 
information may also include physical exams, dental health, vision and hearing concerns, developmental screening, or referrals for 
follow-up care, depending on the type of program. Administrators should understand which records are required for their specific 
setting and should keep procedures current when regulations or public health guidance changes. Programs should communicate 
requirements to families in a way that is clear and respectful. When families are confused about forms, deadlines, or medical 
documentation, enrollment and attendance may be delayed. 

Allergies and Chronic Health Conditions 

Some children enter early childhood programs with allergies, asthma, diabetes, seizure disorders, feeding needs, mobility needs, 
or other health conditions that require daily awareness or emergency planning. These needs should be identified before the child 
begins attending whenever possible. A child with a chronic health condition may need an individualized health plan or emergency 
action plan. These plans should explain what the condition is, what symptoms or warning signs staff should watch for, what daily 
supports are needed, what to do in an emergency, and who should be contacted. It is not enough for health information to remain 
in a file. Staff who supervise the child must understand the child’s needs and know how to respond. Substitutes and floaters 
should also have access to essential safety information in a way that protects confidentiality but still supports safe care. 

Medication Information and Authorization 

Medication administration requires careful documentation and clear procedures. Programs should not administer medication 
unless the proper authorization is in place and staff are trained to follow the program’s medication procedures. Medication 
records should identify the child, medication, dosage, timing, route, storage instructions, and any special instructions. 
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Programs should also have procedures for: 

• receiving medication from families, 
• storing medication securely, 
• documenting each dose given, 
• identifying missed doses or errors, 
• returning or disposing of medication appropriately, and 
• responding to emergency medications such as epinephrine or inhalers. 

Medication errors can have serious consequences. Administrators should treat medication management as a high-responsibility 
system requiring accuracy, training, and documentation. 

Confidentiality and Communication 

Health information must be handled confidentially, but confidentiality does not mean that important information is hidden from 
staff who need it. The challenge is to share information appropriately. A teacher who supervises a child with a severe allergy 
or seizure plan needs relevant information. A staff member with no role in the child’s care may not. Programs should explain 
to families how health information will be used and who may need access to it. Families should also be asked to update health 
information when a child’s condition, medication, allergy status, or emergency contact information changes. Clear communication 
prevents dangerous gaps. If a parent tells one staff member about a new medication or health concern, the program needs a 
reliable process for making sure that information reaches the appropriate people. 

Health Screenings and Referrals 

Some early childhood programs, especially publicly funded programs, conduct or coordinate health screenings. These may include 
vision, hearing, dental, developmental, or behavioral screenings. Screenings are not intended to label children. They are used 
to identify possible concerns early so families can seek additional evaluation or support when needed. When screenings raise 
concerns, programs should communicate with families respectfully and provide information about next steps. Staff should avoid 
alarming language or making diagnoses. The program’s role is to share observations or screening results, explain why follow-
up may be recommended, and connect families with appropriate resources. Screening systems should include documentation, 
timelines, follow-up procedures, and confidentiality protections. 

Keeping Records Current 

Health records are only useful if they are current. Children’s health needs can change quickly. A child may develop a new allergy, 
begin medication, receive a diagnosis, update immunizations, or experience a change in emergency contacts. Administrators 
should schedule regular reviews of health records and create procedures for updates. This may include checking expiration 
dates on medication authorizations, reviewing emergency contact forms, confirming immunization records, and asking families 
to update health information at least annually or whenever a change occurs. Programs should avoid relying on informal memory. 
A verbal update from a family should be documented and routed through the program’s official communication system. 
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12.5: Illness Prevention, Cleaning, and Communicable 
Disease Control 

Illness prevention is a daily responsibility in early childhood programs. Young children play in close contact with one another, are 
still developing hygiene habits, and often need adult support with toileting, diapering, eating, wiping noses, and handwashing. 
Because of this, programs need clear routines that reduce the spread of germs while still supporting children’s independence and 
dignity. Administrators should treat illness prevention as a system. Handwashing, toileting, cleaning, ventilation, illness policies, 
family communication, staff training, and response to communicable disease all work together. If one part of the system is weak, 
children and staff may be placed at greater risk. 

Daily Hygiene Routines 

Handwashing is one of the most important illness prevention practices in early childhood settings. Children and staff should 
wash hands at key points throughout the day, including before eating, after toileting or diapering, after outdoor play, after contact 
with bodily fluids, and after messy play. Programs need to make handwashing realistic by ensuring that sinks, soap, towels, and 
supervision are consistently available. 

Diapering and toileting also require careful procedures. Staff should follow written steps for diaper changing, toilet assistance, 
glove use when needed, disposal of soiled items, cleaning of surfaces, and handwashing afterward. Diapering areas should be 
separate from food areas, and children should never be left unattended on changing surfaces. When assisting children with 
toileting, changing clothes, or washing hands, adults should protect their privacy, dignity, and developing independence. 

Handwashing is a health practice, but it also supports learning. Children practice sequencing, independence, vocabulary, 
self-care, and responsibility to the group when teachers intentionally guide the routine. 

Cleaning, Sanitizing, and Disinfecting 

Cleaning, sanitizing, and disinfecting are related but not the same. Cleaning removes dirt and debris. Sanitizing reduces germs to 
safer levels, especially on food-contact surfaces and mouthed toys. Disinfecting kills more germs and is often used for high-touch 
surfaces, diapering areas, or surfaces exposed to bodily fluids. Programs should have a written cleaning schedule that identifies 
what must be cleaned, how often, with which product, and by whom. Tables used for meals, diapering surfaces, toys, bathrooms, 
and high-touch areas all need clear procedures. Without a schedule, cleaning may become inconsistent or depend too heavily on 
individual staff judgment. 

Cleaning products must be used safely. They should be labeled, stored securely, kept out of children’s reach, and used according 
to instructions. Staff should know the difference between a cleaner, sanitizer, and disinfectant, and they should understand any 
required contact time for products to work properly. Ventilation should also be considered so that children are not exposed 
unnecessarily to strong fumes. 

Illness Exclusion and Return-to-Care Policies 

Illness exclusion policies explain when children or staff should stay home because of symptoms or contagious illness. These 
policies protect the group, but they can also be difficult for families who rely on care in order to work. For that reason, policies 
should be clear, consistent, and communicated before problems arise. 

A strong illness policy should explain: 

• which symptoms require exclusion 
• when a child may return 

Curriculum Idea: Handwashing as a learning activity 
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• when medical clearance may be needed, and 
• how families will be contacted if a child becomes ill during the day. 

Consistency matters. If similar symptoms are handled differently for different families, trust can be damaged and staff may feel 
uncertain about how to respond. Communication with families should be calm, specific, and respectful. Staff should describe what 
they observed and what policy applies, rather than making vague statements or sounding punitive. 

Communicable Disease Response 

When a communicable disease is suspected or confirmed, programs should follow written procedures and applicable public 
health guidance. This may involve notifying families, increasing cleaning procedures, excluding affected individuals, contacting 
licensing or health authorities when required, and documenting the response. 

Confidentiality must be protected. Families may need to know that their child was exposed to a communicable disease, but they 
should not be told the identity of the child or family involved. Administrators should also look for patterns. Repeated stomach 
illness in one classroom, for example, may suggest a need to review diapering procedures, handwashing, toy sanitation, or food 
handling. Illness patterns can provide useful information for improving daily practice. 

Staff Illness and Coverage 

Illness prevention applies to staff as well as children. Staff who come to work sick may spread illness to children, coworkers, and 
families. However, staffing shortages can create pressure for employees to work even when they should stay home. Programs 
should plan for staff illness as part of their staffing system. This includes substitute plans, cross-coverage procedures, and clear 
expectations about when staff should not work. If the program has no realistic way to cover absences, illness policies may be 
difficult to enforce. Supporting staff health is part of protecting children’s health. It also helps maintain program stability. 

This page titled 12.5: Illness Prevention, Cleaning, and Communicable Disease Control is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, 
remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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12.6: Safe Indoor and Outdoor Environments 

A safe environment allows children to explore, play, and learn without being exposed to preventable hazards. In early childhood 
programs, safety does not mean eliminating all challenge or risk. Children need opportunities to climb, run, build, experiment, and 
test their abilities. The goal is to reduce unreasonable hazards while preserving environments that support active learning and 
development. 

Indoor and outdoor safety depends on both design and daily practice. A well-designed classroom can still become unsafe if 
materials are broken, exits are blocked, chemicals are accessible, or supervision is weak. Likewise, an outdoor play area may 
meet equipment standards but still require regular inspection, active supervision, and clear routines for use. 

Indoor Safety 

Indoor spaces should be arranged so children can move safely, use materials appropriately, and remain within staff sight and 
hearing. Furniture placement, classroom traffic flow, storage systems, and the location of learning centers all affect safety. For 
example, a crowded dramatic play area near the classroom door may create congestion, while low shelving can help define spaces 
without blocking supervision. Staff should regularly check for hazards such as unstable furniture, choking hazards, uncovered 
electrical outlets, loose cords, slippery floors, broken toys, and unsafe storage of adult materials. Programs serving infants and 
toddlers must pay especially close attention to small objects, safe sleep areas, and furniture that children may climb. 

Safe Storage of Hazardous Materials 

Some of the most serious hazards in early childhood programs come from ordinary adult-use materials. Cleaning products, 
medications, sharp tools, plastic bags, maintenance supplies, and personal belongings may all create risks if children can access 
them. Safe storage requires clear expectations for everyone in the environment, including substitutes, volunteers, specialists, and 
visitors. Hazardous items should be: 

• locked or stored out of children’s reach, 
• clearly labeled, 
• separated from food and children’s materials, and 
• returned to secure storage immediately after use. 

Staff also need to be mindful of personal items such as purses, backpacks, drinks, cosmetics, or medications. A classroom may 
have a locked janitorial cabinet but still become unsafe if an adult leaves a bag with medication within children’s reach. 

Active Supervision 

Supervision is one of the most important safety practices in any early childhood setting. Active supervision means staff are 
positioned, attentive, and engaged enough to anticipate problems and respond quickly. It is not the same as simply being present 
in the room or on the playground. A useful supervision question is: Can staff see, hear, and reach children quickly enough if help is 
needed? If the answer is no, the supervision plan needs adjustment. Staff may need to reposition themselves during transitions, 
toileting, outdoor play, or times when children are spread across multiple activity areas. Supervision is especially important in 
higher-risk spaces such as climbing structures, bathrooms, sensory tables, and crowded transition areas. 

Outdoor Safety 

Outdoor environments provide essential opportunities for movement, exploration, social interaction, and sensory learning. They 
also introduce different safety concerns than indoor spaces. Equipment should be appropriate for the ages and abilities of 
the children using it, and playground surfacing should help reduce injuries from falls. Outdoor safety also includes fencing, 
gates, shade, drinking water, and protection from unsafe traffic areas. Weather and environmental conditions matter as well. In 
California, programs may need to pay particular attention to extreme heat, wildfire smoke, and air quality alerts. 
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Playground Inspection and Maintenance 

Playgrounds need routine inspection because equipment can become unsafe over time. Bolts loosen, surfacing shifts, wood 
splinters, plastic cracks, and outdoor materials wear down. Riding toys, balls, sand toys, and loose parts also need regular review. 

A simple inspection routine might include checking for: 

• broken equipment, 
• sharp edges or splinters, 
• tripping hazards, 
• unsafe surfacing, 
• standing water, 
• animal waste, and 
• objects that do not belong in the play area. 

When equipment is unsafe, the area should be closed or the item removed until it can be repaired or replaced. Children should 
not be expected to “just avoid” a hazard that remains available to them. 

Safe Risk and Developmentally Appropriate Challenge 

Safety does not require removing every challenge from the environment. Children benefit from manageable risks, such as 
climbing, balancing, carrying heavy objects, using tools with supervision, or navigating uneven outdoor surfaces. These 
experiences help children develop coordination, judgment, confidence, and problem-solving skills. The distinction between risk 
and hazard is important: 

• A risk is a challenge children can learn to manage with appropriate supervision and support. 
• A hazard is a danger children are unlikely to recognize or manage safely. 

Broken equipment, exposed sharp edges, toxic substances, and unsafe traffic access are hazards. Climbing, balancing, and testing 
physical abilities can be appropriate risks when the environment and supervision are well planned. 

Transportation and Field Trip Safety 

When programs provide transportation or take children off site, safety planning becomes more complex. Vehicles must be 
appropriate, maintained, and equipped with proper child restraints. Staff need clear procedures for loading, unloading, attendance 
checks, emergency supplies, and supervision during travel. Field trips require planning before children leave the site. Staff should 
consider ratios, emergency contacts, medications, first aid supplies, transportation routes, restroom access, accessibility, and 
supervision in unfamiliar spaces. Attendance checks should occur repeatedly: before leaving, during transitions, upon arrival, 
before departure, and after returning. Transportation and field trip safety should never rely on memory alone. Written procedures 
and checklists reduce the chance of serious errors. 

This page titled 12.6: Safe Indoor and Outdoor Environments is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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12.7: Emergency and Disaster Preparedness 

Emergency preparedness is an essential part of health and safety management in early childhood programs. Emergencies can 
include fires, earthquakes, severe weather, power outages, medical emergencies, lockdown situations, hazardous air quality, or 
other local threats. While programs cannot predict every possible event, they can prepare systems that help staff respond quickly 
and calmly. Emergency planning is especially important in early childhood settings because young children depend on adults for 
direction, mobility, communication, emotional support, and basic care. A written plan is necessary, but it is not enough. Staff must 
understand the plan, practice it regularly, and know how to adapt it to the needs of the children currently enrolled. 

Types of Emergencies to Plan For 

Programs should develop emergency procedures based on the risks most relevant to their location and setting. In California, 
common planning concerns may include earthquakes, wildfire smoke, extreme heat, power outages, flooding, and lockdown 
situations. Programs also need procedures for more common emergencies, such as fire, medical incidents, missing children, or 
unsafe individuals near the facility. 

Emergency planning should address what staff will do in different situations. Evacuation may be appropriate for a fire, but shelter-
in-place may be necessary during poor air quality, severe weather, or some security concerns. Lockdown procedures may be 
needed if there is a threat near or inside the facility. Each situation requires different staff actions, communication methods, and 
supervision strategies. 

Emergency Plans and Staff Roles 

A strong emergency plan explains who does what. During a crisis, staff should not have to stop and figure out who is responsible 
for checking bathrooms, carrying emergency contacts, collecting medications, leading children out, or calling families. Emergency 
plans should identify responsibilities such as: 

• who leads each classroom group, 
• who checks attendance, 
• who brings emergency supplies, 
• who carries medications or health plans, 
• who checks bathrooms and empty spaces, 
• who communicates with families, and 
• who contacts emergency services when needed. 

These responsibilities may need backup assignments in case a staff member is absent. Substitute teachers and floaters should 
also receive orientation to emergency procedures, since emergencies do not only happen when regular staff are present. 

Emergency Supplies 

Programs need emergency supplies that are accessible, current, and appropriate for the children served. These may include first 
aid kits, emergency contact information, water, food, flashlights, batteries, diapers, wipes, gloves, sanitation supplies, blankets, 
and communication devices. Programs serving infants, toddlers, or children with medical needs may require additional supplies. 
Emergency medications require special attention. If a child has an epinephrine auto-injector, inhaler, seizure medication, or other 
emergency medication, staff need to know where it is stored and who is trained to administer it. Supplies should be checked 
regularly so expired items, missing materials, or outdated contact information are identified before an emergency occurs. 

Planning for Children with Disabilities or Medical Needs 

Emergency plans must include every child. Children with disabilities, mobility needs, communication differences, sensory 
sensitivities, or chronic health conditions may need individualized planning. A plan that works for most children may still fail if 
it does not account for a child who cannot walk quickly, becomes overwhelmed by loud alarms, depends on medical equipment, 
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or needs communication support. Programs should consider how each child will be assisted during evacuation, lockdown, or 
shelter-in-place procedures. This may involve assigning a specific adult, preparing adaptive equipment, keeping visual supports 
available, or ensuring emergency medication travels with the child. These plans should be developed before an emergency occurs 
and updated when children’s needs change. 

Drills and Practice 

Emergency drills help staff and children learn what to do. Drills should be frequent enough that procedures become familiar, but 
they should also be handled in ways that are developmentally appropriate. Young children may become frightened by alarms, 
rushed movement, or intense adult emotions. Staff should explain drills calmly and reassure children that practice helps everyone 
stay safe. Drills are also a way to test the program’s systems. A drill may reveal that attendance sheets are hard to access, 
emergency bags are incomplete, staff are unsure who checks the bathroom, or children with mobility needs require more support 
than expected. These discoveries are useful. The purpose of drills is not only to practice, but also to improve the plan. 

Family Communication and Reunification 

Families need to know how the program will communicate during an emergency. Programs should explain emergency 
communication procedures before a crisis occurs, including how families will be contacted, where reunification may occur, and 
what identification or authorization may be required before a child is released. Reunification procedures are especially important 
if children must evacuate to another location. Staff need accurate emergency contact information and clear procedures for 
documenting child release. During a stressful event, families may arrive quickly and anxiously. A clear system helps protect 
children and reduces confusion. Programs should also communicate after drills or real emergencies when appropriate. Brief 
updates can reassure families and reinforce confidence in the program’s preparedness. 

Reviewing and Updating Emergency Plans 

Emergency plans should be reviewed regularly. Changes in staffing, enrollment, classroom assignments, child health needs, 
contact information, facility layout, or local risk conditions may all require updates. A plan that was accurate at the beginning of 
the year may become outdated within a few months. Administrators should review plans after drills, incidents, staff changes, and 
enrollment of children with new support needs. Staff feedback is important because employees who participate in drills often 
notice practical problems that may not be obvious in a written plan. 

The Drill that Exposed the Gaps 

A child care center conducted a fire drill that initially seemed successful because all classrooms exited the building quickly. 
However, when the director reviewed the process, several problems became clear. One teacher had forgotten the emergency 
contact binder. A substitute did not know who was responsible for checking the bathroom. A child with mobility needs was 
carried outside safely, but there had been no assigned plan for who should assist him. Emergency medication for one child 
remained locked in the classroom. 

The director realized that the written emergency plan did not translate clearly into daily practice. The program revised staff 
roles, updated emergency bags, created substitute instructions, and developed individualized plans for children who needed 
additional assistance. Future drills were used not just to practice evacuation, but to test whether the revised systems worked. 
This example shows that emergency preparedness depends on practice, role clarity, and planning for the needs of every child. 

Example 

This page titled 12.7: Emergency and Disaster Preparedness is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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12.8: Injury Prevention, Incident Reporting, and 
Documentation 

Injury prevention is a major responsibility in early childhood programs because young children are active, curious, and still 
developing judgment, coordination, and self-control. Some minor injuries, such as small bumps or scrapes, are expected in 
environments where children move, play, and explore. However, programs must work to prevent avoidable injuries and respond 
carefully when injuries occur. A strong injury prevention system includes: 

• active supervision 
• safe environments 
• clear routines 
• prompt response to injuries 
• accurate documentation, and 
• regular review of incident patterns. 

Incident reports are not just paperwork. They are tools that help programs communicate with families, meet regulatory 
expectations, and identify safety concerns before they become larger problems. 

Preventing Injuries Through Daily Practice 

Injury prevention begins with the way the program operates each day. Staff should be attentive to the environment, the children’s 
developmental abilities, and the activities taking place. A safe classroom or playground is not only one that has been inspected; 
it is one where adults are actively noticing what children are doing and where problems may arise. 

Some injuries can be reduced through simple daily practices: placing staff where they can see children clearly, checking 
equipment before use, removing broken materials, teaching children how to use equipment safely, and adjusting routines when a 
space becomes crowded or chaotic. Transitions are especially important because injuries often happen when children are moving 
from one activity or location to another. 

Active Supervision and Risk Awareness 

Active supervision is one of the strongest tools for injury prevention. Staff should position themselves intentionally, scan the 
environment, listen closely, count children regularly, and anticipate problems before they occur. Supervision should change based 
on the activity. A group of children eating snack requires a different level of monitoring than children climbing, using tricycles, or 
playing near water. Risk awareness means staff understand which situations are more likely to lead to injury. For example, running 
near climbing equipment, crowding at a slide, loose shoelaces on the playground, or children carrying materials across a busy 
walkway may all require adult attention before an injury occurs. A useful staff reminder is: supervision is active, not passive. Being 
nearby is not enough if adults are distracted, poorly positioned, or unaware of what is happening. 

Responding When Injuries Occur 

When a child is injured, the first priority is the child’s immediate safety and care. Staff should respond calmly, assess the injury, 
provide appropriate first aid, and seek additional help when needed. The response should match the seriousness of the injury. 
A minor scrape may require cleaning and comfort, while a head injury, allergic reaction, breathing difficulty, or serious fall may 
require urgent medical attention. 

Programs should have clear procedures for who provides first aid, when parents are contacted, when emergency services are 
called, and who supervises the rest of the group while the injured child is being cared for. Staff should not be left to make these 
decisions without guidance. Families should be informed promptly and respectfully. Even when an injury is minor, families need 
accurate information about what happened, how staff responded, and what signs to watch for after pickup. 
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Incident Reports 

Incident reports create a written record of injuries or significant safety events. A good incident report should be factual, specific, 
and completed as soon as possible after the event. It should describe what happened without blaming the child, staff, or family. 

A report should generally include: 

• the child’s name and date of the incident, 
• where and when the incident occurred, 
• what staff observed or were told, 
• what injury or concern was noted, 
• what first aid or response was provided, 
• whether the family was contacted, and 
• staff signatures or required documentation. 

The wording should be objective. For example, “Child tripped while running on the playground and scraped left knee” is clearer 
and more appropriate than “Child was not being careful.” 

Documentation and Family Communication 

Documentation and communication should work together. Families should not receive an incident report with no explanation, 
especially if the injury is significant. Staff should explain what happened calmly, answer questions, and avoid speculation. 
Programs should also be clear about which incidents require written documentation. Minor injuries, head injuries, bites, falls, 
injuries requiring first aid, and unusual safety events may all require reporting depending on program policy and licensing 
rules. Head injuries should be handled especially carefully because symptoms may appear later. Incident reports should be 
stored according to program policy. They may be needed for licensing review, insurance purposes, internal safety analysis, or 
communication with families. 

Reviewing Patterns and Preventing Future Injuries 

Incident reports are useful only if programs review them. A single report may describe one event, but multiple reports can reveal 
patterns. Repeated injuries in the same location, at the same time of day, involving the same equipment, or during the same 
routine may point to a larger safety issue. Administrators and staff can use incident data to ask questions such as: 

• Are injuries happening during transitions? 
• Is one area of the playground creating repeated problems? 
• Are there times of day when supervision is stretched? 
• Do certain routines need to be changed? 
• Is equipment being used in ways staff did not anticipate? 

The goal is not to blame staff or children. The goal is to identify preventable risks and adjust the environment, schedule, 
supervision plan, or procedures. 

Reportable Incidents 

Some incidents may need to be reported to licensing agencies or other authorities, depending on state regulations and 
program type. These may include serious injuries, injuries requiring medical attention, suspected abuse or neglect, missing 
children, unsafe conditions, or other significant events. Programs should have clear procedures for determining when an 
incident is reportable, who makes the report, and how the report is documented. Staff should know when to notify the director 
immediately rather than waiting until the end of the day. Because reporting requirements vary by jurisdiction and funding source, 
administrators need to stay current with applicable regulations. 

The Same Playground Injury 

Example 
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Over several weeks, a preschool classroom had several incident reports involving children tripping near the edge of the 
playground path. Each injury was minor, so staff initially treated them as separate events. One child scraped a knee, another 
fell while running, and a third tripped while carrying a bucket. During a monthly safety review, the director noticed that all 
three reports occurred in the same area. When staff inspected the space more closely, they found that the edge between the 
path and the play surface had become uneven. The program repaired the surface and adjusted supervision during outdoor 
play until the repair was complete. This example shows how incident reports can help programs identify patterns that may 
not be obvious when each event is viewed separately. 

This page titled 12.8: Injury Prevention, Incident Reporting, and Documentation is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 

345 (12.8.3)

https://workforce.libretexts.org/Courses/Coalinga_College/Administration_of_Early_Childhood_Programs/12%3A_Managing_Nutrition_Health_and_Safety_Standards/12.08%3A_Injury_Prevention_Incident_Reporting_and_Documentation
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


12.9: Staff Training, Mandated Reporting, Accountability, and 
a Culture of Safety 

Health and safety standards are only effective when staff understand them and apply them consistently. A program may have 
well-written policies, but those policies will not protect children if expectations vary by classroom or procedures are followed only 
when a supervisor is watching. Training, accountability, and a shared culture of safety help ensure that health and safety practices 
become part of daily program life. This section also includes mandated reporting because protecting children from abuse and 
neglect is a core safety responsibility. Early childhood professionals must prevent injuries and illness within the program and 
respond appropriately when they suspect a child may be unsafe outside the program. 

Staff Training as a Safety System 

Staff training should begin during onboarding and continue throughout employment. New employees need to learn procedures 
before they are expected to carry them out independently, and experienced staff need periodic review when policies change, new 
risks emerge, or incidents reveal gaps. Training should be practical and connected to daily work. It is not enough to tell staff to 
“supervise actively”; they need to know what that looks like during outdoor play, toileting, nap time, meals, transitions, and arrival 
or departure. The same is true for allergy procedures, cleaning products, emergency drills, medication documentation, and injury 
response. 

Important health and safety training topics often include: 

• pediatric first aid and CPR, 
• illness prevention and handwashing, 
• cleaning, sanitizing, and disinfecting, 
• food allergies and special diets, 
• medication administration, 
• emergency and disaster procedures, 
• active supervision, 
• safe sleep practices when infants are served, 
• injury reporting, and 
• mandated reporting of suspected abuse or neglect. 

Programs also need systems to track completed training, renewal dates, certifications, and staff who need follow-up support. 

Mandated Reporting and Child Protection 

Early childhood professionals are often mandated reporters. This means they have a legal responsibility to report suspected child 
abuse or neglect according to state law. Staff do not need to investigate, prove, or personally verify abuse before making a report. 
Their responsibility is to report reasonable suspicion through the required process. Staff should be trained to recognize possible 
signs of abuse and neglect, including physical indicators, behavioral changes, concerning family interactions, or child disclosures. 
They also need to understand that neglect can include failure to provide adequate supervision, food, shelter, medical care, or 
protection, depending on state definitions. 

Mandated reporting procedures should be clear before a concern arises. Staff should know what types of concerns must be 
reported, how to make a report, when it must be made, what documentation is required, who within the program should be 
notified, and how confidentiality should be handled. Internal notification does not replace the mandated reporter’s legal duty to 
report when required. 

Creating Clear Accountability 

Accountability means staff are expected to follow health and safety procedures consistently. It should not create a culture of fear; 
instead, it should protect children and help staff understand the seriousness of their responsibilities. Accountability begins with 
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clear expectations. Written policies, posted reminders, checklists, training, supervision, and feedback all help make expectations 
visible. Staff cannot be held fairly accountable for procedures they were never taught or that are communicated inconsistently. 
When procedures are not followed, supervisors should respond promptly. Some issues may call for coaching or retraining, while 
others may require formal documentation or corrective action. The response should match the seriousness of the concern. 

Monitoring Daily Practice 

Health and safety monitoring should be built into ordinary program routines. Directors and site supervisors should observe 
whether procedures are actually being followed, not only whether forms are complete. A cleaning checklist may be posted, but 
the more important question is whether materials are being cleaned correctly and consistently. Monitoring can include classroom 
walkthroughs, playground checks, review of incident reports, medication log audits, emergency bag inspections, and observation 
of arrival, meals, nap time, toileting, and transitions. Staff feedback is valuable because employees often know when procedures 
are unrealistic, supplies are hard to access, or routines break down during busy parts of the day. 

Building a Culture of Safety 

A culture of safety exists when everyone in the program sees health and safety as a shared responsibility. Staff feel responsible 
for noticing concerns, speaking up, following procedures, and supporting one another. Safety is not treated as the director’s job 
alone or as something that matters only during licensing visits. In a strong safety culture, staff are encouraged to report hazards, 
near misses, unclear procedures, and supply problems before an injury or emergency occurs. These reports should be welcomed 
as opportunities to improve the program. This does not remove accountability; it creates a healthier form of accountability in 
which identifying problems early is part of professionalism. 

Working With Families Around Health and Safety 

Families are more likely to cooperate with health and safety policies when expectations are explained clearly and applied 
consistently. Programs should communicate important policies at enrollment and revisit them as needed, including illness 
exclusion, medication procedures, food policies, emergency contacts, injury reports, safe arrival and departure, and required 
documentation. Some conversations are difficult. A family may be frustrated that a child must be picked up due to illness, 
worried after an injury, or upset about a mandated reporting concern. Staff should communicate calmly, factually, and respectfully, 
focusing on the child’s well-being, program policy, and required procedures. 

Continuous Improvement 

Health and safety systems should be reviewed regularly. Incidents, drills, staff questions, family concerns, illness patterns, and 
licensing feedback can all reveal areas for improvement. Programs should avoid treating problems as isolated events when they 
may point to a larger system issue. For example, if staff repeatedly forget emergency medications during drills, the solution 
may not be another reminder. The program may need to change where medications are stored, revise the checklist, assign 
responsibility more clearly, or practice more often. Continuous improvement means asking: What did we learn, and what should 
change? 

This page titled 12.9: Staff Training, Mandated Reporting, Accountability, and a Culture of Safety is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was 
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12.10: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Managing nutrition, health, and safety standards requires clear systems, consistent staff practices, and ongoing communication 
with families. Programs must provide safe and nutritious food, maintain accurate health records, prevent the spread of illness, 
keep indoor and outdoor spaces safe, prepare for emergencies, and document injuries or incidents carefully. These 
responsibilities are not separate from program quality; they create the conditions that allow children to learn, participate, and 
build trusting relationships. Administrators play a central role in developing policies, training staff, monitoring daily practice, and 
responding to problems when they arise. Strong programs go beyond minimum compliance by building a culture of safety in 
which all adults understand their responsibilities and work together to protect children’s well-being. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Why is it important for administrators to treat health and safety as systems rather than as individual rules or isolated tasks? 
2. How can programs communicate illness, food, medication, and safety policies to families in ways that are both clear and 

respectful? 
3. What is the difference between a developmentally appropriate risk and a preventable hazard in an early childhood 

environment? 
4. How can incident reports, drills, illness patterns, or staff feedback be used to improve program practices over time? 
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13.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Engaging families, volunteers, and the community is an essential part of early childhood program administration. Children’s 
development is shaped not only by what happens in the classroom, but also by their families, cultures, neighborhoods, and 
community systems. For this reason, strong programs build relationships that connect children’s learning experiences with the 
people and resources that surround them. 

This chapter explores how early childhood programs can build positive relationships with families, communicate effectively, 
support diverse family structures and needs, involve families in meaningful ways, and work responsibly with volunteers and 
community partners. It also addresses the ethical, legal, and safety responsibilities that come with engagement, including 
confidentiality, professional boundaries, volunteer supervision, consent, mandated reporting, and equitable access to 
participation. The goal is to help administrators create engagement systems that are respectful, inclusive, practical, and safe. 

• Explain why family, volunteer, and community engagement are important responsibilities in early childhood program 
administration. 

• Describe strategies for building positive, respectful, and professional relationships with families. 
• Identify effective communication practices that support two-way family engagement, confidentiality, and trust. 
• Analyze how programs can support diverse families through culturally responsive, accessible, and flexible engagement 

practices. 
• Explain how volunteers and community partners can support early childhood programs when roles, boundaries, 

supervision, and safety procedures are clearly defined. 
• Evaluate ethical, legal, and safety considerations related to family engagement, volunteer participation, referrals, 

confidentiality, and mandated reporting. 

Brainstorming Questions 

1. What are some ways families might be engaged in an early childhood program besides attending events or volunteering in 
the classroom? 

2. How can a program build trust with families before concerns or conflicts arise? 
3. What barriers might prevent some families from participating in program activities, even when they care deeply about their 

child’s learning? 
4. Why is it important to have clear expectations for volunteers and community partners who interact with children or families? 

Learning Objectives 
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13.2: Understanding Engagement as a Program 
Responsibility 

Family and community engagement is not an optional extra in an early childhood program. It is part of the program’s responsibility 
to support children’s development, learning, and well-being. Young children live within families, cultures, neighborhoods, and 
communities, so programs cannot serve children well without also building respectful connections with the people and systems 
surrounding them. Engagement is broader than inviting families to events or asking volunteers to help in the classroom. A family 
may never attend a daytime event and still be deeply engaged in their child’s learning. A community partner may never visit 
the classroom but may still provide essential support to families. For administrators, the goal is to build systems that make 
relationships, communication, participation, and support part of regular program practice. 

Family Engagement and Family Involvement 

The terms family involvement and family engagement are sometimes used interchangeably, but they are not exactly the same. 
Family involvement often refers to activities families participate in, such as attending events, volunteering, helping with projects, 
or coming to conferences. These activities can be valuable, but they do not always reflect the depth of the relationship between 
the family and the program. 

Family engagement is broader and more relationship-based. It includes two-way communication, shared decision-making, 
respect for family knowledge, and ongoing partnership in support of the child. A family who communicates regularly with the 
teacher, shares information about the child’s needs, and uses classroom ideas at home may be highly engaged even if they 
rarely attend formal events. This distinction matters because programs can unintentionally measure engagement too narrowly. If 
engagement is defined only as attendance at events, programs may overlook families who are involved in less visible but equally 
meaningful ways. 

Some families cannot attend program events because of work schedules, transportation, caregiving responsibilities, language 
barriers, or discomfort in school-like settings. Programs should offer multiple ways for families to participate and 
communicate rather than assuming that attendance equals commitment. 

Why Engagement Matters 

Strong family engagement supports children because it connects the program to the child’s life outside the classroom. Families 
know children’s histories, routines, languages, interests, fears, strengths, and needs. When staff listen to families, they gain 
information that helps them respond more effectively to the child. Engagement also strengthens trust. Families are more likely 
to share concerns, ask questions, follow program procedures, and remain enrolled when they feel respected and informed. This 
is especially important when difficult conversations arise, such as concerns about behavior, health, development, attendance, or 
safety. For the program, engagement can improve communication, reduce misunderstandings, support enrollment and retention, 
and connect families with resources. For children, it creates consistency between home and school and communicates that the 
important adults in their lives are working together. 

Engagement as an Ongoing Relationship 

Engagement should not be limited to the beginning of the year or to special events. Relationships with families are built through 
repeated interactions over time: greeting families at drop-off, sharing meaningful updates, asking about changes at home, 
responding to questions, and following through on concerns. Small moments matter. A teacher who remembers a child’s new 
sibling, a director who helps a family understand paperwork, or a staff member who communicates in a family’s preferred language 
may build more trust than a large event that only some families can attend. Programs should therefore think of engagement as 
part of everyday operations. It belongs in enrollment, orientation, curriculum planning, assessment, conferences, family support, 
transitions, and problem-solving. 

Caution: Attending Events is not the Same as Engagement 
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Shared Responsibility Across Staff 

Family and community engagement should not fall on one person alone. Directors may set expectations and build systems, but 
teachers, office staff, classroom assistants, family service staff, and support personnel all shape how families experience the 
program. 

Families form impressions through many interactions, including: 

• how they are greeted, 
• how questions are answered, 
• whether communication is timely, 
• whether staff respect confidentiality, and 
• whether concerns are handled respectfully. 

If one part of the program communicates warmth and another part feels dismissive or disorganized, families may receive mixed 
messages. Consistency across staff helps create a more trustworthy program culture. 

Engagement and Program Quality 

High-quality programs treat family and community engagement as part of continuous improvement. Family feedback can help 
administrators understand whether policies are clear, communication is effective, events are accessible, and services match 
family needs. Community partners can also help programs identify unmet needs, connect families to support, and respond to local 
conditions. Engagement should be intentional rather than accidental. Programs can support it through written communication 
plans, family surveys, advisory groups, conferences, referral systems, volunteer procedures, and staff training. These systems help 
ensure that engagement does not depend only on the personality or effort of individual staff members. 
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13.3: Building Positive Relationships with Families 

Positive relationships with families are the foundation of effective family engagement. Families are more likely to communicate 
openly, participate in the program, and trust staff recommendations when they feel respected and welcomed. These relationships 
are built through everyday interactions, not only through formal conferences or family events. 

In early childhood programs, families are trusting staff with something deeply important: the care and education of their young 
children. Because of this, relationship-building must be intentional. A warm greeting, a clear explanation, a respectful response 
to a concern, or a thoughtful question about a child’s home routine can help establish trust over time. 

Welcoming Families into the Program 

A family’s first impression of the program begins before the child’s first day. It may begin with a phone call, email, tour, enrollment 
packet, or brief conversation at the front desk. These early interactions communicate whether the program is organized, 
respectful, and approachable. Welcoming families does not require elaborate events. It requires consistency and care in ordinary 
moments. Staff can welcome families by learning names, greeting them respectfully, explaining routines clearly, and helping them 
understand what to expect. Families who feel confused or ignored early in the process may be less likely to ask questions or share 
concerns later. 

The physical environment also communicates welcome. Signs, displays, books, photos, and materials should reflect the families 
and communities served by the program. A welcoming environment helps families see that they belong in the program, not just 
that their child has been admitted. 

Learning About Family Goals, Values, and Routines 

Families bring important knowledge about their children. They understand children’s temperaments, fears, strengths, routines, 
cultural practices, home languages, relationships, and preferences. Staff need this information in order to respond well to children. 
Programs can learn from families through enrollment conversations, home language surveys, family questionnaires, conferences, 
daily communication, and informal conversations. The purpose is not to collect information once and file it away. The purpose 
is to use family knowledge to guide care and teaching. For example, knowing how a child is comforted at home may help staff 
support separation. Understanding a family’s sleep routine may help with nap transitions. Learning about a child’s home language 
may shape classroom communication. When staff use family information respectfully, families are more likely to see the program 
as a partner. 

Building Trust Before Problems Arise 

Trust is easier to build before there is a concern. If the first meaningful conversation a family has with the program is about a 
problem, the family may feel defensive or anxious. Regular positive communication helps create a relationship that can hold more 
difficult conversations later. Staff should look for opportunities to share specific, meaningful information about children’s daily 
experiences. A comment such as “She had a good day” is less useful than “She spent a long time building with blocks today and 
told another child, ‘Let’s make a bridge.’” Specific updates show families that staff notice their child as an individual. Positive 
communication should be genuine, not exaggerated. Families do not need constant praise; they need evidence that staff know 
and care about their child. 

Respectful Communication During Concerns 

Even in strong programs, concerns will arise. A child may struggle with behavior, separation, toileting, eating, sleep, peer 
interactions, attendance, or health requirements. These conversations should be handled with respect and care. When discussing 
concerns, staff should describe observations rather than make judgments. For example, “He cried for about 20 minutes after drop-
off and stayed close to the teacher during center time” is more useful than “He is too clingy.” Specific, neutral language helps 
families understand what staff are seeing without feeling blamed. It also helps to invite family perspective. A simple question 
such as “Are you seeing anything similar at home?” or “What usually helps when this happens?” can shift the conversation from 
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criticism to collaboration. 

Professionalism and Boundaries 

Close relationships with families are valuable, but they must remain professional. Staff should be warm, responsive, and respectful 
without becoming overly personal or sharing information inappropriately. Boundaries protect children, families, and staff. 

Professional boundaries include: 

• maintaining confidentiality, 
• avoiding gossip, 
• using appropriate communication channels, 
• and being careful with social media or personal contact outside the program. 

Programs should provide clear guidance so staff understand what kinds of communication are appropriate and what should be 
avoided. This is especially important in small communities where staff and families may know one another outside the program. 
Familiarity does not remove the need for professionalism. 

Repairing Trust When Problems Occur 

Programs sometimes make mistakes. A message may be missed, a family may receive unclear information, or a concern may not 
be handled well. When this happens, staff should address the issue directly rather than hoping it disappears. Repairing trust may 
involve acknowledging the concern, clarifying what happened, apologizing when appropriate, and explaining what will change. 
Families do not expect perfection, but they do expect honesty and responsiveness. How a program responds to mistakes often 
matters as much as the mistake itself. 
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13.4: Communicating Effectively with Families 

Effective communication is one of the most important parts of family engagement. Families need clear information about their 
child, the classroom, program policies, upcoming events, and any concerns that arise. Staff also need information from families 
in order to understand children’s needs, routines, health, behavior, and experiences outside the program. Communication should 
not be treated as one-directional. A program that sends frequent announcements may still communicate poorly if families have 
few opportunities to ask questions, share information, or give feedback. High-quality communication is timely, understandable, 
respectful, and responsive. 

Formal and Informal Communication 

Family communication happens in many ways. Formal communication may include newsletters, conferences, written notices, 
family handbooks, assessment reports, and scheduled meetings. Informal communication may happen during drop-off, pick-
up, phone calls, messaging apps, or brief conversations throughout the week. Each type of communication has value. Formal 
communication helps programs share consistent information and document important topics. Informal communication helps 
build relationships and allows staff to respond to everyday questions or updates. The strongest programs use more than one 
method. A family who misses a newsletter may still need a verbal reminder. A family who cannot talk at pick-up may prefer an app 
message or scheduled call. Communication systems should be flexible enough to reach families in practical ways. 

Two-Way Communication 

Two-way communication means families are not only receiving information from the program; they are also invited to share what 
they know, ask questions, and participate in problem-solving. This is especially important because families are the child’s first 
and most consistent teachers. Programs can encourage two-way communication by asking families about children’s routines, 
interests, recent changes, and goals. When concerns arise, staff should ask for family perspective before deciding what a situation 
means or what should happen next. 

Two-way communication helps families feel respected rather than managed. When families see that staff listen and follow up, 
they are more likely to share important information and work collaboratively with the program. 

Communicating Concerns Respectfully 

Difficult conversations are part of early childhood work. Staff may need to talk with families about behavior, developmental 
concerns, attendance, health policies, injuries, toileting, or conflict with peers. These conversations should be handled with 
care because families may feel worried, embarrassed, defensive, or overwhelmed. A respectful approach begins with specific 
observations. Instead of saying, “She is aggressive,” a teacher might say, “Today she hit two children during block play when 
they reached for materials she was using.” Specific language helps families understand the concern without feeling that their 
child is being labeled. Staff should also avoid surprising families with major concerns after long periods of silence. If a pattern is 
developing, communication should begin early. This gives families and staff more time to work together before the issue becomes 
more serious. 

Language Access and Clarity 

Families should receive important information in a language and format they can understand whenever possible. If families 
do not understand program policies, forms, health requirements, or concerns about their child, they cannot fully participate 
in the partnership. Clear communication also means avoiding unnecessary jargon. Terms such as developmentally appropriate 
practice, self-regulation, scaffolding, or sensory processing may be familiar to educators but unclear to families. Staff can still use 
professional concepts, but they should explain them in practical language. 

Caution: Two-way Communication Builds Trust 
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Communication should be accessible in other ways as well. Some families may prefer written messages, while others may need 
verbal explanation. Some may have limited internet access or difficulty using a communication app. Programs should avoid 
assuming one method works equally well for all families. 

Confidentiality in Communication 

Family communication must protect confidentiality. Staff should not discuss a child’s behavior, health, family circumstances, or 
developmental concerns where other families can overhear. Written or digital communication should also be handled carefully so 
that information is shared only with appropriate people. Confidentiality is especially important during drop-off and pick-up, when 
quick conversations may happen in public spaces. If a topic is sensitive, staff should arrange a private conversation rather than 
discussing it in front of other adults or children. Volunteers and community partners also need guidance about confidentiality. 
Anyone who spends time in the program may observe children or hear family information, so expectations must be clear. 

Consistency Across Staff 

Families can lose trust when different staff members give different answers to the same question. For example, confusion about 
illness policies, tuition deadlines, drop-off procedures, or behavior expectations may lead families to feel that the program is 
disorganized or unfair. Programs should identify who communicates about different topics. Classroom teachers may share daily 
updates and curriculum information, while administrators may handle tuition, enrollment, policy exceptions, or serious concerns. 
When staff are unsure how to answer a question, it is better to say they will check and follow up than to guess. Consistent 
communication depends on shared expectations, written policies, and staff coordination. 

"We Send So Many Messages" 

A program director was surprised when families reported that communication felt unclear. Staff sent newsletters, app 
reminders, flyers, and email updates every week. From the program’s perspective, families were receiving plenty of 
information. 

When the director asked for more feedback, families explained that the problem was not the amount of communication. 
Messages were long, repetitive, and sometimes inconsistent. Important information was buried inside general reminders, 
and families were unsure which messages required action. Some families also said they did not feel comfortable asking 
questions because communication mostly came from the program to them. 

The program revised its communication system by shortening messages, using clearer subject lines, identifying action items, 
and creating more opportunities for families to respond. Teachers also began asking families at conferences how they 
preferred to receive information. Effective communication is not measured by how many messages a program sends, but by 
whether families receive, understand, and can respond to the information they need. 

Example 
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13.5: Supporting Diverse Families and Culturally Responsive 
Engagement 

Early childhood programs serve families with different cultures, languages, family structures, work schedules, religious beliefs, 
caregiving practices, immigration experiences, and levels of familiarity with school systems. Family engagement is strongest 
when programs recognize these differences and create flexible ways for families to communicate, participate, and feel respected. 
Culturally responsive engagement does not mean assuming what a family believes or needs based on their background. It means 
learning from each family, listening carefully, and avoiding the expectation that all families will engage with the program in the 
same way. 

Recognizing Family Diversity 

Families may include single parents, married parents, foster families, adoptive families, grandparents, extended relatives, 
guardians, blended families, military families, migrant families, and many other structures. Programs should avoid language 
or practices that assume all children live in the same type of household. This applies to forms, newsletters, classroom 
communication, family events, and conversations with children. For example, using terms such as “family member,” “parent/
guardian,” or “the adults in your home” can be more inclusive than assuming every child has a mother and father in the household. 
Recognizing family diversity is not about singling families out. It is about creating a program environment where different family 
structures are treated as normal and respected. 

Avoiding Assumptions About Families 

Staff may unintentionally make assumptions about what families value, what they understand, or how committed they are to the 
program. A parent who does not attend events may be working during program hours. A family that asks few questions may come 
from a background where questioning teachers feels uncomfortable or disrespectful. A family that responds briefly to messages 
may be managing language barriers, time constraints, or limited technology access. 

Rather than interpreting family behavior too quickly, staff should remain curious and respectful. A useful question for staff is: 
“What else might explain this family’s response besides lack of interest?” This approach helps prevent misunderstandings. It also 
allows staff to build relationships based on the family’s actual circumstances rather than on assumptions. 

Language Access 

Language access is essential for meaningful engagement. Families cannot fully participate if important information is available 
only in a language they do not understand. Programs should consider how families receive information about enrollment, 
health policies, curriculum, child progress, events, concerns, emergencies, and required forms. When possible, programs should 
provide translation, interpretation, bilingual staff support, or communication tools that help families understand and respond. 
Critical information should be communicated as clearly as possible, especially when it involves safety, health, eligibility, behavior 
concerns, or family decision-making. Language access also includes respect for children’s home languages. When programs value 
home languages, families are more likely to feel that their culture, identity, and family relationships are respected. 

Reducing Barriers to Participation 

Programs sometimes design engagement opportunities around the schedules, transportation options, and comfort levels of only 
some families. Daytime events, in-person meetings, digital apps, or volunteer opportunities may work well for one family and 
poorly for another. 

Common barriers to participation may include: 

• work schedules, 
• transportation, 
• language, 
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• child care for siblings, 
• limited technology access, 
• discomfort with school settings, or 
• past negative experiences with institutions. 

Reducing barriers does not mean every family will participate in the same way. It means the program offers multiple paths for 
connection. A family might attend a meeting, answer a survey, send a message, share information at drop-off, participate by 
phone, or support learning at home. All of these can be meaningful forms of engagement. 

Families participate in different ways. Some may attend events, while others may communicate through messages, share 
information at drop-off, respond to surveys, or support learning at home. Programs should avoid treating one type of 
participation as more valuable than another. 

Respecting Cultural Values and Caregiving Practices 

Families may differ in their expectations about independence, discipline, food, sleep, communication, adult authority, play, 
learning, and child behavior. These differences can affect how families interpret program practices and how staff interpret family 
choices. Programs should communicate their expectations clearly while also listening to family perspectives. For example, a 
teacher may explain why the classroom encourages children to serve themselves at snack, while also learning whether a family 
has different expectations around mealtime. A director may explain the program’s guidance policy while respectfully discussing 
a family’s beliefs about discipline. Respect does not mean the program abandons health, safety, or developmentally appropriate 
practice. It means staff avoid dismissive language, seek understanding first, and explain program expectations in a way that 
preserves the family’s dignity. 

Avoiding One-Size-Fits-All Expectations 

Programs should avoid assuming that all families will engage in the same way. Some families may enjoy classroom events, 
volunteering, or committee participation. Others may prefer brief conversations, written communication, phone calls, or 
occasional conferences. A family’s level of visible participation should not be treated as a measure of how much they care about 
their child. Many families are deeply invested in their children’s learning even when they cannot attend events or volunteer during 
program hours. More inclusive engagement happens when programs offer varied options and communicate that each family’s 
participation matters. The goal is not to make every family engage identically. The goal is to build respectful partnerships in ways 
that are realistic and meaningful. 

Creating a Sense of Belonging 

Belonging is deeper than access. A family may be allowed to enroll and still feel like an outsider if communication is confusing, 
staff seem uncomfortable with difference, or engagement opportunities do not fit their lives. Families notice ordinary interactions. 
They notice whether staff pronounce names correctly, respond respectfully to home languages, ask about family routines, follow 
up on concerns, and make room for different ways of participating. Small moments can either build belonging or weaken it. 
When families feel that they belong, engagement becomes more natural. They are more likely to share information, ask questions, 
participate in ways that work for them, and trust the program as a partner in their child’s development. 

Caution: Offer Multiple Ways to Engage 

This page titled 13.5: Supporting Diverse Families and Culturally Responsive Engagement is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, 
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13.6: Involving Families in Children’s Learning and Program 
Life 

Family engagement becomes more meaningful when families are invited to contribute to children’s learning and to the life of the 
program in practical, respectful ways. This does not mean every family must volunteer in the classroom or attend every event. 
Families differ in their schedules, comfort levels, languages, and available time. A strong program offers multiple ways for families 
to participate. 

Involving families should be connected to children’s development and the program’s goals. When families share knowledge, skills, 
stories, routines, or perspectives, they help teachers better understand the children they serve. This makes curriculum more 
meaningful and strengthens the connection between home and school. 

Connecting Home and School 

Children benefit when there is a relationship between what happens at home and what happens in the program. Teachers can 
build this connection by learning about children’s interests, home routines, family traditions, languages, and current experiences. 
This information can shape classroom conversations, books, dramatic play materials, projects, and daily routines. Home-school 
connections do not need to be complicated. A family might share a photo of a new sibling, tell the teacher about a child’s interest 
in trucks, explain a bedtime routine, or describe a cultural celebration. Teachers can then use that information to make classroom 
experiences more relevant to the child. The goal is not to make families responsible for teaching the curriculum. Instead, the 
program recognizes that families already contribute important knowledge that can enrich children’s learning. 

Family Participation in the Classroom 

Some families may enjoy participating directly in classroom activities. They might read a book, share a skill, help with a cooking 
activity, support a classroom celebration, talk about their work, or join a nature walk. These experiences can help children see 
their families as valued members of the learning community. Classroom participation should be planned carefully. Staff need to 
clarify expectations, explain routines, and ensure that participation supports the classroom rather than disrupts it. Families should 
not be expected to supervise children independently unless they have met the program’s volunteer requirements. 

Programs should also avoid assuming that families who cannot participate in person are less committed. In-person participation 
is only one form of engagement. 

Sharing Family Knowledge, Culture, and Skills 

Families can contribute to curriculum in ways that go beyond attending events. They may share songs, stories, recipes, 
occupations, languages, cultural practices, hobbies, community knowledge, or family traditions. These contributions help children 
see that learning is connected to real people and real experiences. Programs should invite family contributions without pressuring 
families. Some open-ended invitations could be, “Are there songs, routines, stories, or family experiences you would like us 
to know about or include?” When family knowledge is used thoughtfully, curriculum becomes more personal, inclusive, and 
connected to children’s lives. 

Family Events and Gatherings 

Family events can support connection, but they should be planned with accessibility and purpose in mind. Events may include 
open houses, family nights, classroom celebrations, curriculum showcases, parent education sessions, workdays, or community-
building gatherings. 

Before planning an event, staff should ask what the event is meant to accomplish. Is the goal to build relationships, share 
children’s learning, provide family education, gather input, or connect families with resources? A clear purpose helps prevent 
events from becoming busy traditions that require a great deal of staff effort but do not meaningfully support engagement. 
Practical barriers also matter. Timing, transportation, language access, sibling care, cost, and family comfort all affect 
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participation. Offering varied types of engagement over time is usually more inclusive than relying on one large event. 

The Family Night No One Came To 

A preschool program planned a family curriculum night to help families understand what children were learning. Staff 
prepared displays of children’s work, set up activity stations, and planned a short presentation about the program’s learning 
goals. They expected strong attendance, but only a few families came. 

At first, staff felt discouraged and assumed families were not interested. After asking for feedback, however, they learned that 
many families had work schedules, transportation challenges, younger siblings at home, or limited comfort attending a formal 
school event. Several families said they wanted to know more about their children’s learning but needed different ways to 
participate. 

The program adjusted its approach. Teachers began sharing short examples of children’s learning through photos, brief 
notes, and conversations at pick-up. Families were invited to contribute in smaller ways, such as sending a family photo, 
sharing a song from home, answering a simple question about their child’s interests, or reviewing documentation during 
conferences. Participation increased because families had more than one way to connect. This example illustrates that 
involving families in children’s learning does not depend on one event or one type of participation. Programs are more 
successful when they offer flexible, realistic ways for families to contribute to the child’s learning experience. 

Family Input and Program Improvement 

Families should have opportunities to provide input into the program. This may happen through surveys, advisory groups, parent 
committees, conferences, informal conversations, suggestion forms, or participation in program evaluation. Family feedback 
can help administrators understand what is working well and what needs improvement. Useful areas for family input include 
communication, scheduling, transitions, classroom experiences, family events, enrollment processes, and support services. 
Programs should be prepared to listen honestly. Asking for input and then ignoring it can weaken trust. 

Not every suggestion can be implemented, but families should know that their perspectives matter. When changes are made 
based on feedback, programs can communicate that clearly: “Families told us the newsletter was too long, so we are changing 
the format.” This helps families see that engagement has an effect. 

Supporting Learning at Home 

Programs can support learning at home without assigning formal homework to young children. Families can be given simple ideas 
that fit naturally into daily routines, such as talking during meals, counting steps, reading together, singing songs, noticing signs 
during errands, or encouraging children to help with simple tasks. The best home learning suggestions are practical and realistic. 
Families should not feel judged if they cannot complete elaborate activities. A short conversation, a bedtime story, a song in the 
car, or a child helping sort laundry can all support development. Staff should frame families as capable partners, not as people 
who need to replicate school at home. Young children learn in ordinary family routines when adults talk, listen, read, play, and 
include them in meaningful activities. 

Avoiding One-Size-Fits-All Engagement 

No single engagement strategy works for every family. Some families want frequent communication and opportunities to 
participate; others prefer brief updates and occasional meetings. Some families are comfortable in school settings, while others 
may feel uncertain or unwelcome because of prior experiences. 

Programs should offer a range of options, such as: 

• brief daily conversations, 
• phone or app communication, 
• family conferences, 

Example 
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• classroom participation, 
• take-home activities, 
• surveys or advisory groups, and 
• informal sharing of family knowledge. 

Offering multiple pathways communicates that engagement is not about fitting one model. It is about building a partnership that 
works for the child, the family, and the program. 

This page titled 13.6: Involving Families in Children’s Learning and Program Life is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
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13.7: Working with Volunteers 

Volunteers can be a valuable part of an early childhood program. They may help with classroom activities, family events, office 
tasks, field trips, fundraising, maintenance projects, or community outreach. Volunteers can also strengthen the connection 
between the program and the families or community it serves. At the same time, volunteers must be managed carefully. They 
are not the same as paid staff, and they should not be used as a substitute for qualified employees. Because volunteers may 
have contact with children, families, records, or program spaces, administrators need clear procedures for screening, training, 
supervision, and confidentiality. 

Types of Volunteers 

Volunteers may include family members, college students, community members, retired professionals, board members, interns, or 
members of partner organizations. Some volunteers may help only once, while others may participate regularly. Different types of 
volunteers may require different levels of screening and orientation. For example, a parent helping set up chairs for a family event 
does not need the same preparation as a weekly classroom volunteer or a student intern observing children. Programs should 
avoid using one general category of “volunteer” for every situation. A useful distinction is whether the volunteer will have direct 
contact with children, access to confidential information, or regular presence in the program. The more contact and responsibility 
a volunteer has, the more structure the program needs. 

Volunteer Roles and Limits 

Volunteer roles should be clearly defined before the volunteer begins. This helps prevent confusion and protects both children 
and the volunteer. Volunteers might read a book, prepare materials, help at a family event, assist with office tasks, support a 
classroom project, or accompany a group on a field trip. However, volunteers should not be placed in roles that require staff-
level responsibility unless they have been properly screened, trained, and authorized. They should not be left alone with children, 
counted in ratio unless regulations specifically allow it, or asked to handle sensitive situations beyond their role. 

Volunteers can enrich a program, but they do not replace qualified employees. Programs should be clear about what 
volunteers may do, what they may not do, and which staff member is responsible for supervising them. 

Screening and Background Checks 

Programs need clear policies for volunteer screening. The level of screening may depend on the volunteer’s role, frequency of 
service, and access to children. A one-time guest speaker, a classroom helper, and a regular field trip volunteer may not all 
require the same process, but the program should have consistent criteria. Screening may include an application, reference check, 
identification verification, background check, health documentation, or other requirements depending on the program’s policies 
and applicable regulations. Administrators should review current licensing rules and organizational procedures to determine what 
is required. The goal is not to make volunteering unnecessarily difficult. The goal is to protect children and ensure that adults in 
the program are appropriate for the responsibilities they are given. 

Orientation and Training 

Volunteers need orientation before they begin. Even well-meaning volunteers may not understand early childhood routines, 
supervision expectations, confidentiality, child guidance practices, or health and safety procedures. Orientation should match the 
volunteer’s role. A classroom volunteer may need guidance on interacting with children, supporting play, maintaining boundaries, 
and asking staff for help. A field trip volunteer may need specific instructions about supervision, attendance checks, emergency 
procedures, and staying with the assigned group. Programs should provide volunteers with simple, practical guidance. Too much 
information can be overwhelming, but too little can create safety and communication problems. 

Caution: Volunteers are Not Staff 

363 (13.7.1)



Confidentiality and Professional Boundaries 

Volunteers may observe children’s behavior, hear family information, or notice staff conversations. For this reason, confidentiality 
expectations must be explicit. Volunteers should understand that they may not discuss children, families, or program matters 
outside the appropriate program context. 

Professional boundaries are also important. Volunteers should know how to interact appropriately with children and families, what 
kinds of communication are acceptable, and when to refer questions to staff. A volunteer who is also a family member may need 
extra clarity about the difference between participating as a parent and serving in a volunteer role. Confidentiality and boundaries 
protect children, families, staff, and the volunteer. 

Supervision and Accountability 

Volunteers should have a designated staff contact. This person explains expectations, answers questions, monitors the volunteer’s 
work, and addresses concerns if they arise. Without a clear point of contact, volunteers may receive mixed directions or act 
beyond their role. Programs should also have procedures for signing in and out, wearing identification when appropriate, and 
documenting volunteer hours. These procedures help staff know who is in the building and support safety during emergencies. 
If a volunteer does not follow expectations, staff should address the issue promptly. In some cases, a reminder or additional 
guidance is enough. In other cases, the program may need to limit or end the volunteer’s role. 

Making Volunteer Participation Meaningful 

Volunteer involvement should benefit the program without creating unnecessary burden for staff. When roles are well planned, 
volunteers can enrich children’s experiences and support program goals. When roles are unclear, volunteers may unintentionally 
create extra work or disrupt routines. 

Programs should match volunteer tasks to real needs. A volunteer who enjoys gardening might help with an outdoor learning 
project. A bilingual family member might help translate a classroom song or share a story, if they are comfortable doing so. 
A college student might prepare materials or assist with a supervised activity. Meaningful volunteer participation respects the 
volunteer’s time while keeping the needs of children and the program at the center. 

This page titled 13.7: Working with Volunteers is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta 
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13.8: Community Partnerships and Referral Networks 

Early childhood programs do not operate in isolation. Children and families are part of larger communities that include schools, 
health providers, social service agencies, libraries, cultural organizations, faith communities, recreation programs, and local 
government systems. Strong community partnerships can help programs better understand family needs, connect families with 
resources, and strengthen the services available to children. Community engagement should be intentional. A program does not 
need partnerships with every organization in the area, but it should know which relationships are most useful for the children and 
families it serves. Strong partnerships are built over time through communication, clarity, and mutual respect. 

The Purpose of Community Partnerships 

Community partnerships help programs extend their support beyond what they can provide alone. An early childhood program 
may notice that a family needs help with housing, food, health care, developmental screening, mental health support, or 
school transition. Staff may not be able to meet those needs directly, but they can help families connect with appropriate 
resources. Partnerships can also enrich the program itself. A library may support early literacy. A health agency may provide 
information about screenings or immunizations. A local elementary school may help families prepare for kindergarten transitions. 
A community organization may provide parent education, nutrition support, or family services. 

The goal is not for the early childhood program to become every service for every family. The goal is to become a well-connected 
point of support. 

Types of Community Partners 

Useful community partners vary depending on the program’s location, population, and goals. Programs should identify partners 
that match actual family needs rather than maintaining relationships only for appearance. 

Common partners may include: 

• local elementary schools and school districts, 
• libraries, 
• pediatricians, clinics, and public health agencies, 
• mental health providers, 
• early intervention and special education agencies, 
• family resource centers, 
• food banks and housing support agencies, 
• community colleges or training programs, 
• cultural or language-based organizations, and 
• parks, recreation, museums, or nature centers. 

Some partnerships may be formal and ongoing, while others may be occasional or informal. Both can be valuable when they are 
used thoughtfully. 

Referral Networks and Family Support 

Referral networks help programs respond when families need support beyond what the program can provide. A referral may 
connect a family to speech and language services, parenting support, food assistance, housing resources, counseling, medical 
care, or developmental evaluation. Referrals should be handled respectfully. Families should not feel judged, labeled, or pushed 
into services. Staff should explain why a resource may be helpful, provide clear information, and allow families to ask questions. 
When appropriate, staff can help families understand the steps involved, especially when systems are difficult to navigate. 
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A referral should communicate partnership, not criticism. Families are more likely to accept support when staff frame the 
referral as a resource and respect the family’s dignity, choices, and privacy. 

Formal and Informal Agreements 

Some partnerships can remain informal. For example, a library may share storytime flyers, or a local dentist may provide dental 
health materials. Other partnerships require more formal agreements, especially when services involve children, confidential 
information, funding, shared space, or ongoing responsibilities. 

Formal agreements may clarify: 

• what each organization will provide, 
• who is responsible for communication, 
• how confidentiality will be protected, 
• whether parent consent is needed, 
• how services will be scheduled, and 
• how problems will be addressed. 

Written agreements help prevent misunderstandings and protect both the program and the partner organization. 

Guest Speakers and Community Visitors 

Community visitors can enrich children’s learning and help connect the program to the wider world. Firefighters, nurses, 
librarians, artists, musicians, gardeners, construction workers, or family members with particular skills may all provide meaningful 
experiences for children. Visitors should be prepared for the age group they will meet. Young children need short, concrete, 
interactive experiences rather than long presentations. Staff should explain expectations ahead of time, remain present during 
the visit, and help children connect the experience to their learning. Community visitors should also follow program procedures 
related to sign-in, supervision, safety, and confidentiality. 

Kindergarten and School Transitions 

Partnerships with local elementary schools are especially important for programs serving preschool children. Strong connections 
between early childhood programs and schools can help families understand kindergarten expectations, enrollment timelines, 
screening processes, and transition activities. Transition support may include family information sessions, visits from 
kindergarten teachers, classroom activities about school, sharing general transition resources, or helping families understand 
registration requirements. With appropriate consent and procedures, programs may also communicate with schools to support 
children who need additional planning. 

Kindergarten transition is not only an event at the end of preschool. It is a process that can be supported gradually through family 
communication, curriculum, and community partnership. 

Maintaining and Evaluating Partnerships 

Partnerships need attention over time. A referral list that is never updated may become less useful as staff change, services close, 
eligibility rules shift, or contact information becomes outdated. Programs should periodically review whether partnerships are still 
active, accurate, and helpful. Family feedback can help evaluate partnerships. If families report that a referral was difficult to use, 
unavailable, or not respectful, the program may need to update its resource list or seek a different partner. Strong partnerships 
are practical, current, and responsive. They should help families access support more easily, not create additional confusion. 

Caution: Referrals Should Support Families, not Shame Them 
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13.9: Ethical, Legal, and Safety Considerations 

Engaging families, volunteers, and community partners brings many benefits, but it also creates responsibilities. Programs must 
protect children’s safety, respect family privacy, maintain professional boundaries, and ensure that outside adults understand their 
roles. Engagement should never come at the expense of confidentiality, supervision, or trust. Ethical engagement requires clear 
systems. Families should know how their information will be used. Volunteers should understand what they may and may not do. 
Community partners should know when consent is needed before information is shared. Staff should understand how to welcome 
participation while still protecting children and families. 

Confidentiality and Privacy 

Early childhood staff often have access to sensitive information about children and families. This may include developmental 
concerns, health information, custody arrangements, family stressors, financial needs, immigration concerns, or referrals to 
outside services. Families need to trust that this information will be handled carefully. Confidentiality applies to staff, volunteers, 
and community partners. Volunteers should not discuss children or families outside the program. Community partners should not 
receive family information unless proper consent has been obtained. Staff should avoid discussing private matters in hallways, 
classrooms, or other public spaces. 

A good rule is simple: information should be shared only with people who need it for an appropriate professional reason. 

Professional Boundaries 

Warm relationships with families are important, but they still need boundaries. Staff can be friendly, caring, and responsive 
without becoming overly personal or blurring professional roles. Boundaries help protect children, families, staff, and the program. 
Programs should provide guidance about communication outside program hours, social media, personal phone use, babysitting, 
gift-giving, transportation favors, and relationships with families outside the program. These issues can be especially complicated 
in small communities where staff and families may already know one another. Clear expectations prevent confusion. They also 
help staff respond consistently when families request something that falls outside the program’s role. 

Volunteer Safety and Supervision 

Volunteers should always be managed in ways that protect children. This includes appropriate screening, orientation, supervision, 
and role limits. A volunteer’s willingness to help does not automatically mean they are prepared for direct work with children. 
Volunteers should not be left alone with children unless they meet all program and legal requirements for that role. They should 
know who supervises them, where they are allowed to be, what information is confidential, and what to do if they have a concern. 

Volunteer participation is safest when the program is clear about three questions: 

• What is the volunteer allowed to do? 
• Who is responsible for supervising the volunteer? 
• What should the volunteer do if a problem arises? 

Consent and Information Sharing 

Community partnerships often involve sharing information, making referrals, or coordinating services. These activities can be 
helpful, but they must be handled carefully. Families should understand what information is being shared, with whom, and for 
what purpose. Programs should avoid assuming that a family wants help from an outside agency just because staff believe 
the referral would be useful. Whenever possible, referrals should be offered as resources rather than imposed as requirements. 
Families should be given enough information to make informed decisions. Written consent may be required before sharing 
identifiable information with outside professionals or agencies. Programs should follow applicable laws, funding requirements, 
and organizational policies when coordinating services. 
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Mandated Reporting 

Mandated reporting is an important exception to ordinary confidentiality rules. Staff may be legally required to report suspected 
child abuse or neglect, even when a family does not give permission. Volunteers may also need guidance on how to respond 
if they observe or hear something concerning. Programs should train staff on mandated reporting requirements and clarify 
internal procedures. Staff should understand that they do not need to prove abuse or investigate the situation themselves. 
Their responsibility is to report reasonable suspicion according to the law and program procedures. Mandated reporting should 
be handled seriously, respectfully, and confidentially. Staff should avoid gossip, speculation, or unnecessary discussion of the 
situation. 

Provide a Variety of Engagement Opportunities 

Ethical engagement also means considering whether all families have meaningful opportunities to participate. Programs may 
unintentionally privilege families who have flexible schedules, reliable transportation, strong English skills, or comfort navigating 
school systems. Programs should consider whether communication methods, event times, volunteer expectations, and advisory 
opportunities are accessible to the families actually served. A family who cannot attend a meeting may still be able to provide 
input through a phone call, survey, message, or informal conversation. Programs should avoid treating visible participation as the 
only valid form of engagement. 

Responding to Concerns or Conflict 

Family engagement sometimes involves conflict. A family may disagree with a policy, feel misunderstood, question a staff 
decision, or be dissatisfied with communication. Volunteers or community partners may also misunderstand their roles or act 
outside expectations. Programs should respond to concerns promptly and professionally. This usually means listening first, 
clarifying the issue, reviewing relevant policy, documenting when appropriate, and following up with the people involved. Avoiding 
difficult conversations often allows problems to grow. When a concern involves safety, confidentiality, discrimination, mandated 
reporting, or legal risk, staff should involve the appropriate administrator immediately. 

This page titled 13.9: Ethical, Legal, and Safety Considerations is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
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13.10: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Engaging families, volunteers, and the community is a core part of early childhood program administration. Strong engagement 
is built through respectful relationships, two-way communication, cultural responsiveness, and flexible opportunities for 
participation. Families contribute valuable knowledge about their children, and programs can support children more effectively 
when they treat families as partners rather than passive recipients of information. 

Volunteers and community partners can also strengthen programs by contributing time, skills, resources, and connections to 
outside services. However, engagement must be managed carefully. Programs need clear systems for confidentiality, professional 
boundaries, volunteer screening and supervision, consent, referrals, mandated reporting, and equitable access. When engagement 
is intentional and well organized, it supports children’s learning, family trust, and the program’s connection to the wider 
community. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How can early childhood programs avoid defining family engagement too narrowly, such as only counting attendance at 
events or classroom volunteering? 

2. What practices can help staff communicate concerns with families in a way that is respectful, specific, and collaborative? 
3. How can programs involve volunteers and community partners while still protecting children’s safety and family privacy? 
4. What steps can administrators take to ensure that engagement opportunities are accessible to families with different 

schedules, languages, cultures, and comfort levels? 
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14.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Fostering professional growth and development for staff is a central responsibility of early childhood program administration. 
High-quality programs depend on staff who continue learning, reflecting, and strengthening their practice over time. Professional 
development should not be treated only as a requirement for training hours or credential renewal. It should be part of 
a broader system that supports staff competence, confidence, career growth, and program quality. This chapter examines 
how administrators can create meaningful professional learning systems for early childhood staff. Topics include assessing 
staff strengths and learning needs, designing effective professional development, using coaching and mentoring, supporting 
career pathways, building a culture of continuous learning, addressing barriers to growth, and evaluating whether professional 
development is actually improving practice. The emphasis is on professional learning that is practical, ongoing, and connected to 
the real work staff do with children, families, and colleagues. 

By the end of this chapter, students will be able to: 

• Explain how professional growth contributes to staff competence, program quality, and children’s daily experiences. 
• Identify ways administrators can assess staff strengths, learning needs, and program-wide professional development 

priorities. 
• Describe effective professional development strategies, including coaching, mentoring, reflection, follow-up, and 

opportunities to apply learning in practice. 
• Evaluate how career pathways, workplace culture, barriers to access, and transfer to practice influence staff development 

over time. 

Brainstorming Questions 

1. What kinds of support help early childhood staff continue improving after they are hired? 
2. Why might a one-time training fail to change what teachers actually do in the classroom? 
3. How can administrators identify what professional development staff truly need? 
4. What barriers might prevent staff from pursuing training, education, or career advancement? 

Learning Objectives 

This page titled 14.1: Introduction to the Chapter is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
Marta and Hannah Knott. 

372 (14.1.1)

https://workforce.libretexts.org/Courses/Coalinga_College/Administration_of_Early_Childhood_Programs/14%3A_Fostering_Professional_Growth_and_Development_for_Staff/14.01%3A_Introduction_to_the_Chapter
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


14.2: Understanding Professional Growth as an 
Administrative Responsibility 

Professional growth is not only the responsibility of individual staff members. Early childhood administrators play a major role 
in creating the conditions that allow staff to keep learning, improving, and building confidence in their work. A program cannot 
expect consistently high-quality practice if staff are hired, given a handbook, sent to occasional trainings, and then left on 
their own. Research on the early childhood workforce emphasizes that young children benefit from adults who understand child 
development, use effective practices, and respond to children’s individual needs. Because early childhood work is complex, staff 
need ongoing professional learning that is connected to their actual roles and classroom experiences. Professional development 
is strongest when it is part of a system, not a one-time event. 

Professional Growth and Program Quality 

The quality of an early childhood program depends heavily on what staff know and do each day. Curriculum, safety policies, 
assessment systems, and family engagement plans all depend on staff who can apply them well. A strong written policy or 
curriculum framework will have little effect if staff do not understand how to put it into practice. 

Professional growth supports program quality by helping staff strengthen their knowledge, refine their skills, and respond to new 
challenges. This may include improving teacher-child interactions, using observation more effectively, supporting children with 
disabilities, communicating with families, or managing transitions more smoothly. For administrators, professional development 
is therefore not an optional benefit. It is part of quality assurance. 

Beyond One-Time Training 

Many programs rely heavily on workshops or required training hours. These can be useful, especially when staff need information 
about policies, safety procedures, or new requirements. However, one-time training is often not enough to change daily practice. 
Staff may understand an idea during a workshop but struggle to apply it consistently in the classroom. Professional learning is 
more likely to influence practice when staff have opportunities to try strategies, receive feedback, reflect, and continue improving 
over time. This is why coaching, mentoring, peer collaboration, and follow-up support are important. They help move professional 
development from “information received” to “practice improved.” 

A staff member can complete many training hours without significantly changing practice. Professional growth is better 
measured by whether staff develop stronger skills, make better decisions, and apply effective practices with children, families, 
and colleagues. 

The Administrator’s Role in Professional Learning 

Administrators shape professional growth in several ways. They decide what training is prioritized, whether staff have time to 
participate, how new learning is followed up, and whether improvement is supported through coaching or feedback. They also 
influence whether staff experience professional learning as meaningful or as a compliance task. 

A strong administrator asks practical questions: 

• What do staff already do well? 
• What practices need improvement? 
• What support will help staff apply new learning? 
• How will we know whether professional development changed practice? 

These questions shift professional development away from random training selection and toward intentional program 

Caution: Training Hours are Not the Same as Professional Growth 
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improvement. 

Professional Growth and Staff Retention 

Professional growth also affects staff morale and retention. Staff are more likely to remain in a program when they feel supported, 
respected, and able to improve. Opportunities for learning, mentoring, advancement, and leadership can help staff see early 
childhood education as a career rather than a temporary job. This does not mean professional development solves all workforce 
problems. Low wages, high stress, and limited staffing remain significant barriers in the field. Still, professional growth systems 
can reduce isolation and help staff feel more competent and valued. When staff are given no meaningful support, they may 
become frustrated or stagnant. When they are supported well, they are more likely to build confidence and contribute to a stronger 
program. 

Professional Development as Continuous Improvement 

Professional growth should be connected to continuous improvement. This means administrators use observation, staff feedback, 
child data, family input, and program goals to decide what learning is needed. Professional development should not be selected 
only because a training is available or because hours are required. 

For example, if classroom observations show that transitions are stressful across several rooms, the program may focus 
professional learning on routines, visual supports, and teacher-child interactions. If staff report uncertainty about supporting 
dual language learners, the program may provide targeted training and coaching in language-rich practices. The topic should 
match the need. A continuous improvement approach helps professional development feel relevant. Staff can see the connection 
between what they are learning and the real challenges they face. 

Creating the Conditions for Growth 

Staff need time, support, and psychological safety in order to grow. If professional development is presented as criticism, staff 
may become defensive. If they are expected to change practice without planning time or feedback, they may become discouraged. 
Programs can support growth by providing regular feedback, opportunities for collaboration, access to coaching, and time to 
reflect. Leaders can also model learning by acknowledging that improvement is part of professional work for everyone, not a sign 
of failure. Growth-oriented programs do not expect staff to be perfect. They expect staff to keep learning, reflect on practice, and 
use support to improve. 
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14.3: Assessing Staff Strengths and Professional Learning 
Needs 

Professional development is most effective when it is connected to real needs. Staff should not be sent to trainings only because 
a topic is available, a presenter is convenient, or a certain number of hours must be completed. Administrators need a thoughtful 
process for identifying what staff already do well, where they need support, and how professional learning can strengthen the 
program as a whole. 

Assessment of staff learning needs should be respectful and growth-oriented. The purpose is not to “catch” staff doing something 
wrong. The purpose is to understand what support will help staff improve their practice, build confidence, and meet the needs of 
children and families more effectively. 

Looking at Staff Strengths 

A useful professional development plan begins with strengths. Staff may bring strong relationship-building skills, creativity, 
cultural knowledge, language abilities, experience with specific age groups, or skill in organizing routines. Identifying these 
strengths helps administrators make better decisions about mentoring, team assignments, leadership opportunities, and peer 
learning. 

Strengths also matter for morale. If professional development focuses only on weaknesses, staff may experience it as criticism. 
When strengths are recognized, staff are more likely to see growth as an extension of what they already do well. For example, 
a teacher who builds warm relationships with families might be asked to share communication strategies with newer staff. A 
teacher who organizes calm transitions might serve as a peer model for colleagues who struggle with classroom flow. 

Using Classroom Observation 

Classroom observation is one of the most useful ways to identify professional learning needs. Observations show how staff 
interact with children, organize routines, implement curriculum, supervise, guide behavior, and respond to individual needs. 
They provide information that cannot be gathered from training records alone. Observation should be focused and purposeful. 
Rather than trying to evaluate everything at once, administrators might observe a specific area such as transitions, teacher-child 
conversations, outdoor supervision, small-group instruction, or support for children with disabilities. A focused observation makes 
feedback clearer and more useful. Observation should also be followed by conversation. Staff need opportunities to explain what 
happened, reflect on their choices, and identify where they want support. 

Staff Self-Assessment and Goal Setting 

Staff should have a voice in identifying their own learning needs. Self-assessment encourages reflection and helps staff take 
ownership of professional growth. A staff member may recognize that they need support with family communication, classroom 
organization, documentation, behavior guidance, or working with a specific age group. Self-assessment can be informal or 
structured. Programs might use annual goal forms, reflection questions, supervision conversations, or professional development 
plans. The most useful self-assessment tools ask staff to consider both strengths and growth areas. 

Possible reflection prompts include: 

• What part of your work feels strongest right now? 
• What part of your work feels most challenging? 
• What would you like to understand more deeply? 
• What support would help you improve your practice? 

When staff goals are combined with administrator observations and program priorities, professional development becomes more 
relevant and individualized. 
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Using Program Data 

Professional learning needs can also be identified through program data. Data does not have to mean standardized test scores. 
In early childhood programs, useful data may include child observations, incident reports, family surveys, classroom assessment 
tools, attendance patterns, staff turnover, licensing feedback, or curriculum implementation reviews. For example, repeated 
injury reports during outdoor play may indicate a need for staff training on active supervision. Family survey feedback about 
communication may point to a need for professional development on family partnerships. Classroom observations showing 
limited language interaction may suggest a need for coaching on conversation, questioning, and vocabulary support. Data 
helps administrators move beyond individual impressions. It can reveal patterns across classrooms and guide program-wide 
improvement. 

Connecting Learning Needs to Program Goals 

Professional development should connect to the program’s larger goals. If a program is working to improve inclusion, professional 
learning may focus on adapting materials, collaborating with specialists, or supporting children with sensory or communication 
needs. If the program is strengthening curriculum quality, staff may need support with observation, documentation, and 
intentional planning. This connection helps staff understand why a topic matters. Training is more meaningful when staff can 
see how it supports children, families, and the program’s direction. At the same time, program goals should not erase individual 
needs. A beginning teacher and an experienced teacher may need different kinds of support, even when the program-wide focus 
is the same. 

Avoiding Random Professional Development 

Without a clear process for assessing needs, professional development can become scattered. Staff may attend unrelated 
workshops, complete required hours, and collect certificates without building coherent skills over time. This can be frustrating for 
staff and ineffective for the program. 

A stronger approach is to identify a smaller number of priorities and support them consistently. Instead of choosing a new topic 
every month, a program might spend several months strengthening teacher-child interactions, improving family communication, 
or supporting inclusive classroom practices. Repetition, practice, and follow-up are more likely to change daily behavior than 
isolated exposure to many unrelated topics. 
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14.4: Designing Effective Professional Development 

Professional development is most useful when it is intentionally designed to improve practice. In early childhood programs, staff 
may be required to complete training hours, attend workshops, or maintain certifications, but completing hours is not the same 
as meaningful professional growth. Effective professional development should help staff understand important ideas, apply them 
in daily practice, and improve their work with children, families, and colleagues. 

A strong professional development system is connected to the program’s goals, the needs of staff, and the realities of the 
classroom. It should answer a practical question: What should staff be able to do better after this learning experience? 

Moving Beyond “Sit-and-Get” Training 

Traditional workshops can be useful for introducing information, especially when staff need updates on policies, health and safety 
procedures, or regulatory requirements. However, training that consists mostly of listening to a presentation often has limited 
impact if staff do not have opportunities to apply what they learned. 

For example, a workshop on supporting challenging behavior may introduce helpful concepts, but teachers may still struggle to 
use those strategies during a noisy transition or a peer conflict. A more effective approach would include examples, discussion, 
practice, observation, coaching, and follow-up. Professional development is stronger when staff are active participants rather 
than passive listeners. This may include analyzing scenarios, practicing language to use with children, reviewing classroom video, 
planning next steps, or reflecting on actual situations from their own classrooms. 

Relevance to Daily Practice 

Professional development should feel connected to the work staff actually do. A training topic may be important in theory, but 
if staff cannot see how it applies to their classroom, they are less likely to use it. Administrators can increase relevance by 
selecting professional development based on observed needs and program priorities. If classroom observations show that staff 
need support with outdoor supervision, then training should use real examples from outdoor play. If teachers are struggling 
with documentation, the professional development should include actual documentation samples and time to practice writing 
observations. 

Relevant professional development connects directly to questions such as: 

• What challenges are staff facing right now? 
• What practices need to become more consistent? 
• What do children and families need from the program? 
• What program goals are we working toward? 

When professional development answers these questions, staff are more likely to view it as useful rather than as another 
requirement. 

Clear Goals and Focus 

Effective professional development should have a clear focus. Staff should understand what they are learning and why it matters. 
A session with too many goals can feel scattered and may not lead to meaningful change. A focused professional development 
goal might be “Teachers will use specific, descriptive feedback during play” or “Staff will identify and reduce transition-related 
behavior challenges.” These goals are more useful than broad topics such as “positive guidance” or “classroom management” 
because they describe what staff should be able to practice. A clear focus also helps administrators follow up. If the goal is 
specific, supervisors can observe whether staff are trying the new practice and provide feedback over time. 

Active Learning and Practice 

Adults learn more effectively when they have opportunities to participate, discuss, practice, and reflect. Professional development 
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should include more than information delivery. Staff need chances to work with the ideas. Active learning might include: 

• role-play, 
• small-group problem-solving, 
• case studies, 
• classroom observation, 
• video analysis, 
• peer discussion, or 
• planning time. 

For example, during professional development on family communication, staff might practice turning judgmental statements into 
objective observations. During a session on transitions, staff might redesign one actual transition routine from their classroom. 
This kind of practice helps staff move from understanding an idea to using it. It also allows misunderstandings to surface before 
staff try to apply the strategy with children. 

Follow-Up and Support 

Professional development should not end when the training session ends. Follow-up is often what determines whether new 
learning becomes part of daily practice. Without follow-up, staff may return to old habits, especially when classrooms are busy or 
stressful. Follow-up may include coaching, peer observation, supervisor check-ins, team meetings, reflection questions, or time 
to review what is working. A program might revisit a topic over several weeks, giving staff time to try strategies, ask questions, 
and refine their approach. Follow-up does not always need to be complicated. Even a brief check-in such as “What did you try 
from last week’s training?” or “What support do you need to use this strategy?” can help keep professional learning connected to 
practice. 

Matching Professional Development to Staff Experience 

Staff do not all need the same professional development in the same way. A new assistant teacher may need concrete guidance 
on routines, supervision, and child interaction. An experienced teacher may need deeper work on documentation, inclusion, or 
mentoring others. A site supervisor may need support with feedback, conflict resolution, or leading adult learning. Programs 
can use a combination of shared and individualized professional development. Some topics should be program-wide because 
everyone needs common expectations. Others may be targeted to certain roles, classrooms, or career stages. 

Matching support to staff experience helps avoid two common problems: overwhelming newer staff with advanced expectations 
before they have basic routines in place, and boring experienced staff with repeated introductory training that does not help them 
grow. 

Making Professional Development Sustainable 

A professional development plan should be realistic. Programs often have limited time, limited substitute coverage, and limited 
funds. Trying to address too many topics at once can create fatigue and reduce follow-through. A sustainable plan focuses on a 
manageable number of priorities. Rather than scheduling unrelated trainings throughout the year, a program might choose one 
or two major areas for improvement and revisit them through training, coaching, staff meetings, and observation. Professional 
development also requires practical support. Staff need paid time when possible, access to materials, coverage to attend training, 
and reasonable expectations for implementation. If teachers are asked to use a new assessment system but are given no planning 
time, the professional development is unlikely to succeed. 

Everyone Completed the Training, but Nothing Changed 

A preschool program required all staff to attend a Saturday training on supporting children’s social-emotional development. 
The trainer introduced useful strategies, including using emotional vocabulary, modeling calm-down techniques, and helping 
children problem-solve during peer conflicts. Staff completed the training and received certificates for their professional 
development hours. 

Example 
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Several weeks later, the director noticed that classroom practice had not changed much. Teachers were still responding 
to conflicts mostly by separating children or reminding them to “use nice words.” When the director asked staff about the 
training, several said they liked the ideas but did not feel confident using them during busy classroom moments. 

The director realized that the training had introduced important information, but the program had not created a plan for 
practice, feedback, or follow-up. At the next staff meeting, teachers selected one strategy to try during peer conflicts. The 
director then observed classrooms, provided feedback, and invited teachers to reflect on what worked and what felt difficult. 
Over time, the strategies became more visible in daily practice. This example illustrates that professional development is 
more likely to improve practice when training is followed by opportunities to apply, reflect, and receive support. 
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14.5: Coaching, Mentoring, and Reflective Supervision 

Professional development is more likely to influence practice when staff receive support after initial training. Coaching, mentoring, 
and reflective supervision help staff connect new knowledge to the real situations they face with children, families, and colleagues. 
These approaches are especially useful in early childhood programs because the work is relational, fast-paced, and often difficult 
to improve through workshops alone. 

Although coaching, mentoring, and reflective supervision are related, they are not identical. Each serves a slightly different 
purpose. Administrators should be clear about how each one is used in the program so staff understand whether the focus is skill 
development, role support, reflection, or formal performance evaluation. 

Coaching 

Coaching is a structured approach to helping staff improve specific practices. A coach may observe a teacher, help set a goal, 
model a strategy, provide feedback, and support reflection. The focus is usually on strengthening practice in a clear, observable 
area. For example, a teacher might work with a coach on using more open-ended questions during play, supporting peer conflict, 
improving transitions, or adapting activities for children with disabilities. The coach does not simply tell the teacher what to do. 
Instead, coaching typically involves a cycle of planning, trying a strategy, observing what happens, and reflecting on next steps. 
Coaching works best when it is specific and connected to actual classroom practice. A general suggestion such as “build better 
relationships with children” is less useful than a focused goal such as “use each child’s name and make at least one positive 
descriptive comment during morning arrival.” 

Mentoring 

Mentoring is often broader than coaching. A mentor may help a newer or less experienced staff member understand the 
program culture, build confidence, navigate professional expectations, and develop judgment over time. Mentoring can be 
especially valuable for new teachers, assistant teachers, student interns, or staff moving into leadership roles. A mentor may 
answer questions, model routines, explain unwritten expectations, help the staff member reflect on challenges, and provide 
encouragement. Unlike coaching, mentoring may not always focus on one specific teaching practice. It may support overall 
professional identity and adjustment to the role. Mentoring should still be intentional. Programs should avoid assuming that a 
new staff member will “just learn by watching.” A strong mentoring system includes clear expectations, time for conversation, and 
a mentor who understands both the program’s practices and the needs of adult learners. 

Reflective Supervision 

Reflective supervision gives staff a structured opportunity to think about their work, their relationships, and their emotional 
responses. Early childhood work can be emotionally demanding. Staff may support children who have experienced stress or 
trauma, communicate with worried families, manage challenging behavior, and respond to their own feelings throughout the day. 

Reflective supervision helps staff slow down and consider questions such as: 

• What happened in this situation? 
• How did the child or family seem to experience it? 
• How did I respond? 
• What might I try next time? 
• What support do I need? 

This kind of reflection can strengthen professional judgment. It also communicates that staff learning is not only about 
techniques, but also about relationships, emotions, and self-awareness. 

Coaching Is Not the Same as Evaluation 

Coaching and evaluation should be clearly distinguished. Evaluation is used to assess performance and make employment-related 
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decisions. Coaching is intended to support growth. When staff are unsure whether a coaching conversation will be used against 
them, they may become guarded and less willing to reflect honestly. 

Coaching works best when staff can discuss challenges honestly. If coaching is treated as a hidden form of evaluation, staff 
may focus on appearing competent rather than improving practice. 

This does not mean coaching has no accountability. A coach can still help staff work toward clear goals and follow through 
on agreed-upon strategies. The difference is that the coaching relationship is primarily focused on learning, not judgment 

Peer Coaching and Collaborative Learning 

Coaching does not always have to come from a formal coach. Peer coaching and collaborative learning can also support 
professional growth. Teachers may observe one another, share strategies, review documentation together, or problem-solve 
around common challenges. Peer learning works best when it is structured and respectful. Staff should know what they are 
observing, how feedback will be shared, and how confidentiality will be maintained. Without structure, peer observation can 
feel evaluative or uncomfortable. When done well, peer coaching builds shared responsibility for quality. It also helps staff see 
effective practices in real classrooms, not only in training materials. 

Making Coaching and Mentoring Feasible 

Coaching and mentoring require time. Programs that want these supports to work must plan for coverage, scheduling, and 
workload. A mentor cannot provide meaningful support if they have no time to meet with the person they are mentoring. A 
coach cannot help staff improve if observation and follow-up are squeezed into leftover moments. Programs may need to begin 
small. For example, a director might start with brief coaching cycles focused on one classroom routine, or pair new staff with 
experienced teachers for scheduled check-ins during the first month. The system does not need to be elaborate to be useful. 
What matters most is consistency. Staff benefit when support is predictable enough to become part of the program’s professional 
culture. 

The New Teacher and the Difficult Transition 

A new teacher was struggling with the transition from outdoor play to lunch. Each day, several children resisted coming 
inside, the line became noisy, and the teacher often ended up raising her voice. After a few difficult weeks, she began to feel 
embarrassed and worried that she was not suited for the classroom. 

Instead of simply telling her to “manage transitions better,” the director paired her with a more experienced mentor teacher. 
The mentor observed the transition and noticed that children had very little warning before being asked to stop playing. 
Together, they developed a simple plan: give a five-minute warning, use a visual cue, assign children small jobs during the 
transition, and sing the same cleanup song each day. 

The new teacher tried the plan while the mentor observed. Afterward, they talked about what improved and what still felt 
difficult. Over the next two weeks, the mentor continued to check in, and the teacher adjusted the routine as she gained 
confidence. The transition did not become perfect, but it became calmer and more predictable. This example illustrates how 
mentoring and coaching can help staff improve specific practices through observation, planning, feedback, and reflection. 
The teacher did not simply need more information; she needed support applying a strategy in the real context of her 
classroom. 

Caution: Coaching is Not the Same as Evaluation 

Example 
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14.6: Supporting Career Pathways and Advancement 

Professional growth is not limited to improving current job performance. It also includes helping staff move forward in their 
careers. Early childhood programs benefit when staff can see a future in the field, build qualifications over time, and take 
on increasing responsibility when they are ready. Career pathways support both staff development and program stability. In 
a field where turnover is a persistent challenge, advancement opportunities matter. Staff who feel stuck may leave for other 
programs, other education settings, or entirely different fields. When programs support career growth, they communicate that 
early childhood work is skilled, valuable, and worthy of long-term investment. 

Understanding Career Pathways 

A career pathway is a structured way for staff to grow from entry-level roles into positions with greater responsibility, skill, and 
compensation. In early childhood education, this may involve moving from aide or assistant roles into associate teacher, teacher, 
master teacher, site supervisor, or program director positions. 

Career growth can include formal education, professional development, mentoring, permit advancement, leadership 
responsibilities, or specialized training. Not every staff member will want the same pathway. Some may want to become lead 
teachers, while others may be interested in administration, coaching, family support, special education, infant-toddler care, or 
curriculum leadership. Programs should help staff understand that professional growth can take multiple forms. Advancement 
does not always mean leaving the classroom; it can also mean becoming more skilled, more confident, and more influential within 
classroom practice. 

California Child Development Permits 

In California, the Child Development Permit Matrix provides an important structure for career advancement. The permit levels 
create a pathway from entry-level roles to teaching, supervision, and program leadership. Staff may move through levels such 
as Assistant, Associate Teacher, Teacher, Master Teacher, Site Supervisor, and Program Director as they complete coursework, 
gain experience, and meet permit requirements. Administrators do not need to become credentialing specialists, but they should 
understand the basic permit structure well enough to guide staff toward accurate information. This is especially important when 
staff are unsure which courses they need, whether their experience counts, or what role they may be qualified to hold. 

Programs can support permit advancement by sharing current resources, connecting staff with community college advisors or 
credentialing support, and encouraging employees to maintain records of coursework, permits, and professional development. 

Supporting Formal Education 

Many early childhood staff pursue coursework, certificates, associate degrees, bachelor’s degrees, credentials, or other 
specialized training while working. This can be difficult when staff are balancing work schedules, family responsibilities, finances, 
transportation, and academic demands. Programs may not be able to remove every barrier, but they can support education in 
practical ways. For example, a director might adjust schedules when possible, help staff identify relevant coursework, connect 
staff with grants or stipend programs, or recognize educational progress during supervision conversations. Even small supports 
can matter. A staff member who feels encouraged by the program may be more likely to persist in coursework than one who feels 
that school is treated as an inconvenience. 

Leadership Opportunities Within the Program 

Career advancement does not always require a new title immediately. Staff can build leadership skills through smaller 
opportunities that prepare them for future roles. These opportunities allow staff to practice responsibility while still receiving 
support. 

Examples of leadership opportunities include: 

• mentoring a new staff member, 
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• leading part of a staff meeting, 
• organizing a classroom project, 
• helping revise a procedure, 
• serving on a curriculum or safety committee, 
• sharing a successful strategy with colleagues, or 
• supporting family engagement activities. 

These experiences can help staff develop confidence, communication skills, and professional judgment. They also help 
administrators identify staff who may be ready for more formal leadership roles in the future. 

Specialized Professional Growth 

Some staff may want to deepen their expertise in a particular area rather than move into supervision or administration. 
Specialized growth can strengthen the program by creating internal resources for other staff. Areas of specialization might include 
infant-toddler care, dual language learning, inclusion, trauma-informed practice, outdoor learning, family engagement, curriculum, 
assessment, health and safety, or behavior support. A staff member who develops expertise in one of these areas may become 
a valuable resource for colleagues. Programs should recognize specialization as a legitimate form of professional advancement. 
Not every strong educator needs to become an administrator. Some staff make their greatest contribution by becoming highly 
skilled practitioners or peer leaders. 

Connecting Advancement to Retention 

Career pathways can support retention when staff see that staying in the program can lead to growth. If employees believe 
the only way to advance is to leave, the program may lose strong staff just as they become more skilled. Retention improves 
when staff can see realistic possibilities for the future. This might include increased responsibility, wage growth when possible, 
leadership opportunities, paid training, support for permit advancement, or recognition of expertise. Advancement should be 
clear and honest. Staff should understand what qualifications are needed for different roles and what steps they can take to move 
forward. Programs should be careful not to promise advancement opportunities they cannot provide. Honest guidance is better 
than vague encouragement. 

Fair and Consistent Access to Career Development 

Access to professional growth should be handled fairly and consistently. Sometimes, the staff who receive the most opportunities 
are those who are already confident, visible, or comfortable asking for support. Other staff may be overlooked because they are 
newer, quieter, part-time, or less familiar with the professional pathways available in early childhood education. Program leaders 
should pay attention to how opportunities are shared. Mentoring, leadership responsibilities, training funds, schedule flexibility, 
and encouragement to advance should not depend only on who asks first or who is most visible. Clear communication helps all 
staff understand what opportunities exist and what steps are required. 

A fair system does not mean every staff member receives the exact same support. Staff have different goals, roles, and levels 
of readiness. However, programs should make sure that career development opportunities are transparent, consistent, and 
connected to professional criteria rather than personal preference. 
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14.7: Building a Culture of Continuous Learning 

Professional growth is strongest when learning becomes part of the program’s culture. In some programs, professional 
development is treated as something that happens only during required training days. In stronger learning cultures, staff are 
regularly encouraged to reflect, ask questions, try new strategies, learn from one another, and improve practice over time. A 
culture of continuous learning does not require constant formal training. It requires an environment where improvement is 
expected, supported, and connected to daily work. Staff should understand that learning is part of being a professional, not a sign 
that they are failing. 

Learning as Part of Daily Practice 

Early childhood work changes from day to day. Children’s needs shift, families experience new circumstances, staff encounter 
unexpected challenges, and classroom dynamics evolve. Because of this, staff need habits of reflection and adjustment. 

A teacher may notice that a transition is no longer working, that a child needs a different kind of support, or that a family 
communication routine is unclear. In a learning-oriented program, these observations become opportunities for problem-solving. 
Staff are encouraged to ask, “What is happening, why might it be happening, and what could we try next?” This approach helps 
prevent professional growth from being limited to workshops. Daily practice becomes a source of learning. 

Psychological Safety and Professional Trust 

Staff are more likely to learn when they feel safe enough to ask questions, admit uncertainty, and discuss challenges honestly. If 
staff believe that every mistake will be judged harshly, they may hide problems or avoid trying new strategies. That weakens both 
learning and program quality. A professional learning culture does not excuse poor practice, but it does distinguish between a 
staff member who is learning and a staff member who is unwilling to meet expectations. When staff are trying to improve, they 
need guidance, feedback, and room to reflect. Leaders set the tone. When directors and supervisors respond to questions with 
patience, address concerns respectfully, and model their own learning, staff are more likely to see improvement as normal. 

Team Meetings as Learning Opportunities 

Staff meetings are often used for announcements, reminders, and scheduling updates. Those tasks are necessary, but meetings 
can also support professional learning. Even short discussions can help staff reflect on practice and build shared understanding. 
For example, a staff meeting might include a brief case discussion, a review of classroom documentation, a shared problem-
solving conversation, or a focus question about a common challenge. Instead of simply reminding staff to improve transitions, a 
director might ask teams to identify one transition that is difficult and brainstorm one change to test that week. Staff meetings are 
most useful when they connect directly to real program issues. Meetings should not become another place where staff passively 
receive information. 

Collaboration and Peer Learning 

Staff can learn a great deal from one another. Peer learning may happen through shared planning, classroom visits, discussion 
of documentation, co-teaching, or informal problem-solving. Experienced staff may model strategies, while newer staff may bring 
fresh ideas or questions that help the team reflect. 

Collaboration is most effective when it has structure. Programs may support peer learning through: 

• shared planning time, 
• classroom observation opportunities, 
• teaching teams or age-level teams, 
• discussion of child observations, 
• peer sharing during staff meetings, and 
• collaborative problem-solving around common challenges. 
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The goal is not for every teacher to do everything exactly the same way. The goal is to create shared professional knowledge while 
still allowing teachers to respond to their own children and classroom context. 

Reflection as a Professional Habit 

Reflection helps staff turn experience into learning. Without reflection, staff may repeat the same routines even when they are not 
working. With reflection, staff can examine their decisions and consider alternatives. Reflection can be simple. A teacher might 
ask: What went well today? What was difficult? What did I notice about the children? What did I try, and what happened? What 
might I adjust tomorrow? 

Experience alone does not guarantee growth. Staff grow when they pause to examine what happened, consider why it 
happened, and decide how to respond differently in the future. Administrators can support reflection by asking thoughtful 
questions rather than immediately giving advice. Over time, reflective habits can make staff more intentional and less 
reactive. 

Shared Goals and Program Consistency 

A culture of learning works best when staff are working toward shared goals. If each classroom is improving in a completely 
different direction, the program may become inconsistent. Shared goals help staff focus their learning and make progress 
together. For example, a program might spend several months strengthening language-rich interactions, improving inclusive 
practices, or creating calmer transitions. Different classrooms may apply the goal in different ways, but the program maintains 
a common focus. Shared goals also make professional development easier to sustain. Training, coaching, staff meetings, 
observations, and peer collaboration can all connect to the same priority rather than feeling scattered. 

Leadership That Models Learning 

Staff are more likely to value professional growth when leaders model it themselves. Administrators do this when they seek 
feedback, acknowledge when a system is not working, update policies based on new information, and participate in professional 
learning alongside staff. A director does not need to pretend to have every answer. In fact, thoughtful leadership often involves 
saying, “Let’s look at the information,” “Let’s try a different approach,” or “We need to learn more about this.” This models the kind 
of curiosity and problem-solving expected from staff. Leadership also involves protecting time for learning. If collaboration and 
reflection are always pushed aside by urgent tasks, staff receive the message that learning is optional. Continuous improvement 
requires time and attention. 

Caution: Reflection Turns Experience into Learning 
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14.8: Addressing Barriers to Professional Growth 

Professional growth is important, but it does not happen automatically. Staff may want to learn and improve while still facing 
practical barriers that make professional development difficult to access or apply. These barriers can include time, cost, staffing 
coverage, workload, transportation, technology access, language, confidence, and burnout. Programs that take professional 
development seriously must look beyond telling staff to “get more training.” They need to examine what makes growth possible 
or difficult within the actual working conditions of the program. 

Time and Scheduling 

Time is one of the most common barriers to professional growth. Early childhood staff often work long days with limited planning 
time, and classrooms must remain staffed to maintain ratios. Even when training opportunities are available, staff may not be able 
to attend if coverage is not provided. 

Scheduling professional development requires planning. Programs may need to use staff meeting time, paid training days, 
substitute coverage, staggered schedules, or online options. However, online training should not become the only solution, 
especially when the topic requires practice, discussion, or feedback. Professional growth is more realistic when programs treat 
time for learning as part of staffing and budgeting, not as something staff must always fit in on their own. 

Cost and Access to Training 

Professional development can create financial burdens for staff. Training fees, college tuition, books, transportation, child care, 
and unpaid time away from work can all make participation difficult. These costs may be especially challenging for staff in lower-
wage positions. 

Programs may not be able to pay for every opportunity, but they can help staff identify low-cost training, grants, stipends, 
scholarships, employer-supported coursework, or local college pathways. When funds are available, programs should use clear 
criteria for deciding how training support is distributed. Support does not always have to be financial. Helping staff understand 
registration steps, permit requirements, or available community college options can also reduce barriers. 

Staffing Coverage 

A program may value professional development but still struggle to release staff from classrooms. If there is no coverage, staff 
may miss training or return feeling guilty that coworkers were left short-handed. This can make professional development feel like 
a burden rather than support. Coverage planning should be part of the professional development system. Directors may need to 
build substitute pools, cross-train staff, schedule training during lower-enrollment periods, or rotate staff participation. Programs 
should avoid creating a situation where only staff in certain roles can attend professional development because others are always 
needed in classrooms. 

Workload and Burnout 

Professional development can feel overwhelming when staff are already exhausted. Even useful training may be received poorly if 
it is added on top of heavy workloads, emotional stress, or constant staffing shortages. This does not mean professional growth 
should stop during difficult periods. It means administrators need to be realistic. Staff may need practical support before they 
can take on major new initiatives. A program experiencing burnout might focus on one manageable practice, such as improving 
transitions or strengthening staff communication, rather than launching several new systems at once. 

Professional development should help staff do their work better. It should not become another source of pressure with no time or 
support for implementation. 

386 (14.8.1)



Confidence and Readiness 

Some staff may hesitate to participate in professional growth because they lack confidence. They may worry about being judged, 
feel uncomfortable in academic settings, or believe they are not “good at school.” Others may have had negative past experiences 
with evaluation or training. Supportive leadership can make a difference. Staff are more likely to engage when professional 
development is framed as learning rather than correction. Mentoring, coaching, small-group learning, and practical hands-on 
training can be especially helpful for staff who feel unsure. Confidence grows when staff experience success. Starting with 
achievable goals can help staff build momentum. 

Language, Technology, and Format 

Professional development should be accessible in format and language. Some staff may benefit from training offered in their 
strongest language, written materials that are clear and practical, or opportunities to discuss concepts with colleagues. Others 
may need support using online training platforms or digital documentation systems. The format matters. A recorded webinar 
may work for some topics, but it may not be the best format for practicing family communication, learning behavior guidance 
strategies, or developing reflective supervision skills. Programs should match the format to the learning goal. A useful question 
is: “What support do staff need in order to participate fully and use what they learn?” 

Making Growth Manageable 

Programs can reduce barriers by keeping professional development focused and manageable. Too many initiatives at once can 
overwhelm staff and weaken implementation. Smaller, repeated learning cycles are often more effective than large amounts of 
disconnected training. A manageable approach might include: 

• choosing one or two priorities at a time, 
• providing time to practice, 
• offering follow-up support, 
• checking whether staff need materials or coaching, and 
• adjusting expectations based on workload and staffing realities. 

The goal is not to lower expectations for professional growth. The goal is to create conditions where growth is possible. 
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14.9: Evaluating Professional Development and Supporting 
Transfer to Practice 

Professional development should be evaluated by more than attendance records or certificates. Training hours may show that staff 
completed a requirement, but they do not show whether staff changed their practice or whether children’s experiences improved. 
Administrators need ways to determine whether professional learning is actually being used in daily work. Evaluation does not 
need to be overly complicated. The goal is to ask practical questions: Did staff learn what was intended? Are they applying it? 
What support do they still need? What evidence shows that the program is improving? 

Moving Beyond Completion Records 

Most programs track professional development hours because licensing, funding, or employment systems may require 
documentation. This is necessary, but it is only a starting point. A staff member may attend a training on positive guidance and 
still struggle to use effective guidance strategies during difficult classroom moments. Another staff member may complete a 
workshop on family communication but continue using vague or judgmental language when discussing concerns. In both cases, 
the training was completed, but transfer to practice did not fully occur. Completion records answer one question: Did the staff 
member attend? Program improvement requires a different question: What changed because of the learning? 

Supporting Transfer to Practice 

Transfer to practice means staff are able to apply what they learned in their actual work. This step is often where professional 
development succeeds or fails. A strategy that seems clear during training may feel much harder during a busy transition, a parent 
conference, or a conflict between children. 

Programs can support transfer by planning follow-up before the training even happens. Staff should know what they are expected 
to try, when they will have time to practice, and how support will be provided. Follow-up may include observation, coaching, staff 
meeting discussion, peer sharing, or written reflection. A useful transfer plan might include three simple steps: 

• identify one practice staff will try, 
• provide time and support to use it, and 
• follow up to discuss what worked and what needs adjustment. 

This turns professional development into a cycle rather than a one-time event. 

Using Observation and Feedback 

Observation helps administrators see whether professional development is showing up in practice. If staff received training on 
active supervision, an administrator might observe playground positioning, scanning, counting, and staff movement. If the training 
focused on language development, observations might look for conversations, open-ended questions, vocabulary modeling, and 
wait time. 

Feedback should be specific and connected to the professional development goal. General comments such as “good job” or 
“keep working on it” are less useful than feedback tied to observable practice. For example: “During center time, I noticed you 
asked three children to explain how they built their ramps. That extended their thinking and language.” Observation should be 
used to support improvement, not simply to catch errors. Staff are more likely to apply new learning when feedback is timely, 
concrete, and paired with support. 

Staff Reflection and Self-Evaluation 

Staff should be part of evaluating their own growth. Reflection helps staff notice what they tried, what changed, and where they 
still need support. This is especially important because some changes in practice are subtle and may not be visible in one short 
observation. 
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Reflection questions can be brief: 

• What did you try? 
• What felt different? 
• How did children respond? 
• What was difficult? 
• What do you want to adjust next time? 

These questions encourage staff to connect professional learning to real classroom experiences. They also help administrators 
understand whether staff need more training, coaching, materials, or time. 

Looking at Program-Level Patterns 

Professional development should also be evaluated at the program level. If only one teacher is using a new strategy, the issue may 
be individual follow-through. If most staff are struggling to implement it, the program may need to revise the training plan, provide 
clearer expectations, or offer more support. Program leaders can look for patterns in classroom observations, staff feedback, child 
assessment data, incident reports, family feedback, or curriculum documentation. For example, if a program provides training 
on reducing transition challenges, useful evidence might include calmer transitions, fewer behavior incidents, shorter wait times, 
and staff reports that routines feel more manageable. This kind of review helps administrators determine whether professional 
development is improving the program as a whole. 

Avoiding “One and Done” Professional Development 

Professional growth takes time. Staff usually need repeated opportunities to learn, practice, receive feedback, and refine their 
approach. A single training may introduce a concept, but it rarely creates deep or lasting change by itself. Programs should avoid 
treating a topic as finished simply because staff attended one workshop. Instead, important priorities should be revisited through 
staff meetings, coaching, observation, and planning conversations. Repetition is not necessarily redundant. When it is connected 
to practice, repetition helps build skill. 

"We Counted the Hours, Not the Change" 

A director was proud that every staff member had completed the required professional development hours for the year. 
The training log was organized, certificates were filed, and staff had attended sessions on curriculum planning, family 
communication, and behavior guidance. However, classroom observations showed that several program goals had not 
improved. Lesson plans still looked disconnected from child observations, family communication remained inconsistent, and 
teachers continued to rely on the same behavior strategies they had used before the training. The director realized that the 
program had been tracking participation, but not transfer to practice. 

The following year, the program changed its approach. For each major professional development topic, staff identified 
one practice to try, supervisors observed for that practice, and staff discussed implementation during team meetings. The 
program still tracked hours, but it also began tracking whether professional learning was changing daily work. This example 
illustrates that professional development should be evaluated by its effect on practice, not only by whether staff attended. 

Example 

This page titled 14.9: Evaluating Professional Development and Supporting Transfer to Practice is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was 
authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 

389 (14.9.2)

https://workforce.libretexts.org/Courses/Coalinga_College/Administration_of_Early_Childhood_Programs/14%3A_Fostering_Professional_Growth_and_Development_for_Staff/14.09%3A_Evaluating_Professional_Development_and_Supporting_Transfer_to_Practice
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


14.10: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Fostering professional growth and development is an important responsibility of early childhood program administration. Effective 
professional learning is not limited to completing training hours. It requires administrators to assess staff strengths and needs, 
select relevant learning opportunities, provide coaching or mentoring, and create conditions that help staff apply what they learn 
in daily practice. Strong professional development systems support program quality, staff confidence, and retention. They also 
help programs respond to changing needs, strengthen consistency across classrooms, and support career advancement. When 
professional learning is ongoing, practical, and connected to real classroom work, it is more likely to improve staff practice and 
children’s experiences. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Why might completing professional development hours be different from actually growing as an early childhood professional? 
2. How can administrators identify what kinds of professional development staff need most? 
3. What is the difference between coaching, mentoring, reflective supervision, and formal evaluation? 
4. What barriers might prevent staff from applying new learning, and how can administrators help reduce those barriers? 

This page titled 14.10: Chapter Summary and Reflection is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 

390 (14.10.1)

https://workforce.libretexts.org/Courses/Coalinga_College/Administration_of_Early_Childhood_Programs/14%3A_Fostering_Professional_Growth_and_Development_for_Staff/14.10%3A_Chapter_Summary_and_Reflection
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


14.11: References 

California Commission on Teacher Credentialing. (2025). Child development permit matrix. https://www.ctc.ca.gov/credentials/
leaflets/cl-797 

Darling-Hammond, L., Hyler, M. E., & Gardner, M. (2017). Effective teacher professional development. Learning Policy Institute. 
https://doi.org/10.54300/122.311 

Douglass, A., Tout, K., & Doyle, S. (2023). A framework for reviewing professional development strategies in child care and early 
education. Administration for Children and Families, Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation. https://acf.gov/opre/report/
framework-reviewing-professional-development-strategies-child-care-and-early-education 

Ferro, J., Hemmeter, M. L., & Fox, L. (2024). School leader’s guide to professional development and practice-based coaching. 
National Center for Pyramid Model Innovations. https://challengingbehavior.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/school-leaders-
guide-to-pbc.pdf 

Head Start. (2025, July 8). Practice-based coaching (PBC). U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for 
Children and Families. https://headstart.gov/professional-development/article/practice-based-coaching-pbc 

Institute of Medicine, & National Research Council. (2015). Transforming the workforce for children birth through age 8: A unifying 
foundation. The National Academies Press. https://doi.org/10.17226/19401 

National Association for the Education of Young Children. (n.d.). Professional standards and competencies for early childhood 
educators. https://www.naeyc.org/resources/position-statements/professional-standards-competencies 

Schachner, A., Yun, C., Melnick, H., & Barajas, J. (2024). Coaching at scale: A strategy for strengthening the early learning 
workforce. Learning Policy Institute. https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/coaching-at-scale-report 

Sheridan, S. M., Edwards, C. P., Marvin, C. A., & Knoche, L. L. (2009). Professional development in early childhood programs: 
Process issues and research needs. Early Education and Development, 20(3), 377–401. https://doi.org/10.1080/
10409280802582795 

Vallotton, C. D., Miller, A. L., & Arace, K. (2025). How are Early Head Start teachers’ professional development experiences 
associated with job stress and teacher-child interaction quality? Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 72, 30–42. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.ecresq.2025.03.004 

ZERO TO THREE. (2016, March 8). Three building blocks of reflective supervision for early childhood professionals. 
https://www.zerotothree.org/resource/three-building-blocks-of-reflective-supervision/ 

ZERO TO THREE. (2024, January 3). Reflective practice in early childhood professionals. https://www.zerotothree.org/resource/
distillation/buzzwords-explained-reflective-practice/ 

This page titled 14.11: References is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah 
Knott. 

391 (14.11.1)

https://www.ctc.ca.gov/credentials/leaflets/cl-797
https://www.ctc.ca.gov/credentials/leaflets/cl-797
https://doi.org/10.54300/122.311
https://acf.gov/opre/report/framework-reviewing-professional-development-strategies-child-care-and-early-education
https://acf.gov/opre/report/framework-reviewing-professional-development-strategies-child-care-and-early-education
https://challengingbehavior.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/school-leaders-guide-to-pbc.pdf
https://challengingbehavior.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/school-leaders-guide-to-pbc.pdf
https://headstart.gov/professional-development/article/practice-based-coaching-pbc
https://doi.org/10.17226/19401
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/position-statements/professional-standards-competencies
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/coaching-at-scale-report
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409280802582795
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409280802582795
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2025.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2025.03.004
https://www.zerotothree.org/resource/three-building-blocks-of-reflective-supervision/
https://www.zerotothree.org/resource/distillation/buzzwords-explained-reflective-practice/
https://www.zerotothree.org/resource/distillation/buzzwords-explained-reflective-practice/
https://workforce.libretexts.org/Courses/Coalinga_College/Administration_of_Early_Childhood_Programs/14%3A_Fostering_Professional_Growth_and_Development_for_Staff/14.11%3A_References
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


15: ASSESSING AND ENHANCING PROGRAM PRACTICES 

15.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

15.2: Understanding the Purpose of Evaluation 

15.3: Creating an Evaluation Plan 

15.4: Supporting Staff Growth Through Evaluation 

15.5: The Administrator’s Role in Staff Evaluation 

15.6: Assessing Children’s Growth and Development 

15.7: Approaches to Understanding Children’s Progress 

15.8: Tools for Analyzing and Documenting Children’s Learning 

15.9: Tools for Analyzing and Documenting Children’s Learning 

15.10: Evaluating the Program as a Whole 

15.11: Making Meaning of Data for Program Improvement 

15.12: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

15.13: Chapter References 

This page titled 15: Assessing and Enhancing Program Practices is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 

392 (15.1)

https://workforce.libretexts.org/Courses/Coalinga_College/Administration_of_Early_Childhood_Programs/15%3A_Assessing_and_Enhancing_Program_Practices
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


15.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Ongoing reflection and evaluation are essential for maintaining high-quality early childhood programs. Administrators use 
evaluation not only to meet requirements, but to support staff growth, understand children’s development, and assess overall 
program effectiveness. This includes observing classroom practices, reviewing child assessment data, and gathering feedback 
from families and staff to make informed decisions. When used thoughtfully, evaluation becomes a tool for growth rather than 
judgment, helping programs identify strengths and areas for improvement. This chapter explores how intentional evaluation 
practices can guide continuous improvement and strengthen program quality over time. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

• Explain the purpose of evaluation in early childhood programs 
• Identify different methods of staff and program evaluation 
• Understand how child assessment supports program improvement 
• Describe how data is collected and used in decision-making 
• Recognize the role of continuous quality improvement 

Getting Started: Brainstorming Questions 

1. What does “quality” mean in an early childhood program? 
2. How can you tell if a program is successful? 
3. Why is it important to evaluate both staff and the overall program? 

Learning Objectives 
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15.2: Understanding the Purpose of Evaluation 

Evaluation is an ongoing process in early childhood education programs. It may involve examining a person’s behavior, reviewing 
administrative policies and procedures, analyzing classroom practices, or evaluating the program as a whole. Effective evaluation 
looks beyond individual employees and considers the overall quality and effectiveness of the entire program. 

Evaluation should begin during the early stages of program development. Planning for evaluation early helps everyone understand 
how the process will be conducted and what expectations will be in place. Clear communication about evaluation procedures 
promotes transparency and helps staff feel informed and supported rather than surprised or threatened. 

The evaluator may be the program administrator or an outside third-party evaluator. In either case, the evaluation process should 
be guided by the program’s mission statement, vision, values, and goals that were established before the program opened. These 
foundational documents provide direction for determining whether the program is successfully meeting its intended purpose. 

Regular evaluation helps administrators and educators determine how effectively they are following the program’s philosophy 
and goals. It can also reveal when policies, procedures, or practices may need to be revised to better meet the changing needs 
of children, families, and the community. As communities and societal needs evolve, programs must remain responsive and 
adaptable. 

A strong evaluation process promotes a supportive and collaborative environment rather than a punitive or fear-based approach. 
Evaluations should focus on celebrating progress, identifying areas for growth, and planning next steps for improvement. Staff 
members should feel encouraged and supported throughout the process. 

Evaluation often includes examining classroom practices, educator-child interactions, learning environments, and program 
operations. One of the primary purposes of evaluation is to ensure that children receive high-quality care and education. Programs 
may use formal evaluation tools to help assess quality and effectiveness. 

Evaluators must also understand the needs and expectations of the families and communities the program serves. If evaluation 
results reveal areas that require significant changes or additional resources, administrators and stakeholders may need to work 
together to secure additional funding or support. 

Another important purpose of evaluation is determining how effectively and efficiently the program meets the needs of children 
and families. Administrators may examine whether goals are being fully met, partially met, or not met at all, while also considering 
factors such as time, cost, and energy. 

Evaluation also provides a foundation for future planning. Administrators use evaluation data to identify program strengths, 
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recognize areas needing improvement, and make decisions about future goals and changes. Information gathered through 
evaluation can help programs respond to newly identified community needs and improve services for the following year. 

Principles that Guide Meaningful Evaluation 

Meaningful evaluation is guided by several important principles that promote fairness, transparency, professionalism, 
collaboration, and continuous improvement. These principles help ensure that evaluation supports growth and maintains trust 
within the program community. In early childhood education, evaluation should never be viewed as a process designed to punish 
or create fear. Instead, it should help programs better understand their strengths, identify areas for improvement, and make 
informed decisions that support children, families, educators, and the overall program. When evaluation practices are thoughtful, 
respectful, and consistent, they contribute to a positive program culture focused on high-quality care, education, and professional 
growth. 

The following guiding principles help ensure that evaluation practices are meaningful, supportive, and effective: 

Guiding 
Principle 

Description 

Open and 
Transparent 
Evaluation 

The evaluation process should be open and clearly communicated to everyone involved. Individuals and groups 
should know they are being evaluated, understand the purpose of the evaluation, and be informed about how 
the process will occur. Staff members should also have opportunities to ask questions, provide input, and 
review feedback. Transparency helps build trust and reduces anxiety surrounding evaluations. 

Alignment with 
Mission, Vision, 
Values, and 
Goals 

Evaluation should directly connect to the program’s mission, vision, values, goals, and objectives. The purpose 
of evaluation is to determine whether the program and its staff are successfully carrying out the philosophy and 
priorities established by the program. Evaluations are most meaningful when they reflect what the program 
believes is important for children, families, and educators. 

Clear 
Understanding 
of the 
Evaluation 
Process 

Individuals being evaluated should clearly understand why the evaluation is taking place, when and where it will 
occur, how it will be conducted, and who will complete the evaluation. Providing this information ahead of time 
helps staff feel more prepared and supported. Clear communication also promotes professionalism and 
fairness within the program. 

Individual 
Evaluation with 
Group 
Reporting 

Evaluations are often conducted on an individual basis, especially for staff members or children. However, 
when overall findings are discussed, programs may use group data rather than identifying individuals publicly. 
Reviewing patterns and trends as a group allows programs to identify strengths and areas for improvement 
while still maintaining professionalism and privacy. 

Confidentiality Evaluation information should remain confidential and only be accessible to individuals who have a legitimate 
need to know, such as administrators or supervisors involved in the process. Maintaining confidentiality 
protects relationships, supports professionalism, and helps individuals feel safe during the evaluation process. 

Ongoing and 
Continuous 
Evaluation 

Evaluation should not occur only when problems arise. Instead, it should be built into the program on a regular 
and ongoing basis. Continuous evaluation allows programs to monitor progress, respond to concerns early, and 
make improvements over time. Ongoing reflection helps maintain high-quality practices throughout the 
program year. 

Culturally and 
Linguistically 
Responsive 
Practices 

Evaluation practices should respect and value the diverse backgrounds, languages, cultures, and experiences of 
children, families, and staff members. Evaluators should avoid bias and ensure that evaluation methods are fair 
and inclusive. Culturally responsive evaluation helps programs better understand and support the unique needs 
of their community. 

Strength-Based 
Approach 

Meaningful evaluation recognizes strengths and accomplishments in addition to identifying areas for growth. 
Staff members and programs benefit from hearing what they are doing well and how their efforts positively 
impact children and families. A strength-based approach helps create a supportive environment that 
encourages confidence, motivation, and professional growth. 

Use of Multiple 
Sources of 
Information 

Effective evaluation should include information gathered from multiple sources rather than relying on a single 
observation or tool. Programs may use observations, conversations, surveys, documentation, portfolios, family 
feedback, and assessment tools to gain a more complete understanding of performance and program quality. 
Using multiple forms of evidence helps improve accuracy and fairness. 
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Guiding 
Principle 

Description 

Focus on 
Growth and 
Improvement 

Evaluation should support learning, reflection, and continuous improvement rather than punishment or fear. 
The purpose of evaluation is to identify ways to strengthen practices, improve program quality, and support 
professional development. When evaluation is approached as a collaborative process, staff members are often 
more open to feedback and growth opportunities. 

Developmentally 
Appropriate 
Evaluation 

Evaluations involving children should reflect developmentally appropriate practices. Young children learn 
through play, relationships, movement, and exploration, so assessment methods should focus on authentic 
observations gathered during everyday experiences. Developmentally appropriate evaluation respects 
individual differences and avoids unrealistic expectations for children’s growth and learning. 
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15.3: Creating an Evaluation Plan 

As administrators and staff members work together to create an evaluation plan, they must first consider what will be evaluated 
and why the evaluation is being conducted. A thoughtful evaluation plan helps programs remain organized, intentional, and 
focused on continuous improvement. Evaluation planning ensures that everyone involved understands the purpose of the process 
and how information will be collected, reviewed, and used. 

Programs must also determine the intended audience for the evaluation plan. Some evaluation information may be shared with 
families, staff members, board members, funding agencies, accrediting organizations, or the general public. Other information 
may remain for internal use only and be accessible only to administrators and staff. Because evaluation often includes sensitive 
information, confidentiality must be carefully considered and clearly addressed within the program’s policy manual. 

Ethical responsibilities are also an important part of evaluation planning. Many programs use professional resources such as 
the National Association for the Education of Young Children Code of Ethical Conduct and its Statement of Commitment to 
help guide ethical decision-making during the evaluation process. These professional guidelines can help administrators and 
educators respond appropriately when ethical concerns or dilemmas arise. 

When creating an evaluation plan, administrators must carefully consider the amount of data that will be collected. Gathering 
too much information can become overwhelming and difficult to manage, while collecting too little information may not provide 
an accurate understanding of program quality. Someone must be responsible for selecting evaluation tools, organizing data 
collection, analyzing information, and communicating results. In many programs, this responsibility belongs to the administrator, 
although some programs hire outside consultants or third-party evaluators to assist with the process. 

The evaluation plan should include opportunities for participation and collaboration from everyone connected to the program. 
Staff members should be encouraged to contribute ideas and participate in discussions about classroom practices, program 
policies, procedures, and areas for improvement. Collaborative evaluation helps build a stronger sense of teamwork and shared 
responsibility for program quality. 

In early childhood education, evaluation plans often focus on three major components: 

Component Purpose of Evaluation 

Staff 
Evaluation 

Examines educator performance, professional growth, classroom practices, communication, and interactions with 
children and families. 

Child 
Evaluation 

Assesses children’s growth, development, interests, strengths, and learning needs using developmentally 
appropriate methods. 

Program 
Evaluation 

Reviews the effectiveness of the program as a whole, including policies, curriculum, environments, leadership, 
family engagement, and overall program quality. 

It is also important for programs to evaluate the administrator and leadership team. Leadership evaluations can provide valuable 
feedback about communication, organization, decision-making, and overall program management. 

A strong evaluation plan clearly outlines who will conduct each evaluation, how the evaluation will be completed, when it will occur, 
and the purpose of the evaluation. Establishing these details ahead of time helps create consistency, professionalism, fairness, 
and accountability throughout the evaluation process. 
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Ethical Guidance for Evaluation Planning 

Many early childhood programs use the professional guidance provided by the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children Code of Ethical Conduct and Statement of Commitment when creating evaluation plans and responding to ethical 
dilemmas. These professional guidelines help administrators and educators make respectful, fair, and responsible decisions 
during the evaluation process. 

NAEYC Code of Ethical Conduct and Evaluation Practices 

Ethical 
Principle 

Connection to Evaluation Practices 

Respect for 
Children 

Evaluation practices should protect the dignity, well-being, and confidentiality of children. Assessments should 
support children’s development and avoid inappropriate pressure or comparisons. 

Respect for 
Families 

Families should be treated as partners in the evaluation process. Programs should communicate respectfully, 
include family perspectives when appropriate, and maintain confidentiality. 

Respect for 
Colleagues 

Staff evaluations should be conducted fairly, professionally, and respectfully. Feedback should support growth 
and collaboration rather than fear or punishment. 

Confidentiality Information gathered during evaluations should remain private and only be shared with individuals who have a 
legitimate need to know. 

Honesty and 
Integrity 

Evaluation results should be accurate, objective, and based on professional evidence rather than assumptions or 
favoritism. 

Fairness and 
Equity 

Evaluation procedures should be consistent and equitable for all individuals within the program. Bias and 
discrimination should be avoided. 

Advocacy for 
Best Practices 

Evaluation should support developmentally appropriate, culturally responsive, and high-quality early childhood 
education practices. 

Ethical 
Decision-
Making 

Ethical guidelines help administrators and educators make thoughtful decisions when challenges or concerns 
arise during the evaluation process. 

Reference: 
National Association for the Education of Young Children. (2011). Code of ethical conduct and statement of commitment. 
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/position-statements/ethical-conduct 
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NAEYC Statement of Commitment and Professional Growth 

Commitment Area Connection to Evaluation and Professional Practice 

Commitment to Professional 
Growth 

Evaluation should encourage reflective practice, ongoing learning, and continuous professional 
development for educators and administrators. 

Commitment to Collaboration Administrators, educators, families, and community members should work together to improve 
program quality and support children’s development. 

Commitment to Supportive 
Leadership 

Administrators should create evaluation systems that are supportive, respectful, and focused on 
helping staff members succeed. 

Commitment to Continuous 
Improvement 

Evaluation should be viewed as an ongoing process that helps programs identify strengths, 
improve practices, and respond to changing needs. 

Commitment to High-Quality 
Care and Education 

Evaluation practices should focus on maintaining safe, healthy, engaging, and developmentally 
appropriate learning environments for children. 

Commitment to Respectful 
Communication 

Professional communication during evaluation should remain constructive, collaborative, and 
solution-focused. 

Commitment to Equity and 
Inclusion 

Evaluation systems should respect diverse cultures, languages, family structures, and individual 
experiences within the program community. 

Commitment to Shared 
Responsibility 

Everyone connected to the program plays a role in maintaining quality and participating in 
improvement efforts. 

Reference: 
National Association for the Education of Young Children. (2011). Code of ethical conduct and statement of commitment. 
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/position-statements/ethical-conduct 
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15.4: Supporting Staff Growth Through Evaluation 

Staff evaluation is a natural and important part of being an administrator in an early childhood program. One of the administrator’s 
primary responsibilities is to support staff members as they grow professionally and continue developing their knowledge and 
skills. Every staff member should be evaluated regularly according to the procedures outlined in the program’s policies and 
procedures manual. 

Staff evaluations are conducted to help both the administrator and the educator reflect on areas of strength as well as areas 
where growth, improvement, or change may be needed. Evaluation is not intended to punish or criticize employees. Instead, it 
should be viewed as a supportive process that encourages professional growth, reflective practice, and continuous improvement. 

Evaluation also provides valuable information to boards, funding agencies, and program leadership about how employees spend 
their time and contribute to the program. In many ways, evaluation validates the important work educators do each day with 
children and families. 

The evaluation process often begins during employee selection and hiring. Administrators assess applicants not only for 
educational qualifications and experience, but also for their ability to work collaboratively with children, families, and other staff 
members. During this process, administrators must be careful to avoid making assumptions or judgments based on stereotypes 
or personal biases. 

For example, a candidate with an unusual clothing style or different communication style may initially be misunderstood, even 
though they may work exceptionally well with young children. Effective employee selection should be based on professional 
behavior, qualifications, experience, and interactions rather than personal assumptions or over generalizations. Administrators 
should also complete reference checks and required background clearances before employment begins. 

Evaluation Processes and Procedures 

Ongoing staff evaluation begins as soon as an employee accepts a position within the program. At the beginning of employment, 
the administrator and new staff member should carefully review the job description together and discuss expectations, 
responsibilities, and program policies. Adjustments may sometimes be made to fit the needs of the classroom or the individual 
employee’s role. 

Comprehensive evaluation is based on the employee’s job description and established program expectations. Administrators 
should clearly communicate from the beginning that evaluations are a regular part of professional practice within the program. 
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Evaluation is especially important for helping new educators become comfortable and successful in their roles. This support 
is particularly valuable during the first year of employment when educators are adjusting to new responsibilities, classroom 
environments, and program expectations. New staff members should feel guided, informed, and supported as they continue 
developing professionally. 

Administrators should clearly explain: 

• Why the evaluation is being conducted 
• When and where the evaluation will occur 
• Who will complete the evaluation 
• What methods and tools will be used 
• How evaluation results will be discussed and documented 

Many programs evaluate employees after an initial probationary period, which may range from two or three months to six months 
or even one year depending on the program structure and policies. If the employee’s work is found to be satisfactory, the 
administrator and employee can then work together to establish goals for continued professional growth. 

Goal setting is often an important part of the evaluation cycle. Employees may be asked to reflect on their work, identify goals, and 
discuss those goals with the administrator. Together, they determine whether the goals are realistic, meaningful, and achievable 
within the evaluation period. 

The administrator and employee must also decide how evaluation data will be gathered. Programs may use a variety of methods, 
including: 

• Classroom observations 
• Family surveys or feedback 
• Self-evaluations 
• Peer observations 
• Documentation of classroom practices 
• Child behavior and engagement observations 
• Professional portfolios 
• Checklists or rating scales 

Some programs use standardized checklists or rating scales, especially in larger programs where multiple staff members must 
be evaluated consistently. Using the same evaluation process and tools for all employees helps promote fairness, equity, and 
consistency across the program. 

The written evaluation goals, objectives, and procedures are often referred to as a work plan. This plan serves as a formative 
component of staff evaluation and provides a shared guide for professional growth. After the work plan is completed, both the 
administrator and the employee should keep copies for future reference. 

Programs should also schedule follow-up meetings throughout the evaluation cycle. These meetings may occur monthly, at the 
end of a semester, or at another time frame that fits the program’s structure. Regular communication helps ensure that evaluation 
remains supportive and collaborative rather than stressful or disconnected from daily practice. 

When educators are already performing at a high level, administrators can continue supporting growth by helping them explore 
new interests, leadership opportunities, or professional development experiences. For example, educators may participate in 
specialized training, research projects, mentoring opportunities, conference presentations, or grant-funded initiatives. 

Administrators should also ensure that educators feel supported as they grow professionally. Providing classroom coverage, 
adjusting schedules when possible, and encouraging continued learning can help staff members remain engaged and motivated 
in their roles. When educators feel valued and supported, they are more likely to remain committed to the program rather than 
seeking opportunities elsewhere. 
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15.5: The Administrator’s Role in Staff Evaluation 

The administrator plays an important role in supporting staff growth and maintaining high-quality practices within an early 
childhood program. One of the administrator’s responsibilities is to observe, analyze, and evaluate the work of staff members 
while encouraging the continued development of their strengths and abilities. Evaluation should also help identify areas where 
additional support, training, or professional growth may be needed. 

The primary goal of staff evaluation is to promote growth and improvement rather than focus only on weaknesses or mistakes. 
Administrators should provide guidance, mentoring, and opportunities for professional development, especially for educators who 
are continuing to build their classroom skills and experience working with young children. 

In some situations, administrators may determine that an employee is not able to successfully meet the expectations of the 
position even after support and intervention have been provided. If concerns significantly outweigh strengths and improvement 
is not occurring, termination of employment may become necessary. However, administrators should ensure that staff members 
are first given clear expectations, guidance, training, and reasonable opportunities for growth whenever appropriate. 

Staff members are responsible for helping implement the goals and plans established during the evaluation process. Together, 
the administrator and educator work to create realistic objectives and strategies for professional improvement. 

Some programs use standardized evaluation forms for all educators. While this approach can promote consistency and fairness, 
it may not always recognize differences in educator experience levels. New educators and experienced educators often have 
different professional development needs and strengths. 

An alternative approach is to use a standard evaluation form that addresses the basic expectations required for all staff members 
while also incorporating individualized goals and planning for each educator. Programs may adjust support and expectations 
based on experience levels such as: 

• New employees in training 
• Staff members employed for six months to one year 
• Educators with two to five years of experience 
• Experienced educators in leadership or mentoring roles 

Many administrators conduct regular classroom observations on a weekly, biweekly, or monthly basis. Informal conferences often 
follow these observations to provide feedback, encouragement, and opportunities for discussion. Administrators may take notes 
during the observation or write notes afterward, but these notes should be shared with the educator and used as part of the 
professional growth process. 

Administrators must be careful not to focus only on areas needing improvement. When evaluation discussions become overly 
critical, educators may feel discouraged, unsupported, or incompetent. Effective evaluation balances constructive feedback with 
recognition of strengths and accomplishments. 

When educators are aware of challenges in their practice and know the administrator recognizes those challenges as well, 
supportive guidance can help them improve. However, if problematic behaviors or concerns are ignored, educators may 
mistakenly believe those practices are acceptable. This highlights the importance of ongoing communication and supportive 
supervision. 

Some administrators use video or voice recordings as part of the observation process. Reviewing recordings together can help 
both the administrator and educator observe the same interactions and reflect on classroom practices more objectively. However, 
recordings can also feel intimidating for some staff members. In addition, recordings may contain confidential information, so 
permission must be obtained before recordings are shared or viewed by others. 

After observations and assessments have been completed, the administrator and staff member typically meet for a 
comprehensive evaluation conference. During this meeting, they review progress toward the goals established in the original work 
plan. Staff members may also complete self-evaluations, either using a structured form or a narrative reflection format selected 
by the administrator. 

At the conclusion of the conference, the administrator and educator work together to develop a new professional growth plan for 
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the next evaluation cycle. This updated work plan should include: 

• Professional growth goals 
• Areas for continued improvement 
• Strengths and accomplishments 
• Training or professional development opportunities 
• Timelines and expectations for follow-up 

The administrator summarizes the evaluation in a written and dated document. Staff members may also add written comments 
or reflections if desired. Finally, both the administrator and the educator sign the evaluation form and the new work plan to 
acknowledge their participation in the process and commitment to continued professional growth. 

Maintaining a Professional and Supportive Approach 

A professional and supportive approach is essential during staff evaluation processes. Evaluation should communicate to each 
staff member that their role within the program is important and that their work with children and families is valued. When 
evaluations are conducted thoughtfully and respectfully, educators are more likely to view the process as an opportunity for growth 
rather than something to fear. 

Maintaining professionalism during evaluation conferences can sometimes be challenging in early childhood settings because 
staff members often work closely together and develop strong personal relationships. In some programs, educators may view 
the administrator as both a supervisor and a friend. While positive relationships are important, administrators must still maintain 
professional boundaries and structure during the evaluation process to help ensure fairness, consistency, and objectivity. 

Administrators should openly discuss with staff the purpose of evaluation, the importance of professional responsibility, and how 
evaluation supports program quality and professional development. Helping staff understand the purpose behind evaluation can 
reduce anxiety and create a more collaborative atmosphere. 

It is important to arrange uninterrupted time and a private space for evaluation meetings. Staff members should feel that the 
conference is important and not rushed or treated as an inconvenience. Careful planning communicates respect for the educator’s 
work and encourages meaningful reflection and conversation. 

Establishing a regular pattern of evaluation conferences can also help administrators navigate difficult conversations more 
effectively when concerns arise. When evaluation becomes a normal and ongoing part of program operations, staff members are 
often more comfortable receiving feedback and discussing areas for improvement. 

Thoughtful evaluation practices send a strong message that the work of educators is meaningful and professional. Effective 
evaluations can help staff members recognize their accomplishments, build confidence, and identify future goals for continued 
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development and learning. 

The evaluation process should also apply to administrators. In many programs, the board of directors or governing agency is 
responsible for evaluating the administrator’s performance. In larger organizations or multi site programs, regional supervisors 
or corporate representatives may conduct administrator evaluations. 

Family perspectives may also be included when evaluating administrator performance. Programs sometimes gather feedback 
through family surveys that focus on areas such as communication, leadership, responsiveness, program quality, and overall 
satisfaction. 

Evaluation of administrators often focuses on broader program quality indicators such as: 

• Low staff turnover 
• Equitable staff salaries and benefits 
• Low rates of staff absenteeism 
• Adequate planning and professional development time 
• Appropriate classroom equipment and supplies 
• Strong communication with families and staff 
• Effective program leadership and organization 

The administrator’s role is complex and constantly changing. Administrators may spend part of the day developing enrollment 
policies, supporting educators in classrooms, meeting with funding agencies, communicating with families, handling staffing 
concerns, or completing operational and licensing responsibilities. In some situations, administrators may even step into 
classrooms to help maintain ratios or provide additional support. 

The complexity of the administrator’s role reflects the highly interconnected nature of early childhood programs. Because 
administrators balance many responsibilities at once, strong organizational skills, communication abilities, flexibility, and 
professionalism are essential to maintaining a high-quality program environment. 
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15.6: Assessing Children’s Growth and Development 

Although the terms assessment and evaluation are often used interchangeably, they have different meanings in early childhood 
education. Assessment refers to the process of gathering information about children in order to make educational decisions and 
better support learning and development. Evaluation, on the other hand, involves making judgments about the value, effectiveness, 
or quality of educational programs, materials, policies, or teaching practices. 

In early childhood programs, assessment is an important tool used to understand children’s development, interests, strengths, 
and learning needs. Information gathered through assessment helps educators plan curriculum experiences, individualize 
instruction, and create supportive learning environments that respond to each child’s unique development. 

The curriculum plan for an early childhood program is typically developed by the administrator in collaboration with the teaching 
staff. Likewise, the assessment plan is ultimately the responsibility of the administrator. Administrators must ensure that 
assessment practices align with the program’s curriculum, philosophy, and goals while remaining appropriate for the children 
being served. 

Assessment plans should emphasize the needs and interests of each child and must be: 

• Developmentally appropriate 
• Culturally responsive 
• Linguistically appropriate 
• Inclusive of diverse abilities and backgrounds 

The major goals of early childhood programs often center around supporting children’s growth and development across 
all developmental domains. Assessment helps educators better understand children’s progress while also helping programs 
demonstrate the effectiveness of their educational practices and child outcomes. 

Assessing young children’s development has long been an important responsibility within early childhood education. However, 
assessment practices can sometimes be overlooked if administrators do not actively ensure that assessment is incorporated 
into the program. Without proper oversight, assessment may fail to occur consistently or may be conducted in ways that are 
inappropriate for young children. 

Child assessment may involve: 

• An individual child 
• A classroom or group of children 
• All children enrolled in a program 
• Children participating in a funded initiative or agency-supported program 

Administrators must ensure there is a valid and ethical reason for conducting assessments. Assessment practices should never 
be harmful, stressful, or detrimental to children. In addition, programs should obtain family consent for assessment practices as 
part of the enrollment and registration process. Families should understand how information will be gathered, used, stored, and 
shared. 

Effective child assessment should support children’s learning and well-being while helping educators and administrators make 
informed decisions that strengthen the quality of the program. 

Connecting Professional Guidelines to Assessment and Standards 

Professional organizations play an important role in guiding developmentally appropriate assessment practices in early childhood 
education. National Association for the Education of Young Children and other professional organizations have developed 
position statements and recommendations that help programs create ethical, effective, and appropriate assessment systems for 
young children. 

One important joint position statement published by NAEYC is Early Childhood Curriculum, Assessment, and Program Evaluation: 
Building an Effective, Accountable System in Programs for Children Birth Through Age 8. This statement emphasizes the 
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importance of making ethical, appropriate, valid, and developmentally informed decisions when assessing young children. 

Early childhood administrators and educators should remain informed about newly updated professional statements, guidelines, 
and assessment tools provided by organizations such as NAEYC. These resources help programs implement assessment 
practices that support children’s learning and overall development while avoiding inappropriate expectations for young children. 

Because many states have established academic standards for K–12 education, early childhood programs have also experienced 
increased attention regarding learning standards and assessment practices. Most states now have early learning or preschool 
standards that outline developmental goals for young children. Assessment related to these standards has become increasingly 
important to politicians, funding agencies, families, media, and educators. 

At the same time, early childhood professionals continue to advocate for developmentally appropriate, play-based education. 
Research consistently supports the idea that young children learn best through hands-on exploration, relationships, active 
engagement, and meaningful play experiences. Academic goals can still be achieved within play-based environments while also 
supporting social-emotional development, creativity, problem-solving, and critical thinking. 

Assessment practices for young children should look very different from assessment practices used with older school-age 
children. Young children are still rapidly developing socially, emotionally, physically, cognitively, and linguistically. Because of 
this, assessment should occur naturally through observation, play, conversations, and authentic learning experiences rather than 
relying heavily on formal testing methods. 

Assessment results should be used to: 

• Guide curriculum planning 
• Modify teaching strategies 
• Identify areas where additional support may be needed 
• Determine professional development needs 
• Improve program quality for children and families 

Assessment should not be used to shame, label, or unfairly judge children, families, educators, or programs. The goal is to better 
understand children’s development and strengthen educational practices. 

Administrators also play an important role in helping families, community members, and funding agencies understand how 
early childhood curriculum and assessment practices support children’s learning. Some individuals may incorrectly assume that 
children are “just playing” in early childhood classrooms. Administrators and educators can help dispel these myths by explaining 
how play supports learning across all developmental and academic areas, including: 

• Mathematics 
• Science 
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• Literacy and language 
• Social studies 
• Creative expression 
• Social-emotional development 
• Physical development 

Early childhood programs should also continue emphasizing the importance of social-emotional development and children’s 
overall well-being. Assessment should focus on supporting children as whole human beings rather than concentrating only on 
academic performance. 

It is important for administrators and educators to recognize that there is increasing pressure from society to measure children’s 
learning using more academic approaches. Developing a clear assessment policy that aligns with the program’s philosophy can 
help create shared understanding among staff and families. Including assessment policies in family and staff handbooks can help 
communicate the program’s beliefs, goals, and methods regarding child assessment. 

Finally, administrators and educators must recognize that children’s development is influenced by many interconnected factors 
beyond the early childhood program itself. Family relationships, culture, language, nutrition, health, life experiences, and 
community environments all influence children’s growth and development. Because development is shaped by many variables 
working together, it is often difficult to attribute a child’s progress to only one factor, such as a particular preschool or child care 
experience. 
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15.7: Approaches to Understanding Children’s Progress 

Assessment of children’s learning and development is an ongoing process that occurs naturally throughout the day during 
interactions, routines, play, and learning experiences. In early childhood programs, assessment is not intended to rank children or 
rely solely on formal testing. Instead, it is used to help educators better understand each child’s development, interests, strengths, 
and emerging skills so that meaningful curriculum experiences can be planned. 

Educators are responsible for gathering information through daily observations, conversations, and interactions with children. 
Program administrators play an important role in reviewing assessment practices to ensure they are appropriate, inclusive, 
ethical, and supportive of children and families. 

1. Using Developmentally Appropriate Assessment Practices 

Assessment methods should match the developmental abilities and learning styles of young children. Administrators should 
consider whether: 

• Educators ask thoughtful questions that encourage children to explain their ideas and thinking. 
• Staff recognize new skills and developmental progress as children engage in activities. 
• Children are offered a variety of learning experiences connected to their interests. 
• Materials and activities are flexible enough to support children with different developmental needs and abilities. 
• Assessment takes place through authentic experiences rather than relying heavily on formal testing or worksheets. 

Young children demonstrate learning in many different ways, and assessment practices should reflect this understanding. 

2. Respecting Cultural and Language Diversity 

Assessment approaches should honor children’s cultural backgrounds, family experiences, and home languages. Administrators 
should evaluate: 

• Whether educators learn about and incorporate family cultures into classroom planning. 
• If children hear and see their home languages represented in the environment whenever possible. 
• Whether educators use multiple strategies to communicate with children and families when language differences exist. 
• If classroom materials, labels, books, and displays reflect the diversity of the children enrolled. 
• Whether assessment results are interpreted carefully to avoid cultural bias or misunderstandings. 

For example, classrooms may include materials and communication supports in languages such as English, Spanish, Farsi, or 
others represented in the community. 

3. Embedding Assessment into Everyday Experiences 

Assessment should occur naturally throughout children’s daily routines and activities. Administrators should consider: 

• Whether educators intentionally observe children during play, conversations, routines, and group activities. 
• If educators use information gathered from observations to adjust or expand curriculum experiences. 
• Whether assessment is connected to meaningful experiences rather than isolated evaluation tasks. 

Children often show their knowledge and abilities most clearly during familiar, engaging activities. 

4. Gathering Information from Multiple Sources 

A child’s development should be viewed through a combination of observations and documentation collected over time. 
Administrators should review whether: 
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• Different forms of evidence are used to monitor children’s progress throughout the year. 
• Educators collect observations, portfolios, photographs, work samples, anecdotal notes, and family input. 
• Accommodations are made for children with differing abilities and developmental needs. 
• Assessment decisions are based on patterns of growth over time rather than one isolated event. 

Using multiple sources creates a more accurate picture of children’s learning and development. 

5. Providing Ongoing Training for Educators 

Effective assessment practices require educators to receive continuous support and professional learning opportunities. 
Administrators should consider: 

• Whether staff receive training related to child development and assessment practices. 
• If educators are supported in learning how to document observations objectively and meaningfully. 
• Whether professional development includes topics such as cultural responsiveness, inclusion, and reducing bias. 
• If educators are guided in using assessment information to strengthen curriculum planning. 

Ongoing professional learning helps educators use assessment practices in intentional and effective ways. 

6. Building Partnerships with Families 

Families are valuable contributors to the assessment process because they provide insight into children’s experiences outside 
the classroom. Administrators should ensure: 

• Families are informed about the program’s goals and assessment practices. 
• Family members have opportunities to observe or participate in classroom experiences when appropriate. 
• Communication regarding children’s development is clear, respectful, and ongoing. 
• Families are encouraged to share observations, concerns, and documentation related to their child’s growth. 

Strong family partnerships help create a fuller understanding of each child’s development. 

7. Ensuring Assessment Information Serves a Meaningful Purpose 

Assessment should provide useful information that benefits children, educators, and families. Administrators should determine 
whether: 
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• Assessment results help educators adapt curriculum and teaching strategies. 
• Information gathered supports both individual children and the group as a whole. 
• Families can understand and use the information being shared. 
• Assessment practices help demonstrate the effectiveness and goals of the program. 

Assessment should guide thoughtful decision-making rather than becoming a task completed only for compliance purposes. 

8. Maintaining Ethical and Confidential Practices 

Children’s assessment information should always be handled respectfully and responsibly. Administrators should ensure: 

• Documentation and records are stored securely and shared only when appropriate. 
• Families understand how assessment information is collected and used. 
• Children are not unfairly labeled or compared to one another. 
• Assessment practices protect children’s dignity and privacy. 

Ethical assessment practices focus on supporting children’s development in respectful ways. 

9. Observing Children in Authentic Learning Environments 

Children often demonstrate their skills best in familiar and comfortable settings. Assessment should occur during: 

• Play experiences 
• Outdoor exploration 
• Daily routines 
• Social interactions 
• Creative and hands-on activities 

Naturalistic observation allows educators to gather meaningful information about children’s abilities and learning processes. 

The vignette described below illustrates why children’s progress should be understood through ongoing observation and 
multiple sources of information rather than one isolated assessment. 

Solution 

More Than One Moment 

An educator became concerned when a child rarely spoke during large-group activities and appeared hesitant to answer 
questions. Rather than assuming the child was experiencing a language delay, the educator observed the child during 
play, outdoor activities, and daily routines. During block play with a close friend, the child used detailed sentences, asked 
questions, negotiated roles, and explained ideas. The family also shared that the child communicated confidently and used 
an extensive vocabulary at home. 

The educator documented these observations and discussed them with the administrator and family. Together, they 
recognized that the child’s quiet behavior during large-group activities did not accurately represent the child’s overall 
communication abilities. The experience reinforced the importance of gathering information across different environments, 
activities, and interactions over time so assessment reflects the whole child rather than a single moment. 

10. Focusing on Children’s Strengths and Abilities 

Assessment should highlight children’s strengths, interests, and progress rather than concentrating only on challenges or delays. 
Educators should: 

Example 15.7.1 

410 (15.7.3)



• Recognize children’s developing skills and capabilities. 
• Use children’s interests to guide curriculum planning. 
• Encourage confidence and motivation through positive interactions. 
• Build learning opportunities around what children already know and can do. 

A strength-based perspective supports positive relationships and meaningful learning experiences. 

11. Encouraging Collaboration with Support Professionals 

Some children may benefit from additional support services or specialized guidance. Administrators should help create systems 
for: 

• Communication among educators, families, and specialists 
• Referrals for additional evaluation or services when needed 
• Collaboration with speech therapists, counselors, occupational therapists, or intervention specialists 
• Maintaining family involvement and confidentiality throughout the process 

Collaborative partnerships help ensure children receive appropriate support and resources. 

12. Reviewing and Improving Assessment Practices Regularly 

Assessment systems should be examined regularly to ensure they continue meeting the needs of children and educators. 
Administrators and staff should reflect on questions such as: 

• Are current assessment methods meaningful and manageable? 
• Do assessment practices align with the program’s philosophy and goals? 
• Are educators using assessment information effectively? 
• Are families finding the information helpful and understandable? 

Continuous reflection helps programs improve the quality and effectiveness of assessment practices. 

13. Maintaining Balance Between Assessment and Active Learning 

Young children learn best through play, exploration, and relationships. Administrators should ensure: 

• Assessment does not interrupt meaningful learning experiences. 
• Educators maintain a healthy balance between documenting observations and interacting with children. 
• Children are not overwhelmed by excessive testing or structured evaluation activities. 

Assessment should support learning while still allowing children to fully engage in authentic childhood experiences. 

14. Aligning Assessment with the Program’s Educational Philosophy 

Assessment methods should reflect the mission, values, and teaching philosophy of the early childhood program. In play-based 
and relationship-centered environments, assessment should emphasize: 

• Exploration and creativity 
• Social-emotional growth 
• Communication and collaboration 
• Problem-solving and critical thinking 
• Learning through play and meaningful experiences 

Administrators help ensure assessment practices remain consistent with developmentally appropriate practices and the overall 
goals of the program. 
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15.8: Tools for Analyzing and Documenting Children’s 
Learning 

Choosing assessment tools in early childhood education is an important responsibility that should involve both administrators and 
educators. Together, they must determine which methods will be used to document children’s learning, development, interests, 
and progress over time. These discussions should include clear goals, timelines, expectations, and procedures for how information 
will be gathered, analyzed, stored, and shared with families. 

Assessment practices should always support children’s growth and learning rather than simply collecting information for 
compliance purposes. The ultimate purpose of assessment is to help educators make thoughtful decisions about curriculum, 
classroom environments, interactions, and individualized support. Information gathered through assessment should guide 
planning in ways that help meet the developmental needs of each child. 

Connecting Assessment to Curriculum Planning 

Assessment and curriculum are closely connected in early childhood education. Educators observe children, analyze 
documentation, and use that information to create meaningful learning experiences based on children’s developmental levels, 
interests, and strengths. When assessment is used effectively, it helps educators make decisions about: 

• Materials and classroom environments 
• Individualized support strategies 
• Small group experiences 
• Extensions of children’s interests 
• Social-emotional support 
• Family communication and collaboration 

However, assessment should support curriculum rather than control it. Early childhood programs should avoid creating rigid, 
assessment-driven environments where teaching focuses only on meeting predetermined testing outcomes or checklists. Instead, 
assessment should remain flexible, developmentally appropriate, and responsive to children’s authentic learning experiences. 

In play-based programs especially, curriculum emerges through observation and relationships. Educators use assessment 
information to deepen learning opportunities while still allowing children time for exploration, creativity, play, and meaningful 
social interactions. 
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Ethical Considerations in Assessment 

Before using any assessment method or procedure, educators and administrators should ask an important question: “Is this 
assessment ethically appropriate for this child?” Ethical assessment practices are essential in early childhood education because 
young children are still developing emotionally, socially, physically, and cognitively. 

Assessment methods should never shame, label, compare, or pressure children. Instead, they should respect children’s dignity, 
individuality, culture, language, developmental abilities, and family background. Educators must also consider whether assessment 
tools are fair, culturally responsive, and developmentally appropriate for the children being assessed. 

The National Association for the Education of Young Children Code of Ethical Conduct provides guidance regarding responsible 
and respectful assessment practices in early childhood settings. These ethical principles encourage educators to prioritize 
children’s well-being, maintain confidentiality, build respectful relationships with families, and use assessment information 
responsibly and thoughtfully. 

Programs should regularly engage staff in discussions about ethical assessment practices, confidentiality, bias awareness, and 
the appropriate use of documentation tools. 

Using Screening Instruments Thoughtfully 

Screening instruments are commonly used in early childhood programs to help identify children who may benefit from additional 
support or further evaluation. Developmental screenings are generally brief tools designed to identify possible concerns related 
to communication, motor development, problem-solving, social-emotional development, hearing, vision, or other developmental 
areas. 

Screenings can also help educators recognize children’s strengths and emerging abilities. This information can support early 
intervention and provide opportunities for children to receive additional services if needed. 

It is important to remember that screening tools are not intended to diagnose children or label them. Instead, screenings help 
determine whether more comprehensive assessment or outside support services may be appropriate. When concerns arise, 
educators and administrators should communicate with families in sensitive, respectful, and collaborative ways. 

Programs serving children with diverse developmental needs should ensure that screening tools are used carefully and 
interpreted appropriately. Children develop at different rates, and factors such as language differences, cultural experiences, 
trauma, or varying learning styles can influence screening results. 
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Assessment Should Support, Not Limit, Learning 

While assessment is an important part of early childhood education, it should never become the central focus of the classroom 
experience. Young children learn best through play, exploration, relationships, hands-on experiences, and meaningful interactions 
with others. 

Assessment tools should help educators better understand children and improve teaching practices, but they should not reduce 
learning to a checklist of isolated skills. Excessive testing, over-documentation, or rigid assessment systems can interfere with 
authentic learning experiences and place unnecessary stress on both children and educators. 

High-quality assessment practices maintain a balance between observing, documenting, and actively engaging with children. 
Educators should spend more time interacting with children and supporting learning than completing paperwork or formal 
evaluation tasks. 

When assessment is used thoughtfully and ethically, it becomes a valuable tool for understanding children’s development, 
strengthening curriculum planning, supporting families, and creating responsive learning environments that meet the needs of all 
children. 

This page titled 15.8: Tools for Analyzing and Documenting Children’s Learning is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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15.9: Tools for Analyzing and Documenting Children’s 
Learning 

Documenting and analyzing children’s learning is an important part of early childhood education. Assessment tools help 
educators better understand children’s development, interests, strengths, and areas where additional support may be needed. 
Effective documentation also supports curriculum planning, strengthens communication with families, and helps educators reflect 
on teaching practices and classroom environments. 

In high-quality early childhood programs, assessment methods should be developmentally appropriate, culturally responsive, 
ethical, and connected to children’s everyday experiences. No single assessment tool provides a complete picture of a child’s 
development. Instead, educators use multiple forms of documentation collected over time to better understand children’s growth 
and learning. 

Selecting Appropriate Assessment Tools 

Choosing assessment tools is a collaborative process that should involve both administrators and educators. Together, they 
determine which methods will be used to document children’s learning, development, interests, and progress throughout the year. 
These discussions often include goals for assessment, timelines for documentation, procedures for collecting information, and 
expectations for how information will be shared with families. 

Assessment should always serve a meaningful purpose. The information gathered through observations and documentation 
should help educators plan experiences that support children’s individual needs, interests, and developmental growth. 
Assessment should guide curriculum planning, but it should not control or limit the curriculum itself. In play-based early childhood 
programs, assessment is used to better understand children’s learning processes rather than push children toward rigid academic 
expectations or testing outcomes. 

Administrators and educators should also reflect on whether an assessment method is ethical and appropriate for young children. 
Questions such as “Does this assessment respect the child’s dignity?” and “Is this tool developmentally appropriate?” should 
guide decision-making. The National Association for the Education of Young Children Code of Ethical Conduct provides guidance 
for educators regarding responsible and respectful assessment practices. Ethical assessment protects confidentiality, respects 
cultural and developmental differences, and avoids unfair labeling or comparisons among children. 

Observations 

Observation is one of the most important and commonly used assessment tools in early childhood education. Through 
observation, educators carefully watch and listen to children during play, routines, conversations, and daily experiences. 
Observations help educators understand how children think, solve problems, communicate, interact socially, and explore their 
environment. 

Observations may be informal or planned in advance. Educators often record anecdotal notes, direct quotes, or descriptions of 
children’s actions and interactions. Observing children in natural settings provides more authentic information than relying solely 
on formal testing situations. 

Effective observations are objective and focused on what the educator actually sees and hears rather than personal opinions or 
assumptions. Objective observations provide more accurate information that can later be analyzed to support curriculum planning 
and individualized learning opportunities. 
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Developmental Checklists 

Developmental checklists are tools used to monitor children’s progress across different developmental areas over time. These 
checklists often include skills related to physical development, language, cognitive growth, social-emotional development, self-
help skills, and approaches to learning. 

Educators use checklists to identify skills children demonstrate consistently, skills that are emerging, and areas that may require 
additional support or observation. Checklists can help organize information and make developmental patterns easier to track over 
long periods of time. 

Although developmental checklists are useful, they should never be used as the sole method of assessment. Young children 
develop at different rates, and development is rarely perfectly predictable or linear. Checklists are most effective when combined 
with observations, work samples, and other forms of documentation. 

Developmental Screening Tools 

Developmental screening instruments are commonly used in early childhood programs to help identify children who may benefit 
from additional support or further evaluation. These tools are generally brief assessments designed to examine areas such as 
communication, motor development, problem-solving skills, social-emotional development, hearing, and vision. 

Screening instruments can help educators recognize both strengths and possible concerns early in a child’s development. Early 
identification may allow children to receive additional support services or interventions when appropriate. 

It is important to remember that screening tools are not intended to diagnose children or assign labels. Instead, they help 
determine whether more in-depth assessment or outside services may be beneficial. Educators and administrators should 
communicate clearly with families about the purpose of screenings and approach conversations regarding concerns with 
sensitivity and professionalism. 

Programs should also recognize that language differences, cultural backgrounds, trauma, and varying developmental experiences 
can influence screening results. Screening tools should therefore be used carefully and interpreted thoughtfully. 

Portfolios 

Portfolios are collections of documentation that demonstrate children’s learning and development over time. A portfolio may 
contain photographs, artwork, writing samples, observations, dictated stories, developmental checklists, and examples of projects 
or classroom experiences. 
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Unlike one-time assessments, portfolios provide a long-term picture of growth and progress. They allow educators and families to 
see how children’s skills, interests, creativity, and thinking develop throughout the year. 

Portfolios are especially valuable because they focus on the learning process rather than only final products. Sharing portfolios 
with families can strengthen communication and help families better understand children’s experiences within the program. 

Running Records 

Running records are detailed, continuous observations recorded over a set period of time. During a running record, the educator 
documents everything that occurs as objectively as possible, including children’s actions, conversations, interactions, and 
responses. 

This type of documentation is useful for studying social interactions, communication patterns, behaviors, and play sequences. 
Running records often provide insight into children’s thinking processes, emotional responses, and problem-solving strategies. 

Although running records can be time-consuming, they provide rich information that can help educators better understand 
children’s development and plan responsive curriculum experiences. 

Anecdotal Records 

Anecdotal records are brief written descriptions of significant events, interactions, or behaviors observed throughout the day. 
These notes are usually recorded shortly after the observation occurs and focus on a specific moment or experience. 

Educators may use anecdotal records to document social interactions, problem-solving experiences, emotional responses, or 
developmental milestones. Over time, these records help educators identify patterns, interests, strengths, and areas needing 
additional support. 

Because anecdotal notes are flexible and relatively quick to complete, they are commonly used as part of everyday classroom 
documentation practices. 

Work Samples and Learning Artifacts 

Children’s work samples provide meaningful evidence of learning and development. Drawings, paintings, writing attempts, block 
structures, sculptures, and creative projects can help educators understand children’s thinking, creativity, fine motor development, 
and problem-solving abilities. 

Work samples become even more valuable when educators include descriptions, dates, and context explaining the learning 
experience. For example, educators may include children’s explanations of their work, descriptions of collaborative experiences, 
or notes about developmental skills demonstrated during the activity. 

Collecting work samples over time helps educators and families observe developmental growth and changes in children’s abilities 
and interests. 

Photographs and Video Documentation 

Photographs and video recordings can capture learning experiences that may be difficult to fully describe through written notes 
alone. Visual documentation allows educators to preserve moments of exploration, creativity, collaboration, and problem-solving. 

Photos and videos are particularly useful for documenting block play, dramatic play, outdoor exploration, science investigations, 
and group projects. These forms of documentation can also strengthen family communication by helping families feel more 
connected to children’s classroom experiences. 

Programs using photographs or videos must follow ethical guidelines and confidentiality procedures. Family permission should 
always be obtained, and documentation should be stored and shared responsibly. 
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Learning Stories 

Learning stories are narrative-style assessments that describe children’s learning experiences through storytelling and reflection. 
Instead of focusing only on isolated skills, learning stories highlight the meaning behind children’s actions, interactions, and 
exploration. 

Learning stories often include photographs, direct quotes, educator reflections, and descriptions of how children approached 
challenges, collaborated with peers, or demonstrated persistence and creativity. These assessments are commonly used in play-
based and relationship-centered programs because they emphasize strengths, engagement, and authentic learning experiences. 

Family Input and Communication 

Families are important partners in documenting children’s development and learning. Children may demonstrate skills, interests, 
languages, or behaviors at home that educators may not always observe in the classroom. 

Programs may gather family input through conferences, questionnaires, communication journals, conversations, or digital 
communication platforms. Family perspectives help educators better understand children’s backgrounds, routines, interests, and 
experiences across different environments. 

Including family input also strengthens partnerships between home and school while creating a more complete understanding of 
the child as a whole. 

Digital Documentation Tools 

Many early childhood programs now use digital platforms and applications to organize observations, photographs, developmental 
notes, and portfolio materials. Digital systems can help educators store, organize, analyze, and share documentation more 
efficiently. 

Some digital tools are connected to developmental standards or assessment frameworks, while others simply provide 
communication systems for sharing children’s daily experiences with families. These systems can improve organization and 
communication when used appropriately. 

However, programs must ensure that technology is used ethically and responsibly. Children’s privacy and confidentiality should 
always remain a priority when storing or sharing digital documentation. 

Maintaining Balance in Assessment Practices 

While assessment is an important part of early childhood education, it should never become the primary focus of the classroom. 
Young children learn best through play, relationships, exploration, movement, and hands-on experiences. 

Assessment should support learning rather than interrupt it. Educators should spend more time interacting with children 
and facilitating meaningful experiences than completing paperwork or formal evaluation tasks. Over-assessment can create 
unnecessary stress for both educators and children while reducing opportunities for authentic learning. 

High-quality assessment practices maintain a healthy balance between observing, documenting, analyzing, and actively engaging 
with children. When used thoughtfully and ethically, assessment tools help educators better understand children’s development, 
strengthen curriculum planning, support families, and create responsive learning environments that meet the needs of all children. 

This page titled 15.9: Tools for Analyzing and Documenting Children’s Learning is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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15.10: Evaluating the Program as a Whole 

Early childhood programs are designed to meet the unique needs of children, families, staff, and the surrounding community. 
Because of this, evaluating the effectiveness of the entire program is an important responsibility of administrators and program 
leaders. Program evaluation is not something that happens only when concerns arise. Instead, it should be an ongoing process 
that helps determine whether the center is fulfilling its mission, maintaining quality practices, and adapting to the changing needs 
of the families it serves. 

A comprehensive evaluation looks at the program as a complete system rather than focusing only on individual classrooms or 
educators. Administrators must examine whether the philosophy, goals, curriculum, policies, environment, and daily practices 
continue to reflect the purpose for which the program was originally created. Regular evaluation also allows programs to identify 
strengths, address concerns, and make thoughtful improvements that support children, families, and staff. 

Reviewing Program Goals and Community Needs 

The philosophy and long-term goals of an early childhood program are closely connected. Because of this, major program goals 
often remain relatively stable over time and tend to change slowly. However, administrators and governing boards should still 
review these goals periodically, such as every few years, to ensure they continue to reflect the needs of the community and the 
families being served. 

Communities change over time, and early childhood programs must be responsive to those changes. Population growth, language 
diversity, employment patterns, housing availability, and family needs may shift from year to year. Conducting regular community 
needs assessments helps programs determine whether current services remain appropriate and whether additional supports or 
program adjustments may be necessary in the future. 

While long-term goals may only need occasional revision, yearly objectives should be reviewed annually before the start of a new 
school year or fiscal cycle. This helps ensure that the program’s daily operations and priorities continue aligning with its larger 
mission and philosophy. 

Collecting Feedback from the Program Community 

Program evaluation should include input from a variety of individuals connected to the center. Administrators and boards may 
gather information through surveys, interviews, rating scales, discussions, or observation tools. Families, educators, support staff, 
board members, and community representatives can all provide valuable perspectives regarding the strengths and needs of the 
program. 

Feedback may be collected through written forms, digital surveys, informal conversations, or group meetings. When surveys are 
used, administrators must carefully consider confidentiality. Staff surveys are often anonymous so employees feel comfortable 
sharing honest feedback. However, in smaller programs, certain demographic questions such as age, education level, or job title 
may unintentionally reveal the identity of participants. Because of this, evaluation tools should be designed thoughtfully to protect 
privacy and maintain trust among staff members. 

Examining All Areas of Program Operations 

A thorough program evaluation includes reviewing many aspects of the center’s operations and environment. Administrators 
should examine the physical environment, curriculum practices, health and safety procedures, family communication, staffing 
practices, board operations, and overall program management. Relationships between children, educators, families, and 
administrators should also be considered, especially regarding respect for cultural diversity and inclusion. 

Operational documents should be reviewed regularly as part of the evaluation process. Health and safety manuals, emergency 
procedures, job descriptions, personnel policies, and family handbooks should be updated periodically to reflect current 
regulations, program practices, and community expectations. Reviewing these materials helps ensure consistency and 
accountability throughout the program. 
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The vignette described below illustrates why administrators should evaluate program quality even when a program appears 
to be successful. 

Solution 

A Full Program Doesn't Mean a Perfect Program 

An early childhood program had full enrollment, a waiting list, and families who regularly recommended the program to 
others. Because enrollment remained strong, the administrator assumed the program was doing well. However, an anonymous 
staff survey revealed that several educators felt overwhelmed by their workloads, communication was inconsistent, and staff 
morale was beginning to decline. Family feedback also showed that some families wanted more consistent communication 
about their children’s experiences. 

Rather than viewing the feedback as criticism, the administrator used it to identify areas for improvement. Staff meetings 
were restructured, communication practices were strengthened, and workload concerns were reviewed with educators. 
The experience demonstrated that enrollment alone does not determine program quality. Ongoing evaluation helps 
administrators recognize strengths, identify concerns, and make thoughtful changes before small issues become larger 
problems. 

Using Environmental Rating Tools 

Many early childhood programs use formal evaluation instruments to help assess classroom and program quality. Environmental 
rating scales are commonly used to evaluate learning environments, interactions, routines, and classroom organization. Different 
versions of these tools are available for infant and toddler programs, preschool classrooms, school-age settings, and family child 
care homes. 

These tools typically examine areas such as classroom space, furnishings, learning materials, health and safety practices, daily 
schedules, educator-child interactions, and program structure. Administrators may use the information gathered from these tools 
to identify strengths, set improvement goals, and support ongoing program development. 

Supporting Educator Well-Being 

Program quality is closely connected to the well-being of educators and staff members. Administrators should regularly evaluate 
workplace conditions to determine whether staff feel supported, respected, and professionally valued. High levels of stress, 
burnout, and emotional exhaustion can negatively affect educator retention, relationships, and the overall quality of the program. 

Evaluation processes should include examining staff morale, workload expectations, communication practices, and opportunities 
for professional support. Programs that prioritize educator well-being are often better able to maintain positive relationships, 
strong teaching practices, and stable learning environments for children. 

Evaluating Relationships and Program Climate 

Strong relationships are at the heart of quality early childhood education. Administrators and educators should reflect on the 
overall climate of the program and the quality of interactions occurring throughout the center. This includes relationships among 
children, families, staff members, administrators, and community partners. 

Programs should also examine how well they create welcoming and inclusive environments for families from diverse cultural, 
linguistic, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Respectful communication, family engagement, and culturally responsive practices 
all contribute to a positive program culture and stronger relationships within the community. 

Example 15.10.2 
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Accreditation and External Evaluation 

Accreditation is a voluntary form of program evaluation conducted by an outside organization that specializes in early childhood 
education quality standards. Accreditation systems are designed to recognize programs that demonstrate high-quality practices 
related to teaching, leadership, relationships, health and safety, and overall program management. 

Several professional organizations offer accreditation systems for early childhood programs, including National Association 
for the Education of Young Children, Association for Early Learning Leaders, and National Child Care Association. These 
organizations establish research-based criteria that programs use to evaluate and improve their practices. 

Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS) 

Many states also participate in Quality Rating and Improvement Systems, commonly referred to as QRIS. These systems were 
created to help improve the quality and accessibility of early childhood education programs. Under QRIS systems, states establish 
quality standards based on research and best practices. Programs then move through different quality levels or tiers as they meet 
increasingly higher standards. 

Programs may receive ratings through stars, levels, or other symbols depending on the state’s system. In some areas, programs 
may participate in both QRIS and accreditation simultaneously. For example, a center may already hold accreditation through a 
professional organization while also participating in the state’s QRIS process. 

The Accreditation Process 

Although accreditation systems differ somewhat among organizations, the process usually includes several major steps. Programs 
typically begin with enrollment and self-study, during which administrators and staff carefully examine current practices and 
identify areas needing improvement. Programs then submit formal applications and documentation demonstrating compliance 
with licensing regulations, staffing qualifications, and health and safety requirements. 

Following the application stage, an on-site visit or formal observation is usually conducted by assessors who review the program’s 
practices and determine whether the program meets the organization’s standards. Because accreditation requires extensive 
documentation, reflection, and preparation, the process can be time-consuming and may require significant financial and staff 
resources. 

Administrators should communicate clearly with staff and governing boards throughout the accreditation process so everyone 
understands expectations and responsibilities. 

Continuous Improvement and Professional Reflection 

No early childhood program is perfect, and all programs have opportunities for continued growth and improvement. Evaluation 
and self-reflection are essential parts of maintaining high-quality services for children and families. Although change can 
sometimes feel stressful or overwhelming, continuous improvement helps programs remain responsive, effective, and 
developmentally appropriate. 

Some administrators may feel formal accreditation is unnecessary if their program already has strong enrollment or long waiting 
lists. However, programs that regularly engage in self-study and reflective evaluation demonstrate a professional commitment to 
quality and accountability. Even when a program chooses not to pursue formal accreditation, administrators should still lead staff 
through periodic reflection and evaluation processes to support ongoing growth and improvement for the program as a whole. 
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15.11: Making Meaning of Data for Program Improvement 

No matter which evaluation process a program chooses, the administrator is responsible for organizing, summarizing, and 
interpreting the information collected throughout the evaluation process. This includes reviewing data gathered from staff 
evaluations, child assessments, family feedback, classroom observations, program reviews, enrollment reports, and other sources 
of information. 

The purpose of summarizing evaluation data is to provide a clear picture of the program’s progress, strengths, challenges, and 
areas needing improvement. The summary should accurately reflect the facts, ideas, observations, and opinions shared by those 
who participated in the evaluation process. Information should be presented objectively and professionally. 

When multiple comments or patterns appear repeatedly throughout the evaluation process, those trends often carry greater 
significance and should receive additional attention in the summary. The goal is to identify meaningful patterns that can help 
guide future program decisions and improvement efforts. 

The summary itself should not introduce completely new information. Instead, it should organize and synthesize the data already 
collected through the evaluation process. Typically, the summary is written, dated, and signed by the person responsible for 
compiling the information, often the administrator or an outside evaluator. It may also include a list of data sources or evaluation 
tools used during the process. 

Programs often use charts, graphs, tables, and other visual tools to help present information more clearly. Visual displays can 
make data easier to understand and more accessible for readers with different backgrounds and levels of experience. Many 
programs use computer software and digital data systems to help organize information, generate reports, and create visual 
representations of findings. 

Examples of data that may be summarized include: 

• Enrollment increases or decreases 
• Attendance patterns 
• Staff turnover rates 
• Family survey responses 
• Child assessment outcomes 
• Classroom observation results 
• Budget and financial trends 
• Professional development participation 
• Program quality indicators 
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Using Data to Strengthen Program Practices 

After evaluation data has been collected and summarized, the administrator or a designated committee reviews the information 
to determine what it reveals about the program. The purpose of analyzing data is not simply to collect information, but to use that 
information to strengthen program practices and support continuous improvement. 

Administrators may look for patterns such as: 

• Enrollment growth or declines 
• Increased staff absenteeism or turnover 
• Improvements in classroom quality 
• Family concerns or satisfaction trends 
• Areas where children may need additional support 
• Professional development needs among staff 

When analyzing information, administrators should also consider outside factors that may influence results. For example, 
enrollment changes may be related to community population shifts, economic conditions, staffing shortages, or changing family 
needs rather than one single issue within the program. 

After reviewing and interpreting the data, the administrator typically prepares a formal report to share with individuals or 
organizations connected to the program. Reports may be provided to: 

• Boards of directors 
• Funding agencies 
• Governing organizations 
• Program leadership teams 
• Community stakeholders 

Most comprehensive reports are prepared annually, although some programs also create interim or midyear reports to monitor 
progress throughout the year. 

Reports should be: 

• Clearly written 
• Professional in appearance 
• Easy to understand 
• Organized logically 
• Accessible to readers from various backgrounds 
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Charts, tables, graphs, and visual displays can help make reports more understandable and engaging. For example, a pie chart 
may be used to show how an administrator spends work time across different responsibilities, or graphs may illustrate enrollment 
trends or budget changes over time. 

Evaluation reports play an important role in future planning and decision-making. Administrators and boards may use the findings 
to: 

• Revise policies or procedures 
• Adjust staffing patterns 
• Improve classroom environments 
• Develop professional development plans 
• Request additional funding or resources 
• Modify curriculum approaches 
• Respond to changing community needs 

Ultimately, decisions for program improvement should be based on evidence gathered through the overall evaluation process. 
Using data thoughtfully helps programs remain responsive, intentional, and focused on providing high-quality early childhood 
education experiences for children and families. 

This page titled 15.11: Making Meaning of Data for Program Improvement is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
or curated by Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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15.12: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Evaluation is a tool for growth and improvement, not just accountability. Clear evaluation plans help guide consistent and 
meaningful assessment practices, while staff evaluations support professional growth and strengthen overall program quality. 
Administrators play a key role in creating a supportive and respectful evaluation process that encourages reflection rather than 
judgment. Child assessment should be developmentally appropriate and based on observation, and using a variety of assessment 
tools provides a more complete understanding of children’s development. Program evaluation helps identify strengths and areas 
for improvement, and analyzing and using data supports informed decision-making and continuous program growth. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How can evaluation be used as a tool for growth rather than just accountability? 
2. Why is it important to use multiple methods when assessing children’s development? 
3. How does data from evaluations support decision-making and program improvement? 

This page titled 15.12: Chapter Summary and Reflection is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
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16.1: Introduction to the Chapter 

Sharing your program with families and the community is an important part of building trust and maintaining enrollment. Effective 
promotion goes beyond simple advertising and focuses on clearly communicating program values, philosophy, and what makes 
the program unique. Administrators must be intentional in how they present their program through materials, communication, 
and everyday interactions with families. Building strong relationships and maintaining a positive reputation within the community 
are key to long-term success. This chapter explores how to develop a thoughtful marketing plan, create meaningful connections 
with families, and engage the community in ways that support program growth and sustainability. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

• Explain the purpose of marketing in early childhood programs 
• Identify strategies for building strong relationships with families and communities 
• Describe how to create materials that reflect program values 
• Understand how communication supports enrollment and retention 
• Recognize how community engagement strengthens program success 

Getting Started: Brainstorming Questions 

1. What makes a family choose one early childhood program over another? 
2. How can a program show its values to the community? 
3. What role does communication play in building trust with families? 

Learning Objectives 

This page titled 16.1: Introduction to the Chapter is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Jennifer 
Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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16.2: Creating a Thoughtful Marketing Plan 

Marketing and publicizing an early childhood program is an important responsibility of program administration for both new and 
established programs. A thoughtful marketing plan helps programs recruit and retain families while communicating the values, 
philosophy, and quality of the program to the community. Effective marketing requires administrators to carefully analyze the 
needs of families, the competition within the area, the goals of the program, and the population the program is designed to serve. 

The direction of marketing efforts is influenced by many factors. Programs serving infants, toddlers, preschoolers, or school-age 
children may target young families, but administrators must also consider tuition costs, funding sources, eligibility requirements, 
sponsors, and the surrounding community. Some programs may specifically serve families who meet income requirements, 
children of college students, or families employed by a certain business or organization. Because every program operates within 
a different context, marketing approaches that work well for one program may not be effective for another. 

Marketing efforts should not focus only on attracting new enrollments. Retaining currently enrolled families is equally important. 
Families who feel connected to and satisfied with the program often become one of the strongest forms of advertising through 
positive word of mouth. Administrators and educators should recognize that families continuously gather information about the 
program through daily interactions, classroom environments, communication practices, and overall program atmosphere. 

A strong marketing plan communicates a clear, consistent, and positive message about the program. Early childhood programs 
should help families understand the importance of developmentally appropriate, play-based learning experiences and how 
these experiences support children’s brain development and future success across all developmental domains. Programs that 
consistently explain the value of play-based learning can help families better understand that school readiness begins in infancy 
and continues throughout childhood. 

Programs should regularly reflect on the message being communicated to families and the community. Administrators and 
educators can benefit from taking regular walks through classrooms and common spaces to observe what families may see and 
experience. Welcoming environments, positive educator-child interactions, displays of children’s work, and organized learning 
spaces all contribute to the public image of the program. Formal and informal opportunities for family engagement, such as open 
houses, coffee conversations, family gatherings, and classroom events, also help strengthen relationships and build trust within 
the community. 

The vignette described below illustrates why a program’s marketing should accurately and consistently reflect its philosophy 
and everyday practices. 

Solution 

The Website Didn't Match the Program 

An early childhood program advertised itself online as a play-based, child-centered program filled with exploration and 
hands-on learning. However, when families toured the program, they saw educators leading mostly structured activities, 
worksheets displayed throughout the classrooms, and few opportunities for children to choose their own experiences. Several 
families decided not to enroll because what they observed did not match what had been promoted online. 

The administrator worked with educators to reflect on both the program’s practices and its marketing message. Rather than 
simply updating the website, the team focused on ensuring that the program’s environment and daily experiences genuinely 
reflected its stated philosophy. The experience demonstrated that effective marketing is not just about attracting families; it 
is about communicating an authentic and consistent picture of what families and children can expect from the program. 

The Changing Landscape of Marketing Early Childhood Programs 

The marketing of early childhood programs has changed significantly over time. In the past, many programs focused heavily on 
promoting academic instruction and school readiness skills. Today, increasing research supports the importance of play-based 

Example 16.2.1 
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learning and developmentally appropriate practice in promoting children’s social-emotional, cognitive, language, and physical 
development. Families are increasingly seeking programs that value relationships, exploration, creativity, and hands-on learning 
experiences rather than strictly academic approaches. 

Technology has also transformed how programs market themselves to families. While traditional marketing methods such as 
flyers, brochures, business cards, community events, and word of mouth remain important, programs now rely heavily on digital 
communication and online visibility. Websites, social media platforms, online advertisements, and digital communication tools 
allow programs to reach a wider audience and communicate with families more consistently. 

Using a variety of marketing methods is often the most effective approach because families have different preferences for how 
they gather information. Some families may respond best to personal recommendations and community connections, while others 
may first learn about a program through online searches or social media. A thoughtful marketing plan uses multiple forms of 
communication to meet the needs of diverse families within the community. 

Understanding Family Needs and Mission Alignment 

An effective marketing plan begins with understanding the needs and values of the families the program hopes to serve. 
Conducting market research helps administrators identify the beliefs, priorities, and concerns of families within the community. 
This information helps programs determine how their services align with family needs and how to best communicate the benefits 
of the program. 

Market research may include surveys, community conversations, enrollment trends, demographic information, or feedback from 
currently enrolled families. Administrators can use this information to identify the services families are seeking, preferred 
schedules, communication preferences, cultural considerations, and expectations regarding early learning experiences. 

The program’s mission, philosophy, and goals should guide all marketing efforts. Families are more likely to connect with 
programs that clearly communicate their values and purpose. When administrators understand both the needs of families and the 
mission of the program, they are better able to create targeted and meaningful marketing strategies that authentically represent 
the program. 

Information gathered during market research may also be used to complete a SWOT analysis. A SWOT analysis examines 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats that may impact the program internally and externally. This process allows 
administrators to better understand how the program compares to other programs within the community and identify areas for 
growth and improvement. 

Example SWOT Analysis and Marketing Planning Process 

Step Description Examples 

Identify 
Stakeholders 

Determine who should provide input during the SWOT analysis 
process. Including multiple perspectives creates a more complete 
understanding of the program. 

Administrators, educators, families, board 
members, community partners, support 
staff 

Gather Existing 
Data 

Review information the program already has available to better 
understand current strengths and challenges. 

Enrollment reports, family surveys, 
financial records, licensing reports, online 
reviews, waitlists 

Determine 
Missing Data 

Identify additional information needed to better understand family 
and community needs. 

Community surveys, family 
communication preferences, competitor 
analysis, demographic information 

Gather Internal 
Data 

Examine factors within the program that impact success and daily 
operations. 

Staff qualifications, classroom 
environments, communication systems, 
curriculum practices 

Gather External 
Data 

Review outside influences that may positively or negatively impact 
the program. 

Community growth, economic trends, 
funding opportunities, competition, local 
employment needs 
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Step Description Examples 

Construct 
SWOT Chart 

Organize findings into strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats categories. 

Create a four-section SWOT analysis chart 

Interpret the 
SWOT Analysis 

Analyze the information to identify patterns, priorities, and areas 
needing attention. 

Identify what should be promoted, 
improved, strengthened, or monitored 

Develop the 
Marketing Plan 

Create action steps that support enrollment, family engagement, 
and community awareness. 

Advertising strategies, events, social 
media plans, family outreach 

Create a 
Timeline 

Establish realistic deadlines for marketing activities and goals. Monthly social media posts, quarterly 
open houses, yearly enrollment campaigns 

Identify 
Materials and 
Resources 

Determine what tools and resources are needed to implement the 
plan successfully. 

Flyers, brochures, website updates, social 
media tools, photography 

Assign 
Responsibilities 

Identify who will complete or oversee each task within the 
marketing plan. 

Administrator, office staff, educators, 
marketing committee, volunteers 

Estimate Costs Consider the financial impact of marketing activities and available 
budget. 

Printing costs, website fees, advertising 
costs, promotional materials 

Consider 
Generational 
Factors 

Reflect on how different generations prefer to communicate and 
receive information. 

Printed newsletters, text messaging apps, 
social media, email communication, face-
to-face meetings 

Example SWOT Analysis Chart 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Strong play-based philosophy Limited marketing budget 

Experienced educators Small classroom capacity 

Positive family relationships Outdated website 

Inclusive learning environment Limited social media presence 

Strong community reputation Staffing shortages 

Opportunities Threats 

Growing community population Increased competition from nearby programs 

Increased interest in play-based learning Economic instability impacting enrollment 

Community partnerships Staff shortages within the ECE field 

Grant and funding opportunities Changes in licensing requirements 

Expanded online marketing tools Rising operational costs 
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Reflecting on Program Strengths and Opportunities 

Reflecting on program strengths and opportunities is an important part of creating a thoughtful marketing plan. Administrators 
should carefully examine what makes their program unique and how those strengths can be communicated effectively to families 
and the community. 

Program strengths may include experienced educators, strong family relationships, inclusive practices, low staff turnover, quality 
outdoor environments, flexible scheduling options, community partnerships, or a strong commitment to play-based learning. 
Programs should also consider how the physical environment reflects the mission and philosophy of the program. Families begin 
forming impressions of the program through what they see, hear, and experience when interacting with the environment and staff. 

Programs should also identify opportunities for growth and improvement. Opportunities may include increasing enrollment, 
expanding services, strengthening online presence, improving communication systems, building additional community 
partnerships, or responding to changing family needs within the community. 

Reflection should also include evaluating current marketing efforts. Administrators should consider whether the program’s 
messaging is consistent across websites, brochures, social media platforms, family communication, and community interactions. 
Programs that communicate consistent, authentic, and relationship-centered messages are often more successful in building 
trust with families. 

This reflection process should remain ongoing. Community needs, family expectations, technology, and competition within the 
field of early childhood education continue to evolve over time. Administrators who regularly reflect on program strengths and 
opportunities are better prepared to adapt their marketing strategies and maintain strong relationships with families and the 
broader community. 

This page titled 16.2: Creating a Thoughtful Marketing Plan is shared under a CC BY 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Jennifer Marta and Hannah Knott. 
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16.3: Designing a Marketing Plan that Reflects Your Values 

An effective marketing plan should reflect the mission, philosophy, and values of the early childhood program. Marketing is 
more than simply advertising available enrollment spaces. It is an opportunity to communicate what the program believes about 
children, families, learning, relationships, and developmentally appropriate practice. Families are often looking for programs 
that align with their own values and goals for their children, making authenticity and consistency important parts of successful 
marketing. 

Programs that promote relationship-based, inclusive, and play-based practices should ensure that all marketing materials 
accurately reflect those approaches. Families quickly recognize when advertising messages do not match the actual experiences 
within the program. A thoughtful marketing plan helps programs communicate a clear and honest message about who they are 
and what they offer. 

Marketing plans should include both short-term and long-term goals. Short-term goals may focus on increasing enrollment, 
improving social media engagement, or hosting community events. Long-term goals may involve strengthening community 
reputation, increasing family retention, building partnerships, or expanding services. Effective plans also identify timelines, 
responsibilities, materials needed, and budget considerations. 

Building a Quality Website 

One of the most important marketing tools for early childhood programs is a professional and user-friendly website. Many families 
first learn about programs through online searches, making a website the program’s digital first impression. A website should 
clearly communicate the program’s philosophy, services, and values while being easy to navigate and visually welcoming. 

Programs should ensure that websites are updated regularly and function properly on both computers and mobile devices. 
Families often become frustrated when websites contain outdated information, broken links, unclear enrollment procedures, or 
missing contact information. 

Components of a Quality Early Childhood Program Website 

Website Component Purpose 

Mission and Philosophy 
Statement 

Communicates the program’s values, beliefs, and approach to learning 
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Website Component Purpose 

Program Information Explains ages served, schedules, classrooms, curriculum approach, and services offered 

Enrollment Information Provides tuition information, waitlist procedures, enrollment forms, and contact details 

Staff Information Introduces administrators and educators while building trust with families 

Photos of the Environment Gives families a visual understanding of classrooms, outdoor spaces, and learning 
experiences 

Family Testimonials Shares positive experiences and builds credibility within the community 

Contact Information Makes it easy for families to call, email, or schedule tours 

Calendar and Announcements Keeps current and prospective families informed about events and program updates 

Social Media Links Connects families to additional program communication platforms 

Accessibility Features Ensures the website is usable for individuals with varying needs and devices 

Constructing Effective Marketing Messages 

Marketing messages should clearly communicate what makes the program unique and valuable. Strong marketing messages 
are positive, consistent, family-friendly, and aligned with the mission of the program. Rather than focusing only on academics 
or school readiness, programs should emphasize the importance of relationships, play, exploration, creativity, and whole-child 
development. 

Programs should avoid overwhelming families with too much information at once. Simple, clear, and meaningful messages are 
often the most effective. Families should quickly understand what the program values and how children are supported within the 
environment. 

Examples of Marketing Message Focus Areas 

Focus Area Example Marketing Message 

Play-Based Learning “Children learn best through play, exploration, and hands-on experiences.” 

Relationships “Building strong relationships with children and families every day.” 

Inclusion “Welcoming and supporting children and families of all backgrounds and abilities.” 

Social-Emotional Development “Supporting confidence, independence, and emotional well-being.” 

Nature and Outdoor Learning “Encouraging discovery and learning through outdoor play and exploration.” 

Family Partnerships “Partnering with families to support each child’s growth and development.” 

Marketing Materials and Promotional Tools 

Marketing materials help programs communicate information consistently across different settings and audiences. Materials 
should visually reflect the program’s philosophy and create a welcoming, professional appearance. 

Common Marketing Materials for Early Childhood Programs 

Marketing Material Purpose 

Brochures Provide detailed information about the program, philosophy, and enrollment 

Flyers Share upcoming events, open enrollment opportunities, or program highlights 

Business Cards Offer quick contact information for networking and community outreach 
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Marketing Material Purpose 

Banners and Signs Increase visibility within the community 

Promotional Items Build recognition through items such as pens, tote bags, magnets, or shirts 

Newsletters Strengthen communication with current and prospective families 

Social Media Graphics Share visual updates, reminders, and program highlights online 

Videos and Virtual Tours Help families explore the environment and learn about the program remotely 

Programs should ensure that all materials use consistent colors, logos, language, and messaging to strengthen program identity 
and recognition. 

Where to Market Your Program 

Marketing efforts should occur in multiple places to reach diverse families within the community. Different families access 
information in different ways, making a combination of traditional and digital marketing strategies important. 

Places to Market an Early Childhood Program 

Marketing Location Examples 

Online Platforms Program website, social media pages, online directories, local parenting websites 

Community Events Family fairs, festivals, school events, farmers markets, library events 

Community Businesses Pediatric offices, coffee shops, grocery stores, community centers 

Schools and Colleges Parent resource centers, college campuses, elementary schools 

Local Organizations Resource and referral agencies, churches, nonprofit organizations 

Word of Mouth Current families, staff recommendations, community relationships 

Open House Events Program tours, family nights, classroom visits 

Using Social Media Responsibly and Effectively 

Social media has become an important marketing tool for many early childhood programs. Platforms such as Facebook and 
Instagram allow programs to share updates, learning experiences, announcements, and family engagement opportunities. Social 
media can help programs build relationships with families while increasing community visibility. 

Programs should ensure that all social media use follows confidentiality policies and family permission agreements regarding 
photos and videos of children. Content shared online should align with the program’s philosophy and maintain professionalism. 

Maintaining Consistency Across Marketing Efforts 

Consistency is one of the most important parts of successful marketing. Families should receive the same overall message 
whether they visit the website, attend a tour, read a brochure, speak with educators, or interact with social media pages. 
Consistent messaging helps build trust and creates a stronger program identity. 

Administrators should regularly review marketing materials and communication practices to ensure they continue reflecting the 
mission, philosophy, and values of the program. As community needs and technology continue to evolve, marketing plans should 
remain flexible and open to revision while still maintaining the core values of the program. 

When marketing reflects authenticity, relationships, and developmentally appropriate practice, programs are better able to 
connect with families who share similar values and goals for children’s learning and development. 
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16.4: Building Strong Community Relationships 

Strong community relationships play an important role in the success and visibility of an early childhood program. Programs that 
actively connect with families, businesses, organizations, and community members often develop stronger reputations, increased 
trust, and greater community support. Building positive relationships within the community also helps programs strengthen 
enrollment, increase awareness of services, and promote the importance of high-quality early childhood education. 

Community relationship building should reflect the mission and values of the program. Programs that prioritize relationships, 
inclusion, collaboration, and family engagement should demonstrate those values not only within the classroom but throughout 
the broader community as well. When programs become active members of the community, families are more likely to view them 
as trusted and valuable resources. 

Creating a Positive Program Image 

The image of the program significantly impacts how families and community members perceive the center. Every interaction, 
communication, event, and visual representation contributes to the public image of the program. Families often form opinions 
about a center before ever enrolling their child. 

A positive program image includes welcoming environments, respectful communication, professional interactions, and consistent 
messaging about the program’s mission and philosophy. The physical appearance of the center also matters. Clean classrooms, 
organized outdoor environments, clear signage, and engaging displays communicate professionalism and care. 

Programs should regularly reflect on the message being communicated through their environment, social media, marketing 
materials, and interactions with families and community members. Staff members should understand that they also represent the 
image of the program through their communication, professionalism, and relationships with others. 

Partnering With Local Businesses and Organizations 

Building partnerships with local businesses and organizations can strengthen community support while increasing visibility for the 
program. Partnerships may provide opportunities for collaboration, sponsorships, donations, volunteer support, or shared events. 

Programs may connect with: 

• Local businesses 
• Libraries 
• Community centers 
• Pediatric offices 
• Colleges and universities 
• Family resource agencies 
• Museums and parks departments 
• Nonprofit organizations 
• Cultural organizations 
• Recreation programs 

These partnerships may help programs share resources, advertise services, support family needs, and create meaningful 
community connections. Businesses may also be willing to sponsor family events, donate materials, support fundraising efforts, 
or share program information with employees and customers. 

The vignette described below illustrates how building relationships with community organizations can create meaningful 
opportunities for an early childhood program and the families it serves. 

Solution 

Example 16.4.2 
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More Than a Donation 

An early childhood program contacted a local library to ask whether it would be willing to donate gently used children’s books 
for a family literacy event. Instead of simply providing books, the children’s librarian offered to attend the event, read with 
families, and help parents sign up for library cards. The partnership was so successful that the program and library began 
collaborating on additional literacy activities throughout the year. 

What began as a simple request developed into an ongoing community relationship that connected families with valuable 
resources while increasing awareness of the early childhood program. The experience reminded the administrator that strong 
community partnerships are not simply about receiving donations or promoting enrollment. Meaningful relationships allow 
programs and community organizations to share resources, support families, and work together toward common goals. 

Using Media to Increase Community Awareness 

Local newspapers, television stations, radio programs, and online media outlets can help increase awareness about early 
childhood programs and the importance of quality early learning experiences. Administrators may invite reporters or media 
representatives into the program to observe special events, community projects, celebrations, or learning activities. 

Programs may also submit articles, announcements, or photographs to local newspapers or community newsletters. Media 
opportunities help educate the public about developmentally appropriate practices, play-based learning, family engagement, and 
the value of early childhood education. 

Examples of events that may attract media attention include: 

• Community service projects 
• Family literacy nights 
• Cultural celebrations 
• Garden or outdoor learning projects 
• Fundraising events 
• Program anniversaries 
• Special guest visitors 
• Open house events 
• Collaborative community partnerships 

Programs should always ensure that family permissions and confidentiality policies are followed before sharing photographs or 
information involving children. 

Participating in Community Events 

Participating in community events helps programs become visible and connected within the local area. Community involvement 
demonstrates that the program values relationships and actively contributes to the well-being of families and children beyond the 
classroom. 

Programs may participate in: 

Community Event Type Examples 

Family and Community Festivals Local fairs, holiday events, cultural festivals 

Educational Events Literacy nights, parenting workshops, child development fairs 

Community Service Activities Food drives, donation projects, community clean-up events 

School and College Events Resource fairs, family engagement nights 

Health and Wellness Events Health fairs, family wellness programs 

Local Business Events Community appreciation days, networking events 
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Participation in these events allows programs to distribute brochures, answer questions, meet prospective families, and share 
information about services and philosophy. 

Hosting Open Houses and Community Events 

Open houses provide families and community members with opportunities to visit the program, meet educators, and learn 
more about the learning environment. These events can help reduce anxiety for prospective families while creating welcoming 
opportunities for connection and relationship building. 

Open houses may include: 

• Classroom tours 
• Opportunities to meet staff 
• Information about curriculum and philosophy 
• Displays of children’s work 
• Question-and-answer sessions 
• Family activities and refreshments 
• Enrollment information and resources 

Programs may also host community events throughout the year to strengthen relationships with currently enrolled families and 
community members. Family nights, cultural celebrations, parenting workshops, play events, and seasonal gatherings all create 
opportunities for connection and engagement. 

Building Trust Through Relationships 

At the center of all community relationship-building efforts is trust. Families and community members are more likely to support 
programs that demonstrate honesty, consistency, professionalism, and genuine care for children and families. 

Strong relationships are built over time through positive interactions, respectful communication, active listening, and meaningful 
involvement. Programs that consistently demonstrate their values through actions, not just marketing materials, are often more 
successful in building lasting relationships within the community. 

When early childhood programs become trusted and visible members of the community, they strengthen not only their enrollment 
and reputation but also their ability to advocate for children, families, and the importance of high-quality early childhood 
education. 
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16.5: Chapter Summary and Reflection 

Chapter Summary 

Marketing in early childhood education is rooted in relationships and trust. Understanding family needs helps programs connect 
with the right audience, while a clear marketing plan reflects the program’s mission and values. Materials should authentically 
represent the program’s environment and practices to build credibility and transparency. Strong community relationships support 
enrollment and enhance program reputation, and word-of-mouth along with family experiences are powerful forms of promotion. 
Consistent communication helps build trust with families and the community, and effective marketing supports program 
sustainability and long-term success. 

Reflection Questions 

1. How does building trust with families support effective marketing? 
2. Why is it important for marketing materials to accurately represent the program? 
3. How do relationships and communication impact enrollment and program success? 
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