














“Dr. Orenstein makes an important contribution to early childhood teachers by sharing practical, meaningful strategies for building constructive staff relationships in the uniquely emotion-laden world of early care and education. Dr. Orenstein’s years in early childhood classrooms taught her about the pressures and misunderstandings that challenge teachers’ working relationships, and her subsequent work in clinical psychology taught her how to recognize and understand those feelings. Teachers will discover that using these reflective tools and communication skills with each other will expand and improve their interactions with children and parents as well.”


— Claire Bainer and Liisa Hale, Co-Directors of Blue Skies for Children, Oakland, CA.
Authors of Second Home: A Day in the Life of a Model Early Childhood Program.


“Grace Orenstein’s book points to the power of interaction between child care staff members to enhance or destroy the emotional climate of a child care center. The child care community will value this important resource which gives directors and caregivers a blueprint for improving adult dynamics within their centers, supporting retention and continuity, and building stable, nurturing environments for both children and adults.”


— Lesley Koplow, LCSW, Director of Emotionally Responsive Practice at Bank Street.
Author of Unsmiling Faces


“Este libro ayuda a contribuir al lector a través de las experiencias de vida y métodos que se pueden utilizar para mejorar el comportamiento de las personas y su calidad de vida. Estos procesos son fáciles de aplicar a situaciones que confrontamos día a día y nos ayuda a tomar decisiones correctas para mejorar nuestro comportamiento y controlar nuestras emociones se puede aplicar en cualquier nivel de trabajo y en el hogar. Es un libro sencillo para entender, claro y preciso en su mensaje y lenguaje.”


— Minerva Perez, Project Director of Centro VIDA/BAHIA, Fremont, CA.
Education Specialist at CAPE Head Start, Livermore, CA.


“This book is a great gift to our community of teachers. I truly believe that teachers need at least one year of coursework in communication. We just get snippets of it until a book like Building Blocks for Reflective Communication puts it all together with these pearls of wisdom!”


— Beatriz Leyva-Cutler, Executive Director of BAHIA Inc.
Honorable Member of the Berkeley Unified School District Board of Education
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DEDICATION



To the Board of Directors of The Link To Children (TLC), especially retired Board President, Alicia Flores, for their countless hours of dedicated volunteer work in support of the emotional health of young children 0-5 years of age, their families, and the devoted teachers who care for them each day.




“I have come to the frightening conclusion that I am the decisive element. It is my personal approach that creates the climate. It is my daily mood that makes the weather. I possess tremendous power to make life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration, I can humiliate or humor, hurt or heal. In all situations, it is my response that decides whether a crisis is escalated or de-escalated, and a person is humanized or de-humanized. If we treat people as they are, we make them worse. If we treat people as they ought to be, we help them become what they are capable of becoming.”


— Haim G. Ginott, author of
Teacher and Child: A Book for Parents and Teachers





Preface



When my husband and I returned from the Peace Corps in 1965, the world had changed dramatically. Betty Friedan’s book, The Feminine Mystique,1 was motivating women to make more conscious choices about how they wanted to live their lives. The Civil Rights movement was in full throttle. In the next seven years our two children came along and I was busily caring for them.


But, by 1972 I was ready to take on the challenge to expand my life. With two children under the age of five my interest turned to the study of young children. I became a certified Montessori teacher and founded Montessori Children’s Community, a preschool in Oakland, California, based on the philosophy and principles of Maria Montessori, a visionary in early care and education. My daughter, who was four years old at the time, was my first pupil, along with two other children. By the end of that year — and after much hard work — my classroom was fully enrolled with twenty-four children. I was on my way.


From the beginning there was an unexpected phenomenon. The white middle-class mothers who brought their children to me were terribly torn about leaving them behind in someone else’s care as they went off to work. This was a new experience for them and they were unprepared for the anxiety and sadness that welled up as they said goodbye to their children.


I realized that families and teachers would need emotional support as the “back-to-work” movement placed a new burden of care on preschools and strained family dynamics. Children were spending less time with their parents. Some were in preschool for up to 10 hours a day. I began to understand that my preschool could not be just a learning environment that emphasized cognitive skills, but must also be an emotional environment focused on attachment and relationship skills. It would not be until 1995 that Daniel Goleman gave a name to this set of abilities in his book, Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ.2


During this period I spent hours preparing the environment and making materials for the children. I went to conferences and trainings to learn more and more about how to help the children I supervised. Eventually I returned to school to get my Masters in Developmental Psychology and I obtained my license as a Marriage and Family Therapist.


I took classes in classroom management, but what I didn’t take were classes in personnel management. I must have thought that professional relationships would all magically fall into place. After all we were adults. We could be expected to get along.


I got my first indication that something was amiss when out of the blue I exploded at a colleague who had arrived late to school one morning. The rest of the day was tense and unpleasant as I struggled with myself to apologize. My internal dialogue went something like this: ‘She was late. She should apologize. I had a right to be mad.’ My colleague didn’t apologize; she sulked. And neither did I. Neither of us did anything and eventually life returned to “normal,” at least on the surface. I told myself there wasn’t time to sort out our anger and hurt feelings. Nor, did we have the appropriate communication skills. We went on about our work, and for a while I stewed about it at night before I went to sleep.


I ran my school for fourteen years. Over time I established a way to work with such impasses. I began to hold regular staff meetings. When tensions mounted I asked my colleagues to come to the table with “clean hearts,” my phrase for letting go of the upsetting emotions that stopped discussions and hurt feelings. Sometimes this worked. Sometimes not.


It wasn’t until I entered my Ph.D. program in clinical psychology in 1989 that I came across material that explained the tension I had experienced in my own work environment. About this time I read the best seller Getting To Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In3 by Roger Fisher and William Ury based on studies conducted by the Harvard Negotiation Project. In this little book there were all kinds of things to consider: put yourself in the other person’s shoes; recognize and understand emotions; speak about yourself, not about them; identify shared interests, and so forth, things I had heard but never really thought about before. I determined to learn more.


My colleague, Erik Peterson, co-director at the time of Step One School, a preschool in Berkeley, showed a similar interest. We were both avid readers of psychology. We pooled our knowledge and over the next year developed a training program; by 1994 we began to implement the training at child development centers that were experiencing tensions with their staff. One of our first trainings was for a school that was being held hostage by its cook. The administrator seemed helpless; the staff was furious; the parents were unhappy. How could this be, we wondered, that a cook could create so much chaos in this little church preschool?


There were several forces at work. The first was stress, something the staff scarcely acknowledged. The environment that they were working in included crying, squealing, messes, accidents, runny noses, and wet and poopy diapers. They hardly noticed the constant strain they were under. The second force at work came to light when we learned that the church was in charge. The administrator who wanted to fire the cook faced the church leaders who refused to support her decision; she was stuck with an employee whose unpredictability on the job created turmoil for the staff almost on a daily basis. All of her sound reasoning had little effect.


A third force was the individual response of each teacher to the stress she personally experienced. Some teachers were furious and spoke out loudly while others seemed too scared to say anything; there were many teachers who wanted to avoid confronting the situation altogether.


The teachers acted with a mechanical cheerfulness, but it was clear they were barely containing their feelings. However, we saw that they held to their routines. Their behavior with the children, with whom they were loving professionals, was stellar. It’s just that they didn’t know how to deal with each other.


Working with this group was a real challenge. I can’t say that everything turned out as we would have liked: the situation with the cook was never resolved, so that tension remained. But we were able to help the teachers learn about the impact of stress on their behavior. And, they acquired communication skills that they could put to use. It was gratifying for us to see them acting more like a team.


Everything I learned I applied to our future trainings. In l996 with the help of a dedicated Board of Directors I founded The Link to Children (TLC), an early intervention program that provides mental health services to low income, high-risk families, their children and the teachers who serve them at the child development centers where the children are enrolled. Our services were piloted at Blue Skies for Children (formerly Association of Children’s Services) in Oakland, a partnership that lasted for 15 years. Through TLC, our post Masters Mental Health Interns engaged in play therapy with children who needed one-on-one help in an on-site therapy room and provided parenting counseling to their adult caretakers.


Much of our work was aimed at the teachers through the consultation and training we provided. Two very close colleagues, Katrina Ross, a co-Director of Montessori Children’s Community, and later the Director of Rising Star Montessori in Alameda, California, and Minerva Perez, the Project Director for BAHIA (Bay Area Hispano Institute for Advancement INC.) in Berkeley California) and an Educational Specialist at CAPE/Head Start in Livermore, California, worked with me to enrich the training, and took over several of them. Minerva helped me get the training translated into Spanish.


And in the past three years I have found the time to write this book. Along the way I have relived many of the experiences I enjoyed with the teachers I taught.


I want the best for all of us. And, I hope this book, with the knowledge you have provided me, will help to make that possible.


— GRACE MANNING-ORENSTEIN, PH.D.
Berkeley, California
June 2013





Unwritten Rules of the Work Place



Over time, without even thinking about it, we often develop “unspoken” or unwritten rules for our workplaces, internal structures for how to deal with our stress. These rules are not written down for all to see but operate at an invisible level to keep the workplace functional. We turn to these unwritten rules to govern our behavior and to control our inward panic and discomfort. The unwritten rules operate at an unconscious level. Most of the time, we are hardly aware of them. It behooves us to take a look at some of these responses and think about how we can make constructive changes. Building Blocks for Reflective Communication: A Guide for Early Care and Education Professionals will take you through many options to improve your management of workplace stress and communication, but first, take a look at these unspoken rules and notice if any of them apply to your experiences. (The solutions to these unwritten rules are in the appendix.)


1. “I won’t call you on your gossiping and complaining if you don’t call me on mine.”


For example: Sally is going on and on about how unfair the administrator is because she would not let her make a purchase for the classroom. She calls the administrator a “miser.” As you listen to her complaint, you offer sympathy even though you don’t say anything to reflect your different opinion.


Realize: When you listen to someone gossip or complain, you are perpetuating the cycle of gossiping and contributing to a workplace climate of complaint and dissatisfaction.


2. “I’ll tolerate your unprofessional behavior, that is, your poor attitude, your routine tardiness, and your cutting corners because I know what you are currently going through.”


For example: A staff member is repeatedly late because she is a single mother with two children and often gets caught in traffic taking them to school. When the Head Teacher hears her story, she feels sorry for her. She does not feel she has a right to require that she be on time because of the difficult circumstances this staff member is enduring.


Realize: When you accept unprofessional behavior from a member of your staff, you may be increasing the workload for yourself and other staff, and contributing to increased resentment in your work environment.



3. “I’m a forgiving person so it would be wrong of me to criticize you for not doing your job.”



For example: A staff member is inefficient at cleaning up the classroom. This afternoon she left the painting area in a mess, the third time this week. You tell her not to worry; it is no problem. We all make mistakes.


Realize: When you fail to hold a staff member accountable for her actions, you lower the standards of behavior under your watch and violate your values of professionalism. Other staff members will feel they are being held to different standards and again, resentment or resistance could result.


4. “I won’t risk asking for help because it is embarrassing to admit that I don’t know what I am doing.”


For example: You are new on the job. A child is on the floor in front of you, screaming for his mother. You provide comfort but he continues to scream. Finally, not knowing what else to do, you walk away to help another child.


Realize: Everyone already knows you don’t know what you’re doing. By not asking for help you reinforce the idea that you are helpless to resolve problems and burden the rest of the staff with your mistakes.


5. “There’s not enough time to work this through, so why risk an upset by speaking up?”


For example: Your fellow teacher snaps at you in front of a group of parents. This makes you flush with embarrassment. You decide not to say anything. Instead, you let it go, but underneath you still feel churned up.


Realize: Some upsets don’t go away; they just go underground, making you miserable and possibly affecting your performance and satisfaction with your work.


6. “I’ll protect you from being hurt if you protect me.”


For example: A coworker keeps bringing you turkey sandwiches for lunch every day. You hate turkey sandwiches, but are convinced that telling her so would hurt her feelings. And, she would never dream of telling you that she is resentful of always being the one to get lunch and wishes you would take a turn.


Realize: Cheerful smiles are a very thin way to cover dishonesty. By not fessing up to your coworker, you participate in a charade that can build distrust.



7. “I won’t rock the boat by expressing myself because it only creates bad feelings that come back to haunt me.”



For example: You are in disagreement about how a fellow staff member treats a child, but you are reluctant to speak up because you believe you could by chastised for doing so; you might even receive a nasty response from your coworker.


Realize: Stuffing your opinions, ideas, and feelings can make you miserable and in the long-run, can even make you sick. By consistently refusing to speak up, you participate in creating a dysfunctional workplace that limits the freedom and ease of everyone.


When you start to become aware of the unwritten rules in your workplace, you can get rid of them. This book will give you tools to replace those unwritten rules and start you on the road towards open, honest communication.





Introduction



In many work environments professionals are expected to set aside their personal feelings and approach problems objectively, rationally, and within certain “rules” of behavior. They are advised to leave their emotions at the doorstep. Such environments are in stark contrast to the kind that faces the early childhood educator where the “executives” stand less than three feet tall and the chairman of the board sometimes resolves conflicts with her teeth.


Building Blocks for Reflective Communication: A Guide for Early Care and Education Professionals teaches another way for those who face a very different work reality, a reality that is steeped in emotion,


The early care and education profession is among the most stressful. Anyone who tries to manage a room full of children for the first time is in for a shock. From a distance, it may look easy, but up close it’s much different. When you are in the middle of a crowd of three, four or five-year olds, other teachers, and perhaps a parent or two, it can feel as though you are caught up in a wind tunnel. Those who have worked in this field for a while may hardly notice because they have often simply adapted to the stress. But there is no doubt: preschool teachers are among the sturdiest and most tested of professionals.


In my earliest years as a Montessori teacher, and then as the administrator of my own school, it was all I could do to keep up with each day’s schedule. Here was a child who needed my help with his shoe: now! There was another child running full tilt across the classroom about to crash into a chair; she needed my help now! There was an assistant teacher speaking intently to a little girl, bent over in quiet discussion while a fracas unfolded just inches behind her back; they all needed my help now! Over my shoulder, I saw a parent waiting impatiently at the door, looking out of sorts who needed my help now! Being a caregiver is a constant juggling act. You are continually lobbing eight to ten balls in the air at any given time. The marvel is that you can keep them from crashing chaotically to the ground. But, that is what you are good at. Engaging with young children and all that comes with them is what you love to do. That is why you have chosen the profession of early care and education!


The intense focus on the children can hide the toll this profession takes on the teachers. It is true that early childhood educators think of their children first, and themselves last. Virtually all of the training that is offered to early childhood teachers has to do with their work with the children. When it comes to the teachers themselves and their professional relationships with colleagues, there are few resources available. In fact, it is fair to say that many in the profession frown upon such seemingly selfish considerations. The pervading ethos is that you should be giving all of your attention to the children when you are teaching — you are not supposed to be thinking of yourself, your feelings, or your own needs.


As teachers focus on teaching children how to express their emotions positively, they can fail to apply to themselves the ideal they have for the children. This gap often leaves them at the mercy of the tensions that inevitably arise with their colleagues in such an emotional setting. Without careful thought, a teacher’s emotions can disrupt meaningful dialogue; small problems can become big ones; stress can build to an intense level of discomfort. Unable to deal with conflict, a teacher can find herself struggling with the very colleagues she most relies on for support.


The effort to suppress emotion is ultimately self-defeating, as denying emotions can cause them to fester and grow stronger. Only by learning to connect with her world of inner feeling can a teacher use her emotions as tools for solving problems — both in her relationships with others and within herself.


THE FIRST STEP


The first step that faces any early childhood community is to acknowledge that leaving emotions at the preschool doorstep is impossible; by its very nature, the work is emotional. The second step is to recognize that by reflecting on, not denying, emotions adults can learn to use feelings to their advantage.


This book will give you an approach to understanding and managing emotions in communication. Its message is clear: What may seem like a whirlwind of feelings can actually become a roadmap to understanding yourself, and your effect on others. By examining this map and using it as a resource teachers can move toward constructive honest communication.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is for early childhood educators, and is intended to provide you with a way to care for yourself and your communication with fellow staff. When you accomplish this, your job will become more enjoyable and your days will be easier.


This book will help you express yourself honestly and authentically, while at the same time showing respect for your colleagues. To do these things, you have to take responsibility for your emotional behavior. This means owning your worst emotional habits, habits that might include such behaviors as shouting, name-calling, or, on the other hand, suppressing feelings of annoyance or anger. As you take responsibility and are more in charge of your emotional responses, you can create safe relationships that have room for honest communication. Encouraging and providing safety for true, authentic self-expression is the highest form of caring that adults can show one another in their professional relationships.


As you read this book, take a break from the children. Indulge yourself. Use this book to focus on your relationship with yourself and your colleagues. The goal is to help you form the kind of professional relationships you have dreamed of having, relationships that are supportive, fun, even lively. Here’s what’s ahead:


Chapter 1 focuses on the unique tensions of the early childhood profession. What is special about this field and those who work within it? What are the traits of the job that strain professional relationships? For the most part, the early care and education profession is a woman’s career. How do women work together? What does it mean to be a nurturer and how does nurturing help or hinder professional relationships?


Chapter 2 describes the kinds of stress that most affect early childhood educators. You will learn how people manage stress in their own families. This chapter helps you explore the stress styles you grew up with, and shows you how you might exhibit this stress style when things become overwhelming in the work place. You’ll be invited to identify your own stress style. To explore how it affects you and how it interacts with the stress styles of your coworkers.


Chapter 3 explores the complexity of emotions. You will learn where emotions begin and how you manage them in your family. You will learn to tell the difference between facts, thoughts and emotions, and why this matters. Emotions contain important information about your values and what is most important to you.


Chapter 4 will introduce you to the executive functioning center of the brain, and how within this complex organ there are mechanisms that work to regulate strong feelings. You will learn a new technique — the Inward Searching Journal4 — to help you listen deeply to yourself and what your emotions are telling you. Journaling can get to the heart of an emotional swirl where you may find a nugget of truth that is important to you. Once you know what that truth is, your head clears: clarity calms the turbulence.


Chapters 5 and 6 focus on unsafe and safe talk respectively. Speech is an imperfect form of communication, yet most adults can learn to become more thoughtful about the words that come out of their mouths. You will take a look at the traps of unsafe talk and discover the requirements of safe talk. You will also learn that sometimes it is important to have a “witness” present for certain difficult conversations.


In Chapter 7, you will learn about deep listening to others. When listening deeply to yourself as in Chapter 4 you gained clarity on your own emotions and thoughts. As a result you are now more capable of listening deeply to another. The satisfaction of being deeply heard cannot be overestimated. When you listen deeply to your colleague, you will often notice the palpable relief she feels. Such relief is calming, just as listening to yourself when you journal is calming for you.


Finally, in Chapter 8, you will learn how to put all your tools together at a team meeting. This chapter will teach you how to organize effective meetings that encourage open and honest communication. When these tools are employed, you can solve problems more efficiently and without rancor.


Perhaps you have had professional experiences that did not go so well. Imagine how you would like your collegial relationship to be. Instead of a situation in which a flare-up has been ignored you now approach it with reflection and deep listening. The outcome is connection. Imagine the relief of feeling safe enough to express yourself authentically to your colleagues without fear of recrimination or escalation of the conflict. This book offers you that possibility. Once you take responsibility for your own emotional behavior, you will be able to take the risk of being honest in your communications.












1 The Unique Tensions of the Early Care and Education Profession
















JULIE’S SUSPICION







On Monday, Julie arrived early at school. She wanted to be prepared for the children when they came in. They were going to make masks. She had laid out the Halloween project on the tables: every type of feather and frill, stickers, sticks, cloth, cotton balls, and sparkles. She had gone to a great deal of trouble. Something in her warmed as she thought of the pleasure the children would have.


As they came in to hang up their jackets, she kneeled down to greet each child with a smile and word of welcome. She let them wander until they discovered the tables on their own. It wasn’t long before squeals of delight echoed around the room and the children were deeply involved in their projects. Instead of providing a lot of instruction, Julie had set out the materials in such a way that it was obvious what to do; she enjoyed letting them discover for themselves. By now, they were used to such independence, so Julie and her aid meandered from table to table assisting those who wanted help. When there was an occasional tussle over an object, she intervened expertly to resolve conflicts and redirect the children back to the task at hand. They accepted her guidance willingly. Today she had prepared just the right activity and as a result, she was feeling inexpressible joy.


At break, she walked toward the staff room to get a cup of coffee. As she approached, she overheard a conversation between two women and heard her name being mentioned. As she came closer, they stopped talking and looked toward her. She had seen this happen before. Something wasn’t right but she didn’t know what to say. As she turned and walked away, the women laughed. Julie was surprised at how annoyed she felt and abruptly turned back, walked over to the two, and angrily accused them of talking behind her back. Then, she stomped away.
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