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Abstract
This qualitative study explored the emotions of early childhood educators implementing the
Pyramid Model social-emotional framework. The semi-structured interviews with 11 educators
included discussing emotions correlated to Pyramid Model practices and organizational-level
practices. The data suggested that patterns aligned with Roger’s (1962) diffusion of innovation
theory. Emotional patterns emerged as unpleasant and high-intensity emotions such as stress and
frustration, unpleasant and low-intensity emotions such as disappointment and sadness, pleasant
and high-intensity emotions such as excitement, joy, and hope, pleasant and low-intensity
emotions such as content and calm. Specific Pyramid Model practices and organizational
interactions also created barriers and patterns of stress. The patterns suggested that focusing on
support for coaching and leadership and specific barriers such as buy-in and staff turnover may
have an impact on the success or abandonment of the framework implementation. Educators
also indicated a continued need for support due to the global pandemic Covid-19.
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Chapter One: Introduction
At birth, the rapid brain growth of 700 neural connections per second for the first 1,000
days of life creates an optimal time for high-quality learning opportunities in safe and enriching
environments (Center for Disease Control, 2020; Center on the Developing Child at Harvard
University, 2016; First Five Years Fund, 2019; Kumari, Sangwan, & Sheoran, 2019; National
Association for the Education on Young Children, 2020). Although the brain is pliable
throughout a lifetime, the intense growth of 15,000 synapsis per neuron by age three and a
decrease in synapsis by the age of six creates a unique development time (Kumari et al., 2019;
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018). Neuroimaging in young
children indicated that back and forth interactions and relationships with adults created
significant reactions in a child's developing brain (Center for the Developing Child at Harvard
University, 2017; Romeo, Leonard, Robinson, et al., 2018).
The preschool years are optimal for growing self-awareness, developing self-regulation
skills, learning about emotions, and practicing independence (Minnesota Department of
Education, 2017; Vinh, Strain, Davidon, & Smith, 2016). Longitudinal studies including Perry
Preschool Program (1962), Abecedarian Approach (1972), Child-Parent Centers of Chicago
(1986), and a meta-analysis of 22 early childhood programs from Harvard University indicated
preschool programs have the potential to impact development in the preschool years and change
the trajectory of learning (Feldman, 2018; McCoy et al., 2017; Meloy et al., 2019; Wasik &
Odom, 2019; Wechler et al., 2016). Nobel prize-winning economist Heckman (2017) indicated
that investing time and money in high-quality early childhood programming could generate a
13% return on investment with a reduction of interventions, special education services, and
expulsion (Committee for Economic Development, 2017; Heckman, Garcia, Leaf, Prados, &
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Center for the Economics of Human Development, 2017; Garcia et al., 2019; New American,
2020).
While the early childhood classroom appears exciting and engaging, early educators have
reported teaching as challenging and emotional (Early et al., 2019; Hemmeter, Ostrosky, Fox, &
Smith, 2021). The Minnesota Department of Education (2017) early learning standards and the
National Association for the Education of Young Children (2020) indicated that development at
this age includes learning to regulate emotions, practice social norms, and solve simple
problems. Lack of experiences, adverse childhood experiences, or inappropriate reactions from
adults may interrupt the learning process of a preschooler (Gilliam, 2005; Miller, SmithBonahue, & Kemple, 2017; Kids Sense Child Development Corporation, 2020; Minnesota
Department of Education, 2017; Wennerstrom, Stegenga, Allen, Mcintosh, & Smith, 2018). The
brain has a neurological and physiological process to interpret and manage daily stress. Chronic
or elevated stress interrupts appropriate emotional responses (Cuncic, 2020; Horst, 2016;
National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2020; Seladi-Schulman, 2018). Prolonged
stress and lack of developmentally appropriate skills may emerge as challenging behaviors. A
child's response may transition from developmentally appropriate reactions to persistent,
frequent, and intense behaviors (Brock & Beaman-Diglia, 2018; Kid Sense Child Development
Corporation, 2020; Kumari et al., 2019; National Scientific Council on the Developing Child,
2020). Protective factors, including supportive caregivers and enriching environments, have the
potential to guide children through stress and intense feelings (Early et al., 2019; National
Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2020; Vihn et al., 2016).
Researchers Zeng et al. (2019) and Dunlap et al. (2016) argued that persistent and
challenging behaviors might trigger an emotional response from preschool teachers. When
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behaviors escalate, preschool teachers often do not have the strategies to prevent the challenging
behaviors or support children through persistent and challenging reactions. Cycles of
challenging behaviors and ineffective discipline continued when teachers lacked strategies for
challenging behaviors (Dunlap et al., 2016; Hemmeter, Snyder, Fox, and Algina, 2016; Vihn et
al., 2016). Led by Dr. Walter Gilliam (2005), researchers from Yale University conducted the
first national study on discipline. The researchers unveiled a trend in suspension and expulsion
in preschool at a rate higher than the K-12 system. Over a decade later, analysts from
government agencies confirmed the continuation of elevated suspension and expulsion rates in
the preschool years with even higher rates in students of color and children with adverse
childhood experiences (Allen, 2019; National Survey of Children's Health, 2016; U.S.
Department of Education, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016; Zeng, Corr,
O'Grady, & Guan, 2019). Martin, Bosk, and Baily (2018) investigated the path to expulsion in
early education. Patterns of suspension and expulsion emerged when teachers reported
insufficient professional training, support from administrators, and strategies for challenging
behaviors. Martin et al. (2018) noted that the ineffective cycle started with an emotional shift in
the educators.
Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson (1993), LeDoux (2015), Nagoski and Nagoski (2019),
and Olszanowski, Wrobel, and Hess (2020) stated that humans involuntarily and instantaneously
experience emotions. Once emotions occur, the emotional process is a strong predictor and
influence of future behavior. The U.S. Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation (2018) and
Oberle and Schonert-Reichl (2016) monitored the levels of stress hormones for early childhood
educators and found the stress levels remained high from morning through the end of the day.
Research by Darling-Hammond (2018) and Oberle and Schonert-Reichl (2016) suggested a
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correlation between early educators' stress levels with difficulty remaining calm, providing
proactive strategies, positive reactions, and burnout.
While there is no magic framework, the Pyramid Model framework claims to support
early childhood educators with strategies to reduce challenging behaviors in early learners. The
framework's guiding assumption includes promoting children and adults' knowledge and skills to
prevent reactive and challenging responses. The Pyramid Model framework promotes social and
emotional competence for teachers and children. Based on the framework of the Positive
Behavior Intervention System (PBIS) for the K-12 system, the Pyramid Model provides
professional development, coaching, data systems, and tiered services for the unique needs of
young learners (Fox et al., 2020; Minnesota Centers of Excellence, 2020; Sandall et al., 2019).
Funded by the U.S. Department of Education's Office of Special Education, 32 states and 45
countries have implemented the Pyramid Model framework (Hemmeter et al., 2014; Minnesota
Centers of Excellence, 2020). Hemmeter et al. (2019) indicated that higher rates of
implementing essential strategies from the Pyramid Model correlated to teachers reporting a
decrease in challenging behaviors.
Individual educators' frustration, philosophy, bias, and emotions correlated to the
successful implementation or abandonment of a system-wide framework (Kittelman et al., 2019;
McIntosh, Mercer, Nese, & Ghemraoui, 2016; Rogers, 2003). The complexity of support needed
for ongoing professional development, buy-in, and emotional needs of early educators indicated
a need to continue investigating variables for implementation with individual early childhood
educators (Nese et al., 2016; Horner, Sugai, & Kittelman, 2020; Van Horn, 2019).
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Statement of the Problem
Challenging behaviors in young children and the complexity of learning a framework to
reduce challenging behaviors may impact the emotions of educators and the potential success or
abandonment of the implementation.
In 2005, Dr. Walter Gilliam and his research team uncovered suspension and expulsion
rates higher than any other grade in the K-12 system. Dr. Gilliam (2005) examined 4,815
classrooms, 3,898 teachers, and over 40,000 preschoolers in 40 states. Persistent and challenging
behaviors emerged in 20% of the preschool population. Expulsion rates emerged at 6.7 per
1,000 preschoolers. A decade later, data from the National Survey of Children's Health (2016)
indicated a growing concern, with 6,100 parents reporting 174,309 suspensions (sent home from
the program) and 17,248 expulsions (permanently removed from the program) over a 36-week
school year. The U.S. Department of Education (2016) reported that African American
preschoolers encompassed 47% of the expulsions but only represented 19% of the preschool
population. Challenging behaviors emerge when a child does not have the vocabulary,
knowledge, and skills to meet their needs (Fox et al., 2018). Martin et al. (2018) interviewed
teachers who had previously expelled preschoolers. The researchers uncovered patterns
correlating to challenging behaviors, reactive discipline, and escalated behaviors resulting in
escalating discipline. Themes of frustration, feelings of inadequacy, and insufficient strategies
triggered heightened emotions in the educators.
A highly skilled workforce is the foundation of an early childhood program (Bowman,
2019). Of the 43 states with stated funded preschool programs, 34 states required a bachelor's
degree for the lead teacher position (Hyson, 2019; National Institute of Early Education
Research, 2018). Early childhood educators have a diverse range of education, varying from a
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high school diploma with on-the-job training to a university degree with specialized classroom
management training to prevent and manage challenging behaviors (Lockus, 2015; Phillips,
Austin, & Whitbook, 2016). Dunlap et al. (2017) and Vihn et al. (2016) indicated that
challenging behaviors in young children might reside in the skill set of early childhood educators
to prevent and address challenging behaviors competently and confidently.
One initiative demonstrating promise to address challenging behaviors is the Pyramid
Model framework for early childhood. The framework provides a PBIS tiered approach with
evidence-based strategies. The practices include creating nurturing environments, behavior
strategies, suggestions for family engagement, guidance for data-based decisions, methods to
teach friendships and emotional skills, and a focus on problem-solving (Fox et al., 2009;
National Center for Pyramid Model Innovations, 2015). The Pyramid Model framework
includes training and coaching for educators and administrators in the tiered areas of an effective
workforce, nurturing and responsive relationships with caregivers, high quality and supportive
environment, targeted support for children displaying at-risk behaviors, and intensive
interventions with individual children with persistent challenging behaviors (Fox et al., 2009;
Joseph & Steed, 2018; National Center for Pyramid Model Innovations, 2015; Powell, Dunlap,
& Fox, 2006).
Regardless of the widespread implementation of the Pyramid Model framework
throughout 32 states and 45 countries, the school's culture, size of the program, and individuals
influence the diffusion or abandonment of the implementation process. McIntosh et al. (2016)
examined 5,331 schools and uncovered that only 42% of the schools successfully implemented a
school-wide behavior intervention system within five years. Within the initial stage of
implementing the framework, 34% of schools abandoned the implementation after the first year,
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and 24% abandoned the framework between years four and five. Hyson (2019) described the
process of implementing a school-wide behavior framework to improve early childhood
education as an extensive, emotional, and winding road.
The National Association for the Education of Young Children (2020) position statement
indicated that educators must commit to life-long learning for themselves and their students. The
commitment to learning includes a commitment to potentially uncovering and understanding
social bias and emotions that may undermine the classroom, school system, and positive wellbeing and development of young children. To commit to the well-being of the children,
educators must understand and care for their own emotions. Interviews with early educators
indicated increased accountability for academic outcomes and pressure from implementing
initiatives resulted in heightened anxiety and emotions (Chen, 2019; Hassard, Teoh, & Cox,
2017; Tan & Chua, 2015). Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson (1993), LeDoux (2015), Nagoski and
Nagoski (2019), and Olszanowski et al. (2020) stated that humans are not cognitive and rational
beings that occasionally experience emotions. Instead, humans are emotional beings that
involuntarily and instantaneously experience emotions that occasionally think. Once emotions
occur, the emotional process is a strong predictor and influence of future behavior. Therefore,
awareness of emotions may assist in understanding the needs of educators implementing an
innovation.
Experiences initiate emotions that impact decisions and behaviors (Chen, 2019; MacLeod
& Grafton, 2015). Chen (2019) highlighted the urgency to investigate teachers' emotions and the
correlation to implementing innovations. Wasik and Odom (2019) stated that one vexing issue
for early childhood education includes how to assist early childhood educators working in the
classrooms. Lieberman (2013) indicated that understanding emotions and social connections is
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the most cost-effective strategy to buffer stress. Administrators, educators, and other
stakeholders need to understand the emotions of educators implementing the Pyramid Model
framework to respond to the needs of the educators who support the children in the classroom
(Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1994; Roger, 1995).
Purpose
Based on the identified problem, the purpose of this study was to explore the emotions of
early childhood educators implementing the Pyramid Model social-emotional framework. The
study aimed to seek patterns of emotions to increase the likelihood of implementation.
Understanding emotions will help institutions create successful conditions to nurture teamwork,
coaching through learning, and successful implementation (Hyson, 2019). Understanding the
emotional patterns of educators implementing the Pyramid Model framework will help predict
the need for support for the implementation process or predict potential barriers to limit or
impede the innovation rate (Hatfield et al., 1994; Rogers, 2003; Scott & McGuire, 2017).
Research Questions
RQ 1 What specific emotions do early childhood educators express as a result of implementing
the Pyramid Model?
RQ 2 When implementing the Pyramid Model framework, what specific procedures, policies,
and interactions do early childhood educators describe that impact their ability to manage stress?
Significance of the Study
Research significance. Research has focused on the non-malleable elements of PBIS
such as size, location, and high school versus primary in the K-12 system (Greflund, McIntosh,
& May, 2014; Horner, Sugai, & Lewis, 2015; Kittelman et al., 2019; McIntosh et al., 2018; Nese
et al., 2018; Sugai & Horner, 2016). Fewer studies have examined malleable variables such as
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emotions that potentially contribute to an implementation's adoption or abandonment (Kittelman
et al., 2019; McIntosh et al., 2018). A team from Harvard University led by Dr. Dana McCoy
(2017) conducted a meta-analysis of early childhood studies that indicated few studies have
focused on the early childhood version of PBIS.
This study aimed to fill a gap in research and increase the understanding of the emotions
of educators implementing the Pyramid Model framework (Department of Health, Education,
and Welfare, 1979; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Roberts, 2010). The narrowed focus of emotions
of individual educators will assist in understanding the needs of educators. Variables within the
individual educators impact the adoption or abandonment of implementing a framework (Rogers,
1995; 2003). Poulou (2017) and James et al. (2019) indicated a gap in the research and a need
for more investigation and research on educators' emotions implementing a social and emotional
framework in the early childhood setting.
Practical significance. A practical significance to the proposed study includes the
principles of emotional contagion. Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson (1993), LeDoux (2014), and
Olszanowski et al. (2020) asserted that people detect and respond to emotions without conscious
awareness of the stimuli. LeDoux (2015), believing that emotions define who we are and how
others see us, "What could be more important to understanding than to understand (emotions)"
(p. 11)? Name it (emotion) to tame it (emotion) is a mantra for the Pyramid Model framework
(Brackett, n.d.; Strain, 2019). Educators' verbal and nonverbal messages are not neutral in the
classroom (Allen, 2019; Hatfield et al., 1993). Olszanowski et al. (2020) and Palagi et al. (2020)
indicated that the motor patterns of facial expressions create a spontaneous and automatic motor
contagion. The automatic replication (rapid facial mimicry) of the facial expression of another
person occurs in less than one second (Hess & Fischer, 2013; Palagi et al., 2020). The brain
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allows for automatic transmission and replication of emotions from one individual to another
with a tendency to synchronize and match vocalizations, expressions, movements, and postures
to converge emotions, also known as emotional contagion (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson, 1993;
Palagi et al., 2020). As role models for children and support for colleagues, educators must
address and be aware of their emotions. Children watch and model how educators speak,
gesture, and communicate with children and colleagues. As a role model, expelling or removing
a child from a program does not align with promoting empathy and kindness (Anderson, 2019;
Hatfield et al., 1994; Hemmeter et al., 2014).
For early childhood administrators and leadership teams, understanding educators'
emotions and emotional patterns may help create action plans for implementing an innovation or
spark understanding for emotional barriers that may impede progress (Scott & McGuire, 2017).
Jeon (2019) indicated that those teachers reported feeling a lack of support from their
administrative teams, which impacted the emotional climate of the early education program.
Understanding and anticipating the positive and negative emotions and perceptions of policies
and procedures may contribute to a rapid spread of the innovation or combat barriers to the
progress when implementing the framework (Hatfield et al., 1994; Scott & McGuire, 2017).
A practical significance aspires to reduce the negative discipline practices in early
childhood education. In a 2019 Gallup poll, 54% of the educators surveyed indicated insufficient
training and preparation to address challenging behaviors (Marken, 2019; U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services & U.S. Department of Education, 2014). In school systems,
promoting social skills, emotional development, and strategies to reduce challenging behaviors
may alleviate the national trends of significant discipline issues, punitive strategies, and
inappropriate discipline practices (Marken, 2019; National Center for Pyramid Model
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Innovations, 2015). Understanding educators' emotions may identify specific support teachers
need to increase the rate diffusion for the Pyramid Model framework and practices (Dunst &
Espe-Sherwindt, 2016; Porter, Graham, Bodily, & Sandberg, 2017; Rogers, 2003).
Definition of Terms
For this study, the following terms were defined as:
Challenging behaviors. Behavior patterns interfering with learning, engagement, or
interactions with peers and adults. Examples of behaviors include hyperactivity, emotional
problems (e.g., excessive and inappropriate crying), conduct problems (e.g., violent tantrum,
throwing objects, kicking, spitting, running, yelling), noncompliance, and friendship problems
(Dunlap, Wilson, Strain, & Lee, 2013; Fronapfel et al., 2018; Hammer, Melhuish, & Howard,
2018; Hemmeter et al., 2016; Vinh et al., 2016).
Developmentally appropriate practices. Methods and resources to promote the
development and optimal learning of each child's development through a play-based approach to
joyful and engaging learning opportunities (National Association for the Education of Young
Children NAEYC, 2020).
Early childhood. The period from the prenatal phase to eight years of age and is the most
intensive and remarkable growth period of brain development during the lifespan (Kumari et al.,
2019; National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), 2020; United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2019).
Implementation. A process of presenting strategies, practices, and ideas that are new to
people with the expectation of attempting and creating change (Fullan, 2016).
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Organization of the Remainder of the Study
The structure of the remainder of the study includes information associated with chapters.
Chapter two consists of a literature review of influences on early childhood, early childhood
educators, challenging behavior, the Pyramid Model, and the conceptual framework of Rogers’
(1962) diffusion of innovation. Chapter three outlines and describes the methodology of the
study. Chapter four details the results of the study. Chapter five discusses the implications and
recommendations from the research findings.
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature
The preschool years are a time in development when children learn how to express their
emotions, solve simple problems, play with new friends, and create secure relationships with
adults other than their parents. The brain forms with every experience, interaction, and sensory
encounter during this time. Children hear, see, or touch at a rate of more than one million neural
connections every second (Harvard University, 2019; First Five Years Fund, 2019; NAEYC,
2020). The Minnesota Compass (2020) asserts that early years set the stage for learning and are
crucial for developing young children.
Meta-analyses of early learning research, including McCoy et al. (2017) and Bowman
(2019), indicated that high-quality education programs demonstrated increased short and longterm educational and social outcomes to reduce education-related expenses, special education
services, and discipline. Foundational studies of early childhood programs, including the Perry
Preschool Program (1962), Bostin Public Schools (2013), Connecticut School Readiness
Program (2016), and Tulsa's Universal PreK (2008), demonstrated immediate and long-term
benefits correlating to the early childhood programming (Bowman, 2019; Meloy et al., 2019;
Phillips et al., 2017, and Wechler et al., 2016). Meloy et al. (2019), Bowman (2019), and Wasik
and Odom (2019) noted that evidence from the past 50 years indicated the potential effectiveness
of preschool programs to impact educational and social outcomes. While individual programs
have demonstrated success, the authors noted that simply implementing a system-wide
framework does not guarantee consistent quality across early childhood programs. The Harvard
(2019) meta-analysis and Bowman (2019) determined a need to investigate additional elements
that aid high-quality early education programs, including emotional needs and emotional
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engagement from educators and program administrators to support and sustain high-quality
outcomes.
Children who lack skills or are learning new skills may demonstrate challenging
behaviors to adults, interfere with social interactions with peers, or impede learning opportunities
(Brock & Beaman-Diglia, 2018; Division for Early Childhood, 2017; Kemple, Lee, & Ellis,
2019). Meek and Gilliam (2016) stated that the adults' implicit bias, perceptions, and emotions
guide the interpretation of the child's behavior and the chosen consequence. Adverse childhood
circumstances, reactive responses, ineffective discipline, and educational environments can
undermine the developing social-emotional skills that may emerge as challenging behaviors
(Center of the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016). Dr. Gilliam (2005) and a team
from Yale University conducted foundational research on the impact of challenging behavior in
the early childhood classroom. The team determined that early childhood educators suspend or
expel children at a higher rate than students in the K-12 system.
To address challenging behaviors in early learning settings, positive, educational,
restorative, and proactive approaches versus reactive responses and discipline are vital to address
the underlying causes of behaviors (Darling-Hammond, 2018; Division for Early Childhood,
2017; Vinh et al., 2016). The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and Department
of Education (2014) and the NAEYC (2020) created position statements with a need to improve
behavior, increase social-emotional development, and decrease exclusionary discipline in early
childhood. The guidance included creating systems to enable better teacher-child relationships,
increasing engaging interactions between educators and the families, and implementing practices
to reduce teacher stress, burnout, and employee turnover. Recommended strategies included
providing professional development on developmental milestones, developmentally appropriate
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practices, and scaffolding of learning (Hepburn et al., 2013; Meek & Gilliam, 2016; NAEYC,
2020; U.S. Department of Health and Human Service and Department of Education, 2014).
One system-based framework that claims positive social-emotional outcomes and the
reduction of challenging behaviors is the Pyramid Model framework. With elements of the K-12
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) framework, the Pyramid Model is a PBIS
framework specifically designed for the unique needs of early childhood. The framework guides
educators to proactively engage with children, teach social skills, prevent emerging behaviors,
and reduce challenging behaviors in early childhood. The Pyramid Model focuses on the
program systems including an effective workforce, support and training for staff, administrative
involvement, data management systems, and data analysis to promote evidence-based practices
(Fox, Hemmeter, Jack & Perez-Binder, 2017; Hemmeter et al., 2014; Hemmeter, Fox, & Snyder,
2014; Pyramid Model Consortium, 2016).
LeDoux (2020) stated that emotional reactions build on one's collection of memories,
concepts, perceptions, and understanding of oneself. Challenging or disruptive behaviors in the
early childhood classroom invoke an emotional response in educators. Emotions of the
individual educators influence the level of adoption or barriers to implementation (Rogers, 1995;
2003). LeDoux (2014) indicated a poor understanding of emotions in his 1978 research, and the
lack of understanding continued by his 2012 research. Hatfield et al. (1994) stated that emotions
are contagious; therefore, understanding the adults' emotions implementing the social-emotional
framework is necessary to understand the educators' potential needs. This literature review
consists of a synthesis of research, including influences on early brain early development, early
childhood workforce, funding implications, high-quality early education, challenging behaviors,
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and the multitiered framework of the Pyramid Model (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; NAEYC, 2020;
Shepley et al., 2020).
Brain Development
The NAEYC’s (2020) position statement acknowledged that children begin life eager to
learn. At birth, the brain contains 85 billion neurons capable of building self-regulation,
executive functioning, emotions, and a delight in learning and new experiences (Center on the
Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016; 2019; First Five Years Fund, 2019; Green &
Sawilowsky, 2018; Molko & Gordon, 2018). NAEYC, 2020). In the first 1,000 days of life,
neural connections form at the rate of 700 neural connections per second from every interaction
with people, senses, and the environment (NAEYC, 2020; Minnesota Department of Education,
2017; NASEM, 2015; Zero to Three, 2016). With each moment, interaction, or experience, the
brain creates a new neural connection or learning moment (Center for Disease Control, 2020b;
Minnesota Department of Education, 2017; Molko & Gordon, 2018). With repeated
experiences, the brain strengthens the neural connections that provide the foundation for thought,
communication, and learning (Molko & Gordon, 2018; NAEYC, 2020; National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018; National Scientific Council on the Developing
Child, 2018).
Pliability of the brain. Suskind (2019), Professor of Surgery from the University of
Chicago, Director of the Pediatric Cochlear Implant Program, and Founder and Director of the
Thirty Million Words Center for Early Learning and Public Health, asserted that interactions in
the early years have the potential of life-altering power. For each of the 85 billion neurons, a
new baby has an estimated 2,500 synapses per neuron. By age 3, each neuron is experiencing
15,000 synapses per neuron.
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The plasticity of the brain allows the developing brain to learn from experiences. With
continuous connections, relevant neural circuits strengthen and weak connections fade. The
brain prunes the weaker neural connection for efficient functioning. Before age six, a child's
brain has 50% more neurons than an adult's brain (Cafasso, 2018; Center on the Developing
Child at Harvard University, 2016, 2017; Kumari et al., 2019; Molko & Gordon, 2018; Sakai,
2020). The brain's neuroplasticity allows for reorganizing neural pathways, creating new neural
connections, and structural change through the experiences throughout one's lifetime.
Stimulation or lack of stimulation in the early years impacts the sensitive time in developing the
brain (Cafasso, 2018; Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016; Cherry,
2020; Molko & Gordon). Children actively learn from interactions between adults,
environments, and sensory experiences that shape the architecture of the developing brain
(Center of the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016; First Five Years Fund, 2019;
Haskins, 2019; Minnesota Department of Education, 2019; Ounce of Prevention Fund, 2016;
Zero to Three, 2016).
Gender and brain development. While gender is not an absolute for developmental
growth, average outcomes indicate a gender difference in development. At three months old,
electrical measurements indicated differences in growth and brain development between boys
and girls. A girl's brain responds slightly more with faces, voices, and the cry of another baby
(Barbarin, 2019; Schore, 2017; Zero to Three, 2020). By age three, girls tend to outperform in
verbal tasks and identifying emotions in others. Boys emerged with higher visual-spatial
integration skills, including navigating environments, assembling items, and hand-eye
coordination (Kid Sense Child Development Corporation, 2020; Zero to Three, 2020). The
development rate in the left cerebral hemisphere is slightly slower in males. This delay results in
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slower language acquisition and emotional regulation, potentially resulting in elevated stress
levels and behaviors in boys. The delay in maturation creates a vulnerability for boys for daily
stress (Barbarin, 2019; Lim et al., 2015; Schore, 2017). Experiences play a fundamental role in
the development of skills. Neuroplasticity provides caregivers and educators an opportunity to
supplement natural tendencies with intentional activities (Zero to Three, 2020).
Social norms and brain development. By the age of three, children start to generalize
skills from previous experiences. Children learn to regulate their emotions, remember social
rules, and respond with socially appropriate emotions across settings (e.g., home, preschool).
Caregivers can guide the development of executive function and self-regulation skills with
modeling and explicit guidance. Developing skills include the ability to start and stop an
activity, adapt behaviors to control impulses, stop an inappropriate activity, and control emotions
(Center for the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016; Center for Disease Control,
2020b; Kid Sense Child Development Corporation, 2020; Minnesota Department of Education,
2017; Neild, 2018).
Late developing skills are potentially frustrating for children and adults. An inability to
work independently, stop negative behaviors, difficulty remembering directions, and
overwhelming emotions may lead to explosive emotional responses to minor events. Difficulties
in executive functioning skills may appear as poor social skills leading to challenging behaviors,
difficulty making friends, low self-esteem, and an inability to cope with demands. Managing
feelings and behaviors may be difficult for a developing child when hungry, sleepy, or in a
strenuous task (Kid Sense Child Development Corporation, 2020). Concerns for self-regulation
grow when challenging reactions and behaviors occur regularly, with increased duration,
increased frequency of tantrums, or difficulty playing or interacting with other children. The

30

window for tremendous growth in executive functioning skills occurs between three and five
years old. Although children are born ready to learn, they depend on parents, caregivers, and
early educators to develop the skills in a safe and enriching environment with visual cues,
predictable verbal directions, and modeling (Butler & Ostrosky, 2018; Center for the Developing
Child at Harvard University, 2016; Center for Disease Control, 2020b; Kid Sense Child
Development Corporation, 2020; Minnesota Department of Education, 2017; Neild, 2018).
Stress and brain development. The brain is a complex system ranging from
coordinating the movement of arms and controlling the heart rate to processing and controlling
emotions (Seladi-Schulman, 2018). The brain relays incoming information to the thalamus,
transfers information to the neo-cortex (thinking part of the brain), then processes the
information to the amygdala (the emotional brain) to trigger an appropriate emotional response
(Cuncic, 2020; Horst, 2016; Kumari et al., 2019; Seladi-Schulman, 2018). Stress is a
neurological and physiological shift in the brain and the body. An external or internal stressor is
a sight, sound, smell, taste, or image that creates a sense of pending harm (LeDoux, 2020;
Nagoski & Nagoski, 2020; National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2020). The
brain encounters positive stress with elevated heart rate, blood pressure, and cortisol (Kumari et
al., 2019). In times of actual or perceived fear, the complex system creates a split-second
assessment, sending information to the amygdala and the neocortex to produce adrenaline and
cortisol, which results in a split-second automatic response from the emotional part of the brain
(Cuncic, 2020; Fisher, 2016; Hatfield & Williford, 2016; Nagoski & Nagoski, 2020; Nunez,
2020). This complex automatic nervous system causes increased breathing and heart rate. The
oxygen-rich blood to the brain triggers a fight (approach the stressor), flight (avoid the stressor),
or freeze (survive the stressor) response (Messerli-Bergy et al., 2016; LeDoux, 2020; Nagoski &
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Nagoski, 2020; National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2020). Prolonged stress
disrupts the brain architecture and potentially impairs mood and memory (Kumari et al., 2019;
National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2020).
Sustained stress becomes intense without help from an adult to guide a child's emotions
(Kumari et al., 2019; Minnesota Department of Education, 2017; Nunez, 2020). Emotional and
behavioral competencies include coping with and managing unfamiliar situations, obstacles, and
frustrations. Competencies further include regulating emotions, resilience, and hope, especially
during stressful situations. The social competencies include being empathetic, sympathetic,
assertive, responsible, cooperating with others, and being able to self-motivate (Messerli-Burgy
et al., 2016; Minnesota Department of Education, 2017; Wasik & Odom, 2019). The National
Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine (2016) indicated that emotional and
behavioral competencies and social competencies are two of the four critical elements for
developing a child's well-being and long-term economic, emotional, and social stability.
Adverse childhood experiences and brain development. The developing brain is
sensitive to a continual influx of hormones and neurotransmitters from stress and trauma. The
areas of the brain vulnerable to negative experiences include the amygdala (emotional regulation
systems), the hippocampus (memory system), and the prefrontal cortex (executive function
system, attention, impulse, control, and high-level cognitive skills) (National Scientific Council
on the Developing Child, 2020; Wittmer & Honig, 2020). Chronic stressors, persistent
hardships, or threats keep the brain in heightened response and disrupt educational achievement
(Messerli-Burgy et al., 2016; Nagoski & Nagoski, 2020; National Scientific Council on the
Developing Child, 2020).
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Childtrend (2019) documented that 66% of children under the age of 6 experience at least
one adverse childhood experience. Economic hardship and difficulty obtaining basic needs of
food and housing impacted 20% of children. Children living in low economic status are twice as
likely the encounter multiple adverse experiences. One in four children lives with the daily
stress of divorce. Toxic or adverse experiences including maltreatment, emotional (insults,
humiliation, threats of abuse), physical or sexual abuse, exposure to violence, substance abuse,
mental illness, divorce, emotional or physical neglect, or an ongoing threat of an adverse
experience, disrupt learning at the biological level (Centers for Disease Control, 2020a; Center of
the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016; Childtrend, 2019; National Scientific Council
on the Developing Child, 2020; Novoa & Morrissey, 2020).
Common behaviors associated with adverse childhood experiences include anger,
withdrawal, easily startled, overreaction, or underreaction to stimuli in the environment
(Sciaraffa, Zeanah, & Zeanah, 2018). Each child's response to adverse childhood experiences is
unique to their circumstance and the protection available (Barbarin, 2019). While in constant
survival mode, the brain learns to expect oncoming stressors. An analogy for ongoing stress
correlates to the young child continually hearing a fire alarm. Trauma, toxic stress, abuse,
neglect, or the persistent fear of a threat creates a continually activated stress response system
that compromises brain development (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child,
2020; Osborn, 2021; Wittmer & Honig, 2020). Children may respond more quickly with a
"short fuse" or an overaction. An example of a reaction to adverse conditions may include
socioeconomic hardships that lead to sparse food at home and binge eating during preschool
mealtimes (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2020).
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Parents, caregivers, and early educators can buffer the impact of the stress of adverse
childhood experiences. A lack of resources continues to create a shortfall between students' or
educators' needs and the availability of funding for emotionally sensitive and trained early
educators (Bowman, 2019; Harvard, 2016). Osborne (2021), from the Prenatal-to-3 Policy
Impact Center, stated that children are resilient; the developing brain is pliable. Nevertheless,
rewiring the neurons is difficult and expensive after experiencing unhealthy relationships,
unnurturing environments, or adverse childhood experiences. Educators must have the capacity
to implement learning opportunities to build socializing and executive functioning opportunities.
Responsive caregivers with developmentally appropriate strategies may work through a
tantrum, intense feelings, or unresponsive behaviors to return to a balanced state of a calm brain.
Early educators' training must include understanding protective measures for adverse childhood
experiences, such as creating predictable environments and supportive relationships. At any
age, intervention and remediation may potentially aid individuals. In the early years, learning
opportunities and early remediation align with the pliable brain creating the potential for better
outcomes, less costly interventions, and easier attainment of foundational skills (Center of the
Developing Child Harvard University, 2016; Harvard University, 2019; National Scientific
Council on the Developing Child, 2020; Zero to Three, 2016).
Adverse experiences and suspension. Zeng, Corr, O'Grady, and Guan (2019) examined
the relationship between suspension (temporary removal from classroom or program) and
expulsion (termination from the program) rates in relationship to adverse childhood experiences.
Adverse experiences include living in poverty, divorced parents, an incarcerated parent, witness
to domestic violence (seen or heard), a victim of violence, a witness to violence in the
community, living with a family member with a mental illness, and substance abuse in the house.
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The participants included 6,100 parents of children ages 3-5 who completed the 2016 National
Survey of Children's Health. The research team estimated 174,309 suspensions (e.g., program
staff requested that parents pick up children or keep them home) and 17,248 expulsions for
behaviors (e.g., hitting, biting, kicking, tantrums, or defiance) over the 36-week school year. The
researchers noted that the estimates were conservative due to the limitation of the survey
question. The question inquired on expulsion or suspension without a follow-up question
indicating the suspension or expulsion as a single incident or a single child with multiple
occurrences. Regardless of age, gender, race, or ethnicity, the rate of expulsion or suspension in
children with adverse childhood experiences increased by 80% for each unit of adverse
childhood experiences. The results illustrated that adverse childhood experiences are strong
predictors of expulsion or suspension for challenging behaviors. Zeng et al. (2019) argued that
children experiencing toxic stress from adverse childhood experiences encountered challenges in
controlling emotions; heightened emotions resulted in challenging behaviors. The authors
further noted that problematic behaviors triggered a discipline response from the teacher. The
authors noted that the findings support challenging behaviors escalate if teachers do not have the
strategies to support a child with adverse childhood experiences. Dunlap et al. (2016) noted that
the cycle of inefficient, ineffective, and punitive discipline strategies increased emotional
response from children and the intensified possibility of challenging behaviors in early
childhood.
Relationships as a protective measure. Roubinov, Boyce, and Bush (2020) examined
the impact of a positive relationship with a teacher with 338 children (between ages 4 and 6)
living with harsh parenting, punitive discipline, and rejective practices in the child's home. For
this study, the researchers defined punitive discipline as using criticism, separation strategies,
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scolding, and physical punishment for behaviors such as getting dirty, talking back, not obeying
authority, or appearing different from others. The researchers noted a cycle of punitive
discipline from the parent and increased defiant and aggressive behaviors in the child. A positive
relationship with a teacher included comforting children when hurt or in distress. The researcher
suggested that harsh discipline and low relationships with educators significantly correlated with
a continuation of defiant and aggressive behaviors (p = 0.001). Children who lived with harsh
parenting strategies and felt closer to their teachers correlated with a lower level of defiant
behavior (p = 0.437), suggesting a positive relationship with an educator as a potential protective
impact for young children.
Kiel and Kalomiris (2015) investigated children's cortisol levels at a neutral time, after a
scary incident, and after receiving comfort from a caregiver to examine the caregiver's
importance as a protective factor. The methods included exposing 99 toddlers to a clown or a
fake spider in a low-threat laboratory. The instructions given to caregivers included responding
to their children as they would typically respond. The comforting ranged from a brief touch,
comforting words, active soothing, including a rub on the arm or back to a hug at least 10
seconds long. When the child solicited comfort, the cortisol levels positively correlated to
reducing the stress hormone (p = 0.348). When comfort from the caregiver was typically
unsolicited, the strong correlation between decreased stress and unsolicited comfort (b(SE) =
0.01, p = 0.986) suggested a comforting and responsive relationship with an adult indicated a
protective factor for young children.
With a lack of ability, finances, and understanding, a child's experiences, environments,
and relationships revolve around the adults and relationships with adults in their sphere of
influence (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016). Bowlby's (1969)
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attachment theory identified secure attachment as a close and emotional connection between
humans. When children are frightened, they will gravitate towards a secure relationship for care
and comfort (Cherry, 2019). Relationships with caring, responsive, predictable, and emotionally
healthy adults create a dual impact on a developing child as a protective measure to protect a
child from challenging experiences, build resilience, co-regulate emotions, and counterbalance or
block excessive stress hormones in the developing architecture of the brain (Center of the
Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016, 2017; Costello, Roben, & Dozier, 2018;
Minnesota Department of Education, 2017). A child's care and comfort are related to the
caregiver's emotional availability, coping strategies, and emotional regulation strategies
(McLaughlin & Lambert, 2017; Ravine et al., 2020).
Stable and supportive relationships with parents, caretakers, educators, and children
"stack the scale" with positive factors to optimize opportunities to create resilience in children
(Center on the Developing Child, 2015; Racine, Dimitropoulous, Hartwick, & Madigan, 2020;
National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2015; Rutter, 1985). The optimal learning
environment for a young child includes responsive adults that keep them safe and promptly
recognize distress to provide comfort and respond predictably to their needs. Sensitive
relationships provide the opportunities to support and guide children through emotions and
challenging behaviors with a variety of strategies (Artman-Meeker et al., 2021; Cuncic, 2020;
Fisher, 2016; Hatfield & Williford, 2016; Kumari et al., 2019; Sciaraffa, Zeanah, & Zeanah,
2018). The National Scientific Council on the Developing Child (2020) and the NAEYC (2020)
described a supportive relationship as an essential resource, a building block for resilience, and a
core responsibility for early educators.
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The Center for the Developing Child at Harvard University (2017) stated that the need for
responsive relationships is so powerful that the lack of it impairs brain development, inhibits
positive stimulation, and aligns with a threat to the architecture of the developing brain and
emotional well-being. The complexities of secure attachments and relationships depend on
family dynamics, staff turnover, workplace stress, and the emotions of adults (Kumari et al.,
2019; NAEYC, 2020; National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2020). Children
learn how to respond to others through their experiences with adults. Early childhood years are a
prime time to provide support and resources for early childhood staff to support early brain
development, increase social-emotional competencies, and decrease challenging behavior
(Artman-Meeker, Hunter, & Yates, 2021; Hyson, 2019; Kemple, Lee, & Ellis, 2019). The
Center for the Developing Child at Harvard University (2017) recommended building adults'
emotional capability to strengthen relationships.
Relationships and cortisol. Hatfield and Williford (2016) examined the correlations
between the stress hormone cortisol levels in children to the amount and quality of time spent
with educators. Teachers completed surveys, ADHD Rating Scale-IV, and the Oppositional
Defiant Disorder Rating Scale to rank behavior problems. Researchers collected two saliva
samples (morning and afternoon) from the children every seven weeks throughout the school
year. Johns Hopkins Center for Interdisciplinary Salivary Bioscience Research assessed cortisol
levels. Two times a week, teachers spent 10-15 minutes playing with a child, narrating the
activity, and describing emotions in the child and the teacher. The instructions to the teachers
included to avoid too many questions and refrain from teaching. A consultant provided followup guidance and reflective feedback to the teacher. Teachers interacted with the small groups (3
children) in the control groups for 10-15 minutes without instructions or follow-up guidance.
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Researchers noted that the cortisol levels suggested a positive teacher-child relationship
positively impacted the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal fight, flight, or freeze portion of the
brain. Interpreted with correlation coefficients, the impact size for spending time playing with
small groups of children in the early childhood setting decreased the stress hormone cortisol
(Cohen's d = -0.32). Child-centered and direct time spent with individual children had the most
impact, decreasing cortisol patterns (Cohen's d = -0.43). A decrease in cortisol levels aligned
with the teachers noting a decrease in disruptive behaviors. The researchers suggested that
building a positive relationship with children in their care decreased stress hormones.
Relationships and stress. Whitaker, Dearth-Wesley, and Gooze (2015) examined
teachers' stress levels compared to feelings of conflict or closeness towards individual children.
To create positive environments and teacher-student relationships, Whitaker et al. (2015) stated
that teachers must understand and regulate their own emotions to model calm actions, provide
predictable reactions, and manage positive and negative emotions. The participants included a
review of 3,399 lead and assistant teachers in classrooms with children under five years old.
Educators completed a Job Content questionnaire focused on the teacher's demands, decisionmaking strategies, and support from co-workers and their direct supervisor. Teachers who
reported less control reported lower closeness with their students. Teachers who reported greater
demands and few opportunities to contribute to decision-making reported significant conflict and
challenging behaviors in children. Teachers who reported having high demands (many
responsibilities, insufficient time to prepare, and many interruptions) reported increased
behaviors with children in the classroom due to insufficient time to pay attention or the patience
to prevent behaviors. Whitaker et al. (2015) noted that stress impacted the ability to work. An
approach to reduce workplace stress for early childhood educators is structural changes that

39

promote co-worker and supervisor support and modification of the environment. Meek and
Gilliam (2016) stated that depression and severe stress on the job negatively impact the
interactions between educators and children. The U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation (2018) stated that teamwork, respect, and
support create the characteristics of a healthy early childhood social climate. Creating a
nurturing environment involves an investment in time with the children. Children with an
adverse history tend to display challenging behaviors that interfere with relationship building. It
takes additional time and effort to build a nurturing relationship for children with a history of
hearing negative directives or experiencing harsh discipline (Gail et al., 2019).
Relationships and discipline. Okonofua, Paunesku, and Walton (2016) examined the
time spent building relationships with suspension and expulsion. The participants included 39
teachers and 302 students. The study examined how an empathetic mindset versus a punitive
mindset impacted discipline outcomes. The punitive mindset included sending a disruptive
student to the hallway or office. The empathic mindset included an attempt to understand the
purpose and perspective of the child's behavior (e.g., the task is too complicated, hungry, or
unhappy). Empathetic responses included talking to the student, monitoring antecedents to
behaviors, and rearranging the classroom. Okonofua et al. (2016) noted that an empathic
mindset does not include counterproductive patterns of over permissive or overlooking problem
behaviors. Okonofua et al. (2016) suggested that increased time spent on relationships helped
increase teachers' empathy towards students, lowered stress in teachers, and built trust and
respect from students to teachers. Teachers noted that a sustained positive relationship appeared
to encourage better behavior. Evidence from the empathic-mindset group included increased
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students following expectations, classroom rules, and a 50% suspension reduction over one
academic year (Okonofua, Paunesu, & Walton, 2016).
Williford et al. (2017) provided continued evidence for the impact of time spent with a
child to decrease challenging behaviors. Participants included 183 preschool teachers and 470
preschool children (ages 3-4) across 173 classrooms over three years. The methods for time
spent with children included playing with activities chosen by the child, providing a running
commentary of what the child and teacher were doing, and describing emotions without quizzing
or teaching. Teachers reflected and modified based on feedback from a coach. Researchers
concluded that when a teacher spent 10-15 minutes positively engaged with a child twice a week,
teachers reported a 22% reduction in challenging behaviors.
Environment as a protective measure. Berry et al. (2016) examined the correlation
between chaotic, unpredictable, unstable, and chaotic home environments, behaviors, and time in
a quality environment as a buffer to the lasting impact of the negative environment. Participants
included 1235 children in chaotic and low-income households. A chaotic environment and home
disorganization correlated to problem behaviors (r = 0.22, p < 0.0001). Home instability
correlated to problem behaviors (r = 0.19, p = 0.0001). As few as five hours spent in quality
early care positively correlated with fewer problematic social behaviors (p = 0.003). The
researcher suggested that time in quality early childhood environments positively provided a
protective measure.
A child's environment comprises complex and dynamic interactions that impact a young
child's learning and development (NAEYC, 2020). For a child, neural development is dependent
on and vulnerable to the environment to shape the brain's cognitive skills and emotional
development in the early years (Bowman, 2019; Levy, Goldstein, and Feldman, 2019; Shonkoff
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& Philips, 2000; United Nations Education, Scientific, and Cultural Organization, 2019). While
genes influence brain architecture, early experiences shape early brain development (Wittmer &
Honig, 2020).
The preschool classroom is an optimal and critical opportunity to provide a nurturing
environment, intentional designs, and responsive interactions to guide children to reach their full
potential (Darling-Hammond, 2018; Division for Early Childhood, 2014; NAEYC, 2020).
Educators play a powerful influence on early learning environments. Parents, caregivers, and
educators need the appropriate resources and support (Centers for Disease Control, 2020b;
Division for Early Education, 2018).
Early Education the Early Equalizer
All children have the right to learning equitable and engaging opportunities that facilitate
growth (Division for Early Childhood, 2014; NAEYC, 2020). John Dewey (1915) indicated that
school is not merely a setting to learn necessary and predetermined skills and knowledge but also
a place for children to grow to their full potential. In the social unrest of the 1960s, researchers
including Klaus and Gray (1968) with the Early Training Project, theorists Deutsch and Deutsch
(1963), and Weikart (1962) questioned if experiences and education in early childhood could
impact a child's life trajectory. Deutsch’s (1963) theory of learning and motivation indicated that
readiness to learning increases with successful exposure to stimuli. Klaus and Gray (1968)
examined the impact of interventions in 61 children in the Early Training Project for
Disadvantage Children. After the fifth year, a 12-point increase in Binet IQ testing suggested
intervention programs favorably impacted educational outcomes. The researchers discussed the
influence of peers learning from peers in horizonal diffusion. The project included home visitors
collaborating with parents and children in the home. Researchers further discussed the potential
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for vertical diffusion. The new strategies and developed skills of the parents indirectly impacted
siblings of the program participants. In 1963, John F. Kennedy signed into law funding to
research intellectual and developmental disabilities, which led to 12 centers to advance the
practice and research. One center created was the Frank Porter Graham Child Development
Institute at the University of North Carolina. The founders included educators, pediatricians, and
psychologists to research the potential positive impact of early childhood to improve the
trajectory with research, professional practice, and policy (Deutsch & Deutsch, 1963; Gray &
Klaus, 1968; High Scope, 2021; Wasik & Odom, 2019). Studies on the importance of early
childhood emerged in the 1960s and 1970s. Landmark studies, including the Abecedarian
Project (1972), Perry Preschool Program (1962), and the Child-Parent Centers of Chicago
(1986), indicated that high-quality early education impacted the social and educational trajectory
of a child's outcomes.
Perry Preschool (1962). The Perry Preschool Project launched in 1962 to determine if
high-quality preschool programs impacted children's educational outcomes. David Weikart,
director of special education, initiated the concept to help children failing in the Ypsilanti,
Michigan, public school elementary system. The study included 123 (58 attended the program)
children living within the Perry School district boundaries, socioeconomic status below the
federal poverty guidelines, and considered at-risk for failure in the school system after
standardized assessments. Program strategies included small class sizes with a teacher-tostudent ratio of 1:6 with classes (3-hours) held five mornings a week and a weekly afternoon
home visit. The criteria for hiring the teachers for the program included licensed teachers with a
bachelor's degree in primary education, early education, or special education. At the end of the
Perry Preschool project, Dr. Weikart and his team incorporated lessons learned to create the
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HighScope Preschool learning approach and curriculum. The HighScope approach includes the
trademarked Plan-Do-Review process to guide children through the learning process. The
process includes materials for children to manipulate, examine, and transform to discovery
learning. Teachers scaffold learning to the next stage through guided choice, problem-solving,
and language acquisition. In 1970, Dr. Weikart founded the HighScope Educational Research
Institute to continue Perry Preschool and HighScope research. In 1971, the Demonstration
Preschool program opened and continues today to educate preschoolers based on the foundation
of the Perry Preschool research using the HighScope Preschool Curriculum (Arnold Foundation,
2017; Derman-Sparks & Moore, 2016a; HighScope, 2021; Wasik & Odom, 2019).
Abecedarian Approach (1972). The Abecedarian Project (1972), conducted in North
Carolina by the Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute, emerged from a belief that
the environment influences a child's behavior. The founders and educators made a collective
commitment to active learning with frequent opportunities to interact with a nurturing adult in a
safe environment (Wasik & Odom, 2019). The study included three individual sites with 111
children. Of the participants, 57 participated in the Abecedarian Project (1972) and 54 in the
control group. Demographics of the 111 children that participated in the project included
families with income below the federal poverty level, low education level in parents, parental
unemployment, and 75% single parents. The educational program included a low teacher-tochild ratio (1:6 for ages 3-4) and highly trained staff with ongoing professional development.
Teachers and supervisors monitored and debriefed bi-weekly on the outcomes, instruction, and
parent engagement (Bowman, 2019; Ramey, 2019). Over forty years after its inception, early
childhood programs worldwide implement the Abecedarian Approach, including India, Pakistan,
and Zambia. The Abecedarian Education Foundation boasts a 13.7% return on investment by
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providing a framework, professional development, technical assistance, consultation, and
coaching to early childhood professionals worldwide (Abecedarian Education Foundation,
2019).
Child-Parent Centers of Chicago (1986). The Chicago Child-Parent Centers (1986) is
a federally funded early education program. Superintendent Lorraine Sullivan founded the early
childhood program to reduce student absenteeism, increase academic achievement, and reduce
problematic behaviors in the K-12 system. Participants of the founding program included 1,539
children in the high poverty areas of the Chicago Public Schools. The center-based program
provided low-income families with support and services such as preschool, parent involvement,
specialized teaching strategies, small class sizes, health services, and nutritional services.
Reynolds (2018) led a team from the University of Minnesota to follow the longitudinal progress
of 1,398 (90.8% of the original sample) of children attending preschool in high-poverty
neighborhoods in Chicago, Illinois. Of the participants, 989 children participated in the ChildParent Center Programs compared to 550 children attending other programs in high-poverty
neighborhoods. The outcomes extended from preschool through third grade and into adulthood.
Sullivan (1971) reminded staff and the community not to underestimate children. The ChildParent Centers of Chicago continue in over 25 sites (Meloy et al., 2019; Reynolds, 2018;
University of Minnesota Institute of Child Development, 2019).
Longitudinal outcomes. In each study, Perry Preschool (1962), Abecedarian Project
(1972), and the Child-Parent Centers of Chicago (1986), researchers conducted longitudinal
research. While each participant in the studies and the control groups started with similar
demographics, each study demonstrated promising indicators for the benefit of participating in a
high-quality early learning program. The Perry Preschool Program indicated a collective 1.3
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fewer years of special education services; the Abecedarian Project (1972) indicated 36% fewer
participants received special education services. Graduation rates were 20% higher in the Perry
Preschool Program participants than in the control group. In the Child-Parent Centers of
Chicago, the graduation was 7% higher (51.0% vs. 44.0%). Teenage pregnancy (parent at age 19
or younger) rates were 50% lower in the Perry Preschool Program (1962) and 20% lower in the
Abecedarian Project (1972) than the control groups. By age 21, the Perry Preschool Program
participants exhibited a 13% higher employment rate, 42% higher monthly income, and 26%
fewer participants used government aid than the control group. Abecedarian Project (1972)
participants demonstrated a 26% higher employment rate (Arnold Foundation, 2017; Bakken,
Bown, and Downing, 2017; Bowman, 2019; Derman-Sparks & Moore, 2016a; Meloy et al.,
2019; Ramey, 2019; Reynolds, Ou, & Temple, 2015; Schweinhart et al., 2005; University of
Minnesota Institute of Child Development, 2019).
By age 30, participants in the Abecedarian Project (1972) attended more education
programming and were four times more likely to have earned a bachelor's degree. Participants in
the Child-Parent Centers of Chicago had higher rates for attaining an associate degree (15.7%)
than 10.7% of the control group. The Perry Preschool Program indicated a 27% higher rate of
participants involved in raising their children. By age 40, Perry Preschool Program participants
had 46% less time in jail or prison. The studies further noted that participants had higher rates of
medical insurance, lower prehypertension rates, fewer symptoms of depression, and fewer heart
disease risk factors compared to the children in the control groups (Arnold Foundation, 2017;
Bakken, Bown, and Downing, 2017; Bowman, 2019; Derman-Sparks & Moore, 2016a; Meloy et
al., 2019; Ramey, 2019; Schweinhart et al., 2005; University of Minnesota Institute of Child
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Development, 2019). By age 37, the obesity rate was 27% lower in women in the Child-Parent
Centers of Chicago (National Institute of Health, 2021),
Fifty years after teaching in the Perry Preschool Program, Louise Derman-Sparks and
Evelyn Moore (2016) reflected on their firsthand experiences teaching in the Perry Preschool
Program. The educators reported they intentionally focused on activities that engaged in
decision-making and problem-solving, open-ended questions, hands-on activities, and strived for
extended conversations with the children. Using an empowerment approach, teachers focused
on cognitive and social-emotional skills for children. The educators reflected that the teaching
team reviewed and debriefed on formative assessments and intentionally used the data to create
upcoming learning opportunities to meet the children's individual needs. Derman-Sparks and
Moore (2016) further stated they prioritized respectful communication with parents to exchange
information and ideas about their children. The educators noted that the programming occurred
during the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. era of unrest and distrust of civil rights. Families
expressed negative experiences with and distrust of social agencies and school systems.
Relationships with families took time and effort (Arnold Foundation, 2017; Derman-Sparks &
Moore, 2016a). The teachers noted that the Perry Preschool program received ample money
($13,780 per student using inflation rates) to create an environment that allowed for a low
teacher-to-student ratio, professional development, and time for data analysis. The teachers
remarked that high-quality programming is not cheap. Derman-Sparks and Moore (2016b)
stated that learning and teaching are complex. The educators reflected successful outcomes
stemmed from intentional teaching, the teachers' attitudes, relationships between the teachers,
students, and families, and building resilience and empowerment in the young children. The
educators asserted that unexamined emotions, prejudice, or misconceptions towards economic
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status, race, culture, gender, or family structure might impact attitudes, beliefs, and child
outcomes (Arnold Foundation, 2017; Derman-Sparks & Moore, 2016a; 2016b).
Meloy, Gardner, and Darling-Hammond (2019) conducted a meta-analysis to examine 29
studies of 21 public-funded early childhood programs for programming effectiveness. The team
reviewed evidence from programs including California's Transitional Kindergarten (2017),
Florida Voluntary Pre-K (2019), Head Start programs (2012; 2018), North Carolina Pre-K
(2017), Tennessee Voluntary Pre-K, and Virginia Preschool Incentive (2016). The authors also
reviewed longitudinal studies, including the Abecedarian Project (1972), Chicago Child-Parent
Centers (1983), and Perry Preschool Project (1962). The authors noted that evidence from the
past 50 years suggested that high-quality preschool positively impacts outcomes. Meloy et al.
(2019) asserted that the quality of the program correlated to the quality of the outcomes.
Pennsylvania state-funded 2020 study. The William Penn Foundation and the BUILD
foundation funded $1.8 million between January 2018 and December 2020 to the University of
North Carolina and the Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute to evaluate the
effectiveness of the Pennsylvania state-funded preschool programs. The Pennsylvania Pre-K
Counts program is a state-funded early childhood program for 3- and 4-year-olds with potential
risk factors including poverty, homelessness, or behavior concerns. The Pennsylvania Pre-K
Counts program focused on creating a high-quality early learning environment as a strategy to
reduce educational disparities, increase school readiness, and work towards closing the
achievement gap. The program focused on hiring highly qualified teachers, implementing a
state-approved curriculum aligned with state standards, and ongoing assessment (PeisnerFeinberg et al., 2020). In the fall of 2018-19, researchers gathered information with surveys
from 3,431 families, 247 families of kindergarten students formerly in the program, and 102
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families without early education services. In the fall and winter of 2019-2020, researchers
gathered survey information from 189 early childhood administrators and conducted semistructured interviews with 69 early childhood administrators (Peisner-Feinberg et al., 2020).
The administrative interviews revealed that 30% of administrators experienced elevated
challenges with a lack of funding to provide a competitive wage and elevated staff turnover.
Using the average of a three-point scale, the 175 administrators rated the level of concern and
challenge for their programs. Administrators rated the top concerns as working with challenging
populations (2.1), time constraints (2.0), and conflicting demands. Additional concerns for
administrators included a lack of paraprofessionals or support staff (1.8), staff turnover (1.8), and
lack of support from parents (1.7). The researchers recommended obtaining and maintaining
highly qualified staff with continued professional development to successfully implement
evidence-based strategies (Peisner-Feinberg et al., 2020).
Mixed results in early education. A program review and a verification follow-up
review of the state-funded Head Start program and the Voluntary Pre-K program of Tennessee
suggested mixed (positive, neutral, and negative) results in social-emotional and academic areas
outcomes (Haskins, 2019; Meloy et al., 2019). Barnett (2019) indicated that small-scale studies
in preschool programs correlated with high outcomes in academic and social-emotional gains
with high support and monitoring. A meta-analysis of large-scale rollouts of evidence-based
frameworks without quality control and support for educators averaged an 0.16 effect size.
The researchers stated the debate is not whether high-quality preschool works but how to
intertwine an evidence-based framework with the diverse cultures, individual experiences,
beliefs, emotions, and philosophies of individual programs and educators to ensure consistent
outcomes (Barnett, 2019; Bowman, 2019; Meloy et al., 2019; NAEYC, 2020). The Prenatal-to-3
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Policy Impact Center (2021) revealed that only 24% of the seven million children attend an early
childhood program deemed as implementing high-quality standards. Funding, resources, and the
quality of the program create a system that either hinders or increases educational outcomes
(Friedman et al., 2020; National Institute for Early Education Research, 2020; Wechler, Melnick,
Maier, and Bishop, 2016).
Workforce requirements for Minnesota. In Minnesota's state-funded early childhood
school readiness preschool programs, the formal education requirements, specialized training,
job requirements, and qualifications for early childhood educators significantly vary from the K12 system teacher licensure requirement. For example, an Early Childhood Family Education
(ECFE) teacher in a public school system requires a teaching licensure in one of the following
areas: nursery school, prekindergarten teacher, early childhood special education, early
childhood family educator, early childhood education, or elementary education with a preprimary endorsement. Conversely, a public-school preschool teacher in a school readiness
program requires supervision by a licensed teacher or parent educator. Minnesota State Statute
requires preschool teachers to be knowledgeable in curriculum, assessment, and instruction with
no provision for educational background or licensure (Loukus, 2015; Minn. Stat. 2019, 122A.19;
Minn. Stat. 2019, 124D.13; Minn. Stat. 2020, 124D.15). The Minnesota Department of Health:
Minnesota Parent Aware monitors training requirements and compliance for Minnesota public
preschool programs every two years. Training requirements for a licensed teacher in a school
readiness teacher position include completing ten hours of professional development,
assessment, evaluation, and individualization within the past five years. For a school readiness
teacher without a teaching license, the training requirement includes ten hours in
developmentally appropriate practices and ten hours in assessment, evaluation, and
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individualization every two years (Parent Aware, n.d.). Nationwide, the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics (2021) indicated that the average educational level for a preschool teacher is an
associate of art degree with no further on-the-job training.
The 2019 Biennial Minnesota Teacher Supply and Demand report for the Minnesota
Professional Educator Licensing Standards Board (PELSB) included analysis from the
Minnesota Staff Automated Reporting System (STAR). In early childhood education, 318
positions included staff without a Minnesota licensure. In early childhood special education, 284
positions included staff without the required Minnesota teaching licensure. Districts (41.9%)
reported a critical concern with the overall teacher shortage. Districts (57.6%) indicated
significantly fewer teachers available compared to five years ago. Early childhood education and
parent education created two of Minnesota schools' top eight unfilled positions. Districts
reported either not offering the classes or increasing the workload for current staff (Wilder
Research and PELSB, 2019).
Discipline Trend in Early Childhood
Developmentally appropriate and problematic behaviors emerge when young children
navigate new experiences and settings. Concerns emerge when behaviors range from anticipated
reactions to persistent, chronic, and intense behaviors that interfere with learning outcomes and
social interactions with peers (Brock & Beaman-Diglia, 2018; Hemmeter et al., 2021a;
Hemmeter, Fox, Snyder, & Algina, 2014; Manning, Wong, Fleming, & Garvis, 2019; Miller et
al., 2017). A Yale University research team led by Dr. Walter Gilliam (2005) studied behavior
and discipline in state-funded preschool programs in 4,815 classrooms, 3,898 teachers, and more
than 40,000 preschoolers in 40 States. In children ages 2 to 5 years old, 20% of the population
displayed chronic challenging behaviors. A discipline theme of separation emerged with
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suspension and expulsion as strategies to manage challenging behaviors. The team defined
suspension as a temporary removal from the classroom, including the child sent home, sent to a
different classroom, waiting in the hallway, or sent to the office. The team defined expulsion as
a permanent dismissal from the early childhood program. Gilliam (2005) demonstrated that the
early childhood expulsion rate was 6.7 per 1,000 versus 2.1 students expelled per 1,000 in the K12 system. Across the nation, expulsion rates for four-year-old children were 1.5 times higher
than for three-year-old children. Analysts from the National Survey of Children's Health (2016)
confirmed suspension rates at 50,000 preschool children and an additional 17,000 expelled at
least once in their early education. The U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights
(2016) reported that 2,931 children were suspended one time in the previous year, and 4,401
children were suspended more than once in the previous year from public preschools across the
nation. Office for Civil Rights (2018) reported 4,445 suspensions, 1,490 incidents of corporal
punishment, and 306 expulsions out of 1,450,618 children in 27,962 public schools. The
American Center for Progress reported that the trend continues with over 250 preschoolers from
public preschool programs across the nation expelled each day (Malik, 2017; Novoa & Malik,
2018).
In the preschool setting, the expulsion rate was 4.5 times higher for boys than girls. The
higher rates in boys may correlate with later development in the left cerebral hemisphere, which
controls academic, logic, reasoning, language, right-hand control, and writing, the social stigma
that boys do not cry, and a tendency to respond to emotions with a physical response (Barbarin,
2019; Brains Made Simple, 2019). Boys represent 54% of preschool enrollment and 79% of
preschool suspensions and expulsions (Education Commission of the States, 2018).
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The expulsion rate for African American preschoolers was twice that of other ethnicities.
Data from the U.S. Department of Education (2016) reported an increase in the expulsion rate for
African American children. Across the nation, 19% of preschoolers were African American
children, yet they represented 47% of suspensions and maintained 3.6 times higher expulsion
rate than Caucasian students. The diversity trend in discipline continued in the K-12 system,
with the suspension and expulsion rate 3.8 times more likely in African American students
(Education Commission of the States, 2018). Under the federal poverty guidelines,
socioeconomic status is not a predeterminer for challenging behaviors but aligns with insufficient
food, unstable unemployment, and adverse childhood experiences. Barbarin (2019) noted that
67% of African American boys are born into households with annual incomes below the federal
poverty guidelines. The triple risk of overlapping characteristics of gender, poverty rates, and
race contributes to the higher disproportionate discipline rates in African American boys.
In children with disabilities, the rate of challenging behavior was 3% to 7% higher than
typically developing peers. In children ages three to five, 12% of the children had a disability,
yet represented 75% of suspensions and expulsions (Novoa & Malik, 2018; U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services & U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Suspension and expulsion
rates were twice as likely in students with disabilities (Education Commission of the States,
2018).
The expulsion rate in early childhood continues at a higher rate than any other grade in
the K-12 public school system (Gilliam, 2005; Hemmeter et al., 2016; Neddenriep, Hulse, &
Buxton, 2016; U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2014). Children with
challenging behaviors in early childhood aligned with a greater probability of suspension or
expulsion than in the K-12 public school system (Education Commission of the States, 2018;

53

Gilliam, 2005; Hemmeter et al., 2016). The negative impact of suspension and expulsion
correlated to a higher rate of high school dropout rates, links to the criminal justice system, lower
achievement scores in math and reading, and subsequent suspensions in the following K-12 years
(Education Commission of the States, 2018; Georgetown University's McCourt School of Public
Policy, 2018). Barbarin (2019) stated that teachers considered aggressive and disruptive
behavior as contributing to a chaotic environment that interferes with learning. Dr. Gilliam's
(2005) national study of suspension and expulsion recommended specific teacher training and
preparation focused on preventing challenging behaviors.
Path to expulsion. Martin, Bosk, and Bailey (2018), from the University of Michigan
and Rutgers University, conducted a qualitative analysis of interviews with 30 early childhood
professionals who had expelled children from their program. The study explored patterns of
informal practices in educators that led from classroom to expulsion. The ages of the children
expelled from programs ranged from 2-years-old to 5-years-old. The teachers described
challenging behaviors as throwing objects, biting, screaming, tantrums, hitting, scratching, and
running away from adults.
A theme of concern from the educators included insufficient guidance from
administrators and ineffective strategies to manage the behaviors. Educators discussed
requesting help from a supervisor. Teachers reported hearing to "deal with it" because it was
their job. When behaviors arose, teachers reported that using their standard practices of a
timeout, talking to the child, and distracting children did not manage challenging behaviors.
Teachers described unsuccessfully attempting to understand what caused the behavior. When
behaviors continued, the teachers met with the parents to discuss their child's behaviors and the
parenting strategies.
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Teachers reported that if parents did not change their behavior, the child's behavior
would not change in the classroom. An early childhood center director reported that good
teachers "feel regretful" when challenging behaviors dominate the classroom. One director
asserted that challenging behaviors were exhausting and frustrating, leading teachers to call in
sick to work and threaten to quit. In follow-up conversations with parents, teachers reported that
they "wished" they could do more for the children, but another program (expulsion) might better
fit their child (Martin et al., 2018).
The overarching pattern of expulsion included unfit interventions, overwhelmed teachers,
and a shift from focusing on the struggling child to a perception of inadequate and incompetent
families. The expulsion was imminent once the attention moved from the child to the adults.
The authors found that expulsion does not happen after a one-time event but is a process with
patterns shaped by adult practices. The researchers discussed the potential need and professional
development for developmentally appropriate expectations, understanding the role of trauma in
challenging behaviors, increasing the opportunities for teacher-parent relationships, and
increasing proactive strategies to prevent challenging behaviors and reduce expulsion (Martin et
al., 2018).
Recommendations to Reduce Exclusionary Discipline
Although challenging behaviors create stress in early learning environments, behaviors
are not unpredictable or random (Kaiser & Rasminsky, 2021). As a result, frameworks,
procedures, practices, and policies to reduce or eliminate exclusionary discipline and expulsion
have emerged in the early learning field. Practices include creating objective and appropriate
policies, a highly skilled workforce, specialized professional development for early educators
and administrators, strengthening the partnership between early childhood programs and
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families, and data-based systems for continuous improvement (Cardichon & Darling-Hammond,
2019; National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2019; U.S. Department of
Education & the U.S. Department of Health, 2016; Wasik & Odom, 2019).
Data-based decisions. The Improving Head Start for School Readiness Act of 2007
created a spotlight for administrators and educators to collect and monitor quality data to make
data-driven decisions. Data enables administrators and educators to evaluate the quality of the
program, instructional practices, and student outcomes to continually review strategies,
procedures, and policies that work and change what is not working (Bowman, 2019; Minnesota
Department of Education, 2018; NAEYC, 2020; U.S. Department of Education & U.S.
Department of Health, 2016). Potential data includes staff qualifications, financial reports,
interviews with parents, enrollment questionnaires, verbal anecdotes, behavior incident reports,
developmental screening, daily progress monitoring, and standards-based assessments. Quality
data includes timely, relevant, accurate, and objective information on success and challenges. In
addition, data systems must disaggregate by race, gender, disability status, and ethnicity to
monitor for equity and disparities in practice (National Center on Program Management and
Fiscal Operations, 2013; U.S. Department of Education and the U.S. Department of Health,
2016).
Early Childhood Workforce.
Workforce stress. Joen (2019), from Johns Hopkins School of Education, reported that
early childhood teachers described loving their work and the children but reported elevated stress
levels. Part-time employment, low salaries, and lack of health care contributed to stress levels
and created a gap in obtaining and retaining qualified teachers (Connors-Tadros & Garder, 2018;
Gallup, Inc. 2017; Grant, Jeon, & Buettner, 2019; Jeon, 2019; Phillips et al., 2016). The U.S.
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Bureau of Labor Statistics (2021) indicated the 2020 median annual income for a preschool
teacher as $15.35 per hour with an annual salary of $31,930. Jeon (2019) and Scharper (2019)
reported that preschool teachers earn an average of $30,000 less than K-12 teachers, which is
lower than a veterinarian technician or administrative assistant. Wage discrepancies negatively
impact an employer’s ability to attract highly qualified candidates and create a barrier and lack of
justification for obtaining advanced degrees for employees. Staff turnover in the early childhood
realm (18% in preschool aides, 8-17% in teachers) is higher than all jobs, including nursing
homes and manufacturing, in Minnesota (Minnesota Center for Economic Development, 2019;
National Governors Association Center for Best Practice, 2018; Whitebook, McLean, & Austin,
2016). Turnover in staffing contributes to the program's stability, cost of training new or
inexperienced staff, and overall quality of programs (Minnesota Employment and Economic
Development, 2019).
Signs and symptoms of depression ranged from one out of five Head Start teachers
detailing symptoms of depression to two out of every five early educators detailing symptoms of
depression (Joen, 2019; Oberle and Schonert-Reichl, 2016; Osborne, 2021). Jeon (2019) noted
reports of stress and depression correlated with difficulty responding to behaviors with patience,
creativity, and empathy. The U.S. Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation (2018)
examined the stress hormone cortisol levels of 101 early childhood education teachers and
caregivers. Educators' cortisol levels remained consistently high from start to finish on the job.
The researchers noted lower cortisol levels on non-workdays, suggesting that workdays are
stressful for early childhood educators. Heightened cortisol levels aligned with difficulty
remaining calm, positive, and proactive, increased number of irritations, fewer interactions with
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children, and higher anxiety levels in children (Darling-Hammond, 2018; Jeon, 2019; U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services).
Educators reported that classroom management and insufficient strategies to address
classroom behaviors elevated the stress level. The teachers reported feeling trapped in the
classroom with challenging behaviors (Barbarin, 2019; Bowman, 2019; Wasik & Odom, 2019).
Educators with fewer classroom management strategies, chaotic environments, and higher
incidents of challenging behaviors reported higher levels of depressed feelings and stress (Jeon,
2019). Outcomes from Jeon’s (2019) research indicated that teachers who reported emotional
exhaustion also reported a higher rate of angry, aggressive, or anxious behaviors in students.
The outcomes were unclear whether the child's needs and behaviors triggered stress in the
teacher or the teacher's stress level increased the behaviors in the classroom. In a cross-sectional
study of 1001 Head Start teachers and assistants, educators who reported higher workplace stress
levels also described conflicts in their relationships with the children (Whitaker et al., 2015).
Oberle and Schonert-Reichl (2016) explored the correlation between stress response in
students and classroom teachers' burnout levels. Saliva samples from 406 students indicated
higher levels of cortisol in the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal functioning, which correlated to
higher scores in the Maslach Burnout Inventory in the classroom teachers. When dealing with
challenging behaviors and unpredictable classroom situations, heightened emotions may interfere
with the ability to remain calm (Darling-Hammond, 2018; Whitaker et al., 2015). Educators
described the goals of early childhood programs of promoting social-emotional learning,
reducing challenging behaviors, bridging the great divide between schools and families, and
addressing overt and implicit bias to create the great equalizer for the achievement gap as
daunting (Barbarin, 2019).
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Research on Emotions
Darwin (1872) indicated that people felt core emotions such as joy, sadness, fear, anger,
and disgust. Wundt (1896) differentiated emotions based on the intensity of pleasant and
unpleasant emotions. Anger ranges from annoyed to bitterness and fury. Fear ranges from
nervous and anxious to dread, panic, and terror. Sadness ranges from disappointment, helpless,
hopeless, and desperate. Enjoyment ranges from compassion, joy, and dread to wonderment and
excitement (Ekman, 2016; Ekman & Lama, 2016; Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence, 2020).
Eckman (2016) stated that as of 50 years ago, only a few researchers studied emotions,
and few agreed on the findings. Ekman conducted a study to analyze the evidence of universal
beliefs on emotions with 250 researchers. Each participant had published at least five peer
reviewed articles in scientific journals in the previous eight years. Finding indicated that 88% of
the researchers agreed that anger related to irritability and 82% agreed that fear related to
shyness. Throughout the surveys, 80% of the scientists agreed that evidence supported that the
face or voice provided universal signals for emotions; 66% of the scientists agreed there was
compelling evidence to support that the universal signals triggered an emotional response.
Ekman suggested the agreements between the scientists supported the work of Darwin (1872)
and Ekman and Friesen (1969).
Emotional Contagion
Allport (1924), the founder of social psychology, indicated that behaviors in one
individual stimulate a reaction in others. Thoughts, behaviors, and feelings influence and are
influenced by the presence of others. Adam Smith (1759) coined the phrase motor mimicry to
explain an individual mirroring of an emotional response when feeling sympathetic or
empathetic towards another person. Hatfield, Cacioppo, and Rapson (1993; 1994) further
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explained motor mimicry as the brain's tendency to automatically synchronize and mimic subtle
movements, vocalizations, expressions, and postures of other people. Hatfield et al. (1994)
suggested that people tend to copy the emotions and behaviors or others. The phenomenon
includes “copying” the facial expressions, vocal tones, and posture which synchronizes
emotions. Examples include smiling when approached by a smiling person, matching the tone
and rate of speech, and the use of similar gestures and posture (Hatfield et al., 1994; Nickerson,
2021).
Dimberg and Thunberg (1998), from the University of Uppsala, Sweden, used EMG
(electromyographical) procedures to measure facial muscle movements in 24 female college
students while shown images. When the students viewed angry pictures, muscles in the brow
(corrugator supercilia) region moved. Happy images evoked responses in the cheek
(zygomaticus major) region of the face. In response to the images, the facial movements
occurred in as few as 21 milliseconds. Olszanoski, Wrobel, and Hess (2020) expanded the
Dimberg and Thunberg (1998) research on exploring the transfer of emotions from one person to
another. The research included 59 participants who watched 12 videos. Following each video,
the participant rated the perceived feelings displayed in the video and completed an emotional
scale on their emotions. To examine the transfer of emotions from one person to another, the
team analyzed emotions from the sender (video) to the receiver (participant). Participants were
more likely to report anger or irritation (p < 0.001) when exposed to anger. When exposed to
happy videos, the participants were more likely to self-report feelings of happiness, cheerfulness,
or delight (p < 0.001). Sad videos elicited self-reported feelings of sadness, downheartedness, or
feeling blue (p < 0.001). Facial EMG activity occurred in as few as 500 milliseconds creating a
facial motor mimic. Hypersensitive to input, the unconscious process triggers the amygdala
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activity in the brain's cortical areas to influence perception, memory, and attention for the
emotional contagion process (Hatfield et al., 1993; Olszanoski et al., 2020; LeDoux, 2015; Palagi
et al., 2020; Rymarczyk et al., 2018). While an individual can force or control a socially
appropriate smile, there is little control over the complex wiring of the ten billion neurons in the
brain. The automatic and involuntary responses such as blushing, facial muscle movement, and
pupil dilation trigger an emotional response that converges into a cognitive feeling (Kret, 2015;
LeDoux, 2015; Olszanowski et al., 2020). Ekman and Friesen (1971) indicated strong evidence
that facial expressions are a universal indicator of emotions across cultures.
Nagoski and Nagoski (2019) and LeDoux (2015) stated that humans are not cognitive
and rational beings that occasionally feel emotions. Instead, humans are emotional beings that
involuntarily and instantaneously experience emotions that occasionally think. The wiring in the
human brain includes the need to reach out and emotionally interact with others (Lieberman,
2013). While people may attempt to suppress, de-amplify, exaggerate or mask emotions, micro
facial expressions reveal emotions (Ekman, 2016b).
Hatfield et al. (1993) stated that the awareness of emotions and emotional contagion
might assist in understanding the communication and relationships between parents and children,
teachers and students, and co-workers. LeDoux (2020) cautioned that unchecked emotions could
work against an individual converting fear into anxiety, annoyance into anger, and anger into
hatred, creating a need to investigate emotions further.
Professional Development
Persistent, chronic, and challenging behaviors in a young child may stem from gaps in
early childhood educators' social-emotional skillset to prevent and address challenging behaviors
confidently and competently (Dunlap et al., 2017; Vihn et al., 2016). Marken's (2019) Gallup
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poll of 1,000 participants reported that 54% of K-12 teachers with a bachelor's degree or higher
are unprepared to deal with challenging behaviors in the classroom. In a survey of 3,399 early
childhood educators, staff classified as teachers varied from high school diploma or less (17%),
associate degree (42%), bachelor’s degree in education (23%), bachelor’s degree in an unrelated
field (7%), and an advanced degree (7%). The concern with classroom management is even
more significant among early childhood practitioners who self-reported a lack of strategies to
implement behavior management strategies successfully (Hemmeter et al., 2016; Marken, 2019;
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation,
2018).
The early learning workforce is the foundational element to the early learning
environment (Bowman, 2019; Hyson, 2019; Mitchell & Stoney, 2017). A well-trained early
childhood workforce has the potential to inspire happy, healthy, and well-prepared children who
are ready to learn (Barton et al., 2016; Center for Economic Development, 2017). A
commitment to learning includes understanding social bias and emotions that may undermine the
classroom, school system, and positive well-being and development of young children. The
well-being and training of the individual educators impact the entire workforce outcomes
(Bowman, 2019; First Five Years Fund, 2019; Minnesota Department of Education, 2019;
NAEYC, 2020; National Institute for Early Education Research, 2019; U.S. Department of
Education and the U.S. Department of Health, 2016; Wasik & Odom, 2019).
Every child deserves access to a high-quality environment with educators that implement
evidence-based equitable practices, developmental expectations, and developmentally
appropriate practices and curriculum (Minnesota Department of Education, 2017). The purpose
of continued professional development is to build educators' knowledge, skills, and disposition to
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improve outcomes for young learners (Fox et al., 2020; Hyson, 2019; Metz et al., 2019;
Minnesota Department of Education, 2017; Smith et al., 2018). Effective and intentional
professional development provides a roadmap to facilitate learning and refine teaching pedagogy
to support young learners' complex needs (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Fox et al., 2020).
With the unique needs in the early learning education system, recommended professional
development to reduce challenging behaviors includes building social-emotional knowledge,
proactive classroom management strategies, behavior analysis, behavior plans, adverse
childhood experiences, and self-reflective practices to prevent stress, expose potential biases, and
reduce emotional burnout in educators (Darling-Hammond, 2018; Osborne, 2021; U.S.
Department of Education & U.S. Department of Health, 2016).
Hyson (2019) underscored the importance of knowledge-focused and skill-focused
professional development. Knowledge-focused professional development includes learning
theories, concepts, research, and evidence-based practices. A practice-based or skill-based
approach includes practicing new strategies and receiving feedback on specific evidence-based
practices and interactions with children. The skills-focused approach includes learning and
applying added information with modeling, reflection, discussion, and feedback (Hyson, 2019;
Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, 2015).
A new workshop or conference may inspire staff to try new strategies. Initial efforts and
excitement from a one-time workshop typically do not sustain programming over time (DarlingHammond et al., 2017; Hyson, 2019). Horst (2016) described skill development as a cycle.
Attending a workshop created a 10% likelihood of sustained change. Building knowledge and
watching another person model a strategy created a 32% likelihood of sustained change. The
complete cycle of attaining knowledge, modeling, practicing, observing, and coaching feedback
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created an 80-100% likelihood of change. Horst (2016) further noted a need for 20-30 attempts
at a new strategy to build the necessary confidence to implement the strategy. On-site coaching
provides the potential to help identify and prioritize essential skills to potentially change,
improve, and sustain implementation (Heflebower et al., 2021; Hyson, 2019). Sensitive
coaching creates an opportunity for ongoing support and feedback through the emotional process
of learning the latest evidence-based information and a driver to inspire motivation (ArtmanMeeker, Fettig, Barton, Penney, & Zeng, 2015; Hallett et al., 2016; Hyson, 2019; Marzano,
2019; Sawyer et al., 2020; Snyder, Hemmeter, & Fox, 2015).
The conscious competence ladder indicates that educators range from unskilled to
consciously skilled. Educators are unaware they lack the necessary skills; their confidence may
exceed their ability at the unconsciously unskilled level. Educators realize they lack skills and
may lose confidence at the consciously unskilled level. At this stage, negative and
uncomfortable feelings may emerge with thoughts of giving up. Teachers understand the new
process at the consciously skilled level and work diligently to implement the knowledge and
process. Implementing the process, procedures, or skills is second nature at the unconsciously
skilled level. The process of discovering awareness or uncovering unawareness may be
emotional, disheartening, and reveal self-doubt. With each new skill, the educator may move
back down the ladder increasing emotional unrest (Horst, 2016; MindTools, n.d.). At the various
stages of personal growth, defined and sensitive coaching with a feedback loop requires positive
feedback to inspire motivation (Hyson, 2019; Marzano, 2019, MindTool, n.d.).
Professional development and emotions. When participating in professional
development, a sense of hesitation, tension, and emotions may emerge between the practitioners
and personal beliefs (Project Zero of Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2016). An example
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of a tension between practice, beliefs, and evidence includes the phenomenon of teacher-directed
academics versus child-directed play in the early childhood classroom. Educators’ opinions and
beliefs ranged from play as a pathway to learning needing more time, space, and materials
devoted to playing to opposing beliefs that play associated with off-task and frivolous time better
spent aligning with the K-12 system (Harvard Graduate School of Education’s Project Zero,
2016; Lieberman & Cook, 2016; Minnesota Department of Education, 2017; National
Association of the Education of Young Children, 2020).
Professional development creates a potential to shift learning, interpretation, and teaching
strategies which may create various emotions that range from gratifying, exciting, and rewarding
to feelings of inadequacy and frustration in educators. A guided and systematic approach to
professional development, including learning, reflecting, and action planning, may bridge the
tension between opposing positions and create a system-wide vision (Heflebower et al., 2021;
Project Zero of Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2016). In the pursuit of equity and
excellence, the Minnesota Department of Education (2018) adopted commitments to improve
educational systems. The initial focus area for the Department of Education includes a focus on
the school administration. Program administrators can be the architects or devastators of
implementing developmentally appropriate professional development (Darling-Hammond et al.,
2017; Heflebower et al., 2021; Hyson, 2019; Lieberman & Cook, 2016).
Specialized professional development. Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) reviewed 35
studies to link effective professional development with positive outcomes in students.
Researchers defined effective professional development as learning that changed teachers’
practices and improved student outcomes. Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) associated seven
standard practices with successful student outcomes:
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1. Content focused: intentional focus on a specific pedagogy such as math, literacy, or
social-emotional development.
2. Active learning: intentionally moving away from lecture-style learning to interactive
activities, connecting to the classroom, and embedding learning into the teaching
schedule.
3. Collaboration: creating time to collaborate about learning and ideas.
4. Models of effective practices: documents or activities (e.g., sample plans, observe a
practitioner, and watch videos) to create an unclouded vision of how the strategy would
look in the classroom.
5. Coaching: time with a coach or a content expert to reflect on progress and create
action plans that focus on the specific needs of the educators.
6. Feedback and reflection: time to process the input from coach, content expert, and
data to amend personal practice.
7. Sustained duration: extended time to learn, collaborate, practice, apply strategies in
the classroom, and reflect on professional development.
Social-emotional skills. Challenging behaviors in early childhood have predictive power
over time (Jones et al., 2015; Kemple et al., 2019). Heinze et al. (2015) investigated children
with low emotional knowledge in correlation to behaviors including loneliness, victimization,
and peer rejection. The investigation included 134 children (five years old) in the Head Start
preschool program. The methods included interviewing the children about situations and reports
from parents on behaviors. The team defined emotional knowledge as labeling emotions,
recognizing expressions in others, and correctly associating emotions to situations.
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Boys expressed lower levels of loneliness with higher emotion recognition skills (βboys =
−0.31, t = −2.63, p < 0.01). Similarly, a girl's ability to vocalize emotional words did not
significantly impact internal feelings of loneliness. The sense of loneliness in boys decreased
with the ability to verbalize emotional words (βboys = −0.23, t = −2.50, p < 0.01). The research
team suggested that low emotional knowledge in younger children correlated with social
withdrawal, a sense of rejection, and a reluctance to enter a playgroup (Heinze et al., 2015).
Building emotional knowledge and skills in adults. Poulou (2017) investigated the
relationships between social-emotional professional development, teachers' emotional
intelligence, and the perception of teachers' relationships with their students. After an in-service
from the author, 92 preschool teachers from 52 public schools in Greece volunteered to
complete: a) self-rated emotional intelligence scale, b) a student-teacher relationship scale on
each student, and c) an in-depth interview. Critical areas of the Emotional Intelligence Scale
included the perception of emotions in others, using emotions to make decisions, understanding
emotions, managing emotions, and managing others' emotions. Two subscales assessed the
teacher's comfort level of implementing social-emotional practices in the classroom and the
commitment to improve one's social-emotional skills to teach students. The outcomes indicated
that 84% of teachers believed they needed more training to improve their social-emotional
knowledge, skills, and practices. Teachers who indicated a higher level of comfort and
commitment to implementing a social-emotional framework correlated (Cohen's d = 0.54)
feelings of secure relationships with students. Teachers who reported relational conflicts or
feelings of negativity (e.g., the child easily angered) correlated (Cohen's d = -0.30) with teachers
who reported less commitment to improving their social-emotional skills and knowledge. The
researchers suggested that a teacher's perception of their emotional intelligence (interpreting
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others' emotions, understanding their own emotions, and managing emotions in oneself and
others) correlated with the positive or negative perception of classroom management and positive
relationships.
Second Step comparison. Researchers Kemple, Lee, and Ellis (2019) from the
University of Florida and Bowling Green State University conducted a quasi-experimental study
of implementing the Second Step 28-week social-emotional and violence prevention program.
The researchers studied the impact of implementing a program to increase emotional knowledge
(e.g., naming feelings), improve social skills, reduce challenging behaviors, and diminish
aggression rates. The study included ten preschool classrooms in the southeastern United States.
The research group included six teachers trained on the Second Step program, monthly
observations, reflective feedback meetings with a coach, and mentoring on implementing the
Second Step program. The control group consisted of four classrooms conducting "business as
usual" with no additional social-emotional curriculum. Researchers conducted interviews with
the children to gather data; teachers completed behavior rating scales on the children; researchers
observed the children within the classroom setting. There was no significant improvement in
emotional knowledge or social skills in the control group classrooms from fall to spring. In a 30minute observation of the control group, observers noted 37 aggressive incidents in the fall
compared to 36 aggressive incidents in the spring. In the Second Step intervention group,
researchers noted a significant increase in cooperation and self-control between children who had
received the Second Step lessons and interventions. After the interviews with the children,
researchers indicated an increase in emotional knowledge and social skills. In a 30-minute
observation of the children in the classroom, observers noted 21 aggressive incidents in the fall.
After implementing the Second Step lessons and interventions, observers documented nine
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aggressive incidents in the 30-minute classroom observation in the spring. Based on the
demographic similarities between the control and intervention groups, the researchers noted that
interventions created behaviors rather than simply naturally maturing children. Although the
sample size was small, the researchers suggested a need for more investigation based on the
positive social-emotional outcomes (Kemple, Lee, & Ellis, 2019).
Pyramid Model Framework
One initiative that claims to decrease suspension and expulsion in early childhood is the
Pyramid Model framework (Osborne, 2021; Prenatal-to-3 Policy Impact Center and Horner,
Sugai, & Lewis, 2015; U.S. Department of Education & Department of Human Services, 2016).
Based on age-appropriate elements of the PBIS framework from the K-12 system, the Pyramid
Model framework is a multitiered system of support for children's unique social and emotional
needs for ages birth to five. The purpose of the framework is to promote a positive classroom
climate, increase social competence, and increase explicit interventions to reduce challenging
behaviors and exclusionary discipline practices (Center on PBIS, 2019; Hemmeter et al., 2021;
Minnesota Centers of Excellence, 2020; Schmitt, Lewis, Duncan, Korucu, & Napoli, 2018). The
guiding principles of the framework include promotion and prevention versus reactive responses
with developmentally appropriate practices to increase social-emotional knowledge and skills
(Dunlap & Fox, 2015; Hallett et al., 2016; Hemmeter et al., 2021; Fox & Hemmeter, 2014;
Pyramid Model Consortium, 2016; Allen & Steed, 2016). Elements to improve school climate
include building positive relationships with families and students, creating engaging and highquality environments, embedding learning opportunities for social skills, and implementing
explicit instruction to reduce persistent and challenging behaviors (Fox et al., 2020; Minnesota
Centers of Excellence, 2020; Sandall et al., 2019).
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Guiding assumptions for implementation include the need for ongoing professional
development. The Pyramid Model framework includes specific training to enhance the
knowledge and skills of educators to eliminate suspension and expulsion, promote equitable and
inclusive practices, and integrate culturally responsive practices to meet the social-emotional
needs of young learners (Bauer, Damschroder, Hagedorn, Smith, & Kilbourne, 2015; Hemmeter
et al., 2021; Minnesota Centers of Excellence, 2020; Smith, Dell, & Fox, 2018). Data from BIRs
guide educators through a process to match the needs of the children with appropriate levels of
intervention and the potential need for environmental and curriculum changes (Dunlap & Fox,
2018; Hemmeter et al., 2021; Shepley et al., 2020). Data from the program-wide BOQ and
Teaching Pyramid Observation Tool (TPOT) guide the implementation team on professional
development needs and potential program-wide changes for the educators and administrators
(Ferro, Fox, Binder, and Embse, 2020; Minnesota Centers of Excellence, 2020; Wennerstrom et
al., 2018). The framework claims to build internal capacity, competence, and confidence in the
early childhood workforce, create sustainability through systematic procedures, and create
change with equitable policies and administrative support (Fox et al., 2020; Hallett et al., 2016).
Creation of the Pyramid Model. In 2001, the National Office of Head Start and the
Office of Child Care federally funded the Center on the Social and Emotional Foundation for
Early Childhood Learning (CASEL). The focus of CASEL included developing a socialemotional framework specific to providing and promoting evidence-based practices for school
readiness and social-emotional development for children ages birth to age five (Allen & Steed,
2016; Pyramid Model Consortium, 2016). Funded by the U.S. Department of Education Office
of Special Education Programs, oversight of the framework transitioned to the Technical
Assistance Center on Social and Emotional Interventions. By 2014, the increased demand for
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assistance from the social-emotional framework led to the National Center for the Pyramid
Model Innovation to support families and educators implementing the Pyramid Model
framework (Pyramid Model Consortium, 2016). In Minnesota, the early childhood special
education funding provides capital for the Pyramid Model as a proactive strategy to reduce the
need for early childhood special education services, improve learning outcomes, reduce the cost
of future special education services, and build capacity in early childhood programs to reduce the
use of suspension and expulsion (State of Minnesota, 2017).
As of 2019, 30 states and 42 countries have implemented the Pyramid Model framework,
which increased to 32 states and 45 counties in 2020. Across the country, over 5,000 training
instructors and 2,500 coaches support educators and administrators implementing the Pyramid
Model framework at the local levels (Hemmeter et al., 2014; Minnesota Centers of Excellence,
2019; Minnesota Centers of Excellence, 2020). As of 2020, 82 early childhood programs in
Minnesota have implemented the Pyramid Model. In the 2017-2018 school year, statewide
training in Minnesota created 1,132 opportunities for educators to learn from seven various
levels of Pyramid Model workshops (MN Coe, 2019). The Pyramid Model is a collaborative
partnership between regular education educators, special education educators, internal and
external coaches, related service providers (e.g., speech-language pathologists), behavior experts,
and administrators to make data-based decisions and action plans to support the implementation
of the Pyramid Model framework (Fox, Hemmeter, Jack, & Perez-Binder, 2017; Snyder,
Hemmeter, & Fox, 2015).
Minnesota expansion grant. In 2016, the Minnesota Department of Education (2016)
applied for and received a grant under the United States Department of Education: Preschool Pay
for Success Feasibility Pilot Grant to expand the Pyramid Model framework in Minnesota. For
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justification to expand the Pyramid Model framework, the Minnesota Department of Education
compared education across the nation. Minnesota continues to have one of the most significant
achievement gaps (Matos, 2016; Minnesota Education Equity Partnership, 2016; Minnesota
Department of Education, 2016). For all grades across the state, only 59.8% of students were
proficient in math and 59.9% proficient in reading. In students categorized as low income, the
proficiency outcomes were lower in math (39.7%) and reading (40.9%) across all grades and
school districts. Evidence to justify the expansion of the Pyramid Model framework included the
Kindergarten Entrance Profile and early childhood special education outcomes. Using the
Minnesota Kindergarten Entrance Profile for 1843 children, only 56% of children met
proficiency in the social-emotional domain, and 37% of the students met proficiency in language
and communication (Minnesota Department of Education, 2016).
A review of Minnesota early childhood special education outcomes indicated an increase
in age-appropriate skills in programs implementing the Pyramid Model for at least three years.
At the entrance to kindergarten, 65% of the children with early childhood special education
services demonstrated age-appropriate expectations in acquiring social-emotional knowledge,
skills, and relationships compared to 55.3% similar demographics in a traditional classroom. In
the Pyramid Model classrooms, 71% of children with early childhood special education services
met the criteria outcomes for using age-appropriate behavior to get their needs met compared to
64% of children in traditional classrooms. In children with disabilities, 386 out of 576 children
exited from special education services prior to kindergarten (Minnesota Department of
Education, 2016).
Wisconsin fidelity evaluation. During the 2015-16 school year, researchers from the
University of Wisconsin-Whitewater compared 12 early childhood educators in 59 classrooms
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who participated in 13 hours of workshop-style training on the Pyramid Model versus ten
educators in 50 classrooms implementing the entire framework. Researchers observed each of
the 22 teachers in the study using the Teaching Pyramid Observations Tool (TPOT) in November
and May. By May, the comparison group teachers implemented the Pyramid Model strategies
with an average of 58.1% fidelity. The outcomes in classrooms with educators participating in
the Pyramid Model's entire framework (e.g., ongoing professional development, on-site
coaching, implementation team meetings with an external coach, software to input and monitor
data, guidance for data-based decisions, and an external professional development facilitator)
resulted in an average of 83.4% rate of fidelity on the TPOT. The researcher reported that when
the administration team supported the teachers, the teachers reported feeling empowered to meet
the fidelity goals of the TPOT (Neddenriep, Hulse, & Buxton, 2016).
Pyramid Model evaluation. Hemmeter et al. (2016) examined Pyramid Model practices
in Tennessee public preschool programs. The project included 40 public school preschool
teachers and 494 students randomly assigned to the Pyramid Model intervention or control
groups. In the Pyramid Model intervention group, teachers attended small-group workshops and
trained with Pyramid Model implementation guides, materials, video examples, and time for
discussions. Three trained coaches associated with the research project supported the teachers.
The training included books, puppets, posters, visual cues, and songs for the classroom. The
researchers measured classroom practices, strategies, and interaction outcomes using the
Teaching Pyramid Model Observation Tool (TPOT). The researchers also assessed classrooms
using the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS), an instrument to measure classroom
organization and instructional/emotional support including positive/negative climate, teacher
sensitivity, regard for students’ perspectives, effective behavioral management, use of time,
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concept development, instructional learning formats, quality of feedback, and modeling of
language. The fall baseline data from the TPOT and the CLASS assessments were slightly
higher in the control group. After training, coaching, and implementation, teachers reported the
materials were user-friendly, noted positive outcomes from implementing the Pyramid Model
practices, and stated the coaching was essential. Spring fidelity data collection was statistically
different. The teachers in the control group, without support, implemented an average of 44.2%
Pyramid Model strategies in their classrooms. The teachers in the Pyramid Model intervention
group, with ongoing support, implanted an average of 69.9% of the Pyramid Model strategies
(Hemmeter et al., 2016).
Hemmeter et al. (2020) replicated and expanded on the previous study to examine the
effect of implementing the Pyramid Model framework with 92 educators and 997 children. In
the final phase of data collection, researchers used Cohen’s d (1992) correlation coefficients
(0.1= small, 0.3= moderate, and >0.5= large effect size) to interpret the impact of the Pyramid
Model intervention strategies. Data suggested that the Pyramid Model strategies impacted
children with challenging behaviors with an effect size of d = 0.31 compared to the d = -0.23 in
the control group.
Pyramid Model tiers. The Pyramid Model authors describe the framework as a
conceptual framework of evidence-based practices. The tiers of support transition from
classroom-level support to intensive and individualized support (Greenberg, 2017; Hemmeter et
al., 2014; Hemmeter et al., 2021). The model (Figure 2) includes a visual representation of the
tiers. The framework includes universal promotion, targeted support, and intensive and
individualized interventions.
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Figure 2

Pyramid Model Tiers
Figure 2 Pyramid Model Tiers (Nation Center for Pyramid Model Innovations, 2017)
Universal promotion: The universal tier promotes support for all students by building
nurturing and responsive relationships between child and teacher, between parents and teacher,
and between teachers and colleagues. Guiding principles include supporting children by
promoting active learning through engagement, conversations, providing descriptive feedback,
providing short directives, and explicit expectations, rules, and directions. Universal practices
invest in teaching strategies to all children in the program. The recommended practices for the
universal tier include embedding learning opportunities throughout the classroom, explicitly
teaching instructional strategies to children, monitoring data for progress, and collaboration
between early childhood educators (Carta & Young, 2019; Fox et al., 2018; Hemmeter et al.,
2021; Kemple et al., 2019; Sandall et al., 2019; Williford et al., 2017). Strategies to build
relationships in the early childhood setting include a) greeting each child by name, b) actively
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playing with children, c) striving for back-and-forth conversations, d) attentively listening to the
children. e) display artwork, f) display photos of the child's family, g) and acknowledge effort
versus excessive praise (Gail et al., 2019; Horst, 2016; Smith et al., 2018). Professional
development for tier-one includes six hours of training on the foundational strategies to create
engaging teams, predictable environments and schedules, transitions, classroom rules, and
positive feedback (MetroECSU, 2020).
Secondary prevention. The targeted support tier focuses on the development of socialemotional skills through instruction. Targeted skills included teaching children the social rules,
classroom expectations, problem-solving, friendship skills, anger management, managing
impulses, and calming strategies. Educators explicitly teach and guide the children through the
steps of the complex social-emotional skills and strategies (MN Coe, 2020; Hemmeter et al.,
2021). Tier two training (6 hours) clarifies the importance and impact of teaching socialemotional skills. The training's specific strategies include when to teach, what to practice,
developing social-emotional skills, enhancing emotional literacy skills, and providing
individualized instruction (MetroECSU, 2020).
Tertiary intervention. Practices in the intensive intervention focus on persistent,
frequent, or more intensive challenging behaviors. Teams, including the educators, coaches, and
families, identify behaviors, functions, and interventions to reduce the behaviors. Teams conduct
observations, develop a hypothesis for behaviors, and create action plans to modify the
environment or increase interventions (Fox et al., 2018; Fox, Hemmeter, Ostrosky, & Corso,
2021; MN Coe, 2020; Pyramid Model Consortium, 2016; Willford et al., 2017). Tier three
professional development (6 hours) discusses interpreting the meaning, form, and purpose of
behaviors, providing positive support, observing behaviors, and creating a hypothesis for
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challenging behaviors (MetroECSU, 2020; MN Coe, 2020). Tier three professional development
also includes 7.5 hours of Prevent, Teach, and Reinforce for Young Children (PTR-YC). The
training includes a comprehensive review of the PTR-YC five-step process: 1) creating a team
and goal setting; 2) data collection; 3) PTR-YC assessment; 4) PTR-YC intervention plan; and 5)
using data and next steps strategies for the reduction of challenging behaviors (MetroECSU,
2020).
Effective workforce. The foundation of the framework rests upon an effective
workforce that integrates the art and science of teaching into the daily preschool schedule (Allen
& Steed, 2016; Frey et al., 2019; Hemmeter et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2017; Nickerson,
Livingston, & Kamper-DeMarco, 2018; Marzano, 2019). For the Pyramid Model, the founding
workforce includes a broad representation of the program, such as teachers, administrators,
internal coaches, behavior coaches, and optional members such as teaching assistants, related
service providers, and community members (Smith et al., 2018). In the 2015-2016 school year,
44 of the 238 classrooms implementing the Pyramid Model framework required at least one
licensed teacher in the classroom (Johnson, Beissel, & Cabeen, 2016). Hemmeter et al. (2021)
stated that educators need professional development, supports, confidence, collaboration, and
time to reflect on biases, attitudes, and emotions in a safe environment.
Responsive and nurturing relationships. The universal tier focuses on building
nurturing and responsive relationships with children, families, and colleagues. Nurturing
interactions include greeting children and families, encouraging positive routines at home and
school, creating opportunities for conversations, and providing predictable responses (Hemmeter
et al., 2021; MN Coe, 2020; Sciaraffa et al., 2018). Creating responsive, collaborative, and
supportive relationships extends to the child’s family. Family engagement opportunities include
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inviting parents to plan and evaluate the implementation, creating newsletters with socialemotional strategies to implement at home, inviting parents to open house, and sharing socialemotional information at conferences, parent meetings, or a focus group. An established bidirection relationship and communication with families helps when educators and parents need
to discuss and collaborate on challenging situations and behaviors (Greenberg, 2017; Hemmeter
et al., 2014; Hemmeter et al., 2021; Joseph et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2018).
Data systems. Data allows teams to address implementation progress, monitor fidelity
(how are we doing), and monitor outcomes (how are the children doing) with the goal of
continuous improvement, fairness, and equity (Fox et al., 2020; Smith Dell, & Fox, 2018).
Teams could interpret the data collaboratively, look for trends (e.g., patterns, commonalities,
discrepancies, and unexpected results), and pinpoint needs to create action plans. Potential
action plans include the need to review or change a policy or procedure, provide additional
professional development, examine strategies for family engagement, or address behavior trends
in children (Fox et al., 2020). The data collection system for the Pyramid Model includes
conducting the BOQ (two times per year), coaching observations and debriefing (at least
monthly), TPOT (bi-annually), BIRs (data collected daily for each behavior in the classroom),
and progress monitoring for individual behavior plans (Fox et al., 2020). Implementation
procedures include training on system-wide tools, including the Behavior Incident Reporting
(BIRs) system (5 hours) and data manager training (6 hours). Selected staff trained as coaches
attend the TPOT reliability training (12.5 hours) to learn, practice, and interpret the observation
tool (MetroECSU, 2020). Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) stated that learning together and
collaborating on strategies and outcomes can create a community of learners that positively
impact the program's culture.
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Benchmarks of Quality (BOQ). Cohen, Kincaid, and Childs (2007) from the University
of South Florida developed and validated the BOQ for measuring the extent of implementation
for critical elements of the school-wide implementation. At the time of development, 4,000
programs had implemented the school-wide support system without a tool to measure the level of
implementation. This self-assessment tool allows teams to reflect on individual items deemed
critical elements from the framework training manual. Twenty professionals trained and deemed
experts in PBIS ranked and established value points. The assessment pilot included ten coaches
and ten school teams who provided feedback on clarity. The validation process included 91
schools from Florida and 14 from Maryland. The school teams completed the assessment. A
week later, 28 coaches completed the test-retest reliability assessment with an average of 97%
test-retest reliability. An external coach or administrator completed the assessment two weeks
after the coach with an average of 89% to create interrater reliability. For concurrent validity,
the School-Wide Evaluation Tool (SET; Sugai, Lewis-Palmer, Todd, & Horner, 2005) validated
the scores with a correlation (r = .51). Outcomes suggested the Benchmarks of Quality offer
individual schools a reliable, valid, efficient tool for measuring the level of school-wide
implementation.
The Pyramid Model BOQ process is a team-based approach to track and evaluate the
framework's essential program-wide elements. Key elements of the Pyramid Model framework
include: a) team membership including teachers, an administrator, a coach, a behavior
consultant, and a representative for families, b) at least an 80% staff buy-in for implementing the
Pyramid Model framework, c) family engagement, d) program-wide expectations, e)
professional development for staff, f) procedures for responding to persistent challenging
behaviors, and g) data collection systems which include collecting, interpreting, and creating
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action plans from data (Fox et al., 2017; Hallett et al., 2016). BOQs highlight focus areas for
program-wide themes or areas that require more investigation, policy and procedures changes,
professional development, and a potential focus on continued staff buy-in (Fox et al., 2020;
Hallett et al., 2016).
Teaching Pyramid Observation Tool (TPOT). The TPOT is an instrument designed to
measure the implementation level of the 114 indicators in 14 critical areas of the Pyramid Model
framework implemented within the classroom. The tool includes a two-hour observation and
follow-up interview questions with the teachers. The TPOT observation elements include
predictable schedules, non-chaotic transitions, teacher engagement, child engagement, teacherdirected time, child-directed time, challenging behaviors, behavior expectations, socialemotional skills, friendship skills, and problem-solving skills strategies (Hemmeter et al., 2014;
Hemmeter et al., 2021). The TPOT observations uncover potential “red flag” items requiring
immediate attention from coaches or administrators (Fox et al., 2014; Fox et al., 2020; Hallett et
al., 2016; Hemmeter et al., 2014; Hemmeter et al., 2016).
The initial psychometric integrity data collection began in 2008 and 2009 with the pilot
of the TPOT. Trained data collectors observed 37 Head Start classrooms, nine preschool
classrooms, and four early childhood special education classrooms in Tennessee. The validity
and reliability measurement continued with revisions in 2011. The sampling included 40
classrooms (20 teachers with 232 children in the control group and 20 teachers with 252 children
in the intervention group) in Tennessee and Florida. Of the preschool teacher participants, 40%
of teachers held a bachelor’s degree, 50% held a master’s degree, and 10% held a master’s
degree plus 30 graduate credits. Of the preschool teachers, 65% held a degree in early childhood
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special education or early childhood education (Fox et al., 2014; Fox et al., 2020; Hemmeter et
al., 2014; Snyder, Hemmeter, Fox, Bishop, & Miller, 2013).
Efficacy trials began in 2012 with 84 preschool classrooms with 40 teachers in three
school districts in Florida and Tennessee. Of the preschool teacher participants, 60% of teachers
held a bachelor’s degree, 35% held a master’s degree, and 5% held a master’s degree plus 30
graduate credits. Of the preschool teachers, 65% held a degree in early childhood special
education or early childhood education. The enrollment included 414 (211 in the control group
and 203 in the intervention group) preschool children. Evaluators attended an eight-hour
professional development training on the observation tool. For each of the 108 Pyramid Model
strategies, items received a score of 1 (observed), 0 (not observed), or N/O for no opportunity.
Observers observed each teacher three times over two weeks with a minimum of 80%
interobserver agreement (Fox et al., 2014; Fox et al., 2020; Hemmeter et al., 2014; Snyder et al.,
2013). The authors noted that monitoring the implementation of the Pyramid Model framework
with the TPOT guides adherence and quality of the individual practices. Adherence includes
implementing the strategies as intended and quality as implementing the strategies accurately and
consistently. Outcomes are unique to each program. Data allows teams to focus on and
prioritize problem-solving and professional development (Hemmeter, Ostrosky, & Fox, 2021).
Behavior Incident Reporting System. Fox, Perez Binder, Liso, and Duda (2010)
authored the BIRs system with the Technical Assistance Center for Social Emotional
Intervention (TACSEI) and revised by the Pyramid Equity Project to collect and analyze
behavior incidents for patterns, comparisons, discrepancies, unexpected results, and alerts for
disproportional discipline, suspension, and expulsion (Fox, 2018; Fox, Veguilla, & Perez Binder,
2014).
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The BIRs System is a mechanism to collect demographics and specific information on
behavior, location, response, and potential motivators for the behavior (Fox, 2018). Examples of
incidents include physical aggression, self-injury, stereotypical behaviors, tantrums, inconsolable
crying, inappropriate language, verbal aggression, non-compliance, social withdrawal, running
away, damaging property, and unsafe behaviors. Examples of teacher responses include verbal
reminders, removal from the activity, comfort, re-teach, and loss of activity (Fox, 2018; Fox,
Veguilla, & Perez Binder, 2014).
Teams analyze individual or collections of incidents to identify action steps at the teacher
and program level to support the child with adjustments to the environment with visual cues,
schedule modification, or room modification. Data enables the team to move from subjective
statements such as the children are aggressive to a precise statement such as child X displayed
five verbal aggressions and one physical aggression over three hours during free play (Embse,
Ferro, Perez Binder, Veguilla, & Fox, 2018; National Center for Pyramid Model Innovations,
2020).
The data allows educators to monitor the classroom areas requiring environmental
changes, investigate potential motivations for behaviors, specific activities with higher incidents
of behaviors, and patterns in the teachers' responses. Data software allows the analysis of
behaviors by frequency of the behavior, by a teacher, classroom, race, age, gender, or equity
indicators, including IEP status, gender, and race (Embse et al., 2020; Fox et al., 2020; National
Center for Pyramid Model Innovations, 2018). Reflective questions for the data include: Is the
teacher’s response the same to a focal child (e.g., a higher rate of incidents) versus a non-focal
child? Does a low TPOT score correlate with a high rate of behavior incidents? Is this a
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classroom concern or a program concern (Embse et al., 2020; National Center for Pyramid
Model Innovations, 2020)?
Implementation of the Framework
Implementation timeline. McIntosh et al. (2016) examined potential predictors and
trajectories of implementing at least 80% of BOQs. The participants included 5331 schools over
the initial five years of implementing the PBIS framework. Outcomes emerged in four
categories: sustainers, slow starters, late abandoners, and rapid abandoners. Roger’s diffusion of
innovation (1962) theory indicated that elements of critical mass, the number of individuals
involved in the entire implementation and the community of practice, and the size cohorts
influenced the process. The theory further indicated that when more programs, schools, and
individuals successfully implement, the likelihood of self-sustaining the initiative increases.
Building capacity in individuals and smaller communities of practice may also persuade
individuals or cohorts resisting change to join in the initiative (Rogers, 2003).
The researchers examined the School-Wide Evaluation Tool (Sugai, 2001), School-Wide
BOQs (2005), and the PBIS Self-Assessment Survey (2000). Of the 5,331 sample schools, 29%
of the sample emerged as sustainers. These groups are likely to maintain 80% of the quality
benchmarks throughout years one through five of the implementations. In 13% of the schools,
the theme of slow starters emerged with inconsistent patterns of implementing quality
benchmarks over the years one and three. A trend emerged with a dip in year two
implementation and equalized with sustained implementation of 80% of the quality benchmarks
in years four and five. Late abandoners emerged in 24% of the schools. This group did not meet
80% of quality benchmarks within the first three years of implementation and was less likely to
reach 80% criteria in years four and five. In 34% of the schools, rapid abandoners emerged with
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a high probability of reaching 80% of quality benchmarks, then dropped off after the first year
(McIntosh et al., 2016).
Using the p values (weak evidence = 0.05 < p < 0.10, good evidence = 0.05 < p < 0.001,
strong evidence = 0.001 < p < 0.01, p < 0.001), the researchers noted that the higher the grade,
the higher the probability of rapid abandonment of the innovation (high school p < 0.001; middle
school p < 0.017). System-wide implementations with larger districts are more likely to abandon
versus sustain (p = 0.001). Larger schools creating smaller cohorts for implementation were less
likely to abandon implementation (p = 0.004). Survey information indicated that barriers or
abandonment might be due to higher educator and administrative turnover rates in larger
districts. Patterns of implementation abandonment included the end of initial funding or training
when external support decreased or stopped. Years one and three appear as fragile opportunities
to abandon implementations. Surveys further indicated that multi-day training, coaching, and
booster training could increase implementation. The diffusion of innovation (1962) theory
indicated that visiting schools successfully implementing innovations, advanced training, and
opportunities to examine examples of adaptations from local peers may increase individuals'
willingness to adopt (McIntosh et al., 2016; Rogers, 2003).
Adoption leveling off. Kittelman et al. (2019) analyzed previous studies (e.g., McIntosh
et al., 2013; McIntosh et al., 2018; Nese et al., 2018) for non-malleable variables such as the size
of the school, location (urban, suburban, or rural), and primary schools versus high school.
Schools in the suburbs were two times as likely to implement at least 80% of quality
benchmarks. Larger city schools were 13 times more likely to abandon the PBIS implementation
versus rural districts (Kittelman et al., 2019; McIntosh et al., 2018; Nese et al., 2018). Kittelman
et al. (2019) indicated that fewer studies examined malleable variables such as administrative
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engagement, teaming, buy-in, support, or emotions potentially contributing to adopting or
abandoning implementation.
Kittelman et al. (2019) examined the five-year adoption rate for PBIS in 525 schools
across 25 U.S. states. The participating districts averaged 14.7% of students who received
special education services, and 40% received free or reduced meals. The researchers framed the
fidelity rate on the diffusion of innovation (1962) theory of implementing at least 80% of the
quality benchmarks indicated system-wide adoption. The participants completed the SchoolWide Evaluation Tool (2001), Schoolwide BOQs (2005), PBIS Self-Assessment survey (2000),
and Team Implementation Checklist (2001). Using the values of p (weak evidence = 0.05 < p <
0.10, good evidence = 0.05 < p < 0.001, strong evidence = 0.001 < p < 0.01, p < 0.001) the
statistical difference between years included: 1) year one and year two p < 0.001, 2) year two to
year three p < 0.001, 3) year three to year four p < 0.001, 4) year four to year five p < 0.57
(Kittelman et al., 2019). The researchers noted a significant increase in the years one to four,
and the adoption rate leveled off, decreased, or abandoned between years four to five. By the
end of year one, the researcher calculated that 37% of the schools adopted the PBIS framework
implementing at least 80% of the quality benchmarks. By the end of year five, 58% of the
schools implemented at least 80% of quality benchmarks. Kittelman et al. (2019) discussed the
potential lower adoption rate due to a lack of capacity for ongoing professional development,
ongoing support for implementation, or lack of philosophical or emotional buy-in from multiple
key individuals. Kittelman et al. (2019) indicated a need to investigate further malleable
predictors of implementation at school personnel, district, and state levels.
Implementation abandonment. Nese et al. (2016) completed a mixed-methods study of
variables associated with discontinuing or abandoning an innovation. The participants included
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23 school administrators and educators working in 30 different districts that intentionally decided
to discontinue critical components of the innovation or the entire innovation. The top three
critical components abandoned included discontinuing team meetings for data-based decision
making (n = 17) and supporting ongoing professional development, coaching, and funding (n =
13). Top perceived reasons for abandoning the entire innovation included lack of staff
enthusiasm, buy-in, or commitment (n = 17); lack of support from program administration (n =
15); and low fidelity, consistency, or common language amongst teams (n = 15).
Survey comments from educators included a lack of prioritization from the leaders
correlated to lack of commitment from the teams, a lack of collaboration between educators, and
lack of assistance between staff. Other perceptions of politics and philosophical differences
created heightened emotions. Emotions emerged when initiatives appeared as a district mandate
or top-down directive. Individual perceptions and emotions impacted the overall development
throughout the programs, schools, and district-wide implementation (Kittelman et al., 2020).
The researchers indicated that philosophical and emotional buy-in from district administrators,
building administrators, and educators was critical to implementing innovations and reducing
abandonment of implementation. A meta-analysis by Horner and Sugai (2015) indicated that
successful adoption into the system included: a) ongoing training along with building the internal
capacity to provide professional development to reduce the reliance on external systems and
training; b) establish coaching capacity from within the school system; c) create expertise in
behavior analysis to guide teams through tiers of developmentally appropriate interventions that
match the function of the challenging behavior; and d) establish a system to evaluate individual
and program-level outcomes.
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Emotions correlated with implementing policies and procedures. Chen (2019)
explored the correlation between educators' emotions and the success or failure to implement
research-based innovations and strategies. The participants included 1830 teachers in 55 primary
schools in China and Hong Kong. Chen (2019) categorized emotions into joy, love, fear, and
anger. Teachers who reported feelings of joy (Cohen’s d = 0.38) and love (Cohen’s d = 0.26)
towards the children and the program produced scores correlated with implementing studentcentered learning approaches in the classroom. Negative emotions, including anger (Cohen’s d =
0.48) and fear (Cohen’s d = 0.30), correlated to high use of knowledge transmission or teachercentered approaches to teaching. Interviews indicated positive feelings about the children, coworkers, and the program crossed over into the classroom. Teachers who reported negative
feelings towards heavy workloads, uncertainty in the organization, insufficient recognition, lack
of support from program administrators, or educational reforms indicated an unhealthy
competition with colleagues, misunderstandings with parents, and a teacher-centered approach to
learning. Chen (2019) indicated that implications between professional development, teacher
improvement, and emotions suggest a need to investigate the emotions of educators.
Summary
The early years include rapid growth and development for young children creating an
optimal time for high-quality learning opportunities in supportive environments with supportive
educators (Center of the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016; Kumari et al., 2019).
Children are born ready to learn. The pliability of the brain allows children to learn from their
experiences, environment, and attentive adults (Cafasso, 2018; Center on the Developing Child
at Harvard University, 2016, 2017; Kumari et al., 2019; Molko & Gordon, 2018; Sakai, 2020).
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Longitudinal studies including the Perry Preschool Project (1962), Abecedarian
Approach (1972), and the Child-Parent Centers of Chicago (1986) demonstrated the potential for
early childhood programs to impact the trajectory of outcomes. Outcomes included fewer
special education services, lower pregnancy rates, and higher graduation rates (Feldman, 2018;
McCoy et al., 2017; Meloy et al., 2019; Wasik & Odom, 2019; Wechler et al., 2016). Stress,
gender differences, and adverse childhood experiences can potentially create a barrier to optimal
learning opportunities (Barbarin, 2019; Messerli-Burgy et al., 2016; Nagoski & Nagoski, 2020;
National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2020; Schore, 2017). Dr. Gilliam (2005)
conducted the first national study on discipline practices in the early learning years. The team
uncovered a high suspension and expulsion rate from early childhood programs three times
higher than the K-12 system. Education Commission of the States (2018), Malik (2017), Novoa
and Malik (2018), U.S. Department of Education (2016), and the U.S. Department of Education,
Office for Civil Rights (2016) indicated the suspension and expulsion rates were 3.6 times higher
for African American children and twice as high for children with disabilities. Boys represented
79% of the suspensions. Gender, disability, and ethnicity emerged as a significant concern to the
U.S. Department of Education.
Educators reported patterns of concerns potentially contributing to suspension and
expulsion rates, including insufficient professional development, workforce stress, and
insufficient effective strategies to manage challenging behaviors (Barbarin, 2019; Bowman,
2019; Gilliam, 2005; Joen, 2019; Martin et al., 2018). Recommendations to decrease children's
challenging behaviors include building social-emotional knowledge, skills, and strategies in
educators (Gilliam, 2005; Poulou, 2017).
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The Pyramid Model framework claims to decrease exclusionary discipline through
professional development, ongoing support, data collection systems, program evaluation, and
support tiers (Hemmeter et al., 2021, Fox & Hemmeter, 2014; Horner et al., 2015; Pyramid
Model Consortium). Successful implementation of a framework is not guaranteed and is
dependent on the system and staff implementing the framework (Horner & Sugai, 2015;
Kittelman et al., 2019; Nese et al., 2016). Chen (2019) indicated that the emotions of educators
impact the implementation rate of innovation and warrant further investigation.
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Chapter Three: Methodology
Purpose of the Study
Based on the identified problem, the purpose of this study was to explore the emotions of
early childhood educators implementing the Pyramid Model social-emotional innovation.
Understanding educators' perceptions and emotional patterns help to predict the need for support
of an implementation process or predict potential barriers to limit or impede the fidelity of the
innovations (Rogers, 2003; Scott & McGuire, 2017).
Conceptual Framework
For this study, the conceptual framework aligned with Rogers’ (1962) diffusion of
innovation theory (LaMorte, 2019; Rogers, 2003). The diffusion of innovation theory is one of
the oldest theories in the social sciences to analyze instructional strategies, structures, and
supports that aid or impede a new idea or program (LaMorte, 2019; Porter et al., 2017; Rogers,
2003). Diffusion is a process where a social system's structure and function alter or change over
time (Rogers, 1995). Innovation is an idea, practice, or object that is new or new to the
individual or team (Rogers, 2003). When implementing a new initiative, participants work
through adoption stages such as an awareness that there is a need for change, a decision to adopt
or discard the new idea or innovation, the initial use and test of the innovation, and full
implementation of the innovation (LaMorte, 2019).
LaMotte (2019) and Rogers (1995) described the five main aspects influencing an
innovation's implementation: relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and
observability. Relative advantage includes learning about a program, innovation, framework, or
idea that questions if the new idea is better than what is currently in place. Compatibility
includes reflection on whether the innovation aligns with the system's values and needs of the
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potential adopters. Complexity includes teams determining how difficult the innovation is to
understand or use in the current system. Finally, the diffusion of innovation theory includes
observable and tangible evidence that the innovation worked.
Research Design
This qualitative study was an empirical inquiry case study to explore the emotions of the
bounded system of the finite number of individuals involved with implementing the Pyramid
Model social and emotional framework (Creswell, 2014: Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The
research design used case study research with an idiographic approach, meaning the researcher
attempted to uncover and describe insights and emotions of the individuals implementing the
Pyramid Model and interpret their experiences (American Psychological Association, 2010;
Harper, 2019; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patten & Newhart, 2018). This qualitative research
moved inductively from the individual semi-structured interviews from particulars to general
themes amongst the responses. The in-depth analysis of the data collection resulted in the
researcher’s interpretation (Creswell, 2014; Roberts, 2010).
Research Questions
RQ 1 What specific emotions do early childhood educators express as a result of implementing
the Pyramid Model?
RQ 2 When implementing the Pyramid Model framework, what specific procedures, policies,
and interactions do early childhood educators describe that impact their ability to manage stress?
Instrument and Protocol
The qualitative research project used one-to-one semi-structured interviews as a research
technique to gather rich and complex responses to open-ended questions to explore the emotions
of educators implementing the Pyramid Model framework (Duignan, 2016; Merriam & Tisdell,
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2016; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Harley & Bernard, 2003). The interview protocol included a set
of seven core open-ended questions, with each question containing sub-questions to gather data
central to answering the research questions (Appendix F). The specific wording of the interview
questions allowed the researcher to maintain neutrality. The semi-structured format enabled the
researcher to add probes or follow-up questions as needed to gather more information, clarify a
vague or general answer, or explore unexpected responses. Follow-up probes included, “can you
tell me more?” If a participant did not understand the question, the semi-structured format
allowed the researcher to rephrase the interview question (Department of Health, Education, and
Welfare, 1979; Duignan, 2016; Orcher, 2014; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Purdue Writing Center,
n.d.; Roberts, 2010). Questions one to three were designed to build rapport with the participant
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patten & Newhart, 2018). A sample question included: “tell me
about your experience in early childhood.” The researcher intended to understand educators'
emotions and potential needs to adopt an innovation (LaMorte, 2019, Rogers, 2003). Questions
four to seven aimed to gather information on the emotions involved in implementing the Pyramid
Model. A sample question included: “how do you feel about your progress implementing the
Pyramid Model.” The focus of interview questions included BIRs, BOQs, and overall
implementation. Due to the sensitive nature of discussing emotions, risks included discussing
sensitive, positive, and negative emotional situations and information. To mitigate potential
risks, the researcher offered the option to take a break during the interview, skip questions, and
opt out of the study.
Field Test
In November and December of 2019, the field test for the interview questions included
one community education administrator, one administrator for the Pyramid Model, and one
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superintendent. All involved in the field test had knowledge of the Pyramid Model but were not
actively participating as educators implementing the framework or potential candidates for the
research project. The researcher emailed the initial draft of the interview questions to the
dissertation advisor and the three field test volunteers. Throughout the field test, the revisions of
the instrument included adding clarifying verbiage.
One data collection concern from the field test was the potential to gather only positive
information versus a range of emotions. Initially, four questions included: “describe the
emotions you are feeling.” The intent is to include a spectrum of emotions in the responses
while avoiding guiding the reaction. Alterations to the questions included, “describe the positive
or negative emotions you are feeling.” Feedback from the field test indicated a need to elicit
emotions. The researcher added two questions about the perception of success or barriers to
implementation. Based on feedback, the researcher clarified the following questions: “how
many years have you worked in a classroom” to “how many years have you worked in an early
childhood classroom.” The question “describe behaviors in your classroom” was altered to
clarify “describe challenging behaviors in your classroom.”
Sample Design
The researcher defined the term educator as a teacher, assistant teacher, paraprofessional,
educational assistant, administrator, coach (internal, external, and behavioral), and Professional
Development Facilitator to include interviewing participants that may not typically be included
in a study of educators. The broad bounded targeted sample for the study included a purposeful
selection of educators over the age of 18 implementing the Pyramid Model innovation within the
rural areas of Minnesota (Bernard, 2012; Creswell, 2014; Fusch & Ness, 2015; Hennink, Kaiser,
& Maroconi, 2017; Roberts, 2010; Survey System, n.d.; Tesch, 1990). Participant selection
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included choosing programs implementing the Pyramid Model framework via assistance and
affiliation with the MN Coe.
Data saturation. Glaser and Strauss (1967) developed data saturation as the core
guiding principle to determine sample size in qualitative research (Hennink, Kaiser, & Weber,
2019; Malterud et al., 2015). Without one universal design for qualitative research, indicators
guide data saturation versus a concise qualitative definition. As the most frequently used
concept for qualitative rigor, the guiding principles for data saturation include monitoring for
redundancy or repetition of data, no new insights, themes, concepts, linkage, or coding, and
when there is enough information to replicate the study (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Hennink, Kaiser,
& Maroconi, 2017).
Unlike large probability-driven samples, qualitative studies often use purposively
selected samples to focus on in-depth or rich layered, complex, and detailed data versus reaching
a quota of participants (Hennink, Kaiser, & Maroconi, 2017). Saturation may be obtained in as
few as six interviews and correlated with nine interviews (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Hennink, Kaiser
& Maroconi, 2017; Malterud et al., 2015). There is no one correct answer for the number of
participants for a study for qualitative research.
The intent was to include three participants from each program to aid in triangulating the
data within the program and compare between programs (American Psychological Association,
2010; Survey System, n.d.). For planning purposes, the researcher anticipated interviewing 12
educators within four different programs or until saturation with a redundancy of responses
(American Psychological Association, 2010; Malterud et al., 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016;
Orcher, 2014). The researcher aimed to gather information from educators who worked in the
same early childhood program to triangulate emotions. In an attempt to understand the
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implementation gap, educators included two teams of educators reporting confidence
implementation of Pyramid Model practices and two teams of educators where at least two of the
educators indicated a need for additional support to obtain exemplary implementation.
As the affiliated organization, the researcher obtained approval from the Minnesota
Department of Education to use the MN Coe website and executive summaries to locate
participating school districts (Appendix B). The researcher emailed seven directors or
superintendents of organizations implementing the Pyramid Model framework to request
authorization for early childhood educators to participate in the research (Appendix C). Four out
of seven organizational leaders approved moving forward with interviewing educators. The
researcher sent an email (Appendix D) to potential early childhood staff from rural early
childhood programs implementing the Pyramid Model framework. Although each participant
had multiple roles in the early childhood programs, the prominent roles for the participants
included two-thirds teachers or paraprofessionals and one-third administrators or coaches
(Survey System, n.d.). Twelve educators agreed to an interview. Prior to the interview, one
educator of the twelve opted out of the interview process.
Data Collection Procedures
Upon agreement, the researcher sent a follow-up digital Google Meet calendar invitation
for confirmation of the interview, an overview of the core questions, a link with informed
consent, and the time for the video conference call (Creswell, 2014; Hennink et al., 2017;
Roberts, 2010; Survey System, n.d.). Federal regulation 45 CFR 46.116(a) provided specific
guidelines for informed consent (Appendix E). The informed consent included enough
information about the proposed research project to make an informed decision to participate.
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Standard protocols and procedures for the semi-structured interview included an
introduction to the researcher and the sponsoring organization (Bethel University), an
explanation of the purpose and benefits of the study, protocols, informed consent (Appendix E),
and extended appreciation for the participant’s time (Creswell, 2014; Orcher, 2014). Upon the
start of the Google Meet, a debriefing included a verbal presentation of essential information
such as the purpose of the research, overview of informed consent for the interview, consent for
recording the interview on Google Meets, and an opportunity for participants to ask questions
before agreeing to the informed consent (45 CFR 46.116; Orcher, 2014; Roberts, 2010).
Based on the field test, the anticipated length of an interview was 45 minutes. Interviews
ranged from 8 minutes to 58 minutes. The researcher reviewed the recorded video interviews in
a private home office and transcribed the interviews verbatim (Roberts, 2010). Data collection
included handwritten notes, video recordings, and verbatim transcription of interviews.
Interview transcriptions included changing the participants’ names to unidentifiable fictional
names and eliminating job titles, locations, districts, and ages to avoid disclosing identifiable
information (Kaiser, 2009; Roberts, 2010). Interview documents (e.g., video and paper files)
that contained confidential information were stored in password-protected software and away
from public access (Roberts, 2010). All the data will be destroyed within three years of
completing the dissertation process (Creswell, 2014; Hennink et al., 2017; Roberts, 2010).
The researcher transferred data into the qualitative data analysis MaxQDA 2020 software.
The transcribed information gathered from the interviews was coded into clusters to find patterns
or themes. Brietta Clementson, an early childhood special education teacher with no connection
to the design of the research, assisted as an additional coder to review a small sample (10%) of
the coded data for intercoder reliability (Creswell, 2014; Hennink et al., 2017; O’Connor & Jaffe,
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2020; Roberts, 2010). Using MaxQDA intercoder agreement tool, Table 1 includes the summary
of the intercoder reliability score based on the four quadrants of the Mood Meter pleasant and
unpleasant emotions.
Table 1
Intercoder Reliability
Code
High pleasant (i.e., Exited, Joy, Hope)
Low pleasant (i.e., Content, Calm, Secure)
High unpleasant (i.e., Stress/Frustration)
Low Unpleasant (i.e.., disappointed/sad)
<Total>

Agreements
36
30
18
4
88

Disagreements
0
0
0
0
0

Total
36
30
18
4
88

Percent
100.00
100.00
100.00
100.00
100.00

Data Analysis
Data analysis included raw data, transcription, coding, and uncovering themes. Each
transcription was read in its entirety to understand the interviews (Roberts, 2010; Tesch, 1990).
The researcher entered the field notes and transcribed interviews into MaxQDA (2020), a
software system for qualitative research to collect, transcribe, organize, code, analyze, and
visualize data (Roberts, 2010).
The foundation of social science research includes discovering themes to analyze
cultures. The analysis included clustering information into topics or themes and subthemes.
Themes may be prominent or a subtle representation of the underlying culture. After the initial
reading and coding of the interviews, responses correlated with positive and negative emotions.
After a second reading, the researcher created 11 codes: stress, frustration, content, excitement,
joys, concerns, barriers, recommendations, buy-in, and a need for something more.
The researcher categorized the emotions with the Yale University Mood Meter to align
the codes with the research questions (Brackett, 2019). The researcher combined similar and
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overlapping emotions and interactions to reduced themes to six codes: unpleasant and high
intensity, unpleasant and low intensity emotions, pleasant and high intensity emotions, pleasant
and low intensity emotions, interactions related to the Pyramid Model, and interactions that
related to organizational capacity.
Mood Meter. The researcher organized emotions expressed in the interviews into four
codes based on the quadrants of the emotions using the Yale University Mood Meter. Examples
of unpleasant and high intensity emotions include fear, frustration, and anxiety. These emotions
bring shallow breathing and a heavy sense of the heart pumping. Tension in the muscles brings
out a feeling of flight or fight. The emotions aligned with unpleasant and low intensity include
sadness and despair. These emotions may appear as a downward gaze, a frown, or a slumped
posture. One may feel the need to retreat or a desire to comfort someone in need. Emotions in
the high pleasant and high intensity include feeling excited, happy, optimistic, and joy. These
emotional experiences appear as sparkling eyes and good posture. In this quadrant, people may
feel as if they could make momentous changes in their world. The pleasant and low intensity
emotions such as peace, content, and satisfaction bring out a sense of serenity. These emotions
create a sense of safety, gentle breathing, and likely a gentle smile (Brackett, 2019; Mood Meter,
2021; Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence, 2020).
Triangulation. The iterative process of collecting interviews, transcribing verbatim, and
analyzing data continued until code and meaning saturation was reached after seven interviews
and continued to the eleventh interview to create the triangulation of interrelated participants
(Hennink et al., 2017; Hennink et al., 2019).
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Reliability, Validity, and Trustworthiness
Empirical research does not supply proof or truths but offers a degree of evidence
(Creswell, 2014; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Pyrczak, 2014; Roberts, 2010). Trustworthiness as a
concept of validity included a portion of the data reviewed by an additional coder for intercoder
reliability and bias (Creswell, 2014; Hennink et al., 2017; Roberts, 2010). Interrater reliability
included an expert and the researcher separately reviewing the same qualitative data and
comparing the finding in one interview (Roberts, 2010). Brietta Clementson, an early childhood
special education teacher with no connection to the design of the research, assisted as an
additional coder to review a small sample (10%) of the coded data for intercoder reliability
(Creswell, 2014; Hennink et al., 2017; O’Connor & Jaffe, 2020; Roberts, 2010). All data with
identifiable information will be destroyed after three years of completing the dissertation
(University of Virginia, n.d.).
Limitations and Assumptions
Potential limitations included the small sample size and lack of diversity to generalize the
data (Patten & Newhart, 2018; Roberts, 2010). A positive or negative attitude towards the
framework, program, or co-workers may skew the data collection (Creswell, 2014). Semistructured interviews produce data that a subjective person interprets. The researcher noted a
personal bias as a potential limitation due to participation in the Pyramid Model framework as an
administrator, internal and behavioral coach, data manager, and trained observer.
Limitations for the interviews included the conscious and cognitive recognition of one’s
own emotional experiences (Hatfield et al., 1993; LeDoux, 2020; Olszanowski et al., 2020).
Freud (1915) stated that the unconscious portion of the mind is the home of emotions. LeDoux
(2014) indicated that emotions include an innate and learned process. The human body detects a

99

stimulus and responds emotionally without understanding the antecedent. As an unconscious
process, the brain’s automatic emotional responses include the unconscious process of one’s
collection of facts, concepts, experiences, memories, and self-concept. A limitation included
participants self-reporting their emotions versus a researcher observing emotional reactions
within the classroom. The researcher asked participants about their own emotions and the
perceived emotions of other educators to triangulate emotions.
The expected delimitations for the proposed study included the timeframe, locations,
sample, and criteria. The timeframe to collect data from interviews was seven weeks (Roberts,
2010). Delimitations included the background experience of the researcher as an administrator
in a school implementing the Pyramid Model framework. The relationship or status of an
administrator interviewing a teacher or paraprofessional may limit or sway responses from
participants. The preference for participant selection included educators outside of the
researcher's school district (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researcher modified the choice of
words for the interview questions to avoid swaying responses further based on the field test
(Rogers, 2010).
Ethical Considerations
Ethics is a matter of right and wrong, which may differ slightly from institution to
institution or person to person (Patten & Newhart, 2018; Roberts, 2010). Most professional
organizations have standards to guide moral choices or ethical practices regarding research
project behaviors or relationships (Roberts, 2010). The ethical code and guidelines for the
educational field are the American Educational Research Association Ethical Standards
(Creswell, 2014; Roberts, 2010). Based on the National Research Act (1974) and the Belmont
Report (1979), guidelines from Bethel University (2019) provided principles and ethical

100

procedures for the safeguard and ethical treatment of research participants with respect,
beneficence, and justice (Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, 1979).
Tenets of educational research. In educational research, tenets or principles guide the
process and procedures for working with human subjects, including informed consent,
confidentiality, respect, and protection (Patten & Newhart, 2018; Roberts, 2010). A vital part of
the research includes beneficence or a carefully created research plan intended to treat
participants equitably and protect the partakers from physical or psychological harm (Patten &
Newhart, 2018).
In a study dealing with emotions, the participant may feel embarrassed by feelings,
unintentionally share personal information and feelings, or emotional memories may resurface.
The purpose of the interviews was to gather information and not function as a judge or therapist
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In the project, written informed consent was essential to provide
participants with information regarding the purpose of the research, who is conducting the study,
and the potential risks and benefits of the process to guide the participant to make an informed
choice (Orcher, 2014; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Roberts, 2010). Participation in this study was
voluntary. Participants could decline involvement or withdraw from further participation at any
time without repercussion (Orcher, 2014; Patten & Newhart, 2018; Roberts, 2010). Before and
after a study, participants have the right to privacy (Orcher, 2014; Patten & Newhart, 2018).
Transcriptions, data collected, and information storage did not include participant personal
identifiers. Digital information will remain confidential on an external hard drive and be
destroyed or deleted after three years of completing the dissertation (Orcher, 2014; Patten &
Newhart, 2018). Overall, ethical rules and guidelines protect researchers and participants (Patten
& Newhart, 2018).
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Institutional Review Board. Under federal guidelines, Bethel University (2019), as a
professional organization within social sciences, has research standards or codes of ethics to
guide research projects and protect participants' rights. The Bethel University Institutional
Review Board reviewed the comprehensive overview of the proposed study, respect for
participants, information aligning the researcher to the institution, contact information for the
researcher, advisor, and chair of Institutional Review Board, consent process, recruitment of
participants, option to withdraw from the study, and process for the confidentiality of
information for potential ethical conflicts or risks to participants (Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare, 1979; Bethel University, 2019; Creswell, 2014; Orcher, 2014; Patten,
2018; Roberts, 2010). The Bethel Institutional Review Board reviewed the study for potential
ethical issues such as informed consent, participants' protection from potential harm, stress,
discomfort, embarrassment, invasion of privacy, or threat to personal reputation. The researcher
began the research project after the Institutional Review Board approved the study (Appendix A)
and received informed consent from participants (Department of Health, Education, and Welfare,
1979; Bethel University, 2019; Roberts, 2010).
Summary
This study explored the emotions of educators implementing the social-emotional
framework Pyramid Model. The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews to explore
barriers and recommendations for future teams. Semi-structured interviews were used to
uncover emotions in participants and practices or procedures that may impact their emotions.
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Chapter Four: Results
Introduction
This study aimed to explore the emotions of early childhood educators implementing the
Pyramid Model social-emotional framework. The study sought to uncover patterns of emotions
to increase the likelihood of implementation. Understanding emotions will help institutions
create successful conditions to nurture teamwork and successful implementation (Hyson, 2019).
Understanding the emotional patterns of educators implementing the Pyramid Model framework
will help predict the need for support for the implementation process or predict potential barriers
to limit or impede the innovation rate (Hatfield et al., 1994; Rogers, 2003; Scott & McGuire,
2017).
Participant Description
The researcher identified potential early childhood educators to participate in the
interviews implementing the Pyramid Model framework via affiliation with MN Coe. The
researcher emailed seven rural Minnesota early childhood programs administrators. Four
organizations responded and gave consent to interview their early childhood educators; three
districts did not respond to the request (Appendix C). The researcher contacted early childhood
educators to participate in the interview process via email (Appendix D). The interviews
spanned over seven weeks due to school closures and quarantines due to Covid-19.
Participants' experience in early childhood. The background of the educators ranged
from 6 to 27 years of experience in early childhood programs. Each participant described their
multiple roles and positions in early childhood. The diverse roles included Head Start home
visitor (4), general education early childhood teacher (5), early childhood special educator (3),
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parent educator (5), early childhood family educator (3), screening coordinator (3),
paraprofessional (2), program coordinator (4), and administration (2).
Participants’ experience in the Pyramid Model. The participants' experience with the
Pyramid Model ranged from 3 to 12 years of active implementation. Each district partnered with
the MN Coe with guidelines for implementations and a stipend specific to the implementation.
Previous and current roles for the participants included coach (5), data manager (1),
administrator (2), and classroom practitioners (6). Of the 12 educators who agreed to participate
in the study, 11 completed the interview. One decided to opt out of the interview process due to
feeling too inexperienced to answer the interview questions. Participants included ten females
and one male educator. Due to the sensitivity of the interview questions, the researcher removed
identifying information, such as gender, job title, and district location. The researcher assigned
pseudonyms to participants. Table 2 summarizes the demographics of the participants and the
grouping based on programs and classrooms.
Table 2
Participant Demographic Information
Name
Kendall
Adrian
Opt-Out
Quinn
Bailey
Aine
Cameron
Norma
Harley
Michelle
Brenda
Jordan

Years in early
education
27
22
1
26
24
13
13
6
8
14
15
5

Years in
Pyramid Model
3
3
1
5
12
3
5
4
8
3
4
4

Triangulation
grouping
A
A
A
A/B
B
B
C
C
C/D
D
D
D
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Role in Pyramid Model
Coordinator
Teacher/Coach
Paraprofessional
Coach
Coordinator
Teacher/Coach
Teacher
Teacher/Coach/Data Manager
Coach
Teacher/Coach
Teacher/Coach/Coordinator
Paraprofessional

Regardless of their role in the system, each participant in the triangulation groups A and
D reported overall success in implementing the Pyramid Model framework. The participants
indicated that the framework is an ongoing process. Each day is an opportunity to “improve and
get better for the kids.” In groups B and C, emotions and perceptions of interactions varied
between participants. Each classroom-level educator indicated a need for additional support
implementing the Pyramid Model framework. Two participants overlapped with teams that felt
confident and teams that indicated a need for more support.
RQ 1 What specific emotions do early childhood educators express as a result of implementing
the Pyramid Model?
RQ 2 When implementing the Pyramid Model framework, what specific procedures, policies,
and interactions do early childhood educators describe that impact their ability to manage stress?
Theme Identification
Research questions aimed to identify educators’ emotional experience throughout the
implementation process and specific procedures, policies, and interactions that impacted the
ability to manage stress. Table 3 summarizes the six main themes that emerged throughout the
interviews: unpleasant emotions requiring low or high intensity, pleasant emotions, pleasant and
low-intensity emotions, and framework or organizational interactions that impacted stress.
Table 3
Themes: Implementing a Social-Emotional Framework
Primary Themes
Unpleasant and high-intensity emotions (i.e., stress, frustration)
Unpleasant and low-intensity emotions (i.e., disappointed, sad)
Pleasant and high-intensity emotions (i.e., exited, joy, hope)
Pleasant and low-intensity emotions (i.e., content, calm, secure)
Pyramid Model interactions that impact stress
Organizational interactions that impacted stress
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RQ1: Emotions in Early Childhood Educators Implementing the Pyramid Model
Due to the sensitivity of the interview questions, the researcher removed identifying
information, such as gender, job title, and district location. The researcher assigned pseudonyms
to participants.
Participants often discussed that it was much easier to discuss and process emotions with
children. The educators had excitement in their voices discussing the process they used to help
children with “big emotions.” The educators discussed guiding children to “listen to your
tummy. Do you have butterflies?” “If you can name it, we can tame it.” Participants quickly
described the procedures and purpose of practices.
Participants struggled to name their personal feelings aligned with their experiences and
emotions. Each participant stated similar phrases throughout the interviews, such as “I don’t
know what that emotion would be.” Participants also made statements such as, “I can tell you
how I don’t feel.” After responding to an interview question, participants also questioned their
answers with statements such as, “is confident an emotion?”
Throughout the interviews, emotions ranged from frustrated (14), anxious or embarrassed
(12), nervous or uncomfortable (9) to hopeful and trusting (9), focused (10), and proud (12).
Based on Wundt’s (1872) theory and Yale University’s Mood Meter, emotional themes emerged
as unpleasant and pleasant emotions requiring either high or low intensity to process the feelings
and interactions that impact stress. Figure 2 includes an overview of the emotions discussed
within all participant interviews. The words in the parenthesis indicate emotion words not
explicitly labeled on the grid yet closely aligned with the category based on a thesaurus search.
The number listed below the emotion indicates the number of times participants mentioned each
emotion throughout the interviews.
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Figure 2
Interview Emotions Plotted on the Mood Meter

Challenging Behaviors
Challenging behaviors from an educators’ point of view. The researcher asked each
participant to describe the challenging behaviors in their classrooms. Adrian noted that
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behaviors that challenge educators may differ from educator to educator “we're all unique in
what bothers us.” Each participant vividly described challenging behaviors and discussed the
theme of heightened and unpleasant emotions that aligned with an increase in challenging
behaviors within early childhood programs. The emotions evoked from challenging behaviors
included exhaustion, worry, frustration, and fear that the behaviors would impact the other
children.
Quinn and Harley described behaviors as a “big range” with “so many different ranges."
Adrian clarified, "we [early childhood educators] don't consider lower academics a piece of
challenging [behaviors].” Kendall discussed exhaustion from the "super wiggles. They are
always running and super impulsive. We just feel like we're just running all of the time. Yeah,
like herding kittens and trying to get them all where they are supposed to be and safely.”
Adrian described the frustration with challenging behaviors as a lack of "self-regulation
and the social and emotional deficiencies are much more challenging than any other deficiency.”
Harley concurred with the lack of self-regulation, such as pushing to get attention due to a lack
of (social) skills. Norma and Michelle indicated instances of fear with “children running away"
or "just walking out of the room." Michelle added feelings of frustration with "off task, defiance,
and not following directions; Non-compliance is probably the biggest."
While Michelle indicated "we haven't had a lot of physical aggression," Cameron
discussed a heightened worry about "physical aggression because someone is going to get hurt.
Physical aggression is really hard." Norma described "a little girl that would run around and
destroy the classroom; she would throw materials across the floor, try to hurt other children.”
Aine described the behavior of a little boy: "That is partly why I am was rushing in. Because I
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was debriefing with the early childhood teacher regarding this kiddo . . . he can't process
anything; he's so disorganized." Aine indicated stress and frustration with "big behaviors.”
Covid-19 and challenging behaviors. In March of 2020, the World Health Organization
declared Covid 19 a worldwide pandemic (Center for Disease Control, 2021). Bailey indicated,
"the pandemic has thrown a little loop at us all." Bailey further clarified the frustration:
Well, I think the pandemic certainly has shed a different kind of light around the kinds of
behaviors that we see. So, the challenging behaviors that we would typically see in the
last three years. I'm going to look at a three-year lens because I think that's more helpful.
I would include [an] inability to self-regulate . . . It might look like running around,
running away, eloping, inappropriate engagement with peers, or disengagement with
peers and teachers. [There is] a lot of separation anxiety this year which leads to very
challenging behaviors around being in a classroom. Being next to children, that for many
of our children, that's new. Many [children] have never had an experience [in the past]
couple of years, or ever. In doing that, challenging behaviors continued to be things like
. . . rapid escalation of an emotion and the inability of the child to self-regulate. When I
say inability, I don't want to be child blaming because that's not helpful; what I mean is
that the child doesn't have the skill set to self-regulate, follow directions, transition, [and]
typical kinds of things we would see in a pre-K classroom.
All the participants indicated Covid-19 as creating feelings of frustration, concern, and a
significant increase in challenging behaviors. Quinn reflected, “this year, challenging behaviors
are through the roof. Kids at home with not a lot of social interactions or structure. And then we
want them to sit at circle time.” Aine stated, “they are Covid babies. They are just all so
disorganized because parent mental health is such a huge thing. This is what I see.” Quinn
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further noted that Covid-19 appears to link to an “increase in video games and changes in society
contributing to behaviors in the classroom. Trauma kids are seeing, experiencing, and bringing it
into school. It’s heartbreaking.” Aine also indicated:
I think all of us can give a whole lot more grace to behaviors right now because we
understand that this is what is happening with these kids. They have been stuck at home
with people who are struggling. And then we throw them in the classroom and expect
them to know what to do, and they don't. They are three. In the first year of their life,
they were completely isolated.
Theme 1: Pleasant Emotions with High Intensity
The emotions in this range include happiness, excitement, and optimistic feelings.
Feelings of focus and hope create the high intensity to make a momentous change (Brackett,
2019; Ekman & Lama, 2016; Mood Meter, 2021; Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence, 2020).
Dr. Ekman (2016) indicated that emotions trigger responses. Pleasant and high-intensity
emotions align with a want to keep working to maintain, continue or seek out more good
feelings. In this state of emotions, people enjoy connecting and engaging with other people.
We were ready for something new. An overarching discussion for each program and
participant included increased and heightened challenging behaviors. Regardless of the number
of years implementing the Pyramid Model or year in education, each program indicated
readiness for something new. Norma stated, "we went through about a year of extreme
challenging behaviors with students that were running away, hurting themselves, and hurting
other children. It was pretty intense. And, that is what drew us to the Pyramid Model.”
Michelle confidently spoke for her team:
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we were excited because the year before we started [Pyramid Model], we had a really
challenging group of kids. The most challenging I have had in the 14 years of early
childhood. We were ready for something new. And we did not want to experience this
again-so, we were excited!
Harley heard that neighboring districts had successful outcomes and stated, “I was
excited to be involved in the innovation.” Bailey added that staff “felt relief that there was
something available to support them. Bailey attempted to describe emotions for the new
opportunity: “Positive. Positive is such a blanket statement . . . such a blanket emotion.” Bailey
further indicated the team “felt empowered to know that there was a common language.”
Theme 2: Unpleasant Emotions with High Intensity
Experiences with unpleasant and high-intensity emotions include fear, frustration, and
anxiety. These emotions bring shallow breathing, activated sweat glands, a heavy sense of the
heart pumping, and easily startled. Tension in the muscles brings out a feeling of flight or fight
(Brackett, 2019; Mood Meter, 2021; Seppala, 2016; Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence,
2020). High-intensity emotions produce the need for fight or flight and wear people down to
psychological exhaustion (Seppala, 2016).
Theory to practice. All participants described a brief timeframe of overwhelming
excitement and hope for a classroom with fewer challenging behaviors. Only two participants
had prior knowledge or experience with the Pyramid Model. The excitement from the hope of
fewer behaviors was short-lived as the teams transitioned to training and implementation with
heightened stress, anxiety, and frustration. After all the excitement of a new tool, Harley stated
in a slow and calm voice, “there’s training, and then there is practice.” As a coach with
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experience in multiple programs, Quinn stated, “the part that gets tricky is the implementation
side of the Pyramid Model.”
Early implementation in teams indicating confidence. The teams that felt overall
success indicated their journey started with tension and anxiety that moved into “we got this.”
Each participant described heightened feelings in the early implementation stage. Educators in
the same program, Brenda, Jordan, and Michelle, described frustration when practices “are not
working right.” Michelle agreed, “the trainings you go through in the beginning all make sense.
But until you actually do all of the problem-solving and paperwork, . . . it is a process that you
have to go through it to understand it.” Adrian described the feelings noticed in her team as:
a wide variety [of feelings] some were super excited. The middle ground people who
were like, ok, I can see this will be good. And we had a couple people that were not
necessarily resistant, like I am not doing this. One person couldn’t step back and think
that this was a process. She felt that we had to have all of this information and
everything situated and then implemented. So, getting people to understand that it’s a
process was a challenge.
Kendall contemplated their purpose for the new framework:
So, we needed to do different preschool and … implement a new program. Everyone
was like, yes, this program makes sense! And then, we got all the stuff [training and
tools], and that raises tension and anxiety. I think everyone thinks the program is great.
It was when the requirements came out. And they all had these thoughts, oh my gosh,
this is extra work. And it’s probably not. It took a while to understand that it’s not
necessarily extra work. [It includes strategies] that we are doing. I don’t say there was
pushback. Holy smokes too! We got this.
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Michelle indicated that she did not always understand the purpose and process, which led to
uncomfortable feelings: “even though sometimes you are feeling that this is dumb, but there is
purpose behind it. And if you do it as is, it’s only going to help the kids.”
Programs needing additional support. Educators who indicated a need for additional
support reflected on overwhelming feelings, scared, despondent, and sad emotions. Norma
recalled attending training, “I remember thinking, oh my, what have we gotten ourselves into.
It’s so much.” Harley recollected uncertainty, unclarity, and worrying: “I’m not sure if everyone
was on the same page . . . or in sync.” Quinn recounted the feelings of others as uncertainty:
“The unknown causes fear and overwhelm.” Norma recounted:
I remember going to implementation training. That is a very intense and overwhelming
day. It was nothing like we thought it was going to be when it was presented to us as
staff to decide if we wanted to do Pyramid Model. It was totally out of the blue. None of
us had heard about it [Pyramid Model] before. There was just a slide show that said we
are having challenging behaviors, and we think we should do this. There will be some
training, and that’s pretty much it.
Cameron reflected on the feelings of her team; we felt “frustration. We all want[ed] a quick fix.
Just push a button and the kids are fixed. Our first year, super . . . scary, new, hard, felt like it
would take forever.” Quinn expressed concerns about the frustration stage lasting too long:
If it’s not going well, they get maybe (I am trying to get another emotion word for you)
don’t care anymore . . . a little removed or despondent and sad. They might think they
are beating their head against the wall. They feel a little depressed, a little like why are
we bothering. And that makes me really sad, and it makes me really nervous because I
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don’t know how to fix that. And I feel a little helpless – helplessness. I feel desperate
that I have to fix this for them impatient.
Theme 3: Unpleasant Emotions with Low Intensity
Unpleasant emotions include disappointment, depression, hopelessness, drained, and
discouraging feelings. These emotions may appear as a slumped posture, downward gaze, or
frown. One may attempt to comfort others or retreat and disappear (Brackett, 2019). In the
beginning, Harley recalled watching some educators appear to feel disheartened, exhausted, and
“disappointed in not finding the real purpose” of the extensive time spent on data collection
Teams indicating a need for support. Educators described the BIRs process as
documenting each challenging or inappropriate behavior and entering each incident into a
spreadsheet for data analysis. Participants indicated that the process of continually collecting
real-time data each day was a new experience for their programs. The educators talk about
wanting to do what is right for the children and understand the BIRs correlated to “doing what’s
right.” The participants discussed seeing and feeling the initial emotions of frustration with the
BIRs data collection process. Cameron shared disheartened emotions because “we all want to be
there and fix the problem” and not document the problem. Cameron stated an example of the
exhausted feelings from attempting to “be in the moment,” collecting the data, and “trying to
reteach the behavior that you want.” Quinn echoed that BIRs can feel “overwhelming.”
Working in multiple programs, Quinn noted that any team might experience unpleasant
emotions:
Initially, there might be some embarrassment. Oh my gosh, if my class has so many
[more] BIRs than my peers' class, this could be embarrassing. And if we are all looking
at the data together and they notice that it could cause some embarrassment. So, maybe
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embarrassment happens at first as that trust builds up that this is not personal. And we
are all here to support each other in some problem-solving around this. Then you can
move through that embarrassment to proud.
Coaches indicated a difference in working in programs with support and needing additional
support. Quinn and Harley agreed that when the process was working, they noticed relief in the
educators. When the process was not working, the emotion was disappointment. When TPOT
outcome or the BIRs data is not working, Quinn noticed:
embarrassment [and] what’s a feeling word for fear. Scared. They are scared of being
judged or [having] the administrator looks at that and going, oh my gosh, why does this
teacher have double the BIRs than that teacher . . . getting past that fear and
embarrassment is really critical. I think you get through that faster if there is a level of
trust that exists, or you are working really hard to build.
Teams indicating confidence in the practice. When asked to attach an emotion to the
process, educators from the same program indicated the emotion to label data collection process
was “mindful.” Adrian stated that growth from the start of the year to the end created feelings of
excitement:
I would get really excited. I would hear them using the terms work together and excited.
So, it was fun to see that progression from the start when everyone was very
overwhelmed and we were all new.
From a smaller district, Michelle and Brenda noted they were not expecting perfection
because the framework is a five-year implementation process. Their emotion to describe the
process was “fine.” The educators discussed “grace” in the process: Harley reflected for this
team: “When it works well, it’s kind of part relief and part yes – excitement, and relief.”
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Transition to Pleasant Emotions
Move through the data feelings. Participants described that once they moved through
the frustration of data collection, the product was worth the effort. Cameron described entering
the individual incident reports into a software system with a graph as the outcome. Kendall
proclaimed, “I love seeing the BIRs charts.” Quinn reflected on the observed reactions of
educators:
Look at these charts . . . look at these graphs that we have . . . I am hearing pride and
happiness. We can, as a profession, say hey, we can do this too . . . we’re data literate . . .
we’ve got it going on; that’s fun to see. I have heard that some programs are proud
because they are using the data like the K-12 world. I think sometimes early childhood is
left in the dust just a little bit when it comes to data literacy and data to make decisions.
It’s such a big push in K-12, and we were kind of left out of it in early childhood. And
now I feel like there are early childhood administrators saying that we look at data; we
have some great data.
Figure 3
Sample of BIRs Chart
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Aine described educators in the program “that [were] BIRing the heck out of everything last
year. And it was amazing we had some really cool revelations with it, so, to me, it was proof in
the pudding that here is why we need to do it [collect data]. Bailey spoke about real-time data:
It’s in such real-time that they can see things work. It’s a wonderful thing to talk about.
The other piece is that there is an incredible sense of appreciation for the support with our
behavior coach and our data manager. It provides valuable data, and they can take a look
at that data. So, I find it very valuable, and my emotion around that is one of
empowerment.
Quinn acknowledged emotions surrounding data:
What’s a good emotion word? I can rule out the emotions I don’t see. I feel like they are
confident . . . hmmm, confident isn’t an emotion. They’re happy. I feel like they seem
satisfied, happy, content, maybe secure, [and] comforted by the data that they can look at
and able to separate it from their personal feelings. I think over time that they can see
that data is not personal. So, confident, happy, confident, maybe proud. Proud when
they see the BIRs go down. If they target something, and they implement a plan, do,
study, [and] act around the BIRs, and it works . . . and proud when they see the data go
down in that area. I see them proud of the fact that they used the data and they acted on it
successfully.
Cameron reflected on the feelings involved in reviewing the data: “emotion would be ah-ha and
realization.”
Theme 4: Pleasant Emotions with Low Intensity
“Growing zone.” Regardless of teams needing support or indicating confidence, when
teams implement a higher percentage of the Pyramid Model strategies, Quinn coined the phrase
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“growing zone” to describe teamwork and dedication in the late implementation stage. Harley
described that when teams start experiencing “more positive than negative,” their confidence
tends to grow. Harley continued discussing the growth:
When it works well, it’s kind of part relief, and part excitement, and relief. This is what
we need to do. When you really want to dedicate something, there is a lot of emotions.
That rollercoaster of emotions [includes] excitement, negative feeling trying to figure out
what [teams] need to work on, what the team wants to focus on, trying to figure out
solution kit, scope, and sequence, figure out the balance . . . there have been differences.
It can be good differences. But sometimes there can be differences and disagreement . . .
everyone deals with conflict a little different . . . know there will be conflict, which can
be a good thing because you are moving and grooving; after that, it’s getting through the
discomfort and uncomfortability. Usually, it gets past that.
Summary of Emotions Implementing the Framework
All participants discussed the wide range of emotions they felt throughout the
implementation stages. Harley summarized:
When you really want to dedicate to something, there is a lot of emotions. That
rollercoaster of emotions [includes] excitement, negative feeling trying to figure out what
needs to work on, what the team wants to focus on, trying to figure out solution kit, scope
& sequence, figure out the balance . . . there have been differences. It can be good
differences, but sometimes there can be differences & disagreement . . . Probably know,
there will be conflict which can be a good thing because you are moving and grooving
after that.
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Harley recommended that new teams reflect on their emotions. He has felt and seen
feelings that range from excited to whoa: “Push through that . . . it’s getting through the
discomfort and uncomfortability. Usually, it’s gets past that.”
Programs indicating a need for support. Feelings expressed throughout the interviews
included 58 unpleasant emotions such as confusion, scared, whoa, and struggle to 108 pleasant
emotions such as relief, gratitude, positivity, and empowerment. Bailey's emotion was
appreciation. Educators “felt appreciation for their colleagues and the work that they do, and the
expectations of what would be coming”. Bailey added educators “felt empowered to know that
there was a common language . . . common strategies that would be shared not only by our
preschool team but by our childcare program and ECSE (early childhood special education).”
Norma’s emotion was confidence or security in their progress: “a real key area our
program has really seen growth in teachers and assistants how to appropriately teach those skills
and not just assume that children know them.” Aine indicated the emotion of joy with specific
examples of calming strategies such as the calming corner, smelling the flower, or blowing out
the candle that the teachers use in the classroom: “You’ve got a one-year-old taking a deep
breath, and it’s a beautiful thing.”
Quinn indicated a history of working with other programs and noticed that when
educators move through the challenging feelings of dread, nervousness, guessing, blaming, and
shaming and begin to operate with “patience and content.” Norma summarized, “it’s all about
growth and not expecting it to be perfect.” After an emotional journey, Cameron described
emotions of implementation as “it’s like a lightbulb.” One day while implementing the Pyramid
Model framework:
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the child is able to be successful and build relationships with their peers and interact. Or
when you see them use a strategy like “the eagle” when someone knocks down their
tower instead of pushing the other student down. That’s amazing.
Cameron recommended that the best procedure teams could implement would be to “observe
kindness.“
Teams indicating confidence in practices. Feelings interwoven throughout the
interviews included 11 unpleasant emotions such as feeling overwhelmed, uncertain,
disappointed, uncomfortable and 31 pleasant emotions such as fun, relief, pride, trust, and
passion. Adrian described the overall emotion as focused. The framework is “woven into what
we do.” Brenda, Michelle, Adrian, and Kendall agreed that overall early childhood educators are
in the field to improve, make a difference, and “do great things in early childhood.” Kendall
discussed normalizing overwhelming emotions that happen with change: “Don’t try to force it.
Let it fall into place the way it’s supposed to.” Jessica, Adrian, and Brenda reflected: “there is a
reason it’s a five-year implementation.” Brenda’s concluded with “it is still hard to implement
but well worth it.”
RQ2: Policies, Procedures, and Interactions that Impact Stress
All participants agreed there was a significant need to implement a program or
framework to decrease challenging behaviors in their early childhood programs. Once the
training began, emotions shifted from excitement to stress, anxiousness, fear, frustration, and
uncertainty. While participants expressed that many of their co-workers were in various stages
of the emotional journey to implementation, all participants agreed the journey was worth the
work. When the framework practices became “business as usual,” participants described feeling
and seeing pride, satisfaction, content, balance, and gratitude in themselves and their co-workers.
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Norma offered concluding thoughts: “I think that the emphasis on teaching in a developmentally
appropriate way. Social and emotional skills are huge.” Norma further explained that based on
the educators' low TPOT scores in the areas of teaching social-emotional skills, “that is an area
that everyone could benefit [from] getting more skills and training in how to approach that in the
classroom.” Michelle summarized, “Like early childhood is a field that always wants to improve
and get better for kids.” However, participants indicated that some program procedures, policies,
and interactions impacted the implementation, emotions, and ability to manage stress.
Pyramid Model Interactions that Impacted Stress
Buy-in a five-year commitment. The leaders described the commitment required in
Minnesota. Implementing the Pyramid Model with the Minnesota Centers for Excellence (MN
Coe) guidance included a five-year commitment with a contract, a yearly stipend, technical
support, external coaching, and tiers of professional development. Prior to completing the
competitive application, a professional development facilitator from MN Coe guides teams
through a Hexagon Tool (2018). The educational team decides if the framework fits the program
in this exploration stage. Harley reflected that the five-year commitment brought out some
feelings of excitement and hope in some educators and worry and fear in other educators: “If you
are not ready, that is ok. Sometimes [teams are] not ready. Wait a little while until you think
you need it.” Harley continued to clarify that the Hexagon Tool (2018) guides the team to
determine if the programs are ready to move forward or if the team should wait until they are
ready:
One district went through the hexagon tool [to determine consensus] and decided they
were not ready. And then did it again and decided they were ready the next year. But
they decided to start when they were ready . . . there has to be a commitment, at least
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with MN Coe, which is why they have the hexagon tool. Are you ready? It’s not just
there is a scariness to it. If you are not ready, that is ok.
Buy-in for teams indicating a need for support. The teams that indicated needing
support to continue growth circled back to buy-in 24 times during the interviews. Aine and
Bailey from the same program recounted their experience with buy-in as a “good way to avoid
some barriers.” The leaders indicated they spent a year with buy-in conversations and education
around the framework before “we ever made to ask” to commit to the innovation. Aine indicated
that the coordinator had previous experience with the Pyramid Model. “She knew that buy-in
was a big thing.” Aine indicated that the coordinator believed the program needed 100% buy-in
to avoid barriers. The leader “felt” the team responded positively to the buy-in strategies.
Administrative buy-in. Harley, Quinn, and Norma further discussed a buy-in at the
educator versus the administrative level. Norma indicated that buy-in triggered stress in the
staff:
I also think that a lot of times, the big decisions and things like getting a chance to
observe are happening by administration. And I think they should be happening by the
teachers because they are the ones that need have buy-in. Yes, the administration has to
have buy-in as well. I think that the teachers need to have buy-in. Because admin just
coming back and saying, oh ya, we saw this great model at [another district], and we
should do [it]. This is too hard for some teachers to hear, especially when they aren’t the
ones getting to see that.
Norma described an opportunity to reduce stress and build buy-in before agreeing to the
implementation. When Norma’s team was struggling, a few team members had the opportunity
to observe:
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some other programs that are implementing the Pyramid Model to get a realistic picture
of what it is. We had the opportunity to see, partway through when we had already
started the Pyramid Model, to observe [another district] because we were looking for
some ideas for one area of our action plans and BOQs that we were having a hard time
with. And our external coach recommended going and observing them because they
were doing a really good job in whatever area it was. And so, then we were able to ask
them questions and interview the teachers and the assistants and just see what they were
doing in practice. And that was really neat. There were only a couple of us that had the
opportunity to do that. But I think if more of the teachers could do that, that would be
great.
Buy-in from teams indicating confidence in practices. Kendall and Adrian from the
same program noted that buy-in was an essential procedure to reduce stress in the system.
Kendall briefly mentioned that it was a team decision to move forward. Kendall and Adrian
recounted that they did not have 100% buy-in. Kendal indicated a wide variety of reactions from
the staff: “Some super excited. The middle ground people who were like, OK, I can see this will
be good. And we had a couple people that were not necessarily resistant like I am not doing it.”
Adrian added, “anything new is a little bit of a barrier when you do something for so
many years. When you have a solid staff that has been around for a while and doing the same
thing the same way.” Kendall recounted, “one person couldn’t step back and think that this was
a process. She felt that we had to have all of this information and everything situated and then
implement. So, getting people to understand that it’s a process was a challenge but not totally
negative about it.”
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They further noted that “everyone does not show the same passion for the process.” This
team clarified that it was essential not to “dismiss” team members' feelings. However, it is also
crucial to invest in growth and not dwell or expend too much energy on negativity or people who
did not buy into the framework. Adrian stated that the “chances are that a higher percentage are
on board.” Kendall echoed the importance to expend energy on “demonstrating and modeling
the passion for the implementation.”
Collaboration as an Interaction to Ease Stress
Teams discussed collaboration as all teams and departments working together to build
success. Harley, Bailey, and Kendall expressly indicated that internal collaboration needs to
include an inclusive program representation. Value increases when implementation teams
include new and veteran staff, coaches (internal, external, and behavioral), data managers,
similar style teachers, unique style teachers, early childhood special education staff, program
assistants, outside providers, and administrators. Kendall added that everyone needs to feel
heard:
My brain isn’t there on a regular basis. So, I am not going to purposely forget them on
something. But I will easily do that if they are not represented. Have them at the table.
Collaboration for teams indicating a need for support. Teams that indicated a need
for further support suggested that collaboration within teams aligned with growth and feelings of
success. Bailey indicated that the framework created a system and interactions that have made
their team “wonderful, collaborate, and partners in the whole process.”

Bailey added to the

importance of collaboration:
I feel like it would be important to say use your resources, both internal and external.
Partner openly with your colleagues . . . I don’t need to know it all because there are
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people like your co-worker that know a whole lot about children’s behaviors. Be willing
to rethink how you might do something.
Participants recommended the value of open dialogue and communication. Quinn indicated that
a strategy to reduce stress included:
a really strong communication loop. How it’s going with staff, coaching, collecting data,
training. You need to have a way to collect data from staff and push out information to
staff on what’s happening. I see so many people trip up because they forgot to tell key
stakeholders that we are doing this or that we want to do this . . . Maybe they weren’t
transparent on decisions. So, communication is huge, and figure [that out] out sooner
than later. And it will resolve so many potential problems.
Norma discussed the benefit of collaboration for the educators and the children:
finding a way to realize that it’s going to be a benefit to your team. If you all pitch in and
are on board with it together and go into it with a positive attitude and that there will be
some challenging times and challenging conversations. But that’s ok that there will be
those ups and downs in teaching in general.
Norma expressed relief about her team’s ability to collaborate:
We could read each other and kind of knew. This is maybe what you should do with the
class, or here is how we are going to handle the behavior without having to have much
communication. So, that was really helpful and a relief knowing you had team members
you could count on.
Norma provided a specific example that appeared to reduce stress:
[I] encourage my coachees to observe more of each other; I have offered to come in and
sub for them for 20 minutes so they could go see another teacher at circle time. And how
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they are teaching the social skills or whatever it might be. Because I have the
opportunity to go in and see a lot of great things happening, and I can tell them that and
try to explain the examples, but . . . I want you to be able to see as well. Especially if
they say, oh, I am really struggling to teach this in the classroom. And then I can say I
know Annette is doing a fabulous job at doing the exact same thing. She was just
working on that as a goal we could ask and see if you could go in and observe or just take
some time and ask her about [it] . . . I think that [it] is really powerful observing other
people.
Bailey detailed a handbook of policies and procedures that appeared to reduce stress in families
and staff:
A behavior guidance policy . . . all of our preschool parents receive that handbook with . .
. specific examples of how we might work with redirection and so forth … the kinds of
policies include parent communication, who, who is, what does that look like, how do we
interface with parents, [and] staff communication. Among the staff, who needs to know?
What are those boundaries? Specifically for parents, how are we going to redirect
children? Because we are not going to discharge children from programming. So how
are we going to work with that so parents have a sense of how that will happen.
External collaboration. The affiliation with the MN Coe includes layers of external
collaboration. Bailey recommended, “use your resources both internal and external partner(s).”
Norma reflected on the external coaches' ability to pinpoint what teams are doing well and areas
needing extra attention. Norma further recommended asking questions. The external coach is a
partner to the team. The collaboration allows educators to ask for help when “we don’t quite
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understand what that means.” Norma indicated that the involvement of the external coach
lessened the stress on the team:
I think it was the most helpful to have our external coach lead and support that process
because she was able to point out things that we didn’t notice and say, well, actually, you
guys are doing better than you think in this area because of this . . . and having that
outside perspective.
Collaboration in teams indicating exemplary practices. Teams indicating confidence
in practices also noted the importance of collaboration. Kendall expressed the need for an
implementation team with a strong representation of key stakeholder groups in the entire
program. Past initiatives included implementation teams that only consisted of teachers.
Michelle discussed the importance of honesty in the team and “willing to try something
new . . . it was for the kids and the program. It’s not about us.” Michelle continued with, “we
are a good team. There was no, well, my team is better than yours.” Quinn corroborated that
relief comes with the predictability of the process and the teams. “When it becomes more
predictable . . . [teams] settle in and become more comfortable and open to the possibility.”
Coaching as Procedures and Interactions that Increase Stress
The participants described the coaching expectation as observing the classroom,
reflecting on goals, data, problem-solving, and creating action plans to strengthen the practices
within the framework tiers. Whether the team indicated confidences in practices or indicated a
need for support, each team of coaches and administrators described coaching as an emotionally
uncomfortable and stressful yet essential component to success. Coaches described observations
that lasted from a few minutes to a couple of hours. Coaches included peer educators,
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administrators, and external facilitators. Regardless of the title of the coach, educators initially
felt judged and indicated that observations were uncomfortable and stressful.
Coaching in teams indicating confidence in practices. In Adrian's perspective,
coaches helped educators work through the feelings of being judged and evaluated, so they could
focus on reflection and critical thinking. The participant described coaching as a vulnerable
experience for educators. Kendall recommended taking “care in matching the coach to the
coachee. Consider schedules, dynamics, and personalities as much as you can to take care not to
just assign.” Quinn further indicated that when coaching becomes predictable, staff “settle in
and become more comfortable and open to the possibility.”
Michelle shared the team's reaction to coaching:
Sometimes we rolled our eyes. Because sometimes, when it was the very experienced
teacher that has a lot of tools in her toolbox already but, she was always willing to try
something new. Where our new teacher, she wanted to roll with any idea.
Coaching with teams indicating a need for support. Harley indicated that coaching
includes a “big range, ya” of expectations and emotions. Specific expectations included gently
pointing out discrepancies in the teaching strategies of their friends and coworkers. Harley
stated that “when you are coached, know there are teachers that feel uncomfortable.” As
coaches, both Norma and Harley pointed out the need to create an emotionally safe place for
coaching. The intent of coaching is growth and not evaluation. As a fellow classroom teacher,
Norma attempted to reassure her peers: “I wasn’t administration coming in as a coach because
then there was never that feeling of is my job on the line with this.”
Norma stated that coaches attend more training than other participants. She explained in
the additional training, “you learn a lot more about Pyramid Model as a whole and . . . the overall
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goal of the Pyramid Model.” Aine felt that coaching included “telling people to do things that
they don’t know anything about.” Aine referred to the frustration of a fellow teacher:
[a] very type A and organized [educator] . . . she has only had tier one training and then
she had her first coaches meeting. And the woman that is coaching said, let’s do action
plans, and she has no idea what an action plan is. So, all of this is really backwards. And
this is where we are going to lose buy-in with the process. So, we can go in and say, let’s
create action plans when we have only had tier one training; You know nothing.
Norma further explained that coaches point out what may be missing in the practices:
I did action planning as what the team wanted as the goal. What is something you feel
like you really want to work on? Because I thought they were more likely to implement
their goal and were invested in it. And so, I tried to help them see some different areas
and give some options of ideas they might think of as action plans.
To celebrate and inspire success, Aine described creating binders of data and a “wall of fame”
for goals and current data to assist her coaching team to achieve fidelity. Aine also added it was
a “wall of fame” that educators never reviewed.
Coaches attempted to recognize the gaps and facilitate expanding the coachee knowledge.
Norma expanded, “I still think some of our preschool teachers just don’t understand.” Norma
and Harley described feelings of frustration with coaching responsibilities. They recounted that
it was challenging to watch peers struggle in the classroom. Norma reported, "people weren't
understanding how valuable they [practices] could be." Harley described an educator who
expressed frustration with a child when the data from the tools indicated the deficit was from the
educators lacking tier-one practices in the classroom. “Sometimes you see a kid, and it’s not like
it’s the kid. It’s tier one stuff that has been trained, and there is still training that needs to be
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done . . . almost a hopeless feeling.” Regardless of the feelings, Norma reflected on the need for
coaching to build and maintain the new skills:
I think if they [educators] just went to training and were told ok, start doing some of this
stuff. They might get some fun ideas, some new ideas of how to talk about socialemotional issues and challenging behaviors. But I don’t think a lot of the other principles
would have happened without intentional action plans and coaching.
Coaching discrepancies. Norma, Quinn, and Harley discussed coaching without an
implementation plan. Norma felt the differences between coaches increased the stress level of
the educators. “The other coach in our program and I did action planning very differently. We
had a different interpretation of how coaching was supposed to be and to look . . . at times, we
overlapped with our coaches.” Aine voiced, “so, now I am on a team being coached and
coaching other teams. And then I am on a team that is being coached by someone that I coached
last year. It’s all real weird.”
Care for the coach. Interview participants recognized the stress placed on the classroom
staff during observations and coaching sessions. However, there were notations of considerable
stress on the coach's side. Prior to training, many coaches were fellow classroom teachers. One
day they are a peer and next day they are “observing” their co-workers. Norma detailed:
The administrator approached me and asked if I would be interested in being a coach.
And I didn’t really know what that meant other than supporting other teachers. . . . Going
to the implementation trainings, I remember thinking, oh my, what have we gotten
ourselves into! It’s so much!
Aine added:
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Here we go again was my initial attitude. I think it was a little overwhelming. Because
oh, you are going to be a coach and start coaching, but you have had no coaching
training. So, you are kind of like, what does this mean? I have no idea. I mean, I can
talk to people all day. That is what I do with parents is facilitate. I think, for me, it was a
little easier; I can work on the fly. But a lot of people were like, you can’t tell me to
coach and not tell me what that means and train me a little bit.
Norma indicated stress as a coach, “I was talking about it [practices] and supporting the
classrooms, and then they were like you don’t understand like you are not actually doing them in
the classroom.” As a co-worker, a coach has different training and status. Norma now had
different training than her peers and often heard negative feedback about the process:
It [coaching] was really challenging. And the preschool teachers don’t go to TPOT
training and don’t go to the BIRs training. They didn’t have the same training and the
same understanding and appreciation for what the BIRs could look like. So, people
weren’t understanding how valuable they could be. Where it was like, I was trying to
explain that we are really going to see some benefit . . . It took a very long time to get to.
A lot of our preschool teachers just were not on board . . . there was a lot of push back.
Professional Development as Procedures to Increase Stress
Teams discussed attending and implementing the training 54 times throughout the
interviews. The participant discussed the variety of professional development opportunities with
the Pyramid Model framework. Participants reflected on the importance of professional
development as an essential piece to implementing the practices in the classroom. Norma
pointed out a common barrier:
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[A] barrier is when the training take place. Like usually, the first training tier one is right
away in September. So being pulled out of the classroom so quickly at the beginning of
the year is so tough. And finding subs to take that many teachers and assistants out.
Especially when you are wanting to train classroom teams together, which is great, but it
would make more sense if it was when there wasn’t school in session, so you are not
trying to find coverage for a full classroom at the beginning of the year.
Bailey echoed the frustration, “trying to figure out who’s where, who’s subbing, who’s in this
position, which positions are open. When there are limited substitutes, it is a challenge to decide
between finding substitutes, canceling class, or staggering training.”
Training in teams indicating a need for support. The participants discussed the many
types and tiers of professional development provided to implement the Pyramid Model
framework. After reflecting on the struggles, Norma stated:
All of the preschool teachers and assistants, when they went to their first trainings, were
so overwhelmed. I feel now that everyone should go to coaching training and TPOT
training because I think you learn a lot more about Pyramid Model as a whole. And that
it’s a lot easier to understand the overall goal of the Pyramid Model. Because I still think
some of our preschool teachers just don’t understand everything.
Multi-year start date. In both teams indicating a need for additional support, staff
attended the initial training for the framework in different years. Norma expressed that
staggering training caused stress within the system and created a barrier to implementation:
I think not having everyone trained at one time. I understand the tiered model of training
small groups at a time. But in the beginning, it was really hard when a lot of our staff
didn’t understand the language we were talking about. We only started with two
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classrooms that were trained the first year. And so, the assistants who bounce back and
forth between different teachers . . . were like which classroom am I in? Who am I doing
a goal for? It was a little confusing, and everyone else kind of felt left out a little bit.
They knew they were going to be trained and go through training eventually. It was just
tricky at the beginning.
Aine also discussed staff attending the initial training in different years:
I think our first-year teams, because we had the buy-in, were excited. And I sat with the
team that first year. We only had one team that all went through training together. So
that was great. And then I think people talk. So that people being trained year two, the
next year when the next team was going to get trained, everyone was like ugh! Because
people talk about it being a lot. So, they have the perception that it is a lot.
In one program, the leader indicated the staff had positive emotions about training
together. The staff contradicted, stating they were frustrated with staggered multi-year training.
Quinn discussed the importance of a leader understanding and remaining persistent with training.
“You can’t make assumptions that staff know how to do it or remember how to do it from year to
year or remember to do it. So, refresher trainings are really important.”
Training and teams indicating confidence in practices. Kendall's entire program
trained together within the same year: “Everyone was new, so it wasn’t like some were schooled,
and we were schooling the others. Our team just jumped in at one time, which is different than
some of the other things we have done with starting a new program.” Michelle’s team
completed the stages of training together. Michelle stated that the training made sense but was
overwhelming to move from training to practice. As a united team, Michelle stated, “I feel we
have improved every year after that, just getting it to flow more smoothly.”
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Paraprofessional involvement. According to Bailey, the Pyramid Model is about
changing what is not working, such as ongoing training for educators who do not have preservice
training or education. Adrian indicated:
Having program assistants involved in the process is new. It always seems like PD
(professional development) is only for the teachers, and then they go back to the
classroom. Pyramid Model is for everyone.
Adrian stated that “program assistants didn’t realize how much they were going to be
included and not that anyone feels angry but surprised we are a part of this.” Norma indicated,
“then we had some classrooms where some of the assistants were really strong in helping out,
supporting, and collecting data, and others it was non-existent. They didn’t understand it.”
Michelle acknowledged the system needs to support the process for paraprofessionals: “Getting
the paras onboard . . . they [assistants] are not there [at school] when we [teachers] are meeting
as a team because they are already gone [home]. When we are meeting to build the strength in
them too.”
Data Analysis as Procedures to Create Stress, Relief, and Celebration
The participants discussed data 54 times during the interviews. Quinn expressed a need
in the early childhood system: “data, data, data. That’s a system; whatever it looks like . . . you
need to have some sort of data at the program level, classroom level, and individual child level to
help you make decisions.”
Aine expressed that she “bought into it [data] really fast . . . not everyone felt the same
way.” Kendall indicated that “experienced teachers and program assistants [struggled] trying
something new.” Bailey felt that early childhood special education teachers quickly
implemented data procedures “in the world of ECSE (early childhood special education), data is
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how the work is done.” General education teachers and assistants were “less easily convinced.”
Bailey clarified that special education revolves around data-based goals and the world of early
childhood: “It’s about best practices, and we [preschool teachers] never look at data.” Quinn
stated that teams “need to spend just as much time and effort in supporting staff [on] how to look
at the data and use the data as we do in collecting the data.” Quinn further cautioned, do not let
that “beautiful workbook sit on the shelf. Create a plan.”
System-Level Data as Procedures that Empowered Teams
The participants described the Benchmarks of Quality (BOQs) as a system-level review
of quality indicators. Educators described the physical process of completing the BOQs as a
“time suck” or the two meetings a year they “dread” because it is a “repetitive process.”
Cameron indicated that there are “a lot of them, and in the beginning, they are overwhelming and
difficult to remember.”
Once completed, Harley stated, “I don’t know why I almost have a little more
appreciation for them . . . and I appreciate what they offer.” Bailey also conveyed appreciation
for the benchmarks: “It provides valuable data, and they can take a look at that data. So, I find it
very valuable, and my emotion around that is one of empowerment. Bailey further
acknowledged powerful words educators express to her towards data, “empowering, gratitude
. . . anticipation . . . and pride.” Michelle felt the BOQs created an open and honest dialogue.
Harley appreciated the “look, think, [and] act process” to investigate data. The process helps get
the data “organized, themes are taken, and action established.”
Cameron reflected that there are a lot of elements with “a lot of different ways” to meet
fidelity. Overall, all teams indicated that the process includes critical elements of a successful
system. Quinn indicated that the BOQs “critically look at the progress.” Bailey expanded:
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So, BOQ has been an important way for us to think about prioritizing the action steps that
we need to take as a team. There’s a lot of education across the programs about what was
already happening. And sometimes, what teachers didn’t see and what teachers didn’t
know. So, administrators are able to educate around that (BOQs). And teachers and
assistants are able to educate us on the day-to-day. In the classroom, this is what it looks
like, real-time experiences. BOQs have been very valuable for our team in talking about
how to create action steps and who is responsible, and should we have sub-groups that
take a deeper dive and report back to the group. I think it has enhanced our
communication around children and, in particular, children with challenging behavior.
Harley stated that the BOQ process guides teams: “Let’s work on system-level stuff.” Norma
discussed the program-wide changes programs could create in the early childhood system:
I think the BOQs [BOQ] were one of the big aspects of pushing our team to making large
program-level changes . . . we are going to really make some internal changes so that can
impact our team and program . . . It was like, wow, we are doing better than we expected.
And we are seeing progress over several years.
Bailey further felt the BOQ process was:
empowering. [Staff expressed] gratitude about how hard people have already worked
and the things they have already done to support children and each other. Feeling of
anticipation about what can we do next, how can we support children and families next –
pride in that work about what is going to happen next.
Quinn interpreted the BOQs as a “roadmap to implementation and . . . to sustainability. And the
more time and effort we put into this now at the beginning of the process [with] these critical
elements [the better the] sustainability plan for critical elements.”
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Child-Level Data as Procedures that Increased Stress
The participants described the Behavior Incident Report (BIRs) process as documenting
each behavior, the location of the behavior, and potential motivation for the behavior. Educators
then input the information into a software system. Each participant initially sighed, laughed, or
straightened their posture when reflecting on the initial use of the BIRs system in the classroom.
Each team indicated that the “simple process” of collecting the data created initial concern and
stress. When documenting BIRs, Cameron stated that each incident may only take a minute, but
“it takes a staff away from the class.” Michelle agreed that collecting could be frustrating.
Teams need to make the collection their own and “have to find your niche for what works for
yourself as a teacher. Because one person might want to do a written one [and] one might put on
a post-it note. We were all fine with however it worked for you.”
BIRs from a coach's point of view. Quinn and Harley shared their extreme interactions
with educators and the BIRs. The coaches reported the BIRs are “the toughest sell . . . there is
pushback . . . a little bit overwhelming . . . and [educators worry] it would reflect poorly on them.
The coaches further clarified that educators reported the BIRs become “one of the biggest things
they [educators] love . . . [ and have] the most impact on challenging behaviors and socialemotional skill development.” Participants indicated that the BIRs require trust, training, and
time for the process.
BIRs for teams indicating a need for support. Quinn recounted educators reporting
feelings of “embarrassment . . . fear, scared they are being judged . . . fearful if they did all of the
BIRs, it [data] would reflect poorly.” In early childhood, Harley reflected that the expectation
for educator includes collecting the data, interpreting the data, and connecting the data to
instruction. “But, sometimes, we are just trying to figure out how to collect and connect.”
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Quinn cautioned that frustration stalls the practice when teams spend “too much time on the
collection and not enough on the use.” Cameron reflected on the need for time to work through
the process: “at first, [it was] scary, new, hard, [and] felt like it would take forever.” In a
coaching session, Aine learned the frustrations of a new teacher:
the implementation team has told her [new teacher] that you have to start BIRs. But what
the hell is BIRing. I am just trying to acclimate with an established team of three, and I
am the new one just trying to learn routines and all of that stuff.
Bailey articulated that the source of frustration with data collection may circle back to a
lack of preservice training and an understanding of how to use the data. Bailey further clarified
that while licensed early childhood special education teachers often use data to monitor special
education services, unlicensed early childhood education teachers likely lack the training,
knowledge, and data analysis skills.
When the system starts working. Quinn further indicated that leadership teams must
build a “level of trust” and create an environment where data “is not personal and we are all here
to support each other.” Norma expanded, “once we figured out a workable way to do it, it was
really beneficial.” Harley added the data helps to tell the story of the system: “When they work,
they work, and I appreciate what they offer.”
Norma described that she “was able to pull up the graphs and know the type of
information we were going to be able to get and how helpful it is going to be. Harley spoke
about the value in time devoted to the process to the data discovery, “oh, this is what we are
focusing in on.” Cameron elaborated:
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reviewing the data is interesting when you are collecting it [data], it doesn’t always
connect. . . . I like to enter it [into the software system] because it does a little tally in my
head. Oh boy, there were a lot of things; how should we be looking at this differently.
Cameron added, “once we started using [data], it was like a lightbulb.” Harley expanded that it
is “fun to problem solve.” Bailey added, “there is this embracing, and positive emotions around
. . . teams see how impactful the experiences are when they see something work.”
Teams indicating confidence in practices. Programs that felt confident in their
implementation of the framework reflected on the mindset of educators and leaders. Kendall
indicated the importance of a mindset shift to reduce the stress for the new process. This team
discussed:
Let teachers know they aren’t doing something wrong because you have this many BIRs.
We do have some teachers that think I am not going to do them because I don’t want you
to think that I have problems in my classroom, so I am not going to do it. So, there is a
little bit of a mindset that we have to carefully work around. It’s not about the teachers.
It’s about the children. It’s about helping the children work through these challenging
behaviors. It’s the feel of the environment.
Adrian and Kendall, educators from the same program, recounted the data provides “a lot to talk
about.” Adrian discussed the passion of collaboration of “groups working together and
problem-solving.” Michelle added the “data opened up dialogue.” Kendall reflected that the
BIRs transition from a system the caused stress to a system that created relief:
It’s been exciting to see from when we started the beginning to the end of the year. It
took almost the entire first year where all of the sudden our reflection meetings were just
going really awesome. So, it was fun to see that progression from the start when
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everyone was very overwhelmed, and we were all new . . . Everyone thinks in the terms
of Pyramid Model. It’s not forced. It’s become the norm. It’s exciting.
Michelle indicated that the data offered an opportunity for “self-reflection for the teacher
as [to] what can I do to help the behaviors.” Michelle discussed the positive change in
conversations with parents: “it was really nice to show parents [the graphs] at conferences . . . to
also problem-solve the oh this is happening at transition or circle time.” Brenda noted a
significant positive “change in our program when we got others [family] involved.”
The “one big game changer.” Each team agreed that data was the most challenging and
enriching part of the process. The coaches inferred educators felt that collecting and reviewing
the BIRs “had the most impact on challenging behaviors and social-emotional skill
development.” Quinn and Harley specified the plan, do, study, act process as a process to review
data, debriefing on strategic questions, and creating action plans. Quinn discussed data as the
“one big game changer.”
When they successfully get to the plan, do, study, [and] act part of the process and there
is data involved, I see a lot of excitement generated around the process. This works! If
we stay focused on an action plan and really delineate the action steps, we can have a lot
of success. And then I see the pride and excitement. They love it when they get to share,
you know, the final product with the higher-ups or the rest of the staff and the staff goes:
this is so helpful. Pride that they were part of this process.
Educator-Level Procedure that Elevated Stress
While the researcher did not specifically inquire about the TPOT observation,
participants indicated the intensity of TPOT caused worry and stress. Quinn indicated that
educators felt the TPOT was an evaluation. Harley enunciated:
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There’s training. And then there is practice and the TPOT. And the TPOT is like, whoa.
Oh, I understand . . . the TPOT is probably the most uncomfortable part of it [Pyramid
Model]. What! You are evaluating me! What are you doing in here [in the classroom]?
Kendall recounted attending the TPOT training unprepared for the unexpected feelings. Kendall
cautioned:
[When attending training] expect to feel overwhelmed. Even [during] the TPOT training,
you will end the training and feel overwhelmed, and that is normal. Just remember, when
you do the TPOT, [your Professional Development Facilitator] will be sitting right next
to you. Expect to feel overwhelmed by all of the information. But then honor the
process and let the process happen and don’t try to force it; let it fall into place the way
it’s supposed to.
Norma recounted the uneasy and anxious feelings of her peers: “Some people are like, I
have to be a straight-A student. If we are not getting those results, then people were worried
about that.” Brenda initially expressed worry about her scores and added that this process may
take a year or more to reach fidelity.
Organizational Level Interactions that Impacted Stress
Participants discussed their perception of organizational-level barriers to implementing
the Pyramid Model such as lack of staffing, turnover, leadership, and Covid. While not directly
related to the Pyramid Model framework, the barriers created additional stress for the educators
and impeded the implementation process.
Onboarding and elevated stress. Norma asked her early childhood coordinator, “so did
the new teacher know that we were doing the Pyramid Model and would be onboarding this in
their teaching when they were hired? And she was like, I don’t know. I don’t think that ever
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came up.” Norma stressed that when hiring inexperienced or new staff, the educator is likely
unfamiliar with implementing the Pyramid:
Being coached and being observed twice a month. That’s a big deal for people having
somebody in observing your teaching twice a month all year. As a new team, as a new
part of a program, it’s important to know that coming into the job.
Adrian and Brenda agreed with a need for time to onboard new staff. Brenda noted, “the new
staff was having a difficult time understanding that Pyramid Model is more of a framework and
not a curriculum. They struggle with understanding there isn't a curriculum for the Pyramid
Model.”
Michelle pointed out that onboarding using the Pyramid Model framework builds “a team
approach [to] work together. It helped the new person fit in and know the program and how to
run it.” Quinn elaborated that onboarding is essential because it is easy to:
forget to mention to staff this is the way we do things. We really value social-emotional
development and decreasing challenging behaviors. We practice Pyramid Model
practices. If you don’t use those words with staff and keep promoting it with new staff
and new families, it becomes something that we did five years ago and don’t do anymore.
Lack of staff and turnover increased stress. Michelle, Brenda, and Jordan discussed in
general, they have a “lack of staff [in a] small program.” Aine added:
I would say we can’t even staff what we have. Assistants are the biggest thing. We don’t
have enough assistants. We want a second and third assistant in this class. But we don’t
even have a first in that class. We don’t have subs [substitutes]. And our district won’t
put us on AESOP [automated software to hire substitutes] like the K-12 subs because we
won’t pay a half or full day; we only pay 2.15 hours for a mixed-age class. And that has
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to be resolved. So, all of our subs go to K-12, and I don’t blame them; I would too,
100%. But we are also not paying. So, if we are not competitive? We have districts
around us that are paying one to two more dollars an hour; that’s a problem
Turnover combined with a lack of staff revealed a significant barrier in implementing the
framework into the system. Quinn commented on “so much staff turnover. When [educators]
reach fidelity, they leave the early childhood classroom.” Aine gave further details of the
frustration with staff turnover:
I think that is another frustration. I was told that the team here was at fidelity and that we
were done. And then all of the sudden, I was told that no, they have a new team member
so, they start all over. And I was like what! Then we should have started over last year
because there was a brand-new early childhood teacher with the other three, but we didn’t
start over last year. Now one of my other teams has a new assistant. Are we starting
over? There are definitely some communication issues.
Bailey added on:
Budgetarily, that [training] ate up grant dollars. Now, [we have] staff turnover . . . we
think about onboarding someone and then they are gone, and that training done. So, what
do we do with that?
Aine echoed frustration with a lack of staffing and turnover:
We have a staff that started in September, and she is already gone. She is making more
down the road. It’s not Pyramid related, but it affects Pyramid because we paid her to go
to the trainings and she’s out. And we are out those dollars.
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Quinn vented that it is “just frustrating when you might see the buy-in drift because of staff
turnover. Bailey conveyed frustration and specified turnover is “challenging when we think
about sustaining.”
Contracts create heightened emotions. Quinn visibly conveyed frustration with
“contract issues. There’s just a lot of barriers to try to figure out.” Bailey expanded on contract
issues a potential barrier:
Certainly, frustration around organizational conflict. Frustration typically lies with how
the [early childhood staff] contracts are awarded. They [early childhood staff] are
contracted differently for different groups: general education, special education,
childcare, and assistants. What does that mean for our time together? What does that
mean for our coaching? What does that mean with regards to our collaboration? And so,
there is frustration around contracts, around time, around subs.
Kendall added:
It might be a little barrier; – preschool staff are part of community education and then you
have early childhood special education that might be supervised by the elementary
principal so that might create some problems with implementation if things come up
creates interesting situations.
Leadership in Early Childhood
Acknowledge challenging work. Participants highlighted the need for leaders to
facilitate the process with respect and gratitude towards educators. Bailey stressed that leaders
must:
empower [and express] gratitude about how hard people have already worked and the
things they have already done to support children and each other. [Leaders must
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acknowledge the] feeling of anticipation about what can we do next, how can we support
children and families next, and pride in that work about what is going to happen next.
Leader shapes the program. Harley discussed the need for a leader and often circled
back to support the leadership team and the educators. Harley indicated that teams:
need the facilitator [or] leader to help push through. [I have] learned that through so
many different groups. The leader shapes the building or program. A teacher can
overcome a principal and have their own group. But I think if you have a leader that
knows how to steer the ship, it’s so much more impactful. But there are leaders that
don’t have time. It’s not about being a bad leader. It’s about having the time to lead.
For example, [Minnesota Department of Education uses] INSPIRE action [to highlight]
adaptive skills and technical skills [as key] leadership areas. A leader really needs to
have dedicated time to help the team through the process. If there isn’t a specific leader
or leader with time, it all stems down to uncertainty and unclarity. Things don’t move as
fast.
Bust down barriers. Harley indicated time as a barrier, “I think in certain districts time.
Just collaborative time together has been a tricky part.” Jordan echoed the sentiment: “Time to
get everything done that we need or want to get done. We have ideas but no time to continue to
work and implement it.” Harley indicated that to make changes in the structure, “a leader really
needs to have dedicated time to help the team through the process.” Michelle indicated feeling
supported by the administrator to implement the process. Michelle shared, “that self-assessment
that you give yourself (BOQ), our biggest barrier was getting our administrator to participate. . . .
She was a supporter but physically not at the meetings . . . that was our biggest barrier.” Quinn
added the leadership aides in the investment to have policies, procedures, and “systems that we
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know need to be in place to support the Pyramid Model. [Teams need] administrators to make
that happen and bust down barriers that might be in the way. That part is definitely more
challenging than the actual practices themselves.”
Defining leadership in early childhood. Participants discussed “wearing multiple hats.”
Staff roles included: regular education, special education, coach, leader, parent educator, and
coordinator. Many participants had multiple titles. Harley explained the difference and
importance of roles:
There is a difference between a teacher and a leader. A teacher wants to know strategies
and what can help me in the classroom. When you [a leader] step back and have to look
at systems and budgets. . . . I appreciate [leadership] more than in the past.
As a coach, Harley carefully worded, “there is only so much influence I can do . . . know your
role [and] influence on a team. It [implementation] depends how much the leader is in the
classroom or with the team.”
Coordinator versus a licensed administrator. Harley further described the leadership
practices in early childhood. An elementary principal or community education director may be
the oversight and administrator of the program. However, often an early childhood staff
member, not a licensed administrator, is leading the team as the coordinator:
You want to be a teacher, but you also have to be the coordinator. But you didn’t go to
school to be a coordinator. I didn’t know what to do. And with districts, we want you to
do [the] technical stuff, legally required, and state mandated. And get that stuff done.
[It’s] not like steering the ship like the vision and other things. So, if you don’t have
anyone, it’s not really getting done.
As a coordinator and not a licensed administrator, Brenda shared frustration that:
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sometimes I wish there was more of an outsider taking on internal coach. I am wearing
the hat as coordinator. But yet, I have staff that just sees me as another teacher and
doesn’t wat to hear what I have to say about her classroom. She doesn’t acknowledge
what is on her TPOT.
Brenda concurred that in “such a small program, it is overwhelming being on the leadership team
and completing everything else.” Brenda described the barrier of time in a small district, “we all
wear multiple hats in our program and often don't have time to complete everything. Jordan
concurred that it seems as if the “Pyramid Model often goes to the back burner.”
Leadership turnover. Quinn conveyed frustration with the lack of and turnover in early
childhood leadership. One team had:
four administrators in four years that they have been doing Pyramid Model. It’s like
starting over. It feels like Groundhog Day because by the time they get the new
administrator onboarded to what we are trying to accomplish, they leave, and it’s
someone new. And they don’t get anywhere. I feel like they [educators] are losing
interest.
Quinn further detailed the potential barrier to leadership, “a new administrator that doesn’t like
that policy that is going to go into the parent handbook start over on the policy with the new
administrator.”
Global Pandemic
While not related directly to the implementation of the framework, each participant
conveyed concern for the impact of Covid-19 on early childhood and Pyramid Model
implementation. Aine voiced concern that “kids were really dysregulated last year.” Quinn
indicated, “this year challenging behaviors are through the roof kids at home not a lot of social
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interactions or structure, and then we want them to sit at circle time.” Aine agreed, “I think they
are all disorganized. And again, this is coming out because they are Covid babies . . . In the first
year of their life, they were completely isolated.
Quinn felt Covid-19 contributed to an “increase in video games [and] changes in society
contributing to behaviors in the classroom. Trauma kids are seeing and experiencing. And what
they are bringing into school, it’s heartbreaking.” Aine added on:
we understand that this is what is happening with these kids. They have been stuck at
home with people who are struggling. And then we throw them in the classroom and
expect them to know what to do, and they don’t. They are three . . . they are just all so
disorganized because parent mental health is such a huge thing. This is what I see.
Bailey indicated that “Covid is that huge hiccup.” Aine vented, “I feel like we are starting over
again now; no one can think about Pyramid. We are just trying to survive the year.” With
frustration, Aine added:
there are some days where I debrief with the early childhood teacher, and we are just like
blah! And we just have to leave because we can’t talk about it anymore. And we can’t
think about it and revisit it tomorrow. It’s so overwhelming … Again, I can blame so
much on Covid. What would we be like if we didn’t have Covid? At the state of
exhaustion always? Maybe it would look a little different? I think we are spinning our
wheels and trying to meet needs. And to be honest, today, all we are doing is providing
safety.
Harley discussed Covid: “I am not a leader, and I know that. I don’t know . . . right now
is a tricky time to be a leader. Everyone is struggling right now trying to implement everything,
including Pyramid Model. Opinions might lean negative.” Kendall said, “oh my gosh, what are
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we supposed to do with all of the requirements. And on top of it [Pyramid Model], there was
Covid.” Aine sadly stated, right now, “So, Pyramid, nobody cares because we are just trying to
keep feet on the floor.” Reflectively, Kendall wondered if Covid-19 has impacted the reaction of
educators. “On top of everything, we have Covid-19. It’s hard to know if they would have
reacted the same way.”
Overview of Policies, Procedures, and Interactions Impacting the Implementation
All participants discussed various aspects of early childhood programming and Pyramid
Model practices that increased the stress and frustration levels. The teams discussed that the
practices included learning new strategies and implementing skills that took time to process and
implement. Participants recounted frustrations from organizational aspect of programming such
as lack of staff, turnover, leadership, politics, and Covid as barriers to implementing the
framework. Quinn summarized, “the educators reflected positively on the practices.” Michelle
articulated, “early childhood is a field that always wants to improve and get better for the kids.”
Summary
This study aimed to explore the emotions of early childhood educators implementing the
Pyramid Model social-emotional framework. The study sought to uncover patterns of emotions
to increase the likelihood of implementation. Harley summarized, “when you really want to
dedicate to something, there is a lot of emotions that rollercoaster of emotions.”
Teams discussed unpleasant intense emotions such as stress, frustration, fearful, nervous,
and uneasy with the rising rate of challenging behaviors. The hope of a new framework to
decrease challenging behaviors brought out pleasant and intense emotions of excitement and
hope for a better future in the classroom.
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Acquiring new knowledge from intense professional development and attempting to learn
new skills such as coaching and data analysis uncovered a range of unpleasant and pleasant
emotions from disheartened, exhausted, depressed, hopeless, drained, and worried to focused,
motivated, happy, proud, confident, and appreciative. Quinn described the importance of the
new data-rich culture, “I think of the culture and the feeling in the culture in teams that are using
data to make decisions about behavior is calmer . . . more preventative and responsive versus
reactive.”
Organizational systems and procedures unrelated to the implementation of the Pyramid
Model such as lack of staff, turnover, leadership, and Covid impacted the emotions and stress of
the educators. Organizational barriers discussed included disheartened, hopeless, and uneasy
emotions. Teams wondered if emotions would have been heightened without Covid and
indicated “scrap Pyramid, we just need to survive.”
With a final question of anything else you would like to add, concluding comments from
the educators ranged from the framework is intentional to the framework is a “gift to the field.”
Kendall, Adrian, and Aine concluded, “it’s not one more thing. It’s not extra work or a checklist.
It is something that is . . . it’s part of our program.” Adrian concluded, “we are just getting better
at it, really focusing on the social-emotional instead of getting caught up in other things.”
Jennifer indicated grace and it takes time to implement. Brenda added, “baby steps.
They give you five years for a reason to get it all together.” Norma reflected that this framework
is about growth and not perfection. Brenda indicated, “it is still hard to implement but well
worth it.” Aine articulated:
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it gave it a little bit of a framework and some structure to what we first of all already
believe in. And we are already implementing in the [class]room. . . . I would work for
Pyramid at a different level because I really believe in it.
Cameron summarized her experience with the Pyramid Model: “day and night from the
beginning to the end because of the light switch. This works! This is going to work. There isn’t
a magic button or anything but trust that relationships work.” Cameron summed up her final
thought as “satisfaction.”
Quinn concluded, “this is a gift . . . people leave early childhood because of the
challenging behaviors. People leave because of the stress. It’s not an easy job. . . . if you
embrace it and trust the process, you are going to be way more happy in your job, and hopefully,
you will stick around because we need great teachers like you.
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Chapter Five: Discussion, Implementation, Recommendations
Overview of the Study
This qualitative study explored the emotions of early childhood educators implementing
the Pyramid Model social-emotional framework. The study sought to uncover patterns of
emotions to increase the likelihood of implementation. Understanding emotions will help
institutions create successful conditions to nurture teamwork, reflection, and successful
implementation (Hyson, 2019). Understanding the emotional patterns of educators
implementing the Pyramid Model framework will help predict the need for support for the
implementation process or predict potential barriers to limit or impede the innovation rate
(Hatfield et al., 1994; Rogers, 2003; Scott & McGuire, 2017). This study included semistructured interviews with 11 educators implementing the Pyramid Model framework for social
and emotional development. Due to the sensitivity of the interview questions, the researcher
removed identifying information, such as gender, job title, and district location. The researcher
assigned pseudonyms to participants.
Research Questions
RQ 1 What specific emotions do early childhood educators express as a result of
implementing the Pyramid Model?
Table 4 includes a summary of the emotions discussed throughout all interviews.
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Table 4
Frequency Count of Emotions
Emotions Indicated Throughout the Interviews
Team indicating
confidence
n
Unpleasant High Intensity: Scared,
7
apprehensive, tense, worried, embarrassed,
dread, anxious, nervous, shame,
uncomfortable, uneasy, unclear, apprehension,
stress, frustration, annoyed, impatient,
dismissive, judged
Unpleasant Low Intensity: Disappointed,
4
hopeless, defeated, discouraged, disengaged,
sad, depressed, down, despair, shame,
exhausted, blah, negative, shame, neutral, iffy,
negative
Pleasant High Intensity: Surprised,
27
motivated, empowered, happy, hope, trust, joy,
pride, excited
Pleasant Low Intensity: Content, ok, calm,
4
relaxed, balanced, open, love, secure, relief,
confident, satisfied, positive, competent,
grateful, appreciation, good

Team needing
support
n
34

24

43
65

RQ 2 When implementing the Pyramid Model framework, what specific procedures,
policies, and interactions do early childhood educators describe that impact their ability
to manage stress?
Table 5 includes a table of frequency of procedures, policies, and interactions discussed in the
interviews with the highest discrepancies between teams indicating confidence and teams
indicating a need for support that impacted the educators’ ability to manage stress.
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Table 5
Strategy Frequency Count
RQ2 When implementing the Pyramid Model framework, what specific procedures, policies, and
interactions do early childhood educators describe that impact their ability to manage stress?
Procedure/Process/Interaction
Buy-in
Coaching
Turnover
Leadership/Barriers
Covid

Teams indicating confidence
n
2
7
1
10
4

Teams indicating a need for support
n
25
65
11
61
15

Throughout the 11 interviews, educators described their emotional journey implementing
the Pyramid Model to reduce increasingly challenging behaviors. In the interviews, six themes
emerged:
a. Unpleasant and high-intensity emotions (i.e., stress, frustration)
b. Unpleasant and low-intensity emotions (i.e., disappointed, sad)
c. Pleasant and high-intensity emotions (i.e., exited, joy, hope)
d. Pleasant and low-intensity emotions (i.e., content, calm, secure)
e. Pyramid Model interactions that impact stress
f. Organizational interactions that impacted stress
The participants worked in various positions and districts, yet common areas of stress aligned
with specific framework practices and organizational capacity.
Conclusions
Conceptual framework. The findings in the study aligned with the themes supported by
the conceptual framework of Rogers’ (1962) diffusion of innovation theory. The theory
indicates that participants need to work through stages of adoption when implementing a new
initiative (LaMorte, 2019; Rogers, 1995). The stages of innovation extended into emotions and
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the expanding to include Hatfield et al. (1994) emotional contagion into the conceptual
framework. Understanding the emotions uncovered policies, procedures, and interactions
aligned with the framework practices and organizational capacity that increase stress and
potential barriers for implementing the Pyramid Model framework.
Diffusion of Innovation
The guiding theory of this study was the diffusion of innovation (1962). The findings
aligned with the theory and expanded to include the emotions of educators within the
implementation journey. Rogers’ (1962) social science theory indicated that adopting a new idea
does not just happen but spreads through a social system over time. For this study, the social
system included inter-related educators problem-solving for the common goal of reducing
challenging behaviors (LaMorte, 2019; Leif, 2016; Rogers, 1995).
Innovators are ready to buy-in, try, and take risks. Early adopters enjoy leading and
change because they understand the system needs change. The late majority are skeptical of
change and will try when other members of the system are successful. Laggards are
conservative, traditional, and skeptical of change. When asked how staff felt about the adoption
of an innovation, Kendall and Adrian summarized Rogers’ (1962) adopter categories (LaMorte,
2019; Leif, 2016; Rogers, 2003):
wide variety. Some super excited. The middle ground people who were like, " OK, I can
see this will be good. And we had a couple people that were not necessarily resistant,
like I am not doing this. One person couldn’t step back and think that this was a process.
She felt that we had to have all of this information, and everything situated and then
implement. So, getting people to understand that it’s a process was a challenge but not
totally negative about it.
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Rogers (2003) indicated that perceived needs, problems, and attitudes towards innovation
might impact an individual or system's choice to reject, adopt, or discontinue the innovation.
Buy-in. Aligned with the diffusion of innovation (1962), each participant stressed the
need for “buy-in” or the readiness for the program to start the implementation process. The
implementation of the framework is a team effort and process. Norma stressed the need for all
staff to understand that going into the process will be an emotional journey. The journey will be
less stressful if groups work as a team. Norma stated that buy-in includes:
finding a way to realize that it’s going to be a benefit to your team. If you all pitch in and
are on board with it together and go into it with a positive attitude and that there will be
some challenging times and challenging conversations. But that’s ok that there will be
those ups and downs in teaching in general.
All teams completed the Hexagon Exploration Tool (2019) to guide teams to determine
the readiness for a new implementation. Using 50 guiding questions, teams discuss and vote on
buy-in and readiness to implement a new framework. Ranking for each question ranges from
one (the team does not meet the capacity requirement) to a score of five, where the team
indicates capacity with a workforce, finances, technology, and administration support. The team
does not need a perfect score to move forward, indicating some team members may hold a
personal lack of readiness (Metz & Louson, 2019; Rogers, 1995).
Teams indicating confidence discussed buy-in twice with statements such as not dwelling
on educators with less passion for the process. Teams that indicated a need for support discussed
buy-in 25 times as a pitfall with statements such as a need for 100% buy-in and a worry for
keeping and losing buy-in. Horner and Sugai (2015) indicated that philosophical and emotional
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buy-in from district administrators, building administrators, and educators was critical to
implementing innovations and reducing abandonment of implementation.
Emotional Contagion
To extend on the diffusion of innovation (1962) theory, Hatfield et al. (1993) stated that
the awareness of emotions and emotional contagion might assist in understanding
communication and relationships. The theory explains the primitive and automatic transmission
of emotions or moods from one person to another. The researchers explain that people are
generally unconscious of the influence of emotions in social encounters and how quickly they
automatically respond to the emotions of others (Hatfield et al., 1994).
The findings from this study indicated a level of excitement surrounding the future of
solving the early childhood dilemma of challenging behaviors in all of the interviews and
classrooms. Norma indicated, “we went through about a year of extreme challenging behaviors
with students that were running away, hurting themselves, and hurting other children. It was
pretty intense, and that is what drew us to the Pyramid Model.” All participants indicated a need
for something different. Michelle summarized, “We were ready for something new. And we did
not want to experience this again! So, we were excited.”
Emotional Rollercoaster
The emotional experience is the underlying key to how we relate to others. Social
success depends on how people process, use, and manage emotions (Brackett et al., 2019;
Halberstadt et al., 2001; Lemerise & Arsenio, 2000). Dr. Marzano (2017) indicated that when
educators share and celebrate successful strategies, they are more likely to repeat the innovative
patterns and processes that bring joy, engagement, and ultimately impact students' success.

157

Developed by Noel Burch in the 1970s, the Four Stages of Competence (unconscious
incompetence, conscious incompetence, conscious competence, and unconscious competence)
aligned with the “rollercoaster of emotions” expressed in the interviews. Harley stated that
“when you really want to dedicate something there is a lot of emotions, that rollercoaster of
emotions excitement, negative feeling trying to figure out what needs to work on what the team
wants to focus on.”
Pleasant and High-Intensity Emotions
Unconscious incompetence. In the unconscious incompetence stage, learners are
unaware they lack the potential knowledge or skills. Learners may be unaware there is a
problem and need for change. Many may deny that the incompetence is within them. The length
of time spent in this stage depends on the strength of the stimulus to learn. To move into the
next stage, the learner needs to value a potential solution to the problem (Adams, 2015). Norma
stated, “We went through a year of extreme challenging behavior . . . it was pretty intense, and
that is what drew us to the Pyramid Model.” Michelle added, “we were ready for something
new. And we did not want to experience this again.” Dr. Ekman (2016) indicated that emotions
trigger responses. Pleasant and high-intensity emotions align with a want to keep working to
maintain, continue or seek out more good feelings. In this state of emotions, people enjoy
connecting and engaging with other people.
Ready for something new, the participants in the teams indicating confidence discussed
pleasant and high-intensity emotions 27 times and 43 times in teams indicating a need for
support. The emotions in this range include happiness, excitement, and optimistic feelings. The
intense emotions create focus and hopeful feelings to make a momentous change (Brackett,
2019; Ekman & Lama, 2016; Mood Meter, 2021; Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence, 2020).
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Leading and coaching in unconscious incompetence stage. Leaders and coaches may
also lack leadership skills. Norma indicated worry when “the administrator approached me and
asked if I would be interested in being a coach, and I didn’t really know what that meant other
than supporting other teachers.”
Effective coaching includes ongoing support and professional development for the coach
to improve the potential to attend to the lessons and emotions of the educators. Without skills,
a leader may communicate the importance of the innovation in a way that interferes with
or damages relationships with team members but may be unaware of their actions. Norma
expressed frustration with coaching: “I was talking about it and supporting the classrooms and
then they were like you don’t understand like you are not actually doing them in the classroom.”
Brenda added, “I have some staff that just sees me as another teacher and doesn’t want to hear
what I have to say about her classroom.” Aine expressed, “tell me what that means and train me
a little bit.” Coaches as learners likely do not understand the amount of information and skills
they will need to develop. Coaching must be sensitive and encouraging (Adams, 2015; Aguilar,
2020; Indeed, 2021).
Unpleasant and High-Intensity Emotions
Conscious incompetence. In the conscious incompetence stage, learners may
understand the new skills yet do not understand how to implement them and recognize their
deficit in the skill. In this stage, learners make mistakes; however, mistakes are essential to the
learning process. Learners realize that they do not understand and know they lack knowledge
and skills, and others are confident and competent with the new skills. In this stage, commitment
is critical because intense feelings may make learners feel weak, demoralized, lose confidence,
and want to quit (Adams, 2015; Horst, 2016; Mathers, 2021; MindTool, n.d.).
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The complexity of the innovation emerged in the early implementation stage when the
new ideas moved from training to practice in the classroom. At this stage, the educator
understood they lacked essential practices in their classroom and may feel shame and doubt with
teaching abilities (Aguilar, 2020; Rogers, 1995). In this study, the participants indicated that the
early implementation stage included stressful emotions such as depression/sadness (4),
embarrassment, frustration (14), anxiety (12), uncertainty, fear, apprehension (12), worry (4),
blame, and shame (3). Harley added that sometimes there is “almost a hopeless feeling.” Quinn
described situations as “Groundhog Day” or “beating their head against the wall.” Harley
expressed there “has been trained, and there is still training that needs to be done. Almost a
hopeless feeling . . . whoa.” Aguilar (2020) stated that coaching and learning include
uncomfortable feelings. Coaches provide the opportunity to stay focused on creativity and
compassion. Harley stressed helping educators “push through that.”
Leaders and coaches in conscious incompetence stage. Leaders and coaches may need
to improve their leadership skills to demonstrate effective strategies in this learning stage.
However, ineffective communication may negatively affect working relationships. In order to
refocus, combat negative thinking, build confidence, and reduce the downward spiral of
emotional contagion, leaders and coaches need to intentionally offer encouragement and support
(Adams, 2015; Indeed, 2021). Educators need reassurance that in the short term, learning is
uncomfortable (MindTool, n.d.). Both from teams indicating confidence, Brenda and Jennifer
indicated that even experienced teachers struggled and needed patience, grace, and time to learn
the framework.
Emotional contagion in the conscious incompetence stage. Wispe (1991) indicated that
facial expressions linked to sadness, fear, and anger trigger powerful emotional reactions. Teams
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indicating a need for support discussed these powerful unpleasant high-intensity emotions 34
times compared to seven in the teams indicating confidence. Emotional contagion provides
potential concerns in programs where educators report fear, anxiety, depression, and sadness for
extended times.
While the two teams indicating confidence in practices discussed training as a whole
program, teams indicating a need for support discussed training staff in stages. Aine shared,
“that first year we only had one team that all went through training together . . . then, I think
people talk. so that people being trained year two . . . everyone was like ugh.” Norma expressed
tension and stress:
we only started with two classrooms that were trained the first year. And so, assistants
who bounce back and forth between different teachers . . . A lot of our staff didn’t
understand the language we were talking about . . . it was a little confusing and everyone
else kind of felt left out.
Fan et al. (2018) indicated that anger, fear, and anxiety create a heightened level of
emotional contagion. Quinn expressed concern with educators feeling these emotions for too
long without support. Aguilar (2020) indicated that a supported coach has the potential to
increase emotional resilience, reflection, and skills and a connection between the emotional heart
and the mind in educators.
Low-Intensity Emotions
Conscious competence. Emotions are emerging in the pleasant and low-intensity range.
Teams that indicated confidence in their practices discussed low-intensity emotions four times
and 65 times in teams indicating a need for support. In the conscious competence stage, learners
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understand the knowledge and demonstrate the skills. Implementing the new skills requires
effort and concentration (Adams, 2015; Mathers, 2021).
The participants understood the practices enough to break them down into smaller
portions at this implementation stage. Aine described her coaching strategy: “you are probably
doing it mentally already; it’s just writing it down . . . to collect the data.” In teams needing
support and indicating a need for support, this simple practice appeared to aid in building
confidence and assisted in adopting the innovation (Rogers, 1995). Harley recounted witnessing
a shift from disappointment and fear of the data to clarity, understanding [the data] with relief
and excitement. Harley stated, “This is what we are focusing in on . . . it’s kind of part relief . . .
this is what we need to do.”
Pleasant Low-Intensity Emotions
Conscious competence. At the unconscious competence stage, learners internalize
skills. Continued practice allows the skill to become automatic and second nature. At this stage,
learners can teach other learners the skills. According to Mathers (2021), emotions in the
learning stage transition from unsure and insecure to relieved and confidence. Mathers
(2021) suggested enjoying the learning process and resisting perfection (Adams, 2015; Mathers,
2021).
Leading in the conscious competence stage. Nguyen et al. (2018) and Bella (2019)
argued that employees draw emotions from their leaders and that emotional contagion between
leaders and followers requires attention. Adams (2015) reported that when
leaders engage in active listening and conflict resolution, learners tend to feel heard, understood,
appreciated, and satisfied. The learning does not end in this stage; leaders and coaches must
avoid complacency and provide deliberate opportunities to reflect on practices and refine the
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skills. A component of the agreement for MN Coe included an administrator on the
implementation team. Teams that indicated confidence and a need for support indicated a lack of
active participation from the licensed administrator.
Individual educators process and implement new learning at different rates. The time
difference in learners will require educators, leaders, and coaches to give grace and patience to
those still learning (MindTool, n.d.). Recommended practices include fidelity checklists and
formal procedures. Harley and Quinn discussed written plans for teams. A formal written
sustainability plan facilitates consistency in a year to year, aids in onboarding, and reduces the
probability that the innovation will become “something that we did five years ago and don’t do
anymore.”
Normalize emotions. The Four Stages of Competence indicate a pattern of emotions
involved in learning. The stages of learning indicate that new learning is difficult and
frustrating. Understanding the patterns normalizes the emotions and creates an opportunity to
work through the emotions. Leaders and coaches have an opportunity to normalize feelings and
help educators work through the emotional patterns. When educators experience self-doubt or
inadequacies, stabilize the experience with hope for the team will stay motivated and work
through the learning stages (Adams, 2015; Horst, 2016; MindTool, n.d.). Aguilar (2020) added
that learning includes heightened emotions, including anger, grief, and shame. Ongoing training
includes leaders and coaches learning how to have powerful and potential unpleasant
conversations.
Yawn. A non-disruptive example of automated responses includes Robert Provine's
(1986) yawn study. Yawns are so infectious that people witnessing a yawn will mimic a yawn.
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Another example of synchrony includes one person reaching for salt at a meal; the table mates
will likely reach for their beverage (Hatfield, 1994).
A disruptive example of emotional contagion includes motivation. Motivation drops
within five minutes of partnering with an unmotivated person. In contrast, adding a highly
motivated individual to the group, such as a leader, will boost motivation (Flora, 2019).
Contagion sensitivity. People considered sensitive, in tune to the emotions of others,
tend to be susceptible to emotional contagion and become tired from the emotions of others
(Hatfield et al., 1994). Co-workers and students actively engaged with each other are the most
susceptible to emotional contagion (Flora, 2019). Women are generally more emotionally
expressive, better at decoding emotions, and more nonverbal with communication. Hall’s (1978)
meta-analysis of 125 studies confirmed that women had an 84% advantage on decoding
emotions (Hatfield et al., 1994). As of December 2021, 87.8% of early childhood teachers
across the nation were women (Zippia, 2021). Participants in this study appeared more
comfortable describing the emotions of others.
Flora (2019) indicated that repeatedly “catching” unpleasant high-energy emotions
creates a sense of an unhealthy environment. In this study, participants that indicated a need for
support indicated unpleasant high-energy emotions 63 times versus seven in the programs that
indicated confidence in implementation. Aine expressed:
I can see the burnout, and exhaustion, burnout fatigue. It’s a real thing; Not even just for
children but for each other like, ok keep a positive attitude you can tackle the day, and in
thirty seconds, I am like – whew.
RQ1: Summary
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Hatfield et al. (1993), LeDoux (2015), Nagoski and Nagoski (2019), and Olszanowski,
Wrobel, and Hess (2020) stated that humans involuntarily and instantaneously experience
emotions. Once emotions occur, the emotional process is a strong predictor and influence of
future behavior. The Four Stages of Competence described the potential for educators to feel
unpleasant and uncomfortable feelings of self-doubt, heightened emotions, and thoughts of
giving up (Adams, 2015; Horst, 2016; Mathers, 2021; MindTool, n.d.).
A difference between the teams reporting exemplary outcomes and the team that reported
needing additional support included an almost five times higher use of unpleasant high-intensity
emotions and six times higher rate use of unpleasant low-intensity emotions. Previous
researchers revealed that emotions are contagious; therefore, understanding the adults' emotions
implementing the social-emotional framework is necessary to understand the educators' potential
needs (Hatfield, 1994). For example, teams indicating a need for support mentioned coaching,
staff barriers, leadership, and the pandemic as sources of stress and frustration.
RQ2: Policies, Procedures, and Interactions that Impact Stress
Coaching
Darling Hammond et al. (2018) indicated that effective professional development
resulted in changes in practices and improved student learning. After a meta-analysis of 35
studies, 30 studies identified coaching as a common element of effective professional
development with active learning, job-embedded collaboration, feedback, and adequate time to
create changes in the practices. Aguilar (2020) and Horst (2016) indicated that training
combined with coaching created an 80-90% likelihood of change in practice compared to 20%
likeliness of change without ongoing coaching.
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Teams indicating confidence. Teams that indicated confidence in the framework
discussed coaching seven times. Coaching includes identifying and training teachers to train as
mentors and coaches (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Kayla and Adrian from the same
program discussed the importance of matching the coach to the coachee based on dynamics,
personality, and time available for coaching. Coaching expert Aguilar (2020) stated that
coaching includes an awareness of behaviors (skills), beliefs (knowledge), and ways of being
(emotional intelligence, resilience, and disposition). Aguilar (2019) confirmed this team’s
choice stating a good coach understands and respects adult learning. Anchored in the potential
success of coaching includes the emotional intelligence, will, commitment, and attitude of the
coach.
Teams indicating a need for support. Teams indicating a need for support discussed
coaching 65 times. Harley described coaching as an uncomfortable process. Aguilar (2020)
cautioned that coaches are humans with experiences, pain, triggers, and passion that impact
emotions. Without understanding bias, beliefs, values, and a defined vision for coaching, blame
and shame may transpire between a coach and coachee. Norma experienced negative feedback
from a coachee team, “you don’t understand, like, you are not actually doing them in the
classroom.” Further coaching comments included “they didn’t see the value,” “I was trying to
tell them,” or “they are just not on board.” Aguilar (2020) indicated that transformational
coaching includes coaching educators through the challenges of learning new skills and
challenging current thoughts and beliefs.
Written plan. Aguilar (2019) and Horst (2015) examined coaching outcomes compared
to the school culture. The consulting coach indicated that coaching makes an 80-90% impact on
improvement; the question is not whether coaching is worth the investment. Aguilar (2020)
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stated it is not why to implement but how to implement. Systems need to define coaching,
implement a coaching model, and create a clear plan.
Harley and Quinn work with a team indicating confidence and a team indicating a need
for support. When teams indicated a struggle, Quinn asked, “where’s the plan.” Each coach
labeled a plan slightly differently, such as procedure, written, or sustainability plan. Both
coaches indicated that teams forget to implement essential elements without a plan.
The coaching consultant Aguilar (2019) indicated that if systems state there is no time for
coaching, unsure if coaching makes an impact, or a coach state they are unsure what to do as a
coach, a coaching program, model, structure, and plan is absent from the system.
In teams indicating a need for support, educators described that coaching varied between
coaches: “very differently, we had a different interpretation of how coaching was supposed to be
and to look.” Norma added a layer of stress, “I didn’t know what that meant [to coach].”
Further coaching comments included, “what does this mean,” “you can’t tell me to coach and not
tell me how,” or “am I supposed to coach them?” Aine discussed overwhelming emotions: “Oh,
you are going to be a coach and start coaching but, you had no coaching training.” Quinn felt
that teams became open and comfortable with coaching when it became predictable; yet Norma
discussed the overlapping of coaches and shifting of coaches from year to year. Norma reflected
on the need for coaching to build and maintain the new skills:
I think if they [educators] just went to training and were told ok, start doing some of this
stuff. They might get some fun ideas, some new ideas of how to talk about socialemotional issues and challenging behaviors. But I don’t think a lot of the other principles
would have happened without intentional action plans and coaching.
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Organization Capacity
Adoption Paradox. Roger's (1962) theory indicated that earlier adopters typically have
more years of formal education, higher income, and higher occupational prestige than later
adopters. Further assumptions indicate that earlier adopters have greater empathy, more social
participation, and a higher interconnectedness in the network than later adopters (Rogers, 1995).
The findings in the study included a description of early childhood teams with licensed
and unlicensed teachers, staff with advanced degrees, staff without prior experience or education,
and staff disconnected from the interconnected K-12 system. The educational implication aligns
with the “great” early childhood paradox. Based on the theory's assumptions, the individuals
who most need and benefit from a new idea or initiative (less educated, lower-income, least
connected) are the least likely to feel the need for change and the last to adopt an innovation
(Rogers, 1995). Participants in teams needing support and indicating confidence in practices
confirmed that assistants typically did not participate in professional development. Norma and
Michelle indicated that “getting teachers and assistants on the same page was important to the
program.” Adrian added it was “a little hard to try something new.” Kendall and Adrian
indicated that the assistants “didn’t realize how much they were going to be included.” Norma
concluded some assistants helped with the practices and in “others it was non-existent . . . some
pretty intense times.”
Staff Concerns
Rogers’ (1994) diffusion of innovation indicates that adoption rates vary based on the
social system. The social system directly impacts and can facilitate or impede the rate of
diffusion. The participants in this study indicated that staffing concerns such as compensation,
turnover, leadership impacted the diffusion rate.

168

Compensation. Although funding for early childhood has increased, wage compensation
in early childhood education is significantly lower than the wages in the K-12 system. A
national survey of 292 educational leaders indicated that 6% of teachers and 6% of
administrators resigned or retired in the 2020-2021 school year (Diliberti & Schwartz, 2021).
Therefore, the ability to attract and retain a stable workforce is a challenge in the United States
(Center for Economic Development, n.d.; Connors-Tadros & Garder, 2018). The 2019
Minnesota Employment and Economic Development study stated that low wages impact the next
generation of educators entering this industry, creating a talent gap. Included in the study, the
College Workforce Pipeline compared wages in early childhood settings the second year after
graduation. Graduates with an associate degree ranged from $13.20 in private preschool to
$14.20 in public preschools. Educators with a bachelor’s degree ranged from $15.60 in the
private sector and $24.40 in the public schools. Educators with a graduate degree earned $21.00
in a private early childhood center and $32.20 in the public school system.
Turnover. Similar to the K-12 PBIS model for social-emotional development, staffing is
a stress to the system. The human capital theory and social capital theory suggest that higher
turnover rates negatively impact an organization (Wynen, Van Dooren, Mattjs, & Deschamps,
2019). As Quinn stated, “staff turnover has been the most frustrating part and the biggest barrier
to being really super successful in keeping Pyramid Model going.”
Zippia (2021) reviewed 47,404 resumes to conclude that 6% of early childhood teachers
remain in a program for 11 or more years, 15% stay in a program for 5-7 years, 34% stay in a
program for one to two years, and 27% stay in a program for less than a year. The turnover rate
in early childhood at 15% is higher than K-12 schools at 8%, manufacturing at 7%, and 9% in
the nursing home setting. In the more prominent regions, the turnover rate in Duluth, MN, was

169

13.7% and 14.2% in St. Cloud, MN. The turnover rates ranged from 12.8% to 17% in rural
Minnesota. Minnesota’s Department of Employment and Economic Development Occupations
in Demand data series indicated that preschool teachers ranked 79th in 315 high-demand jobs.
The high demand and high turnover create a talent gap in early childhood. The report further
indicated that childcare wages did not meet the living wage standards (Casale, 2019; National
Center for Educational Statistics, 2015).
This study suggests a continued frustration with a lack of staff and turnover rates
impacting the organizational system. Bailey and Quinn specifically stated that turnover is a
system-level barrier to implementation. Turnover impacted buy-in, fidelity, and sustainability.
The leaders, indicating a need for additional support, discussed turnover 11 times as a source of
stress for the early childhood programs compared to one time in teams indicating confidence in
the process.
Loss of knowledge. Based on the human capital theory, turnover impacts the social
system. Low turnover rates due to transferring to a new department or position, retirement, or
leaving the organization may bring innovative ideas to the system. Training and procedures are
relatively easy to transfer to new staff in low turnover. High turnover includes a loss of
organizational memory, knowledge, skills, training, and ability that adversely impact the system
(Ployhart et al., 2014; Pollitt, 2000; Wynen et al., 2019). Quinn indicated that turnover was the
most frustrating part of the implementation. Bailey discussed the challenge of onboarding,
investing in training, and then turnover: “What do we do with that?”
Loss of trust. The social network of educators shapes the education systems. Social
capital theory suggests that high-level disruption to social ties impacts the level of trust and
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morale in the organization. A system concern includes a bandwagon effect where turnover
trigger higher rates of turnover (Leana & Van Buren, 1999; Siciliano, 2015; Wynen et al., 2019).
High turnover disrupts and weakens the sense of community. When time is spent solely
on training and replacing organizational memory, employee socialization may suffer; newcomers
may be regarded as outsiders. Turnover may undermine trust between systems and families,
lowering the program's quality (Kim, Shin, Tsukayama, & Park, 2020; Wynen et al., 2019).
Heightened stress. Kim et al. (2020) examined turnover and retention with 366 teachers
from 65 early childhood centers. The researchers acknowledged that turnover aligned with lack
of satisfaction and low compensation. The team correlated stress to turnover (p<0.01). The
mindset of educators was also associated with turnover and predicted turnover by the end of the
school year (p<0.01). Teams with support and a mindset for health, learning, and growth
indicated they were less likely to leave the system. Aine stressed, “nobody cares because we are
just trying to keep feet on the floor.” Aine further added:
cynical about politics around early childhood. Go do the work and solve the world’s
problems, but we are not going to compensate you for it; just go do it. It’s an ungrateful
place to be. I can see the burnout and exhaustion. Burnout, fatigue, it’s a real thing.
Two educators in teams indicating a need for support disclosed they had given their notice to
leave the field with sadness in their voices. Another educator considering leaving her position:
“I love early childhood, but if I have my way, I will be in a different grade . . . in a different
setting.”
Leadership
A program-wide approach to infusing a social-emotional program requires a system-wide
approach including professional development, classroom support, family engagement, and active
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buy-in and support from the leaders (Brackett et al., 2019; Osher et al., 2016). Participants in
programs indicating confidence discussed leadership and barriers to implementing the
framework 10 times versus 61 thoughts in programs that indicated a need for additional support.
Bella (2017), DuFour, Eaker, and DuFour (2005), Fixsen, VanDyke, and Blasé (2019),
Leithwood (2018), and Omdal and Roland (2020) indicated that effective leadership involves
setting the direction, facilitation relationship building, developing practices, providing a focus for
instructional improvement, and accountability to transform the program. Dedicated leadership
further provides an opportunity for trust, communication, and reflection and sets the tone of a
collaborative culture. Dedicated leadership also provides an opportunity to align resources with
program goals and vision. Harley agreed, “if there’s not [dedicated time from the leader] . . . it
all stems down uncertainty [and] unclarity. Things don’t move as fast.” Leaders and
practitioners must work together to close the gap between research and practice (Division for
Early Childhood, 2015).
Jeon (2019) and Passe (2015) reported that teachers reported a lack of professional and
emotional support from program administrators and co-workers that impacted the early
childhood program's emotional climate. Michelle stated that she felt supported yet lacked solid
support. Participants indicated a slow-moving, unclear, and uncertain process when the leaders
did not have the time to “steer the ship” or “bust down barriers.” Harley suggested that without a
leader, the team likely does not have a formal process with follow-through leaving the potential
for educators to give up on the implementation. Quinn agreed that the leader sets the tone, and
turnover in administrators created an additional barrier: “Four administrators in four years that
they have been doing Pyramid Model and it’s like starting over. It feels like Groundhog Day.”
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Ambiguity in power. Moshel and Berkovich (2020) summarized that research for
leadership in early childhood is relatively new. In a study of 47 early childhood leaders in the
Israel Ministry of Education, researchers examined perceived challenges for non-administrative
early childhood leaders. In the study, 43 participants had a master's degree, three had a
bachelor's degree, and one had a doctoral degree (Moshel & Berkovich, 2020).
The team uncovered ambiguity in power. A peer assigned as an unlicensed leader
created a shift in status. The vague definition of authority created blurred boundaries, resistance
from peers, and frustration that a fellow teacher was acting in a superior role. The researchers
further noted that, within the interviews, the non-licensed leaders focused on concerns of
ambiguity versus a focus on development, pedagogy, and improvement for the well-being of the
staff and students (Moshel & Berkovich, 2020).
Norma confirmed the ambiguity, indicating that many coaches were fellow classroom
teachers prior to training. One day they are a peer and “observing” their co-workers the next
day. Harley stated, “you want to be a teacher, but you also have to be the coordinator. But you
didn’t go to school to be a coordinator. I didn’t know what to do.” As a coordinator and not a
licensed administrator, Brenda shared frustration that some peers did not acknowledge her
direction and recommendation as the program coordinator.
Global Pandemic
The Office of Civil Rights (2021) reported that high-quality education was inaccessible
for many students prior to the pandemic. Covid-19 has extended the disparities in access and
opportunities for education. The global pandemic marked the world with illness, death,
economic hardship, social isolation, abrupt school shutdowns, and feelings of grief and anxiety
toward the virus. May 2020, an estimated 85% of schools indicated less instructional time with
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students. Mental health, social-emotional skills, and developmental milestones dropped. The K12 system indicated a 5-10% drop in MAP assessment scores. Winter 2021 data suggested
learning expectations were behind 8-11 weeks.
While not related directly to the implementation of the framework, each participant
conveyed concern with Covid-19 and the impact on children, staff, and the diffusion rate.
Covid-19 impacted each early childhood team. Nineteen common statements included “due to
Covid,” “during Covid,” “still Covid,” “again Covid,” and “post Covid.” Kendall emphasized,
“on top of the requirements, there was Covid. It’s hard to know if they would have reacted the
same way.”
Participants discussed dysregulation, disorganized, exhaustion, “just spinning wheels,”
isolation, behaviors “through the roof,” mental health, and trauma. The educators described a
generation of Covid babies that “can’t process anything,” and have “lots of separation issues.”
Quinn described the Covid era as heartbreaking. Kendall reflected, “it’s hard to know if they
would have reacted the same way.” Aine concluded, “I can blame so much on covid. What
would we be like if we didn’t have covid?”
Surprise Commonality
Regardless of the confidence level of the educators, the teams circled back to feeling
surprised at the overwhelming feelings. When asked to advise new teams, each person stated,
“expect to feel overwhelmed.” Comments included, “oh my gosh, this is extra work,” “whoa,
what have we gotten ourselves into,” “it was super scary,” or “it felt like it was going to take
forever.” With concern, Norma stated,
It was nothing like we thought it was going to be – when it was presented to us as staff to
decide if we wanted to do Pyramid Model, it was totally out of the blue none of us had
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heard about it before there was just a slide show that said we are having challenging
behaviors and we think we should do this.
RQ2: Summary
Bach-Mortensen, Lange, and Montgomery (2018) examined 31 studies to uncover
barriers to implementing an evidence-based innovation. The generalized areas included support,
unclear and insufficient guidance, and engagement with stakeholders. Participants identified
similar barriers such as support from leadership and coaches, unclear and insufficient guidance
with a lack of vision and a plan, and engagement with stakeholders for buy-in, turnover, and
clear expectations for the emotional learning journey.
Methodology and Future Research
While previous studies linked to the K-12 system, a literature review specific to the
emotions of educators implementing a social-emotional framework in early childhood was
limited. The research focused on the non-malleable elements of implementation such as size,
location, and grade (Greflund, McIntosh, & May, 2014; Horner, Sugai, & Lewis, 2015;
Kittelman et al., 2019; McIntosh et al., 2018; Nese et al., 2018; Sugai & Horner, 2016). Fewer
studies examined the malleable variables such as emotions and emotional contagion that
potentially contribute to an implementation's adoption or abandonment (Kittelman et al., 2019;
LeDoux, 2020; McIntosh et al., 2018).
Future research. With the disproportionate suspension and expulsion rate in early
childhood education, further research is needed in the malleable aspects of teaching in early
childhood. As a society, programs must learn how to support the caretakers and educators of
young children.
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As of 2020, 82 early childhood programs in Minnesota have implemented the Pyramid
Model (MN Coe, 2019). With 11 interviews, a limitation of this study is the relatively small
sample size. The participating programs were relatively small schools. Responses may vary in
larger school districts or educators with one primary role versus educators responsible for
multiple positions. Position in the district may have impacted the interview. Interviews with
coaches, coordinators, and administrators were significantly longer and more detailed than
interviews with educators in a single role such as a teacher or paraprofessional. Unlicensed
educators appeared a little timid and apprehensive with responses.
Replication. Brackett (2019) reflected on an analysis of hundreds of thousands of
interviews with educators, parents, CEOs, and physicians. Findings indicated that adults
automatically reply, “it is fine” and “I am fine.” Brackett’s (2019) participants expressed they
did not learn an emotional vocabulary or did not feel safe to share their emotions and felt a social
risk to disclose their emotions. Brackett (2019) indicated that asking how that makes you feel or
how you are feeling is not a trick question.
Throughout the interviews, emotions ranged from frustrated (14), anxious or embarrassed
(12), nervous or uncomfortable (9) to hopeful and trusting (9), focused (10), and proud (12).
Participants struggled to name their emotions that aligned with their experiences and emotions.
Common phrases included: “I don’t know what that emotion would be,” or “I can tell you how I
don’t feel.” After responding to an interview question, participants also questioned their answers
with statements such as, “is confident an emotion?”
The higher-order theory of emotional consciousness indicates that emotions reside in a
state of consciousness and may remain an unconscious state (LeDoux & Brown, 2017). In this
study, educators self-reported their emotions and the perceived emotions of others in their
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programs. Replication may include providing the participants with a list of emotions or a tool
such as Yale University’s Mood Meter (2020) or include self-reporting of emotions combined
with classroom observations.
Heighten emotions in conscious incompetence. The findings suggested that the
conscious incompetence stage produced feelings of depression, sadness, embarrassment,
frustration, anxiety, uncertainty, fear, apprehension, worry, blame, and shame. Harley added that
sometimes there is “almost a hopeless feeling.” Teams indicating a need for support discussed
unpleasant emotions five times more than teams indicating confidence in the implementation.
According to Mathers (2021), educators grasped how much they do not understand. Quinn
indicated a concern with educators “stuck” in a cycle of negative emotions. Further investigation
into the needs of the educators during this phase of implementation warrants exploration.
Coaching. In teams indicating a need for support, coaching entered the interview
conversation at a rate nine times higher than in teams indicating confidence. Aguilar (2019)
stated that coaches have the potential to create lasting impact yet remain the educator with the
least amount of specific professional development. In this study, coaches stressed, “I didn’t
know what that meant [to coach].” Further coaching comments included, “what does this mean,”
“you can’t tell me to coach and not tell me how,” or “am I supposed to coach them?” The
finding suggested that coaching presented a further need for exploration.
Educator focus group. Of the 11 participants, most participants interacted with the
Pyramid Model as a coach, data manager, or coordinators with a higher level of training in the
framework. The participants with multiple roles circled back to their interpretation of others’
experiences. Only two participants had the single role of educator as a paraprofessional or
teacher. The single role educators discussed fewer emotions and few specific examples.
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Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated that the unique interaction of an interactive discussion
generates data that is unlikely uncovered in an interview with an individual. Further
investigation may include a focus group including educators with single roles.
Global Pandemic. Each participant discussed the concern and frustration with Covid-19
and the impact on education. Nineteen common statements included “due to Covid,” “during
Covid,” “still Covid,” “again Covid,” and “post Covid.” Kendall emphasized, “on top of the
requirements, there was Covid. It’s hard to know if they would have reacted the same way.”
Kendall reflected, “it’s hard to know if they would have reacted the same way.” Aine concluded,
“I can blame so much on covid. What would we be like if we didn’t have covid?” Future
investigation post Covid-19 warrants exploration.
Transformational leadership. The Pyramid Model mantra for challenging behaviors in
children is to name it (emotion) to tame it (emotion). The findings in this study suggest applying
the name it (emotion) to tame it (emotion) mantra toward educators (Brackett, n.d.; Strain, 2019).
Darwin (1872) and LeDoux (2020) indicated that emotions are a state of mind which causes
people to respond. LeDoux (2020) indicated that a cognitive understanding of emotions enables
one to control thoughts, actions, and reactions. When the anticipated reaction to the
implementation process includes emotions such as depression, sadness, embarrassment,
frustration, anxiety, uncertainty, fear, apprehension, worry, blame, and shame, administrators and
leadership teams have the opportunity to invest time and resources in the implementation process
proactively. Teams indicating a need for support discussed leadership and barriers six times
more than teams indicating confidence indicating a potential need for further investigation.
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Concluding Comments
A study from Johns Hopkins School of Education reported that early childhood teachers
described loving their work and the children yet also experienced elevated stress levels (Joen,
2019). Challenging behaviors in the early childhood classroom contribute to the stress level of
the early childhood staff. Quinn indicated “that people leave early childhood because of the
challenging behaviors.”
The complexity of emotions intertwines with the complexity of emotional theories.
Hatfield et al. (1994) stated that emotional contagion involves an emotional response to the
feelings of others. At the minimum, emotions are positive or negative. People are predisposed
to approach or withdraw from emotions and situations. People “catch” emotions and display
mimicked facial expressions, vocalization, postures, and movements without conscious thought.
For example, a smile will likely elicit a smile and a yawn will likely elicit a yawn. The theory
indicates that emotional contagion is automatic, unintentional, uncontrollable, and unconscious.
The process of learning a new framework will elicit a rollercoaster of emotions around
the stress of learning and the four stages of competence. The conscious incompetent stage of
learning elicited stressful emotions such as depression/sadness (4), embarrassment, frustration
(14), anxiety (12), uncertainty, fear, apprehension (12), worry (4), blame, and shame. Adams
(2015) cautioned the potential downward spiral and emotional contagion with the negative
emotions.
In early childhood, 87.8% of educators are women (Zippia, 2021). According to the
emotional contagion theory, women tend to be more sensitive to the moods and emotions of
others and susceptible to emotional contagion. Without short-circuiting the spiral of emotions,
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women are likely to be swept up by the negative emotions when surrounded by depression,
anger, apprehension, and anxiety for an extended timeframe.
The data process, specifically the BIRs, started as the “toughest sell” and difficult to “get
off the ground.” The BIRs created uncertainty, disappointment, blame, shame, embarrassment,
and judgement. Harley expressed a lack of understanding and “I don’t really know what to do.”
With support and dedicated time, Cameron reported, “ emotions would be ah-ha and realization.”
Educators reported “figuring out the data and “oh, this is what we need to do.” Adrian indicated
“pride about problem-solving.” Harley added the data process let to action, clarity, and databased decision. Emotions transitioned to love, appreciation, relief, excitement, empowerment,
pride, and trust.
Leaders and leadership teams must acknowledge and attend to the social-emotional needs
of the children and the early childhood workforce (Darling-Hammond, 2018). As the facilitators
for emotional regulation in the early childhood classroom, the emotions of the adults in the
programs make a difference in the system and implementation process (Hatfield et al., 1993).
Kim et al. (2020) indicated that mindset is malleable, teachable, and leaders can support the
mindset of educators. Adams (2015), Horst (2016), and Kim et al. (2020) stressed that when
educators understand the positive stress from learning is temporary and supported, they are less
likely to leave the field.
With documented rates of suspension and expulsion at higher rates in early childhood
than in the K-12 system, challenging behaviors create a dilemma in the early childhood system.
Quinn acknowledged, “if you can predict it, you can prevent it.” The findings from this study
indicated that participants perceived a social-emotional framework to reduce challenging
behaviors as a gift to the early childhood system.
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Michelle indicated that early childhood is “a field that always wants to improve and get
better for the kids.” Change resides in a shared vision to focus on continual improvement.
Change resides in a shift in mindset from thinking the child is difficult and challenging to
understanding the adults' skillset, emotions, and behaviors influence the child’s behavior (Omdal
& Roland, 2020). Changing a system is not “a quick fix.” Changing a system requires time and
resources. The findings further indicated that a continued focus on leadership, coaching,
turnover, and professional development provide the potential to facilitate the rate of diffusion.
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Appendix A: Institutional Review Board Approval
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Appendix B: Affiliation Consent
Dear MN Center of Excellence,
My name is Cindy Stolp, a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership program at Bethel
University. I am reaching out to request your help with my dissertation research.
I am seeking consent from the Minnesota Center of Excellence to utilize Pyramid Model annual
reports and executive summary to recruit educators to interview. The purpose of the interview is
to understand the emotional patterns in adults implementing the Pyramid Model framework in
order to support staff through the implementation process.
Please email me at cis95267@bethel.edu if I may reach out to the directors of programs
implementing the Pyramid Model framework who appear on your website and executive
summaries.
Thank you for your time
Cindy Stolp, Bethel University Doctoral Student
For questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at cis95267@bethel.edu, Dr. Peter Jankowski,
the Chair of the Bethel Institutional Review Board Committee at pjankows@bethel.edu, or my
advisor Dr. Patti Paulson at patricia-paulson@bethel.edu. For ethical aspects, the Bethel
University Institutional Review Board has reviewed and approved this project.
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Appendix C: Invitation to directors of rural Minnesota early childhood programs
implementing the Pyramid Model framework authorizing colleagues to participate in the
research

Dear (Insert Name),
My name is Cindy Stolp, a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership program at Bethel
University. I am reaching out to request your help with my dissertation research.

Purpose: The purpose of the interview is to understand the emotional patterns in adults
implementing the Pyramid Model framework in order to support staff through the
implementation process.

My goal is to interview at least three educators working in or with your program. If you are an
early childhood teacher, administrator, coach (internal, external, or behavioral), paraprofessional,
or professional development coordinator working with the Pyramid Model framework, please
consider participating in an interview about your experience implementing the Pyramid Model
framework.
As a fellow educator, I understand time is precious and deeply appreciate your time.
Participation is voluntary. The estimated time for the interview is approximately 45 minutes.
Some answers may include serious, sensitive, and vulnerable information. As a participant, you
can skip a question, take a break from the interview, or entirely stop the interview. Your identity
and school identity will remain entirely confidential.
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For questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at cis95267@bethel.edu
Dr. Peter Jankowski, the Chair of the Bethel IRB Committee at pjankows@bethel.edu, or my
advisor Dr. Patti Paulson at patricia-paulson@bethel.edu. For ethical aspects, the Bethel
University Institutional Review Board has reviewed and approved this project.

Please reply by XXX
Click here to review the informed consent (link)
Sincerely,
Cindy Stolp, Bethel University Doctoral Student
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Appendix D: Invitation to Participate
Dear Pyramid Model Innovators,
My name is Cindy Stolp, a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership program at Bethel
University. I am reaching out to request your help with my dissertation research.

Purpose: The purpose of the interview is to understand the emotional patterns in adults
implementing the Pyramid Model framework in order to support staff through the
implementation process.

My goal is to interview at least three educators working in or with your program. If you are a
teacher, administrator, coach (internal, external, or behavioral), paraprofessional, or professional
development coordinators working with the Pyramid Model framework, please consider
participating in an interview about your experience implementing the Pyramid Model
framework. As a fellow educator, I understand time is precious and deeply appreciate your time.
Participation is voluntary. The estimated time for the interview is approximately 45 minutes.
There are no anticipated risks related to your participation. Your identity and school identity will
remain entirely confidential.
For questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at cis95267@bethel.edu or my advisor Patti
Paulson at patricia-paulson@bethel.edu. For ethical aspects, the Bethel University Institutional
Review Board has reviewed and approved this project.
Please reply by XXX
Click here to review the informed consent (link)
Sincerely,
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Cindy Stolp, Bethel University Doctoral Student & Pine City Schools Director of Community
Education
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Appendix E: Informed Consent
Dear (insert name of educator program),
You are invited to participate in a confidential study to gather information on the emotions of
adults implementing the Pyramid Model framework.
The purpose of the interview is to understand the emotional patterns in adults implementing the
Pyramid Model in order to support staff through the implementation process of the innovation.
You have been invited to participate because you are a teacher, administrator, paraprofessional,
coach (internal, external, or behavioral), or professional development coordinator participating in
the Pyramid Model framework in rural Minnesota. Permission has been obtained from your
program director for me to reach out to you.
This survey is part of a doctoral dissertation study at Bethel University, located in St. Paul,
Minnesota.
If you decide to participate, participation is voluntary and will include one interview about your
experiences implementing the Pyramid Model innovation.
•
•
•

•
•

The (one time) interview is estimated to take 45 minutes. You have the option to
withdraw if at any time you feel uncomfortable.
To understand emotional patterns, potential risks include discussing sensitive, positive,
and negative emotional situations and information.
Some answers may include serious, sensitive, and vulnerable information. As a
participant, you are able to skip a question, take a break from the interview, or entirely
stop the interview.
There is no cost for participation in this interview.
The benefit for participating will include additional knowledge to educators,
administrators, and programs implementing or future programs planning to implement
the Pyramid Model framework to aid in the successful and streamlined implementation of
the Pyramid Model framework.

Any information obtained in connection with this study will remain confidential and only
disclosed with your permission.
Responses and identifying information (name, school, district, age) will be confidential and
identified with a fictional name.

188

•
•
•
•

Interviews will be recorded, archived in a password-protected storage, and destroyed
after 3 years.
Your identity and school identity will remain entirely confidential.
Brietta Clementson, Early Childhood Special Education teacher will review
approximately 10% of the de-identified transcriptions for interrater reliability.
Your decision whether to participate or not participate will not affect your future
relationship with Bethel University or Minnesota Center of Excellence in any way. You
may choose to participate, not participate, or withdraw from the study at any time without
fear of repercussion.

The Bethel University Institutional Review Board has reviewed and approved this project in
accordance with federal guidelines, Bethel University code of ethics, and Bethel’s Levels of
Review for Research with Humans.

If you have questions, concerns, wish to report a research-related injury, or would like more
information, please contact Cindy Stolp at cis95267@bethel.edu, Dr. Peter Jankowski, the Chair
of the Bethel Institutional Review Board Committee at pjankows@bethel.edu, or my advisor Dr.
Patti Paulson at patricia-paulson@bethel.edu. By completing this, you are granting consent to
participate in this research.

Thank you!
Cindy Stolp, Bethel University Doctoral Student

You are deciding whether or not to participate. Your signature indicates that you have read the
above information and have decided to participate. You may withdraw participation at any time

189

without prejudice after signing this form should you choose to discontinue participation in the
study.

X

Signature, Date
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Appendix F: Interview Questions
Introduction
1.

Tell me about your role in the classroom, years of experience in an early childhood
classroom, and your educational background.

2.

Describe your classroom.
a) How many years has your program been implementing the Pyramid Model?
b) How many staff are in your classroom?
c) Describe some challenging behaviors in your classroom.
d) Describe your feelings about managing challenging behaviors.

Implementing the Pyramid Model
3.

Overall, describe your experience implementing the Pyramid Model.
a) Think about year 1, how do you or did you feel about implementing a new initiative?
b) How do you or did you feel about your progress in implementing the initiative?
c) How do you think your co-workers feel about implementing the Pyramid Model?
d) What barriers did you encounter in your implementation of the Pyramid Model?
e) What successes can you identify in your implementation of the Pyramid Model?
f) Describe specific policies or procedures for the Pyramid Model framework in your
program?

4.

Think about the Behavior Incident Reports (BIRs),
a) Describe your experiences on documenting the BIRs.
b) Describe your experiences on entering the BIRs into the software system.
c) Describe your experiences on the reviewing the BIRs data.
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d) When processing or reviewing the BIRs data, describe your emotions - positive or
negative emotions.
e) How do you think your co-workers feel about BIRs?
5.

Think about the information and process for the Benchmarks of Quality (BOQs),
a) Describe your experiences on completing the BOQs.
b) Describe the procedures for completing the BOQs.
c) When completing and reviewing the outcomes, describe the positive or negative your
emotions.
d) How do you think your co-workers feel about completing the BOQs?

6.

Describe your thoughts on creating and implementing action plans.
a) When creating and implementing action plans, describe your positive or negative
emotions.
b) How do you think your co-workers feel about creating action plans?

7.

Think about a new team ready to start implementing the Pyramid Model.
a) Describe positive or negative emotions can they expect throughout the implementation
journey.
b) How do you think your co-workers would describe their experiences with the
implementation?
c) Is there anything else you would like to share about implementing the Pyramid Model?
d) Are there policies and procedures you would recommend to a new team?
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Appendix G: Permission to Print Pyramid Model Image (NCPMI Pyramid, 2017)

193

Appendix H: Permission to Use Pyramid Model
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Appendix I: Permission to Use Mood Meter
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Appendix J: Consent
I certify that the information furnished concerning the procedures to be taken for the protection
of human participants is correct. I will seek and obtain prior approval for any substantive
modification in the proposal and will report promptly any unexpected or otherwise significant
adverse effects in the course of this study.

X

Cindy Stolp

Doctoral Student & Investigator
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