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kindergarten1. In response, schooling writ large conceives 
and implements a paradigm in which children labeled at 
risk are welcomed to classrooms before Kindergarten in 
programming called pre-kindergarten (e.g., Universal Pre-
Kindergarten, Head Start) in an attempt to “close the gap;” 
to be spaces where children find the academic and socio-
emotional support which may not, for many reasons (e.g., 
socioeconomic status, racial injustice, systemic societal 
inequality and inequity), be available in the home context.

Although the at-risk label is contentious (Ladson-Bill-
ings, 2007), the intention behind the implementation of 
such early childhood programming is not wrong and has 
been consistently demonstrated as beneficial for the long-
term well-being and outcomes of the children for whom 

1  In the context of the United States, Kindergarten is the first year 
of typical public school programming, K-12. Although most children 
in the United States begin Kindergarten at the age of 5 years old, it 
should be noted there are still states where full-day Kindergarten is 
not mandatory (e.g., Wyoming). Interestingly, Wyoming also has no 
state-funded preschool programming in place for children (Friedman-
Krauss et al., 2021).

Introduction

Increasing and potentially detrimental circumstances (e.g., 
poverty, lack of quality childcare) exist for some children 
in the United States (Mersky et al., 2021; Pianta, 1999; 
Walsh et al., 2019) and globally (Ulke et al., 2021; Wong et 
al., 2021). These factors may negatively affect parents and 
parenting (Brooks-Gunn et al., 2013; Jones et al., 2021), 
thereafter affecting children (Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 
1997; Hiilamo et al., 2021; Metcalf et al., 2022). As a result, 
children may be labeled “at risk” for school failure before 
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it is designed (Heckman & Karapakula, 2019). However, 
schools may be rife with structural issues (Anyon, 1980; 
Bowles & Gintis, 2011; Galindo, 2021; Phillips & Gich-
iru, 2021) which prevent labeled children from being fully 
served (Anderson & Ritter, 2017; Ferri & Connor 2010; 
Ladson-Billings, 2012). The demands of accountability 
and efficiency, for example, in United States public schools 
(Howard & Rodriguez-Minkoff, 2017; Pinar, 2012) may 
undercut efforts to ameliorate the at-risk label. Such struc-
tural issues may be particularly salient in how they affect 
teacher warmth and the teacher-child relationship, each 
demonstrated to be important to bolstering child outcomes 
in academic (Pakarinen et al., 2021; Pianta & Walsh, 1996; 
Rojas & Abenavoli, 2021) and self-regulation (Jones et al., 
2014; Phillips et al., 2022) domains, for example.

Interrogating these assertions with an ecological lens of 
development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) revealed potentially 
powerful systems of reciprocal influence in classrooms by 
which teachers may be impinged and, thereafter, children 
disadvantaged. External factors, proximal (e.g., low pay, 
lack of agency) and distal (e.g., socioeconomic status), serve 
as forces that may affect the well-being of teachers of young 
children ultimately reverberating within the developmental 
influences of children. While this study sought to examine 
teachers’ well-being, it should be situated contextually in 
the theoretical understanding that the outwardly extending 
influences of teacher well-being, or lack thereof, may per-
meate the classroom context with downstream, cascading 
effects for children.

Teacher Stress

One such structural issue and factor of influence over 
teacher well-being can be found in increasing levels of 
stress (Darling-Hammond, 2001; Montgomery & Rupp, 
2005; von Haaren-Mack et al., 2020). Even though the 
ECE industry was projected to be one of the fastest grow-
ing (Lockard & Wolfe, 2012), teachers are demonstrated to 
leave the field at rates of up to 25% per year (Bassok et al., 
2021; Whitebook et al., 2014). These levels of attrition are 
demonstrated to be related to the particular conditions under 
which they operate (e.g., compensation, managing children; 
Curbow et al., 2000; Deery-Schmitt & Todd, 1995; Herman 
et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2022). In addition to these described 
teacher stressors which affect teachers, generally, ECE 
teachers also deal with teaching stress (Abidin et al., 2004, 
as cited in Gagnon et al., 2019)—stress stemming from the 
emotionality of working with young children (Buettner et 
al., 2016; Jeon et al., 2016). Importantly, ECE teacher (e.g., 
Head Start, Early Head Start) well-being has recently been 
centered and demonstrated as predictive in the decision to 

leave the profession (McCormick et al., 2022; McMullen et 
al., 2020).

Not unlike other ECE teachers, Head Start teachers are 
expected to manage the daily facets of a busy and produc-
tive classroom. Yet, as Head Start remains the main source 
of ECE for children and families in need in the United States 
(Watts et al., 2018), Head Start teachers are held to further 
considerations. Pessimistically, children enrolled in Head 
Start programming have demonstrated greater conduct 
problems and been deemed as less skilled in terms of social 
competence (Driscoll et al., 2011) when compared to chil-
dren who attend other types of programming (Kaiser et al., 
2002; Randolph et al., 2000; Webster-Stratton & Hammond, 
1998, all cited in Driscoll et al., 2011)—which may result in 
additional stress for teachers. Moreover, Head Start teachers 
are important stakeholders in reshaping the narrative around 
the at-risk label. It is understood that they play a significant 
role in ensuring that children from historically overlooked 
and marginalized communities are kindergarten-ready by 
creating rigorous curricula, creating individualized plans 
for children, working with local, state, and federal funding 
agencies, and meeting standards of quality and success. Yet, 
they have little voice in the processes of school program-
ming writ large.

The current COVID-19 global pandemic has added an 
additional layer of stress for ECE teachers. Research under-
taken during the pandemic demonstrated that teachers expe-
rienced upheaval regarding approaches and methods of 
teaching (Kim, 2020), including the change from in-person 
to remote learning (Dias et al., 2020; Steed & Leech, 2021). 
Important to this investigation, overall teaching experiences 
(Kim et al., 2021), how teachers interacted with students 
(Szente, 2020), and the emotional toll (Bigras et al., 2021) 
of the pandemic additionally burden stressed ECE teach-
ers. As a result, national data indicated that 35% of the 
ECE workforce was laid off between February and April 
of 2020 (U.S. Department of Labor, 2022). Most saliently, 
ECE teachers of color in urban centers were demonstrated 
to experience additional stress during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Public school teachers working at urban schools, for 
example, are demonstrated to experience stress and burnout 
at levels beyond that of peers working in non-urban settings 
(Bottiani et al., 2019). During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
ECE teachers in urban centers were demonstrated to be sim-
ilarly taxed: quantitative and qualitative data indicated their 
ability to care for themselves or attend to their own men-
tal well-being was reduced over and above typical baseline 
levels (Souto-Manning & Melvin, 2022). Given that, for 
troubling reasons, the COVID-19 pandemic most greatly 
affected brown and black populations in the United States 
(Enriquez et al., 2021; Lawton et al., 2021) early on, ECE 
teachers working in these neighborhoods and communities 
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were likely witness to the suffering of the children and fami-
lies in their classrooms. The total toll on these individuals 
may remain incalculable; another invisible scar on the early 
childhood workforce.

These stressors, similar and distinct from those that may 
exist in a child’s home, potentially impact the relationship 
between a teacher and child (Chen & Phillips, 2018; Pianta, 
1999; Sandilos et al., 2018), much as they may the rela-
tionship between parent and child. For example, the way 
the teacher-child relationship is described as either close 
or conflicted has bearing on how teachers understand, and 
are affected by, teaching stress (Gagnon et al., 2019). The 
literature demonstrates non-White children to be dispro-
portionately represented in special education (Kramarczuk 
Voulgarides et al., 2017) and to disciplinary measures (e.g., 
suspensions, arrests; Anderson & Ritter, 2017; Gilliam & 
Shahar 2006). It may be hypothesized that one mechanism 
by which these issues have become problematic in ECE 
classrooms may be, at least in part, due to the effects of 
teacher stress fueling a potentially dangerous disconnect 
between teachers and their students.

Early childhood education teacher stress is a reality that 
may stifle the success of children characterized as at-risk 
in programming like Head Start. In fact, the demonstrated 
effects of stress on the parent-child relationship (Brooks-
Gunn et al., 2013; Conger et al., 1999, as cited in Conger 
& Conger 2008; Shonkoff et al., 2012; Ward & Lee, 2020), 
those which ECE programming like Head Start attempt to 
ameliorate, may in fact be mirrored in the context of the 
classroom. For example, when examining the associations 
between teacher-reported job stress and observed interac-
tions between teachers and children, control group teachers 
who reported higher stress were less emotionally support-
ive of students when compared to teachers in the treatment 
group who reported less stress (Sandilos et al., 2018). These 
effects of stress on teachers are of material concern as the 
classroom is demonstrated to be a space where teacher emo-
tional and physical well-being may be imperiled (Guglielmi 
& Tatrow, 1998; Harmsen et al., 2018; Phillips et al., 2016), 
potentially rupturing the relationship between teacher and 
child (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Gagnon et al., 2019). 

Teacher-Child Relationships and Teacher 
Warmth

Early childhood programming, like Head Start, is ideally 
warm, nurturing, social, and relational (Acar et al., 2018; 
Bergin & Bergin, 2009; Pianta, 1999). Emotionally support-
ive teachers can be observed as warm, kind, and sensitive to 
the socioemotional needs of each child, and thoughtful about 
how they respond to children. They offer gentle guidance, 

engage in positive communication, and demonstrate respect 
through eye contact, respectful language, and a warm and 
calm voice. (Merritt et al., 2012, as cited in Pianta et al., 
2008). Examination of the teacher-child relationship has 
roots in the work of Brophy & Good (1974) who charac-
terized this union as more than the impartation of lessons. 
Their argument suggests that teaching is nuanced; more 
complex and relationally-based than what may be portrayed 
as merely dolling out lessons.

The key qualities of these relationships [between 
teacher and child] appear to be related to the ability 
or skill of the adult to read the child’s emotional and 
social signals accurately, respond contingently based 
on these signals (e.g., to follow the child’s lead), con-
vey acceptance and emotional warmth, offer assis-
tance as necessary, model regulated behavior, and 
enact appropriate structures and limits for the chil-
dren’s behavior. (Pianta et al., 2003, p. 204)

Offering “emotional warmth,…assistance as necessary, 
[and] model[ing] regulated behavior,” (p. 204) then, may 
be a heavy lift for ECE teachers, and specifically Head Start 
teachers, given the contextual circumstances of stress under 
which they operate. Yet establishing this warmth may be of 
critical importance given the literature demonstrates that 
children potentially depend on teachers as surrogates for 
mothers at the nursery school age (Ainsworth, 1969; Jen-
nings, 2019), children in classrooms, as in life, looking to 
adults in the environment to provide experiences that edu-
cate (Belsky, 1984). The literature demonstrates that rela-
tionships forged between teachers and children considered 
at risk have the potential to ameliorate the associated risks 
of academic and socioemotional failure in school (Burchinal 
et al., 2002 as cited in Driscoll et al., 2011; Varghese et al., 
2019). For example, children labeled at risk in kindergarten 
and who were subsequently placed in first grade classrooms 
with teachers who offered instructional and emotional sup-
port demonstrated the type of relationship with their first-
grade teacher and achievement scores in line with peers who 
were not previously labeled at risk (Hamre & Pianta, 2005). 
Conversely, those children labeled at risk in kindergarten 
and who were subsequently placed in classrooms which 
were not described as instructionally and emotionally sup-
portive did not show similar gains (Hamre & Pianta, 2005). 
The classroom environment, its social and emotional ethos, 
and the approach teachers engender matter in bolstering stu-
dents (Wang et al., 2020).
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warmth, and the means by which they pushed back against 
the structural and/or institutional forces which burdened 
them with stress and, it is hypothesized, limited the warmth 
circulating in the classroom context.

Materials and Methods

Head Start Teacher Data

Informed consent was obtained from participants in accor-
dance with the Declaration of Helsinki, as well as Institu-
tional Review Board (IRB) protocols, ensuring participants’ 
rights and privacy. The research was conducted in accor-
dance with APA ethical standards in the treatment of the 
study sample.

Participants

To recruit study participants, ECE leaders, policy makers, 
community programs, and colleges of education in the city 
of study were contacted. Recruitment materials approved 
by the IRB were provided to these people and institutions 
via email. These were then distributed to Head Start fac-
ulty. Nine Head Start teachers in seven different programs 
indicated their participation interest. After initial contact, 
six female teachers participated in this protocol; the remain-
ing three did not return emails, calls, and/or text messages 
which attempted to engage participation. Of the six partici-
pating teachers, one self-identified as Asian, one as Black, 
and four as White. Five of the six teachers completed a mas-
ter’s degree; the remaining teacher received a certification 
(see Table 1).

In addition to demographic data, recruited teachers pro-
vided data with regard to socioeconomic status (see Table 2).

Teacher Interviews

Each teacher participated in two individual interviews (Bog-
dan & Biklen, 2007) which were interspersed by one focus 
group interview (Krueger et al., 2001; Morgan, 1996). Both 
individual and focus group interviews were semi-structed 
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Themes for the first individual 

The Classroom Scoring Assessment System 
(CLASS)

To ensure necessary teacher and classroom environment 
warmth is sustained, observation instruments categoriz-
ing teacher-child relationships and interactions between 
these groups (i.e., Classroom Assessment Scoring System; 
CLASS; Pianta et al., 2008) are implemented in Head Start 
classrooms. Widely used, the CLASS is an instrument used 
to record three domains of interaction between teacher and 
child: (1) Emotional Support, (2) Classroom Organiza-
tion, and (3) Instructional Support. The Emotional Climate 
domain is composed of subscales of teacher sensitivity, 
behavior management, positive climate, and negative cli-
mate (La Paro et al., 2004; Pianta et al., 2008).

To implement the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008), trained 
individuals observe and record interactions between teach-
ers and children. Implementing a 7-point Likert scale, the 
CLASS measures teacher sensitivity as responsiveness to 
child needs, behavior management as teachers’ ability to 
structure the classroom so that children understand what is 
expected at different times, positive climate as the enjoy-
ment expressed in instructing, and being directly with, chil-
dren, and negative climate (reversed scored) as how teachers 
demonstrate displeasure or frustration (e.g., anger; Raver et 
al., 2008). The higher the CLASS score in each domain, the 
more effective the teachers are rated.

To consider the opposing forces at play in ECE class-
rooms, this investigation sought to center the voices of six 
Head Start teachers. Operationalizing teacher stress as the 
independent variable and teacher warmth as the dependent 
variable, then, this investigation asked (a) What were the 
stories, histories, and lived experiences of these Head Start 
teachers with regard to stress and warmth in a time of crisis? 
and (b) How did these teachers understand and approach 
the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) and its measures of their 
warmth?

Consistent with qualitative methodologies, in particular 
that of Bogdan & Biklen (2007), Creswell and Clark (2018), 
and Luttrell (2009), it is important to note that this investi-
gation did not attempt to establish causality. Rather, its pur-
pose was to secure the rich and layered understandings of 
participating Head Start teachers’ conceptions of stress and 

Table 1 Participant demographic information
Teacher Years in the field of education Years as a HS teacher HS position Years in current school Race Ethnicity
AM 26 6 Lead Teacher 10 White Non-Hispanic
AN 14 7 Lead Teacher 7 White Non-Hispanic
JM 23 10 Assistant Teacher 1 Black Non-Hispanic
RH 3 2 Lead Teacher 2 Asian Non-Hispanic
SB 7 4 Lead Teacher 6 White Non-Hispanic
SS 14 2 Master Teacher 2 White Non-Hispanic

1 3

1388



Early Childhood Education Journal (2023) 51:1385–1399

comparison of thinking and coding between the members 
of the research team (Denzin, 1978). The latter speaks to 
the multiple sources from which the qualitative data were 
collected (i.e., individual, focus group interviews; Carter et 
al., 2014), These separate sources provided distinct opportu-
nities allowing participating teachers to share thinking and 
experiences in answering the questions of this investigation. 
These two sources allowed for corroboration in the data and 
a wider perspective of the teachers who shared independent 
thoughts (Fontana & Frey, 2005), and as a part of the group, 
spoke collectively on issues and topics that held importance 
(Morgan, 1996).

Findings

The current study aimed to record the stories, histories, and 
lived experiences of Head Start teacher stress and the ways 
stress influenced classroom warmth. Additionally, the study 
sought to determine what role, if any, the CLASS (Pianta 
et al., 2008) played in how teachers managed and abated 
stress while imbuing their classroom with warmth dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. Individual and focus group 
interviews with participating teachers qualitatively revealed 
opposing forces in Head Start classrooms that required 
teachers to compromise their authenticity in interactions 
with children, parents, and administration. Administrative 
expectations, for example, were countered with teacher-
reported limitations in latitude to meet children where they 
were emotionally, socially, and developmentally. What fol-
lows is an accounting of the ways teachers described these 
expectations, and the subversive ways they challenged them.

Theme 1: Performativity Prevailed Over Teacher 
Honesty and Vulnerability

On the one hand, participating teachers noted issues they 
characterized as important to the development of children 
(e.g., modeling of emotion, partaking in honest, vulnerable 
conversations, centering teacher-child relationships), espe-
cially in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. To illustrate 
this point, one teacher, RH noted the importance of express-
ing personal emotions with students in order to teach emo-
tion. Displaying the range of emotions for her students, she 
illustrated the fact that “adults also not only feel…happy or 
they’re not always calm. They might feel upset, or…frus-
trated and they might feel annoyed at times, just like every-
body else” (Focus Group 1). Another teacher, SS, added:

The [children] can see that it’s okay to feel frustrated. 
It’s okay to feel annoyed and that there’s nothing 
wrong with feeling these things. And I might talk 

interview were centered on well-being and were conceived 
using Spradley’s (1979) method of interview. Once tran-
scribed, interview data were analyzed to pull emerging 
themes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Horvat, 2013; Seidman, 
2013) and to create questions for the focus group interview 
(Krueger et al., 2001; Morgan, 1996). Similarly, responses 
from the focus group interview were analyzed to create 
questions for the final individual interview. (See Appendix 
for a sampling of interview questions.)

As to timing, the first individual interviews were con-
ducted in August of 2020, the two focus groups (each with 
three teachers) occurred in October, and the second indi-
vidual interviews were conducted in November and early 
December. While it may be the case that some Head Start 
teachers and programming have a summer vacation, the 
teachers of this study were employed at year-round Head 
Start centers. As such, there was no distinction in teacher 
availability or vacation between individual or focus group 
interviews. As a result of the on-going COVID-19 pan-
demic, interviews were conducted and recorded over a 
teleconferencing application (i.e., Zoom). Teachers were 
compensated with an electronic gift card and a selection of 
children’s books for their classroom.

Analysis

Upon completion of individual and focus group interviews, 
recordings were transcribed and inductively analyzed for 
emerging themes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Horvat, 2013; 
Seidman, 2013). Although the same criteria of quality typi-
cally applied to quantitative data (i.e., internal validity, gen-
eralizability, reliability, objectivity) cannot easily be applied 
to qualitative data, the criteria of trustworthiness (i.e., credi-
bility, transferability, dependability, confirmability; Lincoln 
& Guba 1985) can (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). There-
fore, to ensure the trustworthiness of the qualitative data 
of this investigation, Investigator Triangulation (Denzin, 
1978) and Data Source Triangulation (Carter et al., 2014) 
were employed. The former speaks to the cooperation and 

Table 2 Participant socioeconomic status information
Teacher Highest level 

of education
Indi-
vidual 
annual 
income

Household 
annual 
income

Composition of 
home

AM Master’s 32,000 70,000 2: Self, partner
AN Master’s 69,000 Prefer not to 

answer
3: Self, partner, 
dependent child

JM Certification 48,000 48,000 3: Self, 2 depen-
dent adults

RH Master’s 48,000 48,000 1: self
SB Master’s 48,000 48,000 1: self
SS Master’s 43,000 43,000 2: self, partner
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of teacher-child relationships, as well as to inhibit teachers 
from attending to children’s individual needs (Interview 1).

AM opined that the tenets of Creative Curriculum, for 
example, suggested that no two classrooms should be the 
same – in look, sound, or feel. AM continued her descrip-
tion of the necessary differences in classrooms as a function 
of different children in these spaces – each arriving with dif-
ferent needs, knowledges, histories, and abilities. Yet, the 
described tension between curricular goals and the reality of 
what occurred in her Head Start classroom persisted (Inter-
view 1). RH reflected, for example, on the necessity “to 
do lots of Mighty Minutes,” a component of Creative Cur-
riculum, in order to fulfill administratively-set expectations. 
Designed as a quick and easy means of introducing objec-
tives for learning and development (e.g., letter, number 
awareness) to students, these flashcard-like props created 
unintended consequences for children and teachers (Inter-
view 1). Regarding Mighty Minutes, a fourth teacher, AN, 
suggested these served as a divisive point between teachers 
and administrators:

Thinking about…Creative Curriculum, when we were 
being super harped on [by the administration] about…
you had to follow the curriculum, “You have to show 
me you’re doing a Mighty Minute every second of 
the day and doing those instructional teaching cards.” 
And it was like, “If we don’t get this, we will not have 
funding.” That was at the beginning of last year, and 
it was really interesting. So, I’m like, “Well, I wasn’t 
able to get to that. I’m not going to just ignore my 
students and do something that they’re not into.” That, 
to me, seems like a terrible teacher. (Focus Group 2)

Theme 3: Assessments Induced Teacher Stress

With regard to the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) assessment, 
teachers cited the tool as an unrealistic judgement of their 
abilities, one that served the purposes of program funding 
more so than an authentic assessment of their warmth or 
their ability to engender warmth in the classroom, one that 
induced stress.

And same thing with the CLASS assessment that we 
all have to do. It’s you know, the director is like, “We 
need to be at seven!” And I’m like, “Yeah, you’re 
not supposed to be at seven. Like that is like literally 
impossible. So, I don’t know what to tell you.” But, 
you know, I get that her job is about the money. She’s 
trying to make sure we all have jobs and I appreciate 
that. And then it’s up to us to be like, “Well, this is the 
reality.” (Focus Group 2)

about how, “Well, right now I want to scream. Right 
now, I want to pound. Right now, I want to…but that’s 
not okay. It’s okay to do the breathing right now,” or 
“It’s okay for me to stomp my feet.” (Interview 1)

However, the participating teachers of this study identi-
fied several obstacles limiting the described factors they 
understood to be valuable for child development inside their 
Head Start classrooms: curricular mandates and the CLASS 
(Pianta et al., 2008) assessment, for example.

Theme 2: Curricular Mandates Prevented Following 
a Child’s Lead

The Head Start teachers of this study spoke at great length 
about the required curriculum in their classrooms. Briefly, 
one such example of this mandated curriculum described by 
the teachers of this study is Creative Curriculum (Dodge, 
1988; Dodge et al., 2002). Created in the 1970s, more 
than half of public pre-kindergarten teachers participating 
in a National Center for Early Development and Learning 
(NCDEL) study indicated they were using either Creative 
Curriculum or HighScope curriculum by 2012 (Michael-
Luna & Heimer, 2012). Each curriculum was espoused for 
its focus on the child and how classroom practices were 
centered on development and socio-cultural understand-
ing. However, criticism followed. For example, these curri-
cula have been critiqued with regard to how they may (not) 
account for diverse populations of English language learn-
ers (Michael-Luna & Heimer, 2009). More recently, the lit-
erature has demonstrated reliance on Creative Curriculum 
or Responsive Classroom, a third example of curriculum in 
classrooms, as limiting the expression of emotions between 
teachers and children (Garner et al., 2019). In response to 
these criticisms, new curricula continue to flood the mar-
ket. Frog Street, for example, brands itself as bilingual in 
design, and as “a comprehensive, research-based program 
that integrates instruction across developmental domains 
and early learning disciplines” (Schiller, n.d.). As was the 
case for previously developed curricula, evaluating whether 
new curricula account for teacher well-being and whether 
they offer teachers the necessary freedom to follow a child’s 
lead will be critical work for the future.

The most senior participating teacher of this study, AM, 
spoke to this idea of limited emotional relations by stating, 
“Any teacher who is following everything that’s on her les-
son plan, is not [following] the kids” (Interview 1). AM con-
tinued by stating that she understood program curriculum as 
a tool designed to assist teachers. However, she also spoke 
to obvious problems with such methods of management. 
She noted that the continued implementation and layering 
of curriculum into classrooms served to prohibit the fullness 
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teachers engaged in a form of performativity whereby they 
necessarily feigned warmth, “masking” their stress, with 
children, parents, and members of their administration. In 
doing so, the participating teachers obscured the purposeful 
and authentic processes they acknowledged as important to 
teach children skills that may ultimately help abate behavior 
problems and advance academic gains. When probed as to 
why they felt compelled to perform or engage in inauthentic 
ways, teachers revealed that child emotions and the man-
agement of child emotions were diminished in importance 
(1) when compared to academic readiness (e.g., literacy, 
mathematics) for the purposes of Kindergarten testing and 
entry, and (2) as a result of classroom assessments (e.g., 
CLASS; Pianta et al., 2008), a necessary component of pro-
gram funding, for example.

As an example of this performativity, RH described a 
practice by which she ran previously instructed lessons in 
order to be able to maintain her classroom in a functional, 
cooperative, and warm way.

You kind of do the practice routines, you kind of 
do what…what you’ve already done before, so [the 
children] are not, like, confused, “What are we doing 
now?” and then that...that brings up more problematic 
behaviors or like, you know, they’re like confused or 
they’re out of routines or they’re like, “What’s going 
on?” Like, “This is different.” (Focus Group, 1)

This performativity was discussed by both RH and JM in 
separate circumstances as donning a mask as needed for the 
sake of convincing children and parents of their well-being, 
for the sake of CLASS outcome scores, program funding 
and continuity, and job security.

JM described:

[When] it came to my co-teachers, who were typically 
old school, they would wear the mask. Okay, so we 
had like two hundred, I don’t know, how many days 
of school, where [the lead teacher is] being herself 
[no mask], but when the observers come in she knows 
she...she switches. So, she would wear the mask, and 
that bothers me. And I’m trying to tell her, you know, 
“Maybe we should try to implement this all through 
the year so we won’t confuse the kids.” So...and 
I think the observers see it. They will see a discon-
nect with me and her because you can’t...Even though 
she’s wearing a mask, they could tell that she’s wear-
ing a mask, and that’s not real and we’re not in sync. 
(Focus Group 2)

Further, JM echoed RH’s sentiment in a follow-up interview.

Powerfully, RH noted

If I’m being a hundred percent honest here like, you 
know, the kids’ assessment or CLASS assessment, 
they’re coming…they’re coming to observe you. And, 
you know, of course, you know when the kids’ obser-
vation scores come, you want the best score, you want 
the high score, you want them to rate you at the best. 
So, I think that...with that score, it’s kind of unwrit-
ten, but you kind of have to consider...[take] into 
consideration teachers are trying to put up their best, 
you know, best self, you know, best classroom-self 
because that…that one day of observation is coming. 
(RH, Focus Group 1)

.This desire for the idealized “best score, the high score” 
(RH, Focus Group 1) revealed the impossibility of the pres-
sure teachers put upon themselves in consideration of the 
CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008), and the limitations which it 
engendered in classrooms where warmth and relationships 
were paramount. These two factors, curricular mandates 
and the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008), instituted additional 
stress for teachers working under already stressful condi-
tions and in the stressful zeitgeist which was (and remains) 
the COVID-19 pandemic. RH described her method of cop-
ing as follows:

I guess dealing with that stress, speaking solely from 
my experience, dealing with the stress, I feel like now 
I reflect back and I think I didn’t...handle it very... I 
didn’t handle it very well because sometimes I will 
have a very stressed face... and families will come 
in and see that, like see on my expression that I’m 
stressed, but it’s not because I don’t love the job...or I 
don’t love the kids or I don’t want to see them.... It’s 
just like there’s just so many changes that needs to be, 
you know, that are happening that I need to quickly be 
flexible and adapt. I’m just like, “Oh my god.” (Inter-
view 1)
When it was…[a] stressful day, it would be all over 
my face and I should have done better at…masking 
that, but I wasn’t able to. And, parents [and admin-
istrators] can see my face, and I looked stressed out 
and…drained, and they’re probably thinking, “Ugh, 
does she not like [her] job?” (RH, Interview 1)

In conflict with her expressed understanding of the impor-
tance of the demonstration of emotion, RH noted that she 
could not reveal her true self to school leadership or parents. 
It was better to “mask” and conceal the uncertainty, stress, 
and fatigue she endured. To accommodate the tension cre-
ated between these two circumstances, it was the case that 
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teacher-child relationships and in the Head Start classrooms 
where they worked.

The CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) was demonstrated to be 
problematic in this study. A tool of assessment meant to cap-
ture warmth, in part, in interactions between teachers and 
children as well as that which circulates in the classroom 
environment. It was also demonstrated to be a tool that may 
instead (a) capture a prescribed form of warmth, perhaps 
not accounting for all the varied forms of warmth circulat-
ing in a classroom; (b) may be overexposed and overempha-
sized, perhaps no longer serving as the trustworthy measure 
of classroom and teacher warmth which it was intended; and 
(c) may have counterproductively induced teacher stress 
while attempting to assess teacher warmth.

The problematic findings of this study regarding the 
CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) mirror issues previously dem-
onstrated in the literature. In the Australian context, for 
example, Thorpe et al. (2022) demonstrated the CLASS 
(Pianta et al., 2008) as an instrument designed to quantify the 
relational value of the classroom context, and yet one which 
may suffer from measurement error, both, in terms of its 
design and its implementation by observers and those who 
interpret and report outcomes. Further, the CLASS has been 
demonstrated to have tenuous associations with measures of 
child outcomes (Zaslow et al., 2010) perhaps as a result of 
rater effects (Styck et al., 2021). Perhaps most importantly, 
given the fact that the demographics of the United States 
continues to increase in numbers of culturally, ethnically, 
racially, and linguistically diverse children (Colby & Ort-
man, 2015), the literature demonstrates that instruments of 
classroom assessment, like the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008), 
may be culturally amiss (Osei-Twumasi & Pinetta, 2019). 
As a result, expanded thinking and scholarship around new 
forms of measurement like the Classroom Assessment of 
Cultural Interactions (CASI; Jensen et al., 2018) may be 
taking the lead. Although by no means exhaustive, these 
highlighted limitations of the CLASS were brought to bear 
in the findings of this investigation. The impacts and impli-
cations of such factors are discussed below.

Some Types of Warmth “Count” and Others Do Not

While the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) is validated to assess, 
in part, warmth in interactions between teachers and children 
as well as in the classroom environment, it may be the case 
that there are other forms of warmth for which the CLASS 
does not and cannot assess. Developed in alignment with 
normative, Global North, White standards, and as a result of 
Likert scale scoring, the CLASS may miss positively coding 
for warmth which may not reflect that which is detailed in 
its manual. This may have pronounced effects in Head Start 
classrooms for teachers who are of differing cultural, ethnic, 

It’s like when you think about the student’s perfor-
mance decreasing, even though there’s warmth in the 
classroom [according to CLASS scoring] apparently 
there’s something that that student is missing. And 
maybe that warmth that they see, I guess when the...
the evaluators come in and they see it, we might be 
just putting on the mask. Because we’re not, like I, 
aren’t dealing with the real issues involved. One thing 
I think that warmth comes with being honest and being 
real. Because in a…in a…in a community, in an envi-
ronment, is the relationship. In a relationship, there 
are gonna be problems. There’re going to be fights. 
[There’s] going to be friction. And just yesterday, I 
told my kids that, you know, “We’re working together 
and we’re gonna...we’re gonna disagree.” The kids, 
we’re going to disagree, but there’s a way we have to 
learn how to disagree. (Interview 2)

Taken collectively, the qualitative data were analyzed to 
reveal that the stories, histories, and lived experiences the 
teachers shared were in tension with, and perhaps in direct 
opposition to, the necessary workings of the school in which 
these teachers operated. This tension, therefore, resulted in 
acts of subversion through which teachers could hold two 
truths at the same time: their understanding of the impor-
tance of warmth and teacher-child relationships and accom-
plishing mandated tasks as per their schools’ direction.

Discussion

The present study qualitatively interviewed six Head Start 
teachers during the summer and fall of 2020, at the early 
stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States, ask-
ing (a) What are the stories, histories, and lived experiences 
of these HS teachers with regard to stress and warmth? 
and (b) How do these teachers understand and approach 
the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) and its measures of their 
warmth and the circulating warmth in their classrooms? 
Teachers revealed that they engaged in a type of perfor-
mativity to (1) mask their stress, potentially worsening 
their own levels of stress in order to maintain a personal 
and environmental warmth for their students’ sake, and (2) 
outwit the required CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) observa-
tions in an effort to secure their jobs, secure school/program 
funding, and maintain the status quo expected of them. Why 
would the participating Head Start teachers of this study feel 
compelled to do such things? For the sake of parsimony, 
the remaining discussion section is focused on the CLASS 
(Pianta et al., 2008) and the ways it required Head Start 
teachers to mask their authentic selves, to engage in a type 
of performativity for the sake of engendering warmth in 
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The CLASS as Overused and Overly Relied Upon

In addition to the critique of the lack of cultural variance 
of warmth, the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) may also suf-
fer from issues of trustworthiness. As demonstrated in this 
study, it may be the case that the CLASS, although widely in 
use (Gordon & Peng, 2020), may be overused in the context 
of early childhood classrooms. Used as a form of profes-
sional development, CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) observa-
tions may be “comprised of a monthly cycle of video-based 
self-reflection, peer coaching, and mentoring and bimonthly 
workshops focused on selected…CLASS dimensions;” it 
may also be implemented as year-long professional devel-
opment (Zan & Donegan-Ritter, 2014, p. 93), for example. 
Described and elevated on the Head Start website, such con-
sistent use of the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) as a tool of 
measuring teacher-child interactions and classroom warmth, 
for example, may have unintended consequences which 
the teachers of this study spoke to freely. The participating 
teachers of this study represented the CLASS as not only 
a predictable event, but also one that predictably induced 
stress. Returning to RH, she shared the manner by which 
she outwitted the observation and assessment: she reran les-
sons already conducted so as to make sure that the children 
in her classroom “would know what to do, there wouldn’t 
be any chaos” (RH, Interview 1). The teachers of this study 
spoke to an idealized “best score, the high score” (RH, 
Focus Group 1) which they hoped to achieve. These conver-
sations also revealed the impossibility of these thoughts and 
desires, ultimately bringing forward the stress that teachers 
deal with when contending with the CLASS.

Feedback Loop: Wearing a Mask of Warmth to Hide 
Stress

Hills et al., (2019) demonstrated that simply being observed 
was enough to induce stress, and to reduce the ability of 
the one being observed to perform the task in question. 
The participating teachers of this study applied this same 
logic to the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008). Not only were the 
teachers stressed as a result of the observation, but so too 
because of how the CLASS results were interpreted: job 
security and Head Start program funding. AN, for example, 
described her administration’s attention on training teachers 
to the generalities and specifics of the CLASS assessment, 
all connected to outcomes for the program. Teachers, then, 
were left with a choice according to the themes of this study: 
act genuinely during CLASS observations, revealing lev-
els of stress, understanding the likelihood of scoring poorly 
and risking funding and job security or act disingenuously, 
performing for the sake of the CLASS assessor, obscuring 
stress, scoring well and elevating program success. Their 

linguistic, or racial backgrounds, differing from that which 
the CLASS’s standards were composed (i.e., teacher sensi-
tivity, behavior management, positive climate, and negative 
climate; La Paro et al., 2004; Pianta et al., 2008).

Ware (2006), for example, demonstrated qualities of 
teachers, evoking the term warm demanders, and describing 
the exemplary traits of African American teachers to include 
“an ethic of caring, beliefs about students and community, 
and instructional practices” (p. 428). Irvine & Fraser (1998) 
include teachers who “provide a tough-minded, no-non-
sense, structured and disciplined classroom environment 
for kids whom society had psychologically and physically 
abandoned” (p. 56). Ware (2006) and Irvine & Fraser (1998) 
reject the notion that qualities of warmth and discipline are 
mutually exclusive. Particularly relevant in the African 
American communities of teachers and children, commu-
nities for whom research that bolstered their relationships 
and work has been lacking, this duality was particularly rel-
evant. Ware (2006) argued that “there are unique and cultur-
ally specific teaching styles that contribute to the academic 
success of African American children and other children of 
color” (p. 428). Bondy & Ross (2008) go further stating, “a 
teacher stance that communicates both warmth and a non-
negotiable demand for student effort and mutual respect…is 
central to sustaining academic engagement in high-poverty 
schools” (p. 54).

Additionally, Falicov (1999) demonstrated authoritarian 
speech among Latinx children and families as an accepted 
part of the community. Yet, this type of speech, distinct from 
White communities and from that which would merit regard 
according to the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) manual, is gen-
erally considered common and inoffensive in Latinx com-
munities. However, demanding and authoritarian speech 
directed at children in classrooms under CLASS (Pianta et 
al., 2008) observation may be regarded, and therefore mis-
interpreted, as negative, counting against teachers’ assess-
ments. There is an obvious tension here with regard to Head 
Start classrooms as the demographics of the United States 
(Colby & Ortman, 2015) and those of Head Start class-
rooms (44% White; U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, n.d.) continue to change. These statistical changes 
have, in fact, warranted a body of literature that centers on 
the means of approaching early childhood education, in all 
ways, through a multicultural lens (Arzubiaga et al., 2009; 
Souto-Manning, 2013). Hand in hand with non-White, non-
Western theoretical framings of early childhood develop-
ment and education (Rogoff, 2003), the approach to early 
childhood education is broadening, as ought to be the case 
given the discussed changes of demography, allowing for 
variability in perspective, for affordances for non-White 
children, and for the learning that can powerfully take shape 
in their ECE classrooms.
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to large extent, the pressures they may feel while working 
in the classroom. Real change, perhaps, begins by listen-
ing to teachers first, acting as partners with them in the cre-
ation of such measures, and thereafter supporting them in 
daily experiences that bolster them rather than debase them 
by requiring them to perform. It does not have to be the 
case that measuring classroom quality in order to promote 
the well-being of children who may be deemed at risk for 
school failure and listening to and engaging with teachers’ 
voices, stories, histories, and lived experiences are mutually 
exclusive. The more proficient we, researchers, become at 
combining these, I argue, the greater the likelihood for ben-
eficial gains for all stakeholders, and especially for children.

Conclusion

Although the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) was intended to 
serve as a means of feedback and support for teachers, it 
may be the case that the tool has become somewhat of a 
liability for teachers, for school programs, and potentially 
for child outcomes. The participating teachers of this study 
revealed that a reliance on the CLASS for administrative 
purposes, for funding decisions, for program direction 
resulted in additional stress causing teachers to be inau-
thentic. This outcome, although potentially associated 
with a higher score on the CLASS, translated to inauthen-
tic experiences with children, with parents, and for what? 
What good is more school and school earlier for children 
characterized as at risk of school failure if the programming 
is influenced in ways that are problematic? What good is a 
higher CLASS score for teachers or for schools if the score 
is simply an inaccurate outer expression masking inner tur-
moil for teachers? Who is benefitting? JM wisely noted that 
warmth was best conveyed in classrooms through honest 
conversations, honest interactions, the honest give and take 
between the members of a school community. In this spirit, 
this manuscript concludes with a call to look at the types of 
warmth that circulate in classrooms in more honest ways: 
those that value diversity, collaborate with teachers, and 
protect the genuine nature of relationships between teachers 
and children.

Like any study, this study has several limitations. The first 
and perhaps most important to note is that this study was 
conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic and as such, the 
sample size of participating teachers was limited. Six teach-
ers is not a great quantity from which to draw comprehen-
sive conclusions as to the faults of a validated and reliable 
instrument like the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008). However, 
as a qualitative study, the goal was not to seek generalizabil-
ity, but rather to explore the narratives of Head Start teach-
ers in depth and in a manner that, it is hoped, illuminated 

choice of performing or not was really no choice at all. They 
felt compelled to act inauthentically, despite their cognitive 
understanding of the many reasons why this behavior was 
problematic for them and for their students, in order to fol-
low the, perhaps, tacit direction of the Head Start program.

The demonstrated stress findings of this study were not 
surprising to me, a former preschool teacher. Having been 
routinely observed by administrators, other faculty members, 
and by parents, the teachers’ descriptions conjure memories 
of nerves and anxiety, sweaty palms, and a dry throat. The 
psychological literature around observational stress (Hills et 
al., 2019), for example, helped to demonstrate why this may 
be the case for classroom teachers. The difference, however, 
is that the teachers of this study operated under tacit and/
or explicit expectations of success with regard to their per-
formance on the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) and, accord-
ing to them, thereafter associated these observations with 
program funding and their own job security – reasons that 
may amplify whatever naturally occurring stress response 
may result from being observed. And while some stress is 
naturally occurring and even productive for adults, chronic 
stress of the type reported by the teachers of this study, is 
demonstrated to be detrimental (Shonkoff et al., 2012).

The three raised issues of these findings are supported by 
the existing literature and add further color to the potential 
of implications for early childhood education teacher and/
or classroom practice and policy (Maier et al., 2020). While 
the necessity of quantifying pre-kindergarten as being high-
quality for all children, and especially so for children who 
have been historically and structurally overlooked and 
marginalized, is critical, this task remains elusive given 
the inherent limitations imbedded in such instruments. In 
addition to the previously noted lack of cultural awareness, 
for example, the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) has also been 
demonstrated to be limited in predicting pre-kindergarten 
skills of math, language, and executive function (Guerrero-
Rosado et al., 2021; McDoniel et al., 2022) for children, and 
as not individualized to children’s specific learning (Maier 
et al., 2022; Moffett el al., 2021). There is more recently 
a growing body of literature that puts forward alternatives 
to strictly measuring quality by the narrow delineation 
which is the CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008). Recommenda-
tions are now being made by think tanks like MDRC, for 
example, who offer guidelines of newer scales meant to 
capture information where the CLASS falls short (Weiland 
& Guerrero-Rosada, 2022). It is wise to remember at this 
junction, however, when new instruments are coming to 
the fore, that teachers, those who work closest to children, 
those who know the students best, remain outside of the 
privileged circles of researchers and change-makers who 
design and enact the very vehicles which, in ways, mandate 
their teaching, dictate their performance, and determine, 
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Responses to individual interview 1 were the basis for the 
questions of part two of this study protocol, the focus group.

Responses to the focus group were the basis for the ques-
tions of part three of this study protocol, individual inter-
view 2.

Grand Tour:
Can you tell me about teaching in this classroom of chil-

dren? What is the experience of teaching these children like 
for you?

Mini-Tour:
I noticed you said ______________. Could you tell me a 

bit more about that?
Example Question:
Can you tell me about a time when a child was emotion-

ally unsuccessful in this classroom? What did you do? How 
were you able to interact with that child?

Have you ever felt stressed while working in this class-
room? If so, can you tell me about that? Were you able to 
combat those feelings? What did you do?

Experience Question:
Can you tell me about some of your experiences around 

emotion regulation in this classroom? Both with regard to 
the children, but importantly also for yourself?

Contrast Question:
Are there differences between this classroom and other 

classrooms in this school with regard to stress levels and 
emotion regulation?

Native Language Question:
What does it mean, to you, to educate the whole child?
Is it important, to you, to educate the whole child? If so, 

why?
Extra Questions:
When you think of a successful child in this classroom, 

what are they able to do?
After a year in this classroom, what can a child do that he 

could not, perhaps, do at the beginning of the school year?
How important is a child’s emotional growth to you? 

How does it compare to intellectual growth? Is there a ten-
sion between the two for you?

What does emotional growth look like to you?
How do you help a child understand emotion? How do 

you support the understanding of emotion?
What do you do help children manage their emotions? 

How do you manage your o.
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their individual and collective stories and histories, those 
which may defiantly stand against the curated narrative of 
what a Head Start teacher is and does, can be and will do. 
It would be important moving forward to speak to ever-
increasing numbers of Head Start teachers to reveal their 
stories and histories with regard to their ability to flex their 
authentic selves in spite of the necessary CLASS (Pianta et 
al., 2008) measure.

As well, this study was limited in that there was no oppor-
tunity to visit classrooms as an observer to the daily work-
ings of teachers and children doing school. Regrettably, 
the COVID-19 pandemic did not allow for the Head Start 
classrooms of this investigation to remain fully open and 
in-person, let alone to welcome outside observers. It would 
be important, however, in the future to provide anecdotes 
that reflect the ways that teachers, both, reveal and conceal 
their authentic selves. Additionally, there were no validated 
measures of COVID included at the time of this study.

Despite these limitations, the study adds to the literature 
by centering teacher voices, offering these six Head Start 
teachers one outlet by which they explained to an inter-
ested researcher exactly that which they have endured, and 
exactly what they need in order to continue to abate stress 
and promote well-being. The Great Resignation is real (Sull 
et al., 2022) with teachers bearing a heavy burden (Goldha-
ber & Theobald, 2022). As such, this study also challenges 
the status quo of quality measures in an effort to reveal the 
nuance that must be accounted for when considering these 
instruments. It cannot stand that teachers, understanding the 
importance of emotion, are made to perform for the sake 
of mandated curriculum or quality ratings. Perhaps most 
importantly, this study provides policy makers and early 
childhood education stakeholders data which can be used 
to advocate for ECE teachers, their lived experiences at 
the helm of classrooms designed to be vehicles of oppor-
tunity for the advancement of children labeled as at risk for 
school failure. Why should it be the case that we continue 
to declare more school and school earlier as panaceas when 
in reality these classrooms may be toxic for educators and 
likely so for children? More qualitative and mixed-methods 
research is needed in this space so that greater perspective is 
taken into consideration when considering PreKindergarten 
programming, its teachers and children.

Appendix

Individual interview 1 Protocol.
Spradley (1979).
Individual interview 1 was part one of a thre- part study 

protocol.
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