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Purpose of Study

For the purpose of this class, this study examined the perspectives of three Alexandria Head Start teachers surrounding school readiness.  The state of Virginia’s definition of school readiness describes the capabilities of children, their families, schools, and communities that will best promote student success in kindergarten and beyond.  The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) position on school readiness involves more than just children.  School readiness is about children, families, early environments, schools, and communities (Maxwell & Clifford, 2004).  Children’s skills and development are strongly influenced by their families and through their interactions with other people and environments before coming to school (Maxwell & Clifford, 2004).  The Head Start Program defines school readiness in terms of providing comprehensive services for preschool children and their families.  These services include early childhood education, family support services, health and nutrition developmental screenings, referral services, and mental health services.  
Research Questions

Based on the aforementioned definitions from one state and two national early childhood organizations devoted to providing quality services for preschool children:

1. What do these three Alexandria Head Start teachers view as necessary prerequisites for  preparing preschool children for kindergarten?  
Methods
Research Design

I am interested in the story of what these three teachers do to promote school readiness based on their personal definitions and practices and their prior experiences related to early childhood education school readiness; therefore, this study used a narrative research design.  In narrative research designs, researchers describe the lives of individuals, collect and tell their stories, and write narratives of individual experiences (Creswell, 2008).  According to Schram (2006), the purpose of narrative inquiry is to understand how people organize the essence and flow of experience to make sense out of their lives.  Specifically, I used the personal experience story approach of the narrative research design.  The personal experience story is a narrative study of an individual’s personal experience found in single or multiple events or private situations (Creswell, 2008).  
Participants

I used purposeful selection to select the three teachers for this pilot study.  Purposeful selection is also known as purposeful sampling and criterion-based selection (Maxwell, 2005; LeCompte, Preissie, & Tesch, 1993).  Maxwell (2005) states four possible goals for purposeful sampling which include: (1) achieving a typical representation of the selected individuals, settings, or activities, (2) achieving some heterogeneity in the selected individuals, settings, or activities, (3) intentionally examining cases that are critical to the researcher’s study, and (4) establishing particular comparisons to highlight the reasons for differences between individuals, settings, or activities.  Specifically, typical sampling was used for this pilot study which is a form of purposeful sampling that studies people or sites because they constitute what is typical to those unfamiliar with the situation (Creswell, 2008; Glesne, 2006).  

Teacher A has twenty-five years of early childhood education experience including her ten years with the Alexandria Head Start Program (AHSP).  Teacher A is very active in community events.  She has a Bachelor of Arts degree in early childhood education from George Mason University.  

Teacher B has been employed with the Alexandria Head Start Program for thirty-one years.  Before she was employed with the program, she was a Head Start parent who served as chair for the Parent Policy Council.  She started out as a bus monitor in 1977 and worked her way up to early childhood special education assistant teacher.  In 1984, Teacher B became a lead teacher.  Teacher B knows sign language and she has an Associate of Arts degree in early childhood education from the Northern Virginia Community College. 
Teacher C has been employed with AHSP for four years.  Before she was employed with the program, she was a Head Start parent who volunteered in her son’s Head Start classroom.  She started out as an assistant teacher in 2004 and was promoted to lead teacher in 2006.  Teacher C has a Child Development Associate (CDA) and is currently pursuing her Associates of Arts degree in early childhood education from the Northern Virginia Community College.
Researcher Identity

My mother grew up under very difficult circumstances during the 1930’s and 40’s in segregated Houston, Texas.  There was never enough money to make ends meet for my mother and her eight siblings and my grandmother, who changed husbands and boyfriends frequently, moved the family from place to place within a five mile radius.  My grandmother was physically abused by some of her male associates.  I have vivid memories of the stories that my mother told me about her childhood.  I also remember her saying that my childhood would be very different from her early childhood experiences.  My mother said that if she was lucky enough to reach adulthood, she would be married to one man and would not have any more than two children.  She has been married to the same man for 49 years and I have one sister.

I have fond memories of my childhood – the house where I grew up, the elementary school that I attended from first through sixth grade, and the community-based urban neighborhood.  When I was six-years-old, my mother sold some property that she inherited from her father.  She put the money in a savings account and said that it would be used to pay for college for me and my sister.  When I turned 18, I left Houston and traveled to Washington, D.C. to attend Howard University.  The money that my mother saved paid for my tuition.  Although, I never experienced the harsh realities that my mother experienced, I have empathy for children and their families who currently experience harsh realities.  My mother’s stories and life lesson guidance helped me focus on being of service to people from all walks of life, especially the neediest of the needy.  

I have worked for the Head Start Program since October, 1994.  I worked for the District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) Head Start Program from October, 1994 through March, 2007 as a teacher, mentor teacher, and education manager.  I am currently employed with the AHSP as a cluster director.  I belong to several professional organizations which include: the National Head Start Association (NHSA), the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), the Council for Exceptional Children, the Equity in Early Childhood Education Initiative, and the American Educational Research Association (AERA).  I am also a member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the Association for Research and Enlightenment (ARE), and the Human Rights Campaign (HRC).  
Over the past 14 years, I have seen major changes in the focus of the program from the federal, state, and local levels.  When I first started with the program, the focus was on comprehensive services for families based on a social-emotional educational foundation.  The curriculum focused on social emotional development and Head Start administrators did not want the letters of the alphabet, numbers, or shapes posted on classroom walls because they said it was developmentally inappropriate and most young children were not ready from a developmental perspective to learn alphabets and numbers.  The focus was on learning through purposeful play.  When I left the classroom in 2002, the focus shifted dramatically to emergent literacy and early childhood assessments.  Currently, the focus is on semi-comprehensive services based on a school readiness educational model.  For some policy makers, school readiness is defined in terms of language and literacy readiness to the exclusion of other important school readiness indicators such as social emotional development, physical education, art, and music.  In the semi-comprehensive services model, the role of the parent in terms of program planning is greatly diminished.  As stated in the purpose section of this pilot study, leading early childhood organizations define school readiness from a comprehensive perspective in which all areas of learning are considered important for school readiness.  I believe that children should be taught literacy and math concepts within a developmentally appropriate social learning framework.  We cannot have random chaos in early childhood classrooms, nor can we promote 3 and 4 year-old children sitting at desks completing worksheets.
My general knowledge of the Head Start Program helped me conduct the interviews with the three identified teachers.  I was also able to relate to the teachers from a teacher’s perspective because of my eight years of experience as a Head Start teacher.  When I worked for the DCPS Head Start program, I was part of the Universal School Readiness Collaborative.  The Universal School Readiness Collaborative (USRC) consisted of stakeholders from various sectors of the Washington early childhood community including members from some of the leading think tanks such as the Education Trust and Pre-kindergarten for All.  We met monthly or as needed to address topics related to school readiness.  The USRC’s primary purpose was to ensure that school readiness was not seen from a narrow perspective focused on standardized assessments as the only criteria for determining if a child, classroom, or program was adequately preparing children for kindergarten.  The USRC recognized the broad and comprehensive definition of school readiness which looked at the whole child.  This universal perspective on school readiness assisted me with my interviews.
Federal law mandates that 90% of our Head Start families meet federal poverty guidelines.  I have to be cognizant of the fact that I may sometimes put poor people, especially those who are intergenerational users of social service programs, in the “Othered” category (Fine, 1998).  For example, in 2004, a grandmother came into the office to register her granddaughter.  The grandmother participated in the program when she was a child.  Her daughter participated in the program when she was a child and the granddaughter participated in the program during school year 2004-2005.  I have to understand that not all women are like my mother who was able to break the dependency cycle.  Some families legitimately need intergenerational support services.  Instead of taking one or two generations to go from dependence to independence, it may take three or more generations for a family to go from dependence to independence.   
Fine (1998) described “Othered, Othering, and Otherhood” as the marginalization of all minority groups into a deficit category as compared to the standard of the dominant group.  Fine (1998) states that qualitative researchers have to look at the Self – Other hyphen and examine how the hyphen both separates and merges personal identities.  As I examine my Self – Other hyphen in relation to parental support of school readiness, I have to remind myself that we all are in this together.  Both parents and educators want children to leave the Head Start program and enter kindergarten ready to learn.  
Poor is not synonymous with lack of intelligence.  Head Start families support their children’s school readiness efforts.  I cannot always look at parental support from a middle class paradigm.  Some parents would genuinely like to attend all Head Start and school related activities; however, they cannot because they are working two jobs so that they can take care of basic family needs like shelter and food.   
Based on my knowledge of Head Start and early childhood, I decided which teachers were representative of the typical Alexandria Head Start teacher.  From an ontological perspective, I had to be aware of the underlying assumptions that I made about the teachers and settings that I selected.  The nature of reality is not only being defined by me, it is also defined by the interviewed teachers (Schram, 2006).   
Research Setting

AHSP is administered by the Campagna Center which is a nonprofit organization located in old town Alexandria.  The AHSP has an enrollment of 252 children located in nine sites with fifteen classrooms across the city of Alexandra.  Eight of these sites are located in Alexandria City Public Schools (ACPS).  One site is located in the Alexandria branch of the Northern Virginia Community College.   Each classroom is staffed with a lead teacher and an assistant teacher.  All lead teachers must have a Child Development Associate (CDA) certificate.  Many AHSP lead teachers have Associate of Arts (AA) degrees in early childhood education.  All lead teachers and assistant teachers must take early childhood education pre-service and in-service training throughout the school year.  
The program is culturally diverse with two-thirds of the 252 students speaking English as a second language.  One-third of the students do not speak English or Spanish as their primary language.  Other spoken primary languages include Arabic, Amharic, Farsi, Chinese, and French.  The teaching staff is also culturally diverse representing Arabic, Hispanic, African American, and Ethiopian cultures.

  In his book, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey (1989) used an emotional bank account metaphor to describe the ongoing and reciprocal nature of building trust.  It is similar to a bank account in which one makes deposits and withdrawals.  In the case of the emotional bank account, one makes emotional deposits and withdrawals.  Emotional deposits include keeping promises and meeting deadlines and emotional withdrawals include unkindness and arrogance (Covey, 1989).  My emotional bank account with the director in question is replete with deposits because we have worked on numerous projects together which concluded in favorable outcomes.  

Since I am employed by the Campagna Center to work for the AHSP, I know the key players and main gatekeepers (Maxwell, 2005).  I have a good working relationship with the president/CEO of the Campagna Center and the director who oversees the teachers selected for this pilot study.  I asked the president/CEO and the director for permission to interview the teachers (Bogden & Biklen, 2007).  I have an established relationship of trust with the director who oversees the sites where my research participants work as Head Start teachers.    Permission was granted and I let them know the days and times that I would be conducting the interviews.  Campagna Center staff and teachers are familiar with George Mason University students and researchers because we are currently involved in two collaborative research projects between the Campagna Center and George Mason.  
The participants were receptive to me because of my positive relationship with their director and because of my interaction with them during staff development.  I have presented training sessions and workshops for the entire Alexandria Head Start staff which included the participants for this study.  The selected teachers also have a high regard and respect for their director who helped me gain access.  One of the participants is working on her Associates of Arts degree and could relate to me because we are working full time and going to school in the evening after work.  

Although, I do not supervise the participants selected for this pilot study, I have to be aware of the asymmetrical relationship because I am a member of the AHSP management team and I have added a new hat as researcher.  As Glesne (2006) states, traditional asymmetrical researcher/informant or management/teacher relationships have power disproportionately skewed towards the researcher or the manager.  Because of this asymmetrical relationship, I had to keep reiterating to the teachers that these interviews were part of my qualitative research class and they were not obligated under any circumstances to do them.  I also told them that they could change their minds after the interviews had been done and that I would not include their data in the pilot study.  I also told them that all collected data was confidential and that their real names would not be used in the pilot study.  All three teachers said that they were glad to help me with my school project.  One of the teachers even said that I could use her real name and I told her that I would not be using any real names.  
Data Collection 

One-on-one semi-structured interviews were used because they allowed for flexibility in responding to informant responses during the interview process (Fontana & Fey, 1998; Glesne, 2006).  Glesne (2006) states that researchers can use a set sequence of open-ended questions with follow-up questions as needed during the course of the interview.

I called each teacher and explained the pilot study.  Before I conducted the interviews, I explained in greater detail that I was doing a qualitative research study for my qualitative research methods class.  I also let them know that this information would be shared with my instructor and classmates and that I would use pseudonyms and codes to protect their identity and ensure confidentiality.  

I did a one-hour interview with each teacher.  The interviews were done during my lunch break and the lunch breaks of the teachers.  I arrived at the sites between 12:15 p.m. and 12:30 p.m.  The children are resting during this time and the teachers were able to leave the resting children with the assistant teacher.  

The first interview was conducted in the classroom while the children rested.  The assistant teacher for this classroom went on her lunch break which meant that the teacher and I were the only adults in the classroom with seventeen napping Head Start children.  This provided a quiet atmosphere for the interview.  We were interrupted once because a parent came into the classroom at approximately 1:10 pm to pick her child up from school.  The second interview was done in a semi-private hallway outside the classroom.  We were interrupted three times by announcements made over the intercom system.  Each time, we paused until the announcements were completed.  The third interview was done in the Head Start office of the selected site.  It was quiet and we were not interrupted.  The third interview setting was the best place for conducting interviews.
One teacher who had previously agreed to be audio-taped decided that she did not want to be taped.  Although, I wrote down an abbreviated version of what she said and later filled in the gaps, I was not able to capture every rich thing that she said.  She did not mind follow-up telephone calls and in fact called me to tell about other thoughts related to the interview.  She was actively engaged in the interview and did most of the talking.  The other two teachers were audio-taped and they did most of the talking.  They were also agreeable to follow-up telephone calls, however, none were needed.
The semi-structured interview (see Appendix A) included open-ended questions about teaching experience, background in early childhood education, education level of teachers, school readiness, parental and community responsibilities for school readiness, and activities and lessons that support school readiness.  The teacher interview schedule is outlined in Table 1.
Table 1

Teacher Interview Schedule
______________________________________________________________________________
Teacher
Location

Date



Length of Interview
______________________________________________________________________________

Ava

Classroom

October 20, 2008

60 minutes
Bette

Hallway

October 24, 2008

60 minutes

Cara

Office


October 28, 2008

60 minutes
Data Analysis

Transcribing the data proved to be a daunting challenge for me.  I could not get every word written down verbatim.  After listening to the tapes three times, I still did not capture every word that was said.  I wrote summaries of what they said and was sure to include their main ideas related to the interview questions in my attempts to write the transcripts.  I was at the point of contacting a professional transcription service.  As a matter of fact, I found one in downtown Washington – ACE Transcription Service.  The rates listed on their website stated that they would charge $3.50 per page.  I was ready to pay them to do the transcribing.  I did not contact ACE because I realized that transcribing is a necessary step in my efforts to understand the data analysis aspect of qualitative research.  For example, I do not wash my car; however, I do know how to wash it, if I should need to at some point in the future.  At some point in the near future, I will let ACE transcribe one of my tapes because I am interested in how much text a professional transcriptionist will produce from my one-hour interview.


I am more familiar with quantitative data analysis and I had to be very mindful of that fact as I subconsciously tried to apply quantitative data analysis to qualitative research.  I had to stop myself on several occasions and start over and say to myself that this is qualitative research.  I was more on the etic end of the etic – emic continuum.  Some of the data consisted of emic or first order concepts given by informants, however, most of it was etic or represented my interpretation of informant responses (Creswell, 2008).  

Glesne (2006) defines coding as a progressive process of sorting and defining scraps of collected data.  According to Corbin and Strauss (1990), coding is the fundamental analytic process used by the researcher.  Creswell (2008) defines coding as the process of segmenting and labeling text to form descriptions and broad themes in the data.  These definitions align with Maxwell (2005) and Corbin and Strauss’s (1990) discussions surrounding fracturing the data.  

I used open coding (see Appendix B) or the interpretive process for breaking down data from an analytical perspective (Corbin & Strauss, 1990).  I read through the three transcripts and assigned codes to segments of text.  I left extra room on the right and left side of the transcripts so that I could have space for writing codes and themes.  The codes were written on the left side of the paper and the themes were written on the right side of the paper.  I generally used between one and three words to describe the codes and themes.  I used red and black ink to isolate text related to certain codes and I used yellow, blue and green highlighters to assist me in visually seeing how sections of text related to codes.  Initially, transcript one had over fifty codes.  I examined the fifty codes to determine which ones could be collapsed into other codes.  Through the process of axial coding, the fifty codes meshed into twenty codes and through the process of selective coding, I was able to generate six themes.  According to Corbin and Strauss (1990), axial coding is relating categories to their subcategories and testing the relationships against the data and selective coding is the process of unifying all categories around a core category.  After analyzing the six identified themes, I was able to collapse the themes from six to five.  I used the same process for transcripts II and III.  I expected four of the five themes.  The expected themes were teacher experience/training, school readiness activities, parental support of school readiness, and community support of school readiness.  The unexpected theme was equity in early childhood.  Early childhood equity examines race, culture, disability, stereotypes, gender, and sexual orientation in early childhood settings in terms of who has access to quality early childhood programs (Derman-Sparks, 2001).
Findings
As I examined the transcripts, I saw similarities between the teachers’ statements related to school readiness.  They were in agreement about developmentally appropriate practice for ensuring that Head Start children are prepared for kindergarten.  Developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) involves providing active learning activities for children that are age-appropriate.  Teacher statements regarding school readiness are in alignment with state and national definitions of school readiness.  According to the state of Virginia, Head Start, and NAEYC, school readiness has to be looked at from a comprehensive perspective.  Therefore, school readiness is not just about getting preschool children ready for kindergarten from a purely academic standpoint, it is about looking at the whole child.  For example, Ava said, “Our new DLM Express curriculum provides me with activities and lessons on how to teach literacy and math.  Actually, it provides useful information for all Head Start areas of learning”.  Bette said, “As an experienced teacher, I know how to incorporate music, movement, and art activities into any curriculum that we may use at the time”.  Cara said, “School readiness also means that all of the child’s needs are being met.  The child is ready because he gets enough to eat and has good health care.  A hungry child cannot learn any lessons until you address his hunger”.
The teachers had similar statements regarding the parent’s role in school readiness.  Ava said, “A lot of our parents think that preparing their children for kindergarten is the sole responsibility of the teacher”.  Bette said, “Now it seems that parents have the attitude that teachers should do all of the prep work for kindergarten”.  Cara said, “As a former Head Start parent, I felt it was my responsibility to work at home with my child and everything was not up to the teacher.  I had to teach my child about respect and other values that I feel are important….As parents, we have to teach children by example.  Too many parents want the school or society to raise their children.  It is not up to the school to raise our children, that’s why they have parents.  The teachers can’t do it all”.
They had different comments concerning equity issues.  Ava said, “First let me say that I believe some assessment is not developmentally appropriate.  Let me talk about the National Reporting System for a minute.  You know the National Reporting System was not the proper way to assess preschool children.  Of course, the federal government had us as a captive audience.  Why didn’t any of the private schools on non Head Start pre-kindergartens have to endure a national preschool SAT for young children?”  Bette said, “I know that when I was a Head Start parent way back in 1974, it was a big deal for African American parents to participate in this program.  We were so pleased to have high quality child care for our children”.  Cara said, “You can know all of the letters of the alphabet and know how to spell your name, but if you are constantly disrupting class, then your behavior overshadows everything else.  A lot of boys get caught in this trap, especially African-American boys”.
Validity/Limitations
According to Glesne (2006), it is my responsibility to the best of my knowledge to provide detailed circumstances to help readers understand the nature of my data.  I also had to be aware of reactivity or my impact on the individuals participating in this pilot study (Maxwell, 2005).  Since I know the teachers who participated in this pilot study, this may have some consequences on how they responded to me during the interviews.  I also had to be mindful of my personal feelings regarding the three teachers selected for this pilot study.  I have a great deal of respect and admiration for these three teachers; therefore, I had to be aware of the fact that I may make certain positive assumptions about some of their statements that may not be seen as positive by another researcher looking at the same data.  
I do not supervise these teachers; however, I am part of the AHSP management team.  Although, I explained to them that they did not have to participate and this in no way was related to their annual evaluations, they may have felt some sense of obligation to participate.  They are also aware of the congenial relationship that I have with their director.  This relationship may have skewed their answers to the research questions.  

During the transcription process, I did not transcribe every word.  I transcribed what I thought to be legitimate answers addressing the interview process.  There may be an unaddressed theme that is hidden in the data that I did not transcribe.  One teacher did not want to be interviewed.  I wrote down the main ideas of what she said; however, it is possible that I missed relevant data during my note-taking. 
All of the teachers selected for this interview are avid conversationalists.  They could talk about early childhood for hours on end.  Since the teachers were not shy about talking, the interview process appeared to be more structured than semi-structured.  I asked all three teachers the same questions in the same order.  I did not have to use probing techniques or give many examples of what I meant by a particular question.  
Future Research

I would like to observe and videotape teachers in addition to interviewing them about their perspectives on school readiness.  Do they actually do what they say they did in terms of providing developmentally appropriate school readiness skills?  I would also like to interview parents and get their perspective on school readiness including their perceptions of the teacher’s role.  I would choose teachers and parents who do not like to talk because this would enhance my interviewing skills, especially when it comes to asking probing questions.  I would also send one of my tapes to a professional transcriptionist and compare the professional’s transcript with one that I transcribed.   

I will need to spend some time during the summer of 2009 reviewing readings and slides from the 812 qualitative research course.  At some point in the not too distant future, I have to find time in my schedule to work as a graduate assistant so that I can get some additional practical experience with qualitative data collection and analysis. The process of transcribing and coding gave me a new respect for words and the meaning they convey.  It appears to me that as researchers go through the qualitative research process, they go through this spiritual and mental rebirth because they are constantly reflecting upon themselves, their informants and the data.  
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