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Abstract 

This action research study sought to improve community participation and leadership in 

the communities of Golden and Area A, in eastern BC, which are part of the Early Learning and 

Child Care (ELCC) sector, responsible to the BC Ministry of Education. A relational approach 

was necessary to strengthen the frontline leadership within the patchwork of systems making up 

the ELCC sector, and involved varying disciplines, including early childhood educators, parents, 

teachers, and community-based service providers. Participants engaged in four community 

engagement workshops focusing partnerships, and how an engagement framework might support 

sustained relationships and strengthen leadership. Building a sense of belonging among the 

ELCC sector emerged as a key building block to strong partnerships, reinforcing the 

relationships among five themes: creating safe spaces for learning and engagement; 

connectedness to self and the families the partnership serves; space and time to deepen 

relationships and build confidence; opportunities for meaningful engagement; changing the 

organizational/system culture to equalize and professionalize the ELCC field. 
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Chapter 1: Focus and Framing 

Historically in British Columbia the Ministry of Child and Family Development (MCFD) 

and the Ministry of Education (M.Ed) have worked in silos without intention efforts to support 

collaboration. As of June 2022 a new partnership with the MCFD and the M.Ed was initiated  to 

integrate child care into the broader learning environment. The two ministries are developing a 

strategy to move delivery of child care into the Ministry of Education by 2023 from the Ministry 

of Children and Family Development (Ministry of Education and Child Care, 2022). In addition 

to the partnership between MCFD and M.Ed, on June 8th, 2022 the MCFD released new 

legislation related to the Early Learning and Child Care (ELCC) field. The hope is that 

innovative legislative commitments will begin to build an accessible, affordable, and quality 

inclusive child care system.  In preparation for the changes the new legislation will create, Rocky 

Mountain School District #6 (Sd6) has hired Crystal Macleod, the Vice Principal at Selkirk 

Secondary School in Kimberley, BC, to be the Early Learning Director. The role of the Director 

is to lead, facilitate and enact the two-ministry partnership with Sd6, and develop how Sd6 will 

transition into the new model (See Appendix A: Preliminary Systems Map for an overview of the 

system and key stakeholders).  Although the community has been aware that policy changes 

have been in the works for some time, to date, Golden and Area A have experienced limited 

changes to day-to-day delivery of services, and we have yet to see these policy shifts on the 

ground.  

 These new governmental shifts will directly impact Sd6 and the ELCC sector in the East 

Kootenays.  I came into this research with strong existing ties to the ELCC sector in SD6- 

Golden and Area A which includes two elementary schools, and multiple ELCC facilities. I have 
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lived in Golden since 2016 and am deeply embedded in the ELCC sector. Over the course of this 

project I moved into an executive level position with a non-profit organization that serves 

children, youth, and families in Golden and Area A and I am deeply passionate about this work. 

While I will reflect more on my own positionality in the methods chapter, it is important to note 

here that my own experiences allowed me to recognize the need for and value of this research, 

and the importance of giving voice to key stakeholders at this critical juncture for the ELCC 

sector in my community. The gift of small communities is that they demonstrate how it really 

does take a village to raise a child, and through this work I was able to convene the villagers into 

relationship, dialogue and deep listening.   

 

Significance of the Inquiry 

Until two years ago, there was funding to support collaborative coalitions within the 

ELCC sector (Successby6bc.ca, 2013). However, when this funding was cut the coalition was no 

longer viable as there were no resources to support collaboration in an already stretched sector.  

This research therefore was the first opportunity for representatives from these two sectors to 

connect once again to determine what was needed to develop collaborative partnership among 

ELCC stakeholders in the Sd6 area. Through their participation in this research, stakeholders had 

an opportunity to engage in dialogue with the objective of creating new community-led 

initiatives, bridging the local (Sd6) gaps of ELCC service provision within the context of the new 

partnership framework between MCFD, M. Ed, and the new legislation on ELCC. This project 

explored and developed stakeholders’ understandings of collaboration and partnership in the 

ELCC sector.  Engaging in dialogue with ELCC stakeholders and families, especially those of 

Sd6, provided an opportunity to advocate for leadership within the ELCC sector.  This action 
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research inquiry drew on an ecological systems theory (Bronfennbrenner, 2005) to explore 

partnerships and leadership within the ELCC sector and employed an awareness-based stance 

that cultivated dialogue and co-creative relationships. These elements allowed ELCC 

stakeholders from each sector to build relationships, to learn from each other. to innovate and see 

themselves in the larger system (Sharmer and Kaufer, 2013).   

Research Questions 

I explored the following primary research question: How might a meaningful engagement 

framework that draws together ELCC stakeholders and families be developed and implemented 

to support sustainable change and relationship?  

 The following sub-questions further support my investigation:  

- What are success stories told by ELCC stakeholders and families who feel supported by 

the current partnerships with Sd6? (Current state) 

- Given recent legislative and policy changes, what might be needed leadership skills and 

competencies for the ELCC sector and Sd6 to ensure relationship development? (Future 

state) 

- What would an engagement strategy for this newly emerging partnership need to look 

like to ensure that it is responsive, inclusive and building meaningful relationships? 

(Possible steps): What styles of leadership might emerge as ELCC stakeholders and 

families connect about the importance of a framework? (Resources)  

- What strategies could the ELCC sector and Sd6 take to enhance community leadership? 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Although there are many topics that have emerged since the project's inception, I chose to 

focus on partnerships and leadership within the field of ELCC for the purposes of this literature 

review.  First, I will explore current knowledge and research on partnerships specifically in the 

ELCC field, especially highlighting partnerships with school districts.  Second, I will provide a 

brief overview of leadership within the ELCC field, more specifically investigating emergent 

leadership practices in the ELCC field.  

Partnerships 

Partnerships have an integral place in the function of ELCC programs, Young (2010) 

notes, ‘early child development (ECD) programs for young children (ages 0–8 years) are an 

investment in the future and a cost-effective strategy for economic development’ (p. 25), 

illuminating the importance of an integrated approach to the delivery and implementation of 

child and family centered programming.  

The integration of a comprehensive partnership model is noted as being an investment, 

further supporting an economic development strategy (Young, 2010).  The literature reminds us 

that the ELCC sector is built spanning the public and private sector highlighting the 

interconnections of a larger system. For example, Young (2010) suggests that in order for 

partnerships to emerge, there must be a supportive framework in place. Similarly, Freeman 

(2010) suggests that the ELCC sector is becoming more and more complex, noting that child and 

family services are often fragmented. For example, Freeman (2010) described the ELCC sector's 

dimensions, illuminating the subsystems involved, ‘a single care-giver; long-term relations with 

families; providers indigenous to their neighborhood; flexible and personalized programs; and 

small client numbers’ (p. 828). A comparable example is the local ELCC sector in British 
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Columbia; the Ministry of Children and Families (MCFD) documented in the Early Years in BC 

School Districts: A scan of promising practices (2013) the ELCC system as large and complex 

with a number of ministries, health authorities, school districts, Indigenous governments, 

municipalities, and hundreds of community organizations.  

 Partnerships across the sector are critical for the health and well-being of children and 

families, with particular emphasis on improved children’s readiness for kindergarten (Freeman, 

2010; Young, 2010; Pianta et al., 2001).  A notable gap appears in the literature as it relates to 

improving ELCC stakeholder relationships, and how those connections can enhance partnerships 

and collaboration. Yet, much of the literature that relates to partnerships in the ELCC sector 

identifies an ecological systems theory as a conceptual framework to support the investigation of 

the ELCC sector and education (Freeman, 2010; Young, 2010; Pianta et al., 2001).  An 

ecological systems theory approach based on trust, mutual respect, and a shared vision are 

critical ingredients for partnerships to be successful in the ELCC sector (Freeman, 2010; Young, 

2010; Pianta et al., 2001), additionally the participation of the ELCC stakeholders (parents, 

teachers, early childhood educator etc,) is a critical element in the process of supporting 

meaningful engagement. For example, as Pianta et al. (2001) explains, ‘real textured 

explanations for our results come from the teachers and family workers’, further he noted that 

partnerships in the ELCC sector rely on exploring how each stakeholder takes responsibility for 

their front-line ownership (Zimmerman et. al., 2013), and as a result, efforts to strengthen and 

build relationships are vital.  

 On a local level, working together in partnership across the ELCC sector to promote 

strengthened relationships and to enhance community leadership is key to enhancing 

partnerships and strengthening leadership (Garrow, 2017). Early Years in BC Districts: A scan of 

promising practices (2013) articulated that establishing school district-level change to foster a 
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meaningful early learning system must be through system-level leadership and governance. 

Similarly, Young (2010) supports the system-level leadership notion by noting that the 

government's role is to administer leadership and oversight (i.e., governing structure) to 

coordinate ELCC strategies to intersect organizational lines.  

Teemant et al. (2021) offered a perspective on partnership that builds upon a 

psychosocial systems stance, proposing that for partnerships to be successful stakeholders 

(educators, families, community, and students) need to have ‘shared values, motives, 

perceptions, goals and interpretations of the world’ (p. 6). Furthermore, Teemant et al. (2021) 

suggested an educational equity framework, described as ‘a compass for both navigating 

processes and articulating a shared vision’ (p. 9) illuminating a change process that is social and 

where shared values are established to serve as a foundation for partnership. This framework 

posits fundamental features such as, ‘authentic, meaningful, ongoing, and reciprocal learning and 

thinking about inequities (i.e., problem posing)’ (p.11).  Similarly, Goff (2017) suggested that 

partnerships with educators and families are critical and pose numerous benefits, yet he argues 

that what appears uncertain is how families and educators come together to support learning and 

development.  

While there are multiple frameworks and approaches to partnership, the complexity of 

what ‘partnership’ means continues to be a challenge (Teetmant et al. 2021; Goff 2017; Epstein 

et al. 2018).  As such, much of the literature contradicts the notion of prescriptive strategies to 

partnerships; noting that people who are involved in the partnership do not have to follow a set 

of rules. Rather, an example from New Zealand’s ELCC sector indicates strong evidence for 

parent- teacher partnership that values fostering a sense of belonging for all families, to use 

culturally appropriate ways of communication and to support family involvement in assessment 

and evaluation (Chan & Richie, 2016).  
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Chan and Richie (2016) explore New Zealand’s Ministry of Education stance on 

partnership; ‘Te Whariki is philosophically grounded in recognition of the founding partnership 

between Maori and settlers, as represented in the 1840 Tiriti o Waitangi/Treaty of Waitangi, the 

agreement between Maori and the British Crown that legitimized British settlement’ (p.296).  

Chan and Ritchie (2016) noted that reports on parent- teacher partnership from New Zealand’s 

Ministry of Education illustrated that there is a significant gap between ‘espoused pedagogies’ 

(p. 295) and partnership commitments in the teacher or school’s philosophy and implementing 

their professional responsibility to engage with families.  Chan and Richie (2016) conclude that 

partnerships between the Ministry of Education and the ELCC sector requires, ‘particular 

strategies for fostering such relationships and promoting dialogue need to be contextually 

responsive and will take time to develop’ (p. 300).  

Leadership 

 The term ‘leadership’ is very ambiguous, and is sometimes described as being a ‘dirty 

word’ (Hard and Jónsdóttir, 2013; Nutbrown, 2019), especially as it relates to the behaviors of 

stakeholders within the ELCC field. Illustrations of leadership being a ‘dirty word’ include 

ELCC experiences of horizontal violence, the hierarchal decision making that persists across the 

sector, power imbalances, with those on the front-line often holding little power or influence, 

manipulation, and interpersonal breakdowns.  For this reason, I hope to explore the 

interdisciplinary nature of the term ‘leadership’ within the ELCC context. Jackson and Parry 

(2018) noted, ‘those who work in leadership research have always made a point of recognizing 

its applied and interdisciplinary nature’ (p. 4), and for the purposes of studying leadership within 

the ELCC field it is critical to consider the dirtiness, it must be my frame of reference. Similarly, 

Douglass (2017) indicated that the ELCC sector is a fabric of leadership attributes and behaviors, 

yet the ELCC sector lacks clearly defined leadership development opportunities and very little 



17 PARTNERSHIPS AND SHARED LEADERSHIP 

 

attention has been paid to systematically developing and supporting leadership (Nutbrown, 

2019).  

 Douglass (2017) presents research data that contends leadership in the ELCC sector is 

not defined as a formal job title but as a relational process for fostering change, where the notion 

of leadership shifts.  The literature is jarring, especially as it relates to the gendered historical 

construct of the ELCC sector.  For example, Hard and Jónsdóttir (2013) provide a very pointed 

example of the development of Nordic preschools in Iceland, and the purpose to acknowledge 

the perceived societal need to provide replacement maternal care or home like environments.  

Women were therefore leading figures in societies, however as Hard and Jónsdóttir (2013) 

describe, from the start, women were disadvantaged, undervalued, underpaid, and experienced 

high rates of staff turnover.   

There is a movement that equips the ELCC field with a leadership style that is described 

as power with people versus power over people, and there appears to be an emphasize on a 

distributed or shared approach to leadership (Hard and Jónsdóttir, 2013; Nutbrown, 2019; Heikka 

and Waniganayake, 2013). For example, a study on leadership in the ELCC sector completed in 

Finland concluded that a ‘shared commitment among stakeholders’ (Heikka and Hujala, 2013) 

and that leadership is interwoven and distributed in municipal societies that involve multiple 

stakeholders. Additionally, Nutbrown (2019) indicated that although there is an oppressive 

historical feminist context to leadership development, much of the momentum now is focused on 

education qualifications such as degree level expertise in child development.  Furthermore, it 

appears that the ELCC sector is beginning to illuminate the importance of what Newborn (2019) 

called ‘pedagogical leadership’.  Heikka and Waniganayake (2011) offer insights into what 

pedagogical leadership might be considered to be, and its engagement with the ELCC sector:  
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‘Pedagogical leadership is connected with not only children’s learning, but also the 

capacity building of the early childhood profession, and values and beliefs about 

education held by the wider society or community. In early childhood settings, 

pedagogical leadership means taking responsibility for the shared understanding of the 

aims and methods of learning and teaching of young children from birth to 8 years’ (p. 

510). 

Heikka and Hujala (2013) discuss how leadership responsibilities ought to be established 

and clarified amongst early learning teachers and child care center directors. Additionally, the 

data highlighted that ELCC teams were established to assist in organizing different areas of 

service to help families navigate community stakeholder groups. The research data noted that 

leadership teams operationalized as a central point of interaction to reflect on how learning 

communities could have discussions about shared values.  Furthermore, Heikka and Hujala 

(2013) illuminate data that suggests an interdisciplinary notion to leadership in the ELCC sector:  

‘Stakeholders repeatedly mentioned the importance of interaction between ECE leaders 

and people in primary schools and welfare sector services in creating education and 

welfare services within municipalities. Interaction with schools, in particular, was 

considered essential for negotiating common goals and visions and for creating structures 

that ensure educational continuity for children’ (p. 575) 

Finally, there is a sentiment in the literature that leadership in the ELCC sector is limited, 

and continues to be a need for more research from a cross-cultural perspective while 

circumventing stereotypes of hierarchy, horizontal violence and micro-politics (Hard and 

Jónsdóttir, 2013; Nutbrown, 2019; Douglass, 2017). 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 To learn more about what is necessary for the ELCC sector to enhance engagement and 

strengthen leaders, I explored participatory action research as a mechanism for authentic 

storytelling and collaboration. Dahl, (2006) suggests that participatory action research (PAR) has 

a goal to engage in collaboration and dialogue through seeking knowledge and understanding 

that is useful to participating in a group of people.  Utilizing shared understanding and 

knowledge in way that empowers the research participants also reflected the participants being a 

part of positive change (Dahl, 2006; Bradbury 2015; Lawson et al., 2015).  Lawson et al., (2015) 

indicates that PAR can be considered as ‘research, action, and participation’ (p. 6) and the 

plurality of meaning, definition, and interpretation is specifically notable to the ELCC sector’s 

transitionary systemic changes. It was my intention to bring together a group of stakeholders 

who are experiencing a change in their legislative system, to help them improve or impact the 

ever-changing situation.  

This approach to research recognizes that together with the researcher, ‘the stakeholders 

define the problems to be examined, cogenerate relevant knowledge about them, learn and 

execute social research techniques’ (Lawson et al., p. 3, 2015). Often the ELCC sector 

experiences oppressive practices that do not make efforts to hear and actualize the voices of the 

front line (Hard and Jónsdóttir, 2013). PAR places a strong value on personal agency and control 

over one’s own life situations and experiences, creating a strong commitment to the knowledge 

and co-creative space (Lawson et al., 2015).  This methodological approach to research 

emphasizes the importance of skilled facilitators who serve as local community members 

fostering engagement that co-creates transformational results for the community and the 

participants (Lawson et al., 2015). 
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I used an appreciative inquiry 5D organizational change model (Lewis, S., Passmore, J., 

Cantore, S. 2008) to develop workshop questions. Participants in the workshops were also 

encouraged to use an appreciative inquiry stance to help facilitate dialogue, by focusing on what 

behaviors they want to grow (Lewis, S., Passmore, J., Cantore, S. 2008) that might strengthen 

partnership and enhance leadership within the ELCC field. Key features of appreciative inquiry 

include valuing and appreciating the best of what is, what might be, what should/could be, and 

moving forward with what will be (Lewis, S., Passmore, J., Cantore, S. 2008). The 5D model 

demonstrates five appreciative phases on inquiry that include: define, discover, dream, design 

and destiny (Lewis, S., Passmore, J., Cantore, S. 2008). These five phases support the 

development of appreciative questions, journaling, creation of provocations or propositions, 

scenarios to feedback, finalize action plans. With the addition of an appreciative inquiry lens, it 

ensured participants were engaged in a meaningful way.   

Bronfenbrenner proposes a theory of child development that can be explored across 

relational levels of interaction. Institutions such as education and the ELCC sector, are examples 

of ecological systems that function within the larger system mutually influencing the system 

spheres of functioning (Freeman 2010).  Bronfenbrenner’s theory is often used to conceptualize 

and understand contexts of young children’s development, while identifying influences moving 

bi-directionally between the child’s present context and the people they directly are in contact 

with (the Microsystem). In the second level (the Mesosystem), the child experiences interactions 

with settings and places that relate to the child’s Microsystem.  

The Exosystem reflects connections between two or more environments, reflecting the 

child’s interactions with one or more settings that is not a part of the child’s immediate 

environment, yet influential to the child’s development. The Macrosystem are circles of distant 
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people, events, institutions, cultural beliefs and ideals that indirectly influence the developing 

child. All parts of the complex circles are nested within the most distant circle called the 

Chronosystem which encompasses patterns, events and sociohistorical impact that influences the 

developing child (Bronfrennbrenner, 2005).  

 

Positionality 

Coming from an ecological-systems thinking and appreciative inquiry stance it is 

important for me to describe my own positionality in this work. I am in my late thirties, and I 

would identify as a heterosexual married woman. I grew up in rural Saskatchewan, and currently 

live in rural British Columbia. My undergraduate training is primarily in child and youth care 

counselling, with a focus on early childhood development. In my undergraduate studies I worked 

as a research assistant for the Center for Child Well-Being at Mount Royal University. I 

facilitated a multiple provincial research projects that focused on early childhood physical 

literacy in the child care setting.  Since my undergraduate experience as a research assistant, I 

continued to work as a research coordinator for the Early Years Physical Literacy Research 

Team (ww.earlyyearsphysicalliteracy.com) where I continued to build relationships with early 

learning and child care centers across Alberta.  This experience enhanced my unique stand point 

on the early learning and child care sector not only in Alberta, but from a national lens too. 

 I have since been employed by the Ministry of Children and Family Development in 

British Columbia to coordinate front line early intervention programs for families who have 

children with neurodiversity’s.  And more recently have taken on an executive level position 

with a non-profit organization that serves children, youth, and families in Golden and Area A .  
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In 2019 after hearing a number of stories and witnessing the challenges facing families in 

accessing childcare spaces spurred me to launch a side-project that I am very proud of; an 

outdoor education program for 3-5 year olds. (We are currently providing education and care to 

150 young children from Golden and Area A)  

Taken together, these experiences have shaped my perspective on the ELCC sector and 

influenced the design of this research project. It was very important to me that my relationships, 

experience, and perspective informed the design of this project and the selection of methods. My 

experiences in the sector highlighted the importance of taking a systems -thinking approach. This 

was guided by an understanding of the importance of ensuring a diversity of voices were 

engaged in the work, a motivation to create opportunities for collective collaboration, and a deep 

desire for the early learning and child care sector to be heard.  

Methods 

Given that Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system’s theory is relevant to the ELCC 

stakeholders and the area of focus, it was utilized as a starting point to further provide context for 

the participants. As Saldana and Omasta (2017) explain “conceptual frames assist the researcher 

to, ‘uncover, confirm, or qualify the basic processes or constructs that undergird’ their study” (p. 

125). Furthermore, this action research project facilitated an iterative and emergent process, 

continued with a relational approach that included the voices of the ELCC stakeholders to ensure 

a democratic, participatory, and reflective research orientation (Saldana and Omasta, 

2017).  Engagement was heavily influenced by the interpersonal and political skills of the 

researcher (Coghlan et al., 2014; Senge 2006; Bradbury et al., 2019).  Throughout this research 

process, I made efforts to ensure engagement with partners and stakeholders, prioritized 

inclusion, safety, and a strength-based approach to collaboration. 
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Participatory Workshop Series 

  In the spirit of collaboration and co-inquiry, the inquiry process engaged participants in 

a series of facilitated reflective conversational style workshops that explored the local 

experiences of the ELCC sector, client families, and representatives of Sd6. Reason (1999) 

suggested that co-operative inquiry phases foster a democratic inquiry approach, while 

enhancing participant’s opportunity to co-create knowledge in service of their practical purposes.   

Engaging participants through an appreciative stance also fostered a space to explore possibilities 

for appreciation while complimenting the action research cycles (Agger-Gupta and Perodeau, 

2016).  A series of facilitated conversational virtual workshops formed a small co-operative 

inquiry group, and created energy and alignment through discovering what could be. Exploring 

stories of the ELCC sector allowed participants to create dreams, hopes and statements of 

possible futures (Agger-Gupta and Perodeau, 2016).  In the workshops, the participants heard 

stories, and possibilities of others while engaging in conversations that might not otherwise be 

feasible due to time, space, or interest. (See Appendices B-G for consent forms and materials 

detailing the design of the workshop series). 

The literature review provided insight into what the ELCC sector needed to allow 

dialogue to become a conduit for developing deeper relationships and frameworks of practice.  

Throughout the workshops we combined the knowledge from various ELCC stakeholder 

perspectives, to build a locally constructed picture of what challenges lie ahead for the new 

partnership, and how partnerships and leadership could be enacted as a result of this emerging 

partnership. As per Reason (1999), co-operative inquiry phases provided a useful way of 

knowing that is demonstrated as being, ‘grounded in experience, expressed through our stories 

and images, understood through ideas which make sense to us, and expressed in worthwhile 

action in our lives’ (p. 210).  
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Plan for Implementation 

 The implementation process was influenced by Coghlan (2019), who introduced action 

research change projects as fundamentally dialogical. Coghlan advocated a change model that 

built on the engagement and participation of local stakeholders, whose understanding of why 

change was needed created a strong conviction for the success of the project.  

 My study asked the following research question: ‘how might a meaningful engagement 

framework be developed and implemented to support sustainable change and relationships in the 

ELCC Sd6 East Kootenay communities of Golden and Area A?  The approach to change that 

most interested me, is what Coghlan (2019) cited as ‘guided changing’ (p. 125), an approach 

that is loosely defined, but where change is co-constructed through dialogue, conversation, and 

multiple cycles of action and reflection.    

Implementation loosely followed Reason’s (1999) co-operative inquiry phases of action 

and reflection. I employed a 4 series virtual conversational style inquiry approach.  I used Zoom, 

a virtual format, and facilitated a series of conversations that first intentionally embedded 

strategies for dialogue to equip the participant for deeper understanding and participation around 

the topic. See Figure 1 for a description of the Cooperative inquiry phases of the research.  
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Figure 1: Inquiry phases of implementation that reflect the cycles of appreciative inquiry.  

I started each of the 4 workshops with a safety check-in. Participants joined the Zoom 

room, and introduced themselves, and indicated what they needed to feel safe and heard as it 

relates to authentic storytelling about the ELCC sector and the new partnership with Sd6. Next, 

participants chose a visual explorer card1. Participants identified a card that best represents 

ELCC from their perspective. Next, participants were invited to examine the research questions 

and respond sharing stories from their unique experience, areas of concern, topics of interest as it 

relates to the ministerial shifts impacting the ELCC sector. Participant responses were noted on a 

                                                      
1 ‘Visual Explorer is a tool for encouraging collaborative conversations and effective dialogue in a safe learning 
environment see the Centre for Creative Leadership   
 
 

https://hrdqstore.com/products/visual-explorer
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Miro (miro.com, n.d.) virtual white board, where buckets of themes were concurrently 

established with participants contributing to our evolving thematic analysis. 

Participants were encouraged to become curious about the themes as focus points for the 

following virtual inquiry sessions, the themes also influenced the questions, reflections, 

observations and recordings of the participants undertaking an appreciative stance for action and 

change in the remaining phases of the co-operative inquiry sessions. Sessions continued and 

employed the same introductory process as session one, inviting participants to initiate actions 

and observe the outcomes of their own and each other’s behavior (Reason, 1999).  

Project Participants 

 I partnered with Crystal McLeod, Vice Principal of Early Learning with Rocky Mountain 

School District #6 (Sd6).  Crystal and Sd6 were well suited partners due to governmental shifts 

in early learning programs across the province of British Columbia.  My participant selection 

was informed by the design of the research, which included a series of four facilitated 

workshops. The rationale for four workshops follows Agger-Gupta’s (2016) AR Cycles and AI 

Phases ensuring an AI approach to facilitation while employing an action research project.   The 

participants held varied roles in the ELCC sector in Golden. Participants roles reflected the range 

of professional and people who are affected by the ‘from-to ’process (Coghlan, 2019, p. 125) 

where change encompasses moving from [one] circumstance to another. The ELCC sector is 

made up of service providers that develop, coordinate, and implement programming for children 

aged 0-8. The ELCC sector in Golden is large and comprehensive, and while the services all 

overlap, there remains a disheveled patchwork of services and philosophical perspectives. As a 

result, the selection criteria for workshop participants attempted to bring together this patchwork, 

with efforts focused on diverse voices, and varying service providers who could represent 

different facets of the ELCC sector. I recruited 7 participants who are early learning teachers 

http://miro.com/
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(i.e., grades K-2), early childhood educators (i.e., preschool teachers), parents (i.e., with children 

under the age of 8 years old), or MCFD early learning service contract providers in roles like 

Child Care Resource and Referral.  See Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Focus Group Participant Summary 

Participant Demographic Number of participants 

Early Childhood Educators 3 

School District #6 Teachers 1 

Parent 1 

Early Learning and Child Care community partners 2 

 

 I sourced out an inquiry team that was a separate group from the participants to work 

with me to examine themes emerging from the generative dialogue, and to co-create follow-up 

questions. (This group functioned as my Cooperative Inquiry Group see Heron and Reason 

1998.) The inquiry team also contributed to the conditions of possibility and learning, while 

providing inquiry into the planned and unanticipated events that occurred and influenced the 

sequence of workshop questions and format. The Inquiry Team was intentionally recruited by 

myself and my partner to include these stakeholders: a Sd6 representative, Director of Regional 4 

(Kootenay) for Metis Nation BC and the Minister of Children and Families and Minister of 

Education for Metis Nation BC, two local ELCC representatives. The inquiry team met to 

discuss the themes emerging from the generative dialogue of the inquiry sessions and to co-

create questions for the next meeting. The Inquiry Team evaluated conditions of possibility and 

learning from prior meetings, and asked questions about the planned as well as unanticipated 

events that influenced the sequence of inquiry session questions.  
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Study Conduct 

Recruitment 

 The roster of participant contacts was assembled by the researcher seeking certified early 

childhood educators, parents of children ages 0-8, teachers of children ages 0-8, indigenous 

representation, and community service providers. I directly emailed the participants letters of 

invitation and the consent forms. I also emailed the participants a copy of the research project 

map as a reference point for their participation, illuminating the project vision especially 

indicating that the project is an action research project that is co-creative and participatory. The 

recruitment process was coordinated by myself and my partner Crystal.  Any participants who 

responded with interest were included in the study. Together Crystal and I collected the contact 

information of all participants, their professional demographics (i.e., what role do they hold 

within the ELCC sector), their preferred method of communication, and their response to the 

consent form. Participant demographics included early childhood educators, parents, metis 

nation representation, and community service providers. Some participants knew each other, and 

had engaged in previous work together. On average participants had been engaged in their 

respective roles for more than five years. All participants were female, with more being middle 

aged and white. One participant identifying as indigenous. This is in line with the gendered 

nature of ELCC work and representative of both education and early childhood education in our 

community. 

Research Process 

Data was collected through a series 4 inquiry workshops.  The inquiry sessions were semi-

structured and facilitated by myself.  I utilized a small group inquiry approach, and followed a 
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sequence of questioning that is reflected by Agger-Gupta’s (2016) AR Cycles and AI Phases, the 

sequence is provided in Appendix G.  

Data Analysis and Validity 

I involved the participants in data analysis and the process of validating emerging themes 

by using the responses to clarify interpretations of the data. As I was facilitating, I made 

intentional attempts to seek out information from the participant’s reactions to my written 

whiteboard notes. It appeared that this level of awareness ensured my biases were in check as I 

sought to represent the authentic voices of the original sources (Dahl, 2006).  

As Coghlan (2019) noted, ‘as the action unfolds and the theory emerges’ questions for 

reflection and discussion will appear that strengthen the quality of the conversations, establishing 

collaborative inquiry and shared action. Data analysis was facilitated by a Computer Assisted 

Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS), Dedoose (https://www.dedoose.com/), that was 

used to help the researcher, ‘apply codes, memos, comments and other addenda to specific 

portions of the files’ (Coghlan 2019 p. 268).  Inquiry session transcripts were analyzed by the 

researcher using descriptive coding and subcoding, emotion coding (Miles, Huberman & 

Saldaña, 2014)) and by the Inquiry Team’s reflective dialogue.  

 In addition to seeking clarification to represent the authentic voices of participants, I also 

shared the preliminary data with participants. This process validated the voices of participants 

and communicated that the participants were ‘getting their ideas across’ in a way that I was able 

to produce meaningful results (Coghlan & Brydon-Miller, 2013). Once their voices were 

recorded, I transcribed the recordings with an application called Descript 

(https://www.descript.com/transcription). I took each transcription and uploaded it into Dedoose, 

and proceeded to analyze the data. I reviewed each transcription, highlighting topics and themes 

that appeared to emerge from the data. Each transcript was reviewed at least twice, and after the 

https://www.descript.com/transcription
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second review each theme was coded with a weight on a scale 0-10.  I coded each theme with a 

weight that signified the higher the number the more positive the perceived  impact of the 

statement, while conversely, lower weighted number indicated lower perceived impact for the 

participant from the perspective of the researcher. Code weighting was not reviewed with 

participants and this could be something to come back to in future work.  Each code was 

analyzed to consider the weighted code co-occurrence of each theme.  As demonstrated by 

Figure 3, the themes of leadership and sense of belonging emerged as core tenants of this work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Visual representation of code co-occurrence generated by Dedoose 
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 They helped me reflect on the challenges shared by participants, by posing questions that 

helped deepen the inquiry for participants. Coghlan & Brydon-Miller (2013) suggest that ‘rich 

and varied data sources arise because actors in the setting (often both researchers and subjects) 

are usually deeply engaged in determining serious actions and interventions in the research 

setting’ (p. 691).  This approach allowed for triangulation, a necessary component for rigorous 

action research that supports examining multiple iterations of data to build multiple sources of 

data and produce multiple theories.  

 

Ethical Implications 

Saldana and Omasta (2017) remind us that the most critical component to doing research is 

how the researcher will address ethical implications, especially the three basic ethical principles 

outlined as the Tri-Council principles of: 1. Respect for persons, 2. Concern for Welfare, and 3. 

Justice.  

  I proceeded with an ethical review supervised and facilitated by Royal Roads University. 

The Ethics review process critically examined the purpose of the study, description of sample 

and population, conflicts of interest and bias, power relationships, potential negative impacts, 

cultural differences, research involving indigenous people, research involving children or youth, 

research involving gender diverse people, informed participant consent, location. Accompanying 

consent is confidentiality and respecting the participant’s anonymity and the confidentiality of 

the information they share. I assumed an ethical stance while facilitating this participatory 

research project demonstrated by an equitable relationship that did not take advantage of 

participants or the information shared, but genuinely cares about and learns with the 

participants. As a local ELCC service provider, I grappled with ethical issues that are unique to 

rural communities. The small size of the community presented ethical considerations, 



32 PARTNERSHIPS AND SHARED LEADERSHIP 

 

specifically as it relates to face-to-face interaction outside of the online engagement sessions. 

These ethical issues were addressed by respecting the confidentiality of the participants, 

reviewing consent and reminding the participants of the option to withdraw if there were any 

levels of discomfort.  Strong, positive, and respectful relationships allowed me to ensure ethical 

concerns were considered, contributing to safety.  

As a practitioner within the ELCC sector, and having a personal commitment to the field 

of early childhood development, my own stories create an inherent bias as a scholar-practitioner. 

I continuously sought to mitigate these inherent notions by grounding my inquiry as my own 

‘learning in action’ as I participated as a researcher and participant in this process.  I leaned on 

the work of Peter Senge (2006) and worked diligently on balancing my inquiry and advocacy 

promoting collaborative learning, demonstrating a deepened sense of reciprocal inquiry.   

Chapter 4: Inquiry Project Findings and Conclusions 

Study Findings 

Throughout the process of data analysis, I read and listened closely to the participant’s 

voices to come up with key themes and important anomalies.  One quotation from a focus group 

participants stood out as a glaringly descriptive of the need for this research in the first place: “I 

think informal time spent together in active relationship building would really bring people 

together so that everyone can be seen as equal” (participant A, Focus Group).   

From the data, five key findings, representing factors that contribute to an overall theme 

of ‘sense of belonging’ emerged. These key factors, or contributors to a sense of belonging 

included: 

1. Creating safe spaces for learning and engagement  

2. Enhancing connectedness to self and the families the partnership serves 

3. Providing space and time to deepen relationships and build confidence 
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4. Creating opportunities for shared leadership and meaningful engagement 

5. Changing the organizational/system culture to equalize and 

professionalize the ELCC field 

 

 Establishing a sense of belonging is a key step in collaborative leadership that allows 

participants to share meaningful stories that have positively impacted them. The meaning behind 

the stories provides an example of what is necessary to create and maintain energy for 

engagement and participation.   

The first finding, described as creating safe spaces for learning, highlights what is 

required for the group to feel safe, more specifically identifying what ingredients are required for 

engagement and participation. Another key contributing factor in the development of a sense of 

belonging is connection, which underscores the importance of relationship with other, with 

themselves, and with the broader community. Space and time to deepen relationships and build 

confidence also emerged as a key component, identifying the importance of location and time (in 

minutes, hours and days) that is required to build deep meaningful relationships for strengthened 

participation and engagement. Shared Leadership and opportunities for meaningful engagement 

was also recognized as a central theme, as participants acknowledged that strong leadership 

facilitated the development of a shared sense of belonging and energized participants to 

experiment, create, and share their insights. Finally, when we consider what is needed to create a 

sense of belonging in the ECLC sector, organizational culture to equalize and professionalize 

the ELCC sector emerged as another central theme, acknowledging what is necessary for the 

participants ‘voices to be heard’ across the ELCC sector, and what might the system require to 

be better equipped to hear, respond and feel their dreams and desires.  
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While each of these subthemes will be described in more detail in the following sections, 

the overarching theme that emerged from the workshops and discussion was the importance of a 

sense of belonging (see Figure 3) and the 5 elements that contribute to the development of this 

kind of belonging for representatives from the ECLC sector. It is also important to recognize that 

the use of the 5D model as a framework in our AI process supported an iterative engagement 

process that enhanced understanding, learning and growth as the engagement process progressed. 

Figure 4 highlights key quotations that emerged in each of the workshops mapped onto the hases 

f appreciative inquiry as defined by Agger-Gupta (2016). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Participant quotations mapped across the phases of Appreciative Inquiry 
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Sense of Belonging Creating Safe Spaces for Learning and Engagement   

Participants identified a deep desire for a sense of belonging.  A necessary ingredient in 

the creation of a sense belonging was the notion of safety for the participants. For example, time 

was allocated in each focus group to focus on safety, the following questions were posed: What 

do you need to feel safe and heard? How do we create the conditions for authentic stories to be 

shared? Participants responded identifying to feel safe and heard they need validation, and active 

appreciation. Participants indicated conditions of safety that were necessary for them to share 

authentic stories; being free of judgment, silence, given “time for what I have to say” (Participant 

B, Focus Group 1); “being in the moment, the act of being ‘with’ one another” (Participant C, 

Focus Group 1), and time to reflect. These safety parameters were acknowledged in each focus 

group, interestingly when given the opportunity in the following focus groups to adjust, revise or 

add to what is necessary for safety in the group, all participants declined, as they felt the 

conditions for safety were met.   

Safety was also noted as a tool to strengthen the participant’s ability to communicate. 

Specifically, as it relates to legislative jargon that is necessary to understand and express for one 

to fully comprehend the practice implications that will result in. Participants noted that 

experimenting with language focused on the legislative shifts was an area where safety is 

required to strengthen engagement. For example, participant D in Focus Group # 3 indicated 

that, “I think you're given the opportunity to sort it out and play with it a little bit so that when 

we're engaging with those senior leaders, we are confident in what we're talking about.” The 

participants identified that sometimes psychological safety is compromised due to a sense of 

intimidation, they described it as, “People in senior leadership roles with regards to this 

partnership. It can seem intimidating just to think about, so I guess like a safe space to be able to 
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share and feel safe. With a team of like, minded people, like we've seen to build a connection in 

the past three weeks and sharing what we have been through” (participant F, Focus Group #4).  

 

Connectedness to self and the families the partnership serves 

Another key component that contributed to a sense of belonging that emerged from the 

collaborative inquiry sessions is connectedness to oneself, and the families they serve, and to 

their colleagues within the larger ELCC sector.  Participants agreed that a deep devotion, 

also phrased as, “passion” for children and families is what energizes them to engage and 

participate. Noted by a participant:  

“Continuing to build … these relationships and it's a safe place and fairly diverse 

sectors. We have education and childcare and service providers, so I think it's a good 

starting point just to expand from this. So, whether that means inviting one other 

representative from education, from the school, maybe one other service provider, maybe 

one other ECE teacher, just to expand it slowly. I think sometimes when you join 

committees in groups, it's too big, too fast and it just becomes overwhelming and falls 

flat.” 

- (Participant C, Focus Group 3).   

When the participants were asked, “what are you taking away from Focus Group #1?”, 

Participant A noted, “[a] feeling of not being alone with these feelings, these frustrations, a sense 

of comradery.”  It appeared that the participants agreed that a key component to a sense of 

belonging was their connectedness to a shared goal. For example, a participant shared a story 

when she felt a deep sense of belonging: 
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‘Everyone was there in that shared experience and you could feel the compassion and 

the empathy for the families and the littles that we share and the ones that maybe are on 

the horizon, you could just, yeah, I think that kind of, you could just feel that everyone 

had the same kind of goals in mind and everyone was really just there to support these 

families.’ (Focus Group #2) 

Time and Space to deepen relationships and build confidence   

Participants also identified that time (i.e, minutes, hours, days and weeks) and space (i.e., 

geographical location, buildings etc.) is critical to deepening relationships, developing a sense of 

belonging, while experimenting with building their own front-line confidence. Participants 

agreed that in order to feel a deep connection with families they need to engage or experiment 

with their own sense of confidence, ultimately being accepted by the families and children, 

which takes time. One participant identified a ‘sweet spot’ with the line, “it’s just what I do” that 

was later acknowledged throughout each focus group, “it's just what I do. I need a sense of 

confidence and a strength and confidence to approach families with love in my heart in order to 

feel connected” (Focus Group #3). Another participant suggested that time is a needed resource, 

“one of the biggest resources is just time, to get together, time to figure out how it's going to 

work and then time to complete it” (Focus Group #4).  

The participants agreed it was necessary to intentionally make time and space for 

relationships to be established. Participants clearly preferred longer term opportunities to engage, 

as opposed to ‘off the side of desk’ meetings.  Participant D indicated how critical ‘time 

together’ is. For example, Participant D elaborated, “I think getting to that authentic truth of the 

importance of things, important, things that need to be said can happen when you form 

relationships based on time and trust” (Focus Group #2).  
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In addition to time, participants noted that space is a key component to establishing a 

sense of belonging. In Golden there is one licensed child care center that is built onto the 

elementary school, while the remaining licensed child care settings are spaced out amongst the 

community. The participants spoke to geographical ‘spaces’ in relation to the elementary school 

that might pose as a barrier or as an opportunity for establishing engagement.  For example, 

Participant C noted, “I think like for child cares that aren't connected physically to a school, 

highlights the importance of the centralized location, geographically locations buildings are 

really representative of a sense of belonging” (Focus Group #2).  Additionally, the participants 

agreed that time and spaces are necessary ingredients to meaningful engagements, especially as it 

relates to ‘come and go’ committees (participant A; participant B; participant C; participant D; 

participant E; participant F, Focus Group #3).  

The Value of Shared Leadership and Meaningful Engagement 

Participants spoke to how the focus groups facilitated a space to develop a shared 

understanding of the governmental shifts, and how they have a desire to meaningfully engage in 

the process (participant A; participant B; participant C, Focus Group #3). However, they 

identified that due to limited content familiarity and knowledge transfer they are not as well 

informed about the upcoming changes to the ELCC sector, and that gap in knowledge posed a 

challenge in establishing understanding. For example, Participant C indicated that there was a 

sense of overwhelm as it relates to the legislative shifts and their understanding, “In dialogue, 

connection and the familiarity now it’s easier to understand. It's just, there's so much, it's quite in 

depth. And so at first it was a little bit overwhelming” (Focus Group #3).  The participants 

shared a deep desire and excitement for meaningful engagement to exist and continue. For 
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example, participant C shared, “I'm really just excited to be part of this. To be engaged with a 

diverse group, I think it's given me a good, some good insight” (Focus Group #4).  

The participants also spoke to a ‘mysterious’ engagement ingredient, participant D 

described it as, “I honestly don't know how to describe it, there's just something that holds me in” 

(Focus Group #4), while also noting that the Focus Group was able to facilitate a sense of 

confidence, “I just feel more confident in this kind of group” (Focus Group #4). Another 

participant suggested that, “as we learn more about the partnership and the legislative changes, 

we're becoming more confident with how we're articulating ourselves” (Focus Group #4).  

The term ‘leadership’ wasn’t necessarily explicitly identified by the participants, 

although they spoke to values of connection and shared understanding that were necessary for 

their voices to be heard.  For example, Participant C noted, “A passion for doing this for the kids 

and, a passion to be connecting with each other”. The participants agreed that they, with limited 

resources available to them (i.e., time, paid leave etc.), would not be able to champion the 

change, yet “to find their voice” (participant E, Focus Group #3) with the goal of strengthening 

their voices, Participant A identified the importance that, “everyone is able to see themselves as a 

leader and capable and skilled and honorable and honored” (Focus Group #4). So, while 

‘leadership’ was noted, they agreed that an “endurance” (Participant C, Focus Group #3) and 

“having the confidence to ask the questions” (participant D, Focus Group #2) are necessary 

ingredients for leadership to exist.  

The participants also identified a ‘feeling of being part of something’ that they all agreed 

is important: ‘it’s pretty great. There's a sense of comradery of trust, a sense of team, strong 

sense of team’ (participant B, Focus Group #3). Participant C agreed noting, “I'm just excited to 

see be a part of something more than just the actual center and see what we can do” (Focus 

Group #4). The participants appeared to be energized by participating in the focus groups, and 
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identified how exciting and valuable it was to share their input, think outside of the box, and to 

‘shift my brain a little differently’ (participant a,b, c, d, e, f; Focus Group #4).  

Changing the Organizational/ System Culture to Equalize and Professionalize the ELCC field 

 Participants shared their dreams as it relates to the new partnership, and shared the 

perspective that the current ELCC system is not hearing their voices. For example, Participant D 

noted, 

“We're the front frontline. Workers in education and early learning. It just feels like 

when we hear our voices, or when I listen to the news and I hear about discussions about 

creating more spaces and lowering childcare fees, I think, oh, this is great, but where, I 

don't know if they're really getting all the information that they could be. And I feel like 

they could do that by speaking with people that are in the field and knowing firsthand 

what it is like, hearing what the challenges are” (Focus Group #3).  

All the participants reflected on the ‘dream’ of equalizing and professionalizing the ELCC field 

that encompasses fair professional rights for early learning and child care educators in order for 

ministerial shifts to be fair and alike the teachers (participants a,b,c,d,e,f; Focus Group #3). For 

example, participant D identified that they would like to have “job security, benefits, and 

medical” (Focus Group #3). The participants spoke to the current ELCC culture, and described it 

as a ‘crisis’, and identified the situation worsening. Participants noted that the system is ‘burning 

out’ by obstacles that include: shortage of ECE’s and high turnover in the workforce; cleaning 

responsibilities in addition to program planning; lack of living wage (MERCS); feelings of 

exhaustion; families having to ‘take what they can get’.  
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The participants acknowledged the frustrations of having to face these challenges every 

day, posing the question, ‘How might we be able to develop a sense of confidence, or establish 

connection, or get our voices heard when the challenges of lack of living wage, limited housing 

options, and no benefits are on their minds?’  Participant E agreed with not ‘feeling heard’ and 

noted, “I hear also about how the ministry of education and early learning how are they're 

making decisions, but it would be nice to involve people that are working in the field” (Focus 

Group #3).  Another participant agreed, noting that in addition to feeling ‘not heard’ they also 

felt “like teachers just are more valued” (Focus Group #4).  

Participants also noted cultural inclusivity as a key component to the establishing 

meaningful engagement across the ELCC sector. Specifically, participants agreed that 

committing to indigenous partnerships, practices, and representation are necessary for 

strengthening the culture that exists in the ELCC sector. For example, Participant C identified 

how important representation is, specifically noting, “Indigenous parents would feel honored and 

heard and, valued or honored” (Focus Group #2), while Participant A identifies representation in 

the School District setting stating, “I'm dreaming, to have indigenous representation in staff, in 

every room so that there it's present. If that means preferential hiring, I'm willing to advocate for 

that” (Focus Group #2). Additionally, Participant E suggested that conversations with indigenous 

partners are foundational to scaffold the engagement process, including indigenous perspectives 

to engagement that focus on traditional teachings and curriculum. Participant C shared their 

desire to honour the indigenous early learning framework in a meaningful way, through land-

based learning and incorporating traditional teachings into their philosophical approach to 

working with children and families (Focus Group #2).  
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Study Conclusions 

 The thematic analysis shows that critical elements of establishing an engagement 

framework focused on partnership and strengthened leadership within the ELCC sector include: 

(1) creating a shared sense of cultural/organizational safety for voices to be heard openly and 

with confidence, (2) supporting a shared sense of belonging that is relational and reciprocal, (3) 

developing compassionate and appreciative leadership that facilitates a ‘me to we’ narrative 

deepening understanding and strengthening a culture of engagement.  

Shared sense of organizational/cultural safety 

Taukeni (2019) emphasizes the importance of creating ‘cultural humility’ as a non-

violent safety provision starting with the premise of engaging in meaningful reflection that 

engages the ELCC sector in a process of ‘intrapersonal, interpersonal, institutional, and cultural 

learning, healing, and redesigning’ (p. 140). In line Taukeni (2019), this research also 

demonstrates the importance of focused intentionality in the initial stages of developing an 

engagement framework. The engagement process focused on what the ELCC sector needs to feel 

safe and heard to become a conduit for authentic change, specifically focusing on how cultural 

safety can actualize engagement. Weckström et al. (2021) argue that a strong culture of 

continuous engagement contributes to participation, strengthening the sector’s engagement in 

shared action, furthermore suggesting ‘increases in their well-being’ (p. 16). This kind of 

continuous engagement emerged as an important contributor to both the development of the 

relationships and shared understanding needed to move the group forward in their thinking. 

 As introduced in the literature review, it is critical to dismantle roles that might co-create 

or maintain, what Taukeni (2019) describes as ‘symbolic violence’ (Hard and Jónsdóttir, 2013; 
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Nutbrown, 2019; Douglass, 2017). Over the course of our engagement participants emphasized 

that the ELCC sector is currently in crisis, and that the current ‘dirty’ leadership conditions 

perpetuate a sense of distrust, inequity and marginalization. The findings demonstrate what 

Taukeni’s work on cultural safety in early learning and child care environments (2019) so clearly 

laid out, that, “the most marginalized feel more trauma, compassion fatigue, and erasure; and the 

potential for misunderstanding and interpersonal tension increases for everyone” (p. 139).  The 

literature is well aligned with the findings from the 4 ECLC workshops highlighting the 

importance for cultural safety, specifically as it relates to the current culture that exists for the 

ELCC sector.  

My findings suggests that although there is a deep desire for cultural safety to exist, it is 

challenging to implement.  This legislative shift presents itself as an opportunity to co-create 

equalizing fields of engagement, that include removing oppressive lenses that shape ways of 

feeling safe and heard. These include the gendered nature of the ELCC sector (Hard and 

Jónsdóttir, 2013; Nutbrown, 2019) and the value placed on child care as well as the history of the 

colonial power over the education system.  The findings are similar to the findings of Weckström 

et al. (2021), suggesting that a culture of safety is a necessary ingredient for engagement that 

fosters ELCC stakeholders wanting to share stories of their experiences together, giving and 

receiving validation in the form of appreciative inquiry, and explaining their perspectives and 

desires in a safe atmosphere were key elements that strengthened the group’s culture of safety. 

Shared sense of belonging that is relational and reciprocal 

  Similar to the findings of Arnt (2018), my work with the engagement series demonstrates 

that intersectional, cross-cultural conditions are necessary to develop a ‘sense of belonging’ for a 

meaningful engagement framework to exist. Arnt (2018) suggests ‘belonging’ involves, ‘a 
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connectedness not only to the immediate early childhood centre families and community, but 

also to its structures – that is, to local and global regulations, political and economic imperatives, 

and societal views, norms and expectations’ (p. 392).  The findings of this research demonstrate 

that a ‘sense of belonging’ is an act within the unconscious, and is what ELCC stakeholders ‘feel 

but perhaps be unable to articulate’(Arnt 2018 p. 394). Illuminated in the data analysis, the 

finding of this studyo make meaning for the participants as it relates to the importance of 

belonging and the desire for a continued sense of belonging with the new legislative shifts taking 

place. Arnt (2018) shares that ‘meaning-making of their own subject formation, as they 

encounter, respond and react to their surroundings in intimate and intricate ways’ (p. 397). 

 Additionally, Arnt (2018) noted that a ‘relationally connected commitment to love’ (p. 

399) reinforces the ELCC sector’s orientation for a shared sense of belonging that is relational 

and reciprocal.  As indicated by participant C, ‘I develop relationships with the parents because I 

love their kids. So, I'm excited to tell them about their kids. And I think they probably feel 

welcome because I love their kids maybe. So there's a deep sense of love and affection there’ 

(Focus Group #3), there is a capacity to love an Other. This then, as Arnt (2018) similarly 

explores, involves appreciating and recognizing ‘each Other’s Otherness’ (p. 400). This concept 

of ‘Love’ suggests a deep devotion and openness that strengthens one’s ‘sense of belonging’ by 

shared experiences that are hard to articulate, but rather seen and felt as motivation, where love 

becomes a principled energizing invitation for change. 

Leadership facilitation that demonstrates a me-to-we framework 

Hard and Jónsdóttir, 2013 were introduced in Chapter 2, based on their research they 

suggest that leadership in the ELCC sector ‘cannot be left to chance’ (p. 313), rather they 

encourage facilitating effective leadership enactment in the ELCC sector by employing an 
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intersectional approach, acknowledging the feminine heritage of the ELCC sector, while taking 

an appreciative stance describing a caring and emotional leadership style. In line with Hard and 

Jónsdóttir, 2013 this study demonstrated a desire for leadership to be enacted as a centralized hub 

that facilitated a sense of belonging and a shared understanding. In line with Hard and Jónsdóttir, 

(2013), this research supports the ELCC sector is a highly feminized profession (Hard and 

Jonsdotttir, 2013), this underscores the importance of considering the possibility of tensions and 

power dynamics as a result of the legislative shift. The ministerial changes present the possibility 

of power dynamics to come to the surface where an authority, such as the Ministry of Education, 

try to impose their ‘logics of action’ on ELCC sector stakeholders. As such, leadership requires a 

collective and collaborative team approach that emphasizes an appreciation of distributed 

leaderships approaches (Hard and Jónsdóttir, 2013).  

Alongside the emergence of a ‘sense of belonging’ as a central theme in this research. 

Over the course of the series of workshops, an interesting thing started to happen. As the 

community engagement sessions continued week by week, the participants started to replace ‘I’ 

in their responses with ‘we’. Interestingly this shift only became apparent after re-reading 

transcripts and reflecting on the emerging collaboration with workshop participants in the later 

sessions.   As I analyzed the data, it became clear that each unique individual was becoming an 

integrated part of a larger team/group. For example, in session #1 one participant offered, ‘I look 

forward to the idea of, regular communication, I think. Yeah. I do look forward to even greater 

communication with early learning’ (Focus Group #1). This quote reflects a desire, and an idea 

for more communication in our first session together; by our third session together, the group 

was formulating responses as if the idea was actualized, and they shifted from ‘me’ and ‘I’ to 

‘we’ and ‘team’.  For example, one participant noted, ‘the momentum that this group has made 
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and building relationships just in the previous two sessions, I could see that if this group was able 

to continue to nurture our discussions that using that to build out from there’ (Focus Group #3).  

Another powerful quote that is a representative of the shift, ‘a safe space to be able to share and 

feel safe. With a team of like-minded people. We've been able to build a connection in the past 

three weeks’ (Focus Group #3).  

Post session I requested feedback over email and the value that participants placed on the 

opportunity to build relationship to move to this collective approach was evident.  One 

participant reflected on the value of their participation in the process, ‘I felt heard and got 

inspired to make some changes. It changed my perspective on how change can be made and what 

changes I can help (…the collective) to make’. Supporting continued and meaningful 

engagement in the ELCC sector will enhance this move from ‘me’ to ‘we’ and that this shift in 

perspective will support the success of the implementation of the ministerial and policy shifts on 

the ground in communities. See figure 6 for a depiction of the ‘me to e’ framework that emerged 

from this research process.  
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Figure 6: Visual illustration of a ‘Me to We’ framework to enhance partnerships and 

strengthen leadership within the ELCC sector in rural B.C. 

The idea of this kind of evolution of a more collective approach to leadership is in line 

with Jónsdóttir, (2013) who explained; ‘a distributed leadership perspective encourages 

individuals who are not formal leaders may take responsibility for organizational routines and 

provide leadership’ (p. 323). Other research has also illuminated the importance of equality 

through community engagement sessions that provide ELCC sector driven agendas for emerging 

leaders to speak confidently and to ‘present innovation that leads to positive changes’ (Gibb 

2020, p. 17) Gibb (2020) goes on to suggest that ‘collective approaches to changing policy 

language may subsequently promote equality’ (p. 18).  

It is my hope that this initial draft of a ‘me to we framework’ can inform the next steps in 

the development of enhanced ECLC partnerships and strengthen leadership  
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Scope and Limitations of the Inquiry 

 The scope of the study was intended to iterate the phases of appreciative inquiry, and 

demonstrated the phases of Discovery, Dream, and to a certain extent, the Design phase, 

specifically emphasizing the importance of creating a safe container for authentic participation 

and engagement. The study’s aim was to uncover the voices of the participants through a 

dialogic process, employing four focus groups. It was critical to conduct the study by facilitating 

participant dialogue with extensions of silence, that included statements of validation paired with 

nurturing appreciative questions, and para-phrasing participant’s voices and reflecting their own 

voice back to them, while offering the participants agency to correct the researcher, if necessary. 

For example, the researcher would almost always pose to the participants, ‘I am hearing you 

say….? Reflecting back the participant’s voices and ideas appeared to positively impact the 

inquiry process by energizing participants, and amplifying the possibility of continued 

engagement and participation. Consistent and predictable inquiry scope, format and scheduling 

of conducting the study appears to yield continued engagement.  

We commenced all four engagement sessions on the same day and time weekly. The 

format of each inquiry session also appeared to positively impact the participants, as the 

uniformity of all four sessions appeared to build familiarity in the process for the comfort and 

safety of the participants. One factor that would be assumed to limit participation is the 

restrictions of virtual inquiry sessions due to Covid-19. It appeared that for the rural 

demographical orientation of participants and the limited resource that is ‘time’, virtual 

engagement sessions suited their needs of comfortability from home, ease of utilization of 

application, preferential visibility by camera features, while slowing down the process. A lesson 

of facilitating virtual sessions is how dynamic participation and engagement can be given the 
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various facets of the virtual inquiry application, for this specific study, conducting it all online 

appeared to positively impact the outcomes. If done differently, the scope of the study and 

facilitation would require amendments to meet the physical needs of a space, materials and tools 

that are necessary for data collection.   

 

 

  



50 PARTNERSHIPS AND SHARED LEADERSHIP 

 

Chapter 5: Inquiry Implications  

In this final chapter, I will synthesize the results of the inquiry and how the findings and 

conclusions were used to guide the development of the following recommendations. To restate, 

my primary research question was How might a meaningful engagement framework that draws 

together ELCC stakeholders and families be developed and implemented to support sustainable 

change and relationship?  

The following sub-questions further supported my investigation.  

1. What are success stories told by ELCC stakeholders and families who feel supported by 

the current partnerships with Sd6? 

2. Given recent legislative and policy changes, what might be needed leadership skills and 

competencies for the ELCC sector and Sd6 to ensure relationship development?  

3.  What would an engagement strategy for this newly emerging partnership need to look 

like to ensure that it is responsive, inclusive and building meaningful relationships?  

4. What styles of leadership might emerge as ELCC stakeholders and families connect 

about the importance of a framework? What strategies could the ELCC sector and Sd6 

take to enhance community leadership? 

To answer my research questions, I competed a comprehensive literature review (Chapter 2) 

and designed my study to engage with the ELCC sector of Golden and Area A that are directly 

impacted by the inter-ministerial marrying (Chapter 3). During the engagement, I heard the rich 

dialogue of early childhood educators, teachers, parents, and early learning and child care 

community stakeholders. Using images, and the cycles of cooperative inquiry they discovered 

the current state of relationships and engagement, what dreams they had about the future, and 

designed a me-to-we engagement framework for the early learning and child care sector in 
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Golden and Area A. To organize the data, I used a systematic analytic methods and coding 

software. In Chapter 4, I discussed the results of this analysis, detailing how the participants 

contributions resulted in the following five themes: safety, connection, space and time, 

leadership, and organizational culture.  Using the themes, and the influence of each, this resulted 

in four study conclusions: 

1.  A shared sense of cultural/organizational safety for voices to be heard openly and with 

confidence is necessary;  

2.  A shared sense of belonging that is relational and reciprocal needs to be supported;  

3. Time and space that is intentional, consistent and predictable will support relationships;  

4. Compassionate and appreciative leadership that facilitates a ‘me to we’ narrative deepens 

understanding and strengthens a culture of engagement.  

 

Study Recommendations 

Based on the findings and conclusions, I have proposed four recommendations to 

strengthen relationships and build partnerships to support the development of an engagement 

framework for the ELCC sector in Golden and Area A as they prepare and respond to the inter-

ministerial shift.  

The overarching recommendations include the following:  

(1) Create opportunities for shared dialogue, that build and maintain relationships, emphasize 

psychological safety and are facilitated by a steward of cultural change 

(2) Leverage the collective and diverse voices of the sector in a process of aligning and 

developing the capacity of the collective to create desirable results for the ELCC sector,  
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(3) Stabilize the ELCC system in Golden and Area A by encouraging stakeholder alignment 

supporting the ELCC sector to work together as a whole with a commonality of purpose, shared 

vision and understanding 

(4) Prioritize Indigenous representation in meaningful engagement that is focused on relational 

worldviews. 

Within each of these recommendations I have included a series of actions to support 

implementation.  

Recommendation #1: Create opportunities for shared dialogue that is safe and facilitated by a 

steward of cultural change 

‘To protect themselves, people censor themselves’ 

Kaner et al. (2014) 

The study proved that in order to develop relationships within the divers ELCC sector, 

there must be parameters in place that provoke a sense of safety; that purposefully deepen the 

connection to oneself and the collective group. Each workshop was facilitated with a starting 

activity that focused on what each individual needed to feel safe in order to participate in a 

meaningful way. It quickly became apparent that this ‘safety check-in’ was an indicator of 

successful relationship building, while enhancing the participants readiness to participate in a 

meaningful way. Through the engagement process, participants co-created a culture of safety, 

developing skills of awareness, confidence strengthening the structure of the engagement.   

A key recommendation for Sd6 is to value safety as a tool that establishes and sustains 

relationships.  Given the current crisis state of the ELCC sector in Golden, it will be critical that 

SD6 ensure that the ELCC sector feels safe enough to share their perspectives and their 

experiences openly, and without retaliatory consequences. Another recommendation that relates 
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to safety and creating the safe spaces needed to support sustained engagement, is for hierarchal 

systems to be dismantled. The research indicated that among the stakeholders in the ELCC 

sector, there is a desperation to not only be included in the decision-making processes, but to be 

put in positions of shared leadership, where decision making is the responsibility of the ELCC 

sector as a whole.  

Another recommendation is the shared dialogue requires SD6 to fund a steward of 

cultural change facilitation position. This would be a funded Sd6 stewards role to take 

responsibility for bringing the diverse voices of the ELCC sector together, by offering the 

following skills:  encouraging full participation by promoting an understanding of the importance 

of safety; sometimes coaching and co-designing systems and engagement practices; someone 

who can be somewhat of a motivational speaker who inspires the group to stand up and take 

risks; actualize a participatory space that develops a respectful, and reflective environment; 

finally cultivating shared dialogue that supports the group to do their best thinking.  Over the 

course of this research process, it became very clear that the role of facilitator was necessary for 

the group to develop relationships that could be sustained over time. Enhancing partnership and 

strengthening leadership within the Early Learning and Child Care Sector in Rural British 

Columbia project demonstrated that more time shared in facilitated dialogue, increased the 

likelihood of the group working together to design meaningful solutions and new ways of 

thinking; with participants becoming more hopeful and energized about the group’s potential 

agency for change as time progressed.   

Kaner et al. (2014) indicates the importance moving beyond the ‘business as usual’ 

model of participatory decision making, and notes how inclusive solutions require the group and 

the system to think outside of the ‘always been done that way’ mental model. Having someone in 

the role facilitator provided the group to integrate their own goals and needs with those of the 
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other participants, leading to shared responsibilities that enhanced the engagement workshops. 

The facilitators role will be to help co-create a culture of shared responsibility, they will move 

the group from ‘business as per usual’ to assertiveness, collaboration, and shared responsibility 

(Kaner et al. 2014).   

Recommendation 1 Suggested Actions: 

 A. Value safety as a tool that establishes and sustains relationship  

B. Fund a steward of cultural change position to support the facilitation of further dialogue. 

C.  Dismantle hierarchical systems  

Recommendation #2: Listen and leverage the collective and diverse voices of the ELCC sector 

in Golden and Area A 

Stepping into the field of the future starts with attending to the opening of an inner crack. 

Following the crack requires us to let go of the old and ‘let grow’ something that we can sense, 

but what we cannot fully know before we see it emerge. Sharmer & Kaufer (2013) 

 

 Another important consideration and what Sd6 can do right now is to listen, leverage and 

amplify the diverse voices of the ELCC sector in Golden and Area A. There was a phenomena 

that developed over the course of the engagement workshops that deserves the attention of Sd6, a 

striking transformational ‘inner crack’ experienced by the group. The engagement workshops 

facilitated conditions of possibility that strengthened and deepened relationships, holding space 

and listening from the heart.  Sharmer & Kaufer (2013) suggest, ‘holding space allows for the 

shift of the social field to happen- the mind and the heart begin to open’ (p. 161). The group 

began to open up their minds and their hearts by shifting the focus from the ‘self’ to the larger 

source that is love. They quickly became more aware, more confident to speak to the shadows of 
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their experiences within the ELCC sector. Their voices harmonized as a collective, and increased 

their understanding of each other and what they needed for healing and change.  

 The deep listening and engagement that the workshop process supported saw love emerge 

from the ‘inner crack’ of the group. All participants held a deep devotion to the children and 

families they work with. And although the group shared it was ‘easy’ for the love to flow and to 

be in connection with the children, they also shared the shadow of being exhausted by a system 

that is in crisis. They all agreed that they are on the edge. However, they also agreed that as a 

result of the engagement process supported by this work, they are energized to take the leap, to 

lean into what might emerge with trust, and the courage to not hold onto the old, but to let go, 

and lean into what wants to emerge.  

It will be critical that Sd6 ‘become a blackbelt observer and listener’ (Sharmer & Kaufer, 

2013), they will need to observe and create additional opportunities to continue the meaningful 

engagement of stakeholders throughout the evolution of the ELCC sector; they will need to 

examine the inner ‘crack’ that has emerged in the data and they will need to connect and act from 

what exists now.  

Unfortunately, there have been significant changes in the ELCC landscape of Golden and 

Area A since the start of this research study. An entire licensed child care centre has shut down 

due to staff burnout and the centre not being in a position to offer quality child care to children 

and families. The ELCC sector in Golden and Area A is desperate for a relational approach to 

enhancing partnerships by listening and leveraging the voices of frontline folks who are telling 

us what they need in order to heal, and what they need in the future. We ought to listen! 

Otherwise on the backs of more children and families, the ELCC sector will continue to be on 

the edge with nowhere to turn other than their open sign to closed.  
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 Sd6 must explore the systemic edges of the ELCC sector in Golden and Area A, and act 

alongside the folks of the ELCC sector, amplifying their voices and giving them a platform to 

share their love but to also share the shadows that limit partnership and engagement. This might 

include using different language with different stakeholders. The ELCC system in Golden and 

Area A is complex and in crisis, Sd6 will need to be innovative.  As mentioned earlier, a position 

responsible for the coordination of all relevant parties, who need one another to change the 

system, and are committed to participate if meaningful participation is offered, is highly 

recommended. Sd6 must respond to the stories of the ELCC sector in Golden and Area, stories 

about children, stories about the families, stories about educators. They need to understand that 

stories affirm a community’s sense of identity, serving as a mirror in which we see who we have 

been, who we are now, and who are becoming. I would recommend that Sd6 continue to orient 

their work around stewards of cultural change rather than maintaining ‘it’s always been done this 

way’ compliance and over reliability of fixed positions of authority. Sd6 will serve as a catalyst 

for the voices of the ELCC sector by listening, observing, innovating, imagining and inspiring.  

Recommendation 2 Suggested Actions: 

A. Continue a dialogue process that engages diverse voices and prioritizes a relational 

approach  

B. As in recommendation 1B, fund a position to support a steward of cultural change 

position to support the facilitation of further dialogue. 
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Recommendation #3:  Encourage processes of stakeholder alignment to develop capacity 

helping to stabilize the ELCC sector in Golden and Area A 

‘In the past, jobs were about muscles, now they’re about brains, but in the future, they’ll be 

about the heart.  

(Minouche Shafik, Dare to Lead) 

 

 The current ELCC system is a confusing and chaotic patchwork of provincial, regional, 

and local organizations with varying degrees of operational power over the ELCC sector. I 

recommend that Sd6 see the patchwork for what it is, and work to co-create ‘power with’ the 

ELCC sector modelling a systemic theory that incorporates multiple perspectives, providing 

actionable insights. Some of this work is well underway as Sd6 has taken a direct approach to 

building relationships with the ELCC sector in Golden and Area A, while implementing 

strategies that support partnerships and engagement. 

 Based on the findings, Sd6 should be applying a systems-thinking approach to strategic 

planning to help the ELCC patchwork organize and leverage points identified by the group.  Sd6 

is among a network of regional school districts who espouse a compassionate-systems -thinking 

approach. Specifically, the Ministry of Education is a contributing and participating organization 

of the BC Compassionate Systems Leadership (CSL) initiative.  The CSL approach comprises an 

integrated framework for the development of capabilities and knowledge that strengthen the 

capacity of individuals and collectives to effectively progress systems change initiatives. CSL 

builds skills and practices in three interconnected domains: personal mastery, reflective or 

generative interactions and systems thinking 

 Advocating for CSL initiatives that focus on this particular inter-ministerial shift, 

specifically focusing on the ELCC sector in Golden and Area A is essential for SD6. I envision a 
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possibility to work with the founders of CSL, Joanne Schroeder and Pippa Rowcliffe of the 

Human Early Learning Partnership (HELP), to build upon the engagement framework 

established in this study. There is a cry from the ELCC sector to belong! And while the CSL has 

a Strengthening Early Years to Kindergarten program (SEY2K), as a stepping stone to SEY2K, I 

would recommend that Sd6 commits to partnering with HELP and advocate for a CSL initiative 

that focuses primarily on an engagement framework for the ELCC sector.  

Recommendation 3 Suggested Actions: 

A. Apply systems thinking to strategic planning to help the ELCC patchwork organize 

and leverage points identified by the group. 

B. Commit to partnering with HELP and advocate for a CSL initiative that focuses on an 

engagement framework for the ECLC sector 

Recommendation #4: Invite Indigenous representation focused on relational worldview 

“For all of us, becoming indigenous to a place means living as if your children’s future 

mattered, to take care of the land as if our lives, both material and spiritual, depended on it.” 

Robin Kimmerer, 2019 

 Participants agreed that to build relationships and strengthen partnership it is necessary to 

convene amongst indigenous representation. I recommend that Sd6 consider the voices of our 

indigenous children and families, and provide a space where they feel honored, heard, valued, 

and safe. Time is needed to build relationship and trust, slowing down processes to include the 

voices of indigenous peoples is necessary for Sd6 to prioritize. And while the group shared that 

they feel equipped to facilitate indigenous teachings within their ELCC spaces, they agreed that 

they were limited by the parameters of the Child Care Licensing Regulations. The current Child 

Care Licensing Regulations (the Act) lays out the barriers to offering traditional land based 
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indigenous teachings. Specifically, section 16: Play area, materials, and equipment indicated, ‘A 

licensee must ensure that the entire outdoor play area is (a) enclosed in a manner that is suitable 

for the age and development of children, and will ensure that children are free of harm, and (b) 

constructed in a manner, and using materials, that are suitable for the age and development of the 

children intended to use it’ (Community Care and Assisted Living Act, Child Care Licensing 

Regulations, 2022). It is my recommendation that Sd6 advocate that the Licensing Act be 

revised. It’s current iteration of the Act continues to be in contradiction with traditional land-

based learning philosophies for children ages 0-8. It is necessary that the Act   be reconciled 

from it’s restricted colonial approach to be more appropriately in line with Indigenous ways of 

knowing and teaching.  

 I recognize that Sd6 is committed to Truth and Reconciliation, and many provisions are 

in place to amplify indigenous voices. Yet, it remains important that my recommendations reflect 

the voices of the group, and there was immense interest in diversifying the voices of the ELCC 

sector, to include indigenous voices, perspectives, ways of knowing and teaching. Another 

recommendation for Sd6 is to prioritize ELCC venues having visible evidence showing healthy 

relationships with indigenous stakeholders. Also, it was encouraged by the group that Sd6 focus 

on how the ELCC sector can encourage participation and partnership as it relates to land 

acknowledgments, land-based learning opportunities, honoring ceremony, and indigenous 

language learning.  

 

Recommendation 4 Suggested Actions: 

A. Prioritize Indigenous engagement and diversify the voices in the ECLC sector to include 

indigenous voices, perspectives, and ways of knowing and teaching. 
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There continues to be significant gaps between the reality of what is currently happening 

in the ELCC sector at the community level, and what next steps are necessary to sustain the 

engagement framework. Currently, and regardless of the engagement of this research, there 

isn’t a formal commitment by the Ministry of Education, the ELCC sector or Sd6 to 

implement these recommendations. Although the Ministry of Education is adopting the 

ELCC sector, there has been little to no uptake on how engagement will be inclusive of the 

diverse voices of the ELCC sector. There have been invitations by the provincial government 

for the ELCC sector in Golden and Area A to participate, however the dialogue reflects the 

government ‘telling’ the sector what to expect. There have also been invitations for folks in 

leadership positions to be in dialogue with the provincial government. And while these 

invitations reflect a stepping stone to action, there is little to no follow-up with the frontline 

leaders and ELCC sector.  Participants also very clearly indicated that these approaches to 

provincial dialogue felt intimidating, and not appropriate. The momentum that this project 

established came to a screeching halt when the workshops were over!  My involvement in the 

ELCC sector has changed, and while it would ‘ideal’ that I could ‘off the side of my desk’ 

continue the engagement, it is not feasible or viable.  I believe that there are more questions 

than answers at this time, and while I hope my recommendations influence the ability to 

change, I am not confident these suggestions will be implemented. There doesn’t appear to 

be a deep desire from the government to truly hear and actualize the dreams and desire of the 

ELCC sector  
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Organizational Implications 

 I am grateful to my partner Crystal Macleod, she signed on to working on this project 

with such excitement and passion for the early years sector. She has worked tirelessly at re-

engaging the ELCC sector in Golden and Area A by helping to facilitate local events, recruiting 

organization participation and linking the ELCC sector to the school division. She has been a 

conduit of connection, that for so long has been missing, and I am grateful for her.  

 Yet, the embodiment of a ‘Crystal’ symbolizes how necessary it is for the ELCC sector to 

be held by an individual or organizational structure for ongoing relationship building facilitating 

inclusive solutions and cultivating shared responsibility and leadership. At times, without a 

‘Crystal’ information isn’t shared as broadly and the silos get in the way of partnerships 

diminishing engagement. The fact is, the ELCC sector is in a crisis. And we are in a position 

where the implications are too great, unless we harness the energy of key stakeholders convening 

and thinking systemically. Sd6 has an opportunity to positively impact how the ELCC sector is 

included in the roll-out of the inter-ministerial shift. Advocating for an ELCC engagement 

framework that is a ‘stepping stone’ to the SEY2K program, is a start.  

 It is my intention to reach back out to the group and gauge interest on continuing another 

iteration of the cooperative inquiry. We built a foundation for change, and the group is 

expressing a readiness for change. They also faced and predicted the reality of our current ELCC 

landscape in Golden and Area A, and although it is difficult to accept, they have built sustainable 

agreements. They have developed a new way of thinking, and the group has found meaningful 

solutions to help them commit to bridging the gap. We have established momentum, and moved 

from the ‘business as usual’ discussions and have found comfort and energy by engaging in 

divergent thinking.   
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 We are on the edge of the system, between what the group deeply cares about and where 

they are now. It is time to think about the implications of including Crystal into the conversation, 

identifying her role with Sd6, as a leverage point. There is a shared awareness that is it necessary 

to develop a process for continuous learning and expand engagement. We are on the edge of 

systemic impacts, engaging existing key stakeholders to re-convene on an ongoing basis to 

discover how the system currently functions, and establish a facilitator to introduce the 

recommendations. Demonstrations of a ‘stepping stones’ ELCC engagement framework that are 

based on the recommendations in this paper, compliment the Four Stage Change Process 

described by Stroh (2013).  

Reflections on my Personal Journey 

 I grew up in a rural community with limited resources for children, youth and families. 

My childhood home was hours away from a city. Often, I would wonder what might it be like 

‘out there’, thinking ‘what do the cities have to help people that we don’t have’ and ‘why don’t 

we have those services too?’ 

 I have had a deep commitment to understanding more fully child and family 

development, and an even deeper curiosity, specifically, as it relates to the systems, structures, 

philosophies and theories that focus on child and family development. I have immense 

appreciation for Early Childhood Educators and those who are committed to caring for children. 

My experience facilitating provincial and national research with the Centre for Child Wellbeing, 

paired with my frontline work has provided me unique insight into the homes of families, into 

child care spaces across Canada, and into advisory panels where decisions were being made. And 

in all those spaces, I continue to be plagued by these questions, ‘What continues to burden the 

Early Learning and Child Care sector, reducing it to a state of crisis?’ And ‘What level of 
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influence will experience the ‘inner crack’ and be motivated and inspired to not only talk and 

advocate for change, but be the change?’  

Since starting this project, I have taken on a new role as Executive Director of a child, 

youth, and family non-profit organization. Prior to that, I held a provincially funded contract in 

the role of a home visitation worker. The purpose of my role was to support families with 

children under the age of 6 who would identify has experiencing life with a developmental delay, 

or who are at risk of developing a dely. This is powerful work. This work, paired with my own 

childhood experiences, propelled me forward to be an advocate and an agent of change for 

children and families.  

The game of ‘hot potato cold potato’ as it relates to taking responsibility for creating 

ELCC provocations for change is not a surprise to me. And I am not surprised that the term 

‘Leadership’ has been cited as being a dirty word by those involved in the sector. I have learnt 

that the ELCC system is steeped in fear, in hesitancy, in ambivalence, and in trauma. And I am 

not surprised by the paralysis and crisis it experiences.  

 I have learnt that we need to interact with the ELCC sector as if it is experiencing a 

traumatic event, because it is. My concern is that the system will continue to be in an armored, 

oppressive state, reactive rather than proactive and compromising the developmental trajectory 

of children, youth, and families. And while I am still uncertain, and at times armored by my past 

experiences within the ELCC sector in Golden and Area A, I am inspired. There were four 

community engagement sessions where I heard clearly that there is a deep love and devotion for 

the children and families. Yet, there was also a desperation to feel a ‘sense of belonging’ and 

connection. How can we take these two significant differences, and find a pathway forward? 

From my experience with the group, their willingness to participate and deepen their thinking 
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energized, diversified and broadened the scope their thinking and their responses. I was often 

moved to tears, as the group found their footing, their voices, and each other.  

Contribution and Application (Outputs) 

Opportunities that lie ahead due to the shift with Sd6 and the ELCC sector include a 

deepened sense of community, a culture of service and inquiry, trust and relationships. 

Furthermore, there is a need for a framework featuring a robust engagement process that is going 

to build relationships through creative approaches for ELCC participants.  

My findings will be disseminated in a number of ways. My thesis is held in the Royal Roads 

Library.  My findings have been shared with my partner and will be further disseminated through 

academic and community presentations.  

I was moved by the participants willingness to trust me as their facilitator in this research 

project. And while I don’t work directly within the ELCC field it appeared that my facilitation 

was a supportive mechanism to allow for safety, connection and relationship building. I was 

energized by each workshop, and personally inspired by the participants commitment to the lives 

of children and families.  

I will be meeting with Inquiry Team to discuss next steps. Specifically, I will share my 

findings and my recommendations to each member of the Inquiry Team as a possibility to 

continue this project as action and line items on their agendas. The Inquiry Team was composed 

of a diverse stakeholder group. I am committing to leveraging their varied levels of influence to 

see facets of this work being actualized in community, and possibility regionally. I will also be 

meeting with the participant group to share the findings and the ‘Me to We’ framework. I 

envision this meeting to be in-person, informal, and with a celebratory spirit. I would like to 

create a poster version of the ‘Me to We’ framework to use a visual tool for further community 
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engagement sessions. I have also committed to submitting this project to the Early Childhood 

Education British Columbia (ECEBE) annual conference that will take place in Vancouver in 

May of 2023.  

Implications for Future Inquiry 

 There is considerable public and political outcry for the ELCC sector, although the 

provincial, regional, and local response continues to miss the mark. There is a notion that if we 

create more child care spaces for children, we will no longer be in the crisis.  As per Stroh 

(2013), I recommend that Sd6 increase investment in the fundamental solution, that is nurturing 

and compassionately engaging those who are on the frontlines of the ELCC sector. Sd6 requires 

a vision of an alternative future that compels this investment over the long term. And although 

quick fixes might suggest it is necessary to close a child care due to the heavy burden of ratio’s, 

licensing requirements, overall child development; there must be a commitment to work on 

building relationships, establishing safety and a sense of belonging, engaging and strengthening 

frontline leadership, while designing a fix that builds towards this solution instead of undermine 

it.  

 Future inquiry may consider changes to the Child Care Licensing Regulations 

specifically as it relates to this inter-ministerial change and the Ministry of Education’s 

commitment to Truth and Reconciliation. If the Ministry of Education is committed to 

actualizing Truth and Reconciliation, this is a great first step, and an even more opportune time.  

The Act is an outdated document that does not reflect the emerging future of the ELCC sector. 

And although it might be viewed for some as a quality assurance provision, I would disagree. If 

the inter-ministerial shift wants to focus on solutions that design an ELCC sector in a spirit of 

inclusion, it must consider further inquiry into the implications of the current Act and how it 
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might contradict the emerging future of the ELCC sector. For example, the engagement group 

expressed a deep commitment for indigenous ways of knowing and practicing to be a priority for 

Sd6, they also shared how they want to voices of indigenous ECE’s and children convening in 

shared dialogue and solutions.   

Further inquiry into how the licensing act fosters an inclusive indigenous way of 

knowing, specifically as it relates to sections that include, facilities, environment, and play 

environment. The Ministry of Education has a responsibility in the interest of Truth and 

Reconciliation to help facilitate conversations that relate specifically to the licensing act and its 

negligence to the rights and interests of children, specifically as it relates to land-based learning 

and indigenous ways of knowing and teaching.  

Thesis Summary  

My project aimed to seek insight and further understand the new governmental shifts that are 

taking shape within the ELCC sector of MCFD and M. ED. I sought out to understand how 

dialogical processes might enhance partnerships and strengthen leadership within the ELCC 

sector and Sd6. This research process employed cooperative inquiry phases of implementation 

that reflected cycles of appreciative inquiry, while also employing a qualitative action research 

approach to positive change within the field of ELCC.  

Through four engagement sessions, the participants and I identified key features that 

were necessary for a collaborative process to provoke meaningful engagement strengthening 

leadership and partnerships. Factors that contribute to an overall theme of ‘sense of belonging’ 

emerged, these include: creating safe spaces for learning and engagement demonstrating cross 

sectoral collaboration;  connectedness to self and community building on past experiences; 

intentional and careful planning of space and time to deepen relationships and build confidence; 
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opportunities for shared leadership and meaningful engagement aligning perspectives to initiate 

change; changing the organizational/system culture to equalize and professionalize the ELCC 

field.  

Completing the engagement sessions months ago, presents a question that might help 

support further research. What has changed for the participants since our last time together, and 

how might consistent dates and times to meet propel the changing culture that was beginning to 

seed from the engagement sessions? I believe that this is only the beginning of a new, 

strengthened relationship that is already gaining positive momentum.  Learning and 

experimenting with the structures within the ELCC sector began a process of empowerment. 

Insights into the structures that they are unaware of provided a deeper knowing that certain 

patterns of the structure recur again and again. Examining the ELCC system archetype reinforced 

by shared leadership and dialogue provided the possibility for participants to recognize where 

they could leverage and what they could leverage in facing difficult challenges.   

This research suggests that in many ways a systems-thinking perspective can be 

developed and strengthened by developing and deepening relationships for the purposes of 

unifying the voices and knowledge of the ELCC sector. The ELCC stakeholders participating in 

this research had a ‘hunch’, they had a ‘déjà vu’ sense that started to recondition their 

perceptions to more clearly see the structures at play. Now with enhanced partnerships and 

strengthened leadership they are able learn from the stepping blocks of systems thinking.  
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Appendix A: Preliminary Systems Map 

Interconnected areas of focus are highlighted with the blue arrows. 
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Appendix B: Consent Form 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 

letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 

consent to participate in this project and have data I contribute used in the final report and any 

other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, newsletters, etc.).  

My signature below indicates my consent to the audio recording of the small group sessions.  

 

 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

 

Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 

 

Date: ______________________________________________ 
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Appendix C: Timetable for Project Implementation 

 

Timefram

e 

Deliverable Key Activities (not all in-

inclusive) 
Milestone  

Aug 30 – 

Sep 7 

2021 

Supervisory 

Committee 

 

 Complete supervisor 

nomination form 

(including 2nd committee 

member) through the 

Thesis Manager 

SharePoint site (TMS) 

Confirmation received of the 

supervisory committee from the 

program office.  

Sep 7 – 

Oct 24, 

2021 

Signed 

Agreement 

Letters 

 Issue letters to partner 

and Supervisor with 

instructions to complete 

and sign.  

Letters are signed and e-mailed 

to program office 

Sep 7 – 

Oct 24, 

2021 

Final Research 

Proposal 

 Develop draft document 

with Supervisor 

 Submit informal 

approved draft to TMS 

 Update draft document 

with feedback from 2nd 

committee member 

 Submit final draft to 

TMS for approval 

Research proposal is formally 

approved in TMS 

Sep 7 – 

Oct 24, 

2021 

Ethical Review   Investigate ethical 

review requirements for 

partner organizations 

(Rocky Mountain 

School District #6) 

 Prepare ethic review 

forms and review with 

Supervisor 

Approval of ethics form received 

from Supervisor 

 

Ethics review submitted and 

received 

Nov 1 – 

Nov 15, 

2021 

Inquiry Team  Send Inquiry Team letter 

of understanding 

Receive signed letters from 

Inquiry Team 

Nov 16 – 

Dec, 15, 

2021 

Research 

Participants 

 Confirm recruitment 

mechanisms with 

Inquiry Team 

 Send an invitation to 

participate  

Confirmation of research 

participants  

Novembe

r 2021 

External 

Reviewer 

 Discuss with Supervisor 

possible candidates for 

external review 

 Send request and 

nominate 

External reviewer confirmed 

Novembe

r 2021 

Thesis Inquiry  Begin Thesis Inquiry 

after ethical review 

None 
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 Begin drafting thesis 

document 

January - 

February

2022 

Focus 

Group/Inquiry 

Team 

 Conduct focus groups 

(4) 

 Initial analysis of data 

 Inquiry Team meetings 

Focus Groups/Inquiry Team 

March 

2022 – 

June 2022 

Final Draft 

Thesis 

 Analyze data 

 Draft iterations and 

reviews with Supervisor 

and 2nd committee 

member as needed 

Final draft thesis ready 

committee and external review 

June 2022 

– August 

2022 

Thesis 

Submission, 

Review, and 

Defense 

 Submit Final Thesis 

report to TMS 

 Update thesis with 

feedback 

 Prepare and deliver oral 

defense 

Thesis Approval 

Oral Defense completed 

August 

2022 

Thesis 

Publication 

 Work with Thesis office 

to complete copyright 

and publishing 

requirements 

Published Thesis 

Novembe

r 2022 

Convocation  Attend to convocation Degree received 
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Appendix D:  Letter of Agreement for Inquiry Team 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at Royal 

Roads University, Katie Jewitt will be conducting an inquiry study with Rocky Mountain School 

District # to explore enhancing partnerships and strengthening leadership with the Early 

Learning and Child Care sector. You can confirm the student’s registration at Royal Roads 

University by contacting the Program Head, Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta at Niels.Agger-

Gupta@royalroads.ca   

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the student with this project, your role may 

include one or more of the following: providing advice on the relevance and wording of 

questions and letters of invitation, supporting the logistics of the data-gathering methods, 

including observing, assisting, or facilitating an interview or focus group, taking notes, 

transcribing, reviewing analysis of data, and/or reviewing associated knowledge products to 

assist the Student and the Rocky Mountain School District #6 change process. In the course of 

this activity, you may be privy to confidential inquiry data. 

 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which this inquiry 

project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential information 

generated or accessed by the Inquiry Team will only be used in the performance of the functions 

of this project and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to receive it, 

both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded information in all formats is covered by 

this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant names, contact information, personally-

identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other personally-identifying information. 

 

Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed, 

retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the student, under direction of the Royal Roads 

Academic Supervisor. 

Inquiry Team Members who are uncertain whether any information they may wish to share about 

the project they are working on is personal or confidential will verify this with Katie Jewitt, the 

Student. 

Statement of Informed Consent 

I have read and understand this agreement. 

______________________  __________________  _____________ 

Name (Please Print)    Signature    Date  

mailto:Niels.Agger-Gupta@royalroads.ca
mailto:Niels.Agger-Gupta@royalroads.ca
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Appendix E: E-mail Invitation to Early Learning and Child Care Participants 

*Sent on behalf of Katie Hodder, Royal Roads University Graduate Student in the School of Leadership 

Studies* 

Dear Members of the Early Learning and Child Care sector,  

My name is Katie Jewitt, and I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am 

conducting. This project is part of the requirement for my Master’s Degree in Leadership at 

Royal Roads University.  Rocky Mountain School District #6 has approved this project, and I 

have been permitted to contact potential participants for this purpose. 

The purpose of my research is to explore how might dialogical processes enhance partnerships 

and strengthen community leadership within the Early Learning and Child Care (ELCC) sector.  

You are receiving this e-mail as an invitation as a prospective participant because you are active 

within ELCC sector in Golden. 

This phase of my research project will consist of four focus groups that will be facilitated in 

January and February of 2022. The dates and times for these sessions are listed below.  

 Focus Group: January 28, 2022 

 Focus Group: February 16, 2022 

 Focus Group: February 24, 2022 

 Focus Group: March 2, 2022 

The attached document contains further information about the study’s conduct and will enable 

you to make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review 

this information before responding. You are not required to participate in this research project. If 

you choose to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice.  

I will hold your decision whether or not to participate in confidence. I will not communicate to 

Crystal McLeod of Rocky Mountain School District #6 who has participated, who has not 

participated, and who has withdrawn. 

I realize that you may feel compelled to participate in this research project due to our informal or 

past relationships. Please be aware that you are not required to participate and, should you 

choose to participate, your participation would be entirely voluntary.  If you do choose to 

participate, you are free to withdraw at any time you do not wish to participate, simply do not 

reply to enter your information in the link below. Your decision not to participate will also be 

maintained in confidence. Your choice will not affect our relationship or your involvement with 

WISE Planet in any way.   

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 

project and its outcomes.  
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 Name: Katie Jewitt 

If you are interested in participating in my research project, please e-mail me at the above 

address.  

Sincerely,  

Katie Jewitt  
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Appendix F:  Letter of Information 

Study Title: Enhancing partnerships and strengthening leadership within the Early Learning and 

Child Care sector 

My name is Katie Hodder and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master’s in 

Leadership at Royal Roads University.  You can confirm my registration at Royal Roads 

University by contacting the Program Head, Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta  

Purpose of Study and sponsoring organization 

This project will explore and develop stakeholders’ understandings of collaboration and 

partnership in the ELCC sector. Conducting this research through engaging in dialogue with 

ELCC stakeholders and families, especially those of Sd6, presents an opportunity to advocate for 

leadership in the ELCC sector.   

 

Your participation and how information will be collected 

The research will consist of four focus groups. Each focus group is expected to last 1 hour and. 

The anticipated question have yet to be developed.   Methods are subject to change due to the 

nature of action-oriented research, questions to emerge.  

 Benefits and risks to participate 

The results of this study will benefit Rocky Mountain School District #6 and the ELCC sector by 

exposing Opportunities that lie ahead due to the shift with Sd6 and the ELCC sector look like a 

deepened sense of community, a culture of service and inquiry, trust and relationships. 

The risk of participating in research may include stigmatization, discrimination, exploitation of 

roles affiliated with inter-governmental agencies. These risks will be mitigated by soliciting 

participants’ input to establish a safe environment for dialogue, structuring questions with an 

appreciative stance, and providing participants with the questions in advance. In addition, 

participants’ privacy and anonymity will be maintained by removing personal identifiers in the 

final research results.   

Inquiry Team 

The Inquiry Team will assist my research by offering guidance on the recruitment process for 

participants, reviewing the methods and questions, providing input to desired outputs for this 

research project, reflective dialogue opportunities  

The Inquiry Team for my research consists of: 

 Name, Title, Parent 

 Name, Title, University of British Columbia Okanogan 

 Name, Title, SD6 representative 
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 Name, Title, ELCC representative 

Real of Perceived Conflict of Interest 

As an external member of Rocky Mountain School District #6, I disclose no real or perceived 

conflict of interest between myself and Sd6. I disclose this information here so that you can 

make a fully informed decision on whether or not to participate in this study. 

Confidentiality, security of data, and retention period 

I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study. All information I collect will be 

maintained in confidence with hard copies (e.g., consent forms) stored in a locked filing cabinet 

in my home office. Electronic data (such as transcripts, audio files, or video recordings) will be 

stored on a password-protected computer on my home computer and saved using Canadian 

cloud-based encrypted and password-protected software. Information will be recorded in hand-

written, or audio, or video format, and, where appropriate, summarized, in an anonymous format, 

in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any 

individual unless a specific agreement has been obtained beforehand.  All documentation will be 

kept strictly confidential. After the publishing of my thesis, I will destroy raw data (e.g., 

transcripts, video files, etc.). Data/information will not be retained pertaining to an identifiable 

individual who has withdrawn at any time.  

Due to the nature of the research methods (focus group), it is not possible to keep the 

participants’ identities anonymous from those participating (such as the researcher, facilitator, or 

other participants). I will ask participants to respect the confidential nature of the research by not 

sharing names or identifying comments outside of the group.  

Sharing Results 

In addition to submitting my final thesis report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment 

for a Master’s of Arts in Leadership, I will also be sharing my research findings with my partner. 

I also plan on writing an article about the inquiry for presentation at a professional or scholarly 

conference, or in a professional or scholarly journal. 

Procedure for withdrawing from the study 

You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the e-mail 

request for participation, you indicate that you have read and understand the information to 

participate in the study, and the signed letter of consent indicate that you give your free and 

informed consent to participate in this project. 

If you choose to participate, you are free to withdraw without prejudice at any time, including in 

the middle of the group, but comments you have made up to this point where they withdraw from 

the focus group will remain in the research data set as anonymous data by e-mailing me directly 

with a withdraw request is sufficient.  

Contact Information 
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If you have any questions about this inquiry, please contact Katie Jewitt 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 
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Appendix G Community Engagement Session Questions 

Community Engagement Session #1 

 What do you need to feel safe and heard? 

 How do we create the conditions for authentic stories to be shared? 

 

 What are success stories told by ELCC stakeholders and families who feel 

supported by the current partnerships with Sd6? 

 What areas of practice support the partnership? 

 How does the current culture foster relationships and deepen collaboration? 

 How does the current culture positively influence communication and 

collaboration, building and deepening relationships (between stakeholder and 

families)? 

 

 What are the biggest challenges you experience in the ELCC sector? 

 What area of practice impedes ELCC partnerships? 

 How does the current culture negatively impact communication and 

collaboration, deteriorating 

relationships (between stakeholder and families)? 

 

 What new conversations do you want or need to have? What do you need in 

order to feel confident to have these conversations? 

 What specific action do you want to take here? What do you need to be able to 

take action? 

 

Community Engagement Session #2 

 What do you need to feel safe and heard? 

 How do we create the conditions for authentic stories to be shared? 

 

 Tell me about a time where you experienced a sense of connection and 

community? 

 Imagine an ideal future, given the new legislation and the new partnership, what 

dreams or visions do you have for positive change? 

 With who are you feeling connected to?  

 What is in place or required for you to feel connection? What excited you about 

participating? 

 What values are necessary for you to feel connection?  

 When you don’t feel connection, what barriers get in the way?  

 Imagine what barriers might be reframed as possibilities? What do you need to 

feel inspired?  
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 Imagine being inspired about the new partnership, what might that tell you 

about yourself as a leader? 

Community Engagement Session #3 

 What do you need to feel safe and heard? 

 How do we create the conditions for authentic stories to be shared? 

 What might be needed in an engagement framework to enhance partnerships 

and strengthen leadership?  

 What dreams have been born from this process? 

 Who needs to be around the table? And what values do they need to bring?  

 How can we maintain the connectedness that we have developed here?  

 What resources are necessary for partnerships? 

 What does leadership mean to you?  

 What conditions need to be in place for you to develop those skills?  

 What is a necessary ingredient to partnerships? 

 Imagine feeling a sense of belonging within partnership with the Ministry of 

Education, tell me how that would work?  

 Imagine being excited and inspired by the change, what leadership skills do you 

have that can continue the momentum we have established here? 

 What new conversations do you want to have? And who needs to be there?  

 What conversations have you been having with yourself since starting this 

process that have you envisioning something different?  

 If we did this process again, what might help you move forward? What 

mindset, or knowledge might be required?  

Community Engagement Session #4 

 What do you need to feel safe and heard? 

 How do we create the conditions for authentic stories to be shared? 

 What new dreams have been born from this process? 

 What now? Of the dreams identified, what do you want to actualize? 

 What new relationships have been developed? 

 How would you define supports? 

 What supports are in place already to foster a sustainable engagement strategy? 

 What are the groups top five goals as it relates to change? 

 What small steps can we take to actualize those goals? 

 How will you know if your contribution is this process made a difference? 

 

 


