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Abstract of Dissertation 

Experiences that Inform the Development of Pre-Kindergarten Leaders in Virginia  

 

Research in the area of early childhood has confirmed that children accessing high-

quality programs lead to better outcomes in kindergarten as well as later in life 

(Committee for Economic Development, 2006; Frabutt & Waldron, 2013; Hudson, 2014; 

Stewart, 2015; Temple & Reynolds, 2007). The factors highlighted in research 

contributing to these outcomes have included teacher effectiveness and classroom quality 

(Armor, 2014; Fernandez, 2010; Ryan, Whitebook, Kipnis, & Sakai, 2011). One factor 

missing from current research and policy is the role of the early childhood leader. The 

purpose of this basic interpretive qualitative study is to gain insights into how early 

childhood leaders’ experiences have shaped their understanding of leadership, focusing 

specifically on directors from licensed early childhood programs in Northern Virginia. 

The central research question guiding this inquiry is: What are the experiences of pre-

kindergarten leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten programs in Northern Virginia that 

inform their development as a leader? Three sub questions are also included: What led an 

individual to become a pre-kindergarten leader? What has influenced the leadership 

philosophies of pre-kindergarten leaders? What has influenced the current leadership 

practices utilized by pre-kindergarten leaders? Data from interviews, walkthroughs, and 

document analyses with seven directors from early childhood centers in Northern 

Virginia were examined. Through this process, five themes emerged: generational 

influences, collegial influences, past work experience, environmental influences, and 

leadership characteristic and behaviors. Three conclusions were built upon these themes 
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to address the research questions. First, participants entered the field of early childhood 

due to generational influences with their child entering preschool or just by “falling into” 

the field. Once in the field, collegial influences encouraged participants to pursue the 

director position. Participants also rose through the ranks, by beginning as a volunteer or 

teachers’ aide, becoming a teacher, and then ultimately becoming a director. Second, a 

director’s philosophies were reinforced through the media as well as professional 

organizations. Finally, a director’s practices were informed through collegial influences, 

past experiences, and environmental influences.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Overview 

Early childhood education provides a foundation for children as they enter 

kindergarten (Morrow, 2005; Stewart, 2015). Early childhood programs in Virginia 

prepare children “socially, personally, physically, and intellectually by focusing on 

literacy, mathematics, science, history and social science, physical and motor 

development, and personal and social development” (Virginia Department of Education, 

2012). Research in the area of early childhood has confirmed that children accessing 

high-quality programs lead to better outcomes in kindergarten as well as later in life 

(Committee for Economic Development, 2006; Frabutt & Waldron, 2013; Hudson, 2014; 

Stewart, 2015; Temple & Reynolds, 2007).  

We need strong leadership to ensure that individual early childhood programs 

offer high-quality services for children and families (Ramgopal, Dieterle, Aviles, 

McCreedy, & Davis, 2009). A lack of effective leadership can result in a decline of 

services and program quality (Gormley, Phillips, & Gayer, 2008; Ramgopal et al., 2009). 

Although the importance and value of early education is well established, researchers 

often overlook the importance and value of early education leaders (Ramgopal et al., 

2009).  

Statement of the Problem 

Although research about early childhood leaders has been emerging over the 

years, there remains a shortage of studies explaining early childhood leadership as a 

whole and what experiences have influenced early childhood leaders and their 

understanding of their role as a leader. This lack of knowledge is inhibiting our ability to 
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create higher education programs to develop early childhood leaders, standards or 

policies outlining consistent qualifications of early childhood leaders, and programs and 

resources to help leaders grow once they are in the role.  

Extensive research has examined the effectiveness of the leader and school 

quality of kindergarten–12th grade schools (Ryan et al., 2011), the effect of the leader on 

school climate (Kelley, Thornton, & Daugherty, 2005), student achievement (Waters, 

Marzano, & McNulty, 2003), and student learning (Leithwood, Patten, & Jantzi, 2010) as 

well as the impact of the leader on schools, especially those facing challenges such as 

poverty, limited resources, and high teacher turnover (Brown, Squires, Connors-Tadros, 

Horowitz, & Center on Enhancing Early Learning Outcomes, 2014). Each of these 

studies not only highlight the relationship between leadership and the intended outcome 

but indicate that leadership is one of the most important determinants in the effects of a 

positive school climate, increased student achievement and learning, and the overall 

quality of a program.   

Studies have shown that attending high-quality early childhood programs 

decreases the likelihood of children needing special education services, being retained, 

and engaging in crime (Committee for Economic Development, 2006; Frabutt & 

Waldron, 2013; Hudson, 2014; Temple & Reynolds, 2007). Children are more likely to 

graduate from high school, pursue higher levels of education, earn higher wages, and 

have a stable family life (Committee for Economic Development, 2006; Frabutt & 

Waldron, 2013; Hudson, 2014; Temple & Reynolds, 2007). The factors contributing to 

these outcomes include teacher effectiveness and classroom quality (Armor, 2014; 

Fernandez, 2010; Ryan, Whitebook, Kipnis, & Sakai, 2011).  
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The research conducted at the early childhood level has explored targeted topics 

such as education background (Austin, 2014; Manganaro, 2009; Whitebook, Ryan, 

Kipnis, & Sakai, 2008), leadership preparation (Fischer, 2010; Goffin, 2013; Nupponen, 

2006; Talan, Bloom, & Kelton, 2014; Whitebook et al., 2008), career paths (Arnold-

Tengesdal, 2014; Wise, 2011), and leadership styles (Ang, 2012; June, 2007; Patton, 

2009; Rodd, 2006; Wise, 2011).  

While there is a multitude of research lifting up the role and influence of 

leadership in education, there is a lack of research focused the role of leadership in early 

childhood. High quality early childhood programs are attributed to teacher effectiveness 

and classroom quality but there is a lack of understanding of the role in which leaders 

have in creating that quality program. Leadership at the early childhood level has been 

minimally studied.  One component that is least explored is understanding how 

experiences have influenced early childhood leaders and additional studies are needed to 

develop a deeper understanding of this.  

Purpose  

This study explores how experiences inform early childhood leaders in their 

development as and their understanding of a leader. This study puts forth the proposition 

that by understanding the experiences of early childhood leaders, it will deepen our 

understanding of early childhood leadership. In this study, we examine early childhood 

leaders who have identified themselves as such and meet the criteria set out by the State. 

We advance the scholarship on early childhood leadership by (a) contributing an 

empirical perspective on early childhood leadership, (b) studying early childhood 
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leadership through the eyes of current early childhood leaders, and (c) expanding what is 

known about early childhood leadership.   

A basic interpretative qualitative approach was taken; interviewing, observing, 

and recording experiences that inform early childhood leaders.   The purpose of this 

qualitative study is to gain insights into how early childhood leaders’ experiences have 

shaped their understanding of leadership, with a specific focus on directors from licensed 

early childhood programs in Northern Virginia. I have adopted an early childhood 

leadership definition that includes a combination of both managerial (e.g., finances, 

human resources) and leadership (e.g., engaging staff toward a vision, overseeing 

curriculum) responsibilities that are influenced by the contexts in which the leader is 

situated: “leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals 

to achieve a common goal” (Northouse, 2016, p.6).   

The study will increase our understanding about early childhood leaders, what 

experiences influenced them to become leaders, and what experiences informed their 

leadership practices and philosophies. This research will bolster our understanding of 

how individuals become early childhood leaders and help to identify and appreciate 

factors such as professional organizations, their board, and media that influence and/or 

reinforce their leadership practices and philosophies.  

Research Questions 

The central research question guiding this current inquiry is: What are the 

experiences of pre-kindergarten leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten programs in 

Northern Virginia that inform their development as a leader? In addition, the following 

sub questions are addressed: 
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• What led an individual to become a pre-kindergarten leader? 

• What has influenced the leadership philosophies of pre-kindergarten leaders?  

• What has influenced the current leadership practices utilized by pre-kindergarten 

leaders? 

Potential Significance 

 While discussions in the area of early childhood leadership has been emerging 

over the last several years as a response to an increased spotlight on early childhood, 

early childhood leadership remains an enigma. The current research explores the career 

path of early childhood leaders (Arnold-Tengesdal, 2014; Wise, 2011), leaders’ education 

background (Austin, 2014; Manganaro, 2009; Whitebook, Ryan, Kipinis, & Sakai, 2008), 

leadership preparation (Fischer, 2010; Goffin, 2013; Nupponen 2006; Talan, Bloom, & 

Kelton, 2014; Whitebook et al., 2008) and leadership styles (Ang, 2012; June, 2007; 

Patton, 2009; Rodd, 2006; Wise, 2011). Despite the emerging conversations, there are so 

few studies available, there is an absence of early childhood leadership in policy, and 

higher education has yet to develop programmatic studies to support leadership in this 

area.    

As federal and state governments are advocating for increased access to early 

childhood, an increased understanding of early childhood leaders is essential because 

“early childhood profession needs visionary and effective leaders so it can best position 

itself to meet future challenges.” (Rodd, 2006, p.1).   A study on gaining better insights 

into the experiences that have shaped an early childhood leader’s development may 

contribute these efforts.  

First, it will assist in creating a definition of leadership in the field of early 



	
	
6	

childhood education.  A definition brings clarity and consistency on roles and 

responsibilities through which higher education can then create programs to support the 

development of such individuals. Professional organizations can then develop 

professional learning opportunities and resources to support the growth and learning of 

leaders.   

It will also provide the participants an opportunity to reflect on their current 

practices as well as how their experiences and environment mold their style of leadership. 

Along with individual feedback, the results can enhance understanding of the different 

types of early childhood programs on expectations, roles and responsibilities, supports, 

professional development opportunities, and structures to help their leaders be successful. 

This research can also offer insights into higher education and leadership preparation 

programs by hearing from practitioners in the field in terms of what content in their 

leadership programs was most beneficial as well as what topics need to be included in all 

programs. Furthermore, this research can increase consistency across higher education 

programs when it comes to topics covered. Finally, the findings of this research can 

contribute to policy efforts at the state level. While there are qualifications for early 

childhood leaders, there is such a variety of pathways.  Additionally, there is an absence 

of the role of leader in early childhood policy. These efforts can help to create consistent 

qualifications for early childhood leaders and devise strategies for them to obtain those 

identified qualifications.  

Theoretical Perspective  

The theoretical perspective provides an initial framework in which to approach 

the topic; it defines “the types of questions asked, informs how data are collected, and 
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provides a call for action or change” (Creswell, 2014, p.64). Leadership theories have 

been considered a basis for theoretical perspectives; however, the literature review 

reveals a variety of leadership theories that early childhood leaders employ (Allred & 

Hancock, 2015; Bloom & Abel, 2015; Carr, Johnson, & Corkwell, 2009; Hayes, 2012; 

Heikka & Hujala, 2013; Patton, 2009; Rodd, 2006; Shapiro, 2007; Wise, 2011). Some of 

these studies began their research by approaching early childhood leaders’ styles through 

a particular lens, which could have prevented the researchers from considering other 

leadership approaches that might have emerged. As such, a specific leadership theory was 

not used as the framework in the current study. The theories that provide the perspective 

through which my research problems are viewed include the leadership effectiveness 

framework (Barrow, 1977) and adult learning theory (Jarvis, 2009; Merriam, Cafarella, & 

Baumgartner, 2007).  

Barrow’s Leadership Effectiveness Framework 

 Similar to Northouse’s (2016) definition of leadership, Barrow (1977) defined 

leadership as a “process of influencing individuals and groups toward a set of goals” (p. 

232). Barrow (1977) conducted a meta-analysis on the current leadership studies of his 

time. The leadership processes identified through his research included leadership 

orientations, leader behavior investigations, leadership effectiveness theories, and 

normative leadership approaches (Barrow, 1977). Barrow (1977) revealed that leader 

behaviors and characteristics indicate leadership effectiveness. However, he found that 

the research was piecemeal and did not include an integrative framework to help 

researchers and practitioners understand the relationship among variables associated with 

leadership, leadership processes, and leadership effectiveness (Barrow, 1977). As a 
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result, Barrow (1977) created a framework that illustrates how environmental factors 

influence leadership effectiveness, emphasize the role of leadership characteristics, and 

situate leadership as the output of complex interactions. Figure 1 highlights how a 

leader’s behaviors and characteristics as well as environmental factors, both individually 

and collectively, influence a leader’s effectiveness (Barrow, 1977). Task emphasis (e.g., 

behaviors that guide a group to reach a goal; focus on tasks), supportive-consideration 

(e.g., behaviors that create a supportive work environment; focus on relationships), and 

autocracy and restrictiveness (e.g., behaviors that maintain control; focus on decision-

making) are different behaviors that leaders utilize when leading (Barrow, 1977). Barrow 

(1977) argued that every leader falls into one of these categories, comprising the 

horizontal axis in Figure 1. Along the figure’s vertical axis, Barrow (1977) identified 

seven personality or leader characteristics: (a) favorable: collegial and facilitative 

manner; (b) unfavorable: poor temperament; (c) demographic and physical 

characteristics; (d) structure and controlling orientation: need to control others; (e) 

technical and skills expertise: past experience, knowledge of content; (f) 

introversion/dependency: degree of being an introvert; and (g) self-orientation: self-

confidence. Barrow (1977) also identified environmental factors derived from the 

expectations and structure of the organization in which the leader works. Expectations 

and the philosophy of the organization, task characteristics (scope of work), subordinate 

characteristics (personality, needs, ability), behaviors of subordinates, and organization 

and group characteristics (external organization influences, social atmosphere, structural 

characteristics, influences of outside groups, and the leader’s positional power) comprise 

the environmental factors that influence leadership; these factors are located along the 
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lateral axis in the figure (Barrow, 1977). Barrow did not provide an explanation of how 

these three factors are related.  

 

 

Figure 1. Barrow’s leadership effectiveness framework. Adapted from Barrow, J. C. 
(1977). The variables of leadership: A review and conceptual framework. The Academy 
of Management Review, 2(2), 231–251. Retrieved from 
http://www.jstor.org.proxygw.wrlc.org/stable/257906 
 

Adult Learning Theory 

Learning is a combination of processes whereby a person interacts with social 

situations and acquires knowledge, skills, attitudes, beliefs, and values as a result (Jarvis, 

2009). Adults learn by reflecting on concrete experiences, making connections amongst 

them, and engaging in decision-making as a result (Jarvis, 2009; Kolb, 1984; Merriam et 
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al., 2007). Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model, based upon the theories from 

Dewey’s model of learning, Piaget’s model of learning and cognitive development, and 

Lewin’s model of action research and laboratory training, includes four abilities: (a) 

concrete experience abilities, in which an individual engages in an experience openly and 

without bias; (b) reflective observation abilities, where an individual reflects upon his or 

her observations using different perspectives; (c) abstract conceptualization abilities, with 

an individual evaluating his or her ideas and observations to develop theories; and (d) 

active experimentation abilities, in which the individual uses his or her theories to make 

decisions and solve problems. 

Jarvis (2009) embraced Kolb’s (1984) learning theory model as a non-linear 

continuous process and expanded upon it by acknowledging that people come to 

situations with their own history, which also influences their understanding of the 

experience (see Figure 2). Figure 2 illustrates a six-step cycle in which all adults engage 

(Jarvis, 2009; Merriam et al., 2007). Box 1 illustrates that the whole person brings his or 

her “knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, beliefs, emotions and senses” to an experience 

(Jarvis, 2009). The line coming from Box 1 and pointing to “time” lifts up the idea that 

sometimes it takes an individual time to learn from a situation (Jarvis, 2012). Box 2 is the 

experience the individual encounters, which is socially constructed (Jarvis, 2009). The 

experience is transformed by our thoughts, actions, and emotions (Boxes 3–5) and is 

where learning takes place (Jarvis, 2009; Jarvis, 2012; Merriam et al., 2007). This can 

occur simultaneously or independent of one another (Jarvis, 2009; Jarvis, 2012; Merriam 

et al., 2007). In Box 6, the person learns from the experience and is changed (Box 7) as a 

result of the interaction between who the person is (Box 1) and the experience (Box 2) 
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(Jarvis, 2009; Jarvis, 2012; Merriam et al., 2007). The cycle then repeats itself (Jarvis, 

2009; Merriam et al., 2007). Adults often define themselves based on their experiences 

(e.g., director, teacher, parents, leader) (Kolb, 1984).  

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Adult learning theory. Adapted from Jarvis, P. (Ed.). (2009). Lifelong learning: A 
social ambiguity. In The Routledge international handbook of lifelong learning (pp. 9–18). New 
York: Routledge. 

 

The current study focused on understanding the experiences of pre-kindergarten 

leaders and how those experiences have informed their leadership development and 

understanding. This study acknowledges that a leader brings their behaviors and 
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characteristics with them to a socially constructed experience that is informed by 

environmental factors that also influence the leader (Barrows, 1977). These contributing 

factors play a role on the leader’s actions, thoughts and emotions and in turn what the 

leader learns and how they change as a result. As a result, I used Barrow’s leadership 

effectiveness framework (Barrow, 1977) and adult learning theory (Jarvis, 2009; Merriam 

et al., 2007) to inform my conceptual framework, which is described in more detail in 

Chapter 2.  

Summary of Methodology 

I conducted this qualitative research study through the lens of a social 

constructivist perspective. Social constructivists believe individuals seek understanding 

of the world in which they live and work and, through this study, I relied heavily upon 

the participants’ views of leadership (Creswell, 2013; Creswell, 2014). The purpose of 

this inquiry was to describe the experiences that influence the understanding and 

development of pre-kindergarten leaders and how leaders make sense of these 

experiences, which is supported through basic interpretive qualitative research (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016).  

Through this basic interpretive qualitative research, I interviewed participants in 

their natural settings. In addition, I observed leaders in their environments so I could note 

how the participants were interacting with their environments (Creswell, 2014). I also 

examined documents as additional forms of data collection (Creswell, 2014). I engaged in 

observations and document analyses to make better sense of the participants’ leadership 

(Creswell, 2014). Throughout the entire process, I used memos to keep track of any ideas 

as I collected data (Creswell, 2013). The data analysis focused on “recurring patterns or 
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themes” in order to “uncover and interpret” the meanings constructed by participants 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 25).  

Limitations and Delimitations  

 This study has several limitations (constraints created by my methodology) and 

delimitations (factors that limit generalization) (Bryant, 2004).  

Limitations. 

One limitation is the sample of the study (Roberts, 2010). The study included only 

participants who matched the selection criteria (i.e., work as a director in a licensed early 

childhood program in Northern Virginia) and who responded to the request to participate 

(Roberts, 2010). This approach may create bias or limit the information received based 

on who participates. Another limitation is observation bias; however, the use of 

interviews in addition to observations helped mitigate this limitation (Roberts, 2010). 

Similarly, I gained a large portion of the information through interviews in which 

participants self-reported their experiences and understanding of leadership (Creswell, 

2013; Roberts, 2010). This may be a problem because I am relying on the transparency of 

my participants.  For example, the participants are choosing what to share with me which 

may eliminate some important insight on the findings. Additionally, participants may 

lack the introspective ability to accurately report experiences; while they may share an 

experience, it may be perceived differently from someone else who shared the same 

experience. I triangulated the data through observations and document analyses to 

corroborate self-reporting data (Creswell, 2013; Roberts, 2010).  

Delimitations. 

A delimitation of this study is that the analysis was confined to current directors 
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of licensed early childhood programs in Northern Virginia (Bryant, 2004). This limits 

generalizability because (a) the region of Northern Virginia, itself, may be an influence 

and early childhood leaders outside of Northern Virginia may have different experiences 

that inform their leadership practices and philosophies, (b) current directors speaks to a 

specific time period in society, eliminating retired directors who may have additional or 

different societal influences such as the media and politics, and (c) directors eliminates 

other leaders such as assistant directors and owners who are also perceived as leaders in 

the field and may shed different insight of their experiences and how they have informed 

them as leaders. The resources or access to resources and influences on director’s in 

Northern Virginia may be different from other areas in Virginia.  The socio-economic 

status of citizens in northern Virginia is on average higher than other areas in Virginia.  

The median household income from 2012-2016 in Virginia was $66,149 whereas in 

Alexandria City it was $89,200, Fairfax County- $104,065, and Arlington- $108,706 

(United States Census Bureau, 2017).  Similarly, for adults over the age of 25 who have a 

bachelor’s degree is higher in the Northern Virginia area than other areas in Virginia 

(United States Census Bureau, 2017).  In Arlington, 73.7% of citizens over 25 years old 

have earned a bachelor’s degree or higher, Alexandria City 62.1%, Fairfax 54.7% and in 

the state of Virginia on average, 30.3% of citizens have earned a bachelor’s degree or 

higher (United States Census Bureau, 2017).   

Additionally, I used purposeful sampling to ensure participants were early 

childhood directors in Northern Virginia from licensed early childhood centers.  While 

this led to the intended outcome, my sample did not result in a diverse group of 

participants which created an absence of perspectives shared by minority demographics 
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groups in my study.     

Subjectivity Statement  

I understand that I am the “primary instrument for data collection and analysis” 

and, as a result, my subjectivities or biases can impact the study (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016, p. 16). I am currently an elementary school (kindergarten–fifth grade) assistant 

principal who employs both management and leadership responsibilities in my leadership 

position. I have previously worked at Central Office in a public-school setting and 

worked directly with our early childhood department to develop a curriculum and 

implement responses to intervention at that level. As such these experiences have 

provided me a lens through which I expect leadership to look like. Those experiences 

have informed my definition of leadership, and have informed my leadership practices 

and philosophies.   

 To help alleviate this bias, I (a) engaged readers in double-checking my research 

and interview questions to remove directional wording and (b) constantly employed a 

cyclical process that included an immediate and ongoing process of gathering and 

reviewing the data and using that information to inform my analysis.  
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Definitions of Key Terms 

Child Day Centers 
 
Child day centers are child day programs offered to (1) two or more children 
under the age of 13 years in a facility that is not the residence of the provider or of 
any of the children in care or (2) 13 or more children at any location. During the 
absence of a parent or guardian, the operator of the child day center has agreed to 
assume responsibility for the supervision, protection and well-being of children 
under the age of 13 years for less than a 24-hour period. By law, a child day 
center may be granted either a six-month conditional license, a six-month 
provisional license or a two-year license. (Virginia Department of Social Services, 
2016b) 

 
Director  

 
[An individual who is] the primary, on-site director or coordinator designated to 
be responsible for developing and implementing the activities and services offered 
to children, including the supervision, orientation, training, and scheduling of staff 
who work directly with children, whether or not personally performing these 
functions. (Department of Social Services, 2016) 

 
Family Day Home  

 
Family day homes provide care for six to 12 children (exclusive of the provider’s 
own children and any children who reside in the home). The care may be offered 
for less than 24 hours in the home of the provider or in the home of any of the 
children in care. Licensure (or voluntary registration) also is required when care is 
provided to more than four children under two years of age, including the 
provider’s own children and children who live in the home. (Virginia Department 
of Social Services, 2016b) 

 
Leadership  

Leadership refers to a process whereby an individual influences a group of 
individual to achieve a common goal (Northouse, 2016, p. 6).  
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Licensed Early Childhood Programs  
 

Child day centers are child day programs offered to (1) two or more children 
under the age of 13 years in a facility that is not the residence of the provider or of 
any of the children in care or (2) 13 or more children at any location. […] During 
the absence of a parent or guardian, the operator of the child day center has agreed 
to assume responsibility for the supervision, protection and well-being of children 
under the age of 13 years for less than a 24-hour period. By law, a child day 
center may be granted either a six-month conditional license, a six-month 
provisional license or a two-year license. (Department of Social Services, 2016) 

 
Pre-Kindergarten  
 

Designed specifically to make sure that preschoolers are ready for kindergarten 
and will be succeeding in school by third grade. All pre-K programs have three 
characteristics in common: (1) governed by high program standards, (2) serve 4-
year-olds or sometimes both 3- and 4-year-olds, and (3) focus on school 
readiness. (Colker, 2008, p. 22) 

 
Short-term Child Day Centers  

Short-term child day centers are child day centers that operate for part of the year 
only (Virginia Department of Social Services, 2016b). 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

The focus of this literature review is to determine what the current and relevant 

research states about leadership in early childhood and the contexts in which early 

childhood leadership is situated. To better understand this concept, a comprehensive 

search of literature published between 2005 and 2017 was conducted. To define the 

context and intent of exhaustiveness, books, non-peer-reviewed journals, policy briefs, 

state and federal websites, and dissertations were reviewed. Both quantitative and 

qualitative studies were reviewed, with a variety of sample sizes.  

Various databases and search terms were used to collect the information. To 

conduct this research, ERIC, PsychInfo, ProQuest: Dissertations and Theses, JSTOR 

Education and Economics, Google Scholar, and Google were the consulted databases 

used. When exploring these databases, a multitude of search terms were used to ensure 

that the search was exhaustive. The terms included preschool and director, preschool and 

administrator, early childhood and leader, leadership theories and early childhood, early 

childhood policy, early childhood accreditation, qualifications for early childhood 

leaders in VA, leadership in Montessori, leader and Waldorf early childhood, Waldorf 

early childhood, leadership/leaders and Reggio Emilia, Reggio Emilia early childhood, 

heads of schools and Montessori, parent cooperative preschools, Head Start, leadership 

in parent cooperative preschools, Invest in Us, 2016 State of Union Address, Race to the 

Top—Early Learning Challenge, Preschool Development Grant, benefits of preschool, 

and Virginia Policy on early childhood. Searches for titles cited were also included. All 
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studies that were written within the identified timeframe and aligned to the 

aforementioned topics were identified.   

This literature review is organized as follows. First, leadership and leadership in 

early childhood, including leadership styles, characteristics, and demographics, are 

discussed. Next, the influences on leaders in early childhood are explored, with a specific 

focus on professional organizations; economic, social, and political climate; and program 

philosophies. Then leadership preparation, career paths, and motivations to become an 

early childhood leader are examined as well as experiences in which leaders may engage. 

The chapter concludes with a review of the conceptual framework. 

Description and Critique of Scholarly Literature 

Leadership 

 Leadership has been conceptualized in a variety of ways, such as being described 

as a trait or characteristic to a behavior or action and even a relationship that occurs 

between the leader and follower (Northouse, 2016). According to Northouse (2016), 

“leadership is a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to 

achieve a common goal” (p. 6). Based on this definition, leadership is an interaction that 

occurs between the leader and followers (Northouse, 2016). The focus is on the leader’s 

influence and how it affects a group that shares a common purpose and is working 

together to achieve common goals (Northouse, 2016). The leader is the person who 

engages in leadership and who is responsible for initiating and maintaining the 

relationship between the leader and followers (Northouse, 2016). In the current study, 

Northouse’s (2016) definition of leadership will be used.  



	
	
20	

Leadership in Early Childhood 

 Rodd (2006) explored how early childhood leaders provide leadership as a way to 

ensure quality services. She argued that leadership at the early childhood level still needs 

to be defined in a “meaningful and credible” manner (p. 4). Like Northouse (2016), Rodd 

(2006) highlighted one component of leadership as having “influence over the behavior 

of others for the purpose of achieving a goal” and a “shared process” between the leaders 

and followers (p. 11). Serving as a role model, influencing the behavior of others, 

working through collaboration, enhancing personal growth for staff and parents, and 

planning for and implementing change are characteristics of effective early childhood 

leaders who create a community and provide high-quality service (Rodd, 2006). Early 

childhood leaders’ responsibilities are multi-faceted and focus on the well-being of 

children, the morale of adults, and the achievement of goals (Rodd, 2006).  

Bloom (1998) conducted a mixed-methods study to gain a better understanding of 

how early childhood directors perceive their roles as leaders. In addition to gathering data 

from in-depth interviews and reflective narrative journals, where participants described 

their experience via metaphors, data were also collected from 257 directors who 

completed the Directors’ Role Perceptions Questionnaire (Bloom, 1998). In describing 

how participants viewed their organization, seven themes emerged: (a) caring and 

nurturing such as a family; (b) change, growth, and surprise viewed through metaphors 

such as climbing a ladder or a surprise party; (c) making connections with an emphasis 

on working together; (d) uniqueness and diversity; (e) organizational stress, tension, and 

obstacles similar to a volcano or frozen pond with cracks down the center; (f) activity and 

entertainment such as a circus; and (g) steadfast, resilient, and dependable like a machine 
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(Bloom, 1998). Bloom (1998) used these themes to understand participants’ management 

philosophies. For example, one participant who described her organization as a family 

was having difficulty promoting professionalism amongst her staff (Bloom, 1998). In 

reflecting upon their role as an administrator, 40% of the participants identified 

responsibilities such as balancing or multitasking, with the most frequent metaphor being 

a juggler (Bloom, 1998). However, Bloom (1998) found that the metaphors used to 

answer this question were much more varied than when the participants had to describe 

their organizations. Many participants used other fields (e.g., football coach) or symbols 

(e.g., lighthouse) to describe their roles, but the role that was absent from the participants’ 

responses was influence, which Bloom (1998) attributed to a lack of non-hierarchical 

sense of leadership in early childhood. Fifty percent of the participants described their 

specific job as unexpected and referred to the pace much like that of a roller coaster 

(Bloom, 1998).  

Muijs, Aubrey, Harris, and Briggs (2004) conducted a meta-analysis on the 

international research relating to leadership in early childhood. The traditional roles of 

early childhood leaders focusing on direct interaction with children have evolved into 

more management and leadership responsibilities (Muijs et al., 2004). The majority of 

studies highlighted women dominating the leadership role and one study found that the 

leaders were older and had more tenure than their colleagues (Muijs et al., 2004). The 

responsibilities differed depending on the researchers, with some implying there were 

more management- than leadership-oriented responsibilities, others highlighting 

leadership more, and still others focused on the coordination of community services 

(Muijs et al., 2004). Muijs et al. (2004) concluded that characteristics of effective early 
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childhood leaders include a combination of early childhood knowledge as well as 

management and leadership knowledge and skills; other characteristics included being an 

effective communicator, commitment to goals, providing professional development for 

staff and self, organization, trusting the staff, and having a vision. Ultimately, early 

childhood leadership training programs are lacking; although they are expanding, they are 

still on a very small scale (Muijs et al., 2004). 

Although leadership in early childhood has been acknowledged in the research 

(Bloom, 1998; Muijs et al., 2004; Rodd, 2006), these studies reveal the field lacks a 

consistent definition resulting in a long continuum of responsibilities of leaders (Bloom, 

1998; Muijs et al., 2004; Rodd, 2006).  This shortfall in the empirical studies remains and 

inhibits our understanding of early childhood leadership, leaders of early childhood, and 

the experiences that inform their practices and philosophies. To help better understand 

this and identify similarities in the research if present, influenced by Bloom’s (1998) 

study, I incorporated an interview question of having participants describe what 

leadership means to them through a metaphor. Additionally, data was collected on the 

responsibilities of participants.  

Head Start. In 1965, Sargent Shriver, as a part of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s 

War on Poverty, convened a committee to improve the social and emotional well-being 

of children in poverty by developing a comprehensive program focused on health, 

nutrition, education, social services, and parent involvement (Brinson, 2011; Hooker, 

2012; Office of the Administration for Children and Families Early Childhood Learning 

& Knowledge Center, 2016; Valencia, 2013). As a result of these efforts, Head Start 

began as an eight-week summer program in 1965 and evolved into a program that serves 
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more than a million three- and four-year-olds from low-income families, preparing them 

for school each year (Office of the Administration for Children and Families Early 

Childhood Learning & Knowledge Center, 2016; Valencia, 2013). The areas in which 

Head Start prepares children include language and literacy, cognition and general 

knowledge, approaches to learning, physical development and health, and social and 

emotional development (Office of the Administration for Children and Families Early 

Childhood Learning & Knowledge Center, 2016).	Head Start strives to provide 

comprehensive services in the areas of education, screenings and follow-up for health, 

development and behavior, health and safety, social and emotional health, nutrition, 

family goal-setting, social services, transition services, and services for children with 

disabilities (Office of the Administration for Children and Families Early Childhood 

Learning & Knowledge Center, 2016). Head Start was reauthorized in 2007, with the 

intent to increase the quality of the programs by focusing on an alignment between Head 

Start and states’ early learning standards, promoting higher qualifications for teachers, 

ensuring increased monitoring of the programs to include financial audits and analyses of 

children’s outcomes, and establishing a state advisory council in every state (Office of the 

Administration for Children and Families Early Childhood Learning & Knowledge 

Center, 2016).  

Various components of Head Start have been studied, and leadership in Head 

Start has recently been analyzed (Brinson, 2011; Hooker, 2012; Miles, 2010; Valencia, 

2013). Miles (2010) administered the Leadership Behavior Description Questionnaire and 

the Teacher Job Satisfaction Questionnaire to 92 teachers in two Head Start programs in 

rural Pennsylvania to examine the relationship between Head Start leadership styles and 
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teachers’ job satisfaction. She found that teachers perceived their leaders to be low in the 

area of consideration and leadership characteristics; however, if teachers rated their 

leaders high in initiating structure, they also rated the leaders high in consideration 

(Miles, 2010). No relationship was found between leadership style and teacher 

satisfaction in the two Head Start programs (Miles, 2010).  

Similar to Miles (2010), Brinson (2011) examined whether Head Start leaders’ 

practices affect parental participation and, if so, how. Brinson (2011) interviewed three 

leaders from Head Start programs in an urban city in Minnesota and eight parents 

engaged in a focus group. In addition, 30- to 40-minute observations were conducted to 

observe the interactions between families and leaders as well as families and other Head 

Start staff. Brinson (2011) found leadership practices affected parent participation and 

was a powerful indicator of parents’ level of participation.  The leadership practices 

affected if families felt welcomed, if they were informed of activities and events and 

informed using multiple methods (Brinson, 2011). Two thirds of directors provided 

positive feedback of the trainings they received as a Head Start director and felt they 

were effective in engaging parents.  One director reported her lack of education and 

experience as a Head Start director has impacted her as a leader and in turn parental 

engagement (Brinson, 2011).  All three participants reported they could benefit from 

additional training in parent involvement (Brinson, 2011).  The parent focus group 

revealed three themes: (a) leadership means visibility, (b) parents must feel welcomed, 

and (c) there are benefits to parent participation (Brinson, 2011).  

Hooker (2012) concentrated her efforts on better understanding which 

professional development resources 43 Head Start leaders in Iowa, Kansas, Missouri, and 
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Nebraska engage to enhance their skill set and the degree in which these resources are 

used. Hooker (2012) administered the PDRS, a self-designed survey, to the participants. 

The results showed that Head Start leaders participated in college coursework, 

seminars/workshops, face-to-face guidance, documents, and publications in a variety of 

competencies, including grant administration, planning, and organizational development. 

To enhance their skills in all competencies, Head Start leaders were more likely to use 

documents and publications and less likely to engage in college coursework (Hooker, 

2012). College coursework was more frequently utilized by leaders to enhance their skill 

sets in supervision, and every director engaged in seminars/workshops for one or more of 

the competencies (Hooker, 2012).  

Valencia (2013) assessed the leadership skills and behaviors of Head Start leaders 

in three regions in California in order to identify skills and behaviors that leaders need in 

order to continue to be effective in their role as a Head Start leader. Specifically, she 

looked at what skills and behaviors 136 Head Start leaders were using, how these skills 

and behaviors differed based on the region in California (e.g., northern, southern, and 

central) in which the leader worked, and what the leaders reported as areas of need 

(Valencia, 2013). To investigate this, Valencia (2013) administered a survey built upon 

Dr. Bill Jointer’s five levels of leadership and Jointer’s leadership agility framework. 

Valencia (2013) found that the participants supported the development and empowerment 

of their team and encouraged collaboration. The leaders identified the skills and 

behaviors they needed in order to continue to be successful as being visionary, effective 

communicators, flexible, creative, innovative, and strategic planners (Valencia, 2013). 

Using a one-way ANOVA to better understand the differences in skills and behaviors 
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based on region, Valencia (2013) found no statistically significant difference amongst 

regions in which leaders’ lead. 

Gonzalez (2014) analyzed Head Start leadership practices through the lens of 

transformational leadership to gain a better understanding of leaders’ and teachers’ 

perceptions of ideal leadership practices in order to compare and contrast these 

perceptions. To gather her data, Gonzalez (2014) conducted interviews and administered 

a demographic questionnaire as well as an adapted version of the Leadership Practices 

Inventory. Staff motivation, a communicated and shared vision, collaboration (especially 

in terms of decision-making), and knowledge of Head Start were four practices directors 

deemed to be necessary for leadership as a Head Start director (Gonzalez, 2014). 

Teachers identified five common characteristics that they perceived to not only be 

necessary, but should also be strengthened in current leaders: encouraging or providing 

staff with motivation and positive feedback, ensuring visibility in the classroom and with 

parents, leading by example, promoting transparency to include honesty and open 

communication, and providing professional development opportunities and resources to 

build their capacity (Gonzalez, 2014). All but one of these descriptors implied that 

directors should employ a transformational leadership style (Gonzalez, 2014). 

Gray-Pierre (2014) examined the relationship between collaborative leadership 

and learning by interviewing and observing 14 leaders in four Head Start programs in a 

large metropolitan city as well as analyzing documents. The researcher found that 

effective leadership is important in promoting learning and occurs through the leaders’ 

empowerment, communication, and collaboration, with an emphasis on the Head Start 

leader collaborating with the elementary schools to promote a smooth transition (Gray-
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Pierre, 2014).  

 Research on early childhood leaders in Head Start is gaining momentum. Some of 

the initial studies were focused on gaining feedback from others in regard to the leaders; 

however, the research has increasingly asked leaders to engage in self-reflection. The foci 

of the studies included professional development, skills, and practices of the leaders, 

which will be helpful to compare the results to this current study. None of the studies 

focused on the experiences of Head Start leaders, thus maintaining an opening in the 

research for the current study.   

Leadership styles. Among the research in the field of early childhood, several 

types of leadership styles come to the forefront, including person-focused, principle-

centered, transformational, servant, positive, shared, distributed, and situational 

leadership. Yet more often than not, researchers have found early childhood leaders lead 

through a combination of approaches.  

Patton (2009) examined the types of leadership styles early childhood directors 

employ by interviewing two directors: a female director working in a family-run for-

profit program and a male director working in a non-profit program sponsored by a 

parent foundation. Patton (2009) claimed that situational leadership is the umbrella and, 

depending on the situation, other approaches may be tapped into and employed along a 

continuum. Both directors employed a person-focused leadership style with a 

combination of servant, transformational, transactional, transcendental, and spiritual 

leadership (Patton, 2009). For Patton (2009), the continuum from least to most spiritual is 

transactional followed by transformational, servant, and transcendent.  
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Bloom and Abel (2015) explored how leaders influence the quality of their 

programs through distributed leadership. The role of an early childhood leader includes 

both leadership functions (e.g., setting goals, clarifying values, articulating and moving 

toward a vision) and management functions (e.g., orchestrating tasks and developing 

systems), which both directly affect the culture and climate of the early childhood 

program in which they lead (Bloom & Abel, 2015). Early childhood directors affect 

children’s development by structuring the conditions that support teacher effectiveness 

(e.g., hiring, professional development, staff evaluations, work schedule) and serving as 

instructional leaders (e.g., providing feedback to teachers, establishing peer learning 

teams, promoting reflection) (Bloom & Abel, 2015). Another aspect of leaders’ 

responsibilities at the early childhood level is effectively communicating with families, 

developing and maintaining a welcome environment, and embracing partnership with 

families (Bloom & Abel, 2015). To carry out these responsibilities, leaders must build 

leadership capacity amongst staff, share responsibility, and engage in decision-making 

(Bloom & Abel, 2015).  

Shapiro (2007) studied five directors who led early childhood centers in New 

York City at the time of the 9/11 attacks. Through interviews, three themes emerged. 

First, all five directors strived to maintain calmness in their center and amongst their 

colleagues, children, and families (Shapiro, 2007). Second, all directors responded to the 

needs of the children, families, teachers, and community and depended on the centers 

with which the directors had previously developed relationships within the community. 

Finally, three of the five directors employed distributed leadership, where they worked 
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together with a team and served more as the facilitator; the other two directors took a 

more directive, management-oriented style (Shapiro, 2007).  

Heikka and Hujala (2013) explored the perception of early childhood leaders 

(who arrange and monitor the programs), center directors (responsible for the delivery of 

services, usually over several centers), and teachers about the distribution of leadership 

responsibilities in seven municipalities in Finland. The researchers approached this study 

through the lens of distributed leadership, in which leaders involve multiple people in 

decision-making and each person’s role is interdependent on one another and connected 

to the work of education (Heikka & Hujala, 2013). However, unlike Shapiro (2007), 

these researchers found that—although cooperation amongst stakeholders was present—

responsibilities were not shared, and much of the leadership responsibility fell to the 

center director (Heikka & Hujala, 2013). Center directors’ time is mostly filled with 

managerial type duties as opposed to focusing on improving the quality of instruction and 

the program overall (Heikka & Hujala, 2013). Center directors and teachers had little 

influence on the policy that affected their day-to-day activities, which in turn caused 

disconnect between policy and practice (Heikka & Hujala, 2013).  

Among the leadership characteristics of the motivator, taskmaster, comrade, and 

not a leader, Rodd (2006) argued that the motivator is the most important characteristic 

and is the cornerstone of transformational leadership, the most effective leadership style 

in early childhood education.  It is characterized by having understanding, empathy, and 

enthusiasm for others while being open minded but flexible and fair (Rodd 2006). Six 

years later, Hayes (2012) conducted a study in which administrators’ educational paths 

were explored, in terms of how they perceived themselves as leaders and how their 
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leadership practices influenced the climate of their educational center, by interviewing six 

early childhood directors. Each participant had at least an undergraduate degree, and four 

of the participants had a master’s degree while one had a doctorate; however, all 

participants lacked knowledge of business management, early childhood leadership, and 

management (Hayes, 2012). None of the participants aspired to be an early childhood 

leader, instead acquiring the position by being promoted, applying for the position, being 

asked to take it, or purchasing the early childhood program (Hayes, 2012). Leaders had 

different leadership philosophies, but all embraced at least one characteristic of 

transformational leadership, including serving as role models, motivating and inspiring 

their staff, using innovative and creative ways to approach situations, and being hands-

on, visionary, and collaborative (Hayes, 2012).  

The 12 women leaders that Wise (2011) interviewed exhibited a person-centered 

leadership style, with a heavy focus on building and maintaining relationships. Likewise, 

Pemberton (2009) interviewed seven early childhood leaders and found that six of the 

seven demonstrated a positive or resonant leadership style, with an emphasis on building 

relationships and personally connecting with their followers. 

One of the most important aspects of an early childhood program is the quality of 

its leadership (Carr et al., 2009). Carr et al. (2009) asserted that effective leaders need to 

be both managers (leading for stability, having subordinates, focusing on short-term goals 

and details) and leaders (leading for change, having followers, focusing on long-term 

goals, and inspiring people to reach the goals). According to Carr et al. (2009), early 

childhood leaders should lead through principle-centered leadership, in which they are 

clear and transparent communicators, are team-oriented, maximize people’s strengths, 
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embrace leadership as being about influence, engage all stakeholders in developing and 

achieving a common vision, and are ethical.  

 Allred and Hancock (2015) explored how servant leadership can help early 

childhood practitioners develop meaningful partnerships with families while cultivating 

their own ability to lead. Traditional models of leadership limit early childhood leaders’ 

ability develop shared power with families, children, and partners and create an 

atmosphere of competition as opposed to collaboration (Allred & Hancock, 2015). 

Instead, early childhood leaders should lead through servant leadership, which embraces 

the following characteristics: seeking opportunities to serve others, being open to 

suggestions and feedback, and demonstrating a commitment to ethical practice while 

cultivating the family–leader partnership (Allred & Hancock, 2015). 

 Leadership styles exhibited by early childhood leaders is widespread. The 

research does not identify one specific leadership style that is prevalent among early 

childhood leaders. Many of the studies reviewed contained a small sample size, none of 

which were extracted from Virginia. Researchers approached their study through a 

certain leadership style and found evidence to support it. As a result, I did not use a 

certain leadership style in approaching my research. Instead, I strategically asked 

interview questions and was observant on my walkthroughs of actions and statements that 

may define a certain leadership style.   

Leadership characteristics. Regardless of the type of leadership styles, the 

characteristics that early childhood leaders exhibited were similar throughout the 

research. These characteristics included: having a shared vision and motivating staff to 

achieve it (Fischer, 2010; ; Gonzalez, 2014; Gray-Pierre, 2014; Patton, 2009; Pemberton, 
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2009; Rodd, 2006; Ryan et al., 2011; Valencia, 2013; Whitebook et al., 2008), engaging 

in shared-decision making (Austin, 2014; Gonzalez, 2014; Gray-Pierre, 2014; June, 2007; 

Nupponen, 2006; Rodd, 2006; Sciaraffa, 2004; Whitebook et al., 2008; Wise, 2011), 

employing effective communication both verbally and in writing (Arnold-Tengesdal, 

2014; Austin, 2014; Gray-Pierre, 2014; June, 2007; Rodd, 2006; Sciaraffa, 2004; 

Valencia, 2013; Whitebook et al., 2008; Wise, 2011), demonstrating trustworthiness 

(Pemberton, 2009; Rodd, 2006; Sciaraffa, 2004; Valencia, 2013), and managing conflict 

(Gray-Pierre, 2014; Pemberton, 2009). Only two researchers found that participants’ 

knowledge matter of the program or early childhood in general was an important 

leadership characteristic (Austin, 2014; Gonzalez, 2014).  

While the reviewed studies highlight a variety of characteristics exhibited by early 

childhood leaders, much of the research does not speak to the context in which leaders 

are leading or what influences have played a role on the characteristics in which they 

exhibit.  For example, the characteristics and leadership style lifted up by the participants 

in Shaprio’s (2007) study leaves room to question whether or not the characteristics 

exhibited were due to the tragic incident in which the participants experienced or were 

evidence the characteristics evident prior and simply leaned up as a result of the tragic 

incident. Through my interviews, observations, and document analysis, I hope to 

highlight the context in which the leaders are leading and learn if the experiences 

influence a leaders characteristics or are the leaders’ characteristics lifted up through their 

experiences.   

Summary of leadership in early education. Muijs et al.’s (2004) meta-analysis 

in the area of leadership in early childhood revealed a paucity of research in this area. As 
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of 2017, the majority of research that speaks to leadership in early childhood is 

approximately 10 years old (Bloom, 1998; Muijs et al., 2004; Rodd, 2006). Furthermore, 

the more comprehensive research is dominated by two researchers: Rodd (1996, 1997, 

2006) and Bloom (1997, 1998). This situation illuminates a gap in the research and a 

need for more recent research in the area of early childhood leadership.  

As a federally funded program promoting more emphasis on quality in recent 

years, Head Start offered a meaningful context in which to explore leadership to 

contribute to the foundation of my research. Miles’ (2010) sought information about 

leadership but only inquired with teachers. Brinson (2011) focused on the affect of 

leadership on parent engagement by interviewing three leaders and eight parents. None of 

the studies reviewed looked at leadership in Virginia. The review provided more current 

research compared to the research in the area of leadership in early childhood, with all of 

the research conducted within the past five years. This result further demonstrated that 

the topic of leadership in early childhood is relevant and should be applied beyond the 

boundaries of a federally funded program such as Head Start.  

Northouse (2010) discussed different approaches to leadership, ranging from trait 

and situational approach to authentic and servant leadership. Rodd (2006) contended that 

all of these approaches could be applied to early childhood leadership. The current 

research examining the leadership styles early childhood leaders employ is varied 

amongst principle-centered, transformational, distributive, person-focused, reflective, and 

situational leadership as well as leaders leading through a combination. Some of these 

studies approached early childhood leaders’ style through a particular lens, which could 

have blinded the researchers from considering other leadership approaches that might 
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have emerged. In addition, researchers did not consider the type of program that 

participants led as an influential factor on the type of leadership approach employed. 

Thus, in the current study, I did not initially narrow my focus to one particular type of 

leadership approach; instead, I allowed different approaches to emerge through the 

experiences of the participants. Furthermore, my study inquired whether particular 

programs or experiences influenced the type of leadership style that leaders employ.  

The research illuminates consistency among early childhood leader 

characteristics, spanning over a 10-year period.  

Influences on Leaders in Early Childhood 

Every organization—early childhood centers included—exists within a larger 

environment that creates the context for and serves as a source of input for the center 

(Bloom, 1991). The external environment may consist of sponsoring agencies, the 

professional and local community, legislative bodies, and agencies regulating policy as 

well as the political and economic climate (Bloom, 1991). Leaders of early childhood 

centers must be aware of these subsystems of the external environment because they 

influence their day-to-day decisions and decision-making.  

Professional organizations, legislative bodies, and regulatory agencies. State 

licensing standards for early childhood centers are important as they provide minimal 

standards for all early childhood centers in the state to ensure children’s rights, welfare, 

and protection (National Association for Education of Young Children, 1998). Within the 

state licensing criteria for early childhood programs, the Virginia Department of Social 

Services puts forth standards that program directors must meet. However, there is 

variability amongst early childhood programs because not all programs are required to 
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meet these standards; instead, centers can fall into four different categories depending on 

the criteria met while still being acknowledged by the state: licensed, unlicensed but 

regulated, approved and unlicensed, and unregulated day care centers (Virginia 

Department of Social Services, 2016a). Licensed day care centers must conduct 

background checks, facilitate training, comply with health and safety regulations, and 

receive an inspection every two years (Virginia Department of Social Services, 2016a). 

Unlicensed but regulated day care centers have varying requirements depending on 

whether they are a voluntarily registered family day home, religiously exempt child day 

center, or certified preschool. In each setting, background checks are required as well as 

meeting health and safety requirements (Virginia Department of Social Services, 2016a). 

Registered family day homes have inspections conducted on a voluntary basis; however, 

religiously exempt child day centers and certified preschools have inspections only if 

there is a compliant (Virginia Department of Social Services, 2016a). The Department of 

Education or some northern Virginia localities regulate approved day care centers and 

provide their own standards for these day centers (Virginia Department of Social 

Services, 2016a). Unlicensed and unregulated day care centers do not have to comply 

with any of the regulations (Virginia Department of Social Services, 2016a). The current 

study focuses specifically on licensed day care centers to minimize the variability 

amongst programs.  

In addition to the Virginia Department of Social Services, other accrediting 

organizations include the National Association for the Education of Young Children’s 

(NAEYC) National Academy of Early Childhood Programs; the Association of Christian 

Schools International; the American Association of Christian Schools; the National Early 
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Childhood Program Accreditation; the National Accreditation Council for Early 

Childhood Professional Personnel and Programs; the International Academy for Private 

Education; the American Montessori Society; the International Accreditation and 

Certification of Childhood Educators, Programs, and Trainers; and the National 

Accreditation Commission (Code of Virginia, 2017). In addition, in 2013, the Virginia 

Early Childhood Foundation and the Office of Early Childhood Development developed 

the Quality Rating and Improving Systems (QRIS) to assess early childhood centers in 

five areas, according to which early childhood centers are rated: (a) basic health and 

safety, (b) education and qualifications, (c) curriculum and assessment, (d) environment, 

and (e) interactions (Virginia Early Childhood Foundation, 2011). All of these 

organizations set forth program requirements, and a component of their standards include 

criteria for early childhood leaders. Each organization has similar standards for leaders in 

the field of early childhood, but they are all different and offer a lot of flexibility for 

leaders. For example, having a degree is a commonality amongst every organization, 

although the degree can range from an associates degree to a graduate degree.  

The Virginia Department of Social Services, as well as other accrediting 

organizations, sets forth the requirements that early childhood administrators in Virginia 

must meet. Regardless of the accrediting organization, early childhood programs, 

including their administrators, have to meet the minimal standards set forth by the 

Virginia Department of Social Services, with the exclusion of a few exemptions (Code of 

Virginia, 2017). These requirements do not pose a gap in research, policy, or practice; 

instead, they level the educational background and experience amongst early childhood 

leaders in Virginia.  
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In addition to standards and regulations, professional organizations provide a 

myriad of resources, such as journal articles and newsletters, to help the early childhood 

leader grow while also influencing the profession of early childhood (Castle, 2009; 

Everette, 2016). Such organizations further provide vehicles for leaders to get involved in 

the field beyond their individual center, such as by attending conferences, engaging in 

committee work, contributing to journals and articles, and participating in community 

service events (Castle, 2009). The professional organizations offer leadership 

opportunities, such as presenting at conferences, holding elected offices, and leading 

committees, providing a means for teachers to hone their leadership skills prior to 

becoming a director or as a director (Castle, 2009). Being actively involved in 

professional organizations helps attendees build professional networks of people engaged 

in the same work they do every day (Everette, 2016). These connections are empowering 

and eliminate the isolation that a prekindergarten leader might experiences as there is 

only one director per center (Everette, 2016).  

Another entity that is present in the lives of early childhood directors is the board 

of the centers. Preschool board responsibilities vary depending on the type of early 

childhood center (Preschool Plan It, 2017). Typically, there are two primary types of 

boards, organizational and operational, and each is comprised of volunteers (Preschool 

Plan It, 2017). The organizational board is more common when the early childhood 

center is first starting out; it is responsible for establishing the business or organization 

(Preschool Plan It, 2017). The operational board is responsible for overseeing the 

organization once it is established (Preschool Plan It, 2017). The operational board 

should not be involved in the day-to-day management of the early childhood center 
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(Independent School Management, 2013). Instead, the board has two main 

responsibilities: preservation of trust and a responsibility to itself (Independent School 

Management, 2013). The board’s responsibility is both private (for those who choose to 

attend the early childhood center) and public (licensed by the state), and it has to 

demonstrate fiscal integrity (Independent School Management, 2013). The board’s 

second responsibility is to itself, which means it is responsible for all legal liabilities 

(Independent School Management, 2013). Additional responsibilities of the board may 

include supporting the director and ensuring that the character and quality of the program 

are consistent and in line with long-term goals (Independent School Management, 2014).  

Professional organizations, legislative bodies and regulatory agencies are essential 

to review because they lay the expectations of the criteria individuals must meet to 

become early childhood leaders in Virginia.  In reviewing the literature, it was evident 

that while standards exist early childhood leaders have (a) flexibility in how to meet the 

standards and (b) the standards themselves vary depending on the pathway taken to 

achieve them. Professional organizations and the board are present entities in the lives of 

early childhood leaders and acknowledged through the literature.  However, there is a gap 

in the reviewed studies highlighting the influence these entities have on early childhood 

leaders; thus, my research includes interview questions to better understand this 

relationship.  

Economic, social, and political climate. The economic, social, and political 

climate can influence early childhood leaders and how they understand leadership. Early 

childhood programs can be a tool for economic growth and are viable strategies in terms 

of dollars spent (Virginia Early Childhood Policy Center, 2013). These benefits surfaced 
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as a result of the outcomes of landmark projects such as Chicago Child–Parent Centers, 

High Scope Perry Preschool Program, and the Abecedarian Project. Long-term cost-

benefits for participants engaged in all three of these programs found that, although the 

costs of each program differed substantially, the economic returns of each program far 

exceeded the initial costs (Temple & Reynolds, 2007). Furthermore, while following 

participants into adulthood, the researchers found that, for every dollar invested in the 

program up front, the average return ranged from $4.00 to $10.15 per participant (Temple 

& Reynolds, 2007). Temple and Reynolds (2007) attributed these returns in investments 

to increased earnings and reduced crime. Participation in these programs enhanced the 

labor market, with a higher probability of being employed, higher wages and tax 

contributions, and participants being less dependent on economic support from friends 

and family (Belfield, Nores, Barnett, & Schweinhart, 2006; Temple & Reynolds, 2007). 

Participants had lower crime rates and slightly lower rates of welfare receipts (Belfield et 

al., 2006; Temple & Reynolds, 2007). In addition, participants from the High Scope Perry 

Preschool Program were less likely to have interruptions in their employment due to 

illness, smoking, and the use soft or hard drugs and were less likely to engage in 

treatment programs for drug or alcohol abuse (Belfield et al., 2006). In analyzing all three 

programs, participants who participated in the preschool programs had 40%–60% lower 

rates of participating in special education than the comparison group; similar results were 

found for grade retention for Abecedarian and Chicago Child–Parent Centers (Temple & 

Reynolds, 2007). Furthermore, participants had a higher rate of high school completion 

as well as more years of education, with higher rates of postsecondary and college 

attendance (Temples & Reynolds, 2007). The Virginia Early Childhood Policy Center 
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(2013) contended that early childhood is a strategy for investing in human capital that 

affects economic growth, based on the reasons identified by Temple and Reynolds (2007) 

and Belfield et al. (2006); it also argued that increasing early childhood programs will 

generate jobs.  

Between 2013-2015, 53% (4,344,000) of three- and four-year olds were not 

enrolled in an early childhood program across the United States (Annie E. Casey 

Foundation, 2016). In Virginia specifically between 2013-2015, 53% (110,000) of three- 

and four-year olds were not enrolled in an early childhood program (Annie E. Casey 

Foundation, 2016). Despite these percentages, enrollment in early childhood programs 

increased across the nation for four-year-olds, jumping from 56% in 1990 to 68% in 2013 

(U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). Funding 

has also drastically increased by more than $116 million across 40 states and 

Washington, D.C. (Barnett, Carolan, Fitzgerald, & Squires, 2011).  

As a result of the economic benefits, enrollment increases, and specific benefits 

for students living in poverty, the field has received increased attention at the federal and 

state levels (Frabutt & Waldron, 2013). In several State of the Union addresses, President 

Obama referred to expanding access and increasing the quality of early childhood. Since 

2013, efforts such as Preschool for All, Early Head Start–Child Care Partnership grant 

program, Home Visiting Program, Race to the Top—Early Learning Challenge, 

Preschool Development Grant, and Invest In Us have focused on allocating federal funds 

to states in order to increase access and connect preschool programs with community 

organizations (U.S. Department of Education, 2013, 2016; White House Press Secretary, 

2013). In President Obama’s 2016 State of the Union address, he mentioned recruiting 
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and supporting more great teachers (Obama, 2016). With a new administration elected in 

2016, President Trump mentioned early childhood in the context of accessibility instead 

of quality: “My administration wants to work with members of both parties to make 

childcare accessible and affordable” (Trump, 2017).  

At the state level, Virginia’s current policies on pre-kindergarten concentrate on 

the Virginia Preschool Initiative (VPI). In 2014, Virginia received a Preschool 

Development Grant: Expansion Grant for $17.5 million to expand access to VPI 

programs for at-risk students in 11 counties (Virginia Department of Education, 2014). In 

December 2015, Governor McAuliffe highlighted this grant funding, but also allocated 

$6.9 million to the Virginia Early Childhood Foundation (Smart Beginnings) to expand 

public–private partnerships for at-risk children as well as increase opportunities for the 

workforce to enhance their educational background at community colleges (McAuliffe, 

2015).  

Approximately 10 years ago, Virginia developed Competencies for Early 

Childhood Professionals (Office of early childhood development, 2008). These 

competencies outline what the early childhood workforce should know and be able to do 

when working in an early childhood setting (Office of early childhood development, 

2008). There is a section of these competencies that focuses on program management and 

outlines areas in which leaders should provide leadership: regulatory standards, physical 

facility, budget management, human resources management, and program planning and 

evaluation (Office of early childhood development, 2008).  

The Virginia Early Foundation and the Virginia Chamber of Commerce brought 

Virginia early childhood stakeholders together in 2015 to elevate the early childhood 
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workforce by reviewing national and state trend data, identify barriers and brainstorming 

solutions such as developing a professional development pathway for early childhood 

professionals (Virginia Early Foundation, 2017).  These efforts spawn three initiatives: 

(a) Project Pathfinders which focuses on increasing skills of professionals through 

community colleges, (b) The School Readiness Committee whose goal is to address 

development of professional development and credentialing of early childhood 

workforce, and (c) the National Academy of Medicine Initiative who is striving to 

improve educational pathways for the educational workforce (Virginia Early Childhood 

Foundation, 2017).  These efforts are intended to reach the entire early childhood 

workforce, not only leaders.  

Summary of influences on leaders in early childhood. Researchers have 

explored early childhood education in light of current economic, social, and political 

climates. They have highlighted the long-term benefits of investing in early childhood 

and shown that enrollment is steadily rising and an increasing amount of funds are being 

allocated to early childhood. Politically, there is a pendulum swing with reforms moving 

from simply providing access to early childhood opportunities to ensuring high-quality 

programs with effective teaching staff to providing access. With this emphasis on early 

childhood, leaders are facing increasing demands to ensure that their early childhood 

programs are yielding outcomes that can compete in a global society. The current review 

of policy neglects to focus on the early childhood leaders specifically and its efforts are 

more catered to the early childhood workforce in general.  This study will help to outline 

some of the needs of early childhood leaders to be addressed in policy and lifted up in 

initiatives such as those of the Virginia Early Childhood Foundation.  
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Program Philosophies 

According to Bloom (2006), “the structures of an organization are like invisible 

forces that impact program outcomes in subtle yet profound ways” (p. 6), yet the culture 

of an organization is its values and shared beliefs that connect one another within the 

group and provide the organization its uniqueness. When analyzing preschool programs, 

their structure and culture are defined by the philosophy or approach they employ. This 

section of the literature review will focus on the child development philosophies in 

different licensed programs in Virginia, the role of the leader within each program and 

how the child development philosophy influences the early childhood leadership 

practices and philosophies.  

Center-based childcare. Center-based childcare services occur in nonresidential 

environments and are licensed and regulated by the state (Stewart, 2015). Children are 

typically separated by age and developmental stages (Stewart, 2015; Ziglar, Marsland, & 

Lord, 2009). Center-based childcare programs may be for-profit, such as KinderCare or 

Child Time Learning, or non-profit, such as churches (Stewart, 2015).  

Whitebook et al. (2006) conducted a study with 85 participants to gain insights 

into the characteristics of the early childhood staff working in center-based childcare 

centers in Santa Barbara, California. The study included White, non-Hispanic directors 

(75%) and Hispanic directors (25%); the directors were the least diverse group compared 

to teachers and teacher assistants (Whitebook et al., 2006). Similarly, directors were least 

likely to speak another language (34.4%; Whitebook et al., 2006). The rate of turnover 

was 28.2% for directors, which was comparable to teachers and teacher assistants; 

however, 56.7% of directors had been employed at their center longer than teachers and 
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teacher assistants (Whitebook et al., 2006). Directors were more than twice as likely to 

earn a four-year or higher degree, but completed an associate’s degree at the same rate as 

teachers (Whitebook et al., 2006).  

Montessori. Montessori is a child-centered approach emphasizing independence 

while building a child’s self-esteem and confidence through his or her interests (Lewis 

Brown, 2016; Momin, 2012). Through the Montessori approach, academic content may 

be introduced to the whole group, but the children break into small groups to work at 

their own pace and explore the topic in a more natural setting (Lewis Brown, 2016). 

Classrooms are set up as mixed-age groupings of three-, four-, and five-year-olds, and 

ideally the children have the same teacher for all three years (Lewis Brown, 2016). The 

teacher aids the child’s learning by piquing children’s curiosity, encouraging self-

sufficiency and self-regulation, facilitating children’s kindness and self-discipline, and 

helping them explore topics of interest (Lewis Brown, 2016; Momin, 2012). Montessori 

schools assess children on their individual mastery of skills rather than comparing their 

performance to others (Momin, 2012).  

The responsibilities of a director in an early childhood program with a Montessori 

approach include nurturing a learning community in which both teachers and students 

have an opportunity to lead, involving all stakeholders (e.g., community members, 

families, staff, and students) in shared decision-making, overseeing the implementation 

of the curriculum, analyzing and using student performance data, and addressing 

concerns (AMS Office of School Accreditation, 2015; Peters, 2005). Managing finances 

and fundraising are other responsibilities of a Montessori director (Peters, 2005).  
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In terms of the educational criteria for being a director of a Montessori early 

childhood program, currently the director has to meet the state and local qualifications 

(American Montessori Society, 2016). Beginning July 1, 2020, directors will need to 

have earned at least a bachelor’s degree and either a Montessori administrator or teacher 

credential with an above average score on the professional development and relevant 

work of the AMS Head of School Portfolio Variance Form (American Montessori 

Society, 2016).  

Existing research does not pinpoint one type of leadership style or a set of 

characteristics that directors must possess to lead a Montessori early childhood program. 

Peters (2005) found that leaders should be knowledgeable in the Montessori approach so 

they can provide the structure for both staff and students to be successful and use this 

approach to make their decisions. Teachers in Peters’ (2005) study felt that being well 

versed in the Montessori approach was not essential; instead, they believed leaders 

should employ shared decision-making, be ethical, and embody strong leadership skills. 

Yet Wolff, Eanes, and Kaminstein (2005) found that directors of Montessori schools 

should employ a convergent leadership style, as they have to possess the skills that bring 

a variety of stakeholders (and their opinions) together to achieve a common vision.  

Parent cooperative. A parent cooperative preschool is one that is owned and 

operated by parents (Gentry-Ederer, 1996). The parents decide what and how the children 

will learn and are responsible for teaching, custodial services, meals, transportation, 

finances, etc. (Child Care Services Association, 2016). Child Care Services Association 

(2016) found that many of the parent cooperative early childhood programs are child-

centered and play-based. There is usually one paid professional who serves as the teacher 
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and, at times, the director (Child Care Services Association, 2016; Gentry-Ederer, 1996). 

As the person with the most experience in early childhood education, the early childhood 

director ensures the implementation of the program and coordinates the parents’ efforts 

(Gentry-Ederer, 1996).  

Waldorf. With a focus on the whole child (e.g., physical, emotional, social, 

cognitive, and spiritual), the heart of the Waldorf approach is creative play, teamwork, 

and togetherness (Child Care Services Association, 2016; Nicol & Taplin, 2012). This 

approach uses all five senses to stimulate a child’s “body, spirit and soul” (Child Care 

Services Association, 2016, p. 2). There is a strong focus on developing a child’s 

imagination through the physical surroundings in which a child is immersed; for 

example, the toys are all made of natural materials, such as wood, rope, and beeswax 

crayons (Child Care Services Association, 2016; Nicol & Taplin, 2016). Similar to 

Montessori schools, Waldorf schools include multi-age classrooms; however, the 

children remain with the same peers and teacher from preschool through eighth grade 

(Child Care Services Association, 2016). In a Waldorf early childhood program, the 

teacher is responsible for shaping and influencing the child’s environment through 

materials, activities, structure or routines, and relationships (Nicol & Taplin, 2012). The 

teacher provides creative and artistic experiences, develops opportunities for child-

initiated free play, serves as a model whom the children can imitate, and instills in 

learners a sense of gratitude and reverence (Nicol & Taplin, 2012). 

Typically, a Waldorf school is composed of a board of trustees responsible for the 

finances and at times hiring and firing; a college of teachers or council responsible for the 

curriculum; and an administrator responsible for the office and business side of the 
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program (Sagarin, 2004). Because current Waldorf research does not include a lot of 

information on administrators, descriptions of job postings for administrators were also 

reviewed. Of the four postings for administrators, all supported Sagarin’s (2004) 

description of administrators in that the administrator would be responsible for non-

teaching operations such as finances, execution of the school’s vision, and administrative 

tasks. The job postings also noted the requirement for a bachelor’s degree in education or 

business, although a master’s degree was preferred. 

Reggio Emilia. Reggio Emilia schools take from a variety of theorists, such as 

Montessori, Dewey, and Piaget (Zehrt, 2010). Reggio Emilia early childhood programs 

implement project-based learning in which units or projects are developed based on 

children’s interests (Child Care Services Association, 2016). Children are expected to 

explore these concepts for one or two weeks through various modes of expression, such 

as graphical representations, words, movement, and music, in both large and small groups 

(Child Care Services Association, 2016; Zehrt, 2010). Similar to the Montessori early 

childhood programs, children learn in the same class grouping, with the same teacher, for 

three years (Child Care Services Association, 2016; Zehrt, 2010). Typically, co-teaching 

takes place in order to create an environment in which children’s curiosity can flourish 

and documentation can more easily be gathered (Zehrt, 2010). Reggio Emilia schools 

have a head administrator who works closely with the community and curriculum 

developers and provides support to five or six schools; individual schools do not have a 

principal or a supervisory hierarchical model (Baldacchino, 2011).  

Play-based learning. The NAEYC established developmentally appropriate 

practice (DAP), which is a teaching approach focused on how young children develop 
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and learn. It is built upon 12 principles grounded in research, literature, and theory. One 

principle is “play is an important vehicle for developing self-regulation as well as for 

promoting language, cognition, and social competence” (NAEYC, 2009). Children learn 

to solve problems, persist through challenges, develop self-regulation, take initiative, 

cultivate social skills and vocabulary, and gain background knowledge through play 

(Hassinger-Das, Hirsh-Pasek, & Golinkoff, 2017; NAEYC, 2009). It promotes active 

engagement, independence, creative thinking, meaningful connections, and decision-

making and supports academic learning (Henniger, 2009; NAEYC, 2009). Through play-

based learning, the adult is more of a facilitator who works alongside the children to 

promote communication, serves as a model to children, and sets up an environment with 

ample materials and resources providing the students with ideas of how to engage in play 

(Garrison, 1969; Henniger, 2009). Throughout the research reviewed, there was no 

mention of the role of a leader in play-based programs. 

Summary of program philosophies. Despite the paucity of research analyzing 

the different philosophies that can be found in Virginia’s early childhood programs, it is 

evident that leaders have varying roles and responsibilities in these programs. However, 

in some programs (e.g., center-based programs and parent cooperatives), the leader’s 

roles and responsibilities are unclear. This absence creates a gap in the research because 

the leaders’ work is connected to the “particulars of the organized setting in which they 

are employed” (Lortie, 2009, p.7). Reviewing the current research enabled me to gain 

better insights into the roles and responsibilities of early childhood leaders in Northern 

Virginia and explore if similarities exist amongst and within program philosophies.  

Experiences of Leaders in Early Childhood 
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Experiences of leaders in early childhood features leadership preparation, career 

paths, and motivations of individuals to become an early childhood leader.  Leadership 

preparation outlines the type of leadership development programs early childhood leaders 

have participated in, the content covered in their coursework as well as areas of need 

identified by participants to help them grow as a leader.  Leadership preparation also 

speaks to what types of degrees respondents obtained, while career paths indicate once 

they are in the field of early childhood how they became a leader. This section concludes 

by sharing what the research has found as motivators for participants to become early 

childhood leaders.  

Understanding research that has been conducted in the areas of leadership 

preparation, career paths and motivations of individuals to become early childhood 

leaders provides insight of what other early childhood leaders have done, courses taken 

and motivators which can be compared and contrasted to participants of my study.  This 

is important to the field because it provides feedback on whether or the not the courses 

offered are beneficial and applicable to the practice or if additional courses should be 

offered.  Additionally, the research will highlight the variety of career paths taken by 

early childhood leaders and provide insight to policy makers if the variety of career paths 

should be refined and streamlined.  

Leadership preparation. Leadership preparation is important because it provides 

you with the content knowledge of what works and doesn’t work in the field of early 

education.  As individuals attain more education, they gain more knowledge in that area 

that can serve as the basis for their experiences. Leadership development programs 

around the nation vary in how they are structured as well as the content covered. 
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Specialized training in leadership influences the role perceptions, job performance, and 

career decisions of early childhood leaders (McAvoy, 2011). Austin (2014) conducted a 

study with nine participants through interviews, surveys, and document analyses to gain a 

better understanding of what criterion options early childhood leaders pursue. At the 

onset of their administrator experience, three of the nine had participated in a leadership 

program and two had participated in a non-degree program, with each of these programs 

being unrelated to early childhood (Austin, 2014). One director completed a non-degree 

program while another participated in a graduate degree program, both related to early 

childhood, and one director finished both a non-degree and graduate program with an 

early childhood focus (Austin, 2014). Austin’s (2014) nine participants stated they would 

be more successful if they were equipped with skills on how to effectively communicate 

and manage adults. Many of Austin’s (2014) participants depended on a mentor, 

supervisor, or colleague who provided guidance on how to enhance their role as leaders. 

After their tenure as an early childhood program administrator, five of the participants 

sought out graduate degrees in early childhood (Austin, 2014).  

Manganaro (2009) solicited feedback from 61 directors and 515 teachers in child 

care centers in Massachusetts to learn more about leader qualifications and attributes. 

Among the directors, 20%–30% reported their highest degree earned was a high school 

diploma; 30% held an associate’s degree, 26% a bachelor’s degree, and 16% a master’s 

degree (Manganaro, 2009). Whitebook et al. (2008) studied 98 participants from the 

Abbott Preschool programs in New Jersey. The pool of participants in this study differed 

from Austin’s (2014) and showed an increase from Manganaro’s study (2009), as 46.9% 

of the participants reported they had a bachelor’s degree and 39.8% had a master’s degree 
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(Whitebook et al., 2008). Moreover, more than 50% of these participants had a degree in 

early childhood (Whitebook et al., 2008) while only 22% of Austin’s participants had a 

degree in early childhood (Austin, 2014). Similar to Whitebook et al. (2008), Sciaraffa’s 

(2004) sample had a higher rate of master’s degrees (50%), yet all participants in the 

study were well versed in child development and early childhood education, unlike 

participants in other studies.  

Herzenberg, Price, and Bradley (2005) analyzed educational attainment data from 

the Current Population Survey, which surveyed approximately 60,000 American 

households from 1983 to 2004 to determine nationwide trends. In analyzing their data, 

Herzenberg et al. (2015) found that the number of teachers and administrators working in 

early childhood center-based programs with a college degree had increased by 

approximately 44,000 during this period, but the number of teachers and administrators 

without a college degree increased by approximately 211,000. One limitation of their 

study is that the researchers did not delineate the teachers from administrators in their 

findings, making it difficult to compare how their participants met the state and national 

standards.  

Talan et al. (2014) analyzed the impact of a leadership-training program for early 

childhood directors at the McCormick Center for Early Childhood Leadership, National 

Louis University in Illinois. This program consisted of 80 hours of group instruction and 

20 hours of individual feedback, with a focus on leadership and management skills (Talan 

et al., 2014). The 640 participating directors were provided a pre- and posttest regarding 

their perception of their program knowledge (Talan et al., 2014). Talan et al. (2014) 

found a statistically significant increase in participants’ perception of their program 
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knowledge, with the rate of participants identifying themselves as a master director 

growing from 5% to 61%. 

Goffin (2013) argued that leadership development programs for early childhood 

administrators should be a combination of job training (70%), mentorship (20%), and 

classroom training (10%). In order to mobilize staff to achieve a common purpose, 

programs should address the following topics in a leadership development class: data use 

to inform and monitor change, negotiation, politics, system thinking, self-reflection on 

one’s ability to influence change, collaboration, and conflict management (Goffin, 2013).  

Despite a focus on administration, management, and leadership, Whitebook et 

al.’s (2008) participants still felt they had some areas in which they could improve. 

Feedback from 98 of their participants highlighted topics they would have liked 

addressed, including finance and early childhood with an emphasis on development, 

curriculum, and working with children with special needs.  

Arend (2010) surveyed 38 early childhood directors from five states to gather 

information on their education level related to management of human resources. 

According to the Program Administration Scale, a survey that measures the overall 

management and leadership practices of early childhood administrators, participants’ 

practices generally ranged between minimal and good, with a few outliers exceeding 

toward excellence on the scale (Arend, 2010). Participants from the northeast earned 

higher degrees and scored higher on the professional development and staff evaluation 

section of the scale; they also earned higher incomes (Arend, 2010). Directors who had 

more coursework in management skills tended to outperform other participants (Arend, 

2010). The research identified three important themes related to effective practices for 
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managing human resources: (a) a good fit with the director and early childhood program, 

(b) a foundation in management and administration, and (c) external accountability 

(participants who mentioned state mandates or regulations scored higher on the human 

resources survey; Arend, 2010). Many of the directors did not take management courses 

in school; as such, they sought out their own professional development in this area 

(Arend, 2010).  

Nupponen (2006) interviewed eight female childcare directors to understand their 

work better. The results indicated that four participants felt prepared to be directors and 

rated themselves as competent leaders while the other four participants rated themselves 

as not prepared and beginning directors (Nupponen, 2006). The participants believed they 

could improve their skills by participating in leadership training programs and working 

closely with mentors (Nupponen, 2006). When asked in which areas they needed to build 

their capacity, business management skills, communication, and professional pathways 

were noted (Nupponen, 2006). Five of the seven participants in Pemberton’s (2009) study 

stated they could benefit from additional professional development in human resources 

and leadership (as cited in Nupponen, 2006).  

Career paths. Arnold-Tengesdal (2014) specifically looked at the career paths of 

eight early childhood professionals from the Baby Boomer generation and how their 

career path influenced their style of leadership. Seven of the eight participants previously 

worked at or attended universities that specialized in early childhood (Arnold-Tengesdal, 

2014). Prior to becoming an administrator, seven participants worked in the early 

childhood field as teachers, in-home providers, or researchers (Arnold-Tengesdal, 2014). 

Meanwhile, Wise (2011) conducted interviews with 12 women leaders to gain a deeper 
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understanding of how they identify as successful early childhood leaders and their 

understanding of what it means to be a leader; the researcher found that the majority of 

participants were previously teachers. 

Motivations to become an early childhood leader. There are several reasons 

why people choose to pursue a position as an early childhood leader. Many early 

childhood leaders have no aspirations to become a leader until a mentor or another adult 

in the field believes they will be an effective leader and encourages them to pursue the 

position (Arnold-Tengesdal, 2014; Talan et al., 2014; Wise, 2011). The second most 

popular reason is that people believe their leadership role provides an opportunity to 

make a difference in the lives of children (Arnold-Tengesdal, 2014; Austin, 2014; Wise, 

2011). An increase in wages can be a motivator as well, but it is not as widespread as 

being tapped by a veteran in the field or quenching one’s social justice yearning. Austin 

(2014) found that motivations differed depending on participants’ prior work experience. 

If early childhood leaders previously worked as an early childhood teacher, they usually 

pursued a leadership role due to the wages; if they worked in a different field and made a 

career switch to become an early childhood leader, it was typically to fulfill their desire 

for public policy and social justice (Austin, 2014).  

Summary of experiences of leaders in early childhood. Based on the review of 

research, participants have varying experiences with leadership preparation. Programs’ 

structures range from providing group instruction, individual feedback, and mentoring to 

on-the-job training; some offer a combination of structures. The topics addressed in the 

programs include administration, management, and leadership; however, leaders in the 

field still believe that gaps exist, especially in the area of finance/business management 
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and communication—and some participants even mentioned the field of early childhood. 

The highest degrees earned range from a high school diploma to a master’s degree; some 

leaders, at the time of the studies, did not have any leadership preparation in the field of 

early childhood. Future leaders in the field must have a thorough understanding of the 

various stages of development and the ways in which young children progress through 

them in order to make decisions related to good quality, appropriate programming 

(Ramgopal et al., 2009). Without clear structures, meaningful topics, and minimum 

leadership preparation requirements, there is a lack of a level playing field when it comes 

to leadership preparation amongst current leaders that may affect how well they feel 

prepared as early childhood leaders.  

Sciaraffa (2004) argued that little to no career pathway or route of formal 

education exists for those wishing to become an early childhood director. Many early 

childhood leaders moved up within the ranks of their early childhood program, starting as 

a teacher first (Arend, 2010; June, 2007). Because many of the early childhood leaders 

had prior teaching experience, they would arguably be more understanding of the day-to-

day interactions, which may affect how they lead teachers. According to the research, the 

three main reasons why people pursue a position as an early childhood leader are that a 

mentor encouraged them to pursue the position, they believed they could make a 

difference by being in a leadership position, and they wanted to increase their wages. The 

motivations of early childhood leaders may influence how these leaders perceive leading 

and the leadership style they apply. This research will acknowledge the motivations of 

the participants and provide insight to the field of what supports indiviudals to become 

early childhood leaders.  Additionally, it will lift up areas where more support should be 
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focused.  For example, the research indicates that mentors play a role in indiviudals 

becoming early childhood leaders; this research will identify if participants had mentors 

or not and if they were present did they play a role in them becoming early childhood 

leaders.  If mentors were not present, this research will provide guidance to higher 

education and professional organizations of the need of mentors.  

Preschool in Virginia 

Extant research on early childhood in Virginia has relied primarily on quantitative 

methods, focused on state-funded programs, or was conducted more than 10 years ago. 

The more recent research included studies by Randall (2010), Huang, Invernizzi, and 

Drake (2012), Leary (2007), and Crawford (2007)— all of which used quantitative 

methods and focused on VPI programs.  

Randall (2010) investigated the impact of the VPI on students’ academic 

achievement in reading and math. The two groups who participated in this study included 

128 students who attended a VPI program located in southwest Virginia between 1999 

and 2002 (comparison group) and 370 students who did not attend VPI but entered 

kindergarten at the same time as the comparison group (control group; Randall, 2010). 

Randall (2010) followed the 498 students through fifth grade and compared the students’ 

results on their third- and fifth-grade Standards of Learning Assessments (Virginia’s state 

assessment) using a t-test. The results showed that students who did not attend a VPI 

program had a significant difference in reading (t = -1992, p = .047); the math scores 

were higher for students who attended VPI, but the difference in mean scores was not 

significant (t = .292, p = .770). Thus, no significant differences existed between students 
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who attended VPI and those who did not, as measured by the state standardized 

assessment (Randall, 2010).  

Huang et al. (2011) conducted a narrower focus than Randall (2010) and focused 

only on reading. The researchers collected data from participants who attended VPI 

programs in 2006–2007 from 100 localities across Virginia, students who did not attend 

any kind of pre-kindergarten program, and students who attended a pre-kindergarten 

program other than a VPI program (Huang et al., 2011). They collected data three times 

throughout the study: from 73,021 participants in fall of kindergarten, 70,384 students in 

spring of kindergarten, and 63,753 in spring of first grade (Huang et al., 2011). Students 

who did not attend any type of pre-kindergarten program and students who attended a 

program other than VPI were grouped together as “not attending VPI” (Huang et al., 

2011). The measures used included grade repetition and whether or not students met the 

Phonological Awareness Literacy Screening (PALS) benchmark for kindergarten and 

first grade (Huang et al., 2011). Using hierarchical logistic regression, Huang et al. 

(2011) found that students who attended VPI programs were less likely to be retained in 

kindergarten (OR [odds ratio] = 0.47, d = 0.41). Furthermore, students who attended VPI 

were more likely to meet the kindergarten fall benchmark of PALS, demonstrating 

minimum literacy competencies, (OR = 5.87, d = 0.98), and the statistical significance 

was maintained for the kindergarten spring benchmark (Huang et al., 2011). By the end 

of first grade, the difference continued to be statistically significant, but did decrease 

from the kindergarten years (Huang et al., 2011).  

Like Huang et al. (2011), Leary (2007) focused her study on reading by 

examining the relationship between VPI’s specific structures (e.g., curriculum, length of 
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day, teacher certification, and sponsoring agency) and reading readiness, as measured by 

a pre- and posttest using PALS. Leary (2007) collected data from 18 school divisions in 

Virginia, which yielded data from 5,270 students. Data for participants who attended a 

VPI program during the 2005–2006 school year and their PALS results were as gathered 

from their pre-kindergarten year (Leary, 2007). In analyzing the school division’s 

applications, the only discriminating factor was the curriculum being used, which 

eliminated the need to analyze the remaining three variables (i.e., length of day, teacher 

certification, and sponsoring agency); consequently, Leary (2007) focused solely on the 

curriculum model. Through a one-way ANOVA, Leary (2007) found the curriculum 

models tested in the study showed varied relationships with the post-assessment pre-

kindergarten PALS results.  

 Unlike Randall (2010), Huang et al. (2011), and Leary (2007), Crawford (2007) 

surveyed 212 parents of children attending VPI program to gain insights into parental 

involvement in eight Virginia school divisions. The average rating of participants’ 

perceptions of teacher outreach was 3.47 (SD = 0.43). All parents believed that teachers 

wanted them to help their children at home; 48% of the families reported being involved 

at home while 27% reported being involved at school. When asked what the school did to 

help their children’s learning, 38% of the participants stated communication and outreach 

that kept them informed of what was happening in school (Crawford, 2007).  

Smart Beginnings (2013) developed a Virginia’s School Readiness Report Card 

that assessed the state’s capacity to support early childhood efforts and children’s school 

readiness as they entered kindergarten. Through these efforts, gaps in access, 

accountability, and knowledge were highlighted (Smart Beginnings, 2013). Suggestions 
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outlined in the report card included improving the accountability system, utilizing 

effective measures to assess students’ readiness for kindergarten, and increasing access to 

VPI programs for at-risk students (Smart Beginnings, 2013).  

Existing	research conducted in early childhood in Virginia has focused on VPI 

and either student achievement or parent involvement. The enactment of the Virginia 

School Readiness Report Card showed efforts are being made to improve the quality of 

early childhood in Virginia, while still focusing on VPI. To date, no research on Head 

Start in Virginia is available. These findings reveal a gap in the research conducted in 

Virginia in the area of early childhood programs, as no studies in the past 10 years have 

focused on leadership in early childhood, examined programs other than VPI, or used 

qualitative methods.  

Conceptual Framework 

The current study aims to understand the experiences of pre-kindergarten leaders 

who informed their leadership development. To help facilitate this focus, I created a 

model built upon the theoretical perspectives of Barrow’s (1977) leadership effectiveness 

framework and adult learning theory (Jarvis, 2009; Kolb, 1984; Merriam et al., 2007), as 

well as the research discussed in the literature review. The literature review serves as the 

foundation in which my conceptual framework, a combination of Barrow’s leadership 

effectiveness framework and adult learning theory, was developed. I developed a 

conceptual framework that acknowledged the different experiences early childhood 

leaders engaged in and were already highlighted in the research.  

In this framework (Figure 3), the pre-kindergarten leader is located at the top of 

the cycle, representing the leader as the focal point and the point at which the cycle ends 



	
	
60	

and begins. The pre-kindergarten leader brings his or her own history, background 

knowledge, and experience to a leadership experience (Jarvis, 2009). The leadership 

experience can be defined as any role or responsibility in which the leader may engage on 

a daily basis. Each experience in which the leader engages is influenced by his or her 

behaviors that build relationships, guide a group, and maintain control, in addition to 

environmental factors and the leader’s personality (Barrow, 1977). Through each 

interaction, the leader learns from this experience through reflection, thinking, and doing 

(Jarvis, 2009). As a result, the leader changes, which in turn informs his or her next 

leadership decision. The cycle then continues, with each experience further shaping the 

leader’s understanding and future decision-making (Jarvis, 2009). 
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Figure 3. Conceptual framework. The figure depicts the pre-kindergarten leader, who 
brings his or her own history, background knowledge, and experiences to a leadership 
experience. The experience is influenced by the leader’s behaviors in building 
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relationships, environmental factors, the leader’s personality, and the leader’s behaviors 
in guiding a group and maintaining control. The circle represents the leader engaging in a 
continuous cycle, where he or she learns from the experience and changes his or her 
behaviors and/or beliefs, thereby affecting future decisions. Adapted from Barrow, J. C. 
(1977). The variables of leadership: A review and conceptual framework. The Academy 
of Management Review, 2(2), 231–251. Retrieved from 
http://www.jstor.org.proxygw.wrlc.org/stable/257906; Jarvis, P. (Ed.). (2009). Lifelong 
learning: A social ambiguity. In The Routledge international handbook of lifelong 
learning (pp. 9–18). New York: Routledge. 
 

This conceptual framework served as the lens through which I analyzed my 

research. As a result of the leadership experiences in which each leader participates and 

through this learning cycle, leaders define who they are (e.g., director, leader, manager) 

(Jarvis, 2009). The data collected from the interviews, document analyses, and 

walkthroughs will provide rich information on how individuals’ experiences have shaped 

who they are as leaders.  

Conclusion of the Literature Review 

 This literature review revealed that the majority of research in the area of 

leadership and early childhood was approximately 10 years old (Bloom, 1998; Muijs et 

al., 2004; Rodd, 2006), and Rodd (1996, 1977, 2006) and Bloom (1997, 1988) conducted 

the majority of research in the field prior to that. Head Start research, which included 

more recent research focusing on leadership, was analyzed to inform the study. The 

findings revealed that studying leadership at the early childhood level is beneficial and 

can contribute to the field. In Virginia specifically, the research was quantitative in nature 

and focused primarily on VPI. The literature review demonstrated that early childhood 

leaders use a variety of leadership styles (Rodd, 2006), even though they exhibit similar 

characteristics.  
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 Economic, social, and political stimuli influence early childhood leaders. A gap in 

policy was found in the role of leaders and how to build leadership quality. Similarly, a 

gap in research was identified related to the roles and responsibilities of leaders 

depending on the type of program in which they worked. The roles varied across different 

programs, or there was no information regarding their roles in the literature. Leaders’ 

experiences in the areas of preparation, career paths, and motivations were diverse, 

causing an unleveled playing field when it comes to leadership preparation amongst 

current leaders, which can affect how well prepared they feel as early childhood leaders. 

The research defined three main reasons why people pursue a position as an early 

childhood leader: a mentor encouraged them, they believed they could make a difference, 

or they sought a salary increase. The research on preschool in Virginia focused on VPI 

and either student achievement or parent involvement; research in early childhood 

leadership as well as Head Start and leadership in Virginia was lacking.  

This literature review has highlighted the need for comprehensive research in the 

field of early childhood leadership in Virginia. The current study provides more recent 

data as well as awareness of leaders’ experiences and how they inform their development 

as leaders.   The findings of this study will advance the field by contributing to the 

development of consistent pathways of becoming leaders beginning with higher 

education and identify what supports are currently in place for early childhood leaders 

and what needs to be implemented in order for them to be successful. The value 

associated with this research is centered around the idea that quality early childhood is 

imperative for subsequent academic and social success and “leadership is second only to 
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teaching in terms of the impact on child outcomes” (Brown, Squires, Connors-Tadros, 

Horowitz, & Center on Enhancing Early Learning Outcomes, 2014, p.4).  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Overview 

This chapter describes the methodology utilized in exploring the research 

question: What are the experiences of pre-kindergarten leaders in licensed pre-

kindergarten programs in Northern Virginia? This research was seeking to understand the 

experiences of early childhood leaders in Northern Virginia and how these experiences 

inform their leadership practices and philosophies.  

Because of the paucity of existing research regarding the experience of pre-

kindergarten leaders, this study contributes to the available literature by providing a more 

comprehensive understanding of (a) how Pre-Kindergarten leaders interpret their 

experiences, (b) how they construct their worlds, and (c) what meaning they attribute to 

their experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 24). To do so, I conducted a basic 

interpretative qualitative study as described by Merriam and Tisdell (2016).  

Research Purpose and Research Questions 

Research in pre-kindergarten leadership has indicated that leaders employ a 

variety of leadership styles, display several common characteristics, and hold minimum 

degree requirements as early childhood leaders. There are gaps in the research regarding 

the type of leadership styles exhibited amongst different early childhood programs and 

how the setting in which leaders work influences their leadership style. Additional gaps 

exist in policy in terms of the role of leadership and building leadership quality. Gaps in 

practice reveal that leaders’ complete leadership programs with varying knowledge and 

experience. The literature related to pre-kindergarten leadership rarely acknowledges the 
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role of a leader and the experiences that inform the development of early childhood 

leaders within specific philosophical approaches in Virginia.  

The purpose of this study is to better understand the experiences of pre-

kindergarten leaders and how these experiences have informed their leadership practices 

and philosophies.  In doing so, we will understand how individuals become early 

childhood leaders which can contribute to the development of consistent pathways of 

becoming leaders beginning with higher education. We will gain insight on the influence 

of professional organizations, the board in which the leaders answer to, and the role in 

which the media and policy informs their practice.  This understanding will help to 

identify what supports are currently in place for early childhood leaders and what needs 

to be implemented in order for them to be successful. The value associated with this 

research is centered around the idea that quality early childhood is imperative for 

subsequent academic and social success and “leadership is second only to teaching in 

terms of the impact on child outcomes” (Brown, Squires, Connors-Tadros, Horowitz, & 

Center on Enhancing Early Learning Outcomes, 2014, p.4).  

The overarching research question is: What are the experiences of pre-kindergarten 

leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten programs in Virginia that inform their development 

as a leader? The sub questions are as follows: 

• What led an individual to become a pre-kindergarten leader? 

• What has influenced the leadership philosophies of pre-kindergarten leaders?  

• What has influenced the current leadership practices utilized by pre-kindergarten 

leaders? 
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Research Procedures 

Epistemology 

I employed a qualitative research design to examine the role of experiences in the 

development of leader attributes for pre-kindergarten leaders. The premise was that, by 

understanding the experiences of pre-kindergarten leaders, I would gain better insights 

into what informs their development as leaders. The epistemology “how we know what 

we know” that guided this study was social constructionism (Crotty, 2012, p. 3). Social 

constructionism moves beyond people simply constructing meaning as they engage with 

the world to place an emphasis on the culture in which the person is embedded (Crotty, 

2012). “When we first see the world in meaningful fashion, we are inevitably viewing it 

through lenses bestowed upon us by our culture; our culture brings things into view for us 

and endows them with meaning” (Crotty, 2012, p. 54). Crotty (2012) contended that “all 

reality is socially constructed” (p. 54).  

Theoretical Perspective 

 “A theoretical perspective is the philosophical stance that lies behind our chosen 

methodology” (Crotty, 2012, p. 7). The theoretical perspective that served as the 

foundation and context for this study is interpretivism. Through interpretivism, 

participants gain an understanding through experiences and interactions that mold what 

they know and believe (Crotty, 2012). This stance heavily relies on interviews, 

observations, and document analyses, allowing the researcher to focus on understanding 

how the individual interacts with his or her environment (Crotty, 2012).  

Methodology  

 A basic interpretive qualitative study is based on the “belief that knowledge is 

constructed by people in an ongoing fashion as they engage in and make meaning of an 
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activity, experience, or phenomenon” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 23). In this way, 

individuals construct reality as they interact with their social worlds. Therefore, I 

grounded this study in Merriam and Tisdell’s basic qualitative study. I selected a basic 

interpretive qualitative approach because the primary research question involves the 

experiences and perceptions related to becoming a leader as perceived by the participants. 

This study explored the meaning of the experiences and how the participants make sense 

of their role as a leader (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Participant Selection 

Sample criteria. The criteria for selecting participants included working as a 

program director in a licensed early childhood program in the Northern Virginia region. 

The first step was to identify the cities (i.e., Alexandria, Fairfax, Falls Church, 

Fredericksburg, Manassas City, and Manassas Park) and counties (i.e., Arlington, Clarke, 

Fairfax, Fauquier, Loudoun, Prince William, Spotsylvania, Stafford, and Warren) that 

make up the Northern Virginia region (Council on Virginia’s Future, 2016). This set the 

geographical parameters in which the study was conducted. The next step was to gather a 

list of all of the licensed early childhood programs in the Northern Virginia region, 

including child day centers but excluding family day home and short-term child day 

centers (Virginia Department of Social Services, 2016a). This process yielded 1,119 

licensed child day centers (Virginia Department of Social Services, 2016a). This study 

focused on the program directors working in the identified early childhood programs that 

met the criteria outlined in the Director’s Criteria of the Virginia Administrative Code, 22 

VAC 40-185-190 (Appendix F).  
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Sampling strategy. To promote a greater understanding of the experiences of 

pre-kindergarten leaders in Virginia, I used a purposeful sampling strategy (Creswell, 

2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). A purposeful sample included participants from whom I 

could learn the most in order to better understand my problem and research question 

(Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Through this strategy, participants were 

deliberately selected to provide information that could not be retrieved from others in 

different roles or from different locations (Maxwell, 2005).  There are several benefits to 

using purposeful sampling.  The first is by deliberately selecting early childhood leaders, 

provided more confidence that the conclusions adequately represent the average members 

of the population than a randomly picked pool of participants (Maxwell, 2005). Second, 

using purposeful sampling also helped me capture the heterogeneity in the population 

(Maxwell, 2005).  While all of the participants were early childhood leaders, I 

intentionally sought out participants from early childhood programs with diverse 

philosophical approaches to ensure the conclusions adequately represented the entire 

range of early childhood leaders and provided a range of different perspectives (Creswell, 

2013; Maxwell, 2005).   

Along with strengths, there are some shortfalls to using purposeful sampling. One 

weakness of using purposeful sampling is that by relying on a small number of 

deliberately picked participants, there is no guarantee that these informants’ views are 

typical (Maxwell, 2005). As a result, it is difficult to generalize the findings of the study.  

Recruitment and selection. I conducted a two-part data collection process. I 

began my study using snowball sampling. I located my first two participants through 

professional acquaintances who knew people who met the criteria (Creswell, 2013; 
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Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). As the snowball sampling only yielded two participants, I then 

e-mailed directors using the list gathered from the Virginia Department of Social Services 

(2016a). I specifically searched for directors in Alexandria due to its proximity to me and 

then expanded geographically to include Springfield, Fairfax, and Arlington. This 

resulted in sending out 103 emails to directors. As long as the directors remained in the 

geographical boundaries of Northern Virginia, the specific search did not affect this study 

and allowed the search to become more manageable in a field of 1,119.  

Upon receipt of responses, I identified and labeled each program based on its 

program type and philosophical approach (e.g., Montessori, Waldorf, parent cooperative, 

parochial), thereby ensuring that preschools from different program types as well as 

philosophical approaches were represented in the study. This process “provide(d) 

important contextual information to develop categories in the coding phase of research” 

by including all participants who have experienced leadership while also accounting for 

diverse philosophical approaches within Virginia (Creswell, 2013, p. 150).  

In working with my participants, my goal was to collect comprehensive details 

about each director involved in my study in order to explain the uniqueness of their 

experiences as well as identify themes across the different participants (Creswell, 2013). 

A review of other dissertations that utilized a basic interpretative qualitative model 

indicated that the number of participants varies, ranging from five to 40. Allen (2015) 

gathered data from 40 participants to investigate how factors influence low college 

completion among Black males in the Deep South. France (2015) interviewed 23 

supervisors to gain a better understanding of their perceptions, experiences, and practices 

with regard to triadic supervision. Goretsky (2016) interviewed 22 students to explore the 
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expectations and experiences of traditional-aged undergraduates as they interacted 

through portable Internet devices at their university. Paul’s (2015) basic qualitative 

interpretative study interviewed 20 participants to understand the experiences of college 

students dropping or failing an online class. Similarly, Bernstine (2015) studied the 

experience of 20 students who transferred from a community or technical college to a 

four-year college. Cartwright (2015) used a smaller sample—namely, 12 experts who 

completed questionnaires—to examine why K–12 schools had not adopted e-books as a 

replacement for traditional textbooks. Chamberlin (2015) used a comparable number of 

participants, interviewing 13 professors to learn how their experiences assigning service 

learning assignments influenced their assignment of future service learning assignments. 

In Columbaro’s (2015) study, she interviewed eight participants to explore the nature of 

mentoring relationships within online doctoral degree programs. Marshall (2015) 

identified intrinsic and extrinsic factors that contribute to satisfaction and profession 

longevity amongst university research administration professionals by interviewing six 

research administrators. Czachowski (2015) interviewed five participants to explore their 

experiences as health promotion professionals in higher education. Garnett (2015) 

interviewed five participants to examine how students attending the University of 

Washington are supported by two community-based organizations.  

For the current study, I strived to gather data from five to 15 participants. 

Ultimately, nine leaders agreed to participate. However, during the interview process, I 

learned that two of the participants did not meet the criteria and were owners of an early 

childhood center instead of directors. Although I continued with the interview, their data 

were excluded, meaning the findings are based on the analysis of data from seven 
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participants. This amount of data was sufficient to provide rich, descriptive data on 

participants’ experiences and reach saturation, or produce no new information or insights 

into my research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

One shortfall of this study is that the sample of the study (Roberts, 2010) only 

included participants who met the criteria of a director as defined by Virginia and 

responded to the request to participate.  This constrained my findings because the 

information gathered is confined to a voluntary group of participants and controlled by 

what they were willing to share.  

Methods of Data Collection 

I sent all potential participants an e-mail briefly introducing myself, sharing the 

current research, reviewing the purpose of the study, and requesting their participation. 

Once the participants agreed to participate and we confirmed the date and time, I sent a 

follow-up e-mail to include the Research Consent Form (Appendix B) and the 

Questionnaire (Appendix C). I requested they complete these forms prior to our meeting, 

if possible. For their information only, I also included the Interview Protocol Form 

(Appendix D), Document Review Protocol Form (Appendix F), and Observation Protocol 

Form (Appendix E). The receipt of the agreed-upon time for the interview confirmed 

their participation in the study.  

Questionnaire protocol. Currently there is a lack of research on the 

demographics of early childhood leaders across the nation as well as in Virginia. The 

Committee on Early Childhood Care and Education Workforce, from the National 

Research Committee (Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, 2011), 

compiled data from the unpublished tabulations of data from the Current Population 



	
	
73	

Survey 2010 and American Community Survey 2009 regarding early childhood leaders 

in the United States and highlighted the demographics of leaders during this time. Child 

care worker is defined as anyone getting paid for the supervision of children ages birth to 

five years old, excluding students who are in kindergarten (Institute of Medicine and 

National Research Council, 2011). In 2009–2010, approximately 95% of the center-based 

workforce was female, and the median age ranged from 35 to 39 (Institute of Medicine 

and National Research Council, 2011). The workforce was primarily (71%–79%) White 

and non-Hispanic (Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, 2011). Although 

these data are relatively dated, I administered a questionnaire to gain insights into 

whether early childhood leaders in Virginia are an anomaly or if these statistics remained 

true in 2016.  

The questionnaire gathered background information so the interview could focus 

more on the open-ended questions (Appendix C). Questions included in the questionnaire 

were adapted from the 2010 United States Census (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). In total, 

six of seven questionnaires were collected. In reviewing the questionnaires, participants 

seemed to be confused about completing the questions related to their pathway in 

becoming a director. Six of the seven participants did not complete this portion. After that 

question, the majority of participants did not continue with the questionnaire and, as a 

result, did not complete question six.  

Interview protocol. Before each interview, I reminded participants of their 

voluntary participation, informed consent, and how a pseudonym would be assigned to 

preserve their anonymity. I also shared with them the purpose of the study as well as a 
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little about myself and why I was interested in this research topic. This approach set a 

warm tone and opened the doors for communication and trust.  

After each interview, I engaged in member checking. All of the participants were 

sent a verbatim transcript to review via e-mail (Appendix H). Such efforts aimed to build 

trust with my participants while ensuring the accuracy of their comments prior to 

analyzing the data. The transcripts were digitally transcribed and sent to participants to 

review. Participants were provided five days to review the transcripts. Only one 

participant responded to verify that her anonymity would be maintained, which did not 

impact the meaning of the collected data.  

I collected data through audio-recorded semi-structured face-to-face interviews 

with the directors. To help them feel more comfortable, all interviews were conducted at 

their early childhood centers. The interviews were conducted one-on-one and lasted 

approximately 60 minutes. The purpose of the research and the conceptual framework 

helped design the questions used in the protocol (Appendix D) (Creswell, 2014; Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016). The questions in the protocol included open-ended questions; however, 

there was flexibility in the wording and order in which I asked the questions (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). The interview questions were piloted with colleagues to ensure that they 

gathered information relevant to my research. Table 1 indicates how the interview 

questions relate to my research questions.  
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Table 1.  

Relationship of Interview Questions to Research Questions  

Overarching Research Question:  
What are the experiences of pre-kindergarten leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten 
programs in Northern Virginia that inform their development as a leader?  
Sub Question 1 
What led an individual 
to become a pre-
kindergarten leader? 

Sub Question 2 
What has influenced the 
leadership philosophies of 
pre-kindergarten leaders?  

Sub Question 3 
What has influenced the 
leadership practices utilized 
by pre-kindergarten leaders? 

Interview Questions 
 
• Tell me about 

yourself. 
 

• What is your current 
position title? How 
long have you served 
in this position?  

 
• Tell me about your 

career path and how 
it led you to your 
current position. 
Why did you 
become a pre-
kindergarten leader 
(e.g., did someone 
reach out to you, did 
you seek it out on 
your own)? 
 

• What experiences in 
your life have had 
the greatest impact 
on your current 
leadership style? 
What did that 
experience mean to 
you? What did you 
learn from that 
experience? 	

Interview Questions 
 
• Tell me about yourself. 
 
• Tell me about your career 

path and how it led you to 
your current position. Why 
did you become a pre-
kindergarten leader (e.g., 
did someone reach out to 
you, did you seek it out on 
your own)? 

 
• Tell me about your early 

childhood center. What are 
the expectations of leaders 
in your organization? What 
is your center’s leadership 
structure/hierarchy? If one 
of the components is a team, 
who makes up that team? 
How does the philosophy of 
your center influence your 
role and responsibilities as a 
leader?  

 
• Do you belong to any 

professional organizations? 
How does this 
organization(s) influence 
your philosophy and 
practices? 

 
• What experiences in your 

life have had the greatest 

Interview Questions 
 
• Tell me about your early 

childhood center. What are 
the expectations of leaders 
in your organization? What 
is your center’s leadership 
structure/hierarchy? If one 
of the components is a 
team, who makes up that 
team? How does the 
philosophy of your center 
influence your role and 
responsibilities as a leader?  
 

• What type of support does 
your organization provide 
in the area of leadership 
development or continuous 
learning? In what topics 
have you received 
professional development? 
Are you responsible for 
sharing this information 
with your staff or 
community? If so, how do 
you do that? Are there any 
topics that you would like 
to receive more 
development in and how 
would that enhance you as 
a leader?  

 
• Do you belong to any 

professional organizations? 
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impact on your current 
leadership style? What did 
that experience mean to 
you? What did you learn 
from that experience?  

 
• Think about what it means 

to be a director. Use a 
metaphor to describe it. A 
director is a… or Being a 
director means… Tell me 
more about that. How is this 
symbolic of a leader?  

 
• For you, what are the values 

and practices of a pre-
kindergarten leader? 

 
• Why do you think people 

allow you to lead them?  
 
• What do you say or do to 

influence others (e.g., staff, 
family)?  

 
• With pre-kindergarten being 

more popular in the news 
and public policy, has your 
leadership been affected by 
this? If so, how?  

 
• With an increase of families 

accessing pre-kindergarten 
opportunities, how has that 
affected your leadership?  

How does this 
organization(s) influence 
your philosophy and 
practices? 

 
• What experiences in your 

life have had the greatest 
impact on your current 
leadership style? What did 
that experience mean to 
you? What did you learn 
about that experience?  

 
• Think about what it means 

to be a director. Use a 
metaphor to describe it. A 
director is a… or Being a 
director means… Tell me 
more about that. How is 
this symbolic of a leader?  

 
• For you, what are the 

values and practices of a 
pre-kindergarten leader? 

 
• As a pre-kindergarten 

leader, what are your job 
responsibilities? Describe 
your typical day.  

 
• Why do you think people 

allow you to lead them?  
 
• What do you say or do to 

influence others (e.g., staff, 
family)?  

 
• With pre-kindergarten 

being more popular in the 
news and public policy, has 
your leadership been 
affected by this? If so, 
how?  

 
• With an increase of 

families accessing pre-
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kindergarten opportunities, 
how has that affected your 
leadership?  

 
• What are some of your 

obstacles as a leader? 
 
• What are some of your 

successes as a leader?  
Note. Adapted from Nesin, T. W. (2014). The role of research consortia through the eyes 
of principals (Doctoral dissertation). Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses 
Global: 
http://proxygw.wrlc.org/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/1612601895?acco
untid=11243 (Order No. 3634158) 
 

During the interviews, I asked the questions from the interview protocol and took 

observational notes on actions that stood out to me, including facial reactions, body 

language, physical gestures, and interactions with others.  

Walkthroughs. In addition to the interviews, observations were initially planned 

where I would be a “complete observer,” observing without participating (Crotty, 2012). 

This allowed me to observe the leaders in their natural setting to encourage their 

leadership practices, philosophies, and style firsthand (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). The time allotted for the observation protocol was between one and two 

hours, and an observation protocol was developed. Each observation turned into a guided 

tour, where the leaders walked me through the centers, pointing out anything they felt 

aligned with my research. Through these walkthroughs, I was able to observe director–

staff and director–student interactions, take note of items posted in the hallways and 

classrooms, and get a glimpse into the classrooms. During the walkthroughs, I asked 

clarifying questions; if an idea was raised in the interview but was contradicted during 

our walkthrough, I inquired about it. Walkthroughs occurred with six of the seven 



	
	
78	

participants. Immediately after the walkthrough, I completed the observation protocol and 

memos.  

Document review. To triangulate the data, I reviewed documents in order to 

glean insights from the language and words the participants used as well as understand 

how their leadership came to life through products (Crotty, 2012). The documents 

reviewed included forms of communication such as newsletters sent home by the leaders, 

directors’ résumés to illuminate their background and educational experience, and 

advertisements for the position that detailed what the organizations were looking for in 

program directors. The core values, vision, and mission statement of the early childhood 

programs were also reviewed to examine how leadership is distributed amongst different 

stakeholders (Northouse, 2016). Another document examined was the staff and parent 

handbook, which outlined the director’s responsibilities. Only one participant provided 

documents; all other documents were extracted from participants’ workplace websites. 

These documents were used to support the interview and observational data. I retained 

hard copies of these documents when possible and scanned them onto my drive or took a 

picture of them. Upon review, I redacted any names and labeled them with the 

pseudonym provided to the interviewee/center.  

Management of Data 

A system was developed for organizing and managing my data, ensuring 

anonymity of the participants and preventing the data from getting lost (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). All interviews were recorded on two cell phones and transcribed using 

Rev, an online transcription service. All interviews as well as hard copies of documents 

gathered, protocols, and questionnaires were assigned a pseudonym, such as “Director A” 
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and “Center A,” to protect the anonymity of the participants. All hard copies of 

documents were scanned in and sorted into files accompanying the transcription. All 

digital files were saved and maintained using a password-encrypted Dropbox file as well 

as backed up on an external hard drive. Hard copies were stored in a locked file cabinet in 

my home office, leaving it untouched in case I needed to reference it (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). All data will be destroyed upon completion of the study through means of 

shredding and deleting all saved items.  

Data Analysis Methods 

The goal of data analysis is to prepare and organize the gathered data, dissect the 

data, and then transform the data to reveal patterns or themes that cut across all of the 

data gathered to uncover deeper, transferable suggestions and recommendations for the 

field. I analyzed data concurrently with data collection (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Step 1. Organization. During the interviews, I noted comments and observations 

on a blank interview protocol document. Once the interview and walkthrough were 

completed, I immediately spent quiet time drafting memos to help me reflect on what I 

was learning as a researcher (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I also forwarded the recordings 

on my phone to Rev to be transcribed. I placed all gathered documents, including 

completed protocols, in a folder labeled with the pseudonym assigned to the participant. 

Once home, I scanned all documents into a folder labeled with the pseudonym and stored 

them in Dropbox, which was password protected.  

Step 2. Listening, reading, and memoing. Within 48 hours of the interview, 

while the interview was still fresh in my mind, I listened to the recordings and made 

additional notes and memos on what I heard (Maxwell, 2005). I then read the transcript in 
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its entirety, making additional memos (Creswell, 2013). I also reviewed and took notes 

on any documents provided as well as searched the center’s website and Facebook page, 

if applicable, for additional information to support my study. Prior to listening to or 

reading any transcripts or documents, I reread my research purpose and questions. During 

this part of my analysis, I focused on what the interviewees said or what I saw in the 

analyzed documents and formed tentative categories (Maxwell, 2005).  

Step 3. Coding. After reviewing the tentative categories, I engaged in coding, 

where I returned to the transcripts, documents, walkthrough notes, and memos to find 

evidence to support the initial categories relevant to my research as well as create new 

ones (Creswell, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

I conducted steps 1–3 for each participant individually prior to moving on to the 

next interviewee’s set of data. For example, I would conduct steps 1–3 for Director A, 

then do the same for Director B. Prior to doing the analysis for Director C, I compared 

the categories for Director A and Director B to help reveal patterns and themes that “cut 

across my data” and began to create a master list (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 207). I 

then analyzed the data gathered from Director C and compared it to the themes identified. 

I continued this cycle until I completed the analysis of all the data collected. My goal was 

to “fracture the data and then rearrange it into categories that facilitated comparison 

between things in the same category and that aid in the development of theoretical 

concepts” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 96). Periodically, I reflected upon my biases to ensure the I 

was not projecting my own beliefs and experiences into my analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). 
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Step 4. Identification of themes. To identify the types of information I wanted to 

code, I referred back to my conceptual framework (Creswell, 2013, Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016), looking for how interviewees’ personal experiences informed their role as a 

leader, how their behaviors and personality influenced them as leaders, and how external 

factors informed their leadership. My coding resulted in 30 different categories, which I 

then sought to reduce and combine into five or six themes to guide my interpretation 

(Creswell, 2013). To develop my themes, I wanted to ensure they addressed my research 

questions, were specific, and were all the same level of abstraction (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). In addition, I wanted to ensure that my themes were exhaustive—namely, that all 

data gathered were relevant to my study and able to be placed in a theme that was 

mutually exclusive (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I reread all of the codes and the evidence 

underneath each one multiple times and then moved from the detailed categories to five 

themes.  

Step 5. Interpreting the data. Lastly, I interpreted the meaning of the themes to 

help answer my research questions (Creswell, 2014). An outline of my data analysis 

process is provided in Figure 4.  
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Figure 4. Data analysis process. Adapted from Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2016). 
Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass; Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed 
methods approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc.  
 
Revisiting Research Questions 

	 Prior to conducting my study, I began with the following central question: What 

are the experiences of pre-kindergarten leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten programs in 

Northern Virginia that inform their development as a leader? The sub questions were: 

What led an individual to become a pre-kindergarten leader? What are the leadership 

philosophies of pre-kindergarten leaders? What are the current leadership practices 

utilized by pre-kindergarten leaders? Once I delved into my research, I realized what was 
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being lifted up in my data was how different elements were influencing pre-kindergarten 

leaders’ philosophies and practices and thus understood that my sub questions did not 

align to the true focus of my research. As a result, I revised them as follows:  

• What led an individual to become a pre-kindergarten leader? 

• What has influenced the leadership philosophies of pre-kindergarten leaders?  

• What has influenced the current leadership practices utilized by pre-kindergarten 

leaders? 

The revised research questions allowed me to gain a better understanding of “how” early 

childhood leaders’ experiences have shaped their understanding of leadership as opposed 

to the “what.”  This distinction is important because my overarching question seeks to 

understand the experiences that inform early childhood leaders which expands beyond 

simply their roles and responsibilities.  Additionally, this distinction is important for the 

implications for policy and practice because it provides insight over course work, policy, 

supports, and resources that organizations can revise and refine as a result of the findings.  

Credibility and Trustworthiness  

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) concluded that results are trustworthy to the extent 

there has been some rigor in implementing the study. Strategies employed to strengthen 

the credibility and trustworthiness of my study and to verify the procedures used in the 

field while protecting against biases being imposed in the data included the triangulation 

of data, member checking, peer debriefing, researcher self-reflection, and memo writing 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).		

Triangulation and member checks. I triangulated the data collected from 

interviews, walkthroughs, and document reviews in order to establish themes across 
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several sources of data collection (Creswell, 2014). For each of the participants, I 

followed the same process: I read the transcript extracting main points and themes.  I then 

reviewed the walkthrough data to identify any observations that either confirmed or 

differed from the extracted themes taken from the transcripts.  Next, I did a similar 

process with the documents collected.  I repeated this process for every participant.   

I also conducted member checks by e-mailing the transcripts of the interviews to 

the participants to ensure accuracy (Creswell, 2014). I provided the participants five days 

to review and provide feedback. To record the feedback, I created a table with the 

following headings: pseudonym, comments, action taken (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Peer review, self-reflection, and memo writing. One of my peers periodically 

reviewed and asked questions about the findings to ensure that the research resonated 

with other people (Creswell, 2014). Furthermore, I continuously self-reflected on how the 

interpretation might be shaped by my background and included this in the current study 

(Creswell, 2014). I also utilized memoing throughout the data collection and analysis 

process to ensure that the codes consistently aligned with themes outlined in the data 

collection (Creswell, 2014).  

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions  

 There were no physical risks associated with this study, but there was a possible 

risk of loss of confidentiality or privacy for the participants. To protect the anonymity of 

the participants, I assigned pseudonyms to the participants (e.g., Director A) and centers 

(e.g., Center A) (Creswell, 2013).  
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Summary 

 This chapter provided a comprehensive description of the research methods 

employed in this basic interpretive qualitative study. The chapter detailed the participant 

selection process, data collection methods, and management of data. It also revisited and 

revised the initial research questions. The chapter concluded by describing the 

triangulation and peer review processes as well as the human participants and ethics 

precautions taken throughout the study.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

Overview  

The focus of my study is understanding the experiences of prekindergarten 

directors that informed their leadership development. To this end, I identified the problem 

based on the current research and selected a purposeful sample through which the data 

were collected and analyzed to address my research questions. This chapter concentrates 

on the data analysis, which is the process of making sense out of the data (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). This chapter begins with a review of the purpose and research questions, a 

brief overview of the data analysis procedures, and information regarding the 

participants’ demographics. Each participant’s path to becoming an early childhood 

director is shared. Finally, the themes that emerged from the data are explained to provide 

a foundation for the discussion in Chapter 5.  

The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain insights into how early 

childhood leaders’ experiences have shaped their understanding of leadership, with a 

specific focus on directors from licensed early childhood programs in Northern Virginia. 

Northern Virginia was chosen as a research site, primarily because my professional 

experience has been in Northern Virginia.  As a former employee of a school division in 

Northern Virginia, I observed public school leaders grappling with how to increase the 

quality of the early childhood experiences they were providing. Additionally, leaders 

were also engaging in discussions of the quality of local early childhood programs. As 

the research indicates the leadership is “possibly the most important single determinant of 

an effective learning environment” (Kelley, Thronton, Daugherty, 2005, p.17). As a 

result, I believed that Northern Virginia was an area in need of examination.  
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Data from interviews, walkthroughs, and document analysis were triangulated to 

inform the central research question (i.e., What are the experiences of pre-kindergarten 

leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten programs in Northern Virginia that inform their 

development as a leader?) and sub questions (i.e., What led an individual to become a 

pre-kindergarten leader? What has influenced the leadership philosophies of pre-

kindergarten leaders? What has influenced the current leadership practices utilized by 

pre-kindergarten leaders?). 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Results were interpreted from the interviews, document analysis, and 

walkthroughs. Directly following each interview, I spent some quiet time memoing about 

the walkthrough and interview with each participant. The interviews were then 

transcribed within 48 hours and, upon completion, I read each transcript and field notes, 

reviewed documents collected, and began coding the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I 

then read the transcript and field notes and reviewed the documents collected from the 

next participant. Next, I compared the information gathered from the two participants and 

began to construct themes that “cut across my data” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I 

continued this process with each of the participants’ transcripts, field notes, and 

documents. Throughout this process, I continuously revisited and spent time thinking 

about my biases to ensure that I was not projecting my own beliefs and experiences on to 

the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Director Demographics 

By snowballing as well as reaching out to directors in Northern Virginia through 

e-mail, I was able to interview seven early childhood directors during a three-month 
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period (March 2016–May 2016) using semi-structured face-to-face interviews. These 

interviews took place at their early childhood centers and lasted approximately 60 

minutes; they were followed by a 10- to 15-minute walkthrough of the early childhood 

centers and a document review. I had initially requested that I spend time with each 

participant for approximately 60 minutes as an observer; however, when it came time for 

the observation, the directors provided me with a tour instead.  

Prior to each interview, I requested that each director complete a questionnaire 

that provided me with demographic information. The majority of participants had them 

completed upon my arrival, although a couple completed them independently in my 

presence. All of the participants were female, non-Hispanic or Latino, and White. The 

participants varied in age, ranging from 25 to 65 years or older. In addition, the majority 

of participants (n = 4) served as a director of a play-based early childhood center, while 

two participants were directors at a parent cooperative and one participant was a director 

at a Montessori school. The participants represented two cities and one county in 

Northern Virginia. Participants’ demographic information is summarized in Table 2.  

Table 2.  

Demographic Information of Participants.  
 

Pseudony
m Sex Age 

Range Ethnicity Race Program 
Type 

County/Ci
ty 

Director A Female 35–49 
years old 

Non-
Hispanic 
or Latino 

White Parent 
Cooperative County A 

Director B Female 50–64 
years old 

Non-
Hispanic 
or Latino 

White Play based City B 

Director C Female 50–64 
years old 

Non-
Hispanic 
or Latino 

White Play based City A 

Director D Female 25–34 Non- White Play based City A 
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years old Hispanic 
or Latino 

Director E Female 35–49 
years old 

Non-
Hispanic 
or Latino 

White Play based County A 

Director F Female 50–64 
years old 

Non-
Hispanic 
or Latino 

White Montessori County A 

Director G Female 65 years 
or older 

Non-
Hispanic 
or Latino 

White Parent 
Cooperative County A 

 
Directors’ Paths  

Director A. Director A grew up in a household with two educators. Both her 

mother and father were in education, with her mother specifically in early childhood 

education. Director A majored in art therapy. While obtaining her degree, she interned in 

a pediatric unit of a hospital. During this time, she realized she really enjoyed working 

with children; however, it did not entice her to change her major. After graduation, she 

worked in her mother’s preschool for about half a year, but it was not until her own 

children began school that she really became interested in early childhood.  

She knew she wanted to send her children to a cooperative preschool. When her 

son was four years old, she enrolled him in a preschool where she complied with the 

parent cooperative responsibilities. Through that experience, she really “learned a lot by 

being there, so I loved it.” Director A spent a lot of time volunteering in her son’s 

kindergarten classroom and “it piqued my interest more so than just having parents in 

education.” When it was time for her daughter to attend preschool, she enrolled her in 

another parent cooperative preschool. There she became more and more involved and 

joined the board. She was soon elected as the education chair for the board where she 

learned more about the philosophical approach of her center.  
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Director A took a position as an aide for two years and then became a teacher. 

She taught multiple age levels. Several years later, the director at the time transitioned to 

another job and encouraged Director A to consider the position, saying, “I think you’ve 

been doing good with this. Think about it.” Director A applied for the position and was 

hired. She has been a director at Center A for two years.  

Director B. Director B went to college for early childhood education. At that 

time, early childhood education was part of the home economics strand. As such, 

Director B graduated with a bachelor’s degree in home economics and a concentration in 

early childhood education. She obtained her teaching license from Pennsylvania. After 

graduation, she pursued an office job because “early childhood paid so little.” She then 

had a baby and was a stay-at-home mom for three years. During that time, she conducted 

in-home childcare for a neighbor. When her daughter became a little older, she enrolled 

her in a parent cooperative. While engaging with staff there, “the teachers were like, ‘you 

seem to really be comfortable in the classroom,’ [to which she responded,] ‘Yeah, my 

degree is in early childhood.’” The following school year, she applied for a teaching 

position at the school and served as a classroom teacher there for 14 years. Continuing as 

the same school, Director B became the administrative director. After four years in that 

role, she left to pursue a full-time position. As a result of her search, she became the 

deputy director at another center. Several years later, she became a director of another 

childcare center and then, after five years, moved to her current position as director, 

where she has been for seven years.  

Director C. Director C earned her master’s degree in public administration with a 

concentration in financial management. She began her career more than 20 years ago, 
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working in a large non-profit healthcare organization. In this role, she “brokered with 

physician’s health care for working poor families.” She not only really enjoyed this job 

and was passionate about it, but was also good at it. One day her executive director 

informed her that they had lost funding for their preschool administrator and he was 

moving that responsibility under her umbrella: “I said, ‘I don’t have any children, I never 

wanted any children.’ To which he responded, ‘It’s not about the children, it’s about the 

administrative component, the organizational skills.” She saw it as an opportunity and 

worked with the preschool team to gain NAEYC accreditation. The passion, creativity, 

and enthusiasm of the staff to pursue accreditation impressed her. Through this 

experience, she was recruited by a for-profit early childcare company to be an area 

manager, where she focused on operations and finance while overseeing 14 centers. 

Director C was extremely successful in this position; however, she left it due to inequities 

she observed between the CEOs and staff working in the centers. She was then recruited 

to serve as the head of a Montessori school. When it turned out not to be the best match 

for her, she quit and vowed that she “was not going to come back into early education or 

private school education in the operations component of it.” Subsequently, she consulted 

for private educational businesses. During that time, a colleague reached out, saying. “I 

want you to come talk to these people about Center C.” After considerable 

contemplation, she went to the interview and became director of Center C, where she has 

been director for nine years.  

Director D. Director D got her first taste of early childhood education in high 

school, where she worked in a parent cooperative preschool as her first job. She also 

participated in “a lot of marketing clubs” in high school, which encouraged her to go to 
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college for marketing. About halfway into her college degree, she realized marketing 

“wasn’t her passion.” She did “like educating people and felt marketing was a little bit 

like that, making things appealing. But I didn’t like the business side of it.” She returned 

home, where she began substituting at an elementary school that had some early 

childhood classes. There she “fell in love the minute I started working with those little 

kids. I just absolutely loved it. I specifically really loved early childhood.” From there, 

she obtained her Child Development Associate (CDA) credential and was quickly 

promoted to a teacher. While a teacher, she also oversaw the school’s summer camp, 

which provided her with leadership opportunities. Upon leaving that school, she became 

a lead teacher at Center D and then “worked her way up” to assistant director and, more 

recently, director. She has been at the center for six years.  

Director E. Director E graduated with her bachelor of arts in visual arts and 

human services, with a certificate in art therapy. She expected to move into the field of 

psychology, but the master’s program she was interested in stopped the year she 

graduated and the next closest program was out of state. As a result, she had to come up 

with a different plan. Director E began her career as a preschool teacher so she could 

receive free tuition for her daughter and still pursue her master’s degree. To earn higher 

wages, she began working for an association that focused its efforts on childcare, which 

“opened my eyes to the scope of early childhood, because they were really 

professionalizing family providers.” As a result of this opportunity, Director E wanted to 

open her own business, so she returned to school to earn a double major in business. 

After a year, she realized a double degree was unnecessary. Around the same time, there 

was a vacant position for a director at her daughter’s early childhood center, which was 
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based in a church. She applied and got the job, where she remained for five years. 

Following that experience, she moved to a preschool located in a museum and then to 

several for-profit programs as the director. Most recently, Director E is the executive 

director at Center E. 

Director F. Director F graduated with a bachelor of science degree in economics 

and went to “work for banks and ultimately Wall Street.” After burning out on Wall 

Street, she transitioned into the environmental field, pursued a master’s degree in public 

policy, and worked in this area for another 10–12 years. Then she got married and had a 

child, whom when she enrolled in a Montessori school once old enough. She had not 

known much about Montessori except when she saw it in action; she liked it and, over 

time, it fascinated her. She became more involved and “decided to leave all the rest of the 

world behind and actually took the training (to become a Montessori teacher).” She 

quickly became more interested in the philosophical approach, completed training, and 

worked as a teacher while still a parent of a child attending a Montessori school. Over the 

past three years, she has served as its director.  

Director G. When Director G’s first child was two, she hosted an organized play 

group. Around the same time, several families were looking for childcare. Director G and 

another friend researched a variety of early childhood centers and, ultimately, Director G 

decided to send her daughter to a parent cooperative preschool. For four years, Director G 

served as a parent in the parent cooperative. During this time, she also substituted for a 

neighborhood school. She was then offered a teaching position at the school her children 

attended. Over the years, she sat on multiple committees that provided her with 

opportunities to learn more about early childhood and parent cooperatives. The school 
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transitioned to a director model, and Director G continued to teach under two different 

directors. When the positon became vacant again, several parents approached Director G 

to encourage her to speak with the board and apply for the position. She has been a 

director at Center G for 10 years.  

Themes 

As described in Chapter 3, the conceptual framework served as a lens through 

which I approached the data. Through this lens and in reviewing the data collected from 

the seven participants, five themes emerged for exploring the experiences of pre-

kindergarten leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten programs in Northern Virginia that 

informed their development as leaders: generational influences, collegial influences, past 

experience influences, environmental influences, and common leadership behaviors and 

characteristics.  

Generational Influences 

Generational influences or familial influences are divided into two subsets: (a) 

participants had children who served as the impetus for them entering the field of early 

childhood and (b) participants had family or family experiences when they were growing 

up that influenced their leadership practices and philosophies. As such, generational 

influences affected participants’ entry into the field as well as how they led once they 

entered the field and served in a leadership role.  

Almost all participants shared that they entered the field of early childhood 

because their children entered preschool. Either out of convenience or because it piqued 

their interest, the participants pursued a path in early childhood. Most participants had a 

different vision for what their career would be. They went to college and majored in non-
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education-related majors, such as visual arts, human services, marketing, and art therapy. 

After college, only one participant, Director F, followed her intended path and worked in 

banks, on Wall Street, and eventually with environmental organizations. All but two 

participants became interested in early childhood when their own children enrolled. Three 

participants (Director A, Director B, and Director G) enrolled their children in parent 

cooperative programs while Director F enrolled her daughter in a Montessori school. 

Upon enrolling their children, the participants became more involved in their children’s 

education by either completing their cooperative time or volunteering. This set the 

foundation for their leadership later on. For example, Director A began by completing her 

responsibilities as a cooperative parent, but became more and more involved, joined the 

board, and even became the education chair of the board. After completing work in her 

major, Director F enrolled her daughter in a Montessori school where she really liked the 

approach. She decided to “leave the rest of the world behind” and took the Montessori 

training to become a teacher.  

Director E also entered the field due to her daughter, but for different reasons than 

the other participants. She wanted to pursue her graduate work and earn her master’s 

degree; however, the program she had in mind closed, and all other programs were in 

different states. As such, to support her daughter, she had to begin working. She joined 

the field and began working as an early childhood teacher so she could receive free 

tuition for her daughter to attend school while still making money.  

Unlike the other participants, Director B attended college and majored in home 

economics, with a concentration in early childhood. However, she did not initially pursue 

a positon in the field due to the low salary. Yet when her child matured to preschool age, 
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she reconnected with her early childhood passion and began teaching at her child’s early 

childhood center. All of the participants except two began working in the field of 

education as a result of their children entering preschool.  

In addition to their family providing a reason for some of the participants to join 

the early childhood workforce, their family or family experiences were an influential 

factor in participants’ leadership philosophies and practices. Director C shared how her 

experience growing up in a military family influenced her practices today.  

I was a military brat, and one of the things that was instilled in me from day one is 
that when you go somewhere and you get somewhere, you hit the ground running. 
You don’t know how long you’re going to be there. In the case of when I was in 
school, number one, we never moved during the summer, we always moved 
during the school year, so you come into a school, you hit the ground running, 
you make friends, you move forward, you get on with it. I truly think that rearing, 
if you will, as a child has had the greatest impact on me.  

 
Director C likened this experience to her role as a director. When she took her first job in 

an early childhood center as well as her current position, she “hit the ground running.” 

Meanwhile, Director G shared that she grew up in a “very authoritarian, harsh 

environment,” and she wanted to make it different for others through her leadership.  

In addition to experiences and environments in which the participants grew up, 

family members informed them as leaders. Director A shared how her parents influenced 

her as a leader. Growing up, she observed her parents teaching as well as serving in 

leadership roles as principals. Meanwhile, Director F shared how her father earned his 

undergraduate degree in accounting and was the first in his family to graduate from 

college. He rose through the ranks into a high-ranking position at a commercial national 

broadcasting network—a role that had nothing to do with his major in college. She 

remembers him saying how employees would come to him to share their ideas, and he 
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“always listened and tried to discern what it was he could do for them, without crushing 

their moral and creative spirit.” She reminisced about how her father had no judgment of 

his employees; instead, there was a focus on his employees’ ideas. Director F carries this 

memory with her as a reminder of how to be open to her employees’ ideas, sometimes 

agreeing with them while also having to find a polite way to disagree at times.  

Thus, the data indicated that generational influences included enrolling 

participants’ children in preschool as well as specific family members influencing 

participants’ leadership.  

Collegial Influences 

Collegial influences focus on the non-familial relationships that informed 

participants’ leadership. Two components made up collegial influences: (a) colleagues 

encouraging participants to pursue the role of director and (b) interactions with 

colleagues influencing participants’ leadership practices and philosophies.  

Although the majority of participants joined the field of early childhood when 

they enrolled their children in preschool, they were encouraged by colleagues—usually in 

a supervisory role—to pursue the role of director. From the onset of working in early 

childhood, Director C was tapped by a colleague. In her first early childhood role, her 

supervisor told her that he was moving the preschool program under her supervision. 

After spending time in a corporate early childhood center, a headhunter who was also a 

colleague reached out to her: 

The one woman that I was doing a lot of work for, her organization was called …, 
and they’re still operational, but she also does executive searches in the education 
field. She called me up one day and said, “I want you to come talk to these people 
about Center C.”  
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Meanwhile, Director A was serving as a teacher when her former supervisor approached 

her, saying, “I think you’ve been doing good with this, think about it (director’s 

position).” Similarly, Director G was a teacher at her early childhood center when several 

parents came to her encouraging her to be the director: 

The board was looking again, and several parents came to me and talked to me 
and said “I really think you should talk to the board.” So I put in my application, 
and I’ve been director now for 10 years.  

 
In each of the scenarios, the participant was guided by a colleague to be a director.  

Not only were participants empowered by colleagues and parents encouraging 

them to pursue a leadership role, but colleagues also informed participants’ leadership 

practices and philosophies. Some participants learned what to do—or not to do—by 

observing former directors. According to Director B, “watching (the former director of 

her first job) and how everything that we did at (that school) was so thoughtful—I’ve 

really tried to keep everything that I do here as thoughtful.” Director A’s leadership 

practices and philosophies were influenced by her “seeing how the past director did 

certain things”. Although the director was no longer at the center, employees who worked 

under her shared a lot of information with Director A that informed practices that she 

would continue as well as change.  

During both the interview and the walkthrough, Director D mentioned several 

times the type of leadership her executive director exhibited: collaboration and shared 

leadership. She shared how the executive director pulled Director D, as well as a few 

other teachers who began with her, around her “kitchen table and hashed out the 

curriculum and family and teacher policies.” Later in the interview, Director D explained 

that, “one thing I love about our owner and executive director is she does always want 
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input. It is usually all of us together making a decision.” Although Director D did not 

explicitly say this has influenced her leadership, the influence of her executive director 

was obvious.  

Supervisors were not the only ones to influence early childhood directors; 

colleagues with whom the participants worked also played a role. Director B shared that 

she makes decisions quickly “because she worked with somebody at (former location) 

who couldn’t make a decision and that drove me crazy.” Director C highlighted how the 

passion and creativity of her employees as well as the parent board ignited something 

inside of her.  

These folks in this program that was, again, a non-profit program were going after 
NAEYC accreditation, and I was very impressed with that. I was extremely 
impressed with the creativity of the teachers, because they didn’t look like this 
(looks around at her new, bright, center). This is a beautiful facility. That just 
really impressed me…  

 
This in turn motivated her to lead them.  
 
 Although Director C’s colleagues ignited something in her to lead, Director A’s 

colleagues changed her leadership practices.  

Everyone has a different personality and you start learning… For example, if we 
change the schedule for the day because we have a special event happening, I 
know there are certain teachers where that will be harder for them. Even if I send 
out a schedule stating where everyone should be at a certain time, they will have 
questions. At first, it would bother me because I would say, “well didn’t they read 
my email?” Sometimes, I would write, “please read. I’ll print it out for you.” Then 
I thought, you know what, you know this is going to happen, so just accept it and 
deal with it. There’s no point in getting upset and getting argumentative.  

 
	 Participants were encouraged to pursue their role as a director through the 

guidance of colleagues. Furthermore, once they became directors, colleagues’ words and 

actions enhanced their leadership practices and philosophies.  
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Past Experience Influences 

	 Another theme that emerged and cut across the data was that all participants 

shared how prior work experiences shaped their practices and philosophies as an early 

childhood leader. Director E explained how an organization she worked with “really 

opened my eyes to the scope of early childhood, because they were really 

professionalizing family providers.” From there, Director E became very involved in 

early childhood organizations and associations. She believed that being an active member 

helped not only influence her practices, but also the profession.  

 Coupled with the way she was brought up, as previously mentioned, Director G 

shared that, when she worked as a teacher in the parent cooperative, “it was very non-

authoritarian. It didn’t even have a director or administration in those days; it was totally 

teacher led.” Today, Director G attempts to embody this non-authoritative approach when 

she leads her staff.  

 Director B’s first experience in a parent cooperative was with a center that 

embraced inclusion and providing access and opportunities to students with disabilities. 

“It was an inclusion preschool. We had children with special needs in all of our classes.” 

This really touched Director B: “I firmly believe in inclusion.” When she had the 

opportunity to become director of her current center, she brought the practice of inclusion 

with her. The center now partners with the local school division to provide inclusive 

settings and opportunities to preschool students with disabilities. Director D and Director 

F believed that their experiences as a teacher also influenced their leadership. As Director 

D stated, “my experience as a teacher has influenced me as a leader and how I believe 

people should be led and how things should run in a program.”  
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 Director F was also influenced by prior work experience that was not education 

related. Director F worked on Wall Street, in banks, and for an environmental non-profit 

organization. Through these work experiences, she learned about the importance of 

customer relationships and understanding and managing perspectives:  

And land trusts are usually community organizations, so it was very “community 
activist” oriented. And their agenda—the state had a different agenda, the federal 
government had a different agenda—so that really allowed me to see different 
perspectives and to be able to understand. 

 
Through this opportunity, Director F also engaged in a lot of facilitating, which she 

believes may not be offered in educational programs. “So that became one of the things 

that I really developed: facilitation between disparate groups. And again, it’s not 

something that you necessarily would get in your master’s degree of educational 

administration.” However, Director F believes that facilitating and understanding 

different perspectives are essential characteristics for early childhood directors.  

Participants’ past work experiences influenced their involvement in professional 

organizational, leadership style, and practices. “I’m always very amazed that, of the 

opportunities that were presented to me, that I added up to where I am today. And all of 

them have value and have added to where I am right now” (Director F). 	

Environmental Influences 

Environmental factors such as the media, professional organizations, and the 

hierarchical structure of their organizations emerged throughout this study as entities that 

either reinforced the directors’ current philosophies and practices or exposed them to new 

ideas.  

Professional organizations. Professional organizations seek to further the early 

childhood profession by sharing the current research and best practices through articles 
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and journals as well as workshops and conferences. They also serve as a vehicle for 

networking and connecting individuals within the profession with one another. Every 

participant was a member of at least one professional organization. The NAEYC was a 

common organization amongst all participants. Some of the organizations were more 

general, such as the Childcare Exchange, but others were specific to the directors’ 

philosophical approaches, such as American Montessori Society, International Parent 

Cooperative Preschool Organization, Virginia Cooperative Preschool Association, and 

Potomac Association for Cooperative Teachers.  

Every participant agreed that they accessed the articles, newsletters, and research 

from the organizations to which they belonged. Some of the participants even shared 

these resources with staff and parents. According to Director A, such organizations “have 

some really great articles in their newsletter, so sometimes—even though I’m an 

individual member—I’ll print those off and just put them in the teachers’ mailboxes. 

Like, ‘oh look at this.’” Similarly, Director C shared that “their information and the 

information they send out is valuable” although no participant seemed to gain new 

information from the professional organizations’ resources, the resources did reinforce 

their philosophy and practices.  

In addition to articles, professional organizations and local counties offer 

conferences and workshops for educators to attend. Participants had mixed feelings about 

whether the offerings were beneficial to them as directors. A couple of participants 

believed the organizations offered excellent professional learning opportunities for them 

and their staff. Director G attended the same training as her staff: “I mean, a lot of the 

training is equally applicable for me. The content of training evolves; I mean, curriculum 
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and practice evolves.” She has attended workshops side-by-side with her staff or attended 

and shared the information with staff on topics such as science, technology, engineering, 

and mathematics (STEM) and block play. Other participants sought out director training 

and were happy with what local counties offered. Director A stated that “we’re very 

lucky in County A. We have a lot of free classes that we can take through the county, 

which are geared for preschool professionals. They’re excellent classes. Sometimes the 

local association has director-oriented training.” Director D spoke of a different area’s 

offerings:  

City A had a really great program that we were going to. They had a whole 
leadership series for directors, which was excellent. Every session was a different 
topic for directors. It was led by someone who had been a director for many years 
and is now a consultant.  

 
Other participants believed the local professional learning opportunities left a lot 

to be desired in terms of professional learning for directors. Some leaders felt the 

professional learning opportunities were directed more toward teachers, but the 

networking that resulted from staff attending a workshop or conference was what was the 

most valuable.  

They (local chapter of organizations) offer trainings that the staff find valuable. 
They can go, and again a lot of these folks here will do a lot of online training, but 
it’s also fun for them to go to the conferences where they can meet people, others 
who do this. That I do find very valuable. (Director C)  
 

Director B concurred: “I get a lot more talking to colleagues who are viewed as equals. I 

get a lot more from brainstorming with my staff.”  

Director F felt that the conferences lacked structure, rigor, and value added to the 

profession, although the conferences have evolved over time: “For the longest time, (the 

organization) was kind of like almost a social club. Even their conferences were just not 
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great.” Director B concurred with Director F: “Most of the time I go to these trainings 

and they cost so much money and it’s like I would have done (presenting) a better job 

than that.” She went on to say that “professional development for directors is hard to 

find.” Director C concluded that it is not a good use of time to go to the conferences 

because they repeat the workshops every year:  

You know, if I run across something that is of interest to me, I’ll go, but so much 
of what you see offered in training—because I think from a global perspective, 
the turnover rate is so substantial in this industry—that they just keep repeating 
the same stuff, which they have to do. You can only do so much room 
arrangement.  

 
Director G shared similar sentiments:  

Some of them (classes) are in the area, a few of them are in areas I don’t feel—
I’m already well qualified in the area. I mean, not enough of them are... I don’t 
want to go to one to help figure out how to get healthy foods in your program, that 
kind of thing. It’s (the offerings) are a little bit limited for me. 

 
Overall, the participants felt there were not many offerings for directors. Director 

D said, “There’s never enough. I feel like there are a lot of things that could be covered 

more. I feel like there’s more professional development out there for teachers, not enough 

for directors.” Director F stated that, within the last year, one of the organizations to 

which she belongs has “recognized that we don’t have leadership in our area. So just last 

year, (the organization) has developed a leadership symposium as well as an 

administrator’s credential.” In addition, at the annual conference, “which pulls six or 

seven thousand—it’s a huge conference—many, many more workshops dedicated to 

leadership and heads.” Another organization in which Director G is a member hosts 

monthly meetings for directors where a child therapist comes in and they can collectively 

problem solve as a group.  
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Professional organizations ultimately reinforce leaders’ practices and philosophies 

through articles, journals, and resources. However, the current professional development 

opportunities offered lack appropriate, targeted, and ample opportunities for directors.  

Of the professional development opportunities in which participants did 

participate, they were mostly non-early childhood- or education-related workshops. The 

offerings included women in leadership positions from a business perspective, human 

resource training to learn more about conflict resolution, how to interact with the board, 

financial stability in schools, and more personality-oriented types of workshops.  

Media. As discussed in Chapter 2, early childhood has become more prominent in 

the political arena over the last several years and, as a result, has been more in the 

spotlight in the media. Participants were asked if this shift has influenced their practices 

or philosophies in any way. All of the participants except one shared how the media have 

served as reinforcers. All of the directors seemed to understand the same message from 

the media: the focus of early childhood should be learning through play. Director G 

stated:  

I guess it’s (media) affected it (my leadership) in the sense that it’s reinforcing; 
we feel affirmed by the fact that we have always been committed to learning 
through play through all of the various recommendations. So I think it’s really a 
good feeling that people are talking about the things that we’ve been doing and 
telling people to do the things that we’ve been doing for so long. 

 
Director B echoed Director G’s sentiments: “I think that it is really good that there’s been 

so much in the news.” Such attention helped her get the word out about developmentally 

appropriate practices. Director F shook her finger jovially while stating that “a lot of it’s 

like tsk, tsk, tsk” because what the media are discussing is what she and her early 

childhood philosophical approach have been saying all along.  
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Early childhood being in the news and included in political agendas has also led 

to an increase in the number of relevant articles published. Director A explained that “it 

has been good for us, in certain respects. There are more articles available about what 

really works for early childhood.” She prints these resources out and places them on her 

parent education bulletin board. Director B said that she uses them “to get the word out.” 

Director A also uses them to reinforce the center’s practices:  

I have had some parents—even though we try to be very upfront in the beginning 
and say we learn through play, we’re not a worksheet style of school—some 
parents will get nervous and they’ll say, “well, will my child be ready? If they 
can’t write by now, is that bad?” I can give them these articles and say, “look, this 
is what’s come out just this year.” 

 
Director E approached this question differently and took it as how the current 

political agendas/topics highlighted in the media affect her as an early childhood leader. 

She shared how the current environment has caused her to be more responsive as a 

leader. She shared a story of a parent worried about deportation approached her for 

guidance. This was a topic she never imagined navigating with a family. However, due to 

current topics in the media, she believes she has to be more responsive to staff and 

families.  

Only one director claimed that the current discussions in the media around early 

childhood influenced how her center approached prekindergarten.  

I think we’ve put a lot more focus on our pre-K program in the last few years, 
because it’s become more obvious how important it is for a child to succeed as 
they move on through the education system. We’ve put a little more money into 
the resources we have in the classrooms when it comes to books and other 
activities. We put a little more salary to the teachers that are teaching pre-K, 
because at this point, we’re pretty much hiring people that have taught 
kindergarten to teach our pre-K program so they’re ready. But our goal is to bring 
on teachers that have that elementary education experience they can share with us, 
they can share with the children, they can share with the parents, so they’re ready 
and they know. (Director D) 
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Similarly, other national initiatives highlighted through the media (e.g., science, 

technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics [STEAM]) also influence programmatic 

decisions for centers. Center D’s website emphasizes their focus on science and 

technology. The center also offers Spanish immersion, with instruction being given in 

Spanish 95%–100% of the time.  

For the majority of participants, the media have reinforced their philosophical 

approaches and practices. They have seen an increase of articles that support their efforts. 

One director used this as an opportunity to reflect on her leadership style while another 

acknowledged that the media had changed her practices.  

Organizational structure. The third environmental aspect that influences 

directors is their organizational structure, which encompasses their board as well as 

organizational hierarchy. All but one participant worked in an early childhood setting that 

had a board. Although the amount of boards’ power differed amongst the centers, the 

majority included this entity, which played a role and influenced the directors as leaders.   

Of the participants that work with boards, all but one have a board that serves 

more of an advisory role. During Director C’s hiring interview, she asked the board:  

Do I have free reign? If you are going to manage and operate the center, you do 
not need me. You do not need someone with a master’s degree in public 
administration and financial management. If you’re going to run the show, go hire 
somebody else.  

 
Director B said that her board is more of an “advisory kind of thing.” Similarly, Director 

C has a parent board made up of current as well as former parents, although she notified 

them of “anything that would place the organization at risk.” 
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Director E “makes all the operating decisions” and answers to her board. They are 

fiscally responsible and provide oversight. The director’s role is to engage the board with 

any major decisions that may affect the organization. Director F stated that “the 

relationship is not so much like a boss relationship; the way I think of it is, the head 

(director) manages up. The board is volunteer. They’ve got their own lives and 

whatever.” Participant A’s interaction with her board is quite the opposite. She is part of 

the board as a non-voting member. Her relationship with the board can “bring up a lot of 

new and innovative ideas when you have a changing board.”  

The organizational hierarchy—namely, whether to include an executive director 

or owner—is another influential factor. When I entered Center D, Director D greeted me 

at the door. Upon our introduction, she immediately introduced me to her executive 

director/owner, who sat behind a glass window, greeting families and signing in students 

as they arrived. She welcomed me to the center, and we exchanged pleasantries. In the 

centers where executive directors or owners were present, there was a different sense of 

authority emerging from the directors. When there was no executive director or owner 

present, the directors had more of a commanding presence.  

Thus, the board as well as the hierarchical structure of the organization has varied 

influence of the over the directors.    

Common Leadership Behaviors and Characteristics  

Individuals convey meaning through their language (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). 

Individuals use language figuratively or via metaphors, through which they “organize and 

express their experiences” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 84). “Examining the metaphors 
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directors use to describe (their centers) is one way to gain insight into the assumptions, 

beliefs, and personal visions they have about their organizations” (Bloom, 1998, p. 4).  

During the interviews, I asked question that participants were to answer with a 

metaphor: “Think of what it means to be a director. Use a metaphor to describe it. A 

director is a… or Being a director means… Share how this is symbolic of an early 

childhood director.” The metaphors that each director provided are listed in Table 3.  

Table 3.  

Directors’ Metaphors Describing a Director.  

Director Metaphor 

Director A A director is a rubber band.  

Director B A juggler with a vision.  

Director C Jack of all trades, master of none.  

Director D A juggler 

Director E A person with many hats with the 

ability to work within the grey  

Director F Like steering an aircraft carrier  

Director G Owner of Lipizzaner stallions  

 

Through these metaphors, participants were able to impart meaning and express “specific 

values, collective identified, shared knowledge, and common vocabularies” to their 

experience (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 86). I then analyzed the metaphors to “identify 

patterns and systems to understand the cultural knowledge of the directors” (Coffey & 

Atkinson, 1996, p. 90).  
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All participants used a metaphor to express the varied characteristics an early 

childhood leader must possess and how these, in turn, influence their day and interactions 

with others. Although they came up with different metaphors, they all used their 

metaphor to highlight the characteristics they perceive an early childhood director needs: 

flexibility, ability to multitask, ability to cultivate a comfortable and trusting working 

environment, and collaboration. Each characteristic is described below.  

Flexibility. Director A compared what it means to be a director to a rubber band: 

“We are like rubber bands, and we stretch when we need to, then we can relax when we 

need to.” Director A explained that “you have to be very flexible.” She shared the 

following anecdote as an example of flexibility:  

And the poor lady has like two other children at home, so I’m like, taking a more 
relaxed approach on her and you just have to. You can’t be, “well, you didn’t 
come at this time so I’m going to fine you.” Like, no, she has… Her child was 
sick, her baby was sick. So you have to be flexible that way. 

 
Director B agreed that flexibility is important:  

Flexibility is key. You can’t be in early childhood if you’re not flexible. Because 
the kids all have personalities and sometimes you are doing something that you 
think is going to be great. They’re just not buying into it. I encourage them 
(teachers), something is not working or the classroom is just falling apart, take 
them outside. Doesn’t matter whether it was time to be outside or not. 

 
Director E compared being an early childhood director to “a person with many hats.” She 

said, “a director is flexible, reliable, and dependable.”  

Ability to multitask. The next characteristic or leadership behavior that emerged 

from the data was the director having to be a multitasker. For her metaphor, Director D 

stated “a juggler is a good one. You have to be able to multitask at its best.” Director B 

compared being a director to a “juggler with a vision.” Notwithstanding all of the 

responsibilities that one has to balance, Director B also highlighted that the director must 
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plan. She shared how she is already planning six months out in terms of professional 

development for her staff. Planning well in advance helps her organize everything that 

she is “juggling.” Similar to a juggler, Director C identified “jack of trades, master of 

none” as her metaphor. She said that a director has to be “comfortable with everything”; 

she underscored this by sharing her responsibilities:  

We’ve got data management here, I’ve got security, I’ve got that portal system. I 
handle the finances, I do the payroll. Nobody tells you how to do that. You’ve got 
to figure it out. If you gotta be hand-held and are not passionate enough to take 
the time to figure out how to do it right and determine if it’s good for the 
organization, then you’re not going to do well in this kind of position. You’ve got 
the fire department who will walk in on any particular day, you’ve got your health 
department that will come in. Licensing could come at any time. 

 
The interview with Director E embodied multitasking. While teachers were in 

their classrooms, Director E was the only person in the office, which she shares with the 

assistant director. During the interview, Director E answered the phones, let people in the 

door when the bell rang, and glanced at her computer multiple times to read e-mails 

displayed on the screen. Initially, she apologized profusely for having to multitask; 

however, it simply highlighted the multifaceted aspects of the job. Similarly, Director A 

was juggling several balls during our interview. At several points during our interview, 

she had to ensure that there was someone to open the gate so families could come in the 

car loop to pick up their children, call a parent, and answer questions for multiple people 

who “poked their heads in.” Given the nature of being a director at a parent cooperative, 

she also had to juggle the different roles that parents play at her center.  

Ability to cultivate a comfortable and trusting working environment. Another 

theme that emerged through metaphors was that the early childhood director has to create 
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a comfortable and trusting working environment. Director G compared an early 

childhood director to “owning Lipizzaner stallions”:  

I don’t know if you are familiar with Lipizzaner stallions, but they’re these 
amazing all white horses, very, very intelligent, very highly strung, but who like 
to work. So in order to train them, you have to be able to make a relationship. You 
have to be able to create an environment where they’re comfortable and 
motivated, and they have to trust you because you’re asking them to do things 
where they can get hurt, they have to take risks. So I see my role as somewhat like 
that.  

 
Director A, Director B, Director D, and Director F mentioned characteristics to 

help cultivate the type of environment that Director G described: being approachable, 

being thoughtful and fair, showing staff appreciation, and acting as a partner. During the 

walkthrough with Director D, a teacher greeted the two of us, saying, “Hey, how are you 

two doing?” in a cheerful voice. Director D responded, “Hey, I’m good. Haven’t seen 

you this morning, how are you?” As she walked passed, the teacher responded, “Good. 

Catch up with you later.” Through this brief exchange, it was evident that the relationship 

the director had formed with the teacher was one of mutual respect and kindness.  

As I looked around the office of Director F, I noticed that the center’s mission 

was posted. The exact mission is not shared to maintain the anonymity of the director; 

however, it spoke to inspiring and cultivating a love of learning and respecting others and 

the world around them. This serene but powerful mission was reflected in other quotes 

around her office: “Namaste” written on a weathered piece of wood, a black and white 

sign bearing a Ralph Waldo Emerson quote about “finish each day and be done with it… 

begin it serenely…,” a bumper sticker that read “finding your path is your path,” and 

“desiderata” printed on a worn brick. Surrounded in these positive, calming, and uplifting 

affirmations, Director F began our interview by asking if I would like some lotion or tea. 
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From the moment I entered her office, she exhibited the characteristics outlined in her 

mission and celebrated through the quotes. During our walkthrough, the staff mirrored 

this kindness and calmness. Teachers stopped what they were doing to come over, greet 

me, and shake my hand. Prior to leaving, a teacher who was in the middle of instruction 

when we toured her room, came to me and apologized for not “properly greeting me.” 

Director F informed me that they are actively interviewing for a new teacher and the staff 

probably assumed that I was a candidate. Such behaviors provided insights into the type 

of environment into which the candidate would be welcomed.  

The type of environment that each center strives to uphold was brought to the 

forefront during the document analysis. On Center D’s website, the “Our Team” section 

shares a brief bio of the staff members with readers, along with lighthearted prompts that 

give little insights into the personalities of staff members and their families. For example, 

Director D’s information says: 

I can never keep a straight face around... my husband, he has a way of turning 
everything into a joke.  
Yes, I really do enjoy... dipping French fries in my frosty :) 
My most influential professional experience was... leaving my old job to go work 
for Center D before the school even opened. I learned so much about team 
building, professionalism, and trust. 
The holiday I like best is... the Fourth of July. Nothing beats warm weather, 
fireworks, and barbecues. 

 
Staff members answer different prompts, which provide a fun, lighthearted touch to the 

environment they are creating at Center D.  

 Director E uses Facebook as a means to celebrate the learning and growing of 

students and staff. Posted video clips and pictures include captions highlighting what the 

students are doing, professional development in which staff has participated, and 

volunteers who have dedicated time and energy to Center E.  
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 Director C demonstrated a more playful personality than many of the other 

directors interviewed. Thank you cards from families and class pictures were pinned on 

her walls, witty sayings such as “Witches brew” and “Put your big girl panty’s on” were 

sporadically placed around the office, and her diploma and certification were framed and 

hung opposite her desk. During the interview, a teacher walked into the entryway of 

Director C’s office and said “mud play.” When I looked up, I saw a child covered in mud. 

We all chuckled and, when the teacher left, Director C said, “It’s good to have fun and let 

kids be kids.” When she took me on the tour, she interacted with students as they came 

running up to her to tell her about their day. She playfully spoke with them, saying “drink 

that water, kids; drink that water” as a couple of students were drinking out of water 

bottles. The students laughed. In the staff area, there was a basket of chocolate and 

coffee. Director C mentioned that she keeps the staff area stocked with chocolate and 

coffee because it makes her staff happy and it is nice to retreat to the staff area for a little 

treat every now and then.  

 Director B shared a large office (equal in size to a classroom) with two other staff 

members. They each had their own desk, but the office was in shared space along with 

the school library and a table for conferencing, which is where we sat. Staff entered the 

office, but it was evident that there were some expectations, even if they were not written 

down, because no adult interrupted us. Students would interrupt us by saying hello and 

asking questions. When Director B asked the other two staff members questions or asked 

one of them to get something for her, they immediately stopped what they were doing 

and complied. In fact, one of the staff members actually ran over when Director B asked 

her to get something for us.  
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Ensuring safety. During the interviews, only one director spoke of the 

importance of safety and the director’s role. Although many participants did not mention 

safety, it was ever present during the walkthroughs. All of the centers included some type 

of security measure where I had to be identified prior to entering the center. Some centers 

had cameras; others had an audio tool that required me to verbally identify who I was 

upon ringing a bell. After entering the center, Center D had an entryway where the office 

was enclosed by glass. Director D shared that there is always someone at the desk who 

signs visitors in and staff sign in and out. Adjacent to the glass enclosure was a TV screen 

of cameras to each of the classrooms as well as the parking lot. I visited Center F during 

students’ arrival. The gentleman in front of me was bringing lunch in for his daughter; it 

was evident the front office staff knew him and simply opened the door for him. As I 

walked through behind him, they gently stopped me and inquired about my purpose, after 

which they guided me to the waiting area.  

Director C shared how she helped design the center and raved about the security 

system. Center C has two entry points. The first is a door that can be accessed with a 

badge; families and staff have a badge they swipe to come in. Families do not have to 

sign in when they enter; they are free to come and go as they please. The second door is 

set up similar to a revolving door in that it is an enclosure the visitor must step into. A 

voice behind the door inquires who the visitor is and what business the visitor has at the 

center; the visitor then shows a badge so the voice behind the door will electronically 

unlock the door to allow the visitor in. The two doors are adjoining, but the visitor section 

is secured from the center until the doors are unlocked. Director C mentioned how this 

was an important feature to the center and one she felt was necessary given how close 
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they are to the city. Director C also had monitors set up in her office that looked into each 

classroom.  

Flexibility, the ability to multitask, the ability cultivate a comfortable and trusting 

working environment, and efforts to ensure safety rose to the top as characteristics that 

early childhood directors must have.  

Summary of the Chapter 

This chapter began with an overview of the results and a review of the data 

analysis procedures. An overview of each of the participants was provided, and the 

interview process was discussed. Each participant’s path to becoming an early childhood 

director was described, and the themes of generational influences, collegial influences, 

past experience influences, environmental influences, and leadership behaviors and 

characteristics were explored. Generational influences speak to the role the family plays 

in participants’ path to becoming an early childhood director as well as how it informs 

how they lead. Similarly, regarding collegial influences, the data illustrated how 

colleagues with whom the participants worked encouraged them to become early 

childhood directors and influenced their leadership behaviors. Past experiences also 

influenced leaders; many participants were able to reflect upon such experiences and 

share how they informed their leadership. Environmental factors (e.g., organizations and 

groups, the media, and the board) influenced participants as well. All of the participants 

belonged to organizations offering resources and professional learning opportunities, and 

the media reinforced directors’ philosophies and practices. All participants worked with a 

board, although the influence the board differed. Finally, leaders implicitly shared 

different behaviors and characteristics they used and felt were important for early 
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childhood directors to possess. When participants were asked to use a metaphor to 

describe a director, they identified factors such as flexibility, ability to multitask, ability 

to cultivate a comfortable and trusting working environment, and efforts to ensure safety.  

In the following chapter, I examine these theories in relation to the literature as 

well as my research questions.  
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

	 The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain insights into how early 

childhood leaders’ experiences have shaped their understanding of leadership. I 

specifically focused on early childhood directors from licensed early childhood programs 

in Northern Virginia. Through a basic interpretative qualitative lens, I sought to gain a 

deeper understanding of what led the directors to their positions as well as what informed 

their leadership philosophies and practices. To this end, I identified early childhood 

directors who met the established criteria: working as a program director in a licensed 

early childhood program in the Northern Virginia region. The qualifications of a program 

director in Virginia are explained in Appendix G, “Director’s Criteria, Virginia 

Administrative Code, 22 VAC 40-185-190.” I used purposeful sampling as described in 

Chapter 3, repeating the process as often as necessary until I felt comfortable 

understanding the experiences that informed the leadership of the seven early childhood 

directors participating in this study. The data analysis revealed five themes: generational 

influences, collegial influences, past experience influences, environmental influences, 

and common leadership behaviors and characteristics. Each of these themes contributed 

to address the overarching research question: What are the experiences of pre-

kindergarten leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten programs in Northern Virginia?  

By addressing this overarching research question, these identified themes allow us 

to have a better understanding of how individuals become early childhood leaders which 

can contribute to the development of consistent pathways of becoming leaders beginning 

with higher education. We gain insight on the influence of professional organizations, the 

board in which the leaders answer to, and the role in which the media and policy informs 
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their practice.  Through this we were able to identify what supports are currently in place 

for early childhood leaders and what needs to be implemented in order for them to be 

successful. Because quality early childhood is imperative for subsequent academic and 

social success and “leadership is second only to teaching in terms of the impact on child 

outcomes” these themes will help provide recommendations to higher education, 

professional development organizations, boards and policy makers.   

This chapter revisits and revises the conceptual framework to highlight the 

findings from the research. I explore the key findings to the research questions within the 

context of the literature reviewed in Chapter 2. Finally, I offer limitations of the current 

study, implications for policy and practice, and recommendations for future studies.  

Interpretations and Conclusions 

 All findings were based on the data collected and analyzed. The conclusions were 

initially developed without influence from previous literature and theoretical frameworks; 

after delving into the findings and conclusions, I returned to the literature and theoretical 

framework to situate the conclusions within them.  

I created a model built upon Barrow’s (1977) leadership effectiveness framework 

and adult learning theory (Jarvis, 2009; Kolb, 1984; Merriam et al., 2007) in which the 

early childhood director, as an individual, brings her background knowledge and 

experience to her leadership. Each leadership encounter is influenced by the director’s 

behaviors, such as those that focus on tasks, relationships, and decision-making, and the 

director’s characteristics. The characteristics include being collegial or of poor 

temperament, the need to control others, past experiences and content knowledge, a 

degree of being an introvert, self-confidence, and individuals’ demographics. In addition 
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to their behaviors and characteristics, the framework also highlighted the role 

environmental factors, such as philosophy of the organization, scope of work, employees’ 

characteristics and behaviors, and organization and group characteristics, in influencing a 

leader. Leaders learn from such experiences through their actions, thoughts or reflections; 

as a result, learning changes. The cycle repeats itself with every situation the leaders 

encounter.  

 The data analyzed from the interviews, walkthroughs, and documents revealed 

five themes complimenting the conceptual framework developed. Through these 

analyses, some components of the conceptual framework surfaced while others faded to 

the background or even disappeared altogether. Figure 5 presents a revised conceptual 

framework to highlight the components that transpired during my research and eliminate 

the absent components.  
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Figure 5. Revised conceptual framework. Based on the data and conclusions drawn from 
the study, the conceptual framework has been revised to include environmental factors 
and favorable characteristics.  
	
	 The original conceptual framework consisted of the early childhood directors 
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knowledge, and experiences include a leader’s “knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, 

beliefs, emotions, and senses” (Jarvis, 2009); however, I wanted to underscore the 

importance of the participants’ upbringing in their role as a leader as this was a salient 

influence in my findings.  This emphasizes the significance of studying one’s experiences 

and how they influence their leadership practices and philosophies, because ‘upbringing’ 

was absent in reviewed research but was influential among my participants. Higher 

education and policy cannot change or contend with an individual’s upbringing, but these 

entities can acknowledge that one’s upbringing is a factor that informs how a leader 

leads.  

In terms of the influential factors on the leadership experience, environmental 

factors were narrowed to specifically focus on the influence of organization and groups, 

the hierarchical organization, and the media. In Barrow’s Leadership Effectiveness 

Framework (Barrow, 1977), the environmental factors encompassed influences such as 

organization and group characteristics, subordinate behaviors and characteristics, and 

task characteristics. One of the seven participants mentioned that her leadership practices 

were swayed by employees’ actions; however, this did not emerge as a pattern amongst 

the participants.  Similarly, task characteristics did not surface in my research findings 

either. Organization and group characteristics includes the organizational structure 

characteristics or hierarchical structure, influence of other groups such as the media and 

group characteristics (Barrow, 1977), all of which were noticeable influences in the 

current study and as a result added to the framework.  

The data analysis demonstrated that organizations and groups, hierarchical 

structure, and the media specifically informed the participants; as such, they were added 
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to the framework. The behaviors guiding group, initially defined by Barrow (1977) as 

behaviors that focus on the task, was eliminated, and behaviors maintaining control was 

replaced with “favorable characteristics” (i.e., speaking to the leader’s collegial and 

facilitative characteristics). The research findings did not reveal any influences that 

emphasized the tasks or behaviors that concentrate on autocracy and restrictiveness such 

as maintaining control or focusing on decision making (Barrow,1977). The reviewed 

research lifted up leadership styles such as person-centered (Wise, 2011), principle-

centered (Carr et al., 2009), transformational (Hayes, 2012; Rodd, 2006), servant (Allred 

& Hancock, 2015), distributed (Bloom & Abel, 2015; Heikka & Hujala, 2013; Shapiro, 

2007) and situational (Patton, 2009) leadership. These leadership styles are characterized 

by motivating, inspiring, positive, building relationships, team-oriented, and 

collaboration and are similar to the leadership characteristics found in the research.  

These are opposite of autocracy and restrictiveness, thus eliminated and replaced in the 

framework.  

Conceptual frameworks are used to provide the underlying structure or frame of a 

study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This revised framework compliments the literature that 

frames this study and more accurately reveals the meaning and understanding of the 

findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Research Findings 

Through careful analysis of the data gathered, six key findings surfaced that 

answer the research questions and are connected to the existing literature.  
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Key finding 1: Participants entered the early childhood field through generational 

influences or “falling into it.”  

Consistent with the literature, none of the participants initially set out to be a pre-

kindergarten leader (Arnold-Tengesdal, 2014; Talan et al., 2014; Wise 2011). Instead, the 

participants joined the field of early childhood due to generational influences or “fell into 

it.” The majority of the participants in my study entered the field of early childhood due 

to generational influences. Five of the seven participants entered the field when their 

children entered preschool. Upon enrolling their children, four of the participants became 

actively involved in the school by completing their parent co-op time or volunteering at 

the center.  One participant conveniently entered the field when it was time for her child 

to begin preschool.  She pursued a position where her daughter could attend preschool for 

free, while she continued her education, which resulted in her working at the early 

childhood center. While generational influences were a large reason why the participants 

of my study entered the field of early childhood; there was no mention of this in the 

literature.  

The most common reason for entering the field was due to generational 

influences. Five of the seven participants entered the field when their children entered 

preschool—either out of convenience or interest. For three participants, when they 

enrolled their children in parent cooperatives or a Montessori school, they became 

actively involved in the school by completing their parent cooperative time or 

volunteering. One participant also entered the field due to her daughter, but more so out 

of convenience. She pursued a position where her daughter could attend preschool for 
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free while she continued her education, which resulted in her working at the early 

childhood center.  

Participants also entered the field of early childhood because they tended to “fall 

into it.” For example, one participant went to school to obtain a marketing degree; 

however, when she felt that was not a good fit, she returned home. Once there, a friend 

suggested she substitute in a preschool until she had a better idea of what she wanted to 

do. This experience piqued her curiosity and passion for early childhood. Another 

participant was working with families to obtain healthcare when her supervisor gave her 

an additional responsibility of overseeing the preschool. Although she hesitated and 

balked at the idea initially, she ultimately came to enjoy it.  

Key finding 2: Collegial influences and rising through the ranks led participants to 

becoming a Pre-kindergarten leader.  

Once in the field of early childhood, participants became directors in two ways. 

Collegial influences were one way leaders became directors. Colleagues, supervisors, and 

parents with whom the participants worked encouraged the participants to pursue a 

leadership role. Consistent with the research, the participants did not initially have any 

aspirations to become a leader; instead they were encouraged to pursue the role by others 

(Talan, Bloom & Kelton, 2014; Arnold-Tenegesdal, 2014; Wise, 2011). The number one 

reason why people pursued leadership positions in early childhood, according to the 

literature, was a mentor or another adult in the field believed they would be effective and 

encouraged them to pursue the role (Arnold-Tengesdal, 2014; Wise, 2011; Talan et al., 

2014). During this study, none of the participants mentioned the influence of a mentor or 

having one.  
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The second reason why leaders became directors was that they rose through the 

ranks. My findings were consistent with the research conducted by Arnold-Tengesdal 

(2014) and Wise (2011). Many of the participants rose through the ranks beginning as a 

volunteer, teacher’s aide, and teacher prior to becoming a director. Hayes (2012) 

interviewed four early childhood directors, none of whom aspired to be an early 

childhood leader; they instead acquired the position by being promoted, applying for the 

position, or being asked to take it. This was consistent with Sciaraffa’s (2004) findings of 

having little to no career path of becoming an early childhood leader.  Austin (2014) 

found that career switchers moved into an early childhood director position due to their 

desire for public policy and social justice while teachers pursued leadership for higher 

wages. Austin’s (2014) conclusion was inconsistent with my findings, as the participants 

in my study initially entered the early childhood field due to their children entering 

preschool.  

Key finding 3: Pre-Kindergarten leaders’ philosophies are influenced by 

professional organizations and the media, but not the center’s philosophy or 

program type.  

The values and shared beliefs of an organization define the structure and culture 

of the organization (Bloom, 2005). A center’s philosophy, or values and beliefs, is like 

invisible forces that impact a director’s leadership style (Bloom, 2005). As a result, when 

I began my research, my assumptions led me to believe that there would be a difference 

in leadership philosophies due to the type of program the participants led. I also assumed 

that participants would have different influences on their philosophy depending on their 

center’s philosophical approach. For example, a director from a Montessori early 
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childhood center might have different influences than a director from a parent 

cooperative. However, the data in the current study did not support these assumptions. 

Instead, regardless of the program type, all the directors had similar influences on their 

philosophy. Existing research on philosophical approaches seldom delineated the leader, 

beyond providing a brief list of responsibilities of the leader (Gentry-Ederer, 1996; 

Peters, 2005), leaving no research to base my assumption on.  

My research revealed that one factor influencing pre-kindergarten leaders’ 

leadership philosophies was the professional organizations to which they belonged. All of 

the participants except Director F, who led a Montessori school, said they followed the 

NAEYC philosophy promoting play-based learning, which was not surprising given that 

the NAEYC is a highly renowned accreditation organization in the field of early 

childhood.  Director F was a part of an organization that embraced the Montessori 

approach.  I believe that the participants gravitated toward a specific organization based 

on their center’s philosophy and in turn the organization influenced or reinforced their 

leadership practices.  

Professional organizations also influenced participants’ practices. The 

organizations to which the directors belonged provided newsletters and journal articles 

that reinforced their practice. Participants often shared these articles with staff and 

families to augment what they had been sharing with them. Castle (2009) and Everette 

(2016) shared how professional organizations provide many resources to early childhood 

educators to help them develop as professionals. The participants expanded upon the 

literature by sharing the resources and knowledge with others.  
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As a result of the benefits of early childhood, as mentioned in the literature, early 

childhood has been more present in the media and a part of various political agendas. 

Most of what comes to the forefront in the literature is the need to increase funding to 

support the expansion of universal pre-kindergarten, increase overall quality, and recruit 

and support great teachers (Barnett et al., 2011; Frabutt & Waldron, 2013; Obama, 2016; 

U.S. Department of Education, 2013, 2016; White House Press Secretary, 2013). Yet the 

participants in my study spoke more about the media highlighting the philosophy of early 

childhood and its emphasis on play. Participants believe that the media reinforced what 

they have been talking about for years. One participant said that the media changed both 

her philosophical approach to early childhood and the center’s as well as practices 

promoting more kindergarten readiness and academics as opposed to play.    

Key finding 4: Generational and collegial influences, past experiences, and the 

board informed leaders’ current practices.  

Generational and collegial influences, past experiences, and organizational and 

group influences have informed leaders’ current practices. More than half of the 

participants’ parents influenced their leadership practices. Many participants observed 

their parents’ leadership style and took pieces of what they observed to make it their own. 

For example, Director F admired the way her father interacted and treated his employees; 

she wanted to do the same as a leader. Another participant was influenced by her family, 

albeit in a different way: As a leader, she wanted to provide a different environment for 

her staff, families, and students than the environment she had grown up in. Similarly, 

participants drew upon their past experiences as well as their interactions with and 

observations of colleagues to inform their leadership practices. Many participants’ 
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leadership practices were influenced by their observations of supervisors, interactions 

with supervisors and colleagues, and employees’ behaviors. Past experiences also 

affected participants’ leadership practices as almost all participants spoke of a previous 

work-related experience that influenced their current practices. For example, one director 

was introduced to inclusion in her first early childhood experience; after seeing its 

benefits, when she became director of her own early childhood center, she ensured that 

inclusion was a main pillar. Some participants believed their experience as a teacher 

informed their leadership practices, although non-educational work experiences also 

played a role in some participants’ leadership. This is an area in which there was a gap in 

the literature; there were little to no articles that spoke to influences on early childhood 

leaders’ practices.   

Another entity that informed leadership practices is the center’s board. All of the 

participants except one had a board, although the boards’ reach differed. Consistent with 

the literature, the responsibilities of the board differed based on the early childhood 

center it served (Preschool Plan It, 2017). While all boards were operational (Preschool 

Plan It, 2017), some participants had complete autonomy and their boards served more in 

an advisory capacity while other participants were dependent on their board for decision-

making.  

Key finding 5: Professional learning opportunities inconsistently informed leaders’ 

current practices. 

While professional organizations offered newsletters, journal articles, and 

newsletters, that reinforced leaders’ philosophies, there was inconsistencies amongst the 

participants if their conferences and workshops were value added to their leadership 
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practices. Professional organizations to which the participants belonged offered 

workshops and conferences for them to attend and actively participate in. Some 

participants attended workshops alongside their staff; others shared their discontent with 

the leadership offerings, stating they get more out of talking with colleagues because the 

topics were redundant or not applicable or they could have presented a better workshop. 

Unlike Whitebook et al.’s (2008) findings, participants in my study rarely mentioned 

their desire to participate in professional learning opportunities around early childhood.  

Consistent with the literature, some participants sought a variety of topics, such as 

managing adults (Austin, 2014), conflict (Goffin, 2013), and human resources 

(Nupponen, 2006). Rarely were any of the choices related specifically with early 

childhood. Also, consistent amongst the participants were the topics of professional 

development they wish they had to include but not limited to conflict resolution, working 

with adults, finances, human resource training, and working as a director (within their 

particular program type).  One participant specifically said she will attend a session on 

“how to handle difficult people” which could be applied to staff, families, as well as other 

constituents. 

 Another area in which my study diverged from the literature is that participants in 

Nupponen’s (2006) and Goffin’s (2013) studies mentioned they would benefit from 

mentors. None of my participants referenced having a mentor or that having one would 

be beneficial.  

Key finding 6: Pre-Kindergarten leaders employ multiple leadership characteristics.    

Participants were asked to use a metaphor (e.g., “A director is…”) to highlight 

their practices. Consistent with Bloom’s (1998) findings, the most frequent metaphor 
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participants used to describe being a director was a juggler or something describing the 

responsibilities of balancing or multitasking while also highlighting the director’s 

flexibility. In addition—and also consistent with Bloom’s (1998) findings—participants’ 

responses lacked metaphors of influence. By asking participants to use a metaphor to 

highlight their understanding of a director, allowed participants to reflect on leadership in 

a unique and creative way. There are some limitations to having them share this through a 

metaphor.  One limitation is that it forces participants to compare leadership to something 

else based on a shared characteristic (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).  Secondly, it is essential 

that as the researcher I am careful to not impose my own meanings and imagery on the 

interpretation (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).  

Consistent with the literature from Heikka and Hujala (2013), responsibilities 

were not shared, and much of the leadership responsibilities were placed on the center 

director. The directors’ time was occupied mostly by managerial type duties opposed to 

focusing on improving instruction and the overall quality of the program (Heikka & 

Hujala, 2013). Some of the responsibilities included overseeing payroll, managing parent 

and volunteer time and duties, and engaging in conflict resolution amongst adults as well 

as with families at times.  

Carr et al. (2009) asserted that effective leaders need to be managers who lead for 

stability, have subordinates, and focus on short-term goals as well as leaders who lead for 

change, have followers, and focus on long-term goals. However, my research suggests 

that the directors tend to fall short of the leading aspect of this role. Employing effective 

communication both verbally and in writing was highlighted in the research as a 

characteristic of early childhood leaders (Arnold-Tengesdal, 2014; Austin, 2014; Gray-
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Pierre, 2014; June, 2007; Rodd, 2006; Sciaraffa, 2004; Valencia, 2013; Whitebook et al., 

2008; Wise, 2011). In the current study, directors used parent and staff handbooks, 

frequent newsletters, message board postings, Facebook, and Twitter as vehicles to 

communicate with families.  

Another characteristic that emerged through the data was the director’s ability to 

create a comfortable and trusting work environment. By creating this type of 

environment, directors believed they were building trust with employees, who would be 

more likely to trust them as leaders.  

Through these findings, I was able to address the overarching question: What are 

the experiences of pre-kindergarten leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten programs in 

Northern Virginia that inform their development as a leader?  

Summary of Findings 

The previous section discussed the study’s findings, including their relationships 

to the research questions and how they are situated within previous research and 

theoretical frameworks. I studied all of the literature outlined in Chapter two and through 

the identified gaps in research and policy as well as the data gathered through my 

research, six conclusions were gathered to help answer the overarching research question 

(i.e., What are the experiences of pre-kindergarten leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten 

programs in Northern Virginia that inform their development as a leader?). The first key 

finding was that participants entered the field of early childhood due to generational 

influences with their child entering preschool or by just “falling into” the field. The 

second conclusion was that once in the field, collegial influences such as a colleagues or 

supervisors encouraged the participants to pursue the director position. Participants also 
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rose through the ranks, beginning as a volunteer or teacher’s aide before becoming a 

teacher and, ultimately, a director. The third conclusion was that Pre-Kindergarten 

leaders’ philosophies are influenced by professional organizations and the media. Fourth, 

generational and collegial influences, past experiences, and the board informed leader’s 

current practices. The fifth key finding was that professional learning opportunities 

inconsistently informed leaders’ current practices. Finally, Pre-Kindergarten leaders 

employ multiple leadership characteristics.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

	 The data collection was rich; participants were interviewed in their natural setting, 

observations/walk-throughs took place and documents were analyzed and triangulated.	

Despite, the study contained limitations (constraints created by my methodology beyond 

my control) and delimitations (factors that limit generalization as a result of choices I 

made) (Bryant, 2004.   

Limitations.    

One limitation is the sample of the study (Roberts, 2010). The study included only 

participants who matched the selection criteria (i.e., working as a director in a licensed 

early childhood program in Northern Virginia) and who responded to the request to 

participate, which might have created bias or limited the information received based on 

who participated. Another limitation is observation bias; however, the use of interviews 

in addition to observations helped mitigate this limitation (Roberts, 2010). Similarly, I 

gained a large portion of the information through interviews in which participants self-

reported their experiences and understanding of leadership (Creswell, 2013; Roberts, 

2010). This may be a problem because I am relying on the transparency of my 
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participants.  For example, the participants are choosing what to share with me which 

may eliminate some important insight on the findings. Additionally, participants may 

lack the introspective ability to accurately report experiences; while they may share an 

experience, it may be perceived differently from someone else who shared the same 

experience.  I triangulated data through observations and document analyses to 

corroborate the self-reporting data (Creswell, 2013; Roberts, 2010).  

Delimitation.    

A delimitation of this study is that the analysis was confined to current directors 

of licensed early childhood programs in Northern Virginia (Bryant, 2004). The resources 

or access to resources and influences on director’s in Northern Virginia may be different 

from other areas in Virginia.  The socio-economic status of citizens in northern Virginia 

is on average higher than other areas in Virginia.  The median household income from 

2012-2016 in Virginia was $66,149 whereas in Alexandria City it was $89,200, Fairfax 

County- $104,065, and Arlington- $108,706 (United States Census Bureau, 2017).  

Similarly, for adults over the age of 25 who have a bachelor’s degree is higher in the 

Northern Virginia area than other areas in Virginia (United States Census Bureau, 2017).  

In Arlington, 73.7% of citizens over 25 years old have earned a bachelor’s degree or 

higher, Alexandria City 62.1%, Fairfax 54.7% and in the state of Virginia on average, 

30.3% of citizens have earned a bachelor’s degree or higher (United States Census 

Bureau, 2017).   

Additionally, I used purposeful sampling to ensure participants were early 

childhood directors in Northern Virginia from licensed early childhood centers.  While 

this led to the intended outcome, my sample did not result in a diverse group of 
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participants which created an absence of perspectives shared by minority demographics 

groups in my study.     

Implications for Policy and Practice 

Through my six findings, I found that pre-kindergarten leaders have a distinctive 

identity that sets them apart from K-12 leaders.  The participants in my study entered into 

the field when their children enrolled in pre-kindergarten and rose through the ranks or 

were tapped into by an acquaintance to be a leader. The majority of the participants did 

not matriculate through a traditional educational leadership program; thus, their 

leadership preparation is vastly different than that of a K-12 leader and even amongst 

themselves. While all of the participants work in an early childhood center where an 

organizational structure of a board is present, the autonomy of the leaders varies.  

To begin this study, I approached my work through Northouse’s definition of 

leadership, “a process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve 

a common goal” (Northouse, 2016, p.6).  In gaining a better understanding of pre-

kindergarten leadership through my participants, there is a need to support individuals in 

becoming the leaders that Northouse describes. The goal of the following implications for 

practice, higher education, and policy set out to achieve this.  

Practice 

My research indicates that professional organizations offer professional learning 

opportunities; however, they are rarely focused on early childhood leaders, there is not a 

myriad of topics in which early childhood leaders could benefit from, and directors rarely 

have an opportunity to share ideas and collectively problem solve. Therefore, I 
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recommend professional organizations expand their course offerings and provide 

opportunities for directors to network.  

Professional organizations should expand their offerings to provide professional 

learning opportunities for directors. Participants were seeking topics that were not 

necessarily specific to early childhood; instead, they were specific to more managerial 

positions, such as finance, conflict resolution, and dealing with a board. Directors would 

also benefit from being offered differentiated professional development offerings, such as 

workshops catering to new leaders and other offerings for veteran directors.  

Professional organizations should provide opportunities for directors to network. 

Several participants mentioned that they benefited from talking to and exchanging ideas 

with colleagues. To create such opportunities for directors, professional organizations 

should offer frequent and ongoing networking opportunities for directors, either in person 

or virtually. There should be offerings within philosophical practices as well as across 

them. For example, the parent cooperative associations should offer networking 

opportunities for directors specifically of parent cooperatives while more general 

organizations, like NAEYC, should offer opportunities that directors from different 

philosophical programs could attend.  

Higher Education 

My research indicates higher education may play an influential role in the 

development of leaders, therefore meaningful and relevant coursework should be 

prioritized. I recommend higher education institutions expand administrative leadership 

certification options as well as course offerings that are more extensive and encompass 

content that administrators may engage in.  
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In terms of colleges and universities, only one director discussed how she wanted 

to pursue administrative leadership certification; however, when she found out that it was 

K–12th grade specific, she felt it was not necessary. Furthermore, only one participant 

actually pursued a degree in early childhood. As such, one recommendation is that the 

field of early childhood and K–12th grade education collaborate to create a leadership 

certification inclusive of early childhood in Virginia. This would expand the knowledge 

base of K–12th grade leaders who are increasingly having to oversee early childhood in 

their schools, create a leadership pathway for interested early childhood teachers, and 

create leadership standards for early childhood.  

Similar to the professional organizations, this study’s results also provide insights 

for colleges and universities in terms of the type of course offerings that would benefit 

early childhood leaders. Currently in Virginia, there are approximately 30 colleges that 

offer opportunities to pursue a degree in early childhood (Universities.com, 2017).  The 

opportunities range from an associates degree to a doctorate, with the majority only 

offering an associates degree. Of these 30 schools, only three of them are accredited by 

the National Association for Education of Young Children (NAEYC, 2017). Some of the 

course offerings that were common among the schools included introduction to early 

childhood or understanding child development, health, safety and nutrition, behavior and 

learning environment, observation and assessment of children in early childhood 

programs, which align to the Competencies for Early Childhood Professionals (Office of 

early childhood development, 2008).  Only a handful of schools offered opportunities to 

obtain a degree in leadership. For example, Norfolk State University offered a “Child-

care Non-teaching Option” which is for students seeking to work as a director (Norfolk 
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State University, 2017) and Thomas Nelson Community College offers a “Managing 

Early Childhood Programs” certificate (Thomas Nelson Community College, 2017).  Old 

Dominion (2017) offers a doctorate in early childhood. Some additional coursework these 

colleges offer for leaders is a class in the administration of early childhood programs and 

working with parents (Thomas Nelson Community College, 2017; Norfolk State 

University, 2017; Old Dominion University, 2017).  Thomas Nelson (2017) was the only 

school that offered a course in small business management where as Old Dominion 

(2017) offered courses in constructiveness teaching and cross-cultural perspectives. 

Based on the findings of my study, suggested course work or professional development 

may include leadership in general, adult learning, finance, and conflict management.  

Policy 

 An early childhood leader in Northern Virginia must meet certain criteria, but 

there are many different pathways to obtain these criteria. Not all of the pathways may be 

equal, which leads to a varied pool of leaders and their skills. In reflecting on the K–12th 

grade system, in order for individuals to become an administrator, they have to earn a 

specific degree and pass an assessment aligned to leadership standards.  

Virginia’s Competencies for Early Childhood Professionals outline competencies 

for program management as detailed in Chapter 2 (Office of early childhood 

development, 2008). However, these standards were developed and published in 2008, 

almost 10 years ago.  Additionally, none of the participants of my study mentioned these 

competencies.  

 The literature also revealed many efforts focused on early childhood, especially in 

terms of access and teacher quality. There are minimal efforts toward recruiting, training, 
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hiring, and maintaining quality leaders in early childhood in Virginia. There are such 

efforts such as Project Pathfinders that focuses on increasing skills of professionals 

through community colleges, The School Readiness Committee whose goal is to address 

development of professional development and credentialing of early childhood 

workforce, and the National Academy of Medicine Initiative who is striving to improve 

educational pathways for the educational workforce (Virginia Early Childhood 

Foundation, 2017).  These efforts do not specifically focus on leaders in early childhood. 

Carr et al. (2009, p. 25) concluded that “one of the most important aspects of an early 

childhood program is the quality of its leadership.” As such, it is imperative that efforts 

expand beyond early childhood teachers and pathways, professional development and 

recruiting and retaining efforts focus on leadership as well.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

	 The purpose of this study was to gain better insights into the experiences that 

inform the leadership of early childhood directors in Northern Virginia. By understanding 

how individuals become early childhood leaders contributes to the development of 

consistent pathways outlined in policy and supported through higher education.  Gaining 

insight of the influence of the efforts of professional organizations, the reach of the board, 

and how media and policy informs leaders’ practices and philosophies helps to refine the 

resources, processes, and standards to support early childhood leaders. Through this 

information we can expand upon and improve supports for recruiting and retaining early 

childhood leaders.   

This goal was achieved through interviews, walkthroughs, and document 

analyses. However, additional research is necessary to develop a more comprehensive 
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understanding of the experiences that inform early childhood directors’ leadership. Based 

on my findings, I recommend the following: 

• This study should be replicated and expanded to include early childhood 

directors in other geographical areas. Although generalizability is not the goal 

of a qualitative study, expanding the sample beyond Northern Virginia would 

lead to a deeper understanding of the experiences that inform early childhood 

leadership (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005).  

• This study should be replicated and expanded to include a more diverse 

population of directors.  My study lacked a diverse sample, intentionally 

seeking out more diverse directors would extend the understanding of the 

experiences that inform early childhood leadership (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 

2005). 

• This study should be replicated and expanded to include an increased number 

of directors from different philosophical approaches. I initially set out to 

include a more diverse group of participants; however, the majority of 

participants who responded (n = 4) were from play-based centers, with two 

from parent cooperatives and one from a Montessori school. Including a 

greater variety of directors from different approaches would allow the 

researcher to more easily compare and contrast the influences between 

different philosophical approaches.  

• To compliment the findings, the study should be replicated and expanded to 

include feedback from families and teachers. In previous studies, Brinson 

(2011) inquired into how teachers’ practices affected parental participants, and 
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Gonzalez (2014) gained teacher perspectives on ideal leadership. The current 

study could be enhanced by surveying or interviewing families and staff with 

whom the leader interacts on a daily basis to determine if families and staff 

perceive other influences playing a role in directors’ practices.  

• To enhance the findings, additional interview questions should be considered. 

For the current study, I consistently used the same set of questions; additional 

questions were used for clarity, if necessary. However, to gain a better 

understanding of patterns and themes as they emerged, additional questions 

could have been asked during subsequent interviews. Some questions that to 

consider include: (a) Reflecting on when you became a director, did you feel 

prepared? Given your experience, do you feel that you were prepared as a 

leader? (b) If there was a specific degree or certification in the area of early 

childhood leadership, would you pursue it? Why or why not? (c) Do your 

employees’ actions influence your practices as a leader? (d) What role, if any, 

do state audits play in influencing your practices as a leader? (e) Define early 

childhood leadership. (f) Do you have influence over others? What does that 

look like? (g) Do you have a mentor?  If so, how does he/she help support you 

as a leader?  If not, do you think it would be beneficial to have one? (h) What 

role, if any, does the VA Code or the VA Department of Social Services play 

on your leadership practices? (i) What were some of the courses you took to 

obtain your leadership credentials? (j) Why did you choose to work and lead 

at this early childhood center with this ____ (e.g., Montessori, play-based, 

parent cooperative) philosophical approach? (k) Do	you	think	your	center’s	
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program	philosophy	(e.g.,	Montessori,	play-based,	parent	cooperative)	

influences	your	practices	or	philosophy	as	a	leader?	 (k) Are you familiar 

with the Competencies for Early Childhood Professionals (show them the 

competencies either in print or electronically)?  If yes, how often do you refer 

to them and in what capacity?  If no, (provide them time to look it) do you 

think it maybe a helpful resource to support your leadership practices? 

Closing 

This study focused on how leaders’ experiences shaped their understanding of 

leadership, which in turn affected how they led others. Similar to Muijs et al.’s (2004) 

study, all of the participants in this study were female. They were all White, non-

Hispanic and ranged in age from 25 to over 65 years old. This study provided an 

opportunity for participants to reflect on the path they followed to become a director as 

well as what influences their philosophy and current practices. Through interviews, 

walkthroughs, and document analyses, the central research question (i.e., What are the 

experiences of pre-kindergarten leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten programs in 

Northern Virginia that inform their development as a leader?) was addressed. Five 

themes emerged: generational influences, collegial influences, past experiences, 

environmental influences, and common leadership behaviors and characteristics. As a 

result of the findings, my conceptual framework was minimally revised to highlight a 

leader’s upbringing and lift up the pertinent environmental factors such as organization 

and groups, the hierarchical organization, and the media which replaced task 

characteristics and behaviors maintaining control and behaviors focusing on the task.  
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One hope in conducting this study was that it would assist in creating a definition 

of leadership in the field of early childhood. Northouse (2016) defined leadership as “a 

process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common 

goal” (p. 6).  Rodd (2006), who focused more on early childhood, sees a leader as having 

influence over others’ behaviors, sharing the leadership process, and helping others 

achieve their goals. Components of this study help illustrate the responsibilities of a 

leader, but focus more on the input into a leader as opposed to the output of an early 

childhood leader, which would create a definition.  

The findings of this study complemented and contributed to the existing literature. 

Much of the current research neglects early childhood leaders and the experiences that 

inform their leadership philosophy and characteristics. This study has helped fill these 

gaps in the research. Researchers must continue to engage in topics of early childhood 

leadership, and it is my hope that this study is just the tip of the iceberg.  
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Appendix A 

Email to Prospective Interviewees 

Dear _______, 
 
I am a doctoral student at The George Washington University in the Education 
Administration and Policy program and working on my dissertation. Studies have shown 
the benefits of attending high-quality early childhood programs, such as decreases in the 
likelihood of children needing special education services, being retained, and engaging in 
crime as well as children being more likely to graduate from high school, pursue higher 
levels of education, earn higher wages, and have a stable family life. The factors 
highlighted in the research that contribute to these outcomes include teacher effectiveness 
and classroom quality; however, there is very little about the role of the early childhood 
leader in helping to make this happen.  
 
My dissertation aims to gain insights into how early childhood leaders’ experiences shape 
their understanding of and inform their development as a leader. I would be interested in 
learning more about what led you to become a pre-kindergarten leader, what your 
leadership philosophies are, and what your current leadership practices are.  
 
Would you be willing to be interviewed for approximately 60 minutes, one-on-one, at a 
time convenient to you as part of my research? Prior to the interview, may I shadow you 
for no more than two hours to gain a better understanding of your early childhood center? 
Furthermore, will you please provide me with documents such as your résumé, center 
license, and forms of communication (e.g., newsletters sent home, a welcome letter to 
staff, and an organizational chart of your center)? In addition to the interview, 
observation, and document review, I will provide you with a demographic questionnaire 
that can be completed prior to or upon completion of our visit.  
  
Before you agree to the interview, I can confirm that: 

• The George Washington University Internal Review Board has given permission 
for this research to be carried out;  

• I have gone through a background check through my school division;  
• With your permission, the interview will be recorded;  
• A transcript of the interview will be sent to you after the interview upon your 

request;  
• Your anonymity will be maintained at all times, and no comments will be 

ascribed to you by name in any written document or verbal presentation; no data 
from the interview will be used that might identify you to a third party;  

• A copy of the interview questions will be emailed to you a few days before the 
interview; and  

• I will write to you when my research is complete, and a copy of my final 
dissertation will be made available to you upon your request.  
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I hope that you will be able to help me with my research. If you have any questions 
concerning the nature of the study, please contact me at 757-561-8537 or via e-mail at 
tlmart@gwu.gmail.edu.  
 
Thank you for your consideration.  
Sincerely, 
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Appendix B  

Research Consent Form  

		
	
Informed Consent for Participation in a Research Study 
 
Title of research study: Experiences that Inform the Development of Pre-Kindergarten 
Leaders in Virginia  
 
Investigator: Tanisha M. Burks, Education Administration and Policy Studies  
 
Why am I being invited to take part in this research study?  
We invite you to take part in a research study because the focus of the research is on pre-
kindergarten leaders who work at licensed pre-kindergarten early childhood programs in 
Virginia.  
 
What should I know about the research study? 

• Someone will explain this research study to you. 
• Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
• You can choose not to take part. 
• You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 
• Your decision will not be held against you. 
• You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

 
Who can I talk to? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints or think the research has hurt you, talk to 
the research team: Tanisha M. Burks at tlmart@gwu.edu or 757-561-8536.  
 
This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (IRB). You may talk to 
them at 202-994-2715 or via email at ohrirb@gwu.edu if: 

• Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 

• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
 
Why is this research being done? 
Background and Research Problem. Studies show that there are benefits in attending 
high-quality early childhood programs, such as decreases in the likelihood of children 
needing special education services, being retained, and engaging in crime as well as 
children being more likely to graduate from high school, pursue higher levels of 
education, earn higher wages, and have a stable family life. The factors highlighted in the 
research that contribute to these outcomes include teacher effectiveness and classroom 
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quality. The one factor that is missing in current research and policy is the role of the 
early childhood leader.  
In addition, there is a lot of research relating to the effectiveness of the leader and school 
quality in kindergarten–12th grade; the role of the leader in school climate, student 
achievement, and student learning; and the impact of the leader on schools, especially 
those facing challenges such as poverty, limited resources, and high teacher turnover. The 
research conducted at the early childhood level explores topics such as education 
background, leadership preparation, career paths, and leadership styles. However, there is 
limited literature for understanding leadership as a whole at the early childhood level.  
 
Purpose. The purpose of this study is to gain insights into how early childhood leaders’ 
experiences shape their understanding of leadership, with a specific focus on leaders from 
licensed early childhood programs in the eight regions of Virginia. At this stage in the 
research, early childhood leadership is generally defined as a combination of both 
managerial (e.g., finances, human resources) and leadership (e.g., engaging staff toward a 
vision, overseeing curriculum) responsibilities that are influenced by the contexts in 
which the leader is situated.  
 
Benefits. A study to gain better insights into the experiences that shape an early 
childhood leader’s development will contribute to the scholarly research and help 
improve practice and policy. First, it will assist in creating a definition of leadership in 
the field of early childhood education. It will also provide the participants an opportunity 
to reflect on their current practices and how their experiences and environment mold their 
style of leadership. Along with individual feedback, the results can offer insights into the 
different types of early childhood programs in terms of expectations, roles and 
responsibilities, supports, professional development opportunities, and structures to help 
their leaders be successful. This research can also offer insights into higher education and 
leadership preparation programs by hearing from practitioners in the field regarding 
content in their leadership programs that was most beneficial as well as topics that need 
to be included in all programs. Finally, the findings of this research can contribute to 
policy efforts at the state level to create consistent qualifications for early childhood 
leaders and devise strategies for them to obtain those identified qualifications. 
 
How long will I be in the study? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for approximately 3 hours, including an 
observation not to exceed 2 hours and a 60-minute interview.  
 
What happens if I agree to be in this research? 
If you agree to be a part of this research study, the following will take place: 
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Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
The risks and discomforts associated with participation in this study are not greater than 
those ordinarily encountered in daily life or during the performance or routine physical or 
psychological examinations or tests. There may be a possible loss of confidentiality, but 
the lead researcher will take measures to ensure that this does not occur by assigning 
pseudonyms to both the participants and the centers where they work. In addition, all 
hard copies of information will be securely stored in a locked file cabinet, and all soft 
data will be password protected.  
 
Will being in this study help me in any way? 
You will not receive any benefits from participating in this research. 
 
What happens to the information collected for the research? 
To the extent allowed by law, we limit your personal information to people who have to 
review it. We cannot promise complete secrecy. The IRB and other representatives of this 
organization may inspect and copy your information.  
 
In saying that, your answers will remain confidential. Your anonymity as well as the 
centers’ anonymity will be maintained at all times, and no comments will be ascribed to 
you by name in any written document or verbal presentations. No data from the 
interviews will be used that might identify you to a third party.  
 
The privilege of confidentiality does not extend to information about sexual or physical 
abuse of a child. If any member of the research team has or is given such information, he 
or she is required to report it to the appropriate authority or agency, such as child 
protective services, a law enforcement agency, or your state’s toll-free child abuse 
reporting hotline. The obligation to report includes past and current alleged or reasonably 
suspected abuse as well as past or current known abuse. Examples of such abuse include 
physically harming a child or having inappropriate sexual contact with a child. 
 
After the dissertation defense, the audio recordings, transcripts, and any director data will 
be destroyed. All documents recorded or saved onto a computer will be deleted, and any 
hard copies will be shredded.  
 
What else do I need to know? 

You	will	receive	an	e-mail	
confirmation	with	the	date	and	

time.	The	location	of	the	
interview	and	observation	will	
be	at	your	early	childhood	

center.

An	e-mail	reminder	will	be	sent	
out	1	day	prior	to	the	

confirmed	date,	along	with	the	
demographic	questionnaire.	

The	observation	and	interview	
will	take	approximately	3	
hours,	with	the	observation	
taking	no	longer	than	2	hours	
and	the	interview	taking	
approximately	60	minutes.	
During	the	observation,	the	
observer	will	shadow	you.

The	transcripts	of	the	
interview	will	be	written	up	
and	available	upon	request	

within	1	week	of	the	interview.	

Upon	completion	of	my	
research,	a	copy	of	the	

dissertation	will	be	provided	to	
you	upon	request.
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If you agree to take part in this research study, we will provide you a $20 Visa gift card 
for your time and effort.  
 
Signature Block for Adult 
 
Your signature documents your agreement to take part in this research.   
  
_______________________________       
Printed name of subject 
 
_______________________________    ____________ 
Signature of subject        Date 
 
________________________________    ____________ 
Signature of person obtaining consent     Date 
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Appendix C 

Questionnaire 

Completed by: 

________________________________________________________________ 

Location: 

________________________________________________________________ 

Directions: Please circle the answers that best describe you for each question below.  

1. What is your sex?  

Male Female 

 

2. What is your age?     

18–20 years old 20–24 years old 25–34 years old  
35–49 years old 50–64 years old 65 years or older 
 

3. Please specify your ethnicity: 

Hispanic or Latino Non-Hispanic or Latino 

 

4. Please specify your race (circle one or more boxes):     

White 
 

African American Asian 

American Indian and 
Alaska Native 
 

Native Hawaiian and 
Pacific Islander 

2 or more races 

Other   
 



	
	

172	

5. There are multiple pathways to becoming an early childhood leader in Virginia. 

Please choose the pathway you have taken by circling the criteria you meet within 

the appropriate pathway, beginning with Pathway A.  

Pathway A. Choose one, if applicable, and proceed to Question 6. If these 
choices do not align with your pathway, please proceed to Pathway B.  
Earned a graduate degree in 
a child-related field such as, 
but not limited to, 
elementary education, 
nursing, or recreation from a 
college or university and six 
months of programmatic 
experience 

 

Earned an endorsement or 
bachelor’s degree in a 
child-related field such as, 
but not limited to, 
elementary education, 
nursing, or recreation from 
a college or university and 
one year of programmatic 
experience 

 

Earned 48 
semester hours or 
72 quarter hours 
of college credit 
from a college or 
university, of 
which 12 
semester hours or 
18 quarter hours 
are in child-
related subjects 
and one year of 
programmatic 
experience  

 
Pathway B. Choose one, if applicable, and proceed to Question 6. If these 
choices do not align with your pathway, please proceed to Pathway C.  
Two years of programmatic 
experience with one year in 
a staff supervisory capacity 
with a one-year early 
childhood certificate from a 
college or university that 
consists of at least 30 
semester hours  

 

Two years of 
programmatic experience 
with one year in a staff 
supervisory capacity with a 
child development 
credential  

Two years of 
programmatic 
experience with 
one year in a staff 
supervisory 
capacity and a 
certification of 
qualification from 
an internationally 
or nationally 
recognized 
Montessori 
organization 

Pathway C. Please circle, if applicable, and proceed to Question 6. If this 
choice does not align with your pathway, please proceed to Pathway D.  
Three years of programmatic experience, including one year in a staff 
supervisory capacity, and completion of a high school program or the 
equivalent.  
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Such programmatic experience shall be obtained in a child day center that 
offers a staff training program that includes written goals and objectives; 
assessment of the employee’s participation in the training; and the subject 
areas of first aid, human growth and development, health and safety issues, and 
behavioral management of children.  

Such employees shall complete 120 hours of training during this three-year 
period and provide documentation of completing the training.  
Pathway D. Pathway D consists of exceptions if Pathways A–C are not 
met. Choose one, if applicable, and proceed to Question 6. If this choice 
does not align with your pathway, please proceed to Pathway E.  
Exception (a): Program directors hired 
before June 1, 2005, who do not meet the 
qualifications may continue to be program 
directors as long as the program director: 
(i) obtains each year three semester hours 
or six quarter hours of college credit 
related to children until meeting a 
qualification option or (ii) is enrolled in 
and regularly works toward a child 
development credential, which credential 
must be awarded by June 1, 2009.  

Exception (b): Program directors 
hired or promoted on or after June 
1, 2005, until June 1, 2006, who 
do not meet the qualifications 
may continue to be program 
directors as long as the program 
director: (i) obtains each year six 
semester hours or nine quarter 
hours of college credit related to 
children until meeting a 
qualification option or (ii) is 
enrolled in and regularly works 
toward a child development 
credential, which credential must 
be awarded no later than June 1, 
2007.  

 
Pathway E. Please circle, if applicable, and proceed to Question 6.  
Program directors without management experience shall have one college 
course in a business-related field, 10 clock hours of management training, or 
one child care management course that satisfactorily covers the management 
functions of:  

1. Planning;  
2. Budgeting;  
3. Staffing; and  
4. Monitoring.  

*Note: Management experience is defined as at least six months of on-the-job 
training in an administrative position that requires supervising, orienting, 
training, and scheduling staff. 
 

6. What is your highest degree earned?  
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Some high school, no diploma 

 

High school graduate, 
diploma. or the equivalent 
(for example, GED) 

Some college credit, no 
degree 

Major:  
Trade/technical/vocational 
training 

Area of Focus: 

Associate degree 

Major: 

Bachelor’s degree 

Major: 

Master’s degree 

Major: 

Professional degree 

Major: 

Doctorate degree 

Major: 
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Appendix D 

Interview Protocol 

Interviewee: 

________________________________________________________________  

Position Title: 

________________________________________________________________ 

Date and Time: 

________________________________________________________________ 

Location: 

________________________________________________________________ 

 
 Thank you for agreeing to speak with me today. To protect the confidentiality of 
this interview and the information you are sharing with me, a pseudonym will be used 
and your individual responses will be kept confidential. With your permission, this 
interview will be recorded, using an iPad and a cell phone, for the purposes of 
transcribing and analyzing the data for use in my dissertation. You can stop the interview 
at any time and for any reason. You do not have to talk about anything you don’t want to.  
 To begin, I would like to share with you what I hope to learn from my research. I 
am interested in your experiences and how they helped inform your understanding of 
leadership and your development as a leader. For this study, leadership is defined as “a 
process whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common 
goal” (Northouse, 2016, p. 6).  
 Although there is much discussion of pre-kindergarten in the news and improving 
access to quality preschool, there is a lack of research around pre-kindergarten leaders. 
To better understand this, I will be asking you a series of questions aimed at capturing 
what defining experiences may have helped to inform your development into a leader.  
 
Research Questions: 

The central research question that will guide my research is: What are the 
experiences of pre-kindergarten leaders in licensed pre-kindergarten programs in 
Northern Virginia that inform their development as a leader?  

Related sub questions are: What led an individual to become a pre-kindergarten 
leader? What has influenced the leadership philosophies of pre-kindergarten leaders? 
What has influenced the current leadership practices utilized by pre-kindergarten leaders? 
 
Interview Questions with Probes: 
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1. Tell me about yourself.  

2. What is your current position title?  

a. How long have you served in this position?  

3. Tell me about your career path and how it led you to your current position.  

a. Why did you become a pre-kindergarten leader (e.g., did someone reach 

out to you, did you seek it out on your own)? 

4. Tell me about your early childhood center.  

a. What are the expectations of leaders in your organization?  

b. What is your center’s leadership structure/hierarchy? If one of the 

components is a team, who makes up that team? 

c. How does the philosophy of your center influence your role and 

responsibilities as a leader? 

5. What type of support does your organization provide in the area of leadership 

development or continuous learning? 

a. In what topics have you received professional development?  

b. Are you responsible for sharing this information with your staff or 

community? If so, how do you do that?  

c. Are there any topics that you would like to receive more development in 

and how would that enhance your role as a leader?  

6. Do you belong to any professional organizations?  

a. How does this organization(s) influence your leadership philosophy and 

practices? 
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7. What experiences in your life have had the greatest impact on your current 

leadership style?  

a. What did you learn from that experience? 

8. Think about what it means to be a director. Use a metaphor to describe it: A 

director is a…. or Being a director means…  

a. Tell me more about that.  

b. How is this symbolic of a leader?  

9. For you, what are the values and practices of a pre-kindergarten leader? 

10. As a pre-kindergarten leader, what are your job responsibilities? 

a. Describe your typical day. 

11. Why do you think people allow you to lead them? 

12. What do you say or do to influence others (e.g., staff, family)? 

13. With pre-kindergarten being more popular in the news and public policy, has your 

leadership been affected by this? If so, how?  

14. With an increase of families accessing pre-kindergarten opportunities, how has 

that affected your leadership? 

15. What are some of your obstacles as a leader? 

16. What are some of your successes as leader? 

Thank you for providing me the opportunity to learn from you today. The observation, 
interview, and sharing of documents have been very beneficial. If you would like, I will 
send a transcript of the interview to you and, when my research is complete, a copy of my 
final dissertation will be made available to you upon your request.  
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Appendix E 

Observation Protocol 

Date and Time: 

________________________________________________________________ 

Location: 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Descriptive Notes (Chronological summary 
of activities/interactions) 

Reflective Notes (reflections on activities, 
sketches) 
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Appendix F 

Document Review Protocol 

All identifying features of the documents will be removed in order to protect the 
anonymity of the early childhood center.  

Date: ________________________________________________________________ 

Location: 
________________________________________________________________ 

Document Type (e.g., website, newsletter, 
mission statement, parent letter, staff 
letter) 

Questions to analyze document:  

 • Who is the targeted audience?  
• What is the purpose of the 

document? 
• Is there evidence of collaboration? 

If so, what? 
• Does this document support the 

leadership’s style? If so, how? 

 • Who is the targeted audience?  
• What is the purpose of the 

document? 
• Is there evidence of collaboration? 

If so, what? 
• Does this document support the 

leadership’s style? If so, how? 

 • Who is the targeted audience?  
• What is the purpose of the 

document? 
• Is there evidence of collaboration? 

If so, what? 
• Does this document support the 

leadership’s style? If so, how? 

 • Who is the targeted audience?  
• What is the purpose of the 



	
	

180	

 

  

document? 
• Is there evidence of collaboration? 

If so, what? 
• Does this document support the 

leadership’s style? If so, how? 
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Appendix G 

Director’s Criteria, Virginia Administrative Code, 22 VAC 40-185-190 

• Program directors shall be at least 21 years of age and shall meet one of the 

following:  

o A graduate degree in a child-related field such as, but not limited to, 

elementary education, nursing, or recreation from a college or university 

and six months of programmatic experience;  

o An endorsement or bachelor’s degree in a child-related field such as, but 

not limited to, elementary education, nursing, or recreation from a college 

or university and one year of programmatic experience;  

o Forty-eight semester hours or 72 quarter hours of college credit from a 

college or university of which 12 semester hours or 18 quarter hours are in 

child-related subjects and one year of programmatic experience;  

o Two years of programmatic experience with one year in a staff 

supervisory capacity and at least one of the following education 

backgrounds:  

§ A one-year early childhood certificate from a college or university 

that consists of at least 30 semester hours;  

§ A child development credential that requires:  

• High school program completion or the equivalent;  

• 480 hours working with children in a group which could 

include a supervised practicum; and  

• Determination of competency in promoting children’s 
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development, providing a safe and healthy environment, 

managing the classroom environment and/or childhood 

program, and promoting positive and productive 

relationships with parents/guardians; and  

• At least 120 clock hours of child-related training taught by 

an individual or by an organization with expertise in early 

childhood teacher preparation provided that the training 

facilitator:  

o Documents the student’s mastery and competence;  

o Observes the student’s application of competence in 

a classroom setting;  

o Has a combination of at least six years of education 

(leading to a degree or credential in a child-related 

field) or programmatic experience; and  

o Has at least 12 semester hours or 180 clock hours in 

a child-related field, a child development credential 

or equivalent, and two years of programmatic 

experience with one year in a staff supervisory 

capacity; or  

§ A certification of qualification from an internationally or nationally 

recognized Montessori organization; or  
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o Three years of programmatic experience including one year in a staff 

supervisory capacity and fulfilled a high school program completion or the 

equivalent.  

§ Such programmatic experience shall be obtained in a child day 

center that offers a staff training program that includes: written 

goals and objectives; assessment of the employee’s participation in 

the training; and the subject areas of first aid, human growth and 

development, health and safety issues and behavioral management 

of children.  

§ Such employees shall complete 120 hours of training during this 

three-year period and provide documentation of completing the 

training.  

§ Effective June 1, 2008, program directors shall meet a qualification 

as stated in subdivisions 1 through 4 of this subsection.  

o Exception (a): Program directors hired before June 1, 2005, who do not 

meet the qualifications may continue to be program directors as long as 

the program director: (i) obtains each year three semester hours or six 

quarter hours of college credit related to children until meeting a 

qualification option or (ii) is enrolled in and regularly works toward a 

child development credential as specified in subdivision 4 b of this 

subsection, which credential must be awarded by June 1, 2009.  

o Exception (b): Program directors hired or promoted on or after June 1, 

2005, until June 1, 2006, who do not meet the qualifications may continue 
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to be program directors as long as the program director: (i) obtains each 

year six semester hours or nine quarter hours of college credit related to 

children until meeting a qualification option or (ii) is enrolled in and 

regularly works toward a child development credential as specified in 

subdivision 4 b of this subsection, which credential must be awarded no 

later than June 1, 2007.  

• Program directors without management experience shall have one college course 

in a business-related field, 10 clock hours of management training, or one child 

care management course that satisfactorily covers the management functions of:  

1. Planning;  

2. Budgeting;  

3. Staffing; and  

4. Monitoring.  

*Note: Management experience is defined as at least six months of on-the-job 

training in an administrative position that requires supervising, orienting, training, 

and scheduling staff.  

• For program directors of therapeutic child day programs and special needs child 

day programs, education and programmatic experience shall be in the group care 

of children with special needs.  

• Notwithstanding subsection A of this section, a person between 19 and 21 years 

of age may serve as a program director at a short-term program serving only 

school age children if the program director has daily supervisory contact by a 



	
	

185	

person at least 21 years of age who meets one of the program director 

qualification options.  
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Appendix H 

Director Follow-up E-mail  

Thank you so much for meeting with me to share your experiences that have influenced 
you as a leader as well as share your center with me. The study relies upon your 
willingness to participate, and I appreciate the time and commitment you spent with me.  

I have attached a transcript of your interview to this email. Please review the text to be 
sure it fully captures your experience. If you find it necessary, please revise the text by 
using the Track Changes option in Microsoft Word. You may revise, elaborate on, or add 
portions in order to accurately capture your experiences. There is no need to revise 
grammatical errors, though. Track Changes can be found under “Tools.”  

Once you have reviewed the transcript and made any revisions or comments, please 
return the document to me via email within the next five days. If I do not hear from you 
within five days, I will assume you are satisfied with the information you provided during 
the interview and have no additional comments. As you will see, I have referred to you as 
Participant __ to maintain your confidentiality throughout my study.  

I greatly value your voice and your story as essential components of this study. Thank 
you again for sharing with me. If you have any questions or concerns, do not hesitate to 
contact me.  

 

Very respectfully, 

 

Tanisha M. Burks  

 

 

 


