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Every day, early childhood leaders are asked to do more—support staff, strengthen family partnerships,
navigate regulatory requirements, and ensure high-quality learning environments for children. Leadership
coaching offers something many administrators rarely receive: dedicated time and support to reflect,
problem-solve, and grow as a leader. Rather than adding another task to an already full plate, coaching
helps leaders work more effectively, build confidence, and create lasting positive change in their
programs.

If your first thought is, "I don't have time for coaching," you're not alone. Many early childhood
administrators already juggle competing priorities and packed schedules. Yet the leaders who benefit
most from coaching are often the ones who feel the busiest. Coaching is not about adding another
responsibility—it's about gaining a trusted thought partner who can help you address challenges more
efficiently, strengthen your leadership practices, and ultimately save time by helping you focus on what
matters most.

Perhaps you're wondering whether you have enough time, whether coaching is worth the commitment,
or whether it will address the challenges you're facing right now. These are understandable concerns. The
goal of leadership coaching is not to add another obligation to your schedule, but to provide personalized
support that helps you navigate challenges more effectively. Even small investments of time can lead to
greater clarity, stronger decision-making, and increased confidence in your role.

Early childhood program leaders shape what occurs in classrooms by fostering organizational climates
that enable educators to optimize learning opportunities for children, engage families and communities,
and participate in continuous professional growth and instructional improvement (Douglas & Kirby, 2022;
Fonsén & Vlasov, 2022; Kelton & Talan, 2023). Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) program
administrators typically have formal education and training in early education and child development.
However, they often lack preparation in program administration (Kelton & Talan, 2023; Kelton & Tenis,
2024; 2025; Talan et al., 2014). As a result, many struggle to navigate responsibilities in areas where they
have little or no prior experience, particularly those related to human resources, coaching and
supervision, data-informed decision making, and strategic planning (Kelton & Hassan, 2026; Kelton &
Talan, 2023; Kelton & Tenis, 2025).

Research demonstrates a clear link between early childhood leadership and classroom practice, team
functioning, and staff support (Kelton & Talan, 2023). Effective leaders foster positive organizational
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climates, strengthen collaborative cultures, and provide instructional and relational supports that
contribute to higher program quality and greater workforce stability (Bloom & Abel, 2015). Strong
leadership is also associated with lower turnover rates and improved staff retention in ECEC settings
(Heilala et al., 2024).

Failing to address the needs of program administrators undermines efforts to increase quality at the
program and classroom level, as high-quality classroom practices cannot be sustained without high-
quality practices at the administrative level.

There is strong evidence that supports coaching as an effective, job-embedded strategy for helping ECEC
administrators develop as leaders (Kelton & Tenis, 2024; Schachner et al., 2024). The coaching model
described in this paper helps leaders incorporate reflective practice, gain a deeper understanding of their
own administrative practices, and adapt their leadership skills in real-life, real-time contexts. Research has
shown that coaching at the administrator level results in increased distributed leadership among
classroom teaching teams by cultivating more opportunities for collaborative inquiry, feedback, data-
informed decision making, and practice-based learning within everyday contexts (Fonsén et al., 2023;
Kelton & Hassan, 2026; Kirby et al., 2020). This, in turn, leads to higher job satisfaction and decreased
turnover among teachers in the programs where leaders receive intentional coaching interventions
(Douglass et al., 2022).

The McCormick Institute for Early Childhood (MIEC) has over 40 years of experience supporting ECEC
administrators through extended leadership academies, quality assessment, quality-improvement
coaching projects, and extensive research and evaluation work. The MIEC’s Leadership Coaching Model is
a solid, data-informed, comprehensive model that supports administrators in their leadership
development.

The MIEC Coaching Model utilizes the following elements:

1. One-on-One Coaching: Individualized coaching that addresses each leader’s professional needs
while supporting growth in relevant areas of the Whole Leadership Framework (McCormick
Institute for Early Childhood, 2026).

2. Communities of Practice (CoP): Intentionally designed opportunities for leaders to collaborate
with peers in safe, respectful learning communities focused on shared successes and challenges.

3. Data-Informed Decision Making: Data from formal assessments such as the Early Childhood Work
Environment Survey (ECWES), Administrator Role Perception Survey (ARPS), and classroom
Environment Rating Scale (ERS) observations serve as key inputs for setting goals using Leadership
Development Plans.

4. Continuous Quality Improvement (CQl) and Plan—Do—-Review Cycles: Plan-Do-Review Cycles
serve as an overarching framework for identifying priorities, implementing improvement
strategies, and examining results. This approach of Continuous Quality Improvement (CQl) applies
systems thinking to continuous reflection and adjustment, enabling leaders to monitor progress,
test changes, and sustain improvements over time.
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Leadership Coaching Model

Communities of Data Informed
Practice Practice

One-on-One caQl/Plan-Do-
Coaching Review Cycles

Professional Learning

The following signature leadership academies and experiences that incorporate elements of the coaching

model at MIEC demonstrate the positive impacts on ECEC program quality, staff retention, leader

confidence, leader and staff credentialing, and college credit attainment:

Taking Charge of Change (TCC), MIEC’s flagship leadership academy for ECEC administrators has
run for over 30 years. This academy combines professional development with one-on-one
coaching, Communities of Practice, and job-embedded improvement projects to strengthen ECEC
administrators' knowledge and skills related to organizational change, systems thinking, and staff
development.

— Key findings from over 500 participants across 20 years of TCC provide evidence of
substantial increases in a leader’s ability to improve both the frequency and quality of staff
orientations, performance appraisals, individualized professional development plans, as
well as increased satisfaction related to supervision, staff development, internal
communications, and family communications. TCC data demonstrate statistically
significant increases in retention rates for staff and leaders, along with overall lower staff
turnover rates (as compared to national averages).

Leading for Impact Leadership Academy for ECEC administrators strengthens pedagogical
leadership through sustained, relationship-centered learning—enabling administrators to
empower teachers, improve instruction, and support high-quality experiences for children.
Participants engage in learning and coaching activities that require them to apply new strategies
within their programs, such as conducting classroom observations, engaging in coaching and
reflective supervision with teaching staff, and supporting staff in Continuous Quality
Improvement (CQl) efforts through teacher-led peer learning teams. Over time, participants
develop leadership skills within an intentional, facilitated Community of Practice (CoP) where
they can openly discuss leadership challenges, share strategies, and learn from one another’s
experiences.
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The results of a formal evaluation from two completed cohorts of Leading for Impact
suggest that the academy led to increased leadership capacity and professional growth
for administrators, which was, in turn, mirrored in quality improvement at the program
level (Kelton & Hassan, 2026). In fact, evaluation results demonstrated that there was a
statistically significant increase in 29 of the 36 Whole Leadership Framework’s
competency areas, specifically those related to distributed leadership, observing and
providing teacher feedback, supporting teaching staff using child and classroom data to
improve teaching and learning, and creating a strength-based team.

In 2020, MIEC began work on a statewide pilot project funded by federal Preschool Development
Grant Birth through Five (PDG B-5) funds, now referred to as Smart Start Quality Support (SSQS).
This project provides a Leadership Coach to center administrators. The Coach provides high
quality leadership support to program administrators through monthly individual coaching
sessions, the development of individualized leadership development plans using formal and
informal data, and a facilitated Community of Practice for all participating administrators. Using
Environmental Rating Scale (ERS) data, the Coach engages the ECEC leader in a process of “Plan-
Do-Review," in which classroom staff work with administrators to strengthen teaching practice
and classroom quality.

Notable findings from our research on the SSQS project demonstrate significant increases
in staff-reported program commitment, perceptions of professional growth, and their
perceived levels of decision making. Also, a statistically significant number of participants
reported expanding knowledge gained from ERS feedback to better inform improvement
efforts across all classrooms and teaching staff. Nearly all programs saw increased
distributed leadership via shared decision-making during Plan-Do-Review cycles. Further,
SSQS boosted staff credentialing and college engagement, as well as administrator
attainment of new lllinois Director Credentials and college coursework (Talan, et al.,
2023). Further, leadership coaching combined with enhanced wages boosted staff
credentialing.

Based on our over 40 years of experience in supporting ECEC leaders through professional development,

coaching, quality assessment, and extensive research, we recommend the following actions for state

professional development systems:

Expand leadership coaching to include all program leaders and family child care professionals
engaged in Quality Recognition/Rating Improvement Systems.

Expand leadership coaching to include all leaders whose programs accept public child care funds.

Consistently pair leadership coaching with teacher/classroom coaching to impact multiple levels
of quality across programs.

Considerations for broader ECEC leadership development, through the MIEC coaching framework, at

scale, include:
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= Leadership coaching should include all three domains of the Whole Leadership Framework,

focusing on an individualized approach to the development of competency across areas of
administrative leadership, pedagogical leadership, and foundational leadership essentials (e.g.,
cultural competencies and communication skills).

= Inanideal system, leadership coaching is connected to self-paced, self-selected, asynchronous
learning modules on high-need topics such as staff communication, team building, difficult
conversations, staff recruitment and retention, and family engagement.

= Leadership coaching, regardless of funding source or system connectivity, is consistently built on
data-informed practices using research-based tools such as the Administrator Role Perception
Survey (ARPS), Early Childhood Work Environment Survey (ECWES), Program Administration Scale
(PAS), Business Administration Scale for Family Child Care (BAS), and Environment Rating Scales
(ERS).

= Leadership Academies and professional learning cohort experiences consistently include
facilitated Communities of Practice as a lever for increased engagement and greater impact.
= Pairing the coaching of leaders alongside teaching staff is a recommended strategy to increase

global program quality.

The McCormick Institute for Early Childhood is committed to advancing efforts to strengthen and sustain
a high-quality early childhood workforce across the U.S. Leadership coaching is an evidence-based
practice that has demonstrated considerable impact on quality, workforce, and leader efficacy overall.

To learn more about our coaching and professional learning, please visit our website and contact us.
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