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CHAPTER 1

Calling the Question

The history of early care and education is marked by numerous ac-
complishments. Beginning in the mid-19th century, programmatic 
accomplishments include the spread and institutionalization of kin-
dergarten, preschool, Head Start, and child care.1 The most recent for-
ay into program development is the effort to reform preschools and 
establish prekindergarten for 4-year-olds as part of the nation’s K–12 
education system.2 Collectively, these programs and their histories 
have fashioned the early care and education fi eld’s present occupa-
tional identity and forged allegiances to discrete programs.

As the 20th century drew to a close, early care and education lead-
ers began shifting their focus and directing attention to conceptualiz-
ing and building the professional, fi nancial, and governance structures 
needed to sustain program quality over time. This systemic focus, 
which began in the early 1990s, emerged from escalating demand for 
early care and education services, early childhood education’s grow-
ing visibility, and the need to bring improved quality and coordination 
to an increasingly fragmented and disorganized array of programs and 
services.

Almost 2 decades later, in the fi rst decade of the 21st century, a ma-
jority of states began engaging with early care and education system-
building efforts.3 Now, the prospect of a coherent early care and edu-
cation system increasingly serves as a fi lter for assessing the advent of 
new programs and policies.4 Commenting on the trend toward uni-
versal pre-kindergarten, for example, Morgan and Helburn noted, 
“Universal Pre-K as a trend is too new to determine whether it can 
be incorporated into a seamless mixed delivery system of auspices, 
or just one more competing ‘program’ adding to the problems in the 
system.”5
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20 Ready or Not: Early Care and Education’s Leadership Choices—12 Years Later

BUILDING AN EARLY CARE AND EDUCATION SYSTEM

Thus, the fi eld’s focus veered from new program development to sys-
tem building, with the intent of bringing coherence, sustainability, and 
consistently higher performance to a fi eld that to this point has lacked 
all three. Yet, moving from an array of loosely coupled programs to a 
coherent early care and education system has been challenging.

We recognize that the term systems might be more accurate given 
that system development is occurring primarily at the state level; still, 
we intentionally are focusing on what unites, rather than what dif-
ferentiates, system development in early care and education. System 
development requires going beyond the theoretical and philosophical 
debates about curriculum and pedagogy that for so long dominated 
the interests of the fi eld’s leaders.6 It requires knowledge of a system’s 
parts and interrelationships and, among other things, specifi cs about 
fi nancing, agreement about what early educators need to know and 
be able to do, decisions about how the system should be governed, 
and unity on the outcomes for which the system, in general, and pro-
grams, in particular, should be responsible. It demands focusing on 
what should be common to all early care and education programs and 
on accountability for results.

Kagan and Cohen defi ne an early care and education system as pro-
grams plus infrastructure.7 While the early care and education system 
elements are largely known,8 still in question is how this evolution 
will play itself out. A primary contributor to this mystery is the future 
scope and role of the early care and education fi eld itself.

Efforts to build an early care and education system have made 
apparent the fi eld’s lack of consensus about its work and the disagree-
ments that characterize attempts to fi nd common ground. As a result, 
the structure and design of a future early care and education system—
and whether it will emerge as a single system—are unclear. Also un-
known is the extent to which, as a fi eld, we will signifi cantly inform 
and infl uence the decision-making involved with this work.

OUR POINT OF VIEW

The concept of early care and education as a public good and as an 
integral part of our national infrastructure appears to be approaching 
a threshold of acceptance.9 Policy makers and others who historically © H
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Calling the Question 21

have expressed little interest in our fi eld have begun driving the for-
mative system-building efforts that are underway in many states.

Yet becoming fully accepted as a public good and integrated into 
the national infrastructure will require our being able to organize the 
fi eld so that it can fulfi ll the public’s emerging mandate. The actual 
work of implementing system change will require our being able to 
exercise effective political leadership.

Thus, when thinking about the fi eld’s leadership needs, we need 
to extend beyond a focus on individual leaders—beyond conversa-
tions about administrative leadership,10 breakthroughs in defi ning the 
domains and functions of individual leadership,11 and efforts to de-
fi ne pathways for developing individual leadership expertise.12 To af-
fect political decision-making and exert infl uence during moments of 
opportunity, fi eldwide leadership is needed—leadership that can act 
with a coordinated voice on behalf of young children and their early 
care and education. To achieve this end, though, fi eld-wide leadership must 
be able to represent a coherent fi eld of practice. Given the early care and 
education fi eld’s current state of affairs, however, creating a coherent 
fi eld of practice is unlikely unless we confront what, in fact, it means 
to be a fi eld for early care and education.

Early care and education is increasingly the focus of federal, state, 
and local policy discussions, of business roundtables, and of economic 
analyses.13 New policy and administrative decisions routinely are be-
ing implemented, with varying levels of consultation with early care 
and education leaders. As expressed by one of our interviewees, “The 
fi eld is being led rather than leading.”

Others’ reluctance to consult with us can be attributed to several 
factors: the fi eld’s indecision about its responsibilities; too often ap-
pearing to resist change indiscriminately; routinely focusing on sector 
differences rather than on creating common ground; and avoiding dif-
fi cult issues and decisions.

We would contend, however, that even if the fi eld were extensively 
consulted, the results would be uneven—because the fi eld lacks a con-
sistent and unambiguous point of view about the purpose of its work 
and about what defi nes its shared identity and responsibility. As a re-
sult, the early care and education fi eld lacks a shared “sense of purpose, 
possibility, and mutual commitment.”14 Our individual interviews with 
40 of the fi eld’s state and national leaders affi rmed this perception.15

For all these reasons, we believe it is time to call the question: 
What defi nes and bounds early care and education as a fi eld?16© H
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Calling the Question

We recognize that risk may be involved in “calling the question.” Our 
use of straightforward language may be perceived as unnecessarily 
provocative. Providing an “insiders’ view” may raise concerns that we 
are placing important work at risk. To some, we may come across as 
overly critical or under-appreciative of work currently in process. Still 
others may personalize our comments and take offense. While real-
izing that all of these responses are possible, none of them match our 
intent or capture our deep commitment to the fi eld.

Still, based on participation in numerous change initiatives and ex-
tended conversations with participants in others, we question wheth-
er an almost exclusive focus on the external conditions impeding the 
fi eld’s success will increase the consistent availability of quality early 
learning experiences. In fact, it feels irresponsible to us that the fi eld 
has yet to “own up” to the ways in which its actions (and, as often, 
inactions) contribute to the incoherence of its delivery system and the 
uneven quality of early care and education programs.

We are not the fi rst to call the question of what binds early care 
and education as a fi eld. In 1967, in the midst of heated debates about 
the most effective early childhood education program models, re-
searcher and activist Bettye Caldwell noted, “While a great deal of 
attention is currently being given to fostering concept formation in 
young children, there appears to be relatively little concern with con-
cept formation about the fi eld most intimately concerned with child 
development.” Why can we not, she asked, be more explicit about our 
goals and objectives?17

Twenty years later, in marking the 60th anniversary of NAEYC, 
executive director Marilyn Smith described three challenges needing 
to be overcome to achieve visions for the year 2000. She labeled the 
third and most diffi cult challenge as follows: “We MUST unify the fi eld 
of early childhood education.” She then went on to say, “The greatest 
obstacle, and yet the one that could have the most positive impact 
on services to children and their families, is to fi nd ways to negate 
the dichotomies that split our fi eld apart. There are many ‘us’ versus 
‘them’ divisions in the early childhood fi eld.”18 Her list of divisions is 
amazingly contemporary; 20 years later, we navigate and argue over 
many of these very same dichotomies:
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Calling the Question 23

• Academicians versus practitioners
• Profi t versus not-for-profi t programs
• Preschool versus child care
• Educational program goals versus social program goals
• Black versus White/Hispanic or Asian versus Native American
• Preschools versus elementary schools

Responding to the Question

The 1960s and 1980s, the timing for Caldwell’s and Smith’s comments, 
were times of upheaval for early care and education. Now, in the fi rst 
decade of the 2000s, the fi eld is once again in a time of extensive 
change—change that will have profound implications for early care 
and education, the early care and education fi eld, and the children, 
families, and society being served.

As authors, we have concluded that moving forward depends on 
engaging in a process of deep and honest examination and appraisal 
of beliefs, assumptions, and past actions—with the intent of creating a 
common platform for defi ning early care and education and describing 
the fi eld that delivers its programs and services. A fi eld-level response 
to the central question of defi nition and boundaries is prerequisite to 
providing a viable foundation for effective leadership and developing 
an early care and education system. Further, without fi eld-wide lead-
ership, early care and education will be stymied continually by the 
lack of a collective voice.

In the absence of collective self-examination and a willingness to 
“distinguish those norms and values worth preserving from those that 
have become antiquated and dysfunctional,”19 early care and educa-
tion leaders will continue to be placed in a position of responding to 
others’ leadership rather than being active and infl uential partners in 
the future being formed.

While this is a time fi lled with ambiguity because of political and 
economic uncertainties, new external demands, and the entry of 
decision-makers unfamiliar with the complexities of our fi eld, it also 
is a time fi lled with exciting possibility. If we in the fi eld choose, we 
can use this fl uidity and growing interest in our work to take greater 
charge of the fi eld’s future and the future we want for children.
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