Reach for the Stars

Linda Ranson Jacobs                 

How does one reach for the stars in early childhood development classrooms? It is a challenge and yet a challenge that is needed in our world today. 
Reaching for the stars means we must do our best and even go beyond what our best has always been to reach higher and make things better for the children in our classrooms.
Psalm 147:4 He determines the number of the stars and calls them each by name.
Every child is important to God. Just as the stars in heaven are called by name by God so are the children in our world today. God know each child. Each knew them in their mother’s womb. Read Psalm 139 – He knows they they sit and rise. He knows everything about each child. 
Why do we need to reach for the stars? I mean isn’t what you are doing pretty good now?

Here are some reasons we need to reach higher and do better. 

1. First of all for the children; the children must always come first. 

· When it comes to planning 


The lessons


Room environment / sensory overload

· Do you realize many stressed children have sensory overload? And if you have any drug babies, you need to be very cautious about how much color you put in front of this child. 
· Story:  Alex and the white soft blanket. 

Red and yellow are colors that stimulate the appetite. Think McDonalds. They are also colors that are energizing and encourage creativity. 

Sky blue is the most tranquilizing color. When you see blue, your brain releases eleven neurotransmitters that bring relaxing calmness to the body.

Lavender, sky blue and soft green are calming colors. 

Brown promotes a sense of security. While off white, cream and beige are best for positive feelings.   


· Schedules – that flow easily with smooth transitions. Do you plan your transitions? 


· Safety issues – do you have a plan if an intruder comes into your facility or if there is a bombing close by? 

2. For the parents

· For the helicopter parent – hovers over their child. 

· For the parent who doesn’t seem to care

· For the dry cleaner parents – you know the ones, the drop off their kid and expect to pick him up at the end of the day all fresh, clean and pressed into a nice tidy little package.

· For the single mom or dad

· For the stressed out parents

· For the family with a deployed parent – you become the partner for the parent that is left behind

3. For our state licensing standards

4. For your church organization or company

5. For yourselves 

· When you do you become involved and with passion you become passionate

· When you are passionate the day goes faster

· When you are passionate you make a difference in the life of the children

· When you are passionate you enjoy yourself. You want to come to work. You want to do your best. 

6. But most of all for future generations
· What you do today impacts this generation but it also impacts the next generation and the next. 

· I’ve been study a lot about our future and about this generation of kids that our society is raising. 
· A lot of the research says the kids of today have never learned to wait. They are impatient and they want what they want when they want it. 

· Josiah has a bad temper. Every time he doesn’t get his way he throws a temper tantrum and everyone around him pays a price. You may be thinking of several little boys in your programs. Now imagine if Josiah never learns to wait, to give, to respect to care about others. Imagine a world full of adult Josiah’s. 

· Researchers, scientist and others have been observing trying to discern what the problem is. James Heckman of the University of Chicago says, 
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Did you hear that last part?  You, early childhood development people are an important component to the success of the next generation. 

I’ve always said our society has it wrong. They should be paying early childhood professionals college professor salaries because is a child gets a good start the college professor’s job will be much easier. 

Hardwired to Connect Study 
In 2003 The Commission on Children at Risk, a panel of thirty-three leading children’s doctors, research scientist and youth service professionals sponsored by Dartmouth Medical School, YMCA and the Institute for American Values issued a report called “Hardwired to Connect.” 

“One of the main reasons we formed this commission is that our waiting lists are too long.”  

Our children are at risk and no one knows what to do or how to help them. The families are deteriorating while we are largely ignoring the problem. Communities have lost their ability to function as whole and viable places that protects its children and youth.  

Children are hardwired for close attachments to others. This first starts with their parents, broadens out to the extended family and then to the community. 

The cause of this crisis of American childhood is….

A lack of Connectedness
Children are born with their brains hardwired for close connections to others. Children need to belong. Belonging is critical for their development. 

These are things those of us in early childhood have known for years but now it has been given credibility by the scientist, doctors and other professionals.

Two important components in providing quality early childhood programs

1.  It is all about relationships. Relationships need to happen first of all 

· with the children, 

· then parents

· next with other staff members

2. Safety:  Each child needs to know they are safe. 

Safety is the biggest issue with children in our society today. The more stressed a child’s life is the more safety becomes an issue with that child. Many out of control children are children who do not feel safe. 

A story to bring all of these thoughts together and a success story – Aaron’s story: 

It was seven o’clock on a Friday evening when we had to call the police. No one had come to pick up Aaron that evening. His mom had dropped him off at my child development center Friday morning. She brought him in, signed him in, put his backpack on his hook and had left. All the things she normally did but she did not show up that evening.

We called the hospital where she worked and she had not shown up for work that day. They had tried all day to reach her. We called her all of the contacts on Aaron’s list before we called the police. No one knew where she was. This wasn’t like mom. 

While we were waiting for the police to arrive many thoughts passed through my mind. 

I thought about Aaron’s first day at our facility. He had come to us with the diagnoses of Reactive Attachment Disorder, Oppositional Defiant Disorder and Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder. We had taken one look at this beautiful child and our hearts had melted immediately. 

Unbeknownst to us, he would become one of our most challenging children and one of our greatest success stories. Aaron was three years old and one of the smartest little boys to ever enter our doors. 

My assistant director wasn’t as convinced as I that we should take this child. She stood next to me looking out the window. She began to describe to me what was happening. Like I couldn’t see for myself but it was so unreal that I guess she thought she needed to say it out loud. As the car drove in the parking lot she began the dialogue: 


“Oh my gosh, look at that he doesn’t even have on a seat belt. Mom is stopping 
the car. Now she is putting her head on the steering wheel. That kid is jumping up 
and down in the back seat. Now he is climbing over the seat. Shriek! Look at that 
he is climbing out the window. Oh my goodness, he is on top of the car. Linda?”

I already knew from visiting with the therapist that we would have to work on not only bonding with Aaron, but also with the mother. As their car drove into the parking lot on that first morning, I watched from my office window, I smiled to myself, took a deep breath, and began our journey. Now here we were a three years later and mom was no-where to be found. 

Aaron had come so far; mom had come so far and things seem to be going well for their little family. Mom had just told me weeks before, “Thank you for giving me back my little boy.”

When the police arrived Aaron said, “I guess I better get my pajamas and the key to our apartment.” We all looked at each other and immediately looked over at his backpack. Inside the backpack were his pajamas, two changes of clothes, a key to their apartment, all of his medications in a zip lock bag with instructions for times to be administered and a note that said “Here are the direction to our apartment.” This mother had planned well in advance of what was to take place. 

I knew immediately what was going on. Aaron’s mother had gone off to commit suicide. She proceeded to go out of town and take medications she had confiscated from the hospital where she worked. 

We had to turn this five-year child over to child welfare. The older sister, who had a different father, was sent to her father’s. Aaron’s father had never been involved in his life. So at 10:30 on that Friday night I loaded this child into a police car and watched his little face looking at me through the window as they drove away. This family was a family in crisis.

The mother was discovered in a hotel room in another town the next morning. She was near death and was life-flighted to a hospital. She did survive. Eventually she got Aaron back and then we lost track of them. 

You may be wondering how this could be a success story. 

· Aaron had to go to a shelter. 

· His mom tried to commit suicide

· Aaron went to foster care for several months

· His mother got him back and we never saw him again

It was a success story because for almost 3 years we got to pump into Aaron’s brain
· Relationship building

· Empathy

· Caring

· Encouragement

· Bonding

· Life learning skills

· And we provided a safe place for Aaron to grow and be nurtured. He spent more time with us than he did with any other person. He was there at 6:30 every morning until 5:30 every night that we were open. In the 3 years I don’t think he was ever gone for a week of vacation. 

Have you ever noticed it the troubled and challenging kids that never go on a vacation? 
Stored in your brain. 

Everything that has even been said to you is stored in your brain. When you encounter a situation what has been said to you comes out your mouth? How many of you when you were a kid said, “I will never say that to my child?” Yet unless you make a conscious effort, you will say to a child what was said to you.

I hope that one day when Aaron needs to have a nurturing side to him, way down deep within his brain, the nurturing experience will pop to the top. 

How you treat a child today will change the adult of tomorrow. 

If children are screamed at – they will scream

If children are hit – they will hit others

If children are kicked – they will kick others

If a child is treated with disrespect – they will treat others with disrespect

If a child is treated with indifference – when they grow up they will treat others with apathy and indifference.  

Reaching for the stars may mean changing your attitude.

· Children need your empathy. 
· Empathy means putting yourself in someone else’s shoes. 
· Some parents need your empathy. 
· They don’t need your sympathy. 
· Sympathy can mean feeling sorrowful for people. 
· Sympathy many times means pity. 
· These children and parents don’t need your pity. 
· When you pity them you turn them into victims. 

· Feeling sorry for or having pity on a child will affect the child’s disposition, as they will sense you feel different toward them. 

· Little children are automatically empathetic. Those of you that work in toddler rooms know this. When one child is crying another child will offer the crying child a blanket or a toy. 

· Children as young as 18 months exhibit compassion, empathy and altruism but many times in our child development programs we stifle these characteristics. We should be celebrating these characteristics because these traits build a strong social-emotional and cognitive development. 

I believe because of our rush in early childhood to measure up to school standards we are not working on strengthening children’s social and emotional intelligence. We forget to work on kindness and teaching them to help each other which when these traits are strengthened shapes altruism in the next generation. 

Reaching for the stars means accommodating the children of divorce. 

· For many children of divorce, you may be the only comforting person in their life at the moment. 

I used to watch on Friday morning as our entryway filled up with car seats, diaper bags, back packs, sleeping bags. You name it we saw it. We watched again on Monday morning as the kids were returned with all of their paraphernalia. 

· Now keep in mind these are young children and one of their parents is leaving them with you and this child will not see that parent again until Monday night when they get off work. Many of the children will not see their parent for a week if there is joint custody involved. 

· Keep this in mind – in order for a child to say “hello” to one parent means they have to say “goodbye” to the other parent and they do it over and over and over. And you wonder why these little tykes are fussing, out of control, angry and sad? 

· Many times my staff knew there was going to be a divorce before the other parent. We saw it in the children’s behavior and in their illnesses – ear infections and asthma seemed to be the main ones. 

Tips:  

I teach all day workshops on children of divorce but today I want to just give you some tips. 

· Infants and toddlers
They feel the divorce. They are not unscathed. 

Story of 15 month old – we loved on her; we had compassion but we also had boundaries. We wouldn’t let her hurt the other toddlers. 


· Tips
1.  Stay calm as possible with a fussy child. 
2.  Use low and soft voice when they are crying because the parent just left
3.  Hum or sing special songs. There were a few favorite songs I always sang when a child was stressed. 
4.  Smile a lot when you cuddle an infant or toddler
5.  Realize that some children will regress in various areas. A 3 or 4 year old might start bringing in an old blankie or stuff animal. If at all possible allow them to have those items at special times, even if this means placing the child away from the other children.

Or a child might start having accidents. Be prepared with a lot of extra sets of clothes. 

6.  Realize single parents are going to be frazzled and disorganize. Be patient with them. 
7.  Preschool age children who are stress and act out will need boundaries
8.   For nap times, allow a child to bring a shirt or something with their parent’s scent on it and allow them to wear this at naptime. 
9.   Some preschool children will have separation anxieties. Encourage parent to bring an extra set of house keys. Tell the child, “You keep the keys to the house so when I pick you up, we can go home and you can give me the key to unlock our house. That will be helpful to me.”
10.  Provide a lot of water play or have sand trays available. Keep various “families” such as farm animals, sea life, people, etc. 
11.  Have fresh playdoh always available
12.  Do not have a child hit a punching bag or a pillow when angry.
13.  For the child who has a parent that lives out of town, encourage the parent you deal with to allow the child to bring pictures of the other parent in a small wallet. You can keep it in a special place where the child can pick it up and look at the other parent. Do you realize that some kids are afraid they will forget what the other parent looks like. 

Reaching for the stars means

· Providing quality early childhood programs

· Continued learning on the part of the staff and the directors

· Building relationships with the children

· Being passionate about your work

Hold out your hand. Look at your hand. In your hand you hold the future of many generations. You hold it in your hand by how you treat this generation of children that come to you each week. 

Your handprint is all over the next generation because you are with the children everyday

· teaching 

· modeling

· mentoring

· guiding 

· and loving them.(Beth Guckenberger)

Use you hand to reach up toward the stars. The stars are limitless. You can reach as high as you can but you can never capture a star but you can always keep reaching; just as you should always keep reaching for the stars of success in early childhood programs. Never give up.  

Maya Angelou once said, "People won't remember what you said. People won't remember what you did. People will remember how you made them feel." This quote can be adopted for our children in your child care. 

Children won't remember what you said. Children won't remember what you did. Children will remember how you made them feel. 
Philippians 2:15 So that you may become blameless and pure, “children of God without fault in a warped and crooked generation.” Then you will shine among them like stars in the sky
