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Foreword

In Finding Your Way Through Confl ict, Chris Amirault and Christine Snyder provide those of 
us in the early childhood education fi eld with guidance and opportunities for refl ection and 
growth in our ability to solve confl icts in the workplace, and, just as importantly, within our 
own family and community. As the authors point out, we are human and, as such, bring our 
“stuff” with us into our centers, programs, and classrooms. Our personal and cultural percep-
tions and assumptions create the lens through which we view confl icts that arise and need 
to be addressed. Relationships are key to early childhood education, and we must intention-
ally work to build and sustain meaningful and respectful relationships with each other, our 
colleagues and coworkers, and the children and families we serve. This deep dive into confl ict 
resolution gives us new knowledge and skills to help us address this issue as we work with 
our colleagues and serve the children and families in our centers, programs, and classrooms.  

Confl ict resolution and problem-solving are required of a leader. In my book, Graceful 
Leadership in Early Childhood Education, I describe some real confl ict situations that I have 
faced in my career. One such situation happened at the beginning of my job as the director of 
a campus-based child care program. About a month in, I had to intervene in a child–parent 
interaction that occurred during end-of-the-day pickup. I overheard an adult voice coming 
from the coatroom area. The adult was speaking to a child in a very loud, harsh tone. I 
approached and observed one of our student parents trying to put a coat on her child. She 
was also physically hitting the child, and the little girl was crying. I was sure the whole center 
could hear the interaction, including other parents who were picking up children. 

I walked up to the parent and very intently and quietly said to her, “I’m sorry, but I 
cannot allow you to do that here.” The parent looked at me and said in a combative manner 
something like, “Oh, so you’re going to tell me how to raise my child.” By now we were being 
observed by staff members, and I realized that this was an opportunity to model my approach 
to confl ict resolution, as I needed to assess the situation quickly and deliver a response that 

by Ann McClain Terrell

“Peace is not just the absence of confl ict; peace is the creation of an environ-
ment where all can fl ourish regardless of race, color, creed, religion, gender, 
class, caste, or any other social markers of difference.”  

Nelson Mandela

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



viii  Finding Your Way Through Conflict

would address it and meet the parent’s and child’s needs at the same time. So I responded 
again by intently and quietly saying to the parent, “My name is Ann Terrell and I am the new 
director here, and what I’m saying to you is, from one Black woman to another, that if you 
continue to hit your child, I will have to report you for child abuse.” The parent stopped her 
behavior, looked at me, and said, “No one has ever told me that before.” I then stooped down 
to the child’s eye level and, while I helped her put on her coat, said to her that her mother 
had had a very long day and was probably tired and really needed her cooperation in getting 
dressed to go home. I walked them to the door, hugged them both, and said I’d see them in 
the morning. I ended the interaction by saying to the parent that I would be available for her 
if she ever needed or wanted to talk. 

Sometimes confl ict resolution can be frustrating when it seems that you’re the only one 
trying to address the perceived problem. During my tenure as director of the campus child 
care center, we implemented a seven-step approach to problem-solving as part of the curric-
ulum for the children. The preschool rooms served three-, four- , and fi ve-year-old children, 
and quite often had turnover as the student parents graduated and withdrew their children. 
There was always a learning curve in our problem-solving approach for the new enrollees. 
“Francis” started in our program at age two and as the child of faculty, she remained with 
us to kindergarten entry, so she was very familiar with our approach to problem-solving. 
Whether it were a confl ict at the sensory table or the block area, Francis understood the 
seven-step approach and implemented it. But one day in the beginning of a new fall semester, 
a confl ict in the preschool classroom arose, as indicated by raised voices. The teacher used 
the prompt, “We seem to have a problem, can you two tell me what the problem is?” as she 
approached Francis and another child. The teacher then followed up with, “Francis, there 
seems to be a problem, how can we solve the problem?” Frances in turn stomped her foot 
and proclaimed, “I don’t want to solve the problem!” 

Many of us respond to confl ict in this way; we want to hide from and ignore the confl ict 
because we feel we are not adequately prepared to address the situation. Depending on the con-
fl ict, sometimes we can dive right in and resolve it. However, sometimes the confl ict calls for us 
to sit with the issue, refl ect, and then decide how best to address it. I love the title of this book, 
Finding Your Way Through Confl ict. To me, it says that sometimes we must sit with the messiness 
and be uncomfortable in our refl ection on our part in the confl ict and how to resolve it. 

Skilled confl ict-resolution ability provides adults and children the opportunity to be 
competent and confi dent in handling these challenging situations, be they with parents, staff, 
peers, or between children. This book lights the path to fi nding your way through confl ict res-
olution and to growth in confl ict-resolution skills that will carry early childhood professionals 
throughout our careers. 

Best, 
Ann McClain Terrell 
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1

Introduction
Approaching Conflict

Dealing constructively with tough topics and awkward situations strengthens a 
relationship. And that’s an opportunity too good to pass up.

Douglas Stone, Bruce Patton, and Sheila Heen, Diffi cult Conversations 

The teacher who interrupts you whenever you’re speaking in meetings and then accuses you 
of being rude when you point it out. The teammate who smiles while explaining why they 
chose not to do that unpleasant task, even though they wore that same smile yesterday when 
telling you that the same task was “No problem.” The supervisor who repeatedly reassures 
you that “You’re doing great !” whenever you are in their offi ce but points out fl aws every time 
they walk into your classroom. The veteran colleague who has been glaring at you whenever 
you pass them in the hallway since you arrived, for who-knows-what reasons. 

Read the opening quote again.
These situations are “opportunities”? That are “too good to pass up”?! Yes! 
If you take away one insight from this book, make it this: to learn how to get out of con-

fl ict, you must learn how to be in confl ict. And that means turning toward the confl ict, inhab-
iting its nuances fully, and engaging it as a learning opportunity for you, the other person, 
and the relationship you share. There are no 
sidelines or shortcuts, no easy ways out. Years of 
practice with thousands of people in our per-
sonal and work lives, along with the research 
we’ve gathered here, make it evident that most 
confl ict is just like the famous bear hunt. You 
can’t go over it and you can’t go under it. You 
have to fi nd your way through it. 

Developing the ability to fi nd your way through confl ict requires learning about  yourself, 
others, and behavior change, so you’re going to need a healthy dose of patience. You probably 
picked up this book to get right at those tricky, sticky confl icts—we understand! We share those 
persistent desires to fi x confl icts right now. But we’ve learned that confl ict is not quite that 
simple, and that applying confl ict resolution listicles and short-term fi xes often does more harm 
than good. 

To learn how to get out of 
confl ict, you must learn 
how to be in confl ict.

To learn how to get out of 
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2  Finding Your Way Through Conflict

It can be frustrating to make that time and effort, especially since so many common con-
fl icts seem deceptively simple at fi rst glance. Why can’t two colleagues working in the same 
classroom sort out who’s doing what? Surely an instructional coach can fi nd ways to address 
the problematic practices of a teacher they supervise? And if a parent isn’t meeting basic pro-
gram requirements, it doesn’t have to be a confrontation, does it? Sadly, we’ve learned over 
and over that such “simple” confl icts are complex, nuanced situations that require careful 
thinking and refl ection. After all, if they are so simple, why do they keep happening?

Following years of workshops with thousands of participants, we are certain that you 
can learn effective strategies that take into account the complexity and nuances of confl ict. 
Indeed, throughout the book, we refer to how each of us has built up our tolerance for 
confl ict, learning and using the skills we now have in our toolbelts and will share with you. 
Along with tales of success, we also share our stories of self-discovery as we confront new 
challenges from within new confl icts, a process that is ongoing for us both.

Making the decision to confront confl ict from within it is the most challenging, important 
shift in perspective that effective confl ict engagement requires, a shift we hope you’ll enact 
throughout the book. But don’t despair. We are confi dent that you—yes, you—can make that 
shift and learn how to be in and get out of confl ict. Welcome to the bear hunt! 

Confl ict in Early Childhood Education
This book focuses on the world of confl icts faced in the work of early childhood education. 
And while we will at times refer to confl icts with children and with families, this book 
engages primarily with confl icts involving early childhood colleagues. Here’s why. 

When the two of us fi rst met several years ago, we were both well into our careers in the 
early childhood profession. Christine had been devoting a great deal of time to thinking about 
how classrooms could best support young children’s social and emotional development. Chris 
had been working with early childhood teachers and administrators on how best to nurture 
diversity and promote equity for the children and families they serve. 

But when we sat down to talk about our work, our shared attention shifted to adult con-
fl ict in the fi eld. Christine kept noticing that the adult teachers, more so than the young chil-
dren, were the ones having diffi culty working through and recovering from squabbles. Chris 
refl ected that people’s natural discomfort with negotiating differences could make already
fraught topics of ethnicity, race, sexuality, and so on far more challenging.

As it turns out, our conversation is one of many conversations on confl ict that have been 
occurring across the profession. Throughout the book, we show how adult confl ict in early 
childhood education is at the center of much of the classroom quality research and metrics 
that are reshaping our understanding of children’s learning environments and the relation-
ships that support them. Concepts such as attunement, co-regulation, primary and secondary 
trauma, and teacher self-effi cacy have become important perspectives that early childhood 
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Introduction Approaching Conflict  3

educators can use to rethink how they 
engage with confl ict in their work. 

We have broadened our two-way 
conversation into a dynamic active-learn-
ing experience through presentations on 
confl ict at national early childhood confer-
ences, and we hope this book contributes to 
the growing discourse that we feel is vital 
to our profession. The hundreds of amazing early childhood educators we have met in our 
careers are people who can tackle the thorniest child developmental issues with confi dence, 
rigor, and ease. But if you put many of those same people into a confl ict with a peer, they hes-
itate to engage with the confl ict, they avoid the work the confl ict produces, and they become 
uncomfortable and awkward. Adult confl ict can shatter the self-effi cacy of some of the best 
early childhood teachers in a heartbeat. 

Finally, though there are workplace confl icts in early childhood education settings that 
involve multiple people, most confl icts unfold and should be addressed within one-on-one 
relationships. To understand the dynamics within one-on-one confl ict, this book focuses on 
two specifi c individuals: you and your counterpart. We are confi dent that learning about these 
two folks will aid you in every confl ict, large or small! 

The important work of supporting young children’s learning and growth can also support 
your own learning and growth in confl ict. Learning how to work through confl ict starts with 
understanding some core principles.

The Six Core Principles  of Working Through Confl ict 
Over the years, we’ve found ourselves repeating these to ourselves and to others, as they often 
reveal important perspectives we’re missing when confl icts arise. We return to these core prin-
ciples throughout the book, illustrating their value in even the trickiest confl icts. See also page 
 81 for a one-page reproducible of the principles.

Conflict Is Natural, Normal, and Deeply Human
This principle, in a calm moment of reading, may appear completely obvious:  confl ict 
is a natural part of life, a normal component of social interaction that activates our 
deepest humanity. Of course, we don’t feel that way when we are in confl ict. Instead, we 
feel misunderstood. Everything is off kilter; our usual selves and skills have vanished, replaced 
by a clunky, demanding set of thoughts and feelings that do not refl ect who we really are. But 
those feelings are precisely what connect us to the rest of humanity. Recognizing this common-
ality can help us have greater empathy for others—and ourselves—in the midst of confl ict.

Confl ict is a natural part of life, 
a normal component of social 
interaction that activates our 
deepest humanity.
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4  Finding Your Way Through Conflict

Conflict Is the Work, Not a Distraction from the Work
Nearly everyone who has attended our workshops over the years describes confl ict as the 
thing that prevents them from doing their real work. We believe confl ict is the work. But, as 
far as we are aware, few if any higher education programs, early childhood agencies, and 
professional development systems teach adult confl ict as a core component of that work. So, 
instead of seeing confl ict as an impediment or distraction, we place it front and center as the 
work itself—and, we’re convinced, usually the most important work. 

Conflict Is Almost Always Reciprocal
Confl icts typically drive us into a defensive posture. That’s how the blame game begins: as we 
experience the problems created in the confl ict, we extend our index fi nger to point out that 
their source exists elsewhere. Unfortunately for our egos, it’s rarely that simple. In our expe-
rience, the majority of confl icts are reciprocal, which means that everyone contributes their 
fair share—even though they’re usually well-meaning individuals trying to do what’s right in 
tricky situations. To help you see your part of confl ict, there are sections of the book where 
we prompt you to fess up to your role in the mess. And it turns out this is a very effective con-
fl ict resolution strategy all by itself.

Conflict Exists If Someone Says It Does
Routinely, the confl icts that have been brought to our attention seem one-sided, at least 
to one of the parties. In those situations, while the aggrieved person is feeling troubled, 
offended, disrespected, or worse, the other person doesn’t even see the problem. So following 
from the last principle, we assert that, if one person declares a given situation is a confl ict, 
then there’s a confl ict. The collaborative relationships between adults that drive most early 
childhood workplaces simply cannot function properly if one person is ignoring another per-
son’s concerns. So, if someone calls foul, it’s time for both parties to make a good-faith effort 
to work it out. 

Conflict Is Sustained by Win/Lose, Right/Wrong Thinking 
Skillfully negotiating confl ict is never just yes or no, easy or hard. In fact, confl ict feeds off 
of that sort of either/or thinking; it’s the gasoline that makes the engine run—and often 
splashes out of the tank, where a spark can set the car on fi re! So to learn how best to negoti-
ate confl ict, you’ll need to learn how to live in the middle—in the ambiguous zone—and that 
is a real challenge for most of us. Our families, our cultures, our educations, even our neu-
rology: they all drive us into this sort of either/or thinking, so we teach you in th is book how 
to resist it by developing a thorough understanding of how to avoid either/or perspectives as 
often as possible. 
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Introduction Approaching Conflict  5

Conflict Never Stops Teaching Us 
Finally, we encourage you to approach the work of this book with humility and respect for the 
endlessly fascinating world of confl ict. In our workshops, we always share a humorous anec-
dote about a confl ict that the two of us have had recently—often with each other. We do that 
because we are convinced that no one ever 
stops being in or learning about confl ict. 
We hope that you’ll join us with a similar 
sense of humor and curiosity, recognizing 
that every confl ict is a fascinating study of 
people, particularly ourselves, that includes 
new insights and nuances worth exploring. Not only will this attitude help you establish a bit 
of distance from which to perceive individual confl icts, but you can also develop new per-
spectives and skills within those confl icts as a result. The only way to solve any given confl ict 
is to study it from within.

How This Book Is Organized
The chapters ahead are organized around the following set of components. Each chapter 
focuses on key concepts that are central to understanding confl ict. We take time to explain 
those concepts in detail, and we delve into the research insights that enrich our understand-
ing of them. We explore why they matter, demonstrating how the key concepts arise in the 
real world of confl ict. In those sections we also provide appropriate, real-world examples, 
situations that we dissect using the concepts we’ve just presented. 

Finally, each chapter describes precisely what to do and how to do it. We want you 
to develop agency and confi dence in confl ict, and that requires two things: a set of tools, 
concrete actions, refl ective exercises, and practical steps to take within confl ict, and a set of 
critical stances, attitudes and perspectives that are necessary to cultivate in order to use the 
tools effectively.

How to Use This Book
Before we dive in: if you’ve picked up this book because you are deep within a complex, 
urgent confl ict, we want to add a note of support and guidance. We also want to encourage 
you to approach all confl icts with patience and self-awareness. This approach is especially 
critical when situations feel urgent; as we discuss in chapter 3, that urgency can prevent your 
brain from doing what you need to do to fi nd your way through the confl ict. 

We are fully aware that you may want to skip ahead to check out later chapters that lay 
out steps for confl ict engagement right now. So we’ve built the book to include the patience 

No one ever stops being in 
or learning about confl ict.
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6  Finding Your Way Through Conflict

and self-awareness in those steps. 
Chapter 5, in particular, makes it clear 
that  all confl ict engagement with others 
must start with an inventory of what 
you will be bringing into that confl ict 
yourself.

We are sure that you truly will ben-
efi t from the seeming delay created by sorting out the emotions you do and don’t bring into 
your confl icts. Exploring those emotions can be tricky, so we strongly recommend that you 
do the refl ective exercises when you are on relatively solid personal and professional ground, 
and that you have a close friend, partner, or colleague available to support you.

The support can be strengthened with someone who is also reading this book, as together 
you will gain skills for fi nding your way through confl ict. And if you’re able to work with 
colleagues, the exercises in chapter 2 are excellent for developing confl ict skills in teams. 
We’ve found that this sort of shared self-refl ection is invaluable for everyone working in an 
early childhood setting. Whether you’re reading alone or in a group, be sure to download the 
 professional  learning  community (PLC) guide we wrote to accompany the book. It’s a useful 
resource on ways to share in the learning and has additional information  we think you’ll 
enjoy. It can be downloaded at freespirit.com/PLC. 

Additionally, this book focuses on both a refl ective process and an in-the-moment-of-
confl ict process in which we reference some useful foundational content that is typically 
initiated in the development of a program and discussed in new-hire orientation. This foun-
dational content includes program mission statements, job descriptions, and fi eld standards 
like the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) Code of Ethical 
Conduct, to name a few. We’ve provided guidance for use of these tools in relation to confl ict 
situations in chapter 6 , but if you fi nd yourself in the beginning stages of developing this 
foundational content, we encourage you to utilize the activities in the PLC as well as outside 
resources focused on developing a new program or new teams. NAEYC, Head Start,  and local 
and state early childhood resource entities can be  useful place s to start. 

This is a book that we hope you’ll read and refl ect on, and then come back to as new con-
fl icts arise. Whether you are reading on your own or with your team, we are so glad to have 
you with us on this journey into confl ict. Let’s get started! 

All confl ict engagement with 
others must start with an inventory 
of what you will be bringing into 
that confl ict yourself.
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