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January 13, 2015 

 

To whom this may concern: 

It is an honor and privilege to recommend Iris Chin Ponte for the  Early Care and Education 
Emergent Leader Award. I have known Iris since 2000 when she entered graduate school at 
Tufts University and have followed her career for the last 15 years.  As the director of the Eliot-
Pearson Children’s School, the laboratory school for the Dept. of Child Study and Human 
Development, I supervised Iris for five years, first as a graduate teaching assistant in our 
preschool classrooms and later, as a post-doctoral fellow and head teacher in our extended day 
program. While at Eliot-Pearson Children’s School, Iris quickly demonstrated her leadership 
abilities, taking initiative and developing many new projects, both big and small, and bringing 
together different constituencies at the school. For example when Iris realized we needed to 
design and  build a new playground for the Children’s School, she suggested it would be a great 
opportunity to compare how children used the old and new playgrounds. Iris became a project 
coordinator for the building of the playground and principal investigator for the research project, 
developing new research tools, and involving other teachers, college students, faculty members 
in the university, families, and even children in the process.  She brought everyone together. 

In 2010 after receiving her doctorate in child development, the conventional choice would have 
been for Iris to pursue an academic career.  However I was not surprised by her decision at age 
30, to open her own school, The Henry Frost Children’s Program. http://henryfrostprogram.com/  
With her academic interests always in the applied realm, and being masterful at integrating 
research, theory and practice, a natural next step was to create her own  “lab school”.   One of the 
unique features of the Henry Frost Children’s Program is integrating different philosophies of 
education in one program, including Montessori, Reggio–inspired, and developmental education.  
In the last four and a half  years I have seen Iris continue to grow and develop her school and 
herself as a teaching-director.  As a member of her Board of Directors, I have seen Iris build this 
school literally from scratch, creating policies, handbooks, application forms, as well as physical 
construction of the classrooms and outside space. She has had to be creative, resourceful, and 
continue to ask the hard questions of herself and her staff, to develop a high quality program 
based on early childhood best practices and be fiscally responsible at the same time. The 



program has had visitors from all over the world and has received accolades from the local 
community, state licensors and higher ed institutions. 

Most impressive is how Iris has continued to grow and stretch what is possible. Iris is not only 
directing/teaching in  her small school for the benefit of the few who attend it, but she is 
documenting the process and model, in order to find implications for other early childhood 
settings in more diverse and wider communities. She is in the process of disseminating her ideas 
through writing and presentations. 

As described in her other letters of recommendation, the school is not Iris’s only endeavor.  Her 
professional life also includes work with Chinese adoptees, her educational consulting company, 
and mentoring preservice and inservice teachers through professional development and 
university teaching. 

In sum Iris is extraordinary. Her love, energy and enthusiasm for the field of early childhood 
education is infectious. She brings people from all walks of life together. She has a deep 
knowledge base of child development and integrates theory, research and practice with ease.  She 
is committed to social justice and inclusion.  She is a doer.  She has already accomplished more 
in her early professional career than many do in a lifetime.   

Lastly but not least, she is humble. She is a life long learner. She knows she is young and has 
more to grow, learn and contribute.  As I enter my retirement years, I rest easy and assured that 
our field is in the hands of leaders like Iris Chin Ponte. I cannot think of anyone who deserves 
more this emerging leader award. 

Please feel free to contact me if you need further information. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Debbie LeeKeenan 

Visiting Professor Early Childhood, Lesley University, Graduate School of Education 

Former Director of the Eliot-Pearson Children’s School, 1996-2013 

dleekeen@lesley.edu 

 

 

 

	  


