
the impact Zariah experienced was 
feeling patronized, disempowered, and 
defensive, and therefore, she was silent. 
Mena’s choice of words and delivery 
created an imbalanced and one-sided 
relationship. 

It is the first day of school, and Kim 
feels excited and just a little anxious 
about leaving her daughter, Anna, at 
school to start Kindergarten. As she 
walks in, Emily, the teacher, says to 
her, “Hi Mom. You do not have to 
walk her in, she is a big girl now.”

Emily then takes Anna’s hand and 
walks away. Kim is left standing at 
the door, feeling unseen, unheard, 
and unsure about her decision to walk 
Anna in. While Emily’s intent was to 
reassure Kim that Anna was already 
prepared for Kindergarten and would 
be okay, her words and delivery left 
Kim feeling small and chastised. 

Three-year-old Lucy leans 
close to study her painting 
on the easel, contemplating 
the next color to use on 
her masterpiece. Glancing 
quickly in Lucy’s direction, 
her teacher, Dianne, notices 
only that she has stopped 
painting. She walks over to 
Lucy and says, “Lucy, I can tell 
you are done. My, what a lovely 
piece of art you have created. Let’s 
go to the sink and clean up.”

Zariah, a teacher of 3-year-olds, 
works with a coach, Mena, 
who visits the classroom on 

Fridays. Today, Mena begins their 
conversation by saying, “I would like 
to let you choose one goal for us to 
discuss today.”

Zariah shuts down and remains silent. 
Mena, uncomfortable with Zariah’s 
silence, keeps talking. In a later conver-
sation with Zariah, Mena explained 
that she had intended to “give Zariah 
a voice” in the conversation. As she 
talked with Zariah, she realized 

Lucy sighs, obediently takes off her 
painting apron, and follows Dianne to 
the sink, feeling upset that she did not 
have a chance to finish her painting. 
She feels frustrated and powerless but 
doesn’t have the words to voice it.

Do you recognize these interactions? 
When one person presents information 
that the other interprets as a directive, 
an imbalance of power occurs. Rather 
than creating a sense of connection, 
these interactions can lead to feel-
ings of dissonance and distance. 
Interactions like these happen daily, 
and the consequences undermine 
strong, positive relationships and 
learning. 
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Imagine, instead, if we paid attention 
to the impact of our words and actions 
and consistently offered invitations 
to explore ideas, solutions, and possi-
bilities with others. It is so much more 
effective to build productive relation-
ships for learning—among adults and 
children—when everyone is invited into 
the conversation as an equal partici-
pant. In this way, we cultivate equity 
and reciprocity.

Communication Challenges in 
Early Learning 

Across the early learning ecosystem, 
we rely on relationships for learning 
every day—between teacher and chil-
dren, teachers and families, and across 
program teams. Communication chal-
lenges arise for two central reasons. 
The first is rooted in circumstances 
that make up the early learning land-
scape. People are functioning together 
who come from a range of racial and 
cultural backgrounds, education levels, 
and professional experiences—all 
factors that can lead to challenges in 
communication. Roles and hierarchies 
can create a top-down flow of ideas, 
leading to inequitable interpersonal 
dynamics and barriers to effective 
communication. 

The second reason, supported by 
research, is rooted in human nature 
and our conscious or unconscious 
biases that influence our language 
when talking to and about others 
(Blitch, 2017). Teachers may position 
themselves as experts on children’s 
learning and development, while 
neglecting to acknowledge parents’ 
unique wisdom and perspectives on 
their children’s learning. For parents—
particularly those who have faced 
racism and discrimination—this can 
lead them to feel undervalued. 

Optimistic Leaders Use 
Intentional Language 
to Promote Equity and 
Reciprocity

We can make intentional choices about 
the language we use to foster equity 
and reciprocity in relationships. This 
helps us to ensure that others feel seen, 
heard, and safe in their interactions. It 
creates mutual openness for learning 
together.

Leading for Children’s “Five 
Commitments of Optimistic Leaders” 
can guide you on your path to equity 
and reciprocity in relationships (Jablon, 
Parks, and Ensler, 2021). Here are a 
few ideas:

1. Think Impact —Reflect on how 
your words and actions might affect 
others. Ask yourself, “How am I 
inviting others to share their thoughts, 
to express their wisdom, and to learn 
together?”

2. Cultivate Self-Awareness — Notice 
how your background, culture, 
knowledge, and experiences affect 
your thoughts and actions as you build 
relationships. Are you willing to be an 
equal partner?

3. Nurture Relationships — Stay 
genuine and take your time in building 
relationships. How are you showing 
respect to others and how are they 
respecting you?

4. Refine Communication — Notice 
whether your conversations are 
two-way. How are you inviting a back 
and forth? 

5. Activate Curiosity — Consider ways 
you are showing interest in the other 
person. Are you using questions to 
learn?

As you practice the Five Commitments, 
think about ways you modify word 
choice to build equity and shared 
power. 

Now let’s revisit our scenarios and 
apply the Five Commitments. Notice 

Use the Five Commitments of Optimistic Leadership to Refine Communication

Try... Instead of...

I would like to hold space for you. I am going to let you talk.

I am curious. Can you share with me what you are thinking? Tell me what you are thinking?

I begin conferences by inviting families to share what they 
notice about their child’s development and abilities.

During conferences, I ask parents if they have any ques-
tions after I go over their child’s assessment result.
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how the use of language promotes an 
equitable exchange.

Zariah is a teacher of 3-year-olds. She 
knows that her coach, Mena, will be 
coming today, because Mena emailed 
her yesterday to see if it would still be 
a good time for their conversation. Her 
coach, Mena, comes in for a session 
and starts by saying, “Hello, Zariah, 
how are you today?”

Mena sits on the floor by Zariah and 
listens intently as she shares about 
her morning. “Wow,” says Mena, 
“It sounds like you have had a lot of 
surprises in your day. Can I invite you 
to pause and take a deep breath?”

They both stop and take a deep breath 
together. Zariah immediately feels seen 
and heard.

Mena smiles at Zariah and says, 
“Last time we talked, you asked me to 
observe small groups. I am curious, is 
that still what you would like for me 
to observe today or do you have some 
other ideas?”

“Actually,” Zariah says, “I would like 
for you to pay attention to transitions 
today.”

“Sure,” says Mena, “is there anything 
particular you want to pay attention 
to?” Zariah and Mena finish their 
plans together in partnership. 

Mena used the email to refine commu-
nication and nurture relationships. 
Thinking impact, Mena began the 
conversation with Zariah by recon-
necting and inviting her to make a 
shift from the busyness of her day to 
the time the two of them will spend 
together. Mena activates curiosity to 
see Zariah’s priorities. That creates the 
space for a shared agenda to unfold.

It is the first day of school, and Kim 
feels excited and just a little anxious 
about leaving her daughter, Anna, at 

school to start Kindergarten. When she 
walks in, the teacher, Emily, says, “Hi 
Anna and Kim. Welcome to our school 
family.”

She notices the look of apprehension 
on Kim’s face. She says to her, “This 
is a big day for you and Anna. Would 
you like to help Anna put away her 
things?” This gives Kim time to adjust 
and feel included in Anna’s transition. 
Kim feels understood and begins to see 
herself as a partner with Emily.

As Kim prepares to leave, Emily puts 
her hand on her shoulder and says, “I 
am excited to have you and Anna both 
as part of our classroom this year.” 

Emily nurtured her relationship with 
Anna and Kim by greeting them each 
by name, sending the message, I see 
and want to connect with you. She 
refined communication to create a 
sense of community and belonging. 
She invited Kim to be a part of Anna’s 
day by helping Anna put away her 
things, giving time for both Kim and 
Anna to transition in a meaningful and 
respectful way. 

Three-year-old Lucy leans forward 
toward her painting on the easel as 
she contemplates what color she wants 
to use next in her masterpiece. Her 
teacher, Dianne, looks over and sees 
she is not painting. She walks over to 
Lucy and says, “Lucy, I noticed you 
standing looking at your artwork. It 
made me curious. Are you done or are 
you thinking about what elements you 
would like to add to your creation?”

Lucy smiles and says, “I am thinking 
about which way I want my next 
wiggly line to go.”

Dianne responds, “Oh, that sounds 
like you are still creating. I cannot 
wait to see it when you are done. I will 
leave you to it.” Lucy begins to paint, 
feeling like she is a decision maker in 

her creative process and her ability to 
make choices.  

Dianne wants the children in her class-
room to have confidence in themselves 
and their ability to make decisions. 
Thinking impact, she uses her curiosity 
to engage Lucy in a conversation at the 
easel. To convey the message that Lucy 
is the decision maker, Dianne inten-
tionally uses words to illustrate that 
she is curious about Lucy’s thought 
process and wants to hear it. She 
refines communication to reinforce the 
message to Lucy that she is in control 
of her own creative process. 

Working Toward More 
Equitable Early Learning 
Systems

Relationships form the backbone of 
our early learning systems. In the ways 
we choose to interact with others, we 
can invite partnerships built on trust, 
respect, and mutuality. Yet when we 
neglect to think about the impact our 
words can have on others’ emotions 
and perceptions, we create the impres-
sion that one person holds the power 
and the other person must yield their 
power. This can create silos in our 
early learning environments, in which 
people talk to each other across roles 
and teams, not with each other.

We invite you to take a moment to 
think about the impact you want to 
have. Take note of the language you 
use with others in your daily practice. 
How can you communicate your ideas 
in ways that invite others into a recip-
rocal conversation? Each of us can 
choose to be an optimistic leader and 
use the Five Commitments to guide 
our words. As we move through our 
daily interactions, we can take a step 
back, recognize the impact we have 
on others, and communicate in ways 
that elevate others’ wisdom. Together, 
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we can create more equitable learning 
systems. 
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