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WELCOME TO LEADERSHIP
CONNECTIONS™ 2021
In March 2020, our world turned upside
down. Little did we know in those early days
of the pandemic, as we scrambled to shift to
a virtual world, just how impactful it would
be. The pandemic shined a light on the
cracks in our systems and the shortcomings
of our existing safeguards. It has been an
incredibly challenging time, but there has
been much to appreciate and honor. Today,
we see a commitment to “build back better,”
an increased focus on equity and social
justice and an unprecedented investment in
early childhood care and education.
We are so excited to have you join us for our
20th Leadership Connections, the foremost
national conference for early childhood
leaders. Although we miss being in person
with you, we have spent the past year
researching best practices, selecting the top
virtual platform, and developing our virtual
conference to deliver the quality and
experiences you expect from Leadership
Connections. As we gather in this virtual
world, know that you are in the company of
over 700 early childhood care and education
professionals from over 30 states. You are
joined by 58 presenters, many of whom
pivoted with us as we moved to a virtual
platform. By reaching out to each other –
even in this virtual world – you are growing
your networks and making life-long
connections with other leaders who
understand your struggles and successes.
Throughout the conference, we will take a
candid look at our world and how we can
improve it. We are very grateful that our
guests of honor were able to adapt with us
as well, including our opening keynote
speaker, Alex Kotlowitz; our Visionary
Leadership Award honoree, Aisha Ray;

Donna Jacobson
Executive Director

and our closing keynote speaker, Jahmal
Cole. We are honored to welcome Iheoma U.
Iruka to the lineup as our Public Policy
Forum keynote. On Wednesday, the
conference begins with Mr. Kotlowitz, who
voices the concerns of children and families
at an economic disadvantage. On Thursday,
we host our Public Policy Forum, where we
will focus on the role of transformative
leadership in the journey toward racial
equity. On Friday morning, we honor Dr. Ray
at our Colloquium and wrap up the
conference with Mr. Cole, an activist and
champion of social justice, who will mobilize
attendees to provide support and resources
to their neighborhoods. We believe their
participation in Leadership Connections this
year feels most relevant, as we work
diligently to address issues of racial equity.
We appreciate everyone’s commitment to
Leadership Connections and trust that you
will gain a great deal, whether you are
joining us for the first time or celebrating
your 20th Leadership Connections
experience! We hope you can join us for a
special anniversary celebration on April 29th
from 3:00 p.m. – 4:30 p.m., CST. We will be
sharing our favorite memories of the last
twenty years and a number of festive and
engaging activities. We look forward to
seeing you there!
Please know that the McCormick Center
team is here to make your conference
experience a memorable one. If there is
anything you need, we are here to help.
I look forward to learning from you!

Donna Jacobson
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ADVISORY COUNCIL
EVA DANIELS
Family Child Care Consultant

CINDY ROJAS-RODRIGUEZ
Executive Director, Together4Children

GEANIA DICKEY
Consultant, Arkansas State University
Childhood Services

KATHLEEN VILLANO
Project Director, The Center: Resources for
Teaching and Learning

LUIS HERNANDEZ
ECE Specialist, T/TAS, Western Kentucky
University

MARGIE WALLEN
Vice President, National Policy, Start Early

KRISTIE KAUERZ
Director, National P-3 Center, School of
Education and Human Development,
University of Colorado Denver

LANA WEINER
Early Childhood Consultant
CASS WOLFE
Chief Strategy Officer, Child Care Services
Association

M.-A. LUCAS
Principal, Lucas and Associates
KAREN PONDER
Distinguished Fellow, The BUILD Initiative
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TECHNICAL SUPPORT
HELP FOR ATTENDEES
1. Logging In Assistance
a. Logging In to the
Conference
2. Registration Assistance
a. Creating an Account
b. Completing Your
Registration
3. Live Session Assistance
4. Zoom Assistance
5. FAQ
6. Chat Assistance
a. Logging In
b. Getting Ready to Chat
c. Anatomy of the Chat
d. More Features

HELP FOR EXHIBITORS
1. Booth Assistance
a. Logging In to the
Conference
2. Chat Assistance
a. Logging In
b. Getting Ready to Chat
c. Anatomy of the Chat
d. More Features

CONFERENCE HOME PAGE
Website Platform: click here

HELP FOR SPEAKERS
1. Speaker Basics
a. The Zoom Waiting Room
b. Participant Settings
c. Mute/Unmute Participants
d. Screen Sharing
e. Screen Sharing Best
Practices
f. Set Your Virtual
Background
g. Camera Views
h. Polls
i. Chat
j. Special Feature: Breakout
Rooms
2. Zoom Assistance
3. Chat Assistance

Note: Click directly on session titles to be taken to that session on the conference's platform.
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LET'S GET SOCIAL
Whether you are new to social media or are a seasoned pro, connect with us
online to make even more connections at this year's conference. If you post a
photo, make sure to use one or both of the hashtags below and tag the
McCormick Center!

0 1 . Instagram: @mccormickcenter_nlu
02. Twitter: @MCECL

03. Facebook: @Mccormick.Center

04.

LinkedIn: Search for "McCormick Center for
Early Childhood Leadership"

#LEADERSHIPCONNECTIONS2021 #LC2021
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CONFERENCE SCHEDULE
TUESDAY, APRIL 27, 2021
10:00 a.m. – 3:00 p.m. Inspiring Peak
Performance: Competence,
Commitment, and Collaboration with Dr.
Jill Bella & Dr. Melissa Casteel
10:00 a.m. – 3:00 p.m. Thinking, Asking,
Saying, Doing: Revitalizing Leadership
and Communication for Positive Impact
in Your Early Childhood Program with Dr.
Marie Masterson
3:15 p.m. – 4:45 p.m. Using Microsoft
Word and Excel: Working Smarter, Not
Harder with Patrick Small
(Note: available to all registration types)

THURSDAY, APRIL 29, 2021
10:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m. Public Policy Forum
Strengthening our Villages: Role of
Transformative Leadership in the Journey
towards Racial Equity General Session with
Dr. Iheoma U. Iruka

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 28, 2021
10:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m. Opening General
Session: A Conversation with Alex
Kotlowitz
11:00 a.m. – 11:15 a.m. Break
11:15 a.m. – 12:45 p.m. Concurrent Sessions |
6 options
12:45 p.m. – 1:15 p.m. Break
1:15 p.m. – 2:45 p.m. Concurrent Sessions |
6 options
3:00 p.m. – 4:30 p.m. Leader-to-Leader
Connections: An After-Hour Networking
Event

FRIDAY, APRIL 30, 2021
10:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m. Paula Jorde Bloom
Leadership Colloquium General Session
with Dr. Aisha Ray, Visionary Leadership
Award Recipient
11:00 a.m. – 11:15 a.m. Break

11:00 a.m. – 11:15 a.m. Break
11:15 a.m. – 12:45 p.m. Concurrent Sessions |
6 options

11:15 a.m. – 12:45 p.m. Concurrent Sessions |
6 options
12:45 p.m. – 1:00 p.m. Break

12:45 p.m. – 1:15 p.m. Break
1:15 p.m. – 2:45 p.m. Concurrent Sessions |
6 options
3:00 p.m. – 4:30 p.m. Celebrating 20
Years of Connections

1:15 p.m. – 2:45 p.m. Concurrent Sessions |
6 options
1:00 p.m. – 2:00 p.m. Closing General
Session: I’m Going to the League with
Jahmal Cole
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CONFERENCE TRACKS
Whole leadership is an inter-dependent relationship that exists between the
domains of administrative leadership, pedagogical leadership, and leadership
essentials, as identified in the Whole Leadership Framework. A balanced
perspective is necessary when performing administrative functions.

PEDAGOGICAL LEADERSHIP attends to educator dispositions and high-quality
interactions with children, such as ensuring fidelity to curricular philosophy, assessing
children’s development and learning, using data for evaluation, and optimizing
learning. It is inclusive of instructional leadership.
ADMINISTRATIVE LEADERSHIP is about setting goals, orchestrating work, and
mobilizing people to sustain an early childhood organization. Effective administrative
leaders establish systems for consistent implementation of program operations to
meet the needs of children, families, and staff. There are many important aspects of
administrative leadership, with two of the most important being operational
leadership and strategic leadership.
LEADERSHIP ESSENTIALS include the personal skills and attributes on which
administrative and pedagogical leadership are built. The competencies influence and
motivate all other areas of leadership vision and practice. Leadership essentials are
embodied by the leader as necessary anchors for success.
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SESSIONS OVERVIEW
WEDNESDAY
11:15 a.m.–12:45 p.m.
A New Vision for Quality Rating &
Improvement Systems: Planned
Changes to ExceleRate Illinois
Standards
Toni Porter & Dr. Anita J. Rumage
Curricula – Improving Teaching &
Learning Through Culturally
Responsive, Evidence-Based
Practice
Laura Bailet
Leadership Skills for Topsy-Turvy
Times: Happiness is Running
Through the Streets to Find You –
Even in a Pandemic
Dr. Holly Elissa Bruno
Strengthening Advocacy
Leadership Skills Through
Photovoice Projects
Dr. Meredith Jones & Marilyn Farrell
Supporting Cultural Authenticity in
the Early Childhood Classroom
Melanie Brooks & Debbie Hoppy
Supporting Your Team's
Professional Development through
Reflective Supervision
Mary Muhs

1:15 p.m.–2:45 p.m.
Diversity, Inclusion, Equality, &
Equity: What's the Difference?
Prerna Richards
Minding the Gap for Children &
Teachers During Pandemic Times
Allen Rosales & Carol Howard
Purposeful Engagements:
Supporting Young Learners with
Meaningful Interactions &
Intentionality
Keith Pentz

THURSDAY
11:15 a.m.–12:45 p.m.
Deepening the Public Policy Conversation: If
Quality Early Care and Education is on the
Table, Then Equity is the Main Course
Iheoma U. Iruka
Flip this Playground: Designing Outdoor
Classrooms
Mary Ann Biermeier
Leading with Resilience: Building Staff
BOUNCE!
Debi Mahler & Kelly Hansinger
Push Past It: A Guide for Dealing with Intense
Challenging Behaviors in Young Children and
Supporting the Adults That Care for Them
Dr. Angela Searcy
Supporting Program Level Continuous Quality
Improvement Using Transformation Coaching
with the GROOMER Framework for Change™
Model
Constant Hine
Utilizing Theories in Self-Efficacy &
Transformative Learning to Support Early
Childhood Professionals' Professional Growth
Jen Cortes

Administrative Leadership
Leadership Essentials

FRIDAY
11:15 a.m.–12:45 p.m.
Authentic Leadership - Authentic
Assessment: Using Learning
Stories to Bring Joy, Meaning, &
Heart to Early Childhood
Assessment Practices
Allyson Montana & Rachel Silva
Coaching Through the Lens of
Equity
Janet Humphryes & Kristen
Klaassen
Positive Work Environments:
Leaning Into Equity
Christine Belinda & Laurie Strouse
Relationship-Based Early
Childhood Professional
Development: Strategies for
Leading & Learning with Social
Justice at the Center
Dr. Marilyn Chu & Kimberly SopherDunn
Welcoming Families with LGBTQ+
Members into Early Childhood
Programs
Dr. Robin Fox

1:15 p.m.–2:45 p.m.
A Study of the Buell Early Childhood Leadership
Program’s Learning Design Principles: Creating
Inclusive and Equitable Leadership within
Cohort and Community Contexts
Dr. Lori Ryan & Dr. Wendy Allen

Who Am I? Who Am I in the Lives
of our Children, Families, &
Teachers?
Stephen Zwolak

Broaden Your Knowledge & Take Your
Association to the Next Level!
DeCarla Burton & Patricia Twymon
Conversations that Matter! Developing
Strength-Based Communication Skills to
Support Professional Growth
Susan MacDonald

Rebuilding Your Early Childhood
Education Program for the New
Normal
Lauren Small

Early Childhood Transitions: From Values to
Action
Sarah Parks-Reese & Jessica Tomasino

The Honeycomb Hypothesis: A New
Perspective on Children's
Acquisition of Knowledge
Dr. Sandra Duncan

Engaging Adult Learners: Tips, Tricks, &
Strategies
Mary Quest & Elizabeth Tertell

Using Self-Care to Provide Quality
Care
Elandriel Lewis

Pedagogical Leadership

Leadership for Change: Transforming
Organizations & Communities for Successful
Recovery & Sustainability
Fiona Stewart & Monica Brinkerhoff
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ALEX KOTLOWITZ

OPENING KEYNOTE SPEAKER

ALEX KOTLOWITZ
BEST SELLING AUTHOR, JOURNALIST,
DOCUMENTARY FILMMAKER

A national bestseller, There Are No Children Here was
selected by the New York Public Library as one of the 150
most important books of the 20th century. It has
received many awards, including the Helen B. Bernstein
Award for Excellence in Journalism, the Carl Sandburg
Award, and a Christopher Award. In 1993, it was made
into a television movie starring Oprah Winfrey. It
continues to be taught at high schools, colleges, and
universities across the nation.
In his latest, An American Summer: Love and Death in
Chicago, which Wes Moore calls “revelatory and brilliant,”
Kotlowitz returns a generation later to some of Chicago’s
most turbulent neighborhoods to offer a spellbinding
collection of intimate profiles of people and
communities touched by gun violence. Kotlowitz
previously examined the stubborn persistence of urban
violence in his Emmy Award-winning documentary The
Interrupters—a collaboration with Hoop Dreams director
Steve James. It was praised by The New York Times’ A.O.
Scott for its ability to “open up” the topic of urban
violence and not limit the story to “the comforting clarity
of easy conclusions.”
Kotlowitz’s work has regularly appeared in The New
Yorker and The New York Times Magazine and on This
American Life (notably, the Peabody Award-winning
“Harper High School” double episode). His articles have
appeared in The New Yorker, The Washington Post, The
Chicago Tribune, Rolling Stone, The Atlantic, and
Granta.
Website: www.alexkotlowitz.com
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DR. IHEOMA U. IRUKA, PH.D.

PUBLIC POLICY SPEAKER

DR. IHEOMA U.
IRUKA, PH.D.

DIRECTOR, EARLY CHILDHOOD HEALTH AND
RACIAL EQUITY PROGRAM AT FRANK PORTER
GRAHAM CHILD DEVELOPMENT INSTITUTE

Dr. Iheoma U. Iruka, Ph.D., is a Research Professor in the
Department of Public Policy, a Fellow at the Frank Porter
Graham, Child Development Institute (FPG), and
Founding Director of the Equity Research Action
Coalition at FPG at the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill.
Dr. Iruka is engaged in projects and initiatives focused on
how evidence-informed policies, systems, and practices
in early education can support the optimal development
and experiences of children from low-wealth and
marginalized households and communities. Her work
focuses on the intersection of research, program, and
policy in addressing the early health, wellbeing, and
excellence of racially minoritized learners, especially
Black children. She is also the author of Don’t Look
Away: Embracing Anti-bias Classrooms.

Twitter: @FPGInstitute, @IheomaIruka
Facebook: @FPGInstitute
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DR. AISHA RAY, PH.D.

VISIONARY LEADERSHIP AWARDEE,
LEADERSHIP COLLOQUIUM SPEAKER

DR. AISHA RAY, PH.D.
PROFESSOR EMERITA, ERIKSON INSTITUTE

Aisha Ray, Ph.D., is a Professor Emerita of Child Development
at Erikson Institute. Beginning as a Head Start teacher, she
has taught learners from preschool to graduate school;
supported the development of community-based programs
serving culturally, racially and linguistically diverse children,
families and practitioners; and led professional development
efforts for the early childhood workforce serving children
birth to age eight.
Her areas of research include racial equity and diversity in
early childhood professional development systems; multigenerational Black family child rearing; and the role of fathers
in child rearing in low-income Black communities. She has
written and presented on effective early education practices
and policies for children in poverty, boys of color, and
culturally and linguistically diverse children; family
engagement; culturally responsive teacher preparation; and
building equitable state early childhood systems. Dr. Ray is
the former Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs and
Dean of Faculty at Erikson Institute. Currently, she advises a
variety of efforts to advance an early childhood workforce
that is diverse, competent, adequately compensated and
committed to addressing racial equity, including the BUILD
Initiative’s Equity Leaders Action Network; the Illinois Early
Learning Council's Executive Committee; and the National
Black Child Development Institute.
In addition, she is a community activist engaged in issues
related to black child development and racial equity in
Chicago. Dr. Ray earned a doctorate and a master’s degree in
developmental psychology from the University of Michigan at
Ann Arbor; a master’s degree in early education from Erikson
Institute/Loyola University of Chicago; and a bachelor’s
degree in history from Grinnell College.
Instagram: @eriksoninstitute
Twitter: @EriksonInst
Facebook: @EriksonInstitute
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JAHMAL COLE

CLOSING KEYNOTE SPEAKER

JAHMAL COLE
SOCIAL JUSTICE CHAMPION |
MY BLOCK MY HOOD MY CITY

Jahmal Cole’s mission is to build a more interconnected
Chicago on the pillars of service and education. As the
founder and CEO of the city’s fastest growing social
impact organization, My Block My Hood My City, Jahmal
is the creator of an exposure-based education program
for teens and a network of volunteer initiatives that serve
Chicago communities year-round.
Traveling, youth mentorship, and community organizing
are the subjects of Jahmal’s highly acclaimed books and
speeches, He has spoken to audiences ranging from
high school students to the Mayor of Chicago. Jahmal is
the recipient of the 2019 Champion of Freedom Award
from Mayor Rahm Emanuel, the 2018 Chicago Defender
Men of Excellence Honoree, and the 2018 Chicago City
Council Resolution Award. In 2018, he was also named
one of the “20 Most Inspiring Chicagoans” by Streetwise
Magazine and a Chicagoan of the Year by Chicago
Magazine.

Instagram: @myblockmyhoodmycity, @jahmal_cole
Twitter: @mbmhmc, @jahmal_cole
Facebook: @myblockmyhoodmycity
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2021 CONFERENCE PRESENTERS
Dr. Wendy Allen
Co-Director BECLP, Clayton Early Learning
Laura Bailet
Chief Academic Officer, Kaplan Early
Learning Company
Christine Belinda
Early Learning Program Specialist,
Pennsylvania State Better Kid Care
Dr. Jill Bella
Director of Professional Learning &
Assistant Professor, McCormick Center for
Early Childhood Leadership
Mary Ann Biermeier
Executive Director, Valley of the Sun Early
Childhood Association
Monica Brinkerhoff
Associate Vice President for Early
Childhood Education, United Way of
Tucson and Southern Arizona
Melanie Brooks
Senior Manager of Education Quality,
Bright Horizons
Dr. Holly Elissa Bruno
President, Holly Elissa Bruno Keynotes &
Team Building, LLC
DeCarla Burton
Director/Owner, Jump Smart Learning
Academy Inc.

Dr. Melissa Casteel
Director of Assessment, McCormick Center
for Early Childhood Leadership
Dr. Marilyn Chu
Professor, Western Washington University,
Early Childhood Education Program,
Bellingham, WA
Jen Cortes
Project Manager & Professional
Development Specialist, Rowan University
Dr. Sandra Duncan
Adjunct Faculty, Nova Southeastern
University
Marilyn Farrell
Lead Program Consultant, Lucy Daniels
Center
Dr. Robin Fox
Interim Dean, College of Education &
Professional Studies, University of
Wisconsin-Whitewater
Kelly Hansinger
Senior Director of Learning &
Development, Bright Horizons
Marsha Shigeyo Hawley
Director of Strategic Initiatives, McCormick
Center for Early Childhood Leadership
Constant Hine
President, Horizons in Learning
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2021 CONFERENCE PRESENTERS (CONT.)
Debbie Hoppy
Senior Manager of Education & Curriculum,
Bright Horizons

Debi Mahler
Director of Professional Development,
Devereux Center for Resilient Children

Carol Howard
Early Childhood Advisor, YMCA of Metro
Chicago

Dr. Marie Masterson
Director of Quality Assessment, McCormick
Center for Early Childhood Leadership

Janet Humphryes
Co-Founder; Principal Coach, Dynamic
Coaching Systems LLC

Debi Mathias
Director, Early Care and Education Quality
Learning Network, BUILD Initiative

Dr. Iheoma U. Iruka
Research Professor, Department of Public
Policy & Founding Director, Equity
Research Action Coalition at FPG, University
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Allyson Montana
Director of Professional Development,
Educa — The Learning Story Company

Dr. Meredith Jones
Assistant Professor, University of North
Carolina at Wilmington
Kristen Klaassen
Co-Founder & Principal Coach, Dynamic
Coaching Systems LLC
Tom Layman
QRIS (ExceleRate Illinois®) Policy Director,
Illinois Governor’s Office of Early Childhood
Development
Elandriel Lewis
Senior Manager, Early Learning & Training,
United Way of Greater Nashville
Susan MacDonald
Professional Speaker, Author, & Coach,
Inspiring New Perspectives

Mary Muhs
Department Chair of Early Childhood
Education & Human Services, Rasmussen
College
Sarah Parks-Reese
Pre-K Specialist, Indiana Department of
Education
Keith Pentz
Early Years Program Consultant, Early
Years Consulting Services, LLC
Toni Porter
Professional Development Director,
INCCRRA
Mary Quest
Faculty & Co-Director of Town Square,
Erikson Institute
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2021 CONFERENCE PRESENTERS (CONT.)
Prerna Richards
CEO & Founder, Together We Grow
Allen Rosales
Senior Program Advisor, Carole Robertson
Center for Learning
Dr. Anita J. Rumage
ExceleRate Pilot Program Coordinator,
Illinois Governor's Office of Early Childhood
Development
Dr. Lori Ryan
Clinical Assistant Professor & Co-Director
BECLP, University of Colorado Denver School
of Education & Human Development

Kimberly Sopher-Dunn
Director of Education & Community
Capacity Building, New Birth Center for
Community Inclusion, Skyway, WA
Fiona Stewart
Program Director, Child Care Alliance of Los
Angeles
Laurie Strouse
Early Learning Program Specialist,
Pennsylvania State Better Kid Care
Dr. Teri Talan
Michael W. Louis Chair & Senior Policy
Advisor, McCormick Center for Early
Childhood Leadership

Dr. Angela Searcy
Adjunct Faculty, Author & Educational
Consultant, Erikson Institute & Simple
Solutions Educational Services

Elizabeth Tertell
Leadership & Advocacy Concentration
Leader, Erikson Institute

Rachel Silva
Director of Development, Educa — The
Learning Story Company

Jessica Tomasino
Assistant Director of First Steps, Family &
Social Services Administration

Lauren Small
Business Consultant, Early Education
Business Consultants, LLC

Patricia Twymon
Senior Program Assistant, Helen Miller SEIU
Member Education & Training Center

Patrick Small
eLearning & Technology Manager,
McCormick Center for Early Childhood
Leadership

Stephen Zwolak
Executive Director, University City Children's
Center, Chief Executive Officer, LUME
Institute
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CONFERENCE SPONSORS
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2022 CONFERENCE

SAVE THE DATE
October 13-15, 2022
Crowne Plaza Hotel, Springfield, IL
As information becomes available, we
will post it here:
http://illinoisaeyc.org/conference

Taking Charge of Change™ (TCC) is
designed to support early childhood
administrators of center-based
programs in leading an organization
to continuous quality improvement.
Are you ready to empower yourself
and embrace the change process
and delve into topics that strengthen
your leadership style, promote peak
performance, implement a quality
improvement plan, and build a
strong organizational climate?

APPLY NOW!

"The Aim4Excellence training has helped me to be a more efficient
director [...] [and] has given me the confidence and skills to be the best
leader I can be for the children, parents, and staff [...]."
—Jana Bruhschwein, Child Care Aware® of North Dakota
Earn your national director credential. Aim4Excellence™ offers an engaging and
interactive online professional learning experience that focuses on the core leadership
and management competencies early childhood leaders need. Aim4Excellence is
eligible for college credit, supports National Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC) program accreditation, and aligns with state professional
development credentials.

BOOKSTORE
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CONFERENCE BOOKSTORE
2021 Leadership Connections will be featuring a
virtual bookstore!
Four publishing companies will be highlighted in the bookstore:
Gryphon House, New Horizons, Redleaf Press, and Teachers College
Press. They will feature books from Leadership Connections presenters
and leadership books for early childhood professionals. The bookstore
will also feature a list of recommended books submitted by presenters.
A special thank you to the publishers:
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PRE-CONFERENCE:
TUESDAY, APRIL 27, 2021
10:00 a.m. – 3:00 p.m., CST | Two Options
Inspiring Peak Performance: Competence, Commitment, and
Collaboration

Dr. Jill Bella & Dr. Melissa Casteel, McCormick Center for Early Childhood Leadership

“How do I motivate my staff?” “How can I encourage my teachers to become more
committed to the field?” “How can I get teachers to think beyond worksheets and cookiecutter craft projects?” These are common questions asked repeatedly by directors of early
care and education programs around the country. This session addresses these questions by
helping directors think deeply about their roles as leaders in creating the climate and
conditions that inspire peak performance. Real transformative organizational change does
not come about by checking off a series of tasks on a to-do list. It does not come about by
reaching into a grab bag of motivational techniques to make teachers do more of this or less
of that. True transformational change that inspires peak performance means thinking
beyond the typical and striving for something bigger. This session focuses on the following
three components from the Director’s Toolbox book of the same title: developmental
supervision, individualizing for staff, and peer learning teams. Be prepared to be inspired
and to learn what is needed to create a true professional learning community!

Thinking, Asking, Saying, Doing: Revitalizing Leadership and
Communication for Positive Impact in Your Early Childhood Program
Dr. Marie Masterson, McCormick Center for Early Childhood Leadership

This session will explore the ways cultures, values, beliefs, and assumptions can impact your
leadership influence and affect the quality of relationships among staff, families, and
children. Four focus areas will examine critical strategies necessary for leading your
program, communicating with staff, strengthening family relationships, and empowering
teaching through continuous quality improvement. The content is grounded in the
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) revised Statement on
Developmentally Appropriate Practice (2020) and Whole Leadership: Energizing and
Strengthening Your Early Childhood Program (Gryphon House, 2019). This session will equip
you to more effectively manage the unique responsibilities you encounter during tough
times and will help you catch a new vision for empowering change.
Part One: You’re Thinking What? Leading Positive Change by Turning Vision into Action
Part Two: You’re Asking What? Inspiring Staff Commitment Using Strengths-Based
Communication
Part Three: You’re Saying What? Untangling Family Engagement with Culturally and
Linguistically Responsive Connections
Part Four: You’re Doing What? Facilitating High-Quality Teaching through Continuous
Quality Improvement
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PRE-CONFERENCE SESSIONS
(CONT.)
3:15 p.m. – 4:45 p.m., CST | Available for All Registration Types
Using Microsoft™ Word and Excel: Working Smarter, Not Harder
Patrick Small, McCormick Center for Early Childhood Leadership

Explore key features of Microsoft Word and Excel to best utilize the appropriate
technology to support program administration by:
Creating documents and spreadsheets that meet your needs;
Using key formatting features to create professional and consistent documentation;
Utilizing each software’s key tools and features to produce deliverables;
Establishing templates to maximize efficiency.
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DAY 1: WEDNESDAY, APRIL 28, 2021
Opening General Session: 10:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m., CST
A Conversation with Alex Kotlowitz

Alex Kotlowitz, Lyceum Agency, Panelists: Kathleen Villano, The Center: Resources for
Teaching and Learning & Kia Harris-Hill, McCormick Center for Early Childhood Leadership

Kotlowitz will talk about the impact of our nation's profound racial and economic divide
on children. Drawing on over 35 years of reporting on children, families, and
neighborhoods left behind, Kotlowitz helps audiences understand the forces bearing
down on those who are struggling to get by and struggling to be heard.

11:15 a.m. – 12:45 p.m., CST | Six Session Options
A New Vision for Quality Rating and Improvement Systems: Planned
Changes to ExceleRate Illinois Standards
Toni Porter, INCCRRA & Dr. Anita J. Rumage, Illinois Governor's Office of Early Childhood
Development

The Illinois Early Learning Council’s ExceleRate Subcommittee has been considering why its
Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) has been successful at evaluating
programs and rewarding the best ones, but less successful at improving quality in the
majority of programs. This session will present a vision for the revised QRIS that is more fully
integrated with state funding, quality support, and program assessment systems. Learn
how new standards, funding, technical assistance, and coaching can support a culture of
improvement. Presenters will describe the planned changes and request feedback.

Curricula – Improving Teaching and Learning Through Culturally
Responsive, Evidence-Based Practice
Laura Bailet, Kaplan Early Learning Company

Every early childhood educator strives to foster positive child development and strong
learning outcomes for all children. Curricula placed in educators’ hands, along with training,
experiences, and beliefs, helps to determine whether desired learning outcomes are
achieved or fall short. Research shows that curricula can change that. This presentation is
centered on equity and fidelity, as it addresses current research on key curriculum
components that produce stronger learning outcomes for all children. Achieving equitable
results starts with culturally responsive teaching and an understanding of key evidencebased strategies that include a balance of focused intentional teaching with child-initiated
play; attention to small group and individualized instruction; and more effective use of
scaffolding for educators. Successful implementation in real classrooms can be fraught with
challenges, however. This interactive presentation will provide a lively exploration of barriers
and facilitators for effective use of curricula to enhance all children’s learning.
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Leadership Skills for Topsy-Turvy Times: Happiness is Running Through
the Streets to Find You – Even in a Pandemic
Dr. Holly Elissa Bruno, Holly Elissa Bruno Keynotes & Team Building, LLC

When the world flips upside down, children need stable, unflappable adults to reassure
them that all is and will be well. Who is available to reassure adults when our world crashes
like Humpty Dumpty? Traumatic times bring out the best, as well as the worst in us.
Together, let’s identify hopeful, everyday leadership practices to serve as a lighthouse during
the pandemic storm. Together, we can lift our spirits and foster resilience by utilizing proven
approaches to grow with, not run from or suffer through trauma.

Strengthening Advocacy Leadership Skills Through Photovoice Projects
Dr. Meredith Jones, University of North Carolina at Wilmington & Marilyn Farrell, Lucy Daniels
Center

Photovoice uses photography and group dialog with marginalized individuals to share their
voices through photographs and stories with others who hold positions of power. This
presentation provides an overview of the photovoice methodology and walks session
participants through a photovoice project conducted in a graduate level course. Learn how
the project was planned and carried out, with lessons learned by the graduate students and
instructor. Participants will engage in reflection and discussion about incorporating
photovoice methodology into their work to advocate on behalf of young children and their
families and the workforce as a whole.

Supporting Cultural Authenticity in the Early Childhood Classroom
Melanie Brooks & Debbie Hoppy, Bright Horizons

What can pedagogical leaders do to support reflective thinking and create an atmosphere
that provides authentic cultural experiences, rather than those that promote stereotypes
and reinforce bias? This session will provide leaders with the tools to distinguish between
these experiences and to create an atmosphere of open discussion and reflection. You will
explore strategies to help teachers evaluate experiences of unconscious bias and uncover
the biases developed at an early age. Discover specific strategies to build cultural
authenticity into the classroom while ensuring developmentally appropriate practices.

Supporting Your Team's Professional Development through Reflective
Supervision

Mary Muhs, Rasmussen College

How can program leaders support individual educators in quality improvement when there
are so many systems, standards, checklists, and program requirements in place? What are
the best ways to keep staff motivated and engaged in their professional development and
work? This session shows how leaders can use reflective supervision to guide educators to
look deeply into their own perspectives, feelings, successes, and challenges. You will learn to
help them engage in continuous quality improvement, enjoy their work, stay motivated,
and become the best educator they can be.
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1:15 p.m. – 2:45 p.m., CST | Six Session Options
Diversity, Inclusion, Equality and Equity: What’s the Difference?
Prerna Richards, Together We Grow

Diversity, inclusion, equality, and equity are buzz words, but what do they mean and how can
you apply them to your program? Many leaders struggle with how to approach
conversations about race and racism. This presentation will help you explore the definitions,
differences, and roles each plays in creating an inclusive program. Explore a two-pronged
approach to strengthen family engagement. Discover simple and practical tips to create
programs and classrooms that support self-esteem, confidence, and pride for all families and
children.

Minding the Gap for Children and Teachers During Pandemic Times
Allen Rosales, Carole Robertson Center for Learning & Carol Howard, YMCA of Metro Chicago

Get ready to innovate with the YMCA of Metro Chicago’s anti-bias literacy approach. Hear
from facilitators on how they have adapted their professional learning communities and
supported teachers with sustaining high-quality teaching and learning. Hear teachers' and
directors’ experiences and gain strategies to incorporate anti-bias literacy and traumainformed care in your program with the goal of closing the learning gap caused by the
pandemic.

Purposeful Engagements: Supporting Young Learners with Meaningful
Interactions and Intentionality
Keith Pentz, Early Years Consulting Services, LLC

What does it mean to be present? What are some of the infinite possibilities for learning?
What are the types of engagements with materials that promote understanding and
concept formation? How do we better utilize discovery and divergent learning? In any
classroom, who is the teacher and who is the learner? What can we provide for diverse
learners—children who have language differences, learn differently, have delays, or just
think in creative and imaginative ways? How do we confront our own biases—gender, race,
ethnicity, religious practices, socio-economic status? These are some of the questions to be
addressed in this session examining current practice and understanding of learning and
how to better promote and create environments that truly meet the needs of all children. In
addition, there will be discussion of the role and needs of teachers and caregivers to better
facilitate classrooms.

Rebuilding Your Early Childhood Education Program for the New Normal

Lauren Small, Early Education Business Consultants, LLC

The COVID-19 crisis is challenging everything we know or thought we knew about the
business of early care and education programs. The new reality is that programs need to
reconsider ratios, pricing, and programming to survive. Now is the time for businesses to
plan and implement strong foundational administration practices. This presentation offers
guidance on rebuilding your program and making it sustainable.
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The Honeycomb Hypothesis: A New Perspective on Children's
Acquisition of Knowledge
Dr. Sandra Duncan, Nova Southeastern University

This presentation uses the analogy of a honey bee and offers a new understanding about
how children acquire knowledge. The way honey bees busily gather, collect, take, and place
sweet nectar and pollen to carry back to hives is innate and instinctive. The same is true for
the way very young children learn. Based on Piaget's theories of learning, the presentation
also offers plenty of practical ideas for hands-on experiences with nature for infants,
toddlers, and two-year-old children. The diversity of nature and children anchor this
approach.

Using Self-Care to Provide Quality Care

Elandriel Lewis, Early Learning & Training, United Way of Greater Nashville

To provide quality care to children, families, and staff, it is imperative that leaders first
provide quality care to themselves. This session will provide an introductory look at the
causes and effects of stress, trauma, and burnout. Discover strategies to combat and
prevent the symptoms so that you are ultimately able to take better care of others.

3:00 p.m. – 4:30 p.m., CST
Leader to Leader Connections: An After-Hours Networking Event
Let’s make time for networking. Why would we want to stay on a virtual platform after a
day of being in plenary and concurrent sessions? Because aren’t Connections why we’re
all here in the first place?
Using the Chat Channel feature of the virtual platform, join us to chat with other
professionals across the field in a casual and loosely structured environment. We’re
going to provide ways to engage in rich conversations after the conference day that can
continue not just throughout the conference, but beyond the time of this virtual
conference! Come to connect with one another around the leadership questions and
challenges you have and gain insights from others in the field.
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DAY 2: THURSDAY, APRIL 29, 2021
Public Policy Forum: 10:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m., CST
Strengthening our Villages: Role of Transformative Leadership
in the Journey towards Racial Equity
Iheoma U. Iruka, Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute

Poverty, race, culture, religion, or zip code should not determine a child’s trajectory, opportunity,
and eventual life success. Addressing the opportunity gaps and the education debt that leads to
disparities through a racial equity lens must go beyond gap-gazing at third grade test scores and
blaming children and families, and many times schools. A sole focus on disparities without
consideration of the root causes and the transformative leadership needed will continue to ensure
the permanency of disparities due to the legacy of racism. This keynote will focus on the key
strategies and policies for early childhood leaders, and the mindset of transformation that is
needed, to deliver on the promise of equity for all young children and their families. Participants will
reflect on their roles in providing space for Black leaders and other leaders of color to ensure
children are provided with equitable opportunities to meet their potential in the early years.

11:15 a.m. – 12:45 p.m., CST | Six Session Options
Deepening the Public Policy Conversation: If Quality Early Care and Education
is on the Table, Then Equity is the Main Course
Dr. Iheoma U. Iruka, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill & Teri Talan, McCormick Center for
Early Childhood Leadership with Debi Mathias, BUILD Initiative, Tom Layman, Illinois Governor's
Office of Early Childhood Development, & Marsha Shigeyo Hawley, McCormick Center for Early
Childhood Leadership

This session builds on the public policy forum keynote by Iheoma Iruka. Dr. Iruka will provide
an overview of a paper she co-authored, "Start with Equity: 14 Priorities to Dismantle
Systemic Racism in Early Care and Education." Several of the priorities relate to state systems
of quality improvement—Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS) and Professional
Development Systems (PDS). This follow-up session will provide an opportunity for Dr. Iruka
to deepen the conversation around these priorities both with session participants and with a
panel of national and state ECE system experts: Debi Mathias, BUILD Initiative; Tom Layman,
Illinois Governor’s Office of Early Childhood Development; and Marsha Shigeyo Hawley,
McCormick Center for Early Childhood Leadership. The session will be facilitated by Teri
Talan, Senior Policy Advisor, McCormick Center for Early Childhood Leadership.

Flip this Playground: Designing Outdoor Classrooms
Mary Ann Biermeier, Valley of the Sun Early Childhood Association

Flip This Playground is a program of Valley of the Sun Early Childhood Association which
transforms hardscape playgrounds into engaging outdoor classrooms. In this session, you
will discover the research in design concepts for creating learning environments that
support social-emotional development, foundational literacy, and scientific inquiry,
especially for children living at or below poverty level with little exposure to the natural
world. Now more than ever, educators need to refocus their efforts in creating high sensory,
high social, and dynamic learning environments.
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Leading with Resilience: Building Staff BOUNCE!

Debi Mahler, Devereux Center for Resilient Children & Kelly Hansinger, Bright Horizons

Resilient leaders in early care and education are in a position to create workplaces that foster
the resilience of the teachers and staff who work directly with children. In this session, you
will explore research conducted with a cohort of directors in early care and education
settings and the impact of a training program focused on adult resilience and resilient
leadership practices. You will learn strategies to support resilience in adults along with
strategies for those in leadership positions to support teams using a resilience lens.

Push Past It: A Guide for Dealing with Intense Challenging Behaviors in
Young Children and Supporting the Adults That Care for Them
Dr. Angela Searcy, Erikson Institute & Simple Solutions Educational Services

This session will provide a step by step guide for each stage along the mental health
continuum when intense challenging behaviors occur. You will learn practical, easy to use
tools to facilitate implementation such as: “The WERK It! Worksheet,” “What About the
Other Kids Framework,” “What is Said in the Teachers’ Lounge Bias Filter,” "The Meaning
Making Machine,” “The Time Analysis Form,” and “What If They Eat the Fidget Worksheet.”
Push Past It! framework facilitates intrinsic motivation among colleagues and families and
helps them push past obstacles toward positive change.

Supporting Program Level Continuous Quality Improvement Using
Transformational Coaching with the GROOMER Framework for
Change™ Model
Constant Hine, Horizons in Learning

The GROOMER Framework for Change™ model is a systematic, transformational coaching
model used by individuals at the program level to facilitate intentional change. This session
will present the seven GROOMER components to effectively facilitate reflection, problem
solving, and progress documentation to create lasting change. The framework fosters
quality improvement and addresses attitudes and values that can impede achieving results.
The model improves program services and individual practices and increases positive
outcomes for children and families.

Utilizing Theories in Self-Efficacy and Transformative Learning to
Support Early Childhood Professionals' Professional Growth
Jen Cortes, Rowan University

What is self-efficacy and transformative learning, and how does it apply to the early
childhood field? This session will examine theories and explore activities for strengthening
self-efficacy and promoting transformative learning that can result in transformed practice
for family child care providers, center directors, teachers, and technical assistance providers.
Experiences from a longitudinal study with family child care providers will be shared.
Engage in discussion about how activities can be incorporated into existing and virtual
support systems when onsite assistance may not be possible.
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1:15 p.m. – 2:45 p.m., CST | Six Session Options
A Study of the Buell Early Childhood Leadership Program’s Learning
Design Principles: Creating Inclusive and Equitable Leadership within
Cohort and Community Contexts

Dr. Lori Ryan, University of Colorado Denver School of Education & Human Development & Dr.
Wendy Allen, Clayton Early Learning

The purpose of the Buell Early Childhood Leadership Program (BECLP) is to cultivate
leadership capacity to affect change within early childhood programs, policies, and
practices, and to advance equity, excellence and opportunity with all young children and
their families. This session will introduce the results of a recent program study and a
framework for teaching and learning that brings to life leadership learning outcomes. You
will explore interactive digital pedagogy, learning design principles, and inclusive teaching
practices, and share your understandings and curiosities about early childhood leadership
development.

Broaden Your Knowledge and Take Your Association to the Next Level!

DeCarla Burton, Jump Start Learning Academy Inc. & Patricia Twymon, Helen Miller SEIU Member
Education & Training Center

Joining a professional organization is a great way to stay abreast of issues that pertain to
child care. Professional associations can provide peer support, professional development,
and volunteering opportunities. A professional association can provide relief for social
isolation and help to diminish job stress and burnout. The camaraderie and networking
opportunities are endless. Whether you are seeking to join or are currently a member of an
established association, this session will benefit you.

Conversations that Matter! Developing Strength-Based Communications
Skills to Support Professional Growth
Susan MacDonald, Inspiring New Perspectives

Supporting the continuous professional growth of educators requires leaders to be skilled
communicators. When leaders can inspire, motivate, and engage educators through
impactful dialogues, they will be able to facilitate sustainable improvements in overall
program quality. This session will guide leaders in developing the skills that they need to
have effective conversations that are fully aligned with individual and program goals, lead to
action, and offer constructive feedback.

Early Childhood Transitions: From Values to Action

Sarah Parks-Reese, Indiana Department of Education & Jessica Tomasino, Family & Social
Services Administration

Indiana’s values around early learning transitions bring awareness to the importance of
easing transitions for young children and families moving between early learning settings
and services to kindergarten. Learn why transition practices must be a focus in early
childhood communities and what possible models of best practice look like in typical times
as well as in the face of a pandemic. This session will help you explore how to begin or
improve your transition practices.
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Engaging Adult Learners: Tips, Tricks, and Strategies
Mary Quest & Elizabeth Tertell, Erikson Institute

This session will use theory and research about adult development and learning as the basis
for constructing ideas around engaging, effective remote and in-person adult learning
experiences. Through courses, learning communities, and workshops, effective trainers start
with what learners bring to the experience and focus on strengths and relationships. The
facilitators will model and support you in developing strategies for making your work with
adult learners more meaningful.

Leadership for Change: Transforming Organizations and Communities
for Successful Recovery and Sustainability
Fiona Stewart, Child Care Alliance of Los Angeles Monica Brinkerhoff, United Way of Tucson and
Southern Arizona

The pandemic highlighted the critical need to sustain and improve the child care system
across the country. Throughout the early childhood field, systems work can help
communities recover from challenging times and improve or better align programs and
services to address societal issues. Transforming organizations and communities to increase
and improve outcomes and address inequities for children and families requires effective
leadership, community engagement, and systems development. This session will explore
the leadership knowledge and skills needed to transform your organization and community
and work collaboratively for positive change.

3:00 p.m. – 4:30 p.m., CST
Celebrating 20 Years of Connections

Leadership Connections is celebrating 20 years of a conference that
started in 2000 to create a space to be inspired by early childhood
leaders from a variety of fields and disciplines, learn creative
solutions to the challenges that leaders face in delivering highquality early childhood services, and experience new technologies in
the design and delivery of training. Join us for a festive celebration of
20 years of leading, learning, and connecting. We will provide fun,
games, and remembrances of what Leadership Connections has
meant through the years! This virtual celebration will give you a
chance to laugh, relax, rejuvenate, and meet others from around the
country.
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DAY 3: FRIDAY, APRIL 30, 2021
10:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m., CST: Paula Jorde Bloom Leadership Colloquium

Awardee:
Dr. Aisha
Ray, Erikson
Institute

The Leadership Colloquium was developed to honor the McCormick Center founder, Paula
Jorde Bloom, and her work as a visionary leader for early childhood administration. Each
year, a new visionary leader is selected by the McCormick Center Advisory Council and
Leadership Team. The Colloquium is a unique and intimate experience for conference
participants. The event allows participants to hear an often “untold” story of the visionary’s
journey to becoming a leader in the field. The experience is one-of-a-kind and leaves
participants inspired. The Colloquium also provides a forum for considering, deliberating,
and debating leadership issues of importance to the early childhood education (ECE) field.
The intent is to be provocative and identify visionary leaders who challenge the field’s
thinking.

11:15 a.m. – 12:45 p.m., CST | Six Session Options
Authentic Leadership - Authentic Assessment: Using Learning Stories to
Bring Joy, Meaning, and Heart to Early Childhood Assessment Practices
Allyson Montana & Rachel Silva, Educa — The Learning Story Company

Discover learning stories – a method of formative assessment that uses focused observation
and documentation in story format. This approach supports children’s learning, informs and
enhances teaching practices, and invites families to engage in the assessment process. You
will learn how learning stories can be used with families to extend learning at home. You
will discover how to introduce and incorporate learning stories to support more equitable
and inclusive assessment practices that celebrate and embrace the diversity of children and
their families.

Coaching Through the Lens of Equity
Janet Humphryes & Kristen Klaassen, Dynamic Coaching Systems LLC

Authentic coaching skills are challenging already, so how do you add an equity lens to your
approach? What can you do when you, as the coach, may be promoting inequitable
practices? This session will help you develop insight about your coaching approaches. You
will engage in dialogue about current practices and learn new strategies to become more
aware and to address inequitable practices through empathy, trust, compassion, and
communication.

Positive Work Environments: Leaning Into Equity

Christine Belinda & Laurie Strouse, Pennsylvania State Better Kid Care

Equity is a core value that funnels into all aspects of building a healthy, thriving work
environment – from everyday interactions to policies and procedures. Leaders who lean
into equity with humility, fidelity, and urgency build an increased awareness of practices
that enrich positive, equitable work environments. In this research-informed break-out
session, explore why positive work environments are critical to educator well-being and to
overall program quality. Increase awareness and discover strategies to enrich positive,
equitable work environments.
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Relationship-Based Early Childhood Professional Development:
Strategies for Leading and Learning with Social Justice at the Center
Dr. Marilyn Chu, Western Washington University, Early Childhood Education Program, Bellingham,
WA & Kimberly Sopher-Dunn, New Birth Center for Community Inclusion, Skyway, WA

This session will support you to reflect about yourself as both as an early childhood
education learner and leader, through relationship-based professional development
knowledge, strategies, and skills. You will explore how to use a professional development
framework with relationships, reflection, equity, and social justice at the center.

Welcoming Families with LGBTQ+ Members into Early Childhood
Programs
Dr. Robin Fox, College of Education & Professional Studies, University of Wisconsin-Whitewater

This workshop will present the work still to be done to welcome and support families with
LGBTQ+ members. You will explore the terminology and review data and research related to
parents who are LGBTQ+ and their experiences in schools. Through open discussion and
scenarios, you will explore exercises to better understand the lived experiences of parents
who are LGBTQ+. The exercises can be used in participants' agencies /schools /centers /
university courses and as staff development and for program improvement.

Who am I? Who am I in the Lives of our Children, Families, and
Teachers?
Stephen Zwolak, LUME Institute & University City Children's Center

Understanding your "WHY" enables you to connect with children, families and teachers in a
deeper way so you know WHAT they need and HOW you need to engage. You will gain
insight into the deeper purpose of your role as an educational leader and be able to connect
with children, families, and teachers in a genuine way, while enhancing childhood and
family wellness and tending to their hearts and souls. This session will help you begin to
transform society by changing the way youngest children and teachers are taught.

Closing General Session: 1:00 p.m. – 2:00 p.m., CST
I'm Going to the League

Jahmal Cole, My Block My Hood My City

Jahmal Cole, founder and CEO of Chicago’s fastest growing social impact organization,
My Block My Hood My City, will share how he is living his life mission to build a more
interconnected Chicago on the pillars of service and education. Hear about his exposurebased education program that is changing lives. Be inspired and encouraged about the
work you are doing in early childhood and how you can take the energy from Leadership
Connections with you to live out your mission serving children.
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CONGRATULATIONS TO THE
WINNERS OF THE 2021 PAULA
JORDE BLOOM SCHOLARSHIPS

LAVERNE HEAD
Illinois Governor's Office of
Early Childhood Development,
Chicago, IL

RACQUEL WASHINGTON
Graduate student pursuing a Doctoral
Degree in Curriculum & Instruction with a
concentration in Early Childhood Education
Dallas, Texas

With an initial grant of just $600, Paula Jorde Bloom founded the McCormick
Center for Early Childhood Leadership in 1985. Today, the McCormick Center is a
thriving, nationally-recognized early childhood leadership organization.
After her passing in early 2018, Paula’s family established the Paula Jorde Bloom
Scholarship Fund to support emerging early childhood leaders who are
dedicated to providing the highest quality care and education for children and
families. The first two scholarships to attend Leadership Connections were
awarded in 2019.
The Leadership Connections National Conference is the premier national
conference for decision makers and leaders in early childhood education.
Leadership Connections brings together key stakeholders interested in early
childhood leadership.
We appreciate everyone who applied for the scholarship this year. We are
humbled by the hard work all of the applicants are doing to promote excellence
in early childhood education and leadership.
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CONNECT WITH US FOR MORE
LEADERSHIP CONNECTIONS
IN 2022!
@mccormickcenter_nlu

@MCECL

Subscribe to our
newsletter here or by
visiting our website!

@Mccormick.Center

Search for "McCormick Center
for Early Childhood Leadership"

Updates are always
available on our website:
mccormickcenter.nl.edu.
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HAPPY 20TH ANNIVERSARY OF
LEADERSHIP CONNECTIONS!!!
The McCormick Center thanks you for having been a part of the Leadership
Connections National Conference. Whether you're a repeat attendee or attending for
the first time, we could not have made such genuine and impactful connections and
contributions to the early childhood education and care sector without everyone
involved.
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STAFF STORIES

To celebrate the 20th anniversary of Leadership Connections, we asked a few of our staff
members to share their favorite memories over the years.

LINDA BUTKOVICH, REPORT & CERTIFICATION MANAGER
As we approach the 20th anniversary of Leadership Connections, I have been reflecting on
what an honor it has been to witness Dr. Paula Jorde Bloom’s dream of a national leadership
conference grow from a vision to reality. I have attended the conference each year and always
looked forward to this opportunity to connect with colleagues from across the country. One of
my favorite memories of the conference is the Leadership Colloquium. This event has been a
unique opportunity to participate in interactive and engaging conversations with Visionary
Leadership Award recipients such as Sue Bredekamp, Lilian Katz, Joan Lombardi, and Louise
Derman-Sparks. It has been fascinating to learn about their leadership journeys and their
insights into the challenges that face our field.

MARSHA SHIGEYO HAWLEY, DIRECTOR OF STRATEGIC INITIATIVES
How has Leadership Connections impacted you?
Leadership Connections is the only early childhood conference that I know of that is only
focused on early childhood leadership. I loved attending each conference and never knowing
what to expect – but always expecting something meaningful would happen and never being
disappointed. [I enjoyed ] the ability to network with other professionals who, like me, were at
different stages of our professional careers and always having the chance to learn more and
grow more.
What does the conference mean to you?
The conference is a chance to hear what all the early childhood leadership programs are doing
around the country, and in fact, around the world. At one of the conferences I attended, I met
with professionals from New Zealand and another presenter from the Faroe Islands in Denmark.
Sometimes, there is a plenary speaker who might not be someone I knew or have heard about
but I’m dazzled by their presentation and their ability to inspire every person in the room.
What is a favorite memory (or memories) from over the years?
I have great memories from the conference: the variety of session selections, how organized and
thoughtful all the parts of the conference felt, and the ways to step back and rejuvenate with a
soft seat to sit on. There were options at each conference that met my professional needs, and
my most favorite memories are a combination of feeling like I was with the right group of
people – early childhood leaders – who were willing to share their expertise with others.
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IRIS CORRAL, LEADERSHIP TRAINING SPECIALIST
Happy 20th anniversary Leadership Connections! It has been a pleasure to attend 14 of the
conferences throughout these 21 years. As the conference grew, my professional work life grew.
And I am so proud to say that Leadership Connections played a huge role in that. I learned
from so many wonderful presenters about NAEYC Accreditation, about working with children
with special needs, how to bond with families, and [how to] engage families in your program
and so much more. One of my favorite things to do at Leadership Connections was networking
with other people. And what I mean by that is not just networking by talking about business,
but we were dancing and singing, and getting manicures and mini-massages – just really
being pampered, [which is] what a really hard-working administrator deserves.
It wasn’t long after the third, fourth, fifth time I attended, that I decided that I wanted to join
the ECA Cohort, which is the Early Childhood Administration Master’s Degree program cohort
from National Louis [University] and the McCormick Center. At that time, [...] Dr. Paula Jorde
Bloom [...] was teaching us and that was SO amazing. We also had some wonderful
McCormick Center staff, like Jill Bella and Linda Butkovich, be our teachers as well.
In 2006, I was one of the participants that was able to stand up at the end of the Leadership
Connection’s luncheon and be recognized as one of the persons who graduated from the
Master’s degree program. I was really excited and ready to start my early childhood
administration journey as an early childhood administrator. In 2016, I became an early
childhood director. [...] Throughout my years of early childhood administration, I also was able
to teach at the local community college. And every year at Leadership Connections, there
would be more and more people [who] would teach me and fill my cup up with energy and
motivation, and give me what I needed to do the hardest job there is, which is being an early
childhood administrator.
I was an early childhood administrator for 12 years, and I gave it my all. Every year, I got better
thanks to Leadership Connections and everything I learned while I was there. In 2018, I was
hired at the McCormick Center to be the Leadership Training Specialist. And here I am. I kind
of went full circle, from attending my first Leadership Connections, to getting my Master’s
degree, to actually becoming a staff [member] at the McCormick Center. It all started with
Leadership Connections. So once again, happy 20th anniversary Leadership Connections. I’ll be
a fan forever.
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JILL BELLA, DIRECTOR OF PROFESSIONAL LEARNING
When I think of my first memories of Leadership Connections the image that comes to mind is
a caterpillar. For me, Leadership Connections began like this fragile yet purposeful insect. If
nurtured and protected, the caterpillar is capable of developing into a glorious, graceful, and
beautiful butterfly, pollinating the landscape of early care and education, to ultimately
transform it. Leadership Connections began as a dream of the McCormick Center founder, Dr.
Paula Jorde Bloom. Much like her other groundbreaking work in the field of early childhood
education, Paula envisioned a conference for leaders unlike anything that had every occurred
before.
Having been the director of an early care and education program herself, Paula was acutely
aware of the long hours, hard work, dedication, and commitment taking place to serve our
youngest children. She wanted attendees to be celebrated for the true leaders they were and
be appreciated and pampered for the important, and often under-appreciated, role they play.
As the first conference coordinator for Leadership Connections I was committed to helping
fulfill her dream. Together Paula, myself, and our small staff of ten employees spent hundreds
of hours planning to make the conference unique, inspiring, and transformative! We wanted to
create an uplifting experience for administrators and elevate the importance of leadership for
the field. Here is an excerpt from the original conference proposal in 1999:
We believe the best professional development experiences validate participants for what they
know and are already doing while at the same time challenge them to think about their work
in new and different ways. We envision a conference that will be distinctly different both in
format and content from other conferences that early childhood administrators typically
attend. A conference where administrators can…
Be inspired by leaders from a variety of fields and disciplines—management, organizational
development, communications, social work, medicine, and law
Learn creative solutions to the challenges faced when delivering high-quality early
childhood services
Experience new technologies in the design and delivery of training
Establish new friendships and renew old acquaintances
Be uplifted by success stories from administrators from diverse early childhood settings
Showcase ideas and innovations
Laugh and have fun!
After twenty years of being involved in Leadership Connections, my collective memories now
foster an image of that delicate caterpillar having grown into a magnificent, exquisitely
colored butterfly focused on pollinating our early childhood ecosystem to create a rich
tapestry of life. Like the butterfly, Leadership Connections provides the nutrients and
nourishment leaders need so they can make the world better and brighter for the staff,
children, and families they serve.
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THANK YOU

We thank you for your
continued support in
working towards
improving outcomes
for children and their
families. See you next
year!

Contact Information:
McCormick Center for Early Childhood Leadership
at National Louis University
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Website: https://mccormickcenter.nl.edu
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