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THE JACKASS FALLACY

One reason the director’s remedies failed is that she was
operating from overly simplistic notions about what
motivates people to work hard. She acted as if the teach-
ers were naturally lazy and irresponsible, as if they could
only be made to work hard through fear of punishment
or promise of rewards. This carrot and stick approach
may work perfectly well in motivating a jackass, but it is
wholly inappropriate in motivating people. As Harry
Levinson, creator of the Jackass Fallacy analogy, explains:

“As long as anyone in a leadership role operates with
such a reward-punishment attitude toward motivation,
he is implicitly assuming that he has control over others
and that they are in a jackass position with respect to
him. This attitude is inevitably one of condescending
contempt whose most blatant mask is paternalism. The

result is a continuing battle between those who seek to
wield power and those who are subject to it.”

WHAT DOES MOTIVATE TEACHERS?

This author interviewed 64 child care teachers about
what satisfies them and what frustrates them in their
work. In reviewing the major sources of satisfaction (see
summary on page 211), it can be seen that they relate
directly to the content of the teachers’ work. These factors
— observing progress in children, relationships with
children — result directly from the way teachers perform
their work. On the other hand, the major sources of frus-
tration — rate of pay, supervision, personnel policies —
relate to the environment in which the work is performed.

Based on similar findings in studies in a wide variety of
professions (see Herzberg), organizational psychologists

SELF-MOTIVATION:
MOTIVATION AT ITS BEST

by Roger Neugebauer

The director of Mother Goose Child Care Center was concerned. Incidents of lateness and
absenteeism among her teachers were increasing. The teachers had stopped planning activities 
in advance and showed little enthusiasm in working with the children. They also complained
continually about everything from inadequate equipment to low wages.

She decided that what was needed to improve staff performance was to tighten discipline. She
required teachers to submit daily lesson plans for her approval. She had them sign in and out and
deducted pay for lateness and unexcused absences. She kept a closer watch on the classrooms and
reprimanded teachers who were sloughing off.

The results were mixed. Lateness and absenteeism declined, and lesson plans were being devel-
oped; but teachers’ attitudes became even worse. They complained more and acted as if working in
the classroom were a drudgery.

Next the director tried the opposite approach. She sought to cheer the staff up by granting them
wage increases, setting up a comfortable teachers’ lounge, and holding occasional staff parties.

Once again she was disappointed. Although the staff acted happier and complained less, they still
exhibited little enthusiasm in their work with the children.

see summary), it can be seen that they relate
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have reached a number of conclusions on what can be
done to motivate workers. When the environmental
factors are not adequately provided for (i.e. when pay is
low or the environment is oppressive), workers will
become frustrated. However, when these factors are ade-
quately provided for, this will usually have no important
positive effect — these factors do nothing to elevate an
individual’s desire to do his job well. The content-related
factors, commonly referred to as motivators, on the other
hand, can stimulate workers to perform well. They
provide a genuine sense of satisfaction.

A director seeking to bolster the sagging morale of her
teachers, therefore, will have only limited success if she
focuses solely on the environmental factors — increasing
pay, improving physical arrangements, making supervi-
sion less rigid. If the teachers’ lounge is renovated,
teachers may become less frustrated, but they won’t nec-
essarily work harder on the job because of this change. To
truly motivate the teachers, a director needs to focus her
attention on restructuring the teachers’ jobs so that they
can derive more satisfaction directly from their work.

EXAMINING MOTIVATORS MORE CLOSELY

But how does one go about restructuring a teacher’s job
to take advantage of these motivating factors? Taking a
cue from organizational psychologists, a director should
strive to meet the following criteria in restructuring a job
(Hackman):

1. Meaningfulness. A teacher must feel her work is
important, valuable, and worthwhile. If a teacher
believes her work is unimportant, it won’t really
matter to her whether or not she does it well. If she
believes her teaching does have a significant impact
on children’s lives, she will work hard to see that the
impact is a positive one.

2. Responsibility. A teacher must feel personally respon-
sible and accountable for the results of the work he
performs. If a teacher is simply carrying out the plans
and instructions of a supervisor, he will derive little
personal satisfaction when things go well. If he has
complete control over the planning and implementa-
tion of daily activities in his room, he will know that
when children are thriving it is due to his efforts.

3. Knowledge of results. A teacher must receive regular
feedback on the results of her efforts. If a teacher
exerts a major effort on an activity but receives no
indication as to whether or not it was successful, she
will gain no satisfaction. A teacher can only derive
satisfaction from the positive results she knows about.

The remainder of this article will be devoted to describ-
ing specific examples of how to apply these criteria.

CLARIFYING GOALS

Before teachers can be satisfied with the results of their
efforts, they must be clear as to what results were expect-

ed in the first place. The center must have goals which
teachers can use as yardsticks to evaluate their accom-
plishments. To be effective, a center’s goals must:

1. Be compatible with the personal goals of teachers.
Teachers will work hardest to accomplish organiza-
tional goals which are most similar to their own goals.
Some centers achieve a close fit between organization-
al and personal goals by involving the teachers in
developing the goals at the beginning of the year.
Other organizations accomplish this by holding plan-
ning conferences between the director and individual
staff members. In these conferences the employee
outlines her personal interest and career goals. The
two then develop ways in which the individual can
work toward the accomplishment of her goals and the
organization’s goals at the same time (McGregor). For
example, if one of a teacher’s goals is to develop her
creative movement skills and one of the center’s goals
is to stimulate children’s imaginations, the teacher
might be assigned to develop and use movement
activities which challenge children’s imaginations.

2. Provide a moderate challenge to teachers. Experi-
ments have shown that most workers respond best to
goals which are moderately difficult to achieve
(Gellerman). The goal must not be so ambitious that it
cannot possibly be achieved, nor so easy that it can be
accomplished with little effort. Such moderately chal-
lenging goals should be established for the program as
a whole (for example, to double the amount of cooper-
ative play among the children) as well as for individ-
ual children (i.e. to help David control his temper).

ENCOURAGING SELF-CONTROL

A key to outgrowing a jackass style of management is
shifting control over teachers’ performances from the
director to the teachers themselves. Ideally, a teacher and
a director could agree upon a set of goals for a classroom
at the beginning of the year. The teacher would then be
fully responsible for planning and implementing daily
activities to achieve these goals. At the end of a set time
period (the less experienced the staff the more modest the
goals and the shorter the time period) the teacher would
be held accountable for having accomplished the goals.
The teacher would work hard, not because he was being
closely watched by the director, but because he was
personally committed to achieving the goals.

Centers have developed many ways of supporting
teachers in controlling their own performance. One
center has the teachers write and periodically revise their
job descriptions and the rules for various classroom
areas. Another provides teachers with sufficient petty
cash so they won’t have to keep running to the director to
request money to buy routine supplies and equipment. 
A third has teachers bring problems with children before
their peers so that teachers can learn to solve their own
problems.
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Not all teachers will be willing or able to function so
independently. Some will always feel more comfortable
having someone else take the lead and issue directions.
Other teachers may be ready to accept responsibility, but
not for a full classroom. These teachers could have their
self-control supported by being assigned full responsibil-
ity for a small number of children, for a certain activity
area, or for performing a specific function (such as
offering support and encouragement to children).

PROVIDING FEEDBACK

When teachers were asked what satisfies them, they
happily cited incidents such as: “When children beam
after finally accomplishing a task”; “Seeing examples of
children’s cooperative play steadily increase”; or “When
a parent comments on how a child’s behavior is
dramatically improving at home thanks to the school.”

Given the high motivational impact of incidents such as
these, a director should give high priority to seeing to it
that they happen as often as possible. To get an idea of
how a director might do this, the hundreds of motivating
incidents supplied by teachers were analyzed. The major-
ity of these incidents were found to fall into three
primary categories which are listed below. With each
category, ideas are listed which a director can use to
encourage that type of motivation.

1. Immediate reactions of children to an activity or to
accomplishing a task.

• Help teachers develop their skills in observing
children’s subtle signs of change or satisfaction.

• Ask teachers to list incidents of children’s reactions and
changes (pro and con) on a single day or week. This
will force them to be alert for such feedback which they
may otherwise be too preoccupied to notice.

• Periodically ask parents for incidents of children’s
progress or follow through on school activities. Pass
these on to the children’s teachers.

• Recruit volunteers to teach so that teachers can
occasionally step back and observe what’s going on in
the classroom.

• Provide feedback to teachers focusing on effects of
teaching on children rather than on the teachers’
methods or styles.

• Set aside a time on Fridays when teachers can pause to
reflect on what went wrong and what went right
during the week. Devote occasional staff meetings to
having teachers share their good experiences from the
week.

2. Warm relationships established with the children
and their parents.

• Provide times and places where teachers can have
relaxed intimate conversations with individual
children.

• Make teachers responsible for a small number of
children so they can get to know each other better.

• Before the school year begins, have teachers visit
children’s homes to establish rapport with the families.

• Encourage families to keep in touch with the center
after their children graduate.

• Assign each teacher responsibility for maintaining
regular communications with specific parents.

• Bring in volunteers at the end or beginning of the day
so that teachers can have informal, uninterrupted
conversations with parents.

3. Indications of the long-range progress of children.

• Make teachers responsible for long
periods of time for complete units of work. If teachers’
responsibilities are continuously shifting from one
group of children to another, or from one curriculum
area to another, they will never be able to attribute any
long-term changes in children primarily to their own
efforts.

• Keep diaries of children’s behavior so that changes in
children can be tracked.

MAJOR SOURCES OF SATISFACTION AND FRUSTRATION

In a survey of 64 teachers in 24 New England child care programs, the following were identified as their major
sources of satisfaction and frustration in their work. (They are listed in order of frequency.)

Sources of Satisfaction Sources of Frustration

1. Observing progress in children 1. Rate of pay
2. Relationships with children 2. Prospects for advancement
3. Challenge of the work 3. Physical work environment
4. Pride in performing a service 4. Style of supervision
5. Relationships with parents 5. Number of hours worked
6. Recognition shown by staff 6. Inflexible personnel policies
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• Videotape classroom activities periodically and com-
pare children’s behavior as the year progresses.

• At regular intervals tabulate the number of incidents of
specific behaviors which occur in a set time period to
determine if there are any changes in these behaviors.

• Conduct tests on the developmental levels of children
throughout the year.

• In regular parent conferences, with teachers present,
ask parents to discuss changes they have noted in their
children’s behavior.

PROMOTING STAFF DEVELOPMENT

One of the most important ways a director can help
motivate teachers is to provide them with opportunities
to improve their skills. The more skilled teachers are, the
more likely they are to experience, and be rewarded by,
incidents of success. The director should help teachers
identify their specific training needs and secure
appropriate training resources. These resources may be 
in the form of reading material, in-house staff training
sessions, or outside workshops and courses.

ENCOURAGING BROADER INVOLVEMENT

Most teachers will tend to feel better about themselves, 
as well as more excited about their work, if they are
involved in their profession outside the classroom. If
teachers are involved in the overall management of their
center or in children’s advocacy efforts in the community,
they will get a stronger sense of their efforts being an
integral part of a vital profession.

At the center level, teachers’ involvement can be broad-
ened by keeping them continually informed on the status
of the organization as a whole, by assigning them limited
administrative responsibilities, as well as by involving
them, wherever feasible, in major center decisionmaking.

Centers have also experienced positive results from
encouraging their teachers to become involved in profes-
sional activities outside the center. Such activities might
include participating in advocacy coalitions, working for
professional organizations (such as NAEYC chapters), or
promoting various child care alternatives in the commu-
nity. Active teacher involvement in these areas will also

relieve some pressure on the director to be the agency’s
representative on every committee and function.

MOTIVATION —
A FINAL PERSPECTIVE

The message of this article is that teachers are their own
best source of motivation. If a teacher’s work is properly
structured, she will be motivated by the results of her
own labors, not by external rewards and punishments
manipulated by someone else. The director’s prime
concern should therefore be with helping the teacher
achieve control over and feedback from her work.

This is not to say, however, that the director need not be
concerned with environmental factors such as wages,
personnel policies, and physical environment. Highly
motivated teachers will be very tolerant of unavoidable
inadequacies in these areas. However, if conditions
deteriorate markedly, especially if this appears to be due
to the indifference of management, teachers’ motivation
will rapidly be cancelled out by their growing frustration.
Therefore, in motivating teachers by concentrating
attention on job content, the director should not ignore
the teachers’ basic needs.
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       
      
     
      
     
    
     
   
    
       
      
        
    
        
       
      
        
    
       
      
  

      
      
    
     
        
      
      
    
     
      
     
      
       
   

     
       
      
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by Susan Catapano
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       
     
        
  
     
      
      
      
     
    
        
     
      
      
       
      
      
     

      
     
    

      
      
       
      
       
       
      
     


       
     
       
       

Teachers Make a Career in the Classroom

             
           
            
          
     
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      
     
     
     
   

      
       
      
       
        
       
       
        
      
     
    
   

      
       
       
       
         
       
       
    
      
     
      
     
      
       


      
    
     
       
    
       
     
    
    
     
       
      
       
      
      
     

      
      
   
       
      
       
      
     
     
     
     
        
    
      
     
      
     
 

       
       
      
    
      
       
      
        
      
    
   
      
       
      
     
      
      
      
      
     
  

     
      
     
      
       
     
      
       
      
      

    
      
     
    
      
     
  

       
     
      
     
     
     
       
    
       
    
    
      
     
    
    
  

      
     
      
     
      
      
     
         
      
      
      
      
     
     

      
     
     
    
      
     
     
      
    
     
      
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       
      
     
     
      
    
    
      
 

        
       
      
       
      
      
    
     
     
      
      
    
      
      
    
     
     
     
       
      
      
     
       
       
     
      


       
       
       
       
     
       
 

Next Steps

       
       
      

     
     
     
     


Teachers need support.

     
     
      
      
       
      
     
      
      
      
   
     

      
      
     
     
      
      
     
     
     
   
       
      
     
     
      

Directors should:

1    
   
    

    
      
     
      
      
      
      
      

     
       
        
      
      
     
     
     
      
   
     
    
      
    
     
      
      
      
    
 

2   
    
   

    
     
     
      
     
     
     
      
   
    
   
       
     
     
    
    
     
     
     
       


Teachers recognize
child development.

     
      
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   
        
     
       
   
     
        
   
      

Directors should:

3    
     
   

     
     
    
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Working with Generation Y
Understanding and supporting their workplace needs
by	Alan	Ekblad	and	Timothy	Hathaway

The new groove is entering the work-
force now! Generation Y’s 32 million 
U.S. workers will increase to approxi-
mately 21% of the workforce in the 
next 3 years. In a child care and early 
education industry dominated by 
young workers, that means Genera-
tion Y-ers (16-30 year olds) are mem-
bers of your staff. 

n Are you working to move them 
professionally forward or does it 
feel like you are fighting with your 
teenager about cleaning his or her 
room? 

n How can we engage young work-
ers’ interests, knowledge, and skills 
to greater effect? 

n How can the early childhood 
community successfully support 
professional development in this 
dynamic workforce? 

In a recent survey by Lee Hecht 
Harrison (2005), a leading workforce 
development firm, more than 60% of 
employers say they are experiencing 
tension between employees from dif-
ferent generations and more than 70% 
of older employees are dismissive of 
younger workers’ abilities. Much of 
the tension occurs when Baby Boom-
ers (born between 1946 and 1964) 
and Generation X-ers (born between 
1967 and 1984) perceive Gen Y-ers’ 
vibes as lack of commitment to the 
job, unreal expectations for advance-
ment, or attitudes that reflect, “I’m not 
going to give this 100%.” For us lifers 
in early education, that sounds a bit 
like blasphemy! All is not lost; there is 
hope for us, and yes this Gen Y group 
can be trusted to care for our youngest 
children. 

Who is Generation Y? 

Generation Y’s view of their role in the 
work world reflects a change in what 
is considered important for the 21st 
century. Since the late 1980s our ac-
celerated technological advancement 
has supported rapid social change in 
a world that has become increasingly 
unstable and insecure. Young workers 
find security in this ‘high connectivity’ 
environment that allows for anony-

mous intimacy; filling a generational 
need for both secure association and 
safe emotional distance. For those 
comfortable with this fast paced tech-
nology, rapid change is not daunting, 
but commonplace. Technology has 
not only created new professions, 
but it has revolutionized the support 
structure of current professions. In 
a recent e-community meeting (an 
online blogging session), a 50-some-
thing colleague lamented, “Why can’t 
we just call each other?” This example 
of fundamental change in how we 
build connection is fertile ground 
for opportunity and unfortunately 
misunderstanding.  Technology has 
changed the learning curve experi-
enced by young employees. To keep 
up with this fast pace, young workers 
move in and out of jobs faster and put 
more emphasis on individual satisfac-
tion and development. Movement, 
change, and challenge become the 
motivating factors behind job selec-
tion and retention. 

Strategies for employers

The challenge for established profes-
sions trying to entice and retain 
a younger employee base is to 
understand how central the above-
mentioned motivating factors are to 
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the Generation Y identity. Employ-
ers wanting to meet this challenge 
and create an effective workforce will:

n Provide access to technology. 
 Generation Y-ers know how to use 

technology and they are good at it. 
They can use this ability to improve 
their (and your) work environ-
ment. With fast-paced technology 
and sharing of information, they 
are accustomed to immediacy in 
information sharing, feedback, 
and turnaround for others. In 
addition, Generation Y-er’s tend 
to be success-oriented and view 
their adeptness in multi-tasking 
as an intricate component of their 
success. Finally, Generation Y-er’s 
have been found to be increasingly 
tolerant of differences. This may 
again be attributed to technology, 
as with it the world has become 
more accessible and therefore more 
understandable. The unknown, no 
matter from what perspective, is 
viewed as less of a threat and more 
of a challenge.  

 Example: Gina, the infant room 
teacher has expressed interest in 
creating a blog that parents could 
link into to receive information 
about the happenings in the infant 
room — lesson plans, interesting 
information, and also a way of 
broadening parent/staff communi-
cation. 

n Establish mentoring as a means of 
providing supportive direct feed-
back. Generation Y-ers have grown 
up with more parental involvement 
and structured time from adults 
(Wray, 2008). Therefore a ‘commu-
nity of learners approach,’ where 
workers are supported through 
activities such as mentoring, job 
shadowing, and shared project 
assignments may be viewed by 
Generation Y-ers as less intimidat-
ing. They want to participate in 

 Generation Y-ers are innovative. 
They are used to change, personally 
and professionally, and have expe-
rienced change at home, school, in 
the community, and at work. This 
flexibility is needed to navigate 
change successfully and to help 
ascertain a sense of security.  
Motivation to remain in a situation 
is based on movement, how-
ever not just upward. In fact, some 
Generation Y-ers have no desire to 
‘climb the corporate ladder’ but 
want to feel valued, appreciated, 
and challenged where they are.  

 Example: Schedules in the infant 
room will need to be revised again 
due to staff turnover. As a result, 
the lead teacher, Ramona, a young 
woman in her early twenties, has 
expressed frustration and a desire 
to try a new approach with the staff 
orientation plan to combat the staff 
turnover. Also, the director discuss-
es a lateral move with Angie from 
the toddler room who has been 
looking for more challenge but not 
a supervisory position. This pro-
vides some stability for Ramona, a 
new challenge for Angie, and fresh 
perspectives on how new staff can 
be supported in the environment.  

n Provide training and skills devel-
opment that can be connected with 
broader work applications.

 Gen Y workers get the idea that 
they may be changing jobs more 
frequently throughout their lives. 
Despite perceptions by older gen-
erations, Generation Y-ers are goal 
oriented. They have high expecta-
tions for themselves and those 
around them: employers, family 
members, and peers. Example: 
Alyssa spends a lot of time talking 
to the other staff in her room and 
sometimes seems less interested in 
attending to children’s activities. 
After discussion with the teacher 
it is decided that more training is a 
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tasks and learning experiences that 
support their growth, are relevant, 
and can be applied immediately.  

 Example: Fiona began working 
with preschoolers five weeks ago. 
Although she has a great approach 
with children and is eager to learn, 
she is having difficulty connecting 
with parents effectively. Maria, a lead 
teacher from the toddler room whom 
Fiona seems to respect, is excellent in 
this area. Recognizing the need, the 
program director creates a six-week 
mentoring experience with specific 
outcomes in mind for Fiona. The 
planned experiences consist of Fiona 
observing Maria working with her 
children, Maria observing Fiona with 
her children and time together to 
debrief and to read and discuss an 
article on building links with parents.  

n Support their values by inviting 
input in decision making. 

 Generation Y-ers are used to being 
active participants in family and 
other decision-making matters from 
an early age. They bring a similar 
expectation of active participation 
and decision making into their work 
environment. They demonstrate little 
understanding or tolerance for work 
environments thought to be governed 
by top-down methods or driven by a 
seniority system.  

 Example: Andy, a part-time college 
student and after-school caregiver, 
really enjoys working with the 
school-age group, and his energy 
and enthusiasm is a bright spot for 
the program. He is working on his 
marketing degree and has expressed 
interest in contributing to the market-
ing plan of the center. The director 
invites him to come up with a few 
ideas for an upcoming newspaper 
advertisement. 

n Individualize and customize career 
and growth opportunities. 
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every staff person’s ability and energy. 
Providing technology,  
supporting values, customizing growth 
opportunities, and creating an open 
work environment are all vital in pro-
viding this, as identified by Gen Y-ers 
themselves. Organizations engaging 
Generation Y-ers with growth op-
portunities that match well with their 
generational experience build leaders in 
quality care.  
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technology- based games — to add 
new dimension to children’s learn-
ing opportunities. 

n Use of e-community meetings, via 
My Space,® Facebook, ® blogging, 
or texting — to communicate with 
parents and expand parent commu-
nication. Many parents are also from 
the Y Generation and tech savvy. 
Use of such forms of communication 
extends and deepens relationships 
between them and the program.  

n Involve Gen Y-ers in policy-making 
processes. Two examples of how that 
may be accomplished are: establish 
a non-voting staff representative 
position on the parent committee — 
perfect for staff and parent relations, 
sharing of information, and building 
a better understanding of program 
functioning — and choose promis-
ing young staff to lead mini devel-
opment/self-improvement teams 
responsible for improved program 
functioning.  

n Use 15 minutes of staff meetings for 
staff sharing of innovative ideas they 
would like to explore. This could be 
paired up with individualized career 
development activities and/or self 
development plans.  

n Create a staff training plan that 
includes ‘transferable’ skills such 
as customer relations, team develop-
ment, public speaking, and critical 
thinking.  Each of these improves 
the general ability of your staff and 
provides you with better qualified 
workers. 

In conclusion

Many other ideas may be available to 
your team; the key is selecting a few 
that fit your programmatic style and 
setting them in motion. Given the pres-
sures facing early childhood programs, 
there is no alternative but to maximize 

potential solution. Alyssa is given an 
article on developing great customer 
service and another on the impor-
tance of adult-child interaction. The 
teacher follows up with a discussion 
a week later at nap time. Alyssa is 
asked if she will complete observa-
tions of children’s interactions with 
adults and peers and report what 
she sees to the teacher, coordinator, 
and director in two weeks. 

So great! We have a new set of workers 
with a new set of expectations. Most 
early childhood programs do not have 
unlimited flexibility and resources to 
cater to employees’ wishes and desires, 
nor does any employer. However, pro-
grams can identify specific strategies to 
implement, prioritize those strategies 
for maximum impact and map out 
stages of implementation to create an 
environment that achieves the level of 
support desired by these staff.  

Creating a supportive
work environment

Above all else, involve your staff. They 
can be a great source of ideas. Inviting 
staff to brainstorm ideas by texting 
in suggestions or creating a Google® 
Group to post discussion ideas might 
get the ball rolling. Other examples of 
enhancements that result in a support-
ive environment for this new genera-
tion of workers include:  

n Upgraded use of technology in the 
program. This may entail invest-
ment in new equipment such as 
palm pilots — perfect for data 
collection and brief observances 
noted throughout the day — and 
advanced cell phones to video 
children in action and capture visual 
artifacts. 

n Rethinking use of current technol-
ogy to facilitate conference calls 
among staff, parents, and profes-
sionals to save time and travel, and 
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●
Motivating entry-level employees to
perform at their highest capabilities is
easy. Simply offer lucrative stock
options, three-day work weeks, and
generous salaries. Oprah Winfrey
actually gives employees new cars and
trips around the world. On the other
hand, if you are like most early child-
hood programs, it takes creativity to
motivate employees when your 
budget is tight.

Contradictions

Motivated employees rely on their own
resources to get the job done. They have
an inner drive that causes them to
provide outstanding customer service.
Unmotivated employees simply want to
get by doing the minimum amount of
work possible. Experts agree you can’t
force someone to be motivated. Super-
visors can, however, provide a work-
place environment that encourages
employees to make decisions, deal
positively with co-workers, and receive
recognition for hard work. A key factor

is knowing that ‘entry-level’ is not the
same as ‘unimportant.’ Your entry-level
toddler assistant or after-school staff 
is very important in projecting a
professional image to your parents. 

In a January 1998 Roper Poll, it was
found 9 out of 10 employees will work
harder for you if you show an interest
in their growth outside of work. This
statistic opens up a wealth of ways to
motivate employees. One preschool had
a bulletin board with the caption
‘Greatest Pets In The World.’ It was
constantly covered with pictures of
adorable puppies and all types of pets
owned by the staff. Here are some other
ways for you to show entry-level
employees you care about them as
people.

■ Provide a lending library of books on
a variety of topics. Include popular
fiction as well as books on money
management or self-help skills.

■ Discover your employee’s interests. If
an employee loves gardening, give
them a small plant in appreciation for
their hard work. (I don’t drink coffee,
yet people are always giving me
coupons for specialty coffee shops.)
People appreciate knowing you gave
them a gift geared towards their
interest or hobby.

■ Generation X employees especially
like social events. Plan pizza parties
or group activities in acknowledg-
ment of their work.

■ Never underestimate the power of
meaningful conversation. Asking a
teacher, “How did your daughter do
at her gymnastic competition last
weekend?” shows you care about
more than the employee’s ability to
teach preschoolers.

■ Some child care facilities offer brown
bag lunch seminars on non-work
related topics. Contact free local
speakers to give presentations
relating to your employees’ lives.
How about a mini-workshop on
healthy cooking or vacation travel
possibilities?

■ Acknowledge birthdays. One center
honors birthdays by drawing a large
card on the white board in the staff
lounge with, “Happy Birthday
Jeanette!” at the top. Throughout the
day, other employees sign their
names, write birthday greetings, or
draw comical pictures on the giant
card. The completed ‘card’ is one
you’ll never find at Hallmark®, but
you will make the birthday person
feel special.
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motivating entry-level
employees
When you can’t give them a new BMW
by Silvana Clark

Silvana Clark is a professional speaker,
and author of the award winning early
childhood book, 600 Tips For
Directors. She gives highly interactive
keynotes and workshops on increasing

staff motivation and planning creative programs for
children.
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These types of activities help employees
feel management cares about them as
individuals, not simply employees. 

The University of Kansas psychology
department studied other ways to
motivate employees. Their results
showed recognition was a strong factor
in developing employees with high
work standards. Again, giving
recognition doesn’t take a huge budget.
One supervisor gives ‘psychological
paychecks.’ When employees receive
their paychecks, he attaches a Post-it ®

note on the envelope with a specific
positive statement such as, “Helen,
Thank you for the extra work you did
decorating for the Open House. The
decorations were amazing!”. Employees
take pride in knowing their extra efforts
are acknowledged. If a parent writes a
positive letter about an employee,
enlarge it and post it where other
employees can see it. Begin staff
meetings with public praise for an
employee’s efforts or contributions to
the department. Wouldn’t you enjoy
being in a meeting that starts with,
“Last week, Jennifer came in as a
substitute on incredibly short notice. 
I’d like to thank her by giving her this
gift . . . a submarine sandwich!” 

In a survey for American Express®,
pollsters asked employees, “What do
you want most from your employer?”
The results: 46% of employees said they
wanted personal feedback and 32%
stated financial rewards would motivate
them. Personal feedback involves
communication on a regular basis.
Sound simple? Here’s a startling
statistic: In a study of 22,000 shift
workers, almost 70% said there’s little
communication between them and
management. Communication can be as
simple as asking, “How’s it going?” as
staff watch children on the playground.
Be specific in what you want staff to do.
Stating, “Be friendly to parents” is too
vague. Communicating your expecta-
tions helps employees know what is

expected of them. This, in turn, means
employees feel comfortable on the job.
They don’t have to wonder if they are
performing up to your standards,
because you’ve communicated clearly.

One of the easiest ways to discover what
motivates your employees is to simply
ask them. The results might surprise you!
Ask employees to fill out a ‘Motivation
Rating Form.’ It could look something

STAFF MOTIVATION 75
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like the form shown above6. (Add any
items appropriate to your workplace.)

After compiling the results, see what
you can do to put some of those
motivating factors to use.

Working in the early childhood industry
often involves long hours with mini-
mum pay for entry-level employees.
The following are additional general

Motivation Rating Form

On a scale of 1 to 10, #1 would be what motivates you the most.

Please rank the following items:

___having flexible hours

___chances to get together like picnics or potlucks

____periodic raises

___able to wear sweatpants to work

___10 hour days, four days a week

___milk and cookie break every afternoon!

___more promotion opportunities

___free lunches

___getting appreciated by upper management

___generous retirement plan

___encouraged to get more training

___get to bring my dog to work

___getting more responsibility

___knowing more about what is going on at work

___able to occasionally use work time to volunteer at an outside organization

___more vacation time

___able to set my own goals

___being on a team

___not being on a team

___having my own business cards

___going to training

___none of the above

Here’s what would motivate me the most:

________________________________________________________________________
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ideas for motivating employees:

■ Recognition in front of peers. One
child care center offered ‘standing
ovations’ to employees demonstrat-
ing outstanding customer service.

■ Ask for employee feedback . . . and
acknowledge their input. The Towers
Perrin survey polled 250, 000
employees. Only 48% said, “My boss
listens to my opinions.”

■ Have FUN at work (see sidebar for
ideas).

■ Reward positive actions. Let
employees know when they are
dealing professionally with children
and parents.

■ Keep people informed. As much as
possible, let employees know what is
going on. Rumors and uncertainty
do little to motivate employees.

■ Work on a project together. Can
employees compile a kid-friendly
cookbook or help paint the kennels
at a dog shelter? An easy volunteer
project is to ask staff to donate their
gently-used used shoes to the non-
profit, Soles4Souls. Simply collect the
shoes and ship to their warehouse.
Soles4Souls distributes the shoes to
people in need around the world.
www.soles4Souls.org.

■ Offer discount (or free!) tickets for
movies, bowling, pizza.

■ Reward employees who recommend
new employees.

■ Empower them to make decisions
within specific guidelines.

■ Try to keep their job interesting. Can
employees switch jobs with another
employee occasionally?

■ Give a sincere, specific “thank you.”
Saying “Thanks Jason, for your hard

work building the puppet stage for
the after-school program” is more
effective than, “Good job, Jason!”

■ Send balloons or flowers to an
employee’s home if he/she does
something outstanding.

■ Wash their car! One director selected
an ‘Employee of the Week’ for the 
12 weeks of summer. The winning
employee received coupons for
pizza, a certificate, and the joy of
watching the director wash his/her
car . . . in front of other teachers and
children!

■ Rotate staff to run portions of staff
meetings. This gives them additional
responsibility and a chance to
develop leadership qualities.

■ Select employees to help interview
other entry-level employees. They’ll
learn valuable job interviewing 
skills.

■ Ask employees this simple question:
What would help you do a better job?
Follow up on as many suggestions as
possible.

Alice Issen, a professor at Cornell
University, researched ways to help
people work together and be creative in
problem solving. Her solution? Candy.
She states, “Giving someone a small gift
of candy can significantly raise their
creative problem solving skills.” So the
next time you want to encourage and
motivate employees . . . pass out the
chocolate!

Oprah Winfrey has the budget to
motivate her employees with exotic gifts
and luxury vacations. Most supervisors
and managers need to rely on creativity
and a few pieces of chocolate. The point
is the same . . . letting entry-level
employees know you appreciate their
efforts and hard work results in highly
motivated employees.

Bringing Fun to Work

Ken Blanchard, author of The One Minute Manager, states, “Humor and laughter in organizations
can increase the amount of feedback you get, the honesty, and their capacity for people to tell
you good things. It is through humor you open the lines of communication.” So try these simple
ideas to bring a little fun to work.

■ Set up a humor bulletin board for people to contribute cartoons, funny postcards, or jokes.
Keep it updated and ask different departments to contribute for certain time periods.

■ Begin staff meetings with a non-threatening ice breaker.
■ Celebrate some untraditional holidays. Did you know National Trivia Day is January 4? How

about celebrating International Left Handers Day on August 13 or National Better Breakfast
month in September? For a listing of 320 crazy holidays (along with suggested activities), 
try Every Day A Holiday written by yours truly, Silvana Clark.

■ Announce spontaneous contests such as “Whichever employee had pancakes for breakfast,
come to the front desk and pick up a prize.” Or place a jar full of peanuts in the staff room.
Have staff guess how many peanuts the jar contains. Closest guess wins — you guessed it
— the jar of peanuts! For a great source of inexpensive trinkets and holiday decorations, 
try Sally Distributors, www.ssww.com — (800) 243-9232.

For additional books on employee motivation, try:
■ 10 Minute Guide to Motivating People by Marshall Cook
■ Ultimate Rewards: What Really Motivates People to Achieve by Steven Kerr
■ 1001 Ways To Reward Employees by Bob Nelson
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✱
All organizations are different in nature, 
culture, programs, and services. However, 
every truly successful enterprise (‘successful’ 
meaning their mission statement and strate-
gic goals are followed and achieved) that I 
have encountered:

 1. Employs strategic leadership

 2. Is organized in a way to promote  
maximum individual staff performance

 3. Promotes maximum individual growth 
and self-actualization

 4. Is relationship oriented

 5. Is always recruiting, always interview-
ing, and always prepared to hire positive 
people who will improve the organization

 6. Is committed to ongoing training and the 
promotion of individual growth

 7. Is efficient and effective

 8. Has a culture of excellent service (to  
parents, vendors, and each other)

 9. Is nurturing, with an emphasis on making 
mistakes early so that eventual success is 
guaranteed

10. Is a fun place to be!

So what does all this mean in an early care 
and education environment? Let’s explore:

 1. Employs strategic leadership means that 
someone (hopefully the director) not only 
has their hands on the wheel, but knows 

where the center is headed. In other 
words, there is a well thought-out 
plan (roadmap) of where the center 
is headed, how it’s going to get 
there, and what it’s going to look like 
when it arrives. Not unlike driving, 
alternative routes (contingencies) 
are part of the plan, with flexibility 
inherent in the process. However, the 
goals of the center are unwavering 
and not subject to debate. This is true 
for program quality, financial stabil-
ity, and any other component which 
is an organizational goal within the 
greater vision.

 2. Is organized in a way to promote 
maximum individual staff performance 
means creating a professional atmo-
sphere where professionals are not 
burdened by bureaucracy, procedur-
al manuals, and infrastructure that 
can hinder success. In other words, 
policies and procedures, schedules, 
trainings, mentoring, and even cen-
ter rules are thought-out and not left 
to chance. The question that needs to 
be  asked is: “Will this promote our 
professional’s ability to perform?”

 3. Promotes maximum individual growth 
and self-actualization means that the 
growth of your staff, both as profes-
sionals and individuals, is a prior-
ity to you and your organization. 
Continuing education is extended 
through staff benefits or is facilitated 
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9 + 1 = Fun!
“Good	management	begins	with	good	people”
by	Dennis	Vicars

Dennis Vicars is presently CEO of 
Human Services Management 
Corporation (HSMC) and Executive 
Director of the Professional As-
sociation for Childhood Education 

Alternative Payment Program (PACEAPP). Dennis 
has guided both organizations’ growth to where the 
Professional Association for Childhood Education 
(PACE) is now the largest early care and education 
association in California and HSMC has become a 
significant child care management company. In his 
career, Dennis Vicars has served as a child care 
corporate executive, preschool company founder, 
and advocate on both the public and private side 
of early childhood education. Dennis has a unique 
understanding of early childhood education and 
has experience in every area of the profession. 
Dennis has been a speaker and workshop host 
for various organizations including the National 
Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC), the National Child Care Association 
(NCCA), PACE, and the World Forum on Early Care 
and Education. Dennis is presently a featured 
writer in Exchange magazine, which is the most 
recognized early childhood magazine in the world. 
Dennis has assisted and been a consultant on nu-
merous early care and education advisory boards 
including Blue Ribbon Commissions in Maryland, 
Virginia, Oregon, Washington, and Arizona. Den-
nis served on California’s Master Plan for early 
childhood education and was recently chosen by 
Governor Schwarzenegger as his representative on 
the 13-member Early Learning Quality Improvement 
System Advisory Committee.

Dennis is presently involved in Sacramento 
County’s Superintendent Preschool Committee and 
participates on PACE’s Public Policy Committee 
and is President of Child Development Policy 
Institute (CDPI).  
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become ingrained. This will attract 
prospective parents and new staff. 
The kind of parents and staff you 
want are drawn to those early care 
and educational environments that 
seek constant and consistent im-
provement in quality.

 7. Is efficient and effective. This means 
that there is little left to chance. 
Everything is organized, including 
curriculum, work schedules, training 
opportunities, budgets, parent com-
munications, etc. To quote a parent, 
“This place has it together.” Organi-
zation allows children, parents, and 
staff the ability to enjoy a positive 
atmosphere that is ‘together.’

 8. Has a culture of absolute excellent ser-
vice. In the same way that a quality 
program is a stated parental expecta-
tion, absolute excellent service is the 
unspoken priority of every parent. 
Absolute excellent service is a benefit 
that costs you nothing to produce 
and will make you stand above the 
pack if it is imprinted in your cen-
ter’s DNA. Absolute excellent service 
should go beyond warm smiles and 
courteous thank yous. For it to be 
effective, it must be a total commit-
ment, which then becomes habit in 
the way we care for people in our 
center.

 9. Is nurturing, with an emphasis on 
making mistakes early so that eventual 
success is guaranteed. This concept can 
be difficult for most new employees 
to understand. Comedian George 
Carlin once said, “The two worst 
days in your life are when you lose a 
job and when you find one.” No one 
wants to make mistakes, especially 
a new employee. However, making 
mistakes is how we learn. When we 
create a safe atmosphere where a per-
son knows that it’s okay to not get it 
right the first time, we create a true 
learning environment. In promoting 
learning through making mistakes, 

we create an atmosphere for our staff 
that is consistent with what we hope 
to do with young children. When 
everyone knows it’s okay to fail, we 
only encourage people to succeed.

10. It’s a fun place to be! If this needs ex-
planation, then the previous 9 points 
are meaningless. A children’s place 
must be a fun place or something is 
dreadfully wrong. So go have fun!
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for staff through on-campus train-
ings or distance learning capability. 
Workshops for personal growth 
beyond the classroom are integrated 
into the mix and demonstrate to staff 
that they are appreciated as people.

 4. Is relationship-oriented —This should 
extend to every person that enters 
the center: children, parents, staff, 
visitors, vendors, and even licens-
ing representatives. The entire early 
care and education ideal is built 
upon creating an environment where 
children feel safe, protected, and 
cared for (loved). When that ideal is 
extended to everyone, things seem 
to work a lot better, including both 
performance and attitudes.

 5. Is always recruiting, always interview-
ing, and always prepared to hire positive 
people that will improve the organiza-
tion. This seems obvious. Unfortu-
nately, it is rarely done. We seldom 
recruit and too often interview only 
when we have an immediate need. 
Therefore, we are forced to make a 
hasty decision that seldom results in 
anything positive. The truth is, there 
will always be turnover for even the 
most positive of reasons. Therefore, 
if we hope to improve our operation 
we need to be proactive — not reac-
tive — in our personnel planning. 
Unless we are actively recruiting bet-
ter professionals than we presently 
have, we will never improve. Addi-
tionally, when a job opening does ar-
rive, which it will, we are doomed to 
repeating the ‘hire in panic’ behavior 
that always results in problems.

 6. Is committed to ongoing training and 
the promotion of individual growth. 
This will continue to improve your 
program of education and care for 
young children and help bond your 
staff to your mission. If constant 
training becomes a cultural norm, 
your center’s primary tenets about 
the program, curriculum, teacher 
preparation, and customer service 
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At first glance, the topic of motivation seems fairly
straightforward. But the real work of creating com-
munity is much harder to address. Perhaps this is
because it requires reflection and change on our part
as leaders and because forming true community
often runs contrary to how most leaders lead. Here
are some points to consider along the way.

Point 1:
Hire good people

The first thing on our list is hiring passionate,
motivated people. We want people who love children,
families, themselves, and life, express a desire to be
a part of something larger than themselves, and
want to join a community and contribute to its
growth. Then we give them lots of autonomy and sup-
port them. Goethe said, “Treat people as if they were
what they ought to be, and you help them to become
what they are capable of being.” Most leaders
develop their own vision and encourage others to join
them in attaining that vision. We feel that in order to
develop community you must develop a common
vision with your staff, one that everyone feels a part
of, and thus, empowered to create change to attain
that vision. 

Point 2:
Help teachers see themselves

as professionals

There are a lot of ways of doing this. We both have
been helping teachers to see themselves as
professionals in the early childhood field. They are
not child care or day care workers. And certainly not
babysitters. Peter calls his teachers faculty. He pro-
vides them with opportunities to travel and study
with other inspired educators and then empowers

them to create change when they return from their
travels. 

Point 3:
Create learning communities

We encourage our teachers to share their knowledge
and new-found skills with other teachers in the
programs by acting as “learning buddies” or men-
tor/coaches. As they gain skill and confidence they
can work with teachers in other programs as well. It
is a tactic we often use with children — to have them
teach their newly acquired skills to a younger/less
experienced child because it helps them solidify their
own knowledge. We have found that by treating
teachers as professionals they begin to expect more
of themselves, take greater pride in their work — and
not only their classroom environments, but the
environment of the school as well. 

This approach of treating teachers as professionals
may run contrary to the way that many leaders lead,
for empowering staff can be unsettling for some
directors. Creating community requires directors who
are able to:

■ take criticism
■ reflect on their practice
■ take risks 
■ empower their faculty to make decisions

independently and learn experientially.  

Point 4:  Build a successful team 

Here are some of our strategies for developing a
sense of community in our centers around the
concept of community. 

■ We both conduct team meetings with a focus on
professional development rather than the minutia
of schedules and regulations. 
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■ We use the word team to include the cook, janitor,
and bus driver. They are part of the team and we
have high expectations for their interactions with
children and families as well. Very often early
childhood folks think of community in limited terms,
including only paid employees or volunteers in our
definition. Instead, we think of our community of
learners as made up of every person who steps into
the life of our center: teachers, parents, children,
administration, community members, extended
family, and subcontractors. Everyone who
contributes to the life of the center is a member 
of our community. 

■ Treat each member of our team as an equal in
order to develop a sense of ownership for the whole
center. 

■ Treat each person with respect and listen to their
opinions. While we may not agree with each other
on every decision, we try to listen to one another
and understand their vision and how it fits in with
our own. 

■ Use inspiration. Michael often begins meetings with
a poem, a song, an inspiring speaker, or a story that
offers a provocation to help staff reflect. He asks

everyone to bring scenarios, or wonderings —
something that went on with a child or family during
the week — to discuss with the group. 

■ Discuss the BIG issues. We dialogue about our
beliefs about children, childhood, families, and
community. We talk about how we see our role as
educators of young children. 

Point 5:
Focus on relationships

“A community is like a ship; everyone ought to be
prepared to take the helm” is the way Henrik Ibsen
put it. You really have to trust and believe in your
people. We are in relationship. Like any good
relationship it can’t be one-sided. There has to be
give-and-take. 

■ We believe in the importance of relationship as an
underlying theme to everything we do. 

■ Developing these relationships — teacher-parent,
teacher-teacher, administrator-parent, or teacher-
child — requires time, energy, trust, and respect. To
paraphrase Ben Zander in The Art of Possibility, we
as leaders have to be able to allow our people to be
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great. A lot of it has to do with sharing control
and power, not such an easy thing for leaders to
do. 

■ We both believe in giving people a great deal of
autonomy. We believe that this autonomy is
essential in building community; in allowing your
people to make decisions, you are telling them
that you trust them implicitly. 

■ Strong relationships are built on trust. While we
may not be happy with every decision which our
faculty make, this trust and respect enables us to
openly communicate when things go wrong. This
trust and respect is apparent to parents as well, 
for they know that decisions made by our teach-
ing faculty will be supported by the school’s
administration. 

■ Parents want what is best for their children, and
are in most cases their child’s only advocate. Our
community respects the magnitude of parents’
trust in us and operates from a place of under-
standing when negotiating conflict. 

■ We model the kinds of behaviors we want to see
in our people. We have both found that if we want
our staff to change how they are with children
and families, we need to change how we are with
them. Like any other evolving relationship, we talk
about how we want to be with each other. For
instance, we as directors or supervisors can ask
ourselves how we show that we care for our peo-
ple. Another thing we need to reflect on is
whether we really pay enough attention to know
what really matters most to them. Do you know
your staff? Do you celebrate the ups and downs
of life with them? 

■ We believe in bringing the meaningful parts of
their lives into the life of our center. By doing this
we create an environment where staff are treated
as people, not merely an “employee” to “serve”
our “clients.” This difference is palatable to
teachers and parents; true caring can be felt. 

Point 6:
Bring your heart and soul to work 

People need to be able to bring their heart and soul
to their work. We aren’t really creating a place of

work, it’s a way of life — a way of being. Michael
believes the same thing about intimate relation-
ships as he does about work relationships. The
majority of people don’t come to intimate
relationships to have a bad time, or to be a thorn in
their partner’s side. (Of course, that doesn’t mean
they aren’t from time to time!) The same goes for
work relationships. People don’t get up in the
morning and say, “I’m going to work today and be
mediocre.” Robert Rabbin, author of Invisible
Leadership, goes so far as to say, “I am not
interested in appealing to anyone’s rational mind, 
to inform or persuade, but to evoke their wild heart
of ecstatic love.” 

It is a little scary for some people to utter those
words at work: passion, love, ecstasy. At one of
Peter’s team development meetings he invited a
Rabbi to talk about listening to and talking to the
other person’s heart, their soul. Very heavy stuff 
for work, but not if you are talking about a way of
being with each other. And not if together you are
working on creating your company’s soul. Again, 
this is where collective vision comes into our 
equation. 

■ Talk openly about your hopes, your dreams, and
your desires for every aspect of our work. This
helps create community, and thus increases
motivation. 

■ When you feel that your vision is heard — 
whether it be your vision for a certain physical 
space in the school, say, an art studio, or 
whether your vision is for a way of working with 
children — you are more likely to invest your 
time and energy into helping that vision be 
realized. 

Point 7:
Build relationships with individuals 

We think you hire great people and then work like
mad on the relationship. Easy to say, hard to do. As
directors we have to take the time to work on indi-
vidual relationships with each member of our team,
and provide opportunities for us to speak to each
other. 

Human beings are meaning-making animals. We set
out on a life journey that takes us on a search for

52 Exchange January/February 2007

Beginnings Workshop

. . . true 

caring can 

be felt



22

meaning. We often find our most meaning in our
relationships with other people. Today most of those
connections with others come from our place of
work. This parallels early childhood philosophy.
Children, too, are making meaning of the world
around them, constructing their view of the world
based upon their environment and their interactions
with others in “their world.” 

Webster defines community as a group of people
having a common interest or those sharing partici-
pation or fellowship. In other words, people who are
in relationship, creating meaning together. When we
talk to our team about their beliefs about children
and families, and their beliefs about themselves, we
build those foundations of community. 

Not everyone has the same ideas about what chil-
dren are capable of accomplishing, or of how we
ought to be in our relationships with parents, each
other, and the community. But we think by really lis-
tening to people in our programs, and giving them a
safe place to explore their beliefs, we can come to a
common ground from which we can move forward
together. 

We begin developing our relationships from the very
beginning: from the initial interview to exit interview.

We listen and reflect on each other’s perspective to
develop a shared sense of understanding. We cre-
ate from our diverse ideas and thoughts a common
shared vision, a common meaning. And as Margaret
Mead said, “The need to find meaning . . . is as real
as the need for trust and for love, for relationship
with other human beings.”

In conclusion

The process of forming community is a long journey,
one filled with challenges, struggles, success, and
celebration. It is also incredibly rewarding and
exhilarating when it all comes together. We hope
that you will join us on this journey and empower
our entire early childhood community to nurture chil-
dren and families in developing strong relationships,
and in doing so have an increased understanding of
the value of our diverse society.  
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Be a mentor or coach: Teach newly acquired skills to others. Find an interested
colleague and try it out.

Broaden the view: These authors talk about widening their view of who is part of their
community. Try this interesting idea out by considering the strategies they suggest.

Shared power, autonomy, trust — the ingredients of community: If these descriptors
don’t match teachers’ experience, create opportunities to try them out.  

Work on relationships: This straightforward idea isn’t so simple. Talk with teachers to
find out how they feel the relationships between staff members are working and how
they might be improved. Be candid and make a plan to work on improving
relationships with the ideas generated. Remember that creating community is a
journey — a journey you can start today.

Using Beginnings Workshop 
to Train Teachers
by Kay Albrecht
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When you started in your current position as director,
did you receive a job description that included
“motivate staff”? Probably not. However, experienced
directors report that having a motivated staff is vital
for having a quality program.

Within this article you will be able to read about how
different people are handling this topic; a list of dos
and don’ts; and specific suggestions that are
recommended for your consideration.

When exploring the topic of motivating staff by
interviewing staff, students, and directors; reading
articles in books, magazines, and the Internet; and
reviewing material that I use when offering training
and consulting, I have come up with various
techniques that are effective with early care and
education professionals at various stages of their
development.

All of the following people (who are currently working
in child care at different levels) were asked the same
question: “What is it that motivates you in your job?”

Nancy (who has been working as a preschool teacher
for two years): “I do not need my director to say
anything or do anything to motivate me. If I end the
day feeling good about what I have done with the
children, then I feel good about my job.  I do not
need external motivations.”

Paul (who has been working in a school-age program
for six months): “I like to hear positive things from
parents. When parents come back and tell me how
much their child is enjoying their time with me at
Adventure Club, then I feel good about what I am
doing in my job.”

Alicia (who has been working in a child care center
for three years): “My director does really fun things at
our monthly staff meeting. There are door prizes
from local merchants, and there is always food at the
evening meetings. Although I do not like working in
the evening, I do like the possibility of winning
something.”

Wanda (who has been teaching preschool for over 30
years): “What motivates me is knowing that the
program I work for is parallel with my values about
the program. I feel good working in a quality program
that goes out of its way to provide what children
need. I have a passion for what I do and cannot
imagine working in an environment where I do not
value myself and what I do.”

Alicia (who has been working in a Head Start
program for two years): “I feel good about my
teaching when my site supervisor and parents make
positive comments to me. I also enjoy receiving notes
that I can keep about how people appreciate me and
my teaching abilities.” 

Gabriella (who has been working in a child care
facility for six years): “Our program budgets money
annually for staff to attend conferences. Because I
have taken so many local training in-service classes, I
like to go and meet other child care professionals at
conferences that are held regionally and nationally.
There is a plan for how staff are picked to attend the
conferences so that not the same people attend.
After we go to the conferences, we are expected to
come back and report on our attended sessions to
the other staff in our program. We also write brief
articles that go in our program’s newsletter for the
parents.”
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I am sure that you can relate to many of the staff
comments above. Individuals are motivated by
different things and in different ways and as you can
see by some of the staff you supervise, for some
people motivation comes from within. The director
begins the process of staff motivation by evaluating
what motivates their staff. Ask the staff to rank the
following topics from 1 to 12 as far as what moti-
vates them in their job. In addition to asking the staff
to do this exercise, you also might want to evaluate
what motivates you in your position:

■ money
■ promotion
■ families
■ loyalty to director/owner
■ working conditions
■ interesting work
■ making a difference with children
■ appreciation
■ personal development
■ recognition
■ flexibility of work
■ other

You might need to individualize motivation of staff
related to your questionnaire findings. We often
assume that if staff receives more money for their
work, they will be motivated to do a better job. This is
an assumption and can be clarified with the previous
questions. Twyla Dell writes about motivating employ-
ees, “The heart of motivation is to give people what
they really want most from work. The more you are
able to provide what they want, the more you should
expect what you really want, namely: productivity,
quality, and service.” (An Honest Day’s Work, 1988).
This theory is certainly applicable in the field of early
care and education.

There are some dos and don’ts pertaining to
motivating your staff:

Do:
Recognize that you don’t have all the answers.
Directors can spend hours trying to think of what
would make the staff feel more valued, but we need
to ask them for their ideas.

Offer constructive feedback on a regular basis.
People need to know that you are aware of what they
are doing in their jobs. Make sure that your

comments are specific, rather than general (I
appreciated the suggestions that you offered to
Taylor’s mother about biting.).

Praise in public (staff meetings, newsletters, bulletin
boards). As part of the monthly newsletter, highlight
staff who has gone above expectations with
encouraging staff morale and motivation.

Encourage staff to recognize their peer’s positive
behavior. In the staff area, have something on the
wall (pertaining to the season, like a tree with apples
or snowflakes) where staff can write notes of
appreciation to their peers that recognize positive
support (“Josh, thanks for helping out with zipping
kids’ jackets today.”).

Take time to find out what makes others tick and
show genuine caring. Listening is about understand-
ing how the other person feels — beyond merely the
words that they say.  Find the time to truly listen to
what your staff are saying about themselves.

Have staff participate in developing motivators.
Develop a “Sunshine Committee” with a small
percentage of your staff who would be responsible
for planning social events (once a month) for the
program staff.

Lead, encourage, and guide staff — don’t force them.
Encourage and help your staff to grow and develop,
and performance improvement is inevitable. Lead by
example and encourage them to have ownership in
the program by supporting each other.

Don’t:
Make assumptions about what motivates other
people. Ask staff what motivates them. Given time to
reflect on this answer, most people will be able to
give you the information you need to offer positive
motivation.

Assume others are like you. What motivates you as a
director will not necessarily be the motivator that is
needed for your staff.

Forget to empower staff who are ready for added
responsibility. Make sure that your staff feel they
have job descriptions that give them some autonomy
and allow them to find their own solutions.
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Force people into things that are supposedly good for
them. Make sure that staff are adequately trained
before adding more or new job responsibilities. If
people feel unskilled with new tasks, they will feel
overwhelmed and resentful rather than empowered.

Neglect the need for inspiration. Continually evaluate
what inspires an individual to feel better about
themselves, thus more motivated to perform at a
higher level. If you cannot instill that inspiration,
offer the opportunity for them to experience it with a
mentor, or at a conference with a motivational
speaker.

Delegate work — delegate responsibility. Delegating
should not be dumping! The person who is being
delegated to should feel ready to assume the added
responsibility so that they leave the experience with
positive feelings.

For those directors who are looking for some specific
tangible motivators to offer staff, please consider any
of the 20 following suggestions:

■ Write the staff person a personal note catching
them in the act of doing something positive.

■ Gift cards from local merchants that can be used
for:
• Perfect attendance
• Tasks completed on time
• Cleaning the storage room
• Door prize at staff meeting

■ Highlight a “staff of the month” on the bulletin
board.

■ Give a dollar amount that can be spent for new
equipment for their room.

■ Offer an unscheduled break after a difficult
situation within their classroom.

■ Close the program to have a staff retreat at a
local motel or bed and breakfast.

■ Offer in-service training during staff meetings.
■ Chocolate!
■ Close the program during low attendance (before

Labor Day or during the holiday season) so staff
can redesign their classroom.

■ Solicit positive comments from parents and pass
them on to the teachers.
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■ Send staff to conferences and have a staff
meeting following to report on new ideas that can
be incorporated into the program.

■ Develop a mentorship program for new and
experienced staff.

■ Encourage staff to pursue their education, thus
qualifying for possible promotions.

■ During Week of The Young Child have a “staff
appreciation” day.

■ Have early childhood magazines available in the
staff room.

■ Provide staff with information about special field
trip information to local attractions.

■ Provide substitutes for staff so that they can
observe other child care programs in the area.

■ Celebrate staff birthdays at the program.
■ Have a program sports team (bowling, softball,

etc.) so that staff can participate in a fun activity
together outside work.

■ Celebrate holidays outside the program with a 
pot luck evening activity, which could also include
different self care activities.

In addition to any of the above items, it must also be
said that if the director can tap into and support the
staff person’s own motivations then the director
begins to help people to realize their full potential.
Ultimately, motivation must come from within each

person. No director is ever the single and continuing
source of motivation for a staff person. While the
director’s encouragement, support, inspiration, and
example will at times motivate staff, the director’s
greatest role in motivating is to recognize people for
who they are, and to help them find their own way
forward by making best use of their own strengths
and abilities. In this way, achievement, development,
and recognition will all come quite naturally to the
staff person, and it is these things which truly fuel
personal motivation.
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What motivates you?: Take the time to increase your understanding of each
teacher’s unique motivations. Use the questionnaire idea proposed by Baldwin to
gather data. Then, use what you learned to make a plan to address the different
motivations of each staff member.

Implement the “Do List”: Baldwin shares wonderful ideas for getting started. So,
implement her “do list” and see where it leads.

Consider the “Don’t List”: Managers and administrators might want to take a look at
the “don’t list” as well. There are good suggestions for avoiding these pitfalls that
deserve attention.

Tangible motivators: What a wonderful list of tangible motivators. Baldwin gives us a
jump start on considering motivation with this great list. To find out which ones
teachers think might work best, ask them to rank order the list with the idea they like
the best at 1 and least at 20. Use the information to individualize motivators, find
trends, and identify differences in what motivates.

Using Beginnings Workshop 
to Train Teachers
by Kay Albrecht
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Celebrating Teachers and
Their Work

by Margie Carter

The more I work with teachers in early childhood
programs, the deeper my gratitude grows for their
efforts to stick with this difficult work.  Most spend
many unpaid hours in and out of their classrooms
organizing, planning, getting further training so as to
provide the best quality care and education they can.
They often do this while continually helping to train
new staff, working second jobs to make ends meet,
going without health insurance, driving an unreliable
car, and postponing their own parenting to avoid
further economic stress.

The work and skill of child care teachers is generally
invisible in our society.  Even parents who see them
every day take teachers’ efforts for granted, often
adding insult to injury by requesting that they baby-
sit for their children on the weekends.  The handful of
parents who do acknowledge respect and gratitude to
their child care providers are, in the words of Lilian
Katz, “transients” — by the time they understand the
issues involved in providing quality care, their
children move on to school and they lose sight or
interest in advocating for the early childhood profes-
sion.  Can we really feel like celebrating under all
these conditions?

The temptation is to try to cover up this discouraging
situation with banners, balloons, and banquets to
celebrate the work of the teachers within our pro-
grams.  To be honest, I hope that as we consider
alternative celebrations for the children in our
programs we are also rethinking what we do for the
teachers.  We face many of the same pitfalls in our
current practices of teacher celebrations as we do
with those for the children — assuming everyone
values the same celebration, celebrating nothing for

fear of leaving out or alienating someone,
cheerleading with a celebration hype that has more
stress than real meaning for teachers.

Recognizing What Teachers Need

To be sure, budget limitations severely constrict how
we tend to shape teacher celebrations.  We write
notes with happy faces and buy flowers, balloons, a
program logo t-shirt, and maybe even a wrist watch
to recognize special efforts, teacher birthdays, or
anniversaries of employment.  These tokens are all
within our price range.  Some programs pair teachers
up with secret pals to spread around the task of
remembering to do something special for weary staff
members.

While these gestures are commendable, they don’t
often engender what I associate with a true feeling of
celebration — deep delight or meaning, exhilaration,
a sense of pride or self-esteem, or the marking of
history, continuity, connectedness, and renewal that
comes from time honored ritual.  Again I’m reminded
of admonitions from outgoing NAEYC president
Lilian Katz in her writing about efforts to create self-
esteem in children.  She takes to task the shallowness
of emphasizing success at trivial tasks or compiling
self-celebration Lists — “All the Good Things about
Me.”  As others have done, Katz points out the
distinction between praise and giving specific feed-
back and rewards.

The truth is, we need to give teachers more to cel-
ebrate.  They need paid time for reflection, for
planning and meeting together.  They deserve regular
feedback, coaching, and ongoing opportunities for
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A few years ago, Betty Jones and I had a dialogue
about directors modeling attentiveness to and
documentation of children’s play (Child Care Infor-
mation Exchange, September/October 1990 and
January/February 1991).  Strongly influenced by the
power and meaning of the documentation and
displays in the Reggio schools, last year I decided this
idea was not only a useful training strategy but also a
genuine way to celebrate what teachers are doing in
their classrooms.

I began taking photographs and writing anecdotal
stories about the wonderful learning environments
teachers were creating, their masterful coaching of
children in resolving conflicts and acquiring skills,
efforts at teamwork with colleagues, and building
partnerships with parents.  I put these on staff or
parent bulletin boards in centers and developed some
into traveling display panels to take other places.  My
hope is that we can arrange some installations of
these displays at our local R&R, in downtown bank
lobbies, and shopping malls.  More than one teacher
came to me with tears of gratitude that someone had
actually recognized and valued their work to the
point of making the effort to have it more visible to
others.  This work further enhanced my ability to
celebrate what teachers are doing.  It is news I want
to broadcast, seeds I want to spread around.

✔  Strategy:  A Book of Celebrations

Wouldn’t it be nice if teachers could actually take the
time to reflect on and document an insight they
gained, a skill they mastered, a hurdle they climbed
over?  (Why is this sort of record only kept in baby
books?)  Building on Byrd Baylor’s book, I’m In
Charge of Celebrations, I could imagine dedicating a
portion of staff meetings, or a place in the  staff room,
for creating pages for a personal book each teacher
might compile to have a record of what they deemed
memorable and worth celebrating year after year.

Teachers put so much creativity into the service of
children.  They deserve to have some of it dedicated
directly toward themselves.  Books of teacher celebra-
tions not only give personal touchstones for marking
their human and professional development but also
help build the collective memory of our early child-
hood education community.

✔  Strategy:  Give Ongoing Feedback

Despite the data indicating the importance of giving

paid professional development.  I’m sure they would
feel like celebrating if they had the resources and
support staff they need — regular custodial services,
secretaries, pedagogista, public and mental health
consultants, not to mention adequate salaries, ben-
efits, and a career path that went somewhere.

We need to hear more from teachers about what kind
of celebration would really mean something to them,
would truly honor who they are and the accomplish-
ments and contributions they’ve achieved.  It would
help if we got over our fears of singling out individu-
als for recognition and, in fact, formalized some
“master teacher” mentoring programs, such as those
underway in California, Massachusetts, Minnesota,
and North Carolina.  Testimony from teachers
involved in these mentor teacher programs indicates
this is a source of tremendous personal and profes-
sional recognition and strength for them.  And
tandem with any meaningful recognition or celebra-
tion of teachers’ work must be budget planning that
provides tangible rewards far beyond the accolades
we typically see.

Celebrations That Truly Recognize
Teachers

How do we provide a place in our programs, indeed
in our communities, which honors the work and
contributions of teachers, one which really translates
into an internal sense of celebration for a teacher, or a
public recognition which is meaningful to the indi-
vidual as well as the child care profession at large?
Consider how Lella Gandini and Amelia Gambetti
speak of celebrating the work of children.  What if
teachers got that kind of continued recognition,
affirmation, and attention called to their questions,
their thinking, projects, and accomplishments?  What
might it look like?

I picture walking into a program with documentation
and displays of teachers’ lives and work, side by side
with that of the children’s.  This would bring about
genuine recognition — and also a sense that our
programs are really about human development, not
just child development.  It would serve to connect the
daily lives of the children and their teachers — and
also build community with the parents as they see the
teachers for who they are, as opposed to faceless
baby-sitters or lifeless nannies.

✔  Strategy:  Document and Broadcast
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s ongoing feedback to teachers, they continually

complain that they rarely get it.  Typically I hear
things like “My director’s way too busy to even
notice what I do.”  “The only time I ever get feedback
is when there’s some problem or criticism.”  “She
says I’m doing a great job just to make me feel good,
but it doesn’t mean that she actually knows what I’m
doing.”  “How am I ever going to get better at
teaching if someone doesn’t actually give me feed-
back?”

We need to get past our worries of making someone
feel uncomfortable with our observations and feed-
back.  AND we must stop making excuses for not
taking the time to do it.  Directors have to build this
into their schedules and deem it as important as
doing the payroll or USDA reports.

Thoughtful, focused feedback means so much more
to teachers than general praise.  It lets them know
what we think without having to guess or worry.  It
gives them something concrete to consider.  And it’s
especially great when they regularly hear us offer
specific recognition of a skillful interaction, an effort
at a difficult task, or a risk taken.

✔  Strategy:  Budget for the Full Cost of Care

To provide quality care, teachers need paid time for
planning; discussions with colleagues, consultants,
and parents; and ongoing professional development
opportunities.  We have a valuable resource from
NAEYC on learning to budget for these types of
things which constitute the Full Cost of Care, the title
of this resource book.  Until we muster the necessary
determination to drive this budgeting campaign
forward without apology, our ability to provide a
meaningful celebration of and for teachers and their
work will be limited.  Let’s get on with this task,
stopping to celebrate our successes, but not settling
for anything less than what we really need.

Margie Carter lives in Seattle, Washington, where she is
an ECE instructor, consultant, writer, and video producer.
Her book, Training Teachers:  A Harvest of Theory and
Practice, co-authored with Deb Curtis, is available from
Redleaf Press.
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   

     
     
      
       
       
      
    
     
      

      
     
      
      
     
    
       
    
    
     
     
    
  

      
   
     
   

     
    
 

 
   

        
    

        
     

       

    
      


      
        
      
    
      
    
     
      

   
     

      
   
   
    
     
     
     
     
    

     
    
     
    
    
     
     
   
    
    
   
     
    
     
     


     
     
      
      
     
     
     

    
   

    

            
           
            
         
          
            
   
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     
        
   

        
    
     

       
     

     
     
  

    
      


        
     
     
    
      
    
      
    
      
    
    
    
     
    
    
    
   
     


    
    
   
    
     
   
     
    
     
       
     
      
    
      
     

      
  

       
    
      
     
       
      
     
      
    
      
      
    
      
      


      
     
      
      
       
      
     
    
       
    
   
    
     
    
      

      
    
    
     
      
   
   
   
    
    
    
   

      
      
     
      
    
     

       
  

      
    
      
      
     
    
    
     
  

     
     
     
  
     
     
     
    
    
     
     


     
     
     
     
   
     
      
    
    
     
     
      
     
     
     
      
    
      
     
        
       
      
    
      

  
   
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      
   

       
    

      
     

       
      
 

     


  
   

     
      
 

      
 

        
 

    
      


      
     
       
    
    
    
     
     
      
      


      
    
     
    
   
     
     
      

      
     
     
      
    
       

     
      
    
     
     
    
       
     
      
     
    
      
       
  

     
       
     
      
     
  
     
    
    


    
      
     
      
    
     
    
     
    
      
     
      
     
      
    
       
   

      
       
      

     
      
       
     
     
      
     
     
      
     
       
      
  

     
     
       
       
     
     
     
    
    
     
  

      
     
       
      
      
      
     
      
      
    
     
      
  



      
     
    

  
    
   
   

      
       
     
      
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     
   
    

      
      
   
    
  

     
      
 

     
        
       
      
      
  

      
    
      
      
    
     
  
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      
  
    
    
    
     
        
    
      
    
     
  

     
     

     
      
   
       
     
     
     
    
      
      
    

    
   
      

      
    
     
      
       
    

       
     
     
    
     
    
      
     
 

     
    
   
      
   
      
      
   

You Say Staff
Deserve Respect?

Energize Your
Words with

Action!
by Karen Stephens

36 Ideas That Work

In 1980, Karen Stephens became
director of Illinois State University
Child Care Center and instructor in
child development for ISU Family
and Consumer Sciences Depart-
ment. She writes the weekly news-
paper column, “Keeping the Young
at Heart,” and is the author of the
high school textbook, The Child
Care Professional.

W         
      
        

        
          
          
           
       
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      


     
      
    
     
    
   
     
     
     


      
      
     
      
     
    
    
      
   
    
    
      
     
       
    

       
      
       
      
      
     
     
     
    
      
     
     
     

     
     
    
     
      
     
   
   
   
        

    
 

Tangible Ways to Show
Staff Respect and 

Appreciation

    
  
   
  


    
 
  
    
    
  

    
 
  
    
  
  
  
  
   


    
  
   
 

   
  
  
   
    

   
  
  

    
    
    
   
    
   

   
  
   
  


      
    
  
    
   
    


    
   
  
   
    


    
  
    
    
    
   
   
     
  
    
  
   
  
     
   
    
    
    
     
    
 

    
   
    
   
     
   
   
   
     
    
    
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    
 

   
     
       
    
   
   
    
  


   
    
    
    
     
    
   
  

    
    
 

     
    
   
    
 

   
    
      
 

    
  
  
    
   
   
   
     
  
     
     
   


     
  
   

     
   


   
   
  
  
     
  

    
  
      
   
   
    
    
    
     
     
    
    
     
    
   
  
     
   
   

     
   
    
     
    
     
    
    
    
     
    
     
    
   
    
    
    
   
   
   
   
 
    

    
     


    
  
   
   
    
    
  
   

       
   
    
  
     
   
   
    
  

    
    
   
   
  
   
   
    
    
    
    
   

      
    
   
   
   

     
   
   
     
    
   
   
    
    
   
    
   
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    
    
   
     
    
   
    
   
  
   
  
  

    
  
   
   
    
   
    
   

    
    
    
    
  
    
     
   
  

  
  
     
     
    
   
   
  
   
    
     
 

   
   
  
  

     
   
    
   

    
  
   
   
   
  

   
    
  

    
   
    
    
   
   
    


     
   
   
    
  
   
   
  

     
   
   
  
    
   
    
   

      
      
     
      
    
     
       
       
     
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1.  Smile: Say hello and smile, even when you’re in a hurry.

2.  Talk: You can brighten up a teacher’s morning simply by
passing along your child’s enthusiastic comments.  (Sometimes
children will tell their parents about something that they espe-
cially liked at school — but never think to mention it to their
teachers.)

3.  Label: There are few sights more welcome to a teacher on a
hectic winter day than boots or mittens with a child’s name
clearly marked on them.

4.  Write: After parent-teacher conferences are over, send a
note of thanks for all the time the teacher has put into prepar-
ing for them.

5.  Tell a friend: Say something positive about your child’s
teacher or caregiver to another parent in the class.  Positive
comments have a way of spreading.

6.  Tell a boss: Make time to say something complimentary
about your child’s teacher to the director or principal, too.
Most administrators will pass compliments along. . . . Besides,
directors and principals enjoy hearing from satisfied parents —
sometimes people only go to them with complaints.

7.  Tell the teacher: And, of course, stop in and say something
nice about your child’s teacher to (who else?) the teacher herself.

8.  Watch: Here’s something teachers might not mention, but
considerate parents do anyway:

If you bring younger brothers or sisters into a classroom,
always keep an eye on them yourself.

9.  Cook: Try fixing a special box lunch or coffee break snack
for the teacher you want to thank.  Do it as a surprise on an
otherwise ordinary day.  Your child can decorate the box, bag,
or napkin the night before.

10.  Laugh: Share a joke, a cartoon, or just a good laugh.

11.  Plan ahead: Stick to the center’s guidelines about sick
kids.  Anyone who works with young children and tries to keep
illness from spreading through the group will truly appreciate
your efforts in making back-up care plans ahead of time.

12.  Copy it: Write a thank-you note to your child’s teacher for
all she’s done.  Then make a copy and ask that it be put in his
or her file.

13.  Fix it today: If the zipper on your child’s jacket is broken
or sticks, fix it.  It’s a small matter, but it makes a big difference.

14.  Make an extra effort: Most parents are polite to teachers
and caregivers, but it never hurts to make an extra effort to be
courteous.  (Even though early childhood educators don’t dress
in suits to go to work, they are knowledgeable professionals.)

15.  Make a card: Find out when the teacher’s or caregiver’s
birthday is and send a card.  Homemade cards from your child
are always the best ones.

16.  Set aside time for figuring out jackets and boots: Show
your child how to put on his or her own jacket, boot, and mit-
tens.

17.  Help out: Pitch in when something special is going on at
school.  Offer to lend a hand whenever you can.

18.  Turn it off: If you really want to do something nice for
your child’s teacher, try planning an alternative activity for your
child during the Power Rangers’ TV time slot.

19.  Check the time: Make it a top priority to arrive on time
at the end of the day.  Your child’s caregiver, like everyone else,
has family, appointments, and errands to get to.

20.  Smile again: Say good-bye and smile, even when you’re in
a hurry.

Consider thoughtfulness as a way of saying thank you to your
child’s teacher.  It may not cost anything — but it means every-
thing.

Child Care Information Exchange  3/96 — 29

Twenty Small Acts of Kindness
Tips for parents looking for a way to thank their child’s teacher

Thank-you’s come in many forms.  Sometimes the ones that don’t cost anything are the ones that mean the most.  Talk with other
parents at your child’s school.  See how many ways you can think of to let your child’s caregivers or teachers know how much you
appreciate them.  Here are some ideas to start with:

Reprinted with permission from The Well-Centered Child, a reproducible parent newsletter, PO Box 428, Naperville, IL 60566-9725.  
Call (800) 453-7148 for subscription information.
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Taking a fresh look at routines and interactions

28 Fun Ideas to Motivate Your Staff
by Sandy Roberts

We hear the usual voices, we use the same words or phrases, we do some
things the same way every day, and we so often overlook the obvious.
For example, I placed an ugly broom in the corner of my office one day,
forgetting to put it away when I was done with it.  Throughout my day
I didn’t have time to get back to the broom.  Day after day the broom
just stood in the corner — a rather unpleasing sight to visitors, yet
eventually it became just a part of the office and I never noticed it.  One
day a staff member was looking for a broom and I answered her request
with, “I have no idea where one is, I haven’t seen one around here.”
There the broom stood, in plain view, yet I didn’t see it.

The following ideas were developed to be used as motivators to your
staff and to enhance their understanding of their role as teachers.  The
ideas are meant to be helpful in heightening awareness of each staff’s
personal daily behaviors.  Use them to encourage your staff to take a
close look at their daily routines and verbal interactions with children
and co-workers.  They’re fun activities that will hopefully make your
staff’s daily routines not so routine any longer.

helps teachers to become aware of
what they say and how they say it.

4.  Don’t Say NO.  For one entire day
staff members may not say the word
“NO.”  They are to say it in another
way.  If “NO” is said, a piece of
masking tape is to be put on the
“NO” sayer’s shirt.  People are
amazed at how much tape they are
wearing by the end of the day!

5.  Observe a Candle.  Give a small
unlit candle to each small group.
Each group is to write down as
many observations about that candle
as they can.  Then do the same for a
burning candle.  Ask the groups to
discuss their observations.  Say to
the group, “You have many of the
same observations yet many that are
different.  It is the same way with
observing young children.  We all
see some things that are the same
and some things that are different.
Study a child in the same way.”

6.  Back-to-Back Observations.
About halfway through the meeting,
ask each staff member to sit back to
back with the person next to them.
Have them write the answers to
these or other questions.
• What is she wearing?
• What type of shoes is she wearing?
• What is something she said during

the meeting?

1.  Name Tags.  Place art materials in
the middle of the floor and ask staff
to make name tags that tell some-
thing about themselves without
using their names.  Give them a
chance to explain their tags to the
group and have them wear the tags
the rest of the day.  When children
ask about the tag, it gives the teacher
a chance to talk about herself and
promotes a positive self-image.

2.  Treasure Hunt.  Have staff collect
items from around the school that

reveal something about themselves.
They need to say where the item
came from and how it relates to
them.  This helps them to pay close
attention to their surroundings and
aids in observation skills.

3.  Personal Recordings.  Have staff
tape record themselves during the
day.  Ask them to take the tape home
and listen to it.  They should jot
down things that were said in a
negative way and write a positive
way they could have said it.  This
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giver’s direction, she must say “go
on.”  You’ll find, when all is done,
that the pictures are not the same.
It is impossible to place blame
on who made a mistake.  Both
people feel they did the best they
could — listening and speaking; but
communication is difficult and
inexact.

11.  I Am Unique.  To help staff
discover each person’s individuality,
answer the following questions:
• What kind of car do you drive?
• Where is your dream vacation

destination?
• What are your two favorite pizza

toppings?
• What is something that really

bothers you?
• What is something you enjoy?

12.  Black Box.  Set a box in the
middle of the floor as you begin a

• What color eyes does she have?
• What is her full name?
• How old is she?
• Write 10 things you observed

about her today.

7.  “A Teacher Is . . . .”  Have staff
give one word adjectives to finish
this sentence.  This will be silly,
fun, and yet very serious.  You’ll
get an idea of how staff are feeling.

8.  Skills and Talents.  To foster staff
awareness of other’s skills and
talents, have staff stand in a line
according to their feelings about
their ability in music (towards the
front of the line represents they feel
they have a strong ability in the
area).  Follow the line idea for
abilities in art, science, circle time
ideas, etc.  This allows the staff to
know who to go to for support
knowledge.

9.  Clarity of Instructions.  Give one
group very vague instructions, and
give another group too many
instructions.

Written instructions to Group 1:  You
have received inflated balloons.
Greet the other group.
Instructions to Group 2:  You have
received thumbtacks, pipe cleaners,
and tissues.  Move around in a
triangular motion, covering the
entire area.  If someone should come
up to you, you are to say “What?” or
ignore them.  If they keep bothering
you and actually touch you in some
way, pop their balloon with some-
thing.  If they still insist on talking to
you, give them your tissue, but be
sure they take it in their left hand.
If they put it in their right hand,
wrap the pipe cleaner around their
right ring finger.  If someone says
something to you who has a pipe
cleaner on their finger, begin playing
patty cake with them.  If another
person says something to you, just
sit down.  This is to show, by ex-
treme, how too many directions may

be overwhelming while not enough
direction can be frustrating.

10.  Back-to-Back Drawings.  Two
people sit back to back.  One person
is given a blank paper and a box of
crayons.  This person is the receiver
and may only say the words “go on”
or “repeat.”  The other person is
given a piece of paper with a picture
drawn on it.  This person is the giver
and must give verbal directions to
the receiver to enable the receiver to
draw the same picture.  The giver
may not say what the picture is, such
as “draw a cat.”  The giver must give
verbal directions such as “draw a
circle in the center of the paper” or
“draw a triangle on the upper left
part of circle.” He must not say
“draw an ear on the head.”  If the
receiver does not understand, she
may say “repeat” — nothing else.
When the receiver has drawn the

Watch what you say:

“I’ve told you a hundred times not to do that, now look what has
happened.”

“How many times do I have to tell you . . . ?”  (Do you really expect
the child to answer that one?)

“I don’t know why you act like that.”

“Why did you spill your milk?”

“If you do that again, you’ll have to sit out for the rest of the day!”

“I know how you feel.”  (Do you really?)

“Don’t you ever listen?”

“Do you do that at home?”

“When are you ever going to learn?”

“Why do you do that?”

“Can’t you ever sit still?”

“Do you want me to pinch you?”

“Just a minute, OK?”

“Don’t you ever do that again, or else.  Do you understand?”
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staff meeting.  At some point in the
meeting, ask if anybody has any-
thing to add or any questions.  You
can bet they’ll ask about the box.
This creates an opportunity to
remind staff to “teach for the mo-
ment.”  Kids want to know “what’s
that?” — don’t ignore their wonder-
ment.  Until they know what that
new thing is, they won’t be able to
concentrate on you.  The contents of
that box is a wonderment to the
teachers.  Place a box of M&Ms or a
coupon for a lunch inside the box for
whoever asks about the box first.

13.  Follow Directions Test.  Write a
30 question test or survey about any-
thing.  Tell the teachers to read over
the test, answer the questions, and
hand it in before the meeting is over.
On question 19, write:  “Do only
question 27.”  On question 27, write:
“Please write your name on the top
lefthand corner of this page and give
it to the director.”  See how many
people actually follow the direction
about reading over the test first.

14.  Staff Survey.  Some questions
might be:
• The people in my job who make

me feel the best are those who . . .
• The most important factor affect-
ing morale on my job is .
. .
• The greatest satisfaction I get from

my job is . . .
• If I could make one change in my

work, it would be . . .
• The most irritating part of my job

is . . .
• When something at work really

aggravates me, I usually . . .
• When I can’t get help with prob-

lems at work, I usually turn to. . .

15.  Inventing Games.  Ask staff to
develop a few games to help get a
point across.  Staff will discover that
the best way to work on problems or
concerns is to ask those they work
with every day.  If a teacher is
concerned that she gets easily

frustrated and raises her voice too
much, ask co-workers to develop a
positive game that the whole group
can work on together.  This will
show support for co-workers and
the concerned person will know
he is not alone.  A game is also a good
way to help with a problem in a fun,
relaxed atmosphere with peers.
16.  Marble Jar.  Place a glass jar and
a box of marbles in the staff room.
Each time a staff member has had a
good day or she handles a problem
effectively, she is to put a marble in
the jar and tell why.  All the other
staff can clap or cheer.  When the jar
is full, the staff can have a party!
(Then start all over again!)

17.  We All Need Space.  To find your
personal comfort space, try this.
Have two staff members stand facing
each other.  One is not to move; the
other begins saying the alphabet and,
with each letter, moves closer and
closer.  See how far you get through
the ABCs.

18.  Look Ma, No Hands!  Ask staff
members to try telling a story while
sitting on their hands.

19.  Explain Yourself.  Ask staff
members to share their feelings and
tell why.  Say “I (feeling) when
(behavior) because (concrete effect on
you).”  Example:  I get excited when
you share your feelings with me
because it makes me feel like your
friend, or, I get upset when you yell
because it bothers my ears when
we’re inside.  Language use is very
important and this idea should be
practiced frequently.

20.  Job Description.  Post the follow-
ing in your center:

You —
The Excellent Preschool Teacher

Individual with early education
background; loving; caring; out-
going; silly; enjoys playing in mud,
wet sand, and shaving cream; loves

crawling around on hands and
knees, meowing like a cat, or slither-
ing like a snake; has a calm speaking
voice; has eyes in the back of her
head; changes wet pants or diapers
with a smile; can do plumbing
(broken, clogged toilets, etc.); reads
endless stories with zest; can do
manual labor (shoveling snow,
hammering bookcases, fixing broken
tables, bike, and so on); creative;
imaginative; fun; is able to hug a
child who has a slimy runny nose
and clean up vomit; artist; scientist;
interior decorator; psychologist;
mathematician; puts in long hours;
enjoys parent contact on a regular
basis informally and formally;
spends many an evening working on
school projects well into the wee
hours of the morning; can do ten
things at one time (calm a crying
child, talk calmly to an upset parent,
take a phone call); never tires of
giving a hand even when not asked;
responsible for lives of young
children all day; takes criticism with
a smile; accountable for every word
and action; does volunteer work;
always busy; receives little benefits
and annual salary, well let’s say
that’s little too.  Your biggest reward
— a young child smiles at you.

21.   Testimonial Writing.  Each staff
member writes her name on a piece
of paper.  These are put in a can.  A
name is picked from the can weekly
at the staff meeting.  One by one,
staff state positive things — at-
tributes and favorites of the chosen
one.  The statements are written on
chart paper which is signed by the
group, displayed, and then given to
the honoree.  The procedure can only
enhance a positive self-image.

22.  Back-to-School Headbands.
Have staff play this get to know you
game.  Teachers write their names on
construction paper headbands.
Collect all headbands in a box.  One
teacher chooses a headband and puts
it on without reading the name.  He
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sits in front of the class and asks
questions answerable by “yes” or
“no” until he guesses his headband’s
identity.

23.  Suggestion Apples.  Give each
teacher an apple sheet the first day of
school.  Let them write a letter to you
suggesting projects, discipline,
meeting suggestions, and any ideas
that might make the year interesting.
Use the letters to help plan the year!

24.  Expressions.  Explain these to the
kids:  He’s in the doghouse.  You’re
behaving like a fish out of water.  She
thinks she’s hot stuff.  He’s all
steamed up.  I’m sitting on pins and
needles.  I’m all thumbs.  She spilled
the beans.  Keep it under your hat.

25.  Finish the Definitions.  Delight
is. . . .  Relief is. . . .  Imagination
is. . . .  Loneliness is. . . .  Discomfort
is. . . .  Appreciation is. . . .

26.  Reading Material.  When you
want staff to read information in a
magazine, place a dollar bill (gift to

A questionnaire to get staff thinking
about what they do, how they do it,

and why they do it:

How do I react when I’m rudely interrupted?

Do I tune into what children are feeling?

Do my words match my actions?

Can I admit mistakes and recognize my limitations?

Can I separate the act from the child?

Do I teach for the teachable moment?

Am I tuned into the children’s special needs?

Do I avoid showing favoritism to meet my own needs?

Am I enthusiastic about teaching?

If I were a child, would I like me to be my teacher?

finder) in the magazine article.  You
can bet that the person who does
read the article will read other
assigned readings, as will others
who hear about the dollar.

27.  Special Days.  Find a calendar
that has a special event for every
day.  Example:  June 5 is Doughnut
Day — be sure each staff member is
wished a happy Doughnut Day and
give them a real doughnut.  June 15
is Hug Holiday.  Show the others you
appreciate them and give a free hug
away!  The staff will catch on quick
and start giving hugs to the kids.
National Hat Day — all wear a special
or silly hat.  Birth of the Safety Pin —
use a safety pin to attach a special
message to each staff member.
Joygerm Day — make a tag for each
staff member and catch them smiling
during the day; give them the tag
and let them know they are now a
member of the Joygerm Club.
(Copycat Magazine has a good
calendar of special days and events.)

28.  Positive Words.  To enhance

positive vocabulary, ask staff to
write 100 different ways of saying
“Very good.”

Sandy Roberts is the director of Rainbow
Express Preschool in Lansdale, Pennsyl-
vania.  She has been in the child care
field for 20 years.
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