








Directors’ concerns and
expectations

In conceptualizing a director’s ca-
reer cycle, implicit is the belief that
administering an early childhood
program is a complex process in
which expertise is gained over a pe-
riod of time. Research on early child-
hood administrators has documented
their concerns regarding specific job-
related tasks (Austin & Morrow 1985;
Bloom 1990), but these concerns
have not been put into a developmen-
tal framework. Concerns and expecta-
tions of directors can be loosely
grouped into three categories: the
beginning director, the competent di-
rector, and the master director. In the
study of 257 directors, approxi-
mately 30% describe themselves as
beginning directors; 60% believe
they fit the competent-director cat-
egory; and only 10% report believing
they are master directors.

The beginning director

The beginning director is filled
with excitement and anticipation, ea-
ger to make a meaningful contribu-
tion. That excitement, however, is
coupled with anxiety. Many directors
identify with the term “reality shock”
{(Kramer 1974) in describing their reac-
tions as they assume their first admin-
istrative position. Several circum-
stances shock them: the emotional
and physical stamina required of the
job, the amount of paperwork, the
range and intensity of staff’s and par-
ents’ needs, and the lack of support
they often get from the center’s ad-
ministrative board or agency. One di-
rector, Crystal, now in her fourth
year administering a program, re-
flects on her start:

I dreamed of the day I would be a
director—to be the one “in charge.”
[ really thought I was well prepared
for the position. How naive [ was! I
really didn't have a clue about so
many things. [ survived that first
year because of sheer determina-
tion, not because | was the least bit
competent.

The picture Crystal describes, the
literature refers to as “unconscious
incompetence” (Howell 1986). She
doesn’t even know what she doesn’t
know, which is one reason why needs
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assessments for novice directors are
not very valuable. An individual
needs a base of experience to begin
to understand the knowledge and
skill areas that need to be mastered.
As beginning directors build a base
of administrative competence during
their first and second years on the
job, they quickly move into a stage of
conscious incompetence—heing very
aware of all there is yet to learn about
the job’s administrative demands.

Despite the need for guided entry
into the early childhood administra-
tive role, the sink-or-swim method of
induction seems to prevail. One di-
rector notes, “I didn’t know the dif-
ference between a debit or credit, yet
[ was responsible for a half-million-
dollar budget that first year.” Few
states require any specialized train-
ing in management as a prerequisite
for the director role. Most early child-
hood center directors are selected
because of exemplary performance as
classroom teachers, not because they
have demonstrated competence in ad-
ministration (Bloom 1990).

New directors in my study were
found to have intense concerns re-
garding feelings of adequacy, their
ability to handle the managerial de-
mands of the job, and the desire to
be liked and appreciated by staff and
parents. They also have concerns
about the quality and impact of their
program, but when these concerns
are probed deeper, they are usually
couched in language relating to the
directors’ need to be validated, to be
told they are doing a good job.

Reipe states another concern, “If
you are the new kid on the block, or an
old kid with a new hat, the existing
group will initially view you and your
actions with reservation and suspi-
cion” (1996, 14). In my four-state sur-
vey, some directors who have been
promoted from within talk about the
instant isolation they experience once
they assume their new administrative
role. As one director states,

All of a sudden | was the enemy; no
longer was | one of the group. It up-
set me so much when | walked into
the kitchen on my third day as di-
rector and three teachers stopped
talking. It really hurt.

These feelings are disconcerting to
the new director who wants desper-

ately to be liked as well as respected.
[t appears that these feelings are not
unique to early childhood adminis-
tration. Duke (1988) heard similar
anxieties expressed in his interviews
of first-year principals. Fuller (1969),
Veenman (1984), and Ryan (1986)
provide accounts of similar concerns
by new teachers.

Many, but not all, beginning direc-
tors have a survival focus—concerned
with “just making it.” These directors
may be so preoccupied with whether
they are personally adequate for meet-
ing the multiple demands confronting
them each day that they are unable to
see beyond momentary exigencies.
Many beginning directors are also con-
cerned about status, their personal
status in the organization, and their
status in the field. The reason that a
survival focus and status concerns do
not uniformly describe all beginning
directors is that many individuals
moving into program administration
are in their thirties or forties. The
range of life experiences and the
greater sense of self-assurance that ac-
company adult development may tem-
per some of the insecurities that char-
acterize the beginning director who is
in his or her twenties.

The competent director

The competent director emerges
after a period of competency build-
ing between one and four years into
the job. Somewhere in this period the
individual makes a subtle but impor-
tant shift from struggling to juggling.
The competent director is no longer
concerned about merely coping.
Rather, concerns seem to center on
time (being able to accomplish all
that needs to be done) and on meet-
ing expectations (both externally
and internally imposed). In other
words, competent directors are not
concerned about whether or not
they can do the wide range of tasks
demanded of them; they worry about
how they can do them better.

The competent director has come to
terms with two myths in program ad-
ministration—that directors will be
liked by everyone and that one right
answer exists for every issue. They
have also accepted the reality that
hard work often goes unrecognized
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ertoire of competencies, they grow in
self-confidence and are better able to
prioritize their time to attend to the
big issues having impact on program
effectiveness, In the process of their
development, the directors shift their
attention to planning, vision building,
and other leadership concerns. Along
the way a gradual shift in attitudes
occurs, from idealism to realism. Lofty
expectations are dashed in exchange
for How will they behave? and What
will they achieve? Directors become
more pragmatic in their expectations.

The process of change that charac-
terizes the professional growth and
development of individuals from be-
ginning to master director appears
as a spiraling funnel affected by for-
mal and informal educational oppor-
tunities, experience, the context of
development, and the sphere of rela-
tionships involved. These influences
can be family, formal and informal
mentors, or other significant indi-
viduals who serve to inspire, sup-
port, and promote deeper levels of
self- and professional awareness dur-
ing the career cycle.

The progression from beginning to
competent to master director repre-
sents a transformation in the devel-
oping administrator that is far more
complex, however, than the mere ac-
cumulation of new knowledge and
acquired skills. It also represents a
shift in thinking—the director’s abil-
ity to think more abstractly about is-
sues and events and to take alterna-
tive points of view, and an increased
capacity for introspection.

A director’s level of conceptual de-
velopment directly affects the way
he or she defines and solves prob-
lems. At a lower level of conceptual
reasoning, individuals will look for
single solutions to complex prob-
lems. They will often be dedicated to
a single one-size-fits-all approach to
management. Concrete thinking also
tends to be accompanied by absolut-
ism, categorical thinking, and a
greater belief in external causality
and an “oughtness” of rules. Indi-
viduals functioning at a higher con-
ceptual level tend to be more adap-
tive in their administrative style,
more flexible and tolerant, and bet-
ter able to employ a wider range of
administrative strategies in solving
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problems (Harvey, Hunt, & Schroder
1961; Oja 1990).

Levels of conceptual reasoning
also influence a director’s capacity
for perspective taking. Individuals
performing at a lower level of con-
ceptual reasoning will often interpret
events and incidents from a personal
perspective. They feel the need to
change other people and can slip
into patterns of blame and punish-
ment. Such directors may expect
staff to adjust to their style rather
than flexing their style to meet the
needs of their staff. Perspective tak-
ing involves tuning in to how others
see the world and experience events.
Perspective taking is a skill that is
vital in healthy parent, staff, and
board relations (Magnuson, Bach-
man, & Theunissen 1996).

Lasley (1992) believes that the con-
tent or substance of reflection also
goes through a change as individuals
gain mastery in their profession. Re-
flection on professional practice re-
fers to the capacity of individuals to
think creatively, imaginatively, and,
at times, self-critically about what
they are doing (Schon 1987; Smyth
1989). In the early childhood arena,
directors’ reflections usually begin
with a technical focus as they exam-
ine the how of specific management
practices and attempt to refine them.
From here they move to a conceptual
focus, striving to understand the
theoretical basis for different prac-
tices and fostering consistency be-
tween an espoused theory (“] believe
in participatory management”) and
actual reality (“Do | involve teachers
in setting the agenda for staff meet-
ings?™). At the highest level of reflec-
tion, directors engage in an actual in-
ternal dialogue about issues that
influence their professional practice.
They look critically at the ethical
basis for what they do to determine
how practices affect different con-
stituents: children, parents, teach-
ers, and the community (“Is a model
of participatory management the
most appropriate management ap-
proach, given the experience and ma-
turity level of my staff?”). The em-
phasis becomes reflecting on the
deeper philosophical issues of why,
which provide the foundation for ad-
ministrative practice.

Supporting directors
through their career cycle

Developmental changes that char-
acterize patterns of behavior and
thought processes over the career
cycle offer us broad insights into the
way we might support the develop-
ment of directors. If we expect adults
to grow, we must create contexts that
encourage and celebrate their devel-
opment, Having a perspective about
adult development and career stages
can provide clues to the kinds of pro-
fessional support directors might need
at various stages in their development.

Although the beginning director’s
need for help is apparent, programs
are few in which directors are sup-
ported throughout the first years in
their administrative roles (Morgan et
al. 1993; Bloom & Rafanello 1995).
Discussions on developing a creden-
tial that delineates the desired quali-
fications for the director position are
a hopeful sign of change. A director
credential that specifies the knowl-
edge and skills needed for making a
smooth adjustment during the sur-
vival and competency-building stages
of a director’s career, if widely adop-
ted, may help promote the emergence
of preservice training programs for
early childhood administrators.

Training and mentoring for directors
at various stages should focus on dif-
ferent criteria: beginning directors
need help with the technical and rudi-
mentary aspects of the job to develop
administrative competence before
they begin to confront more complex
and important issues of why certain
administrative practices should be
used. Involvement in directors’ sup-
port groups is particularly useful for
directors at this stage. Such support
groups can provide a context for
sharing and discussion.

Training and mentoring for compe-
tent directors should focus on the
conceptual and theoretical aspects
of program administration. Under-
standing the theoretical basis for or-
ganizational practice and fostering
consistency between an espoused
theory and reality are appropriate
topics for directors at this point of
their professional development.
They need to see consistency be-
tween what they practice and what

37




they preach. They need to be able to
defend what they do and articulate
how center policies and procedures
support program quality.
Competent directors often need
help in learning how to delegate re-
sponsibilities to make work more
manageable. They also benefit from
support in balancing their personal
and professional lives. In addition,
recognition is important to compe-
tent directors. Opportunities to
showcase their talents and accom-
plishments are important. Compe-
tent directors also need occasional
downtime or short-term leave to re-
juvenate themselves. Such experi-
ences are essential for maintaining a
long-term commitment to the field.
Master directors have a greater ca-
pacity for introspection. They can look
critically at the ethical basis for what
is happening at their centers and at
the implications of decisions in terms
of the immediate needs of children and
their families as well as the broader
societal goals. Avenues for growth,
renewal, and enhanced professional-
ism for directors at this stage might
include sabbaticals or grants that
give directors the time and resources
they need to expand their profes-
sional interests and contribute to the
knowledge base of the profession.

Conclusion

Whitmyer stresses the importance
of finding meaningful work and the
Buddhist tradition of “right liveli-
hood” and states that “Work is no
less necessary for our emotional and
physical health than food or shelter”
(1994, 19). He believes that reflecting
on what we do, how we do it, and
why we do it will help expand and en-
hance our ability to find meaningful
work. Self-awareness, reflection, and
self-assessment are integral tools that
facilitate this process. A fulfilling job
has balance and diversity, coherence
and fit. Bateson (1989) describes it as
as much crafted as it is the result of
a series of serendipitous decisions
we make along the way.

By understanding the dynamics of
the career cycle, we can be better
prepared to assess what directors
are experiencing and help them make
career adjustments if necessary. Pro-
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viding directors with the time and
tools for introspection and reflection
will help them understand that they
are not the first to experience the in-
securities of the survival stage, the
pace and pressures of the enthusias-
tic and growing period, or the feel-
ings of disillusionment encountered
in a career’s frustration stage. Knowl-
edge about career stages and adult
developmental milestones can better
equip directors for navigating the
rapids with skill and finesse and even
enjoying the thrill of the adventure.
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