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Expanding paid planning time for
teachers was a significant accomplish-
ment for Hilltop, but it brought these
contradictions to a head as some teach-
ers used this time, and many more

unpaid hours, to plan, work with docu-
mentation, and parhrer with families,

while others did little of this type of
work. The myth that everyone was
carrying equal responsibilities was
exposed, with the acknowledgement
that it was fomenting a mixture of
resentrnent and guilt. The question

became urgent how do we r€ctify this
situation while continuing to value and
celebrate the contribution of each staff

member, even as those contributions
look quite different?
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Steady discussion about the need for a
change in structure led to an all staff
retreat held one Saturday. It began with
each staff person gettiry a large paper
with a picture of *re human heart. Each
was asked to write on one side what
breaks their hearts or makes their hearts
ache, and on the other side, what lifts
their hearb and makes them soar. The
discussion flowing from this got the
frustrations and the joys on the table
and set the stage for an amiable restruc-
turing process.

Next the staff worked in small troups
to create a list of all the work involved
in making a classroom work well, This

Moving SW Throui,gh Dfficult lssues

As I travel the country, threrc are some
conrmon thenres that coure up in most
of the semiina$ I facilitate lor direc-
torsr What do you do about teachers
who seem unmotivated tro see them-

selves as proftssionals or ti*e anY
initiative to improve asPedF of their

room or the program as a whole? WhY
is so much of my time spent with con-
flicts among our teachers? How can I
keep my dedicated teachrers from
becoming so discouragedl try the staff
tumover we have to face e'rery Year?

z--\ These are weighty issues,, rrot likely to
be solved bY some one mLirtute man-
ager teclrnigue. I think they are funda-
mmtally tied to the kind o:f leadership
that exists in a Program ernd the
oqganizational climate that is created
and maintained.

I'd like to share some exentples of how
one program I've worked with over a
number of years has work:d through

some oI these difficult questions. The

staff at HiUtoP Children'ri (lenter in
Seattle, Washington, wotrld be the first
to tel you there is no suth thing as
resolving thee issues once'and for all.
Instead, what is needed is an under-
standing of the dynamic$ at Play, the
context from which thexr issues typi-
cally emerge, and a steadly disposition
and pmcess to continualJ.Y move
through them. Conscioutil5' m"t ro ' U
an expanding leadershiP tr:am is
another important ingreditnt that has
helped Hilltop get throu6hr the reoc-

curring difficulties that seem to come

widr 6e child care tenikrry.

The examples below come from pay-

ing attention to these ingredients,
with Ann Pelo a long tiLme teacher in

the program, stepping forward to

assist the director and assume a mone

active leadership role breyond her

classroom. She developed some of

these strategies in consultation with

me, but refined and camied them out
with remarkable skill and results. I'm

encouraging Ann to do further writ-

ing so that others can benefit from

these Hilltop stories. For now, here

are some sound bites of their experi-

ences which might get your own

creative juices flowing.

Staff urtth Dtffering levels
of Commllment

Hilltop is a small, non profit, accred-

ited full-time child can: program

serving about 75 three to nine year

olds with a teacrhing staff of 16. A core

of teachers has been there between

five and 25 years, while others come

and go each year. Over: the years they

have held firm to the rrotion of hav-

ing all staff designated as co-twcherc
working with a shared vision and

sense of purpose for *re progtam,
with no hierarchy in teracher titles or
job descriptions. This sEongly held

value continually bumped up against

the reality of some stall taking on

morc responsibilities than others,
with some viewing this work as a
life-long commibnent, while others

limit their involvement for a varieW
of reasons.
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inchlded everything from raratering

plants to m'eeting with farrrilies and

co-workers, to daily obselvrations and

doctrmentation for currioilrrm planning.

For some, lhis was an eye-opening stafif-

development Process as dhery discovered
all the invirsible, behind the scenes wor,k
of being a lleac.her-

As aL group they then codecl the list to
designate rnthich tasks ner-'d.ed to be

done by e!'eryone and whirjh could be

done by just some people,. 'lhree 
small

$oups then fleshed out a, dlifferent Pos-
sible strudure which could incorporate

all the reryronsibilities and allow for

differing levels of commi'tnrent and

allocations of paid time away from the

ciildren. The one that was ultimately

embraced by everycne wasi a concentric

ring; model with a core of nesponsibili-

ties that everyone would at;sume in the

center, and additional responsibilities

for r:ach rirng further out :fnrm the center.

STRAXEOY:r
FTmItng ywr ffie tn the cilrle

In the nexll few months,4':nn and her
direlctor, Susie Eisman, wo::ked to refine

the rnodel and develop a srelf-assess-

ment tool for each staff member to use
to determine where theY saw them-
selves on Ore circle of corrc,entric rings.
These self-assessments brgcame the focus
of individrual meetings wi,th the director
to choose a ring that fit inclividual goals,
stren$hs, and commitnents. Each room
team met to review ever;/one on that

team's derision to determi:ne if all
responsibilities were covered for that
room; assignments were thLen formal-
ized. Teadhers on Ring 4 tncame the
leadershipr team with mc,rt release time
for their nlsponsibilities anrd meeting
tog,ether witr dre director. ln the suc-
c€eding mronths, people eased into the
nevv struiture wi*r fewerr tensions and.

more clarity about rtspo:nsibilities and
leadership.

Staff Communications
and Conflicts

You can usually get a quick weather

report on a program's organizational

climate by taking a lool< at staff com-

munications and how conflicts are han-

dled. Does it feel mostly sunny, partly

cloudy, or always stormy? At Hilltop,

with its articulated vision of being a

caring, leaming communitY, PeoPle
were reluciant to bring up disagree-

ments or engage in conflicts. No one

wanted to hurt anyone's feelings or

make them feerl isolated or left out.

Neither did they want to challenge

co-workers' behaviors, even though

some undermined the collective good.

Fortunately, nearly all,of the Hilltop

staff is skilled at building strong

relationships lvith the rchildren and

h"lpi"S them ,work through conflicts.

This is a strength Arur and I felt could

be built on to thelp staff develop more

authentic relationships with eac.h other.

Ann facilitatecl a seriesi of meetings

which brought the stalf closer together

and resulted in a written set of agree-

ments entitled, "stren;;thening our

Relationships: A Staternent of Values

and Principlesi {or Navigating Conflict

and Challenge."

STRATEGY:
l(mwtng whds frue obout Ynu

With the aim of being playtul and
reflective, the staff was; first asked to
introduce thernselves vdth a childhood
message about conflict. Described more
fully in Training Teachers: AHaroest of
Theory and Practice (Carter & Curtis,
1994 Redleaf Press), this activity
involves asking peopk: to get up and
walk around the room intoducing
themselves by'repeating to each other
their name and a phrase that captures
what they learned as a, chiid about how

to view conflict. The debriefing discus-

sion led to new self-insights and

awareness of the idrys behind lhdr

differing approaches to conflict.

This discussion was followed by a

four-corners activity, also described in

TrainingTeachers, in which people were
given four choices of possible ways

they might be approaching conflicts
and asked to discuss those with others.

For example, when it comes to handl-

ing conflict now in my life I am like a
German Shepherd, an ostrich, a giraffe,

a parrot. When there's a conllict I react

most nesativelv to, I :
With practice, I hope to handle conflict
Iike

Durint this meeting people were able

to light-heartedly look at themselves
and each other's relationship to con-

flict and find themselves intrigued,
rather than fearful, eager, rather than

evasive or defensive. Examples of what

came up during this meeting were

playftrlly referred to in the following
weeks, along with some deeper think-

ing.

Teachers were eager to read the hand-

out given to them, "Collaboration,

Conflict, and Change: Thoughts on
Education as Provocation." (Jones &
Nimmo, Young Childrn, January 1999).
A meeting the following month went

further with these activities to explore
family of origin theories with regard to

how we approach conflict. The discus-
sion points from the activities began to

form the initial ideas for a statement of
values and principles.

STRATEGY:

neprcaffiry o.rselves
wt''nsymbols

Because Hilltop values all learning
styles and symbolic langpages, not just
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thoser that are verbal linguis[c, Ann

used part of one meeting ln have all

staff membrers create a syrnbol for them-

selves about what they wen: discover-

ing o'r affirrning about their relationship

to conflict.'fhere were a vaLriety of art

materials a'rrailable, soft music, and

Iightlng Thre symbolic repur:sentations

were brought to a candle lLjt table and

created a powerful collective picture.

Ther,e were more activities,, a discussiori

of th'e handout from the Previous
month, and finallY, some work on a

colle,ctive sliatement about h'ow they

wanlied to navigate conflir:t together.

The 6roup did their evaluartions of the

meeting while listening to Eiela Fleck's

$ong, "Communication is ttre only way,

start saying; what You mean todaY."

llhe lmpact of T[rnover

Afte:r such an imPortant year of draw-

ing closer togetheq, successfully restruc-

turinrg staff positions, and rvorking on

wriflen agreements about crtmmunica-

tiorui and navigating confllict it was

particularly devastating for the staff to

learrr about two resi6Jratictns among

their ranks, It was tempting to want to
just r*reerlead and brush this news aside

with best urishes for the departing staff,

but /\nn an.d her dir-"ctor :recognized

this staff turnover had ther yrotential to

demoraliee everyone and u:ndermine

mudh of what they had acr:omplished

over the year. Because this trcws came
just liour w,eeks befo:re Woftlty Wage Dryt,

they seized the montents iarLd Ann
designed some strategies f,or them to

acknowledge their feelings; and fuel

their desirerto re.engage with the

Worlhy.Wage CamPaign.

STRAIEGI':
tuss'',ebmk/P'

Ann gave each staff person a pen and

multiple pieces of paper. ll'hey were
asked to identify the specrlic ways in

which the chi-ld care sta:ffing crisis was

irnpacting therrr, writing each on a

separate piece of paper and putting it

in the basket provided. The basket was

then passed around; and, one by one,
people read ea<tr of the papers. This

created a powerful pictrrre of what they
were experiencing and lbrought these

feelings out of iisolation and into collec-

tive action.

STRATEIiY:
Corlabruewtlh poruts

lnadnwcyellbtt

Sharing the saclness and setbacks of

staff turnover with Hilltop families

felt importan! so they could use this

opportunity to fuel sorrre collaborative

activism. In the face of continual news

of budget cuts and the economic man-

date of fightitrel terrorism, parents and

teachers alike are feeling an even greater

pinclr. At their pass the lttasket staff meet-

ing focused on the staffing crisis, Hilltop

teachers decided to set aside three after-

noons, from 4:!tM:30, leading up to

Worthy Wage Dry, to inrrite families to
join them in cn:ating a rcollaborative

mural which would express their under-

standings of the problem and their
proposals for public poliry action.

They would in'vite the local media to

attend and givr: them press packets

about the crisis developed by the Center

for the Child Care Workforce (CCW)for

Worthy Wage Doy. DocuLmentation of
this mural mal:ing and written materials
about the staffing crisis will now be
woven into orirentation packets for new

families, educating and inviting them to

become ongoinrg Worthy Wage activists

until the child rcare stafling crisis is

resolved.

Difficult issues abound in child care
programs. But when thre director

expands her Ieadership team toward a

bigger vision, and the organizational cli-

mate keeps staff learning and growing

closer, these issues don't hold the pro
gram back. In fact, many programs
grow stronger when they discover they
can move through even the toughest of
times.

Margie Carter has worked as a staff
trainer at Hil.ttop Chitdren's Center where
Ann Peto has taught for ten years. Ann
is featured in the videos, "Chitdren at
the Center," "Setting Sait," and "Think-
ing Big." She has co-authored a book
entitted That's Not Fair: A Teache/s Guide
to Actiism with Young Children. Ann is
particularly interested in anti-bias and
peace education and in the phil.osophy
of the schools of Reggio Emitia, Itaty.
Margie lives in Seattte where she
teaches at Pacific Oak Cotlege NW. She
travets widety to speak and consult with
earl.y chitdhood programs. She is co-
authoring a new book on environments
with Deb Curtis. Contact Margie through
her web site with Deb Curtis at
www.ecetniners.com. You can reach Ann
at www.hi[[topchildrenscenter.com.

Order Margie's books on-line
by visiting our web site:

www.ChlldCareExchange.com.
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