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Forty years ago I was a new teacher in a pre-kindergarten classroom, teaching an 

extraordinary group of 4 year-olds.  These very diverse young human beings were 

intense, challenging, and beautiful.  We all worked hard all day long.  Mid-year we were 

deeply involved in lots of learning and preparing for a big trip to Buffalo to visit the zoo.  

We did all the right things in anticipation of our trip.  We studied different types of 

animals and sorted picture cards of insects, birds, and creatures that live on the ground, as 

well as those that live in the water.  We read fiction and non-fiction to explore facts and 

get acquainted with all aspects of creatures we might encounter at the zoo.  We danced 

and sang in animal character, moving around the classroom as lumbering elephants 

swaying our trunks and as slithering snakes using our bodies to propel us slowly around 

the floor.  We worked on name - tags we would wear on our trip.  We planned lunch and 

snacks.  We were very ready for the trip to the zoo.  I woke earlier than usual on the 

morning of the trip so I could get to school to check on the final details only to be 

stunned to discover a deluge of rain falling from the sky.  I stared out of my bedroom 

window in disbelief.  And I distinctly remember a horrendous pain tightening into my 

stomach.  What would I tell the children?  How could I break their hearts?  This trip was 

a big deal.   

 

I dressed for the day and got into my ancient VW bug with its rusting frame, broken 

heater, and pathetic windshield wipers and drove the 30 minutes to the school.  I 

rehearsed what I would say to the children but every attempt sounded weak and 

ridiculous.  As the buses arrived and children started to stream in I kept wondering how I 

would manage their disappointment. 

As soon as everyone was present I asked the children to join me on the rug.  I started out 

by saying that I had something to talk to them about.  One pretty precocious child, as she 

approached the rug said, rather nonchalantly, “Well – no zoo for us today.”  Stunned, I 

said to her – “You know that?  You know that we can’t go to the zoo today??”  She 

looked at me as if I had lost my mind, with the screwed up face of a granny-elder, 

gestured to the wall of windows that made up one whole side of our classroom and said, 

“Don’t you see the rain we got?”  As I looked into the faces of each child assembled on 

the rug I saw the resolve of every one of them – surely thinking, ‘this woman is nuts if 

she thought we were going out in THIS mess!’  There were many lessons for this teacher 

in that day.  And that is only one of a thousand times I’ve learned how to be a better 

teacher from the children I had the honor of serving throughout my career. 

 

Children are wise.  They are logical. They are generous.  They are curious.  They are 

observant. They understand and calculate danger.  They have an innate and powerful 

drive to learn.  In fact, they learn in spite of us!  They are worthy of our trust.   

Who are we in the lives of young children?   



How do we work to earn the trust of children every day? 

How can we be sure we are responding to every child and meeting their needs?  How do 

we create a partnership with the children we are entrusted with?  

How do we share power with these young people that brings fresh perspective to every 

encounter we have with them? 

 

Being a teacher is one of the hardest things a person can do.  It is physically demanding, 

emotionally exhausting, and intellectually taxing.  There is no “down-time” for teachers 

who work with young children.  As teachers we are always engaged – and we are always 

learning.  While some might suggest that the definition of a teacher is to help children 

learn, the truth is that a good teacher learns every day.  We learn from and with children.  

While the notion of learning from the children is counter-intuitive for some in our 

society, we know our most effective early childhood educators have been modeling this 

for decades.  They engage in mutually respectful relationships with the children they care 

for and together they find ways to make sense of the world.  In fact, after the zoo day 

gone wrong I always engaged children in the problem solving.  How smart I would have 

been on that fateful rainy day had I brought the children to the rug and said, “Well it is 

raining very hard on the day we planned to go to the zoo.  What do you think we should 

do about this?”  I am quite sure there wasn’t a child in that class who would have said, 

“Let’s go anyway.” 

 

Early childhood teachers are masters of observation.  But observation is much more than 

“watching”.  They take information from their deep knowledge of child development, 

their daily interactions of children and their astute recognition of how children learn.   

Fred Rogers (“Mister Rogers”) used to talk about teachers as ‘emotional archaeologists’.  

He recognized that teachers were like scientists – observing, experimenting, 

hypothesizing, studying, analyzing, digging deep and gently brushing away any matter 

that obscured the truth – all to learn more deeply about the child in order to best meet his 

needs.  Our best teachers remain open to the lessons children bring each day and make 

the essential connections that help children feel safe and protected, take risk, learn new 

things, and integrate that new learning into their established and ever-developing 

understanding of their surroundings.  It is time to celebrate teachers of young children 

and to illuminate their strategies and their success!  They are SO important in the lives of 

young children. 

 
Bio: Sherry M. Cleary has worked in the field of early childhood education as a classroom 

teacher, a program administrator, and as both a faculty member and higher education 

administrator for more than 35 years. She is the founder of the University of Pittsburgh Institute 

for Excellence in Early Childhood Education. Currently, she serves as President of the New York 

State Association of Early Childhood Teacher Educators (NYSAECTE) and on the Board of the 

National Association of Early Childhood Teacher Educators. 

 


