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ABSTRACT

In rural Appalachian early childhood contexts, educators have complex, demanding jobs that are steeped in compounded, consistent forms of trauma (i.e., environmental, secondary) and minimal opportunities to care for their own well-being. In these spaces, educators are often expected to use their social capital in overwhelming ways to lessen social determinants of health for the young children and communities that they support. This study utilizes Critical Theory of Place and The Social Ecology of Resilience to understand the multiple forms of well-being that impact the early care and education workforce (i.e., physical, psychological, professional, and relational).
This study explores the stories of five rural Appalachian early childhood pre-kindergarten educators, specifically how they conceptualize their own well-being and the factors that impact it. Conducted across three years this study is situated within a trauma-informed research-practice partnership, the Trauma-Informed Intervention Preschool Studies (TIPS). Critical Narrative Inquiry and Reflexive Thematic Analysis were utilized to understand the factors that relate to how educators conceptualize their own well-being and act as reflexive means to amplify educator voice. This study found rural educators conceptualize their own well-being through connection to place, critical understanding of complex traumas that affect their everyday experiences, and the negotiation of resilience factors and forms of adaptation that are influenced by their assets and resources. This research contributes to the limited body of literature that provides a comprehensive understanding of the lived experiences of rural early childhood educators. 
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Chapter 2 
Introduction and General Information
Since the 1990s, research has documented the declining well-being of the early childhood education (ECE) workforce, which faces greater risks associated with turnover, health complications, and social determinants of health (SODH) respective to K-12 and other care-focused workforces (Bryant et al., 2023; McLean et al., 2021; Ng et al., 2023; Wolfe et al., 2023). Researchers have found educator well-being is consistently being re-negotiated and is a key component of the state of the workforce (Caudle et al., 2023). The construct of educator well-being at both an individual and community level is understudied and often misunderstood as it relates to the contextual, structural, and individual factors found within the workforce (Lessard et al., 2020; Swigonski et al., 2021). Early childhood educators and the ECE profession are often seen and described from a deficit perspective, focused on what educators do not have, rather than the protective factors they contribute and the joys of the early childhood classroom. 
Despite this known perspective within contemporary early childhood, education, and economic literature, it is important to note that the early childhood workforce performs critical work to support young children (CSCCE, 2022). Navigating structural barriers and systemic inequities found both within the workforce and in western environments, early childhood educators are adaptable and are themselves protective factors for young children, families, and other educators. Early childhood educators experience and foster the instances of hope, joy, and fulfillment that are often found informally within their daily experiences and the classroom environment - most often these are not documented in formal scholarship. 
Additionally, it is important to share that early childhood educators have significantly different experiences that depend on the structural and contextual factors that contribute to their everyday lived experiences in the classroom, at home, and in their communities. In particular, this dissertation study is focused on the experiences of early childhood educators living and working within rural, Southeastern Appalachian communities. 
Historical and current cultural vignettes often paint rural Appalachian communities in a deficit perspective, as individuals have consistently approached these communities with a negative attitude. Plein (2009) describes this as being long- embedded within American cultural consciousness. More recently, prominent political figures have used their cultural influence to further the misunderstanding of the values, community culture, and lives of individuals living in rural Appalachian communities. Vance’s 2016 autobiography, Hillbilly Elegy, reinforces the prescribed stereotypes of rural Appalachian communities (Carlson, 2022; Vance, 2016). 
Both deficit perspectives and continued historical harm have impacted approaches to research and education systems in rural Appalachian communities. As individuals from these communities have more than often been researched on, as subjects, rather than being posited as co-collaborators and community partners that collectively build meaning. Though this dissertation study focuses on a small subset of individuals living in and contributing rural Appalachian communities, my hope is, through the use of a critical transformative, participatory paradigm, this dissertation reads as an affirmative reflection of the experiences of the rural early childhood educators, through the amplification of their voices and lived experiences.
From a critical, post-structural perspective, two applicable theoretical approaches are used throughout this study to understand how rural educators conceptualize their own well-being and factors that contribute to their well-being. First, the Critical Theory of Place, which honors the understanding of rural, critical pedagogies, and is understood as the center of an individual's experience, the space in which they inhabit, and where relationships are formed (Greenwood, 2013; Grunewald, 2003). Sherfinski (2022) suggests that Critical Theory of Place is a connection point, a space to discuss and build common understanding of experiences through the negotiation of lived experiences and understandings, it is rooted in belonging and contribution (Duhn, 2012; Sherfinski et al., 2016; 2021). Second, the Social Ecology of Resilience theory (Ungar, 2011) that is centered within an individual's ability to adapt to both every day and adverse experiences while also focusing on their growing social determinants of health that contribute to their individualized factors of resilience (Southwick et al., 2014). The Social Ecology of Resilience has evolved from Bronfenbrenner’s’ Bioecological Systems Theory (1979; 1994; 2000). Within the Social Ecology of Resilience, this study will consider the complex yet fluid process of adaptation. In recognition of the contemporary, shifting understanding of resilience, as a process occurring throughout the lifetime, adaptation is considered an on-going, complex interaction between an individual's cognitive reasoning, emotions, physiologic, behavioral responses and their environment (Jones, 1991). 
Lastly, to deconstruct the perceived power hierarchies that exist and contribute to the perceived value of the individual in early childhood spaces, throughout this work, all early childhood educators, teachers, and administrators will be referred to as educators throughout this study. Generalizing the term does two important things; first, it takes away hierarchical power structures that exist within the field of early childhood education between licensed and non-licensed individuals; each of the teachers is a true early childhood educator in their own right; they are educators contributing to the classroom and lives of young children and their families. Secondly, overlaying a critical perspective allows for a more common language and understanding that all of the educator’s stories and voices that are amplified throughout this dissertation are active contributors to their school, community environments, and in their own experiences; their title does not define their role, but instead, limits the reader's and society’s understandings. 
The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), an accrediting body within the early childhood education sector, describes an early childhood educator as individuals who care for children, birth through age eight, who actively promote the learning, development, and well-being of children in all early childhood education learning environments. Early childhood educators meet qualification of the profession and have mastery of the fields specialized knowledge, skills, and competencies (NAEYC, 2019). This language is consistently missing from the early care and education literature and can be acknowledged as an important step toward recognizing the knowledge, expertise, and overall embedded skills of the workforce. 

The Early Care and Education Workforce 
The early childhood care and education sector includes a complex, multi-faceted workforce that often lacks the necessary means for educators to conceptualize and prioritize their own well-being (Cumming, 2017; Kwon et al., 2020a; 2021; McLean et al., 2021). Current literature suggests the early childhood workforce performs complex forms of labor and is charged with the caring of young children, birth through age eight. In all contexts, educators face structural and systemic challenges and barriers in both the classroom and their everyday lives (Lessard et al., 2020; McLean et al., 2021; Whitebook et al., 2018). 
Structural and Systemic Challenges 
More specifically, barriers to well-being are especially exasperated for rural Appalachian early childhood educators who continue to experience forms of historical, generational, cultural, and situational trauma along with compounded adverse experiences. Adverse experiences are considered experiences that affect an individuals’ allostatic load, the biological stability of physiological variables (Danese & McEwen, 2012) these experiences are defined differently than perceived trauma or stress (Compton et al., 2023; McLaughlin, 2018). All early childhood educators are disproportionately disadvantaged by interlocking forms of societal oppression (e.g., racism, sexism, classism), systemic challenges to early care (e.g., poor working conditions, lack of resources), and other social and situational determinants of health (Caudle et al., 2023; Hege et al., 2020; Collins, 2000; Kelley, 2020; Rosemberg et al., 2018). These disadvantages are further emphasized for rural Appalachian educators and the young children they care for, who are often geographically isolated (Miller, 2018), live within communities that have been historically depleted of natural and economic resources (Hendryx & Ahern, 2008), and surrounded by a growing environment of incarceration (Dewey et al., 2023). This population also continues to endure complex health epidemics (e.g., the opioid crisis; Sherfinski et al., 2021), the aftermath of COVID-19, and are more susceptible to forms of intergenerational and situational poverty, interpersonal violence, and continued forms of trauma (Hege et al., 2020; Riffe-Snyder et al., 2022; Pollard et al., 2023). Further, situational, social, and cultural barriers to health, combined with the underlying effects and viewpoints of historical trauma, and continued structural disadvantages contribute to the impact of the heightened social determinants to health, which in turn contribute to how rural early childhood educators conceptualize their own well-being. 
Early Care and Education in Rural Appalachian Environments
The early care and education workforce and landscape are physically, geo-politically, and historically different in rural Appalachian early childhood environments. According to Pollard et al. (2023), in comparison to the rest of rural America and urban communities, the 107 rural counties in Appalachia are behind in measures of educational attainment, overall household income, and labor force participation. Rural Appalachian spaces have 22% of the overall population living in poverty and 30% of children living in poverty versus 16% of individuals in non-rural Appalachian areas in poverty and only 23% of children, these numbers have not yet been updated to account for 2023-2025 (Pollard et al., 2023; U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). Further, these numbers have most likely been exacerbated due to the COVID-19 pandemic, due to the hard economic, socio-political factors that the pandemic carried, and current political upheaval (Caudle et al., 2023; Pollard & Jacobson, 2022). Further, the rural Appalachian environment is multi-layered and complex, having compounded instances of significant historical traumas (i.e., environmental degradation, the opioid epidemic, forced removal of indigenous persons) and continued social inequities that affect the lives of young children, their families, and the early care and education workforce serving rural communities (Sturm, 2008). It is important to note, due to historical traumas and institutional distrust of higher education and education spaces, complexities exist and are manifested as mistrust of– and lack of– access to preschool and infant-toddler early childhood environments. 
Further, though there are quite a few instances of compounded intergenerational and historical traumas in rural Appalachia and continuous forms of adversity that impact an individuals’ social determinants to health, there are also instances of adaptability, hope and interdependence of care within community spaces and among chosen family (Caudle et al., 2023; Eyre et al., 2017; Magill et al., 2021). Despite current literature that continually emphasizes the deficit perspectives of the early care and education workforce - when posited within structural barriers there is little room for positive perspectives. In recognition of the shifting state of the workforce there have also been significant gains that have impacted the workforce and shaped the current landscape of early childhood education. 
It is also important to note that the current state of early care and education literature is presented through a deficit lens, so there is very little literature focusing on the positive aspects or continued areas of growth of the early care and education sector. Because of this pervasive deficit lens, it becomes critical to amplify educators’ voices in the literature by working alongside them rather than generalizing their experiences. Co-inquiry and co-collaboration with and alongside early childhood educators are transformative and participatory means of shifting the dynamic of current literature. 
Instances of Adaptability in the Early Care Workforce 
	In recent years, the Felitti et al. (1998) Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) Questionnaire has been utilized at length to understand the contextual factors that lead to compounded adverse experiences that may occur throughout childhood (Compton et al., 2023; Loomis et al., 2025). Widespread social campaigns (i.e., ACES Aware; https://www.acesaware.org/) meant to support the general population and care industries in gaining an understanding of the effects of adverse experiences have become more prevalent. This societal trend has also led to conversations about the importance of early childhood educators and responsive relationships between a child and a trusting caregiver. In 2000, Bruce Perry shared that in order for young children to survive they need the constant support of a caring adult. Over time, this has been reiterated, time and time again (Cole & Lanham, 2011; Perry & Szalavitz, 2017; Perry et al., 2021). Young children deeply rely on caregivers who are consistent and attuned and support young children in navigating their emotions, regulatory processes, and meet their daily basic needs (Center on the Developing Child, 2010; Loomis et al., 2025).
Additionally, there has been more attention paid to the mental health outcomes of young children and the providers that care for them through the implementation of Infant Early Childhood Mental Health (IECMH) practices. IECMH consultants provide real time professional learning opportunities by working alongside educators to support in building educator capacity in order to emphasize the importance of social-emotional learning, children's self-regulatory skills, and reduce challenging behaviors through direct implementation and access to resources (e.g., access to mental health professionals or community resources; Silver et al., 2023). Again, IECMH works in partnership with educators and families to build capacity, it is understood as a professional learning opportunity for educators and can be seen as a positive example of direct support offered to early childhood educators and their communities. Infant Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation, along with other hands-on, real time professional learning opportunities, such as quality coaching measures, have been implemented to ensure that the basic needs of the early childhood community are being met (Silver et al., 2023; Thornton & Cherrington, 2019; Yang et al., 2022). 
Additionally, continued conversations have led to a deeper understanding of the field of early care and education and the significant role of early childhood educators and the long-term trajectory of young children. The amplification of the role of educators, especially as an “essential workforce” during the COVID-19 pandemic, though not always treated as such, has led to measures that are working toward improving structural features of quality (CSCCE, 2022; Kim et al., 2022). In 2020-2023 this improvement included COVID-19 dollars that flowed into, mostly, publicly funded early childhood programs and attention paid by the Biden Administration. Throughout their time in office the Biden Administration put forth multiple plans that invested within the care economy, which included increased funding for children, families, and early childhood providers through the Child Care Development Fund (CCDF), increased funds for the Child Care and Development Block Grant (CCDBG), Head Start grants, and to make child care more accessible in the United States (Small & Schmit, 2024).  
Recently, McLean et al. (2021) and the Center for the Study of Child Care Employment (CSCCE) continue to push the needle on social justice, structural, and systemic issues that affect the early care and education workforce. Amplifying the voices and realities of educators in a public forum that is collectively working towards bettering the livelihood of early childhood educators through means of teacher power, advocacy, supporting the, “experiences, intellect, and leadership” of BIPOC women, justice and liberation of oppressive systems, and dignity (https://cscce.berkeley.edu/; CSCCE, 2025). Lastly, there are on-going efforts to improve quality of care for young children and their families, in addition to the efforts concerning the well-being of the early childhood workforce. This work is happening state by state and sometimes by county to ensure the viability and sustainability of the workforce. For example, Minnesota increased their funding for Early Learning Scholarships increasing the $252 dollar program by $58.9 million for the 2026-2027 fiscal year. California did not require the childcare subsidy copay for families earning less than 75% of the state median income, capping copayments at one percent who are earning more than 75% of the state median income.  Massachusetts invested $475 million in new state funding for the Commonwealth Care for Children grants program and started a pilot program, Care Staff Pilot Program, which supports subsiding childcare for early childhood educators and supports recruiting new educators. New York invested $500 million for its Workforce Retention Grant Program. Lastly, Montana implemented a sliding scale for family copayments ensuring childcare costs did not exceed nine percent of a family’s annual income (Center for American Progress, https://www.americanprogress.org/; Espey et al., 2023). 
Problem Statement
The current available early childhood education and teacher education literature does not provide a comprehensive or clear understanding of the lived experiences and everyday realities of rural early childhood educators and the young children and families in their care (Cumming et al., 2020; Cumming & Wong, 2019; Hall-Kenyon et al., 2014; Murphy et al., 2013). Further, the literature lacks a critical, equity-based perspective. The gap dismisses the voices and collective narratives of individuals who hold intersecting identities as White, women, living in rural communities in the heart of Southeast Appalachia. Rather, the literature is situated within contexts that are overly generalizable and based on the inequitable access to resources that exists among early care programs (i.e., HeadStart vs. public pre-K vs. privately funded care; McLean et al., 2020; Tirrell-Corbin et al., 2023). The current literature base is written largely from a deficit lens, focusing on what educators do not have, rather than the strengths of the profession.  Such as, the protective factors educators provide, and the palpable joy that is felt in the early care and education classrooms and communities, and generally the adaptability and compassion it takes to care for very young children. As well, the current literature does not hold space for the lived experiences of subsets of educators, especially rural educators, nor does it uplift the voices and lived experiences of individuals, or how educators conceptualize their own well-being and the factors that impact it (Cumming et al., 2020). 
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
The purpose of this qualitative, critical narrative study is to explore the factors that impact the well-being of rural, Appalachian early childhood educators. In this work, well-being is conceptualized by the educators themselves as they share their experiences and insight into multiple facets of their lives. 
Specifically, this study will explore the following research questions: 
1. How do rural early childhood educators conceptualize their own well-being?
2. What factors impact rural early childhood educators’ well-being? 
Rationale and Significance to the Field 
Overall, this study will contribute to the field’s understanding of the factors that impact educator well-being in rural Appalachian early care and education contexts. This understanding comes from the educators' own experiences and perspectives. Additionally, this study aims to honor the educators’ ways of knowing by amplifying their voices and everyday lived experiences in early care and education settings. Though there is some literature focusing on educator well-being, it is in its infancy, and currently lacks direct contributions from the educators; this study includes their voice and individualized perspectives (i.e., Ford et al., 2024a; Kwon et al. 2021; McMullen et al., 2020). This study hopes to reflect the ways of knowing of the educators, reflecting the lived realities of their day-to-day lives, that both emulates the joys of early childhood, despite the known and perceived challenges. The research questions in this study will be answered through the amplification of educator voices and their lived experiences described through stories, in a critical narrative format. This study hopes to bring needed attention to the on-going lack of awareness of the realities of educators living and working in rural Appalachian communities and the continued failure and lack of structural and systemic safeguards. In addition, this study plans to amplify the instances of joy, adaptability, and relational well-being that exists in rural education contexts. Established through long-term relationships, I will rely on the voices of educators, using critical narrative methods. 
The significance of this study is twofold. This study will amplify the voices, perspectives, and realities of rural, Appalachian early childhood educators, both contextualizing their experiences and illustrating how they conceptualize varying facets of their own well-being. Rural early childhood educator perspectives are not included with the early care and education literature so this study will contribute to a deeper understanding of our workforce and, in turn, how to better support educators, young children, and the communities they support. Additionally, the structure and study design of this critical narrative inquiry is considered an evolving approach that contributes to knowledge development and meaning making of narrative inquiry, in both critical and sustainable ways (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). These emerging practices of individuals working alongside early childhood educators contribute to current gaps in the literature, inform future development of practice-partnerships, and inform future narrative practices that contribute to issues of social importance (Bruce et al., 2016; Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). 
Further, this study demonstrates the importance of infrastructure within early care and education contexts and can influence future work that aims to mitigate structural and social barriers to educator success, particularly in rural areas. It also demonstrates the importance of listening to the stories of individuals because we, the early care and education field, and others, cannot generalize the experiences of this population of educators, or any educator. Finally, this study highlights the importance of viewing early care experiences through an intersectional lens that honors the lived experiences of others and multiple ways of knowing. 
Overview of Research Design and Methods 
Using a critical qualitative research approach, I explored the research questions across multiple time points. I utilized a subset of prior data that was collected over three years within an ongoing research-practice partnership. The partnership, the Trauma-Informed Intervention Preschool Studies (TIPS), works specifically with rural Southeastern educators from Appalachian communities. 
Data were collected across three years through individual check-in meetings (ICM); these meetings were held over Zoom between a university-partner and an educator. The ICM data and subsequent analyses were used to inform a short online qualitative questionnaire that was sent to the educators in March of 2025. This step of data collection specifically asked how educators conceptualize their own well-being, what day-to-day factors affect their well-being, and about a specific resource (e.g., Second Step Social Emotional Curriculum) the educators were using in the classroom to support the well-being of the children they work alongside.  
In this study, I took on a critical constructivist onto-epistemological lens that follows a post-structural, transformative, participatory paradigm (Mertens, 2010; 2017). Additionally, critical narrative inquiry (CNI) was used as the research design and to structure the methods in order to answer all questions of this study (Iannacci, 2007; Kim, 2016). Critical narrative inquiry is the most appropriate research design for this study as it adapts to the long held cultural and historical forms of storytelling that occur within the Appalachian region and gives agency to the lived experiences of individuals (Essin, 2009; Gibbons et al., 2023). Further, critical narrative inquiry allows for instances of critical reflection and provides space for activity reflexivity of both the researcher and the participants at every stage of research (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004; Josselson, 2011; Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). CNI provides a framework to explore assumptions, knowledge, and power, and allows for the deconstruction of individual stories and snapshots of experiences shared by the rural early educators (Hickson, 2016). Pino Gavidia & Adu (2022) shared that the role of the qualitative researcher is to co-construct social knowledge across time occurring throughout the research process; co-constructing occurs in the “collection, interpretation, and revelation of meaning behind the stories” (Lindsay & Schwind, 2016). Further, Josselson (2011) and Gibbons et al. (2023) share that critical narrative research captures the lived experiences of individuals and gives participants the autonomy and opportunity to share stories and experiences in their own words that they personally value and hold significant. Relevant to the current study, critical narrative inquiry is collaborative in nature within responsive, cultivated relationships that are highly valued within ethics of and communities of care (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Clandinin et al., 2007; Kim, 2016). 
Researcher Lens 
I view this research through a critical constructivist lens that is post-structural in nature and follows the structure of a transformative, participatory paradigm (Mertens, 2010). This paradigm acts as a framework that promotes advocacy for marginalized groups that is social justice-oriented and intended to honor community voices (Jackson et al., 2018). Combining a critical social constructivist onto-epistemological lens and transformative, participatory paradigm compliments the critical narrative structure of this study, allowing for reflexivity and co-construction of knowledge that honors the voice and lived experiences of the rural early childhood educators who participated in this study. 
Lastly, the researcher lens is also comprised of my own experiences as an early childhood educator. Though I have never worked in a rural school setting, I spent the better part of eight years in and out of the early care classroom as an infant-toddler and preschool educator and working as an Infant Early Childhood Mental Health Consultant (IECMH-C). In my role as an IECMH Consultant, I worked directly with early childhood educators experiencing various forms of trauma and structural barriers to well-being that widely affect their daily experiences within and outside of the workplace. My personal experiences and onto-epistemological paradigms position me towards culturally responsive work that is responsive in nature and values ethics of community care. It is important to note that I do not belong to the rural Appalachian community or to the South. I am an outsider that actively and continuously works to gain access and trust through responsive relationships and significant investments of time spent within the rural educators and their communities. Despite not being from a rural community or an Appalachian community, trust and confidence has been slowly built due to the contextualized understanding of the structural and systemic challenges and everyday barriers that I have experienced, as I identify as an early childhood educator myself. More than often, when appropriate, I share about my personal experiences I have had working with young children, families, and the barriers to success and career advancement in early childhood education. Through this shared identity and universal early childhood language and experience, a mutual understanding has been built through responsive care to understand the realities of navigating the structural and systemic inequities that have to be scaled in order to perform the complex labor of caring for children and families. 
Additionally, this study follows the research goals of the National Rural Education Association (NREA), which focuses on six core values that highlight the strengths and needs of rural schools, educators, and students. These values include policy and funding, health and wellness, partnership and community relationships, teacher and leader preparation, recruitment, and retention, college and career trajectory, and spatial and educational equity, see figure 1.1. NREA Research Goals (Hartman et al., 2022; NREA, 2022). NREA is an organization that situates the work of rural educators from birth through higher education and contextualizes the importance of rural educators and the impact that they have on the children, families, and communities that they actively care for and live in. 
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Figure 1.1. NREA Research Goals (Hartman et al., 2022). 
Organization of the Dissertation 
To conclude, the subsequent chapters are structured as follows. Chapter Two lays out the theoretical frameworks and literature that focuses on an understanding of the early care and education workforce, early childhood educator well-being, and the importance of adaptability for educators in navigating the different social systems that educators have to navigate each day. Additionally, Chapter Two is framed by two theoretical frameworks: the Critical Theory of Place (Greenwood, 2013; Sherfinski et al., 2021) and the Social Ecology of Resilience, which has been shifted to focus on the fluid construct of adaptability (Harney, 2007; Ungar, 2011; Windle & Bennet, 2012). Chapter Three expands on how critical narrative inquiry research methods and study design to answer the proposed research questions in this study. Additionally, Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022) was utilized to reflexively analyze the data. Chapter Four describes the results and the factors that contribute to how educators conceptualize their well-being through place and factors of well-being. Chapter Five focuses on the discussion, future direction, and recommendations. The references and appendices follow. 


















Chapter 3 [bookmark: _heading=h.e54xkk8c0trz]
Literature Review
The purpose of this literature review is to understand the structural barriers and larger systems of oppression that impact the well-being of the early care and education workforce. This literature review will also focus on the adaptability of the workforce. Further, this literature review will focus both more generally on the early care workforce and more specifically on rural early childhood educators living in Appalachian communities. This review of the literature intentionally seeks to understand the experiences of educators and to amplify their voices. Finally, this review gives more in-depth context, consideration, and insight into how rural educators conceptualize their own well-being and the factors that impact it. 
This literature review, as with the rest of the study, is situated within a multi-paradigmatic approach to research that includes post structural, critical transformative, participatory paradigms (Carducci & Pasque, 2025; Hurtado, 2015; Mertens, 2010; 2017; 2019), acting as a catalyst that allows for the understanding that this research is grounded in the voices of marginalized populations that push towards means of justice through the amplification of rural educator voice (Carducci & Pasque, 2025). Noting that forms of social justice are not static and differ in varying spaces and among populations, this critical perspective will be a guide as co-constructed knowledge is built throughout this critical qualitative study (Carducci & Pasque, 2025; Hurtado, 2015; 2022; Pasque & Carducci, 2015). According to Carducci & Pasque (2025) scholars situated within this methodological framework work to explore and engage in inquiry practices that expand the contextualized understandings of both past events and the lived realities of systemic inequity and on-going challenges. Carducci & Pasque (2025), describe this work as being guided by multiple, “ontologies (being), epistemologies (knowing), methodologies (research design), and axiologies (ethics), and praxiologies (doing),” (Boylorn & Orbe, 2020; Hurtado, 2015; Pasque & Carducci, 2015, p. 267).
 Further, this multi-paradigmatic perspective gives us base to understand the literature described in this chapter, building from theoretical frameworks, such as Critical Theory of Place and The Social Ecological Model of Resilience to literature that reflects the current state of the early care and education field and the iterative finings of this study to the importance of using decolonizing practices within the Appalachian Colony. 
Theoretical Frameworks 
Two theoretical frameworks guided this work, first being Critical Theory of Place, which emphasizes the importance of place and experience, both holding importance to rural Appalachian communities and individuals (Caudle et al., 2023; Greenwood 2013; Sherfinski et al., 2021; 2023). Additionally, the Social Ecological Model of Resilience (Ungar, 2011) will be considered from the lens of adaptability in order to understand how educators adapt to and within the factors that make up their daily experiences and impact their overall well-being.   
Critical Theory of Place 
Theory of place, also referred to as place-consciousness, or place pedagogies is the first theoretical framework that was used to guide this study in order to construct an understanding of rural educator well-being (Greenwood, 2013; Sherfinski et al., 2021; 2022). A critical paradigmatic view has been taken in order to grasp the differing realities for each educator and their conceptualized understanding of place. Place is understood as a fluid construct that is the center of experience where identities and relationships are formed, place is influenced and molded by the individuals that inhabit them (Greenwood, 2013). Through its fluidity, place is subjective to the individual and the space, shaped by the bounded biophysical, socio-political, and cultural environments. Geertz (1996) stated in Greenwood (2013), that “‘[N]o one lives in the world in general”’ (p. 259), signifying the importance of place by describing that individuals live embodied and emplaced. Due to the flexibility of place, place theory considers the knowledge of rural environments as a form of pedagogy that is conscious of the specific needs and demands that exist within an environment (Greenwood, 2013; Grunewald, 2003; Sherfinski et al., 2021). Again, place is sustained by the individual and the competing and compounding factors of their everyday lived experiences that contribute to how their world is shaped and reshaped. Considering this, we can understand that the individuals inhabiting rural, Appalachian places embody the cultural identities, past histories, contemporary happenings, and that the significance of their place within their environment contributes to their knowledge of self, their personal conceptualization of place and how they perceive their own well-being. 
Third space is also a component of place-based pedagogies, third spaces are those that allow for movement and fluidity acting as an in-between where comfort is found and relationships are formed (Brown & Allen, 2021; Caudle et al., 2024). Third spaces are not always tangible, rather they are grey areas that exist in correspondence between groups of individuals that allows them to be further embedded within the construct of place; additionally, this allows for the critical intersection of lived and shared experiences to exist and varying forms of identity to be negotiated (English, 2004; Sherfinski et al., 2021; 2022). 
Sense of place should also be considered a factor of adaptability as individuals living in Appalachian communities are documented feeling strong connections to the land, mountains, and natural environments (Bollinger, 2019; Caudle et al., 2023; Turman-Deal, 2010). Gragson & Bolstad (2006), describe the Southeast Appalachians as one of the many “Souths” denoting the location and cultural viability and specificity of the area that relates to an individual's sense of place. Additionally, critical theory of place aligns with the understanding of the intergenerational transmission of trauma, as it considers the passing down of lived realities which translate and manifest over time into the effects of exposure to on-going adverse experiences (e.g., situational poverty) passed through epigenetics and psycho-social patterns (Yehuda & Lehrner, 2018). This theory signifies the importance of understanding the differing environments that individuals navigate from day-to-day which includes all of the environments in which rural educators inhabit (i.e., community, home, school) as places hold on to and shape individuals' experiences (Greenwood, 2013; Sherfinski et al., 2021; 2022). Similar to trauma, place tangibly exists but is also liminal and temporal and individually defined by each person. It can vary day-to-day and throughout a lifetime. To each individual, place is fluid, adaptable, and a form of knowledge (Greenwood, 2013; Grunewald, 2003; Sherfinski et al., 2021; 2022). 

The Social Ecological Framework of Resilience
The Social Ecology of Resilience is a resilience framework that is posited within the context of caring relationships and an individual's environment, which reflects the work of early childhood educators (Windle & Bennett, 2012). According to Windle and Bennet (2012), resilience is a process of negotiation and adaptation on behalf of the individual in response to situations of stress, trauma, and constantly occurring change. How an individual adapts is influenced by their overall assets and resources (e.g., housing, health, access to robust social and health services). Resilience is multilayered and includes factors relating to life circumstance, an individuals’ sociable environments, and their biology, including epigenetics (Panzeri et al., 2021; Southwick et al., 2014; Windle & Bennett, 2012). This study conceptualizes the Theory of Resilience from a perspective of adaptation, which is an on-going, fluid part of resilience. Adaptation is an ongoing process that occurs throughout an individual's lifespan in small ways involving complex interactions and intricacies between cognitive, emotional, physiological, and behavioral responses to shifting environments (Jones, 1978; 1991). Over time the ability to adapt turns into a resilience factor that is available to the individual and allows various means of coping and responding to change throughout their lifespan (Southwick et al., 2014; Windle, 2011). Additionally, adaptability within this context refers to the ways in which educators, children, and their communities adapt and navigate the small changes within their environment. Related to resilience, adaptability refers to an individual's ability to cope with and navigate changes and compounded factors of an individual's current environment, both large and small (Jones, 1991). Further, resilience is understood to be a multilayered adaptation and reaction to an individual's environment that is affected by their biology, psychological, and social and cultural factors (Southwick et al., 2014; Ungar, 2011). Resilience is built over a lifetime, while adaptability happens in the small moments, relying on the social capital of individuals to move forward through adversity and reframe their personal perception of the everyday. 
The social ecology of resilience theoretical framework conceptualizes resilience across multiple indicators and describes how each indicator interacts with one another. According to work of Windle (2011), Harney (2007), and Ungar (2011), this framework reflects Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 1994) human ecology framework, which posits a cyclically nested Bioecological Systems Model, see figure 2.1.  

[image: A diagram of a community

Description automatically generated]
Figure 2.1. Adapted by Panzeri et al. (2021) from Windle & Bennett (2012) The 
Social Ecology of Resilience Framework.


Similar to Bronfenbrenner’s model, the social ecology of resilience framework situates individuals within their context, in the environments in which they live interacting with both their community and society, see figure 2.2 (Windle & Bennett, 2012; Windle, 2011). Further noting that individuals do not live in isolation, but are influenced and interact with by their physical, social, and environmental contexts (Windle & Bennett, 2012). This model is a significant example of the importance of place and the iterative experiences of early childhood educators. The social ecology of resilience model is a clear example of how individuals do not exist in isolation and demonstrates how their place is fluid, shifting over time. In addition from an early childhood perspective this model provides fluidity in understanding how educators are adapting, shifting and responding in place to the differing realities that affect them, as individuals, at a community level (e.g., education requirements from the state, health and social services, structural and systemic barriers to the ECE workforce), programmatic level (e.g., school wide policies), with a research-practice partnership (e.g., time spent with university-researchers), and at the classroom level (e.g., working with children, challenging behaviors, working alongside families) all interact. 
To conclude, from an adaptive perspective, the social ecology of resilience model adapted by Panzeri et al., (2021) from Windle & Bennett (2012) and Ungar (2011), along with the critical theory of place (Greenwood, 2013; Grunewald, 2003; Sherfinski et al., 2021; 2022), can be used to understand how early childhood educators conceptualize their own well-being. These theoretical frameworks work to support the educators’ everyday lived experiences and how they adjust and adapt within their environments. 

[image: ]
Figure 2.2. The Social Ecology of Resilience to the Social Ecology of Adaptability 

Early Care and Education Workforce State and Educator Well-Being
Burgess et al. (2022) suggests the state of the workforce is inextricably linked to the well-being of early educators, which, in turn, is also linked to the well-being of children and long-term child outcomes (Roberts et al., 2019; Tirrell-Corbin et al., 2023). To improve the state of the workforce, holistic whole educator well-being concerning the physical, psychological, and professional well-being of educators must be considered (Cumming & Wong 2019; Kwon et al., 2021). There is a growing trend in the literature to define holistic educator well-being, that should be extended to also include relational well-being, as relational factors significantly intermingle and contextualize the factors that contribute to an educator's physical, psychological, and professional well-being (Cumming et al., 2017; 2020; Ford et al., 2024a; Kwon et al., 2021). Further, research should consider incorporating a strengths-based approach, that gives voice to educators who are implementing relational systems of care in order to lessen the effects of systemic challenges and improve the long-term state of the workforce (Haydon & van der Riet, 2017; Lessard et al., 2020; Ng et al., 2023; Roberts et al., 2019; Wolfe et al., 2023). 
Historically, the Heckman Institute has suggested that early childhood education has a substantial return on societal investment and has shown to enhance long-term child and family outcomes, yet the early childhood workforce has not had substantial, long-term investment to improve working conditions or long-term social determinants to health of early care providers (Garcia et al., 2020; Heckman, 2011; 2012; McLean et al., 2021; Wolfe et al., 2023). 
Subsequently, Whitebook et al. (2018) approximated that every day in the United States there are two million early educators, mostly women who are disproportionately Black Indigenous People of Color (BIPOC; Lessard et al., 2020; McLean et al., 2021), who are responsible and care of about 20 million young children across various child care contexts (i.e., center-based, public, private early care centers; Edwards et al., 2021; Kwon et al., 2020a; Lessard et al., 2020; McLean et al., 2021; Ng et al., 2023; Stein et al., 2022; Swigonski et al., 2021). Though the numbers have shifted since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic with approximately 171,000 recorded early childhood jobs lost, the realities and status of the workforce has become further complicated (ACF, 2023; Elharake et al., 2022; Wallace et al., 2023; Wolfe et al., 2023).
  Lastly, the early childhood education workforce lack means of financial stability (Phillips et al., 2016), health insurance, work benefits (i.e., long term retirement benefits, paid time off; Kwon et al., 2020a; 2021; Wolfe et al., 2023) or social capital. Often early educators rely heavily on public income support programs to secure their basic needs and face devastating long-term financial insecurity (McLean et al., 2021; Ng et al., 2023; Swigonski et al., 2021; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2023). In 2015, the National Academics called for reform of systemic challenges and barriers to the success of educators and young children by transforming the workforce with the intention of sustainably improving the status of the workforce and relational systems of care (Karch, 2013; McLean et al., 2021; McCormick et al., 2022; National Research Council, 2015; Whitebook et al., 2018; Wolfe et al., 2023). Despite some remediation, early educators still experience barriers to well-being at all levels, impacting the overall state of the workforce and the long term, proximal outcomes of the young children they support (McLean et al., 2021; Ng et al., 2023; Roberts et al., 2019).
Major Components of Early Childhood Educator Well-Being
Though the needs of the workforce are vast and vary, current and past literature have suggested three overarching categories to conceptualize the construct of educator well-being to grasp the complexities of the individual educator and the workforce at large. These components include professional, psychological, and physical well-being (Cumming et al., 2017; Cumming & Wong, 2019; Edwards et al., 2021; Hall-Kenyon et al., 2014; Kwon et al., 2020a; 2021; McMullen et al., 2018). As stated earlier, educator well-being directly influences the state of the early childhood education workforce and the proximal trajectory and outcomes of children (Bellows et al., 2022; Cumming & Wong, 2019; Roberts et al., 2019). Furthermore, well-being, is a dynamic state that is often subjectively defined (Cumming et al., 2017), is understood as an individual’s ability to navigate demands across time, within differing circumstances, and settings (Ashford et al., 2006; Weiland, 2021), contextualized through the presence of feelings that are positive, suggest satisfaction with life, fulfillment, and self-efficacy (Center for Disease Control, 2018; Cumming, 2017; Hall-Kenyon et al., 2014; Kwon et al., 2020b; 2021; Veenhoven, 2008; Wolfe et al., 2023). Cumming et al. (2017) further states that educator well-being is the responsibility of the individual and relies on ongoing support and input across an individual's domains of well-being (i.e., psychological, physical, relational).  Lastly, eudaimonic well-being is a deeper, more comprehensive form of wellness that involves finding opportunities for meaning making, personal development and growth, and purpose (Niemiec, 2024). 
Educator well-being is contextual and relational. It should be considered through a holistic lens to account for the multi-dimensionality of educators themselves whose well-being is comprised of individual markers (i.e., physical, psychological, social, and emotional aspects; Cumming, 2017; Eadie et al., 2021; Liu et al., 2018), and external influences (i.e., psycho-social work and home environments; Cumming, 2017; Cumming et al., 2021; Ng et al., 2023; Wolfe et al., 2023). Further considerations to holistic whole educator well-being must include knowledge of the systemic barriers and challenges to success faced by the workforce (Edwards et al., 2021; McLean et al., 2021; McMullen et al., 2020). 
Compounded with historical contextual factors, current structural inequities, and barriers to success (Karch, 2013), the workforce continues to lack means for upward mobility (McLean et al., 2021), relies heavily on social safety nets (Lessard et al., 2020), is burned out (McMullen et al., 2020; Ng et al., 2023), experiences high levels of turnover, between 26% and 47% each year (Blöchliger & Bauer, 2018; Eadie et al., 2021; Farewell et al., 2023; Grant et al., 2019; Ng et al., 2023; Phillips et al., 2016; Thorpe et al., 2020; Totenhagen et al., 2016), and experience feelings of invisibility (Ng et al., 2023; Quinones et al., 2021; Rogers, 2021). Furthermore, the workforce is emotionally exhausted and consistently experiences poor mental health outcomes (Farewell et al., 2021; Stein et al., 2022; Whitebook & Sakai, 2004; Wolfe et al., 2023). Educators are exposed to adverse experiences associated with work demands (Compton et al., 2023; Lawson et al., 2019; Sheehan et al., 2023) that lead to poor health and increased long-term social determinants to health (ACF, 2023; First Five Years Fund, 2021; Kwon et al., 2019; 2020a; 2021; McLean et al., 2021).
Adaptability of Early Childhood Educators 
The history of early care and education is complex - built out of reaction rather than response to caring for children. The systemic function of caring for other people's children has roots in slavery, with Black individuals caring for the children of White landowners' children without proper means of care or compensation (Llyod et al., 2021). The trend of reactivity has continued as means of early childhood education have expanded in the United States, for example during both world wars women entered into the workforce and temporary care was created (e.g., Lanham Act, 1940; Karch, 2013). The early care and education sector responds to trends and societal needs representing one way in which the workforce is forced to demonstrate forms of adaptability. 
There continues to be little structural and institutional infrastructure from a federal standpoint that protects and cares for the educators themselves, rather the policies in place protect the means of capital and the organization as a whole (Klien, 2013; Llyod et al., 2021). The structural and systemic fractures seep into every layer of early care and have contributed to the inability of educators to adapt within early care environments. Leaving them susceptible to secondary and compounded forms of trauma that are inherently a part of the early care and education environment (Caudle et al., 2023). Early childhood educators have always been adapting to their environment, structural challenges, the ways in which they care for young children, and their personal ways of knowing. 
The early childhood classroom environment has been documented and described as a space of constant change that is both fluid and unpredictable (Granziera et al., 2016). Early childhood educators are constantly making small shifts throughout their day to meet the needs of the children, meet the demands of their job, respond to their peers, and care for the dimensions of their own well-being. Two of the major corresponding components of early childhood educator well-being is an educator's ability to make small changes quickly and adapt to their environment and their capacity to do so. 
Jones, (1991) describes adaptation as an ongoing process, with complex interactions that relate to small changes made through an individual's day and overtime. Adaptation to change over time could be considered a resilience factor that is built throughout an individual's lifetime, as resilience is typically recognized as being socially constructed (Ellis et al., 2017; Ungar, 2014). While capacity is an educator's ability to hold attention to or self-traject toward means of adaptability (Jones, 1991). Capacity is dynamic and includes an individual's functional ability to adjust to change, often capacity has to do with a person’s physical and psychological capabilities (Ahmadi et al., 2025). Mainly studied in nursing and geriatric literature, capacity has to do with an individual's level of functioning and their ability to keep moving throughout their day, while simultaneously addressing challenges, making changes, and regulating themselves, often the term capacity is linked to capacity-building or intrinsic motivation (Mayangsari et al., 2025). Further, the capacity of an individual also has to do with the available resources and assets afforded to that individual and is impacted by the job demands and resources available (Farewell et al., 2022; Ford et al., 2024b). 
Capacity and adaptability of early childhood educators are interconnected. Due to the demanding nature of the job, early childhood educators have to have some level of both personal and professional capacity as well as have the ability to adapt quickly in the classroom environment, when working through complex situations with children, peers, and supporting families day-to-day without burning themselves out. These daily complexities and challenges associated with the profession can lead to attrition and turnover in early care facilities (Bryant et al., 2023). The capacity of children to adapt to varying situations within the classroom (i.e., change in schedule, trusted adults being out) is also related to the capacity of the educators. Attuned relationships are a key component of capacity and the adaptability of each individual and the classroom environment as a whole (Perry, 2000; Plum, 2024). 

Resilience as a Form of Adaptation 
Resilience is a component of adaptability, and it reflects a long-term process that is built over time (Ungar, 2014). Resilience factors are built up from moments of adapting within an individual's environment. According to Southwick et al. (2014) and colleagues, resilience is not something all individuals inherently have. Instead, it is understood to be a multilayered adaptation and reaction to an individual's environment that is affected by their biology, psychological, and social and cultural factors. In rural Appalachian communities, resilience factors are a component needed to navigate the intergenerational, historical, environmental, and government funded adversities that continually affect the physical and psycho-social environments. Southwick et al. (2014) and the social ecological model of resilience (Ungar, 2011) note that resilience and an individual's availability to cope changes throughout the lifespan, adapting to the compounded factors of an individual's current environment. Masten (2014a & 2014b) define resilience as a dynamic system that allows individuals to adapt successfully to adverse experiences that threaten their ability to function. Panter-Brick and Leckman (2013) suggest that it is an individual's ability to harness the resources needed to sustain their own well-being. Maintaining well-being and successful adaptation are both subjective terms that depend on the individual's personal perspectives that often depend on the compounded factors that impact their life circumstances. 
Due to the compounded systems of oppression that interact and impact an individual's ecological system at all levels, resilience has to be considered within context. For example, Caudle et al. (2023) and Eyre et al. (2017) share that communities in rural Appalachia are often subject to issues of economic insecurity, family and community well-being, food and health insecurity, and higher levels of social determinants to health, yet, despite the impact of these compounded factors, these communities are known for building exceptional resilience. 
Additionally, resilience should be understood as a proximal process of adaptation that interacts with all systems within an individual environment (e.g., family, community, society, place), noting that within the social ecology of resilience framework, individuals are not in isolation and that there are means of resilience factors (i.e., assets) that support in mitigating the effects of adverse experiences. Further, due to the interconnected systems that impact an individual's ability to adapt and build resilience over time, it is important to consider the social capital of individuals and the assets they possess (Southwick et al., 2014). For example, early childhood educators in rural Appalachian communities' social capital may come from the responsive relationships they are able to build with young children and their families, within their connection to other educators, the environment, having access to financial resources, or their personal communities and the impact of having or sustaining hope (Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010; Farrell et al., 2003; Southwick et al., 2014). 
Adaptation as a Form of Hope
In addition to factors of resilience, it is important to consider the impact of hope, or the sense of hope, that connects the past circumstances to the present and is considered a part of meaning-making (Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010; Southwick et al., 2014). Hope and resilience are mitigating factors that may be able to decrease the long-term impact of adverse experiences that occur or are sustained within an individual's environment. Snyder (2002) and Ong et al. (2006) suggest that hope serves as a form of adaptation both are directly related to an individual's well-being and also holds an important role in mitigating or moderating adverse life experiences. Hope is considered to be connected to agency or successful determination in meeting goals or moving forward (Snyder et al., 1991). Additionally, Snyder et al. (1991) defines hope to be an individual's ability to build successful pathways to meet goals and is understood as cognitive agency, a form of social capital that allows individuals to move forward in adversity and reframe their perception. 
In rural Appalachian communities hope should be considered a form of adaptation that leads to longform resilience. However, hope also represents a form of resistance to the cultural, economic, and environmental depletion (Caudle et al., 2023; Trozzo et al., 2019; Zipper & Shousen, 2021). Hope is understood as part of a sense of continuity and stability that is connected to an individual's sense of belonging and place (Bollinger, 2019; Caudle et al., 2023; Sherfinski et al., 2021; 2022). Additionally, hope can be found within community social capital and values. In rural Appalachian communities this can be seen as forms of spirituality or religion, connection to the land and the mountains in which they live, and through informal means of community, such as found family (Caudle et al., 2023; Helton & Keller, 2010). Further, hope in rural Appalachian communities can be understood as a way for women to consciously represent forms of agency (Harel-Shalev & Daphna-Tekoah, 2018) and acts as a mitigating factor against intergenerational and environmental social determinants to health and contextual factors that may be out of an individual's control. The following section will look further into the history and experiences of individuals living within rural Appalachian communities. 
The Appalachian Colony 
Referenced throughout the various forms of literature that have been compiled to provide an understanding of the factors that impact educator well-being within the contextualized factors of rural Appalachian communities, is the understanding that neo-liberal, anti-White hegemonic, decolonizing practices have to be implemented in order to listen to adequately and responsively and support individuals living in rural Appalachia. Post structural, critical paradigmatic views take this into consideration when considering the temporality of place, history, and counterarguments that socially build a constructed narrative of individuals (Carducci & Pasque, 2025).
  The Appalachian Colony (Lewis, 1978) is understood through the practice of colonialism that has and continues to occur within and throughout the Appalachian region. This region of the United States should be seen as a colony due to the process of colonization that continues to occur within the mountains and these perspectives can be used as a framework to understand the structural, community level experiences of living within Appalachia. This perspective is opposed to current narratives about the region which do not take into consideration the cultural wealth, generational knowledge, connection to the land or experiences of place, or structural resilience of individuals living in rural Appalachian communities (Lewis, 1978; Sherfinski et al., 2021; Southwick et al., 2014; Turman-Deal, 2010). 
The Colonialism Model (Lesser, 1970; Lewis, 1978) is relevant when means of classical colonialism (Blauner, 1969) occurs, as large companies (i.e., agents of change) move into the Appalachian region under the guise of addressing social determinants to health or resolving problems of place typically attributed to the individuals living in the region. Agents of change do this rather than assessing the community's sense of place and connection as a form of adaptation, culture, or a protective factor. 
Blauner’s (1969) model of classical colonialism suggest four complex, components of colonization that have taken place within the Appalachian region, including forced, involuntary entry, acculturation of the dominant population, entry of the colonizer understood through the rapid structural changes occurring to the physical and socio-political environments, technological advancement, forced relationships and practices, and conditions of racism. 
Historically, the peoples of the Appalachian region have been referred to as having a lack of social capital, as poor, White, lacking culture or as, “a backwards and primitive people [who] cannot cope in the modern world” (Lewis, 1978, pg. 2). This deficit perspective is derivative, disheartening, and upholds White structures and practices of oppression and power. It has been used as an excuse for the United States government and others to attempt to save the Appalachian inhabitants from perpetuating problems of poverty and underdevelopment (Lewis, 1978). This has led to colonial domination and exploitation by those who are outsiders to the Appalachian environments. The Appalachian Mountains are some of the oldest lands in the world and have seen forms of physical and socio-political destruction and colonization reiterated in a multitude of ways overtime. 
Some historical examples include the Indian Removal Act of 1830 and the intentional displacement of indigenous people and destruction of ancestral lands (Sturm, 2008), the labor movements of the 1890’s, the inflicted health disparities and environmental depletion brought to the region by way of mountain toppling, coal mining, and the creation of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA; Caudle et al., 2023; Hendryx & Ahern, 2008; Klein, 2011). Most recently, the ongoing opioid epidemic continues to destroy communities and health systems within the region. Lastly, the continued depletion of environmental resources and pollution act as modern forms of colonialism in Appalachia (Schalkoff et al., 2020; 2021). The effect of Hurricane Helene occurring in September of 2024 is an example of the structural forms of oppression that can affect the physical land, see figure 2.3. Due to the storms capacity, lack of human-made infrastructure and failing emergency systems, the land had no way of protecting itself from landslides or lack of soil absorption (i.e., soil degradation) due to long term anthropogenic factors (Lin et al., 2024; Miller & Foubert, 2025). These conditions have been further exacerbated by fires that are now raging across the mountain landscape in the same areas that Hurricane Helene decimated, see figure 2.4 (Runkle, 2025). 
Through the use of decolonizing practices and a transformative, participatory paradigm Lewis (1978) reports that deconstruction and dismantling of current practices and perspectives for the Appalachian region needs to occur in order to radically structure and redistribute resources to the seemingly, “poor and powerless,” individuals of Appalachia. 
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Figure 2.3. The Aftermath of Hurricane Helene (Rafferty, 2025). 
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Figure 2.4. Fires in Southeast Appalachia Six Months After Hurricane Helene (Runkle, 2025). 
The Rural Appalachian Early Childhood Workforce  
In rural communities, schools are often situated as community spaces that provide local communities with the opportunity to access basic needs. Schools act as protective factors for young children and provide opportunities for families to access preventative health care, mental health literacy, and other community, social, and state organized services (Brown et al., 2022; Caudle et al., 2023; Crumb et al., 2021; Lewis et al., 2023; Murphy et al., 2013). The shift towards schools as a community asset is often met with an attitude of resistance towards education that has been slowly evolving since the 1980s, when Reck and Reck (1980) reported that rural Appalachians do not correlate educational environments with meeting the needs of the rural community, pointing out that the colonial model of education continues to be the source of the deconstruction of cultural pride. This distrust in education, compounded with under-resourced environments and layers of intergenerational and secondary trauma, are part of what rural early childhood educators navigate on a daily basis in order to support young children living in rural Appalachia.
Rural early childhood educators are often part of the greater community where they live, work, and teach in spaces in which their own children also participate (Leech et al., 2022). The educators are especially important in rural communities as they often act as the first line of defense in supporting children and families in obtaining social and educational support services (Brown et al., 2022; Lewis et al., 2023; McClain, 2021; Sano & Mammen, 2022). Additionally, they provide care within community spaces that are considered childcare deserts, addressing the 35% gap that exists between the need for available care (Rodriguez, 2024). 
In addition to being considered childcare deserts, these rural areas should also be considered educator deserts as they often lack available certified educators or community resources needed to sustain care. This shortage of educators and accessibility of care exacerbates the disproportionality of responsibility that falls on women to stay home with children when community care is unavailable (Rodriguez, 2024). Furthermore, there is little current research on the demographics and the overall status of the rural early care and education workforce besides comprehensive white pages, such as McLean et al. (2021). The work of McLean et al. (2021) focuses on the broad availability and accessibility of care and workforce factors more broadly across the United States, specifically focusing on factors of well-being across states without considering rural contexts specifically. Obviously, structural barriers and social determinants of health that most early educators encounter (e.g., insufficient pay, reliance on government assistance, lack of workplace benefits, chronic stress, and burnout; Kwon et al., 2020a; 2020b; McLean et al., 2021; Ng et al., 2023) likely also impact the lives of rural educators, but little else is known. 
Grist and Caudle (2021) found that early childhood educators have higher, more disproportionate levels of adverse childhood experiences in comparison to the general population, which likely shifted since the onset and effects of the pandemic. Compounded by feelings of isolation (Hubel et al., 2020; Ford et al., 2024a; Mahfouz, 2018; 2020) that may occur in the classroom environment, lack of resources, or support, educators in rural spaces are often left to navigate complex situations in order to provide quality care that young children need (Henning-Smith & Kozhimannil, 2016; Murphy et al., 2013). Further, there continues to be little known research on the effects of adverse experiences of rural early educators, outside of generalized adverse experiences and known social determinants to health that are often associated within individuals living in rural Appalachian communities (Crouch et al., 2020; Yuan et al., 2022).
Indigenous Appalachian Communities 
Though there has been an increase in literature exploring the experiences of rural communities in the United States, studies explicitly focused on the rural indigenous communities of Appalachia and rural communities living within the Appalachian region remain limited (Gottron, 2020; Schafft, 2016). Gottron (2020) suggests that the Appalachian region itself, though containing a large population and a sizable geographical region, has been left out and is on the periphery of scholarly research. More recent work by Fiorentino et al. (2024) suggests that rural Appalachian communities and especially those where indigenous individuals inhabit, have been purposefully left behind, contributing to the compounded adverse experiences and the continued perpetuation of White hegemonic practices of capitalism. 
The layers of Appalachian culture are not just bound physically through place, but also through means of spirituality, the environment, but through topography and connection to the land. This is especially true in the Southeastern state where this study is geographically located. The educators in this study and the pre-kindergarten center where the study took place support young children and families who identify as indigenous, as part of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians. Additionally, some of the educators or their families identify as part of the boundary. This boundary encompasses much of the land, the social-political landscape, and protective factors (i.e., assets or resources) are available for young children. Informally, it has been shared with the partnership that at least half of the children and educators have some affiliation with the indigenous community. Importantly, very few instances of professional learning or cultural responsiveness to working alongside indigenous families have been mentioned by the educators in this study or in the literature. Most formal education or P-21 education literature focuses on the experiences and outcomes of older children and families. 
Rogers and McLendon (2015) suggest that decolonizing practices have to be incorporated into educational systems to support children and families from indigenous communities. They further suggest that Tribal Critical Theory (TribalCrit; Brayboy, 2005) may be the most appropriate lens in which to understand the experiences of indigenous individuals. Brayboy (2005) suggests colonialism and racism are so deeply ingrained within everyday experiences that it is often misunderstood or invisible and that decolonizing practices have to be integrated into school systems; this includes early childhood and caretaking practices. In the early childhood classroom environment in which White, female educators are dominant, this may be expressed as a need to change the behavior or patterns of young indigenous children (Rogers & McLendon, 2015).  
To conclude, Chapter Three will focus on the research design, methodology, and analysis in order to showcase the practices put in place that have led to an understanding of how rural early childhood educators conceptualize their own well-being. 
Chapter 4 [bookmark: _heading=h.lnxbz9]     
Research Design and Methodology
Contemporary literature does very little to conceptualize the lived experiences and everyday realities of the early care and education workforce (Lloyd et al., 2021; Zaslow et al., 2010). Currently, most available literature offers a broad, scoping view of the workforce that posits limited understanding of the systemic and structural barriers that educators and the early care sector have to navigate within differing early childhood contexts. As well, there is even less known literature of educators having the direct opportunity to share their experiences, through narrative methods (Kim, 2016). This is especially true in relation to how educators are positioned and how education systems value early childhood educators' ways of knowing and personal understanding of and aspects that contribute to their own well-being (Kwon et al., 2021).
 This study investigated the phenomenon of how rural early childhood educators conceptualize their own well-being and factors that impact their well-being. This conceptualization can be best understood through the direct narrative and voices of five rural, Appalachian pre-kindergarten early childhood practitioners. This study is a starting point; it fills a very small gap of the ever-expanding lack of literature that directly shares the voices of early childhood educators and expands the literature currently available on rural, Appalachian early childhood education and the lived experiences of the educators working within the contextualized early childhood environments. Additionally, this study amplifies the voices of rural, Appalachian educators from Southeast Appalachia, which has been very few and far between, one of the last known references of the experiences of rural Appalachian educators being from a Head Start study Leigh O’Brien published in 1993. This study contributes to the field of early care and education current understandings of the factors that impact educator well-being in rural, Appalachian early care and education contexts. Across all three years of data collection the intention has and continues to be that this study will act as a space for the amplification of educator voices and their experiences through narrative forms of storytelling. Additionally, the voices of educators and amplification of their experiences is one of the ways in which the early care and education sector is able to mitigate structural and systemic barriers to the field and increase the longevity of early childhood educators.
This chapter is organized to represent the data collections across all three years of this study and the involved process of Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA). The study design and methods are described in detail. This includes information about ethical consideration, privacy of the educators, researcher positionality, and limitations and delimitation of the study. 
Through reciprocal relationships, educator voices are shared through means of critical narrative inquiry, solidifying as vignettes in chapters four and five. The data collection process for this study posited educators to have the autonomy and space to share their experiences through individual check-in meetings (Datnow et al., 2023). Within these check-in meetings, space could be considered liminal and reflexive in nature; this allowed the educators to sit and reflect within a perceived third space that is not traditionally allocated to educators (Bhabha, 2004; Brown & Allen, 2021; Caudle et al., 2024). Further this study utilized relational and culturally responsive methodological strategies (e.g., deep hanging out; Geertz, 1998) and kitchen table methods (Edwards et al., 2021; Kohl & McCutcheon, 2015; Folkes, 2022; Phillips, 2006). Through these in-depth methodological strategies, this study examined the cultural, systemic, and structural barriers that are related to rural educator well-being. Within this study, I implemented a social constructivist, onto-epistemological stance through a post-structural transformative, participatory paradigm, through which a collective, critical narrative inquiry forms of qualitative research were utilized to answer the research questions. Further, the personal positionality and the naturally reflexive process of partnership-based research was considered. Through both the reflexive process, reflexive thematic analysis, educator ways of knowing, and the study of experiences as stories through critical narrative inquiry (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022), this study conceptualized the factors that contribute to rural educators’ well-being. The stories and experiences of the educators themselves gave insight into the multiple facets of their lives that contributed to their well-being. 
This work is conceptualized through critical narrative inquiry (CNI) as a way to deconstruct narratives to examine individual assumptions, values, and build conceptualization of individual educator well-being through constructed understanding of meaning making (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). Finally, this study contributes to the current early childhood literature, as it provides a deep, holistic understanding of rural early childhood educator well-being through individual and collective narratives of the experiences of rural early childhood educators. This study directly contributes counter narratives to the current, growing gap and trend in education that excludes the voices of early childhood educators from the literature. Additionally, this study extends the current literature and known understandings of rural, Appalachia early childhood educators from the Southeastern United States, recognizing the power of and importance of individualized experiences. Amplification of the importance of educator experience and voice is critical to the sustainability of the field and contributes to the deconstruction of systems of oppression and power, when educators are directly included. 
Rationale for Critical Qualitative Methodology 
Making use of critical narrative inquiry study design, this study provides a comprehensive perspective of the factors that impact the well-being of rural early childhood educators (Buestto et al., 2020; Butina, 2015). Posited within a post-structural paradigm, critical narrative inquiry methodologies bring together collective narratives that engage in critically analyzing the lived experiences and told stories of individuals to understand a specific phenomenon, while also critically analyzing structures of power (Clandinin & Murphy, 2009; Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007; 2019). This form of critical qualitative research is the most appropriate form of study design as critical narrative inquiry and place-based pedagogies alongside the tellability (Kurlinkus & Kurlinkus, 2018; Riffe-Snyder et al., 2022; Webb-Sunderhaus, 2016) and storytelling aspects of Appalachian cultures are a way to engage in sociality, temporality, and place (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). Further, critical qualitative research methodologies utilize a cross-disciplinary approach that emphasizes the importance of the human experience, lived experiences, and approaches research with the belief that realities are socially constructed in order to generate new in-depth understandings and outcomes (Alele & Malau-Aduli, 2023; Bunniss & Kelley, 2010; Butina, 2015; Scotland, 2012). Further, qualitative methods allow researchers to capture in-depth details through open-ended data collection methods that are considered thick descriptions (Butina, 2015; Geertz, 1973; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015); this allows the researcher a window into the lived experiences and identities of the participants (Alele & Malau-Aduli, 2023; Butina, 2015; Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007; Patton, 2002). Qualitative research is collaborative, based in relationships, and allows for the shaping and re-shaping of design complexity as a moving, iterative process that is open and flexible, allowing for the emergent movement of data (Busetto et al., 2020). 
Critical Narrative Inquiry 
This study utilized a critical narrative inquiry approach informed by Kim (2016) and Pino Gavidia and Adu (2022), which has been historically informed by Connelly and Clandinin’s (1990) description of narrative inquiry to address both research questions. Using a critical lens to conduct the narrative inquiry allowed for critical reflection and fluid forms of reflexivity to take place, which provided a framework to explore assumptions around knowledge, power, and construction of meaning, through the deconstruction of individual narratives or stories (Hickson, 2016; Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). Critical narrative inquiry is an interpretive approach that is collaborative in nature and a reflexive method of exploring the lived experiences of others; this form of qualitative research often occurs within relationships (i.e., researcher - educator; educator - child) that are constructed within communities of care (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; Clandinin et al., 2007; Kim, 2016). 
Complimented by the gap in the early childhood literature concentrating on educator well-being, critical place-based pedagogies, and critical narrative methodologies - Pino Gavidia and Adu (2022) share that storytelling is rooted in individual and collective “expression of living, telling, and retelling experiences,” (Buce et al., 2016). Stories intersect through socially constructed means of meaning making and how an individual conceptualizes and shapes their daily lives in conjunction with the perceived structural and social barriers that affect the complex systems of an individuals’ every day (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). Further, critical narrative inquiry and place-based pedagogy are rooted in belonging (Duhn, 2012; Sherfinski, 2023). This methodology provides space to construct both meaning and collective understandings through inscribed stories that act as knowledge paradigms situated with constructed systems of power (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). Through the process of critical narrative inquiry, meaning making is situated through the deconstruction of stories - highlighting the reality of place-based paradigms to explore the multidimensional perspectives of human action, society, and culture (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Clandinin, 2006; Clandinin et al., 2007; Kim, 2016; Leavy, 2009; 2020). 
Centering the voices of educators (individuals) forms of knowledge are developed through in-depth descriptions of sociality, which encompasses personal and social conditions (i.e., individual hopes, power structures; Clandinin et al., 2007; Dewart et al., 2020; Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022), temporality, the place based understanding that an individual's stories exist within the context of time, connecting the past to the present and the present to the intentions of the future (Dewart et al., 2020; Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022), and lastly, place, which references the physical environment(s) in which everyday life experiences are happening and unfolding overtime (Dewart et al., 2020; Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). Finally, a co-constructivist, participatory paradigm compliments a critical narrative inquiry study design as it allows for a fluid modality of storytelling that leans into the reflexivity of self as individuals explore their own conceptualizations. This reflexivity allows for the co-construction of knowledge and understanding by addressing both trustworthiness of the researcher-participant relationship and situated structures of power with the research (Danielsson & Berge, 2020).  
Community-Based Methods. To further complement the inter- and intrapersonal qualities of critical narrative inquiry and qualitative research, community-based methods were utilized. Community-based research methods follow a participatory paradigm that builds on the strengths of the community and involves researchers and participants as co-collaborators (Burke et al., 2013; Filler et al., 2021). Community-based methods are similar to the work of Geertz’s (1998) and the concept of deep hanging out, which involves co-collaboration through capacity building in order to understand others’ ways of knowing (Israel et al., 2005; Vaughn et al., 2020). Study design, data collection, and analysis throughout all time points of data collections were considered within the context of deep hanging out, as the I, the researcher, was embedded and in partnership with educators.
 Deep Hanging Out. Geertz (1998) shared that deep hanging out occurs when the researcher spends a significant amount of time in localized, vernacular field research to ensure long-form relationships and contextual understandings. This methodology includes the chance for navigation and negotiation of both insider and outsider positionalities, through personal lived experiences within context (Woodward, 2008).
Kitchen Table Methodologies. Kitchen table methods (Edwards et al., 2021; Kohl & McCutcheon, 2015; Phillips, 2006) were also used throughout the research process, based on proximity, time spent, and conversations that took place within the natural environment of the educators. Which includes spaces such as the classroom and a community table which is situated in the most centralized part of the pre-kindergarten building. This table is a mutual junction between each of the classrooms. Kohl & McCutcheon, 2015 coined the term, kitchen table reflexivity, that describes the importance of everyday talk, formally and informally, as a tool for exploring positionality, see figure 3.1. Finally, due to the distance and rural proximity of the educators, kitchen table methodologies were used to navigate and establish Zoom as a third space (Bhabha, 2004; Brown & Allen, 2021; Caudle et al., 2024). 
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Figure 3.1. Where We Meet, Blue Mountains 
Social Constructivism Onto-epistemological Paradigm
The epistemological stance of social constructivism negotiates how knowledge is constructed and embodied in critical qualitative work; this stance is shaped by structural and paradigmatic values (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022; Ponterotto, 2005). This epistemological and ontological stance describes the subjectivity of the intersecting human experience, through constructed meaning and understanding of their environment and own lived experiences. In this study, the well-being of educators is understood through social cultural factors and systems that affect their every day (Creswell et al., 2007; Scotland, 2012; Ültanir, 2012; von Glasersfeld, 2013). Accordingly, the conceptualized stories that impact educators' well-being are narratives that are social creations and do not spring from the minds of individuals (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022; Smith & Sparkles, 2005, p. 3). Ültanir (2012) shared that constructivism is critical in nature and guides the researcher to engage more deeply in reflection, social consciousness, imagination, and other social structures oriented towards social justice (Creswell et al., 2007; Scotland, 2012). Methodologically, a social constructivist epistemology and ontology allow the researcher to view research beyond a single axis orientation (Edwards et al., 2021) to ensure a collaborative experience in which meaning is built alongside participants, and participants are understood as partners. Just as children’s learning is developed and influenced by the complex, interdependent and interfacing systems of relationships (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), so are adults, relationally built through socially constructed meaning and the subjective interpretation of personal experiences (Wolfe et al., 2023).
Researcher Identity: Early Childhood Educator  
Although I have been out of my own classroom for the past six years, I continue to consider myself as part of the early care and education workforce and as an early childhood educator. As stated in Chapter 1, the term early childhood educator expands to all community partners who contribute to and work alongside children, families, and communities. I would like to expand this definition by including those who work alongside early education professionals that collaboratively work to solve problems, find, and provide resources, and share the lived experiences and realities of the individuals who care for our youngest learners. This researcher identity is important to me, as I navigate the liminal space that exists between the two dichotomies of being highly educated, White and in a position of power, as compared to the typical demographic of early childhood educators, who are most often women of color, have a high school diploma or some college credit (McLean et al., 2021).
 Early childhood educator, as an identity, provides the base for common language and experience navigating structural barriers and supporting young children and gets me in the door. Though it is a shared identity with the educators participating in this study, it does not bear knowledge that all experiences are shared, conceptualized, or reacted to in the same way. Instead, it leverages me to have a small pocket of an insider position which allows me to advocate for the dismantling of structural barriers and the affordance to amplify and center the voices of early educators in all spaces. 


Ethics of Care

Considering relational ethics of care are essential in research-practice partnerships, and in critical narrative inquiry, considerations are in place to ensure the confidentiality of the educators and the school environment (Clandinin & Caine, 2008). Additionally, when supporting educators who have had experience with secondary trauma and adverse experiences, it is important that trauma-reducing care strategies are implemented throughout data collection (Lin et al., 2019; Risan et al., 2020). 
Ethics of care have to be considered throughout all collaborations, Clandinin et al. (2007) stated that lives become connected through ethic(s) of and communities of care, reaching far beyond institutionalized ethics, and exists beyond study dissemination (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022; Smythe & Murray, 2000). This includes informal and formal opportunities to check-in with the educators, asking for verbal consent before recordings take place or the start of project activities, and reminders that they always have the option to opt out, pause, or end research activities (Lin et al., 2019; Risan et al., 2020). Ethics of care are an embodied practice understood through reciprocity and relationships constructed between the educators and the researcher that allow liminal space for mutuality and co-composition of inquiry (Blix et al., 2019; Caine et al., 2020; Haydon & van der Riet, 2017). Furthermore, ethics of care go beyond the required forms of institutional ethics; this form of ethical consideration is reflexive and requires give and take from the researcher themselves as participants in the co-construction of knowledge (Blix et al., 2019; Braun & Clarke, 2019; Caine et al., 2020; Haydon & van der Riet, 2017).
Participants
As described in Chapter One, the educators whose stories are shared during individual check-in meetings are early childhood educators from a rural Appalachian community in the Southeast United States nestled among the Appalachian Mountains; these educators had consented to be a part of research under the TIPS Partnership IRB. After all, ICM were complete all fourteen educators from Blue Mountains were asked to participate in a qualitative questionnaire, the contextualized voices from the educators were included in this study. An important note is that each of the educators holds a different role at Blue Mountains (BM) Pre-Kindergarten program and all of them have been a part of the TIPS Partnership, which again is a larger, long-term research-practice partnership. Additionally, I have worked to establish responsive relationships and rapport with each of the educators over the past three years and have worked alongside university faculty, Dr. Lori Caudle and Dr. Cathy Grist, within the larger context of the TIPS Partnership, who have established long-term relationships with the Blue Mountains educators and across the community. 
The five educators chosen for this study represent the five roles that early childhood educators can potentially hold within a traditional, public pre-kindergarten facility. Each of these educators holds a critical role in both their classrooms, the program as a whole, and within the community. The inclusion criteria for this study are grounded in geographic characterization and relational aspects of partnership participation (Connelly, 2020; Palinkas et al., 2015; Patton, 2002; Pilot & Beck, 2018). The Blue Mountains educators are the most appropriate individuals to share their experiences as highly qualified rural educators who are the most deeply engaged with the chosen phenomena of interest, factors that impact rural educator well-being (Palinkas et al., 2015). Additionally, if the educators are from the same classroom (i.e., lead educator, assistant educator; Developmental Day lead educator; Developmental Day assistant educator), in order to account for anticipated classroom dynamics and relationships. This includes the role of director, Cora, lead educator, Pearl, and assistant educator, Kit, in a typically developing classroom that serves young children who do not identify as having developmental disabilities or delays. Wiley served as the lead educator of a developmental day pre-kindergarten classroom and Winnie continues to work as an assistant educator in a developmental day classroom context. 
Winnie. Winnie is a 40-year-old, White woman who grew up in a rural community similar to Willow Oak, the county in which Blue Mountains resides. Winnie is in her second year at Blue Mountains and has been in the field of early childhood education for two years. During the academic year 2023-2024, Winnie had a four-year-old child attending Blue Mountains who was in Pearl and Kit’s classroom. Winnie is an assistant educator in a Developmental Day classroom serving three- to five-year-old children that are considered to have high needs or developmental delays. She was Wiley’s assistant during the 2023-2024 academic year and is now working alongside Stella and Skyla for the 2024-2025 academic year. 
Wiley. Wiley is also a 40-year-old, White woman that grew up and continues to live in the Willow Oak community. She has worked at and or been associated with Blue Mountains for over 17 years. Wiley started as an assistant educator and moved into the role of Developmental Day lead educator in 2021. Further, Wiley’s family has a generational stronghold of working in early childhood education spaces, as her aunt was the director of Blue Mountains in the early 2000s, and she has other family members who hold roles within the public school system in Willow Oak. Wiley has three school aged children and is heavily involved in the local community (i.e., at church, in a volunteer capacity, and with the local indigenous community). Wiley has been in the field of early childhood education for 18 years and is currently pursuing her master’s degree in Early Childhood Intervention and Family Studies. Wiley moved on from Blue Mountains Pre-K after the 2023-2024 academic year, transitioning to a coaching position at a federally funded early childhood education facility. Wiley is still involved at Blue Mountains and the TIPS Partnership through continued collaboration and outside involvement. 
Cora. Cora is the director and sole administrator of Blue Mountains Pre-K. She has held both the role of lead educator and director during her tenure at Blue Mountains. Cora is a 42-year-old, White woman with a Master of Education degree in Birth to Kindergarten (2008). She has two school-aged children who attended Blue Mountains in the past and grew up in the local community. Cora has been in the field of early childhood education for 20 years and has been at Blue Mountains Pre-K for 17 years. Cora moved into the role of director in 2015. 
Pearl. Pearl is a 39-year-old, White woman that grew up in a community similar to Willow Oak. Pearl has a master’s degree in Christian Education and has been in the field of early childhood education for 14 years. Before coming to Willow Oak, she worked at a daycare facility. Over the past 10 years, she has been both an assistant educator and a lead education at Blue Mountains. Currently, she is a lead educator in a typically developing classroom at Blue Mountains and her assistant educator is Kit. Pearl had a child at Blue Mountains from 2022-2024 in Somers and Lilia’s classroom. 
Kit. Kit is a 33-year-old, White woman from a northern state. She relocated to Willow Oak to be near her partner's family. Kit has been in the field of early childhood and at Blue Mountains for three years working alongside Pearl as the assistant educator in a typically developing pre-kindergarten classroom. Kit is currently in school at the regional college, finishing her Bachelor of Arts in Early Childhood Education. During the 2024-2025 academic school year, she will begin her teaching practicum. Kit has one child that is school-aged and did not attend Blue Mountains pre-kindergarten. To conclude, figure 3.2. further shares educator demographics. 
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Figure 3.2. Educator Demographics
Research Context 
Blue Mountains pre-kindergarten is a rural early care and education center, serving young children ages 3 to 6 and their families, nestled in the Appalachian Mountains. This pre-kindergarten program is the only preschool setting within a larger public school district serving several very rural communities, including children and families from the neighboring indigenous boundary. Blue Mountains serves over 100 children and families spread across six classrooms, two of which are Developmental Day classrooms serving children who have been identified as needing additional support or special education services. Blue Mountains is composed of sixteen early childhood educators, special education instructional assistants, and Cora, the sole on-site administrator (director). Due to the rural context of the community and low socioeconomic status, children and families at Blue Mountains are able to receive assistance through Title 1 Part A: Improving Basic Programs, Title II Part A: Supporting Effective Instruction, Title IV Part A: Student Support and Academic Enrichment, Title IV Part B: 21st Century Community Learning Centers, Title V Part B: Rural Education Initiative, Title VI Part A: Indian Education, IDEA Part B: Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act, Education for Homeless Children and Youth, and the Carl D. Perkins Career and Technical Education Act. 
IRB. The data being collected are part of a larger research-practice partnership. Each of the educators has consented to be a part of this study and on-going data collection. Consent is collected in October of each academic school year. The Institutional Review Board number is IRB-19-05475-XP and is currently held at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. This study falls under partnership work and the agreed to IRB specifications. Additionally, all data are stored securely according to IRB guidelines, are password protected, de-identified, and only accessible to individuals on the partnership research team. Drs. Lori Caudle and Cathy Grist are the current PIs on this study. 
Study Timeline. The study timeline was iterative and fluid, adapting to many occurrences (i.e., shifting school schedules; road closures; Hurricane Helene) that impacted the participating educators at personal, local, and environmental levels. This study could be considered the data collection process of longitudinal study as three active years of data collection have occurred and within the context of the TIPS Partnership, so far (Auduly et al., 2022). Additional data collection in the form of individual check-in meetings are on-going; the study timeline occurred as follows. 
Individual Check-in Meetings. Across academic years 2022 through 2023, 2023 through 2024, and in the fall of the 2024-2025 school year individual check- in meetings were conducted with all five of the educators. Individual check-in meetings are dedicated time within the TIPS partnership in which educators and university-partners come together through Zoom to spend time. These meetings were scheduled for approximately 20 minutes, but more than often ended up lasting anywhere from 14 minutes (Kit) to over 1 hour and 17 (Cora) minutes depending on the time and space allocated by the educator and the university-partner. These meetings are considered loosely to semi-structured interviews, following a dedicated format that was established. This format was established by Dr. Lori Caudle, Dr. Cathy Grist, Hannah Thompson, and Cora, Blue Mountains Pre-K Director, reflecting the Infant Early Childhood Mental Health practice-based coaching models from Georgetown University (e.g., https://www.iecmhc.org/; COE, 2025)  and the NCPMI, National Center for Pyramid Model Innovations (e.g., https://challengingbehavior.org/; NCPMI, 2024), and from past experiences of the university-partners working alongside the educators and being early childhood educators themselves (Snyder et al., 2015). Zoom helped us bridge both physical and liminal spaces, as practice-based coaching meeting models often describe in-person, face-to-face meetings, bridging the gap, mountains, and the almost 200 miles between the University of Tennessee, Knoxville and Blue Mountains Pre-K. Additionally, Zoom allowed for flexibility, quick rescheduling based on the happenings of the day, and created a liminal third space for educators that is now a key component of our partnership. Reflexive memos were written after each ICM. Finally, these meetings were recorded through and saved in relation to the TIPS Partnership database and University of Tennessee, Knoxville Institutional Review Board (IRB) requirements. 
It is important to note that these meetings were held with all sixteen educators at Blue Mountains Pre-Kindergarten and occurred in both the fall and spring of each academic year. The educators chosen for this study were not known when data collection occurred, other than in the spring and fall of 2024. ICM are voluntary on the discretion of the educator, have flexibility in modality (e.g., Zoom, a phone call, in-person if on site), and are part of on-going partnership activities (Caudle et al., 2023). Lastly, the researchers conducting these meetings had a shared document for memoing and reflexivity notes that were used to take notes and reflect the current needs of the individual educators. 
Further, deep hanging out (Geertz, 1998) occurred throughout the individual check-in meetings. Again, deep hanging out occurred when the educators and I spent a significant amount of time together which allowed us, both the educators and I, to understand the nuances of each other’s everyday experiences. Over the three years, this time allowed for reciprocal relationships to be built that are fluid and allow for understanding of other experiences and perspectives. Again, as time was spent together, through Zoom and in -person in relation to partnership work, a form of third space was established, existing as both a liminal and physical space.
Qualitative Questionnaire. After the individual check-in meetings were processed, a qualitative survey was then shared with the educators. This questionnaire supported the contextualization of the data and acted as a form of triangulation, to ensure that voices of educators were centered. A qualitative, open-ended questionnaire consisting of three content- related questions related to the research questions, specifically focusing on research question two, what factors influence rural early childhood educator well-being? The survey was sent in early March of 2025, available for ten days, and sent through Google Survey, which is an established form of communication with the educators (see figure 3.3). A reminder email was sent out the day before the survey closed. Again, the follow up questionnaire allowed space to be able to directly ask the educators, what factors impact your well-being? and do you have anything else you would like to share about well-being, how you conceptualize your own well-being, and/or how you are generally doing? Throughout the three years of data collection these were not questions that were asked during ICM. This was intentional in order to allow space for the educators to feel comfortable to express themselves, their experiences, and their needs at their own pace and time depending on their level of engagement, comfort, and relationship with the university-partner. Relationships were always meant to be responsive and follow the ethical guidelines of care, rather than be rushed to figure out a solution to current problems of practice. The questionnaire was formatted to be in first person - what factors impact your well-being? and included the statement, “*this could be related to your psychological, physical, professional, or relational well-being with your community, at Blue Mountains, with the children in your classroom or in your personal life.” Additionally, the educators were provided with a definition of educator well-being:  
“Educator well-being is multidimensional and includes factors that impact the daily lives and experiences of early childhood educators. Some of the domains of educator well-being include psychological well-being, professional well-being, physical well-being, and relational well-being. It can be defined as, [this is from chapter 1].” Well-being, often subjectively defined, is understood as an individual’s ability to navigate demands across time, within differing circumstances, and settings (Ashford et al., 2006; Weiland, 2021), contextualized through the presence of feelings that are positive, suggest satisfaction with life, fulfillment, and self-efficacy (Center for Disease Control, 2018; Cumming, 2017; Hall-Kenyon et al., 2014; Kwon et al., 2020a; 2021; Veenhoven, 2008; Wolfe et al., 2023).” 
All fourteen educators at Blue Mountains were asked to fill out this survey to ensure forms of equity and access to participation for all educators. All fourteen educators responded to the survey, including the five educators included in this study. The educator's responses were considered as part of identified theme table seven (see Appendix H). Their responses added contextualized depth to my understanding of how the educators are conceptualizing their own well-being, while also acting as a form of member checking. All educators were additionally compensated, $70.00 dollars, for their time and energy. The funding for this part of this study came from the Office of Access and Engagement at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. Both forms of data collection and analysis were comprehensive and allowed me space and the needed resources to investigate rural educator well-being and “capture exceedingly complex situations,” (Thyer, 2015). 
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Figure 3.3. Educator Well-Being Questionnaire Recruitment Documentation
Study Timeline - Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) 
Recall the overarching research questions of this study, 
1: How do rural early childhood educators conceptualize their own well-being? 
2: What factors impact rural early childhood educators’ well-being? 
As an active co-contributor to the partnership work and having an insider perspective of well-being as an early childhood educator, reflexive thematic analysis is the most appropriate tool to analyze the results of this study. Though other forms of thematic analysis (TA) exist, such as the works of Boyatzis (1998) and Joffe (2012), Braun and Clarke’s (2022) iterative model of RTA are the most appropriate analysis of narrative inquiry for this study design (Byrne, 2022; Harper & Thompson, 2012). Again, reflexivity is the researcher’s ability to self-assess and look inward to understand their own emotions, reactions, and limited constructs (Holland, 1999) and is noted throughout each component of the study. This approach situated my active role in knowledge production (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Byrne, 2022). Braun and Clarke have identified six iterative steps to the RTA analysis process, which facilitate the doing and learning of thematic analysis (Byrne, 2022). Like other qualitative methodologies, this approach is not linear, but recursive and iterative, allowing movement within phases of the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Byrne, 2022). Lastly, reflective memoing was utilized to document the changes over time and the progression of the study that are associated with my role and subjectivity, and the collective knowledge production and meaning-making process (Braun & Clarke, 2019; 2022; Byrne, 2022).  
Familiarization. After my dissertation proposal in April of 2024, I began to spend increased time with and in the data. Please note that within Chapter Three, I, Hannah, will be referring to myself in first person; this is a characteristic of Reflexive Thematic Analysis to reflect the reflexive nature of the work and the relationship between the researcher, participations - educators, and the data (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Additionally, I will be directly naming my data analysis partner, Dr. Lori Caudle, my faculty mentor; this is both a means of reflexivity and part of my onto-epistemological paradigm. In accordance with the reflexive process of RTA, I spent time with and in my data, building a data repository. This included, first, listening to and re-watching all of the individual check-in meetings and making reflexive notes (Byrne, 2022). This step was important as it allowed for relevant information relating to the research questions to be identified, along with observations and initial trends (Byrne, 2022). Next, I transcribed all of the videos, and used a video processor (i.e., Adobe Premiere Pro) to support the transcription process. Adobe is a closed-ended processor that is responsive in transcribing accents, punctuation, and pauses in conversation. Then, I went back through and individually listened to each ICM and worked through the transcriptions. In total, this included three rounds of rewatching each ICM, cleaning the transcriptions, and adding in both a layer of body language brackets (i.e., [laughing]) and contextualization brackets (i.e., [A child had passed away in the fall]; Cora_ICM_02.22.2023). Both acted as a form of researcher reflexivity codes (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Byrne, 2022). In total, there were 227 total pages of transcripts from all five educators from n=13 ICMs. Cleaning each of the transcripts and adding in the layering took several weeks and totaled close, if not over, sixty hours of work. 
Generation of Codes. After all data were cleaned, transcribed, and formatted the transcripts were uploaded to Dedoose Version 9 and 10 (Dedoose, 2021), a qualitative analysis software. Dr. Caudle was included on the Dedoose project to ensure validity and reliability, but not generalizability, as this work should not be generalized to ensure that the individual voices and narratives of each educator are amplified (Busetto et al., 2020; Butina, 2015; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; 2007; Haydon & van der Riet, 2017; Jentoft & Olsen, 2019). Pino Gavidia and Adu (2022) recommend that researchers engage in reflexive conversations throughout the coding and data analysis process, to ensure that the CNI process does not become ‘fact telling’ through direct interpretation, rather than a systematic, transparent process of interpretation. The coding process occurred in multiple iterations, following the fluid process of critical qualitative work, critical narrative inquiry study design and RTA (Butina, 2015; Braun & Clarke, 2021; 2022; Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). Reflexive memoing occurred throughout the coding process, often by hand, through Google Chat or text and voice messages with my research mentor, Dr. Lori Caudle, and through notes left in each of the educators’ identified theme tables that were created in Google documents, see Appendix A for an example. Identified theme tables, versions one through seven, are iterative tables of the codes that were identified from the data for each educator individually and collectively. The codes created were both descriptive and brief, offering details that were informative in the process of developing themes - there was no expected number of codes, rather codes were collated with adequate depth (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Braun et al., 2016; Byrne, 2022). Inductive, open coding methods were used to build out each theme table that was created for and added to with corresponding data for each educator (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Each educator had their own dedicated color that allowed Dr. Caudle and me to easily identify the contributions of each educator to the growing list of codes and the changes that occurred within each iteration. Data were coded in five individual, iterative rounds starting with Winnie, who only had one recorded individual check-in meeting, in May of 2024. Winnie’s meeting was not traditionally recorded on Zoom, rather Winnie and I were on a phone call that was then recorded through Zoom due to technical issues. Further, this ICM was set up and organized by Wiley, to ensure Winnie had the chance to meet with a university-partner. At that time, there had been large shifts in staffing due to the second assistant educator in Wiley’s classroom leaving Blue Mountains.  
The iterative building of the identified theme tables is recognized as a form of triangulation, acting as a reflexive member checking mechanism built on the experiences of each educator. A new theme table was created for each educator that incorporated the experiences of each educator, starting with Winnie and ending with Kit. Reflexive memos were also included, in the form of comments added along the sides of each table and on the Google document. These comments also provided spaces for collaborative, reflexive memos between Dr. Caudle and me, which supported the negotiation of themes. 
Identified Theme Table #1, Winnie. 37 codes were identified in the first theme table; this included three larger sections (i.e., educator, well-being, university-partner). Twenty-eight of the identified codes were focused either on the experiences of the educators or their well-being. Nine codes were university-partner codes, which are considered research reflexivity codes. Open inductive coding occurred first by hand and then transferred into Dedoose. Winnie only had one ICM, that was 24 minutes and 50 seconds long.  An example of the changes made to the iterative theme table, version 1, Winnie, can be found in Appendix B.  
Identified Theme Table #2, Wiley. Forty-three codes were identified in the second theme table; this included four larger sections (i.e., educator, well-being, body language, and university-partner). Thirty-one of the identified codes were focused either on the experiences of educators or their well-being. Codes about the individualized experiences of children, working alongside caregivers and family experiences, and adaptability codes were added to the theme table during this round of coding. Eighteen codes were identified throughout Wiley’s transcriptions. All codes were transferred into Dedoose after Winnie’s ICM. I moved coding efforts to Dedoose, rather than by hand, so Dr. Caudle and I could communicate easier, for code counts, and for clarity versus hand coding, which was overly involved and lengthy in Google documents. Wiley had three individual check-in meeting transcripts that totaled 108 minutes and 62 seconds. An example of the changes made to the iterative theme table, version 2, Wiley, can be found on Appendix C.  
Identified Theme Table #3, Cora. Seventy-three total codes were identified in the third theme table; this included five larger sections (i.e., educator, well-being, body language, structural and systemic barriers, and university-partner). Sixty-two of the identified codes were focused on either the experiences of educators or their well-being while the other 11 codes were reflexivity codes (i.e., university-partner). Director codes were created for Cora, as there is an added layer of programmatic understanding correlated with the role of the director, a co-occurring duality. Cora is often having to separate herself from the role of a caring friend and co-educator to an individual in a position of authority. The experiences of children codes were expanded during this iterative step (i.e., supporting children, severe health impairments of children), along with director codes (i.e., role of the director). Cora had four individual check-in meeting transcripts, totaling over four hours. Cora’s longest ICM was an hour and 17 minutes and the shortest was 51 minutes. An example of the changes made to the iterative theme table, version 3, Cora, can be found in Appendix D.         
Identified Theme Table #4, Pearl. Again, there are 73 total codes identified in the fourth theme table; this included the five larger sections (i.e., educator, well-being, body language, structural and systemic barriers, and university-partner). Sixty-two codes are related to the educator experiences and educator well-being, while 11 codes are considered university-partner reflexivity codes. No new codes were identified in Pearl’s ICM. Rather, quotes were added throughout the theme table relating to Pearl’s experiences. Pearl had a total of four transcripts, that totaled over an hour and a half. An example of the changes made to the iterative theme table, version 4, Pearl, can be found in Appendix E.   
Identified Theme Table #5, Kit. Lastly, there are 73 total codes identified in the fifth theme table. Sixty-two codes are related to educator experiences and well-being, while 11 codes are university-partner reflexivity codes. Again, no new codes were identified in Kit’s ICM. Throughout the identified theme table, there are reflexive memos of codes that I felt could be collapsed. For example, trying to find the good in each day could be collapsed into positive classroom experiences. Kit had a total of two transcripts, which totaled 45 minutes. An example of the changes made to the iterative theme table, version 5, Kit, can be found in Appendix F.  
Identified Theme Table #6, Collapsed Codes. After completing almost all of the coding, which is appropriate for this study design due to the iterative nature and process of CNI and RTA, five more ICMs (e.g., Cora (1), Pearl (2), and Kit (2)), needed to be coded during the first round of code negotiations with Dr. Caudle. During the first round of code negotiations, ten codes were collapsed and/or shifted under the three major categories, including severe health impairments of children, traumas (compounded, secondary, and intergenerational), references to domestic violence, child exposure to opioids; these codes were moved under the subcategory of educator experiences with children. Structural and systemic barriers were collapsed and moved under the Connection to Community and the Home Lives of Children. Adaptability was moved under Educator Well-Being, with an understanding that adaptability is all forms of well-being (i.e., physical, psychological, professional, and relational). References about experiences of children were moved under Educator Well-Being. Educator reflections about working at Blue Mountains were collapsed and moved under the category of Blue Mountains. While achieving goals was collapsed into the professional growth code. Lastly, body language was moved under University-Partner codes, as this is a reflexivity code and my perception of the educator’s well-being. 
Place Based Categories. Additionally, the codes were separated into three major categories - experiences of educators, educator well-being, and researcher reflexivity codes. Experiences of Educators were further broken down into three subcategories that were situated in place, reflecting the place-based theoretical stance of this study’s ecological systems models, 1: Connection to Community and the Home Lives of Children; 2: Blue Mountains; 3: Individual Classroom Experiences. Four subcategories were also created for Educator Well-Being that included, 1: Psychological Well-Being, 2: Physical Well-Being, 3: Professional Well-Being, and 4: Relational Well-Being. Finally, two categories of researcher reflexivity codes were combined, University-Partner and Body Language - these codes both helped me acknowledge my own role, separate both voices, mine, and the educators, and added contextualized details about the educator and the systems of place and understanding in how they were constructing differing forms of well-being. An example of the changes made to the iterative theme table, version 6, Lori and Hannah, can be found in Appendix G.  
Identified Theme Table #7. Between theme table six and seven a thematic map was completed, this iterative process allowed for further understanding of the connection between place and the forms of well-being. All data had been coded when this table was generated. As seen in figure 3.3, the thematic table represents the identified codes as two separate sections, Place-Based and Well-Being, combining the two allowed for both comparison and connection across codes. The contextualized data collected from the qualitative questionnaire were also included in this iteration of the theme table. My reflexive memo is below, these thoughts were compiled while making connections between place and forms of well-being. 
1. Community structural and systemic barriers are connected to all forms of adaptability 
2. Community experiences are connected to the adaptability of children AND the adaptability of educators 
3. Systemic barriers - are structural connections to the program level
4. BM systems are connected to adaptability 
5. Role of the director is connected to the adaptability of the educator
6. Educator larger reflections of working with children is connected to adaptability 
7. Role of the director is connected to educator professional well-being and intentions to stay in the field - these are also connected to teacher relationships, forms of advocacy, and support 
8. Collapse systemic barrier - multiple jobs into systemic barriers - district, school board wide policies and/or procedures 
9. Professional well-being is connected to higher education and professional learning 
10. Classroom routines are connected to professional well-being - positive, inconsistent, and school wide 
11. Intersecting of being a pre-k educator should be collapsed into capacity 
12. Educator larger reflections about their experiences working with other early childhood educators, comparison to peers | other classrooms MOVE under relational well-being 
13. Classroom supports are connected to capacity and frustration 
14. Navigating challenging behaviors, children self-regulation, developmental disabilities, and working with families are connected to experiences with children 
15. Working with families, CPS, supporting children, child exposure to opioids, DM, traumas, severe health, and experiences of children are connected to relational well-being these are also related to relationships with peers, children, and families. 
16. CPS is related to experiences with families, children, AND peers 
17. Role of the director is related to relationships with peers 
18. The impact of higher education could probably also go under psychological well-being → a lot of the codes are correlated - between things people have to do at work and how it impacts them and their psychological well-being → AGAIN DOES THIS HAVE TO DO WITH JDR? [Jobs Demand Resources]. 

The major finding from this thematic table in making connections between place-based and forms of educator well-being are that many of the codes are correlated and correspond to one another, see figure 3.4. For example, number seventeen, the impact of higher education is situated under place-based program level but could also mesh well under psychological well-being because the impact of higher education and having to continually take early childhood related course work, often without increased pay, due to state mandates impacts the psychological well-being of the educators. Connecting the themes through hand gave me a deep understanding and insight into how each of the themes is connected to both place and educator well-being and how they were connected within their own sections as well, which reflect the stories of and lived realities of the educators. 
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Figure 3.4. Thematic Map 
Theme Generation. Throughout the theme generation, multiple themes have been considered and negotiated. The developing themes were considered fully developed as a conceptual pattern based on three aspects, how the theme captured patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006), the shareability of each theme, and the overall shared meaning of the theme (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Braun & Clarke, 2022; Byrne, 2022). A thematic map was developed to understand the connections across the developed themes, connecting the sub themes, which allowed me to consider the connection between and reflect on the represented data. In order to fully contextualize the data and ensure that the voices of educators were centered in the data. Again, the negotiation of themes and patterns of the data informed the research questions and the structure and flow of the qualitative questionnaire in order to ensure conceptualization and clarity of the data. 
 Review of Themes. During the fourth step of RTA, I conducted two levels of review; first I looked at the relationships between codes that inform each theme, for example, Educator Well-Being → Psychological Well-Being → Capacity. Candidate themes were then reviewed in relation to the connection, depth, and scope across all data (Byrne, 2022). This step was recursive and on-going, to ensure that all candidate themes were appropriate for answering the research questions and ensuring depth of the data (Braun & Clarke 2012; 2021). At this step of theme construction and negotiation, all data were considered to understand the contextualized depth of the data for each of the established categories and themes. Additionally, renegotiating and reviewing the themes allowed me to reflexively ensure that the educators voices were centered, in order to be amplified rather than my (researcher) voice as an active participant. At this stage, 54 total codes were identified, which were constructed into two major theme categories, and nine total themes. 
A series of key questions were posed by Braun and Clarke (2012, pg. 65) to support reviewing potential themes, focusing on quality, boundaries, meaningfulness of the data, and coherence (Byrne, 2022). I used the following questions in order to thoroughly conduct the fourth step of RTA. 
1. Is this a theme? Could it just be a code? Is this a theme, is there a recurring pattern among each of the educators, could it just be a code? Among other codes and considerations, what weight does this code hold? Where does it intersect with other codes? 
2. If it is a theme, what is the quality of this theme? Does it tell me something useful about the data set and my research questions? This was established during reflexive memoing and conversations with Dr. Caudle. I thought about pedagogies of place and how place is understood and negotiated for each educator and the consistent recurrence of ecological systems and how the educators conceptualized their experiences within contextualized time, relational context, and space (i.e., the community). 
3. What are the boundaries of this theme? What does it include and exclude? 
The boundaries of each theme are related to the ecological system level in which they occur and the relational context (i.e., educator - child, educator - educator, educator - caregivers). In addition to what each place-based level includes and excludes, such as Blue Mountains→ Systemic barrier - District, School Board Wide Policies and/or Practices → Classroom supports. 
4. Are the data too diverse and wide ranging? Does the theme lack coherence? No, the data are not too diverse and wide ranging, throughout theme generation codes were collapsed and shifted to fit under the established theme categories. Additionally, the codes identified were, yes, identified within the data, but also conceptualized through the reciprocal relationships between myself and the educators in addition to time spent in early childhood literature and my contextualized understandings and personal positionality and experiences as an early childhood educator.  
Defining and Naming Themes. The fifth step of the Reflexive Thematic Analysis process charges the researcher with detailing the analysis of the thematic framework with a cogent narrative that is consistent with the duality of the dataset and research questions (Byrne, 2022). The constructed themes were developed following the RTA process and reflect the conceptualized experiences and understandings of the five educators. At the conclusion of this process, there were two established thematic categories related to how rural educators conceptualize their own well-being, (i.e., Educator Well-Being and Place Based Experiences of Educators), each having multiple subthemes, see figure 3.5. 
1. Educator Well-Being → Psychological → Physical → Professional → Relational Well-Being, these are in-depth codes of the experiences of educators. 
a. Psychological → Capacity and adaptability 
b. Physical → References to children physically hurting educators, Feeling their age
c. Professional → Professional Growth 
“When educators talk about professional goals that they have for themselves - this could include leaving the classroom, school site, or early childhood field as a whole” [Iterative Theme Table, Version 7]. 
d. Relational → Relationship with Peers 
2. Place Based Experiences of Educators → Connection to Community and the Home Lives of Children →Blue Mountains → Individual Classroom Experiences
a. Connection to Community and the Home Lives of Children → Working with Families → Experiences of Children 
b. Blue Mountains → Role of the Director → District Wide Policies and/or Practices → Impact of Higher Education 
c. Individual Classroom Experiences → Navigating Challenging Behaviors 
Lastly, a narrative write-up with detailed illustrated descriptions and data extract was combined at this phase to ensure that data are accurately represented and contextualized when reported (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Byrne, 2022; Terry et al., 2017). 
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Figure 3.5. Main Code Occurrences
Iterative RTA, Re-Familiarization 
After defining and naming the themes, I went back through the iterative process of spending time and familiarizing myself with the data (Braun & Clarke, 2022). This iterative, reflexive process allowed me to ensure that I fully understood the data and shored up any lingering questions I had after the data analysis process. 
It is important to note that during the analysis phase, I started data cleaning, coding, and analysis with Winnie, then Wiley, and Cora, rather than Pearl and Kit. This was intentionally done, after spending time in the educators' classrooms, in large group meetings, while conducting the individual check-in meetings, through informal means of communication (i.e., text messages and phone calls), and in spending time with the data during the first round of the familiarization process. This process was twofold. During the first round of familiarization, I was able to spend an extended amount of time with the data, which allowed me to gather my thoughts and gather a preliminary understanding of what themes may occur. After the data analysis process occurred, spending more time with the data allowed me to spend time in a reflexive space memoing, asking questions, ensuring that I understood what had been identified in the data. This time allowed me to think more deeply about the relationships I had with each of the educators and come to know what I already knew, for some in great depth, about their lives. This time may have contributed to the ecological perspective that was taken when considering how the educators defined and constructed the varying levels of place and the thematic identification of the varying components that contribute to each of the educators’ conceptualization of well-being.  
To conclude, methodologically Chapters Four and Five of this study are understood as the final report of the reflexive thematic analysis process. This final step of RTA is the finalization of the body of the report, which should be thoughtful, reflective, and ordered by synthesized and contextualized themes reported to communicate the narrative of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Byrne, 2017; 2022; Terry et al., 2017). 
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Chapter 4
Results and Discussion
	The five narratives featured in this study were selected to reflect the stories of the rural, Appalachian early childhood educators in hopes of understanding how they conceptualize their own well-being and factors that influence it. The structure of the following narratives is situated in places identified by the educators as being significant in their day-to-day experiences. Each place, including (1) connection to community and the home lives of children, (2) Blue Mountains, and (3) and individual classroom experiences, are reflected in how the educators are navigating their own experiences in places that are related to the varying dimensions of their conceptualized well-being. Though there are similarities across the educators' experiences, there are also vast differences depending on their role, personal and familial factors outside of the school environment, and the complication of relationships that are intertwined by living in a small, rural environment. Additionally, these experiences reflect how each of the educators’ approach and care for their own well-being. While there were four places identified in the data, only three significantly stood out in the data (i.e., connection to community and the home lives of children, Blue Mountains, and individual classroom experiences). The fourth place that stood out was a third space that exists within the TIPS research-practice partnership; more information about this place can be found in the future directions section of Chapter Five. 


Shifting Ecological Perspectives
	From an ecological perspective, the individual is static in the middle of the concentric circles, yet, in this study it is clear that the educators are anything but static and instead move within and between the places that make up their everyday lives. In this section, each place is labeled in association with the context of the place (i.e., connection to community and the home lives of children, Blue Mountains, and individual classroom experiences) to support in the visualization of the identified place. Though there was consistency in the places and characteristics of place identified by each of the educators, it is important to remember that place is a fluid construct that comes together through constructed realities; it is the experiences of both the individual and the collective; it is where relationships are formed and solidified, and a space in which individuals are molded by and to (Greenwood, 2013; Sherfinski et al., 2021; 2022). Within the ecological system that has been constructed by the educators, there are not distinct delineations, rather it is all interconnected, and so this means the community is connected to the classroom and the individual and vice versa molding together. These places are overlapping and entangled. In the following descriptions of the educator’s narrative, I had to make reflexive decisions that were associated with the specific place and the experiences of educators that contributed to the conceptualization of their well-being. The entanglement of the ecological systems are understood through the educators' experiences and what stories they chose to share, noting that in the early childhood classroom, the community is part of the classroom, and the classroom is the community. 
	Aligning with ethical considerations of care for the educators and for you, before moving forward to the individual and collective stories of the educators please know that forms of violence and trauma including the death of a child will be mentioned. You will also notice that there are two tenses used throughout this chapter, past and present, this was intentional to represent the on-going nature of many of the challenges that the educators continue to face. Please proceed with care. 
Individual Educator Conceptualization of Well-Being
The following section focuses on how each early childhood educator individually conceptualizes her own well-being. This section answers research question one, how do rural early childhood educators conceptualize their own well-being and reflects the purpose of this study to understand the lived experience of rural, Appalachian early childhood educators and how their experiences converge and contribute to their conceptualization of their well-being. In the following narratives, you will notice there are specific ways and experiences that contribute to how each educator is conceptualizing their own well-being. Again, these conceptualizations are fluid and will continue to change as the educators shift and change within their environments and personal understandings of self. 
	Winnie. Winnie is both the newest educator to Blue Mountains and the newest to the field of early care and education. She has long been part of the Willow Oak community. When asked about what factors impact her well-being, she shared that there are multiple factors that affect her well-being. For Winnie, these factors are related to her physical well-being (e.g., sleep patterns, taking medication, working out), being a mom and caregiver, and caring for her psychological well-being by trying to find joy in small moments every day. It is interesting that Winnie herself noted that she tries to mask her worries and be present for the children in her classroom and her co-workers. This was a common conversation among educators that begs the question: is it healthy for the psychological, physical, professional, or relational health of the educator if they are not able to express themselves within the comforts of the classroom environment or safety of their peers? Winnie shared: 
	Many thigs [things] affect my well-being, if I slept enough the night before, that 		my kids are ok and have what they need, if I remembered to take my medication, I 		feel much better if I have been able to workout. Finding the things in everyday 		moments that bring you joy. Regardless of what may be running through my mind, 	I try to mask all of that and be present for my class kids and co-workers.
When asked if she would like to share anything else about her own well-being or how she conceptualizes well-being, Winnie shared her views on happiness and seeking joy (i.e., psychology well-being), 
	 I think a lot of people view happiness and well-being as the same thing. 			Personally I feel that happiness is fleeting and that the key is joy. Society likes to 		say "do what makes you happy, be with whoever makes you happy." I do not feel 		that we should rely on others for your happiness.
 Winnie goes on further to share how she navigates her everyday experiences, sharing that some days are better than others, that a whole day should not be wasted because one thing did not go right, and that there are opportunities to find joy in the everyday, 			However I do think that we should strive to find joy. For myself, some days are 		better than others, but I wont sink a whole day just because something unintended 	happened. Looking for the joy helps my well-being through helping my mental 		and emotional health. I am doing ok. 
Opportunities to find joy or the good in each day are also reflected in how Winnie approaches the classroom environment and supporting young children with complex needs while also balancing her home life, her own schooling, and other commitments she has in the community, 
	truthfully, just trying to find joyous things out of each day because it can. It [the 		classroom] was very intense. It can wear. So I had to make myself not focus on 		anything that might not have gone the way I anticipated or had hoped. Yeah. And 		just focus on the wins. So that it didn’t just crush. 
Winnie’s thoughtful approach to finding small moments of joy, despite the constantly changing and challenging classroom landscape that comes with supporting children with complex histories and developmental delays seem to be one of the ways in which she anchors herself in place as she navigates her shifting roles and responsibilities of each day. 
	Wiley. Wiley worked at Blue Mountains for 16 years. She has a complicated relationship with the pre-kindergarten program as she virtually grew up in the school environment, starting as a teacher’s assistant right out of high school and moving her ways up to developmental day, certified educator. She worked hand-in-hand with Cora and Norah, who is an assistant educator in another classroom, for all sixteen years. Before Cora, her aunt was the director, while other extended family members held significant roles within the Willow Oak school system. Wiley is deeply integrated within the Willow Oak and local indigenous communities. These compiled experiences, in addition to her own complicated experiences with the local school board, impact the factors that contribute to her conceptualization of her own well-being. Yet, when asked, the biggest factor was student trauma and support in the classroom. Wiley has a huge heart and compassion for supporting young children who have developmental delays, disabilities, and endured trauma at the hands of their caregivers, due to community factors, and local and larger systems of power. Wiley is an advocate for young children who have experienced trauma. In her work, she would like educators to have the means to care for young children who have endured adverse experiences while also having support in the classroom. During her last ICM in May of 2024, Wiley shared that she would most likely be transitioning away from Blue Mountains and would no longer be a full-time classroom educator to become a case manager at the local Head Start. In this role, she would have the opportunity to support other educators as they navigate supporting young children who have endured trauma, have complex histories, and/or disabilities and developmental delays. Wiley shared that she would like to be able to make a difference and be part of a system that is working towards change,
	 I would like to be part of that. I mean my long-term goal was always to be able to 	help people deal with kids who have trauma, because some people can’t look past 	the behavior and see the trauma. And so if I want to work towards that goal, 		moving would be the best way. Yeah. Because I would have an opportunity to be 		hands on with [a] significant amount more teachers. 
	Wiley shared that, when in the classroom I dealt with feeling overwhelmed and burnt out, due to the lack of support in the classroom, and a lot of times here [Blue Mountains] I don’t feel like I get heard. You know, or [I’m] just a thought that kind of gets dismissed a lot and it’s getting old. Wiley’s well-being is inextricably linked to the well-being of the children and families that she was caring for within her classroom environment. She worked to develop individual relationships with each child and their families and carried their burdens like her own. Wiley worked to break down structural barriers, navigate oppressive systems of power, and move through very close and complicated interpersonal relationships with other educators to ensure that the children in her classroom had their basic needs met daily and that they and their families had the means to do better when they left the care of Blue Mountains. 
	Cora. Cora’s well-being is an interconnected web, intertwined within her roles and the relationships that she navigates each day from mom and partner, to friend, co-worker, early childhood educator, to director acting as an authority figure. Often, Cora’s roles mesh together; she shifts from director of Blue Mountains asserting authority over a situation to in the same instance to a friend and coworker talking about the soccer game their children played together over the weekend. The intersection of Cora’s many roles can make it hard for Cora to disentangle each one and the power structures that are part of her position and the predetermined hierarchy that may exist or be expected of the role. The role that she is taking on connects her and grounds her in place and allows space for thoughtful deconstruction of her lived experiences. It allows her to understand the intersection of her roles and how she responds differently in each of them, which, in turn, can lead to a lack of transparency or understanding or reliance on others to support her in understanding her own reflexivity and position, even when asked for, 
	I’ve told them I told them when I took this job because I was one of the six 			teachers here for ten years before I took this, and I went to each of the other five 		teachers and said, I’m considering this and I want to be honest with me and tell 		me where you think my strengths will lie and where my weaknesses lie in it and I 		want you to promise me that if I ever become disconnected and forget where I 		came from, that you will tell me to leave…because I hear them from time to time 		say, oh, she’s been out of the room too long. You know, when they talk about 		other administrators. And I remind them then when they say those words, when 		that happens to me, I want you to tell me it’s time that I just can’t be an effective 		leader, one to, you hear that.
When asked about what factors impact her well-being, Cora shared that there are multiple factors that affect her physical, psychological, professional, and relational well-being,  
	Good relationships with family (immediate and extended), a few close knit 			friendships and many enjoyable acquaintances, and overall positive work 			relationships. I still enjoy learning about child development, how we can support 		it, and what changes how children are impacted by other factors in their 			development.  I enjoy coaching soccer and watching my kids play. Balancing 		time with my responsibilities can be stressful.
Cora goes on to share that she often lacks capacity to support children that demand more attention and time due to higher needs, while also supporting the educators as they navigate supporting the child. Cora is at the top of the hierarchy of attunement, working to balance out the educators who, in turn, support the children, with little support from district wide supervisors, lacking capacity to support students with high behavior and/or learning needs weighs heavy on me as I see the toll it takes on my teachers. This lack of capacity spills into her home life and the energy, time, and capacity she has to care for her husband and children at the end of the day (i.e., her second shift), sometimes I catch myself having little left to give my husband and my own two children after a day of regulating myself and everyone around me through big emotions. Cora’s role and responsibility for everyone further contributes to how she conceptualizes her well-being. As she has to continually put out fires, from staffing shortages to supporting children with complex needs, regulating alongside educators, and making sure the basic needs of families are met. In addition to the structural barriers that occur due to conflicting policies and system of powers in Willow Oak and nationally in public school systems, all of which are topped with the systemic barriers to success that exist for early care and education. Over time, Cora has repeatedly shared that taking care of her own well-being, it’s hard to do when you’re putting out fires sometimes and I am frequently frustrated by additional and sometimes conflicting rules and regulations that we have to learn and follow. Though Cora jokes about the fires she is putting out, there is a consistent layer of stress and form of adaptation that comes from constantly extending care. 
	Again, Cora’s well-being is interconnected, shifting to the role and relationship. When asked if she would like to share anything else about her own well-being or how she conceptualizes well-being, she shared, I frequently wear the emotions of those around me. Which is both a blessing and a curse.” [It] makes me a very empathetic person. So I can I can feel pain and help work through it. This thought has been reiterated throughout our time together through ICMs and during informal conversations passing in the hallways or sitting on the couch in her office. In this role, Cora is extending herself to others, making sure that their needs are met, though there is hardly ever mention of her own, though, at times, she recognizes that self-preservation and understanding are two factors that contribute greatly to her psychological well-being. 
	I wear other people’s emotions, and I have become increasingly aware of it since 		taking this job especially through COVID and then try to be a little safer about it. 		For my own boundaries and mental health and all those type things. But I think 		being aware of it helps me know when I’m wearing things around me more than I 		should. 
Cora is constantly navigating and adapting to her environment, shifting every time a parent walks in or she is called into a classroom to support with a child having big emotions. Over the years, there have been multiple big instances of loss in the Willow Oak and surrounding areas (i.e., Hurricane Helene; loss of community members). Overtime, I have asked Cora what keeps her hanging on and keeps her at Blue Mountains as most early childhood educators leave the field in three to five years (Bryant et al., 2023) especially when compiled with adverse experiences (i.e., environmental traumas), I love my people [the educators]. Cora’s well-being is related to her relationships with others, which is demonstrated in how she cares for those around her by working to provide new professional learning and novel opportunities, my people are going to love it. That makes it worthwhile. Despite the known and recognized reality that she is aging and that being an early childhood educator is hard work impacting an individual's physical, psychological, relational, professional well-being, and so much more, there are body aches and pains where I think I don't know how long I can do this.
	Pearl. For Pearl, the conceptualization of her well-being has roots in how well she is caring for herself and meeting her every day, basic needs. Though the heightened number of challenging behaviors and children experiencing complex home lives seems to be lessened in Pearl’s classroom, she, along with Kit, is still the caregiver to many, including her own son who attended Blue Mountains for Pre-K. When asked about what factors impact her well-being, Pearl shared that there are multiple physical and environmental attributes that contribute to her day-to-day well-being. Pearl recognizes that her well-being is not static and depends on multiple factors and shifts from day to day, the weather, sleep habits, eating habits, medication from medical concerns (thyroid, anxiety), professional & personal relationships, stress. Throughout our time together, it has been noticeable that when Pearl is directly confronted with a child displaying consistent challenging behaviors that it affects her psychological well-being and her physical well-being, as she reports feeling stressed and/or more tired. One notable experience occurred in the winter of 2023 the Early Childhood Professional Well-Being Questionnaire (ECWP-Q; McCormick et al., 2022; McMullen et al., 2020) was administered through a qualitative focus group, I (Hannah), was the only university-partner at that meeting with the six lead educators. As we went through the survey Pearl participated but also was quietly crying throughout the meeting, even when asked if she would like to step out to take a break, she felt more comfortable staying with the group. After that meeting, Pearl and I had a moment to talk informally through text.  She shared that a child in her classroom had had a particularly bad day, throwing shoes and other materials at Pearl. Pearl shared that she had used all of the known strategies she had in her metaphorical toolbox of supporting children navigate challenging behaviors and big emotions. 
	When asked if she would like to share anything else about her own well-being or how she conceptualizes well-being, Pearl shared that, most days I feel great overall. Sometimes I let stress and anxiety get a hold of me especially when I am extra tired or am not feeling well for some reason but she works to pause, and engage in an activity that brings her joy (e.g., reading), I try to find time for myself to read or just relax at night after I put my son to sleep so that I can wind down. Pearl does point out that sometimes she just needs to meet her physical well-being needs to sleep after a long day of caring for others, but sometimes I just fall asleep on the couch! For Pearl, taking care of her physical and psychological well-being keeps her grounded in place and, in turn, allows her to have the capacity needed to navigate the changing classroom environment and care for those around her. 
	Kit. When responding to the questionnaire, Kit responded very broadly about the factors that impact her well-being. She shared multiple factors that contributed to her well-being (i.e., relational, psychological, and physical), my well-being is impacted by my family, co-workers, music, and the weather. Weather is interesting because it could affect both psychological and physical which impacts relational and professional well-being. Kit is in her third year at Blue Mountains and is not originally from the Willow Oak area so the upheaval in weather and school closures affects the sustainability of her routine and personal patterns. Over the years, Kit has shared that her relationships with others really impact her well-being and that she highly values time with her family. In reference to asking Kit if she was going to work over the summer as most assistant educators at Blue Mountains have two or three jobs over the summer to make ends meet, she shared that, 
I wasn’t going to be full time, I’d be part time to like [clean] because that’s what I wanted. And I was just like alright. That’s good. That’s good with me. I just don’t especially over the summer when I get a break from, like work, work. I don’t want to have to stress about work and not being able to see my family.
	 Kit has a young son and partner that she joyfully shares about each time that we meet. Her connection with her family embeds her in place within the Willow Oak community while her relationship with her co-workers (i.e., Pearl and Clementine) embedded her in place at Blue Mountains. Kit was one of the few educators who responded with activities she enjoys doing to take care of her well-being, [I] like to wind down with music and ASMR at night for relaxation. She was also one of the few educators to share about factors that contributed to their perceived self-regulation and frame of mind, I am generally in a good mood, compared to her peers, and other assistant educators who shared about their experiences with children in the classroom significantly impacting their holistic well-being, Clementine, another assistant educator across the hall from Kit, shared, one thing that highly effects my well-being at work is staying in response mode, watching and waiting for challenging behaviors to arise in our classroom. I feel that this takes a mental, emotional and even physical toll on my well-being. 
	 For each of the educators, there are varying factors that contribute to their well-being. These factors are associated with how they keep themselves grounded in place. The following section moves into a collection of shared, small narratives that allows for understanding of how place and well-being intersect for each of the educators. Through this writing process, I used reflexivity (i.e., memoing, conversations with Dr. Caudle) to engage in the act of finding narrative meaning and further exploring the phenomena of how rural educators conceptualize their well-being (Kim, 2016; Polkinghorne, 1988). Again, the places mentioned in the following section were collectively constructed by the educators as they are the spaces in which they live their daily lives, construct their lived experiences, and where their well-being is situated, see figure 4.1. Kim (2016) further points out that narrative, the process of sharing stories and amplification of voices, is an act of meaning-finding in which we can better understand the human experiences. In the case of this study, it is in hopes of better understanding the experiences of rural early childhood educators, how they conceptualize their well-being, and the realities of their everyday lives. 
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Figure 4.1. Educator Conceptualization of Place 
Connection to Community and the Home Lives of Children 
	The first place that will be explored is the community and the home lives of children, which are considered community-level experiences that affect and shape the lives of rural early childhood educators. Community as a place is complex because it combines the individual pockets of community that each educator has built for themselves and their families outside of Blue Mountains, yet it is intertwined as Blue Mountains Pre-K is central to the community and many of the educators have intersecting roles and relationships. For example, Pearl and Winnie both had children attending Blue Mountains for their pre-kindergarten year. Pearl and Cora have been friends for many years, which included their children playing soccer and socializing together. Wiley and Winnie attend the same church, and Kit and Pearl spend time together during the summers with their children and at community events. All of these relationships are entangled in two places within the Willow Oak community and at Blue Mountains, which are then further embedded within the mountain community and the specific aspects of rurality that relate to the socio-political and geographic location of this place. Rural communities have specific community culture that is often unknowingly embedded in the daily lives of individuals living in that community; this may include the collective values and histories of the community. For Southeast Appalachian communities, these complex understandings of place and community are further embedded with structural and systemic barriers that operate as community-level traumas (i.e., situational and intergenerational poverty, lack of resources, environmental degradation, natural disasters, the opioid epidemic). This also includes a long-embedded mindset that is slowly evolving, of a lack of trust in educational institutions and social services (Reck & Reck, 1980). 
	For many of the educators, they are embedded in place through their personal connections to the community from their experiences growing up in or near Willow Oak or are connected through the experiences of their own children and the larger experiences of the children that attend Blue Mountains. Throughout our time together, the educators have reflected on their experiences working alongside young children as they navigate living in a rural environment that has naturally occurring compounded and intergenerational traumas that affect their development and long-term outcomes. In conversation, Cora, Winnie, and Wiley often pointed out how social determinants of health are working against the well-being and long-term trajectory of the children and, in turn, affecting the psychological well-being of the educators, maxing out their capacity while sometimes causing distress, and burnout. 



Experiences of children, Born into circumstances beyond his control - Cora 
	In the fall of 2022 during her ICM, Cora shared with me that a child who had recently attended Blue Mountains, and still had siblings there, had passed away after ingesting narcotics that they had access to within their home, 
so a heads up to you, the county lost a student over the weekend the first grader who did come through Blue Mountains. So myself and my staff are feeling that in different ways. And the ones that were close to him, of course, feel it differently.
	Norah, an assistant educator who had the child in her class shared with Cora, he didn’t have a chance from the get go. Cora continued sharing, he was born into circumstances beyond his control, eventually came around to get him and I mean he was six. The reality of his age really hit the educators hard as,
 he’s the same age as my kid, the same age as Kit’s kid and Kit is feeling it, too, because he went to school with her little boy. One of the greatest tragedies to lose a little kid to something that could have been controlled and that should [not] have happened. It wasn’t a freak accident, it was a–he should have not had access to the things he had access to.
	 Cora goes on further sharing about how the educators are handling this occurrence and the resources that the district has put in place to support the educators (i.e., the option to meet with a counselor), though the resources are more reserved for the elementary school educators and students. This incident hit very close to home for many of the educators and impacted their psychological well-being and capacity to care for the children in their community. As Cora expressed, this was not the first incident and won’t be the last due to structural challenges that are readily occurring due to intergenerational forms of trauma. Cora goes onto share, 
I’m both coping with it because my kid is that age. But also, you know, I loved him too. When he was here and he was in after school was with but then the other side of this is I look at some of these other kids this year. There’s one in Mabel and Norah’s class this year who both favors him in looks but also his family life is very, very similar. And to me, I’m thinking what else can we put in place to prevent that from ever happening again? You know, and I know it’s not fully in my circle of control, but are there pieces of it that I can help implement for my teachers? Because they’re worrying about it, too. You know, there are now other kids crossing their minds and they’re like, I could happen to this kid, you know. 
	Due to the structural implications of community, the educators had to adapt to their new reality of supporting each other, their own children, the children in their classrooms, and the community as a whole through this loss. Early childhood educators are not traditionally trained in trauma-informed or reducing care practices or tragedy relief mitigation practices and yet they are consistently putting the needs of the children in their classrooms and therefore their communities above the needs of themselves though this affects their well-being and often shortens their professional lifespan in the early care field. Cora shared that the educators would continue to work to build stronger relationships with families and offer them resources but as she further shares, it goes beyond that,
	 I mean, heck, Norah has done everything to going and getting things they need 		and taking them to their home…Norah will literally crawl out of her shirt to give 		it to them and I just don’t know what else we can do. 
	Cora’s story about Norah is just one example of how the early childhood educators in this community are willing to put the well-being of the children they care for above their own just to ensure that the children in their care have access to basic resources.  	
Working with families, They’re trying. They just don’t know any better - Wiley and Winnie 
	Wiley and Winnie also have direct experiences with larger structural and systemic barriers affecting the livelihood of the children and families in their classroom. During the 2023-2024 academic year, they identified multiple children in their classrooms whose families lacked everyday access to basic needs such as consistent money for food, running water or power in their homes, transportation, or other adults in the community to care for their children outside of school hours when they had to work. Wiley reflected on a conversation between her and Winnie, 
we were saying the other day, like if we talked about solid home environments where food wasn’t an issue. Water or power, custody wasn’t an issue. We probably have two kids who out of thirteen who are not red flag kids. Winnie goes on to share, and in this area, there’s an educational gap. And even though other families have been further removed from things of their past, you have to remind yourself that these people are not that removed. And so they’re trying. They just don’t know any better. 
	The educators physical, psychological, relational, and professional well-being were compromised due to the intensity of this academic school year. Wiley and Cora’s relationship grew more complicated, which was one of the factors pushing Wiley to leave Blue Mountains, while Winnie was left exhausted, this being her first year in the Pre-K classroom. Even with calls put into social services, constantly adapting the classroom and themselves to fit the needs of the children, and support from Cora and other educators, it was not a fair reality to expect Winnie and Wiley to adequately ensure these children were ‘prepared’ for kindergarten, when they were constantly operating out of chaos and compounded trauma due to structural and systemic community-level factors.
	For Winnie and Wiley, there are two children in particular that affected their psychological well-being, capacity, and forms of adaptability day in and day out. The first child, M, lived in a camper with her mom, her mom’s partner and at least four other children, Wiley shared, 
well the camper has no power, no water. We had…a few accidents where we had to bathe her because something got spilled, you know? Yeah and then finally, I just reached out to mom and the line was like, hey, is it okay if we give her a bath? You know, like, yeah because [M] told us one of the times in the back that they didn’t have water and that they, you know, eat over a fire. 
Multiple times Winnie and Wiley rallied behind this family, working together and with the community to raise enough money to get the power and water turned back on in the camper, Winnie and I went throughout the community to get private donors to get the water turned on. Both Winnie and Wiley used their resources and maxed out their capacity to care for this child and her family, supporting mom when she miscarried, and getting the two-year-old brother an application to the local Head Start. This also included dropping off a Thanksgiving meal to ensure that M and her sibling had food in the home during the school closures. Throughout the school year, there were multiple hardships and calls to CPS surrounding the health and safety of M, yet Winnie and Wiley continued to hold space for the family and extend compassion and the limited resources that they had, recognizing the capacity and limitations of the adult caregivers, Wiley shared,
  I mean, because while this mother doesn’t have water and is out of power, she’d done the homework and read a book every night and signed the log. So, like, she wants better. I just don’t think she knows how to get there… and I think especially with that case, like I had known family members of that family, and it’s just generational poverty. 
	Through the amplification of Cora, Winnie, and Wiley’s voices and experiences, it can be understood that within the community they are both embedded in place through conceptualizing factors of their own well-being through their connection to the experiences of children in their care and their home lives. Throughout these experiences, it can be understood that their psychological well-being was the most impacted factor of well-being identified in the data corresponding to place-based community and structural and systemic challenges. Factors of psychological well-being that were impacted for the educators were capacity, adaptability, and the shifting perspective of the educator. Further, for both place-based community and structural and systemic challenges, there were over twenty code occurrences that also overlapped with working with families and the experiences of children. Identified in the data are the multitude of factors and experiences that affect how the educators conceptualize their psychosocial well-being, which are most directly connected to the experiences of young children and working with families, which are then shadowed by community experiences and the structural and systemic challenges that impact them. In her last ICM, Wiley stated, that’s the part of this job people don’t see, the invisible labor of caring for other people’s children in great depth that is extended to the families, and, in turn, the community. These factors consistently impact how rural educators conceptualize their own well-being in relation to the community. 
Blue Mountains 
	At the programmatic level, the educators are embedded in place at Blue Mountains through multiple compounding factors that impact their day-to-day lives and how they conceptualize their own well-being. For each of the educators, this may include having access to classroom supports, district and school board wide policies and practices, the role of the director, access to professional learning, the impact of higher education, and the overall intensity of being a pre-k educator. 
	For Kit and Pearl, the connection to Blue Mountains and place-based program experiences were linked to their overall place-based connection to the community; this was identified in the data as they did not directly talk about their connection to community, or home lives of children. Pearl mentioned only once when asked if she had met all of her goals for the year that she hoped to get more parents involved in, 
more of the leadership groups and trying to get parents involved with leader and me [school-wide leadership program]. And that piece kind of got pushed to the side and that was kind of hard because I love building relationships with parents.
	Pearl had hoped that interactions with parents would take place at the Pre-K through family events or in the classroom, not directly commenting on the school-to-home connection. Further, this lack of connection to the community and children’s home lives could be due to the composition of children in their classroom over the last three years. They have had a more traditional pre-kindergarten classroom, that is inclusive and holds space for young children with challenging behaviors, developmental delays, and complex home lives. However, the number of children with high needs is less concentrated as compared to Wiley’s developmental day classroom. 
Role of the director, I am the person - Cora 
	Cora’s psychological, relational, and professional well-being is impacted by the structural systems of Blue Mountains and the ongoing challenges with district policies, especially when it comes to retaining and hiring educators, 
	staffing is always always just hard to find coverage. I’ve got two that are trying to 	get certified right now. So I have a couple of extras that the systems that our 		school uses [X] services, and they’re nationwide, but not all school systems use 		them…the process was get[ting] through that initial hire and qualifications and 		[the] paperwork pieces is absurd. And like I one of these girls that’s trying to get 		certified with them to come work for me has literally been working on it for three 		weeks and I could have used her today like I’m short today. 
This process stretches Cora's capacity, which leads to feelings of overwhelm and uncertainty as she has to juggle multiple roles, I am being a person today. So it’s just the process of getting through that is absolutely ridiculous. Cora goes onto share that she is, I am frequently frustrated by additional and sometimes conflicting rules and regulations that we have to learn and follow. 
	Due to the hierarchical role of Cora’s position, she often has to implement change and navigate the responses of the educators. One example of stretching Cora’s psychological well-being and her capacity during the 2022-2023 school year occurred while supporting Stella, a lead educator, with a child in the classroom that had been displaying significant and consistent challenging behaviors due to significant trauma, parental neglect, and being born with drugs in his system that led the classroom to be an unsafe environment for all children and educators. There were multiple instances of Cora expressing her frustration about the lack of support from the family, the overall lack of support for the child due to district policies and staffing, and the fact that Cora had to suspend the child, the first time in her history as the director. Cora also expressed deep concern for Stella’s mental health,
	 it’s been very stressful for her. I do feel like she is dealing with some post-trauma and secondary trauma off of him. And then the kids in that room, she’s seeing how they’re interacting and behaving and as an educator I’m built the same way Stella is. 
Cora and Stella are very close. They worked as co-educators and are good friends outside of Blue Mountains, I go home and second guess everything I’ve done all day long… I know she is drilling herself and as all of us involved are. Cora goes on further to share that Stella has taken a beating like a physical, literal beating. Even though they are tiny they’re quite powerful. These experiences have stretched Cora’s psychological and professional well-being. This situation, in particular, increased her sense of being overwhelmed and forced her and other educators into being more adaptable to shift into the daily changes and challenges. Supporting this child, family, and the educators has also pushed Cora’s capacity to the limits, which has impacted her physical well-being as she comments that it’s exhausting and that she is feeling her age. Cora’s conceptualization of her well-being is tied to her relationships with others and due to systems, that affect Blue Mountains, she goes beyond her role to ensure that her peers have the resources they need to be successful,  
	and not just for me, but for [EC specialist] because it’s a lot of this falls on her. 		She’s done beautifully with it and we’re having to rearrange her caseload. And 		part of what she loves about her job is getting to come in and do push in services 		with our kids with IEPS. Well, that’s not happening for her now…she’s having to 		go do push in services for HeadStart and the local daycare because they don’t 		have any BK license teachers. So my teachers can provide that EC service but 		their teachers can’t. So she’s having to do that. And that’s a little sad for her. And 	so she and I are negotiating for her caseload here, taking off what I can to give 		her some time to counteract that. And still it’s one of those things that I know she 		loves but I have to take it from her or she’s going to drown. You know, you can’t 		add 2 hours onto your day plus the planning for all her sessions and not take 		anything off. She already has a full caseload. 
Capacity, We just need consistency - Wiley 
	Wiley and Winnie’s psychological and physical well-being are both impacted by the inconsistencies in the staffing in the classroom. During the 2023-2024 academic year, four assistant educators floated in and out of Wiley and Winnie’s classroom, which is hard for continuity of care for children and consistency of care and work-load balance for other educators,
	 and it would be like we would get three weeks into something like [educator] was 	with us for a month, and she left. Yeah. So then we had [educator] for three 		weeks, [she] was a substitute. And it became too much for [educator]. So we 		pulled one of the other assistants over. We had her for three weeks. Well, then 		something happened and they had to switch back. So we had [educator] for two 		weeks. It was just constant. 
	Multiple times throughout the school year, Wiley expressed feelings of uncertainty and frustration. She was upset with the inconsistency in routines and the burden that Winnie and Wiley have had to navigate as they hold down the classroom, caring for the complex needs of the children while trying to provide them with consistency. The inconsistency of not having a third educator in the classroom stretched their capacity and means of professional well-being, which, in Wiley’s case, was one of the reasons she left the classroom. Further Wiley shared, and I do want to say out loud that we have assistant turnover because they don’t make enough money. Wiley reflected further on the district policies and how the lack of state funding affects their well-being,
 there’s also like, like here there’s no room for salary increase. Really, I mean, you get your state increase, but that’s kind of a joke at this point. And then like, even Cora only gets teacher pay, she doesn’t get director’s pay. So like there’s no room to continue to grow here unless you want to go, like, admin at the elementary school and that sounds like torture. 
	In another meeting, Wiley reflected, we just need consistency. Consistency but it’s going well right now. I think we’ve hit stride that we’re going to stay here at one point. These changes, and the long process of hiring a new educator, pushed Wiley and Winnie’s capacity and impacted their psychological well-being, requiring them to be further adaptable to the consistent changes and frustration about the lack of support, 
we had one position that changed between subs and people rotating down here six different times and so there was no consistency in that position. And then my other assistant Winnie, that would be the longest she and I were working together but in that one position that was like, you know, constant rotating and that got difficult. 
	The constant rotation of educators impacts Wiley’s psychological well-being. She shared, yeah I feel tired all the time and that she had been pushed to the point of burnout. Winnie shared, I think they should have texted my cortisol before I came into this job and then tested it today. After they lost the third educator, Wiley shared,
	 I was supposed to go to this Autism training tomorrow…I just cannot be out of 		the classroom with this, because the kids are done. The biggest thing is, like, we 		functioned really well when [teacher] was here. Like, the three of us function well		together and so now that she’s gone you really feel the weight of losing that third 		person. Today someone was like, 18 more days and I don’t know that we’re going 	to survive 18 more days but we’re going to we’re going to try. 
	Wiley ended the school year frustrated about the general lack of support at Blue Mountains in addition to the district-wide and state-wide policies that affect Blue Mountains. Throughout the school year, Wiley’s professional well-being was also pushed to its limits because at the end of this school year she left Blue Mountains due to the lack of opportunities for professional growth and just stuff last year with the school board and stuff that kind of affected me. During our last meeting together, Wiley shared that she is looking to improve her psychological well-being and be in a space that supports educators in a positive way and supports children in receiving the resources they deserve, 	I was thinking like, I don’t know. I just don’t know. The possibility of something 		different being nice. It is nice because it's May. I think that they actually have 		more options and more money to help kids. Now, do they always do it? No. They 		have more resources than we have and we’re not going to get any more resources 	because we're state funded verse, they’re not. She goes on to share that, I get sick 		of fighting with [the district] people who don’t want to place a kid when placing 		the kid is what they need. But all they say is, well, you know the money. It's 		expensive to have an IEP. 
District-wide policies and/or practices, So that they can see that our students are learning - Pearl 
	Pearl’s sense of place in Blue Mountains is related to her psychological well-being as she is frustrated with the push down of kindergarten expectations and having to do multiple forms of assessments to meet district wide expectations that, for four- and five-year-olds, may not be the most appropriate ways to capture the knowledge of children,  
	We use Teaching Strategies Gold as our main assessment. We also have to turn in 	an assessment to the county, and so they like to see. You know we’ve tried to kind 		of come up with our version, because, you know, in elementary and middle school 	and higher school, they put in their schools, and it’s like numbers. And so they 		want to see the numbers grow well for us it's a little harder…and so we have to 		send in that for the county, so that they can see that our students are learning. 
	Pearl’s concern about the push down of kindergarten expectations and learning standards, is well known in early childhood. Her concerns similar to Wiley's are related to district wide policies and practices that may not be the best for the children at Blue Mountains. 
 Feelings of uncertainty, I’ve had a hard time in finding the balance - Winnie 
	For assistant educators, their psychological well-being was impacted by factors such as their capacity to handle changing district policies, feelings of uncertainty about the changing expectations, and frustration around not meeting their professional learning goals. Additionally, their professional well-being is impacted by having to take their job responsibilities home in order to balance all of their demands, which influences their desire to stay in the field of early childhood. Additionally, the impact of higher education widely affects the psychological well-being of assistant educators. Cora shared that assistant educators have to be enrolled in classes due to changing requirements and state level policy, it’s actually part of Willow Oak Pre-K requirements now and that my people will be working towards associates in early education…That how it is but it’s challenging for some of them. 		
	Winnie and Kit are embedded in place at Blue Mountains, connected by their shared experiences trying to balance competing demands and changing expectations that are further impacted by their intersecting identities as a mother to young children. When asked if she feels like she took the job home, Winnie shared, Yes, yeah [sighed], and goes on to share how she thinks about the experiences of children outside of the classroom, which makes it harder to balance her classes, honestly, my classes. It’s going to be a little bit of a Tetris puzzle putting pieces before pieces. Because it’s been quite some time since I was in school. And when I was in school last my priorities were different and because she is having to check into her ‘second shift’ as soon as she gets home to care for her own children, I feel like I’ve had a hard time in finding the balance between school and then coming home straight into being my with own littles. Winnie goes onto share that at the end of the day she has hit her limit and capacity to meet the needs her own children,
 you know, I tried really hard to like I’ve had a trying day, I would ask my kids, I need I need just a few minutes for myself because it’s been a rough day and I want to be there for you. So I had to and I realized that I needed to separate. I can’t carry that to them and get them to realize they needed to give me a moment so I could be the best me…and I am also knowing I’m going to have to jump into school and that’s going to take more time or [I’ll] be less present. 
	Kit’s sense of place is similarly affected by the systems and competing expectations of Blue Mountains. In person, she would often share feelings of being overwhelmed with taking classes, taking care of her son, and balancing the specific demands of assistant educators at Blue Mountains, such as working the extended care after school and riding the bus in the morning, 
	it's just today is a busy day. I ride the bus, and I have this meeting, and then I 		have another meeting for insurance. And then, um, I am taking an after school for 	somebody, and I have homework that I was planning on doing instead of doing 		after school. 
Kit goes on to share that the impact of higher education is also entangled with her capacity to care for and spend time with her son, 
	and then this semester well, this year has been hard just because, um, I lost my 		job in the pandemic, and so I just went to school in, like, school I feel like was 		easier then because it was like I didn't have a job, so I just did school while my 		kid was in school. Yeah. And then I still had time to see him and whatever. But 		yeah, I know now it's like, he'll ask me, Can you play with me? And like, for, like, 		five minutes and then I got stuff to do.
	For each of the educators, connection to place at Blue Mountains is intertwined often with factors that contribute to the conceptualization of their psychological, professional, and physical well-being. As each of the educators has multiple corresponding demands, before, during, and after school, they have to balance to meet the needs of the children in the classroom, the expectations of Blue Mountains, and their own families. 
Individual Classroom Experiences
	For each of the educators, the classroom at Blue Mountains was the only place directly and vividly constructed by all five educators. The classroom is where they spend eight to ten hours of their day, it is the space they spend their summers and weekends thinking about and is their direct connection to the children they support. Again, within the ecological system, individual classroom experiences are interconnected to educators' other experiences and the factors that impact their well-being at Blue Mountains, and further interconnected to the structural and systemic challenges that impact their connection to the community and the home lives of children. Classroom experiences directly impact varying factors of well-being for each of the educators and the experiences in the classroom directly impact how they conceptualize their psychological, professional, physical, and relational well-being. Supporting children while navigating challenging behaviors was the major theme identified in the data, with each educator having shared a story, or many stories about supporting the young children in their classrooms navigate big emotions and challenging behaviors. 
	Though not directly included in this study, Clementine, an assistant educator in a developmental day classroom, said it best in the qualitative questionnaire, 
one thing that highly effects [affects] my well-being at work is staying in response mode, watching and waiting for challenging behaviors to arise in our classroom. I feel that this takes a mental, emotional and even physical toll on my well-being.
	Clementine put into words the thoughts of many of the educators at Blue Mountains, commenting on the need to constantly walk on eggshells, being in a constant state of response keeps the educators in a state of flight, fight, freeze, or fawn. Waiting for the next upheaval in the day or challenge to occur, which for many has made them question why they are in the classroom, continually asking, what is the point of going home exhausted at the end of each day, not having enough energy to care for their own children, and continually depleting their own well-being to care for other people's children? 
Relationships with children, Why they’re saying sorry - Kit 
The experiences that impact Kit’s psychological, professional, physical, and relational well-being often have to do with children with challenging behaviors and not knowing how to navigate through them. Though Kit has now been in the classroom for three years it is still a shifting skill to be able to care for young children as they navigate big emotions and challenging behaviors, 
sometimes I get frustrated, but most of the time I feel like I can handle whatever they’re going and whatever is going on. But I think most of the time I’m just frustrated whenever it’s like an ongoing problem that I'm not finding a solution for…because like I guess because I had never worked [in child care]. This is my first year within a classroom. I didn’t know how to handle those situations to be like, well, don’t do that anymore. Like that doesn’t really feel like [I] solved it. They feel like they need to know why they’re saying sorry or why. 
Kit goes on to share about a specific instance of girls in her class wanting to be best friends and navigating forms of friendship, 
sort of sometimes we have a lot of girls that want to be best friends and we try to enforce that everyone’s friends and then they get very angry when they are playing outside and their best friend is playing with somebody else.
Navigating challenging situations impacts Kits well-being and her perspectives about the classroom environment. Often Kit is shouldering the day-to-day problems of the children by addressing challenging behaviors with disdain and wanting to solve the problems of young children for them and quickly, rather than allowing children to navigate the challenges and solve the problems on their own. Having to manage the challenging behaviors of children also contributes to Kit’s overwhelm in the classroom and how well she is taking care of her physical well-being,  
no, I didn’t drink water for three days in a row [laughs]. Yeah no other than the drinking water part, I feel like I’ve, I don’t know. I’m pretty behind on scrapbooks, so…ask me that again when I’m done with assessments because then I’ll feel better about it. 
For Kit, her psychological and relational well-being is entangled in place with the children in her classroom from both navigating challenging behaviors and the complex feelings that come along with getting to know and build responsive relationships with young children, 
well, I’ve always loved kids, so I just feel like I’ve gotten attached to some of them, and I just love to see how smart some of them are. Like I’m like wow you’re going to be real smart when you get older. I can already tell I told Hattie, like I had a dream the other night that we had to say goodbye because all of our kids were leaving for kindergarten. I was so sad and she was just like don’t, it's not [over] yet. Don’t get upset but it's coming. She’s like prepare yourself. 
So far Kit’s experiences supporting young children navigate challenging behaviors has been complex, gnawing at both her capacity and ability to adapt in small ways to respond to the classroom has been tested while she also grapples with building relationships with each of the children. Further, Kit’s physical health has been pushed in the classroom, as described in this and other sections, she has to go home and care for her son, she isn’t drinking enough water and is feeling overwhelmed with the amount of work assistant educators are asked to do. One stand out component of Kit’s experiences navigating the classroom and supporting children with challenging behaviors has been the increase to her relational well-being, as the challenges have brought her and Pearl closer together as they work to find ways to respond, rather than react and work together to support their classroom, 
she told you probably about some of our behavior problems that we’ve had pop up. But I mean, we try to work on it together and then we talk to other teachers to see what they're going through and some of them are going through something similar. 
These are the factors that impact how Kit conceptualizes her psychological, physical, professional, and relational well-being. 
Capacity, Now its behaviors and social emotional it's just super hard - Pearl 
	Pearl’s psychological, physical, and professional health is wrapped up in her experiences with individual children in the classroom. Pearl has been in the field of early care and education and has noticed overtime that there is an uptrend in challenging behaviors and the social emotional needs of children which has affected both her psychological and professional well-being, I think what’s different has been the past few years now is behaviors and social emotional it’s just super hard. Additionally, due to compounding factors understood through action throughout the years of partnership, it seems that Pearl has less capacity and forms of adaptability when it comes to supporting children navigate challenging behaviors, as time and again she shared that she is out of tools in her toolbox to support children with behaviors. Pearl shared, 
	we had some behaviors pop up after Christmas that weren’t there before. So from 		our kiddos and so I think that was kind of hard kind of threw a wrench in thing 		because it was like, okay, we’re just going to come back and review, you know 		what the rules are…and when you have to stop and put out fires…it makes it more 	difficult…I was supposed to be doing this at circle time, but this kid went crazy 		and threw us off. And now all these kids are crazy and now I just want to end 		circle because I am going to go crazy. 
	Additionally, Pearl goes on to talk about her relationship with K, a child who as previously mentioned was throwing shoes and other materials at her various times throughout the school year. Pearl shared that they had made progress, 
	she has changed. Gotten a little better at it [being in the classroom] but now 		we’re coming back around, I’m afraid, not throwing shoes, but just, it was just 		kind of like, not going to sit here for circle, and I [Pearl] just ignores it and 		move[s] on. And so then eventually she would [be] at circle, you know, like, she 		would just decide to sit up and stop because I just didn’t pay attention to it but 		today and last week, a little bit, we’ve come back to like throwing 				cushions…throwing cushions at people and kicking people close to her. 
	Pearl goes on to express her frustration with the child’s behaviors and describes that they will be working to put supports in place for K when she moves on to kindergarten. 
	I’m like, no, no, no, I’m not coming back to this. This is not good but I think we’re 	going to be trying to put some services in place for her so that she'll get services, 		and she goes to kindergarten because there’s just some things there that are not 		connecting. So I think a piece of it is that she just is going to need some extra 		something. So we’re working with Miss CG and I think she’ll end up having an 		IEP. 
	Navigating challenging behaviors and children in the classroom are some of the factors that contribute to Pearl’s psychological, physical, professional, and relational well-being as her limits and capacity are pushed. She is a deeply empathetic individual that looks to do her best with the children in her classroom but has a hard time compartmentalizing the differences between the behavior and the child. 
Capacity, Definitely outside of anything I had known - Winnie 
Throughout the data Winnie and Wiley’s experiences working with young children navigating challenging behaviors was interconnected with overlapping stories. For Winnie when asked how she was feeling about the school year Winnie shared, it’s been a wild ride. I think the kids have shown a lot of growth it’s been educating for me to go through this process. Additionally, Winnie commented on her psychological well-being in terms of her capacity to navigate the classroom and the forms of adaptability that she has had to put in place to make it through the school year,
 I think so. It was definitely challenging, and something this was my first year of it ever. So was definitely outside of anything I had known other than just to love on kids. So yeah, I had to dig deep and be flexible and just do the things. During Winnie’s ICM she described her psychological well-being hanging on by a thread, that she was ready for summer, but still intended to come back next school year, it is my it is my goal to, you know, my plan to. 
Wiley followed this up by sharing that Winnie had been parenting by herself for over two weeks while her partner was out of town, while continuing to juggle school, and caring for her children. Throughout the school year Winnie and Wiley had to navigate multiple forms of challenging behaviors in the classroom (i.e., hitting, biting, head butting, screaming, refusal to engage, tearing apart the classroom), often these challenges were further compounded with the complex home lives of children and years of compounded and/or intergenerational trauma coming to head demonstrated through the high needs of the children. Winnie and Wiley’s classroom make up also included a significant number of children with Individualized Education Plans (IEP) and developmental delays, some of which were very profound. Often children had a mix of all three, a developmental delay and a complex home life that led to a higher rate of challenging behaviors or challenges to meet the basic needs of the children in the classroom. The compounding factors within the classroom environment were further added on to by the inconsistencies in educators and lack of staffing. 
This compounded environment tore away at Winnies physical (i.e, consistently tried, being physically inquired by children), psychological (i.e., lacking capacity, constantly having to adapt, burnout), relational (i.e., with the children and her co-educators), and professional (i.e., impact of higher education, wanting to stay in the field) well-being, which in turn affected her efficacy and the level of care she was able to provide each in the classroom. 
References to children physically hurting the educators, I would describe it as pure hell - Wiley
	During her time at Blue Mountains Wiley has consistently shared she has lacked support in the classroom supporting children with high developmental needs and working with the parents. She felt that not enough attention was placed on her classroom or that her opinions were not considered, and a lot of time here I don’t feel like I get heard. You know, or [my] thought [just] kind of get[s] dismissed a lot and it’s getting old, which has further impacted Wiley’s relational well-being with her peers.
	Over the years, when asked directly about the classroom, Wiley would often comment on how tired she was and how there were many structural barriers to success for her within the classroom relating to district policies, funding, and lack of staff that were eating away at her psychological and physical well-being. 
	When asked about her highs and lows of the school year, Wiley responded by sharing, 
	I think the highs and lows are, like, the same. I mean, today [P] has been. Well, 		he’s been asleep since 10:00 [am] on the floor, and we called his  mom to come 		get him. And she said if he doesn’t have a fever, I’m not coming. It’s my right for 		him to be at school. She’s like but wake him up so he doesn’t sleep all night or 		stay up all night. 
	Wiley and Winnie left the child sleeping because, like, he has been headbutting and kicking and punching. No, I’m not, I’m not waking him up like he does not. He does not want to be awake. Wiley and Winnie made this decision in order to meet his needs and follow rules and regulations enforced by Willow Oak Child Care licensing.  
Wily goes on to share, so I think the lows have been just dealing with the parents and the situations outside of here that we have no control over. Earlier in the school year Wiley had shared about P’s current classroom experiences and his homelife, 
	We have one little guy [P] who. He just turned five, nonverbal Autism. Had never 		worn shoes until he came to us. I’m not sure he had really ever been out of the 		house until he came to us. So the first six weeks were, I mean I would describe it 		as pure hell. Like he was beating me to death. Like I would go home with like 		[black] eyes and bloody noses and scratches. 
	P was one of the children that weighed heavily on Wiley’s mind, as everyday was a new challenge, constantly pushing her to adapt and shift her expectations for the classroom. Throughout the school year, Wiley shared multiple times that they had to call Child Protective Services (CPS), as P came to school with handprints on his body and they were not sure who was caring for him overnight while his caregivers worked, we’re not sure that this babysitter isn’t the 12-year-old sister. Who is significantly delayed as well. We think he’s probably getting medication, put to bed, and they go to work. Exasperated Wiley went on to share, 
	honestly, we just need a caseworker in our classroom. There’s, like, four kids who 	are literally like, one step away from us having to make a call. And we just really 		haven’t been able to get enough information about this one. 
	Even though Wiley had been physically hurt by this child, ignored by his caregivers, and pushed to the limits of her capacity, Wiley still showed deep levels of compassion and care for this family. She recognized that multiple structural systems and safeguards had let this them down, well, I fully think that how [P’s] family ended up where they are. They just couldn’t find anywhere within their income. And probably low-income housing was full [or] they were scared to ask for help. Wiley goes on to share that caring for children and families in complex situations that are out of their control due to the failure of safeguards weighed on her, I don’t know and that’s where the guilt of making a decision [calling CPS] comes in. But at the end of the day, ethically, yeah, that’s the part of this job people don’t see. Wiley has reiterated time and again that she cares deeply about the safety, care, and long-term trajectory of each of the children in her classroom. When asked if she will think about them over the summer, she responded, 
yeah maybe a little less [about] [P], because I talked to this caseworker and she’s going to be involved this summer, so that helps that there’s somebody you know, to check up on him anyway. And [M] she can survive because she’s a fighter. So she’ll be okay. But will I worry about them? Probably, yeah.
	 It is clear that Wiley’s care extends beyond the classroom. This care is also related to her relational well-being and her capacity to care for her co-educators. When asked if she felt like a different person than she was at the beginning of the school year, Wiley responded,
	 yeah, I think in a lot of ways, the one like giving a care about what’s going on 		outside of my room, like I do care, but I just can’t. I can’t get too involved. Just 		because we’re like, a different little planet…and I feel like Winnie has grown a lot 	too. 
	Wiley’s psychological, relational, physical, and professional well-being are directly related to her experiences in the classroom and supporting children as they navigate challenging behaviors and complex home lives. This study reveals her consistent need to adapt, her overwhelming level of burnout, and her overall lack of capacity due to challenges in the field of early care and education, specifically within her classroom being, a job on fire. 

Capacity, It was not an easy call - Cora 
	Cora’s experiences supporting children with challenging behaviors is often twofold as she is both supporting the child(ren) and their educators. Factors of Cora’s psychological, relational, professional, and physical well-being are interconnected to her relationships with the children, families, and educators. As mentioned earlier, she often wears her emotions and her heart on her sleeve, which can make the dynamics of the roles she has to take on more difficult. Over the years, Cora has shared multiple stories about supporting children and her educators navigate challenging behaviors and complex situations, 
but sometimes it’s like children with significant health impairments. We had a little guy who aspirated just on his own saliva last year, like [multiple] staff had to pull him out of his feeding chair and do rescue maneuvers, you know, so.
	Cora went on to share, we just need extra hands to keep our kids safe and learning and healthy and give them the support they need. It is true that early childhood educators are trained in CPR and life-saving techniques, yet having to implement them and the worry that comes after weighs heavily on the psychological well-being of educators. In a similar thought process to Pearl, Cora shared, we’ve already served every level of need here [but] there’s a pattern that more and more children are having higher level needs, which impact the classroom and school environment, making day-to-day operations more complex. She went on to share that her professional and psychological capacity and well-being are often stretched thin as she has to support the educators and the children, and that makes sense but it was every classroom yesterday was just in shambles. And we’re like checking the moon phases and you know, like what is happening. 
	Cora reflected on one specific child, mentioned earlier, who had been a particularly hard case to navigate with Stella, you know Stella and I were talking this morning. You know, he was on edge like because we know him. We could tell, okay, he goes either way today. This was assessed as soon as the child walked into the classroom, had he been in the classroom on edge like that he would have flipped 20 minutes in like we would have been spiraling because any interruption in his plan for the day would have thrown him. Cora and Stella met every day for a year in order to create a plan to navigate the challenging behaviors of this specific child, on top of navigating the demands of the family, and expectations of the school district. This child is also the only child Cora has ever had to ask to leave Blue Mountains and come back for alternative forms of care, 
	I’ve [never] had to remove [a child] from the classroom. This is the first one I 		know of my time here and we’ve had to completely remove from the classroom, 		very first Pre-K suspension. And honestly, I probably wouldn’t have done it that 		way, but it took that to get the reaction from the family that we needed to take 		steps, it was not an easy call. 
	Expulsion in Pre-K is becoming more and more common, but not at Blue Mountains. Cora and the educators pride themselves in being able to meet the needs of each child and family, especially because they serve as a critical resource to the community as the only public pre-kindergarten in the school district. To conclude, the everyday decisions Cora has to make to keep Blue Mountains operational and a safe environment for children and educators is astounding. Often, she goes home with little reserve left for her own partner and children, maxing out her capacity and adaptability each day. 
In this chapter, I described the significant findings related to the factors that impact each of the educators' conceptualization of their own well-being. Chapter Four showed us that educator well-being is not static, and it is directly related to their experiences in the classroom environment. Further, their psychological, physical, professional, and relational well-being is related to their direct experiences with young children and the complex realities, relationships, and challenging behaviors that they have to navigate on a daily basis. For the educators, their daily experiences with children, good or bad, embed them in place in the classroom.
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Conclusions and Recommendations
	Reflecting back, the purpose of this qualitative, critical narrative study was to explore the factors that impact the well-being of rural, Appalachian early childhood educators and how they conceptualize their well-being. Well-being was situated with place(s), the community and children's home lives, Blue Mountains, and individual classrooms. Well-being was conceptualized through the narratives of the educators to answer both research questions, 
1: How do rural early childhood educators conceptualize their own well-being? and 
2: What factors impact rural early childhood educators’ well-being? 
	Impacting factors have been described through in-depth examples that share the daily experiences and lived realities of the Blue Mountains educators. This study reflects many of the everyday realities of educators navigating early care and education spaces across the United States, struggling with a lack of structural and systemic safeguards. It also directly adds to the current gap in the literature that works to understand and amplify the experiences of rural, Appalachian early childhood educators. Through the direct amplification of educator voice, we are able to understand, in great depth, the realities of what it means to be a pre-kindergarten educator in a rural community in the Southeastern United States. 
	When early childhood educators are known and approached with care, their experiences of joy and adaptability in the classroom can be amplified to counteract the deficit perceptions and perspectives currently defining the literature. This study demonstrates how critical narrative methodologies are an essential tool that should be used to reveal the known realities of early childhood educators and should be used more readily in the literature to amplify the voices of all early childhood educators.  
Researcher Reflexivity 
	Mentioned throughout this study, reflexivity was highly valued and sought after within each iterative phase of study design, implementation, and analysis. Many hours were spent driving over the mountain, in conversation with Dr. Caudle and Dr. Grist, as we reflected on what we were learning from the educators at Blue Mountains, about the lives of the children, and the community. Our conversations acted as a reflexive space to explore the phenomena of well-being, what is it? Who has access to being well? We consistently noted that well-being does not exist in a static form. It has to do with the educator's allostatic load (Danese & McEwen, 2012), their capacity, and their ability to adapt as they navigate the day-to-day experiences within their constructed environments (Farewell et al., 2022; Ford et al., 2024b; Mayangsari et al., 2025). 
	It is in this context that the conversation of adaptability as a form of hope blossomed and an understanding that educators themselves are protective factors within early care and education spaces. As Jones (1991) stated, hope is a form of social capital that allows an individual to move forward, to reframe their perspective, and adapt (Snyder, 2002; Ong et al., 2006). Additionally, reflexivity is one of the standing core values within the TIPS Partnership. It is also an extended iteration of the ethics of care (Lin et al., 2019; Risan et al., 2020) and is an especially important tool in research-practice partnerships and when working with others through collaborative communities of care. Reflexivity is a core value of my epistemologies and ontologies as a researcher and early childhood educator. My hope is that the importance of reflexivity is reflected in the care taken in this study to amplify the voices of educators and the care that is taken every day through responsive means of partnership. 
A Paradigmatic, Reflexive Checklist 
	Cain et al. (2023) refers to the paradigmatic, reflexive checklist as the salad bar approach to consider quality in qualitative research. Multiple considerations have to be understood by the researcher in order to understand the implications and importance of quality in qualitative research and the embedded nature of personal epistemologies, ontologies, and praxeologies. It is important to remember that individual narratives are socially constructed and inscribed (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022), and that outcomes reflect on the paradigmatic, structural means of study designed by the researcher, in this case, to understand the lived experiences of the educators as a form of knowledge. 
Sociality, Temporality, and Place 
	For the educators of Blue Mountains, and the places mentioned have been socially constructed by and for the educators, and children they support, as they are the spaces in which they spend their lives. Though their relationships with these places are convoluted, both full of joy, frustration, and sometimes sorrow, these places could still be considered protective factors for the educators (Ungar, 2014), acting as safety nets that connect them to the children, families, and community that they care for and are a part of. Recognition of these places and the impact they have on the educators’ physical, psychological, professional, and relational well-being allows space for them to construct and deconstruct the realities of their everyday lives and retroactively understand the impact of their actions and the depth of their care (Greenwood, 2013; Sherfinski et al., 2021; 2022). 
Sociality, temporality, and place are key factors to centering the voices of the individual stories of the educators, reflecting as forms of knowledge (Clandinin et al., 2007; Dewart et al., 2020; Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022). Additionally, the different methodologies utilized throughout this study (i.e., deep hanging out, kitchen table methods, community methods) came together to support the meta-structure of the study and the emerging approaches of narrative methodologies, specifically within early care and education spaces that aim to amplify and center the voices of educators. 
	Similar to the structure of the Appalachian Mountain range, especially in Southeast Appalachia, the co-constructed forms of knowledge and individual stories of each of the educators are layered, ever evolving, and complex, socially constructed and shaped by time, place, social, geopolitical, and economic values (Pino Gavidia & Adu, 2022; Ponterro, 2005). The complexities of the individual narratives are similar to that of a mountain, consistently being built upon, deconstructed, and opened up, allowing for continued growth and adaptability.  
Reflection on University-Partner, Educator Relationships 
The order of the results had to do with the depth of the individual relationships that I have with each of the educators. Over the years of partnership, I have built responsive relationships with each of them. Over time, I spent a significant amount of time in Winnie and Wiley’s classroom and working alongside Cora to support all of the educators across Willow Oak. I, along with Drs. Caudle and Grist, probably spent the majority of our time in Winnie and Wiley’s classroom during the 2023-2024 academic year, as there were a significant number of children who had been enduring adverse experiences and/or had high needs due to developmental delays and expounded forms of trauma such as parental neglect, lack of access to basics needs (i.e., running water, power) in the home, or extreme challenging behaviors. CPS was called no less than eight times throughout the academic year regarding children in this classroom. Cora worked alongside Winnie and Wiley and we, in turn, worked alongside Cora and directly with the educators responsively providing the support that each individual educator needed.
 I did not spend as much time in Pearl and Kit’s classrooms or in informal conversations with them. Rather, time was spent in large groups and during the ICMs. Further, I coded Cora’s ICM in between both classroom types, developmental day and a traditional classroom, which allowed me to understand the perspective of the director. It also all allowed me to understand that Wiley and Cora have a really complicated relationship and had worked closely for over sixteen years. Pearl and Cora also have a close relationship, but it is intertwined with the relationships of their own children and community-based experiences; they are very good friends outside of the school building.
Finally, each of the educators had complicated relationships with one another, navigating work, family, and living in a small community that has its own cultural values and complexities. 
Limitations 
	This research was conducted with a small group of rural, Appalachian early childhood educators in the Southeast United States in a public pre-kindergarten setting. This sample of educators is not necessarily representative of all rural early childhood educators, of all rural early childhood educators in Appalachia or all early childhood educators across the United States. Nor is it representative of all types or centers of early care and education or the lived experiences of all early educators. This work is not meant to be generalizable. The way in which data was collected for this study may also be considered a limitation. I have the privilege and opportunity to work alongside these professionals and have over the past three years, collecting ICM data, most scholars do not have the time, funds, or opportunity to engage in means of community engaged research. Further, this study was limited by time constraints, continued work and time may be needed to further understand how educators conceptualize their own well-being. It should be noted that access to high quality early childhood education, health equity, and economic access are confounding factors that may have limited access to educators and limited the results of this study. 
Implications for Future Research and Practice 
	The findings of this study have implications for the field of early care and education as a whole. This study highlights the needed shifts in the literature and demonstrates why more critical, qualitative methodologies, that include early childhood educators, are important to understand the experiences of educators at a more minute level. Additionally, the concepts of capacity and joy as a form of hope in early childhood environments should also be further investigated to understand educator experiences. 
	Future directions of this study may also include scholars actively working to shift the literature and general understanding that it is realistic for educators to meet the needs of all young children in their classrooms. Additionally, early childhood educators are greatly impacted by structural and systemic barriers which actively contribute to roadblocks that make their jobs more difficult. Without the proper resources, early childhood educators do not have the capacity to support the complex needs of children that come from trauma. The children in this narrative are at most six years old and yet many of them have had a whole lifetime's worth of trauma and hurt to navigate. Their stories act as a form of advocacy for educators, demonstrating the critical nature of the field and the need for more available resources to support educators in both the classroom and in caring for their well-being.	
	Representing and amplifying educator voice in early childhood literature is a form of advocacy. The individual and collective narratives of the rural early educators and their communities highlighted in this study should be used to drive future policies that relate to bettering the livelihood of early educators and their communities. Again, the community is the classroom, and the classroom is the community. This thought implies that the policies aimed at supporting families (e.g., the child tax credit) also relate to the well-being of early childhood educators and the health of the classroom environment. This is also true for educators as district-wide and state-level policies affect their longevity in the classroom. For example, there are policies that hinder educators from pursuing further higher education (i.e., graduate degrees) because they will not be compensated with comparable or comprehensive pay or opportunities for job advancement. These policies affect educator capacity in the classroom and emphasize the need for educators to hold multiple jobs and rely on government assistance which, in turn, affect the children, educator attrition, and overall continuity and quality of care. 
	As demonstrated throughout this study, the home, school, and community environments are deeply interconnected and entwined in place. The stories of the educators are direct examples of how state and federal policy and structural systems of care need to be built in ways that directly support the well-being and livelihood of children, their families, rural communities, and educators. Future areas of policy that this study and educator voice could contribute to are related to child safety, educator incentives and reimbursement, basic needs and access in rural spaces, school safety, and access to wrap-around, early intervention services. 
	Further, future research should also explore educators' experiences with secondary trauma and allostatic load and what systemic infrastructure and access to resources is needed in order to mitigate their own social determinants of health. This allows them to protect their long-term physical, psychological, relational, and professional outcomes. 
	In relation to Blue Mountains, I would like to further explore why this specific subset of educators have made the decision time and time again to stay at Blue Mountains, despite the increase in challenging behaviors, social emotional, and complex needs of the children and families. As compared to the rest of the early care and education sector Blue Mountains, has a low turnover and attrition rate. I would like to further investigate why the educators stay, the attributes the school environment, and the community factors involved keeping them in the Pre-K classroom. 
	Additionally, another future direction I would like to further investigate is the duality of my role within this type of reflexive work. This includes the process that I as a researcher underwent and how I continue to grow within the environment of a research practice partnership through reflexive means of participation. I would also like to gain a better understanding of the third space that has been created in relation to the TIPs Partnership and the depth of the relational aspects of research-practice partnerships. I would like to further explore how relational partnerships impact educator sustainability and well-being. Additionally, I would like to explore how relationships and/or relational factors could be a factor of support for pre-service educators’ well-being, sustainability, and longevity in the classroom environment. This could also include more education around the dimension of well-being and trauma-informed strategies that support the psychological health and allostatic load of both the educators and the children as they navigate compounded and past trauma. Lastly, an on-going implication for future research and practice would be the continuation of this work, further investigating the phenomena of early childhood educator well-being to understand the varying factors that impact the dimensions of well-being in relation to an educator’s environment, job demands, and access to resources.   
	In conclusion, Mahani (2024) wrote about how, “our experiences write themselves on us in a way that they become embodied.” The lived experiences of Winnie, Wiley, Cora, Pearl, and Kit are reflected on the ways in which they navigate and construct their sense of place and about the varying factors impacting how they conceptualize their own well-being and the varying dimensions of well-being that affect their day-to-day experiences. The stories shared in this dissertation study amplify the continued need for early educator voices in our literature and reflect that educators’ ways of knowing and meaning making experiences are embodied forms of care that are critical to the sustainability of the field of early care and education.  
[bookmark: _heading=h.2bn6wsx]
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Figure 2. Example of Changes to Identified Theme Table Version 1, Winnie
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Figure 3. Example of Changes to Identified Theme Table Version 2, Wiley
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Figure 4. Example of Changes to Identified Theme Table Version 3, Cora
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Figure 5. Example of Changes to Identified Theme Table Version 4, Pearl 
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Figure 7. Example of Changes to Identified Theme Table, Version 6, Lori and Hannah
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Identified Theme Table - Version 3 (02.10.2025)
o Organized the same way as Dedoose

Parent codes are bolded

Grandchild codes are italicized

[he parent codes created during Winnie’s coding are highlighted in pink.

Wiley's codes will be in blue.

‘Winnie’s original coding was put into dedoose - these were the major changes

o 0:08:04:08-00:08:22:10 - added the code adaptability of the educator

00:08:23:04 - 00: 5 - coded for educator well-being, capacity.

o Second round of coding - the code, “university partner - inquiring about positive classroom experiences.” | noticed that

I had not added that in while inputting Winnie's codes into dedogse.

o Second round of coding - the code, “taking the job home.” | noticed that | had not added this into the original code
book - added when put into dedoose.

o The code “sigh” was added under the body language parent code.

o The code “defensiveness” was added under psychological well-being — not sure if it should have been coded as
feelings of uncertainty?

o Wiley need codes are in green.

o Added this code to the code book - (1) educator - larger reflections about working at Blue Mountains, (2) Partnership, Mecting
Organization, (3) District, School Board Wide Policies and/or Practices (4) BM Systems - under the parent code educator-
larger reflections about working at Blue Mountains, (5) classroom supports - under the parent code educator- larger reflections
about working at Blue Mountains, (6) references o illncss - under the parent code of physical well-being, (7) inconsistency in
routines - under the parent code - educator - larger reflections about working with young children, (8) Navigating challenging
behaviors - under the parent code educator- larger reflections about working with young children, (9) children’s self-regulation
- under the parent code educator- larger reflections about working with young children, (10) developmental disabilities - under
the parent code educator- larger reflections about working with young children, (1) child explore to opioids - this is under the
child code of structural and systemic barriers - which is under the parent code of structural and systemic barriers, (12)
relationship with children - under the parent code relational well-being, (13) educator reflects on their own regulation - under
the parent code of psychological well-being, (14) references to DV - under the child code of structural and systemic barriers* -
under the parent code of structural and systemic barriers, (15) relationships with families - under the parent code relational
well-being. (16) under physical well-being - References to children physically hurting educators (17) under educator larger

—
°

reflections of working with children - working with families (18) under educator larger reflections of working with children -
CPS - (18) - Tribal members - under eductor larger reflections about working with children, under working with families.

o Shifted this code - “university partner - inquiring about positive experiences in the classroom.” - deleted the positive part - it
seems like I am assuming that the experiences are positive and not letting the educators voices say that explicitly.

Thoughts about coding Wiley -
It took a long time for me to code Wiley’s transcripts - she is very detailed in what and how she describes her experiences. I also think
that we (university-researcher, educator) are closer? At the time we were more often in contact with one another through informal
means - text or phone calls and during the ICM’s.

Specifically the second of three interviews from Wiley it took a long, long time to transcribe.

Also, there was multiple new codes added to the code book during Wiley's transcriptions.

Wiley talks about herself with the children rather than herself outside of the children - themselves in relation to other and how it
affects their well-being.
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- “This s the order the codes went n - nto Dedoose
- “The originalcodes that weat nto Dedoose were allidentifid when transcribiag Winnic
- 1 maved o Dedoose 0 LC and | could communicate easie - for code counts - and for larty, coding by hand via google
docs was too Involved and lengthy.
- 02102025 al codes moved into deops - starting with coding Wiley November 2023 ICM.

Tdentifed Theme < [etnion Example
Educaor
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ihey have met the gols andlor
esaions e planncd ot o Hannah Thompson
Kindergarten ‘When educators mention kindergarten and T:09PM Feb 10
what children will eed when hey g5t
e
References experiences of children - when “Winnie:I think the kids have shown a lot eleven
asked about how they (the educator) feels of growh.”
Hannah Thompson
7:16PM Feb 10
After number 15 - | moved this to under educator well-
being - it will be put under psychological well-being.
avout something secifc
Eeatr - arger rflectionssbo i “wiani: s besa  wild i
princ voin i youn . K hive oo ot I e Hannah Thompson
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‘Shiftng perspectves ofthe educator “Winnie:So 1 had to make myselfnot grandchild code

focus on anything that might o have
gone the way | asicpatedor had Boped.”

[Trying o find the good in ach day. “Winnie: Jus rying 0 find foyous hings
out of ach day because it can”

Experiences of children These are smallrreflectionsor very | “Winnie: But n i ralty too 've had
specfic examplesof th chidren's remind myself that thes are justbabics,
experiences. “They'e only four and five. And s,

theyve never experienced his either. So
s been  leaming curve | think for

everybody.” Hannah Thompson
7:29PM Feb 10

Communiy expercnces Educaors rflect o the expercnces of | “Winnie: An i this aes, thres 3
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dentied Theme Table - Version 3 (02.10.2025)

Organized the same way as Dedoose
Parent codes are boided
Grandehid codes are Halicized
“The parent codes created during Winnie's coding are highlighted i pink.
Wiey's codes will be in bive.
‘Winnie’s original coding was put o dedoose - these were the major changes
© 0:08:04:08-00.08:22:10 - addsd the cods adaptabilty of the educator
© 00:08:23:04 - 00:08:46:15 - coded for educator well-being, capacty.
© Second round of coding - the code, “university partner - inquifng about positive ciassroom experiences.” | noficed that
1 had not added thatin whils inputting Winnie’s codes into dedoos
> Second round of coding - the code, “aking the job home.” | noticed that | had not added this nto the orginal code
book - added when put into
 The coda “sigh" was added under the body language parent coda.
© The code “defensiveness’ was added under psychological well-being — nt sure i it should have boen coded as.
foslings of uncertainty?
Wiey need codes are in green.
‘Added this code 1 the code book - (1) educator - larger reflections about working at Blue Mountains, (2) Partership, Meeting
Organization, (3) District, School Board Wide Policies and/or Practices (4) BM Systems - under the parent code educator-
larger refections about working at Blue Mountais, (5) classtoom supports - under the parent code educator-larger reflections.
‘about working at Blue Mountains,(6) references o llnes - under the parent code of physical well-being, (7) inconsistency in
routines - under the parent code - cducator  larger rflections about working with young childre, (8) Navigating challenging
‘behaviors - under the parent code edicator- lrger reflections about working with young children, (9) children’s self-regulation
- under the parent code educator- arger reflections about working with young children, (10) developmental disabilitis - under
the parent code educator- arger reflections about working with young children, (11) chid explore o opioids - this i under the
child code of structural and systemic barriers - which i under the parent code of structural and systemic barriers, (12)
relaionship with children - under the parent code relational well-being, (13) educator reflects on their own regulation - under
the parent code of psychological well-being, (14) references to DV - under the child code of structual and systemi barriers*
under the parent code of sructural and systemic bariers, (15) relatonships with familis - under the parent code relational
‘well-being. (16) under physical well-being - References to children physically hurting educators (17) under educator larger

reflections of working with children - working with fumilies (18) under educator larger reflections of working with children -
(CPS - (1) - Tibal members - under eductor larger reflections about working with children, under working with families
Shifted this code - “universty partner - inquiing about posilive experiences in the classroom.” - deleted the postive part - it
seems like I am assuming that the experiences are positive and not leting the educators voices say that expliciy.

‘Thoughts about coding Wiley -
It took a long time for me to code Wiley's ranseripts - she is very detailed in what and how she describes her experiences.  also think.
that we (universiy-reseacher,educator) are closer? At the time we were more often in contact with one another through informal
‘means - text or phone calls and during the ICM's.

Specifically the second of three interviews from Wiley it took a long, long time to ranscribe.

Also, there yas muliple new codes added tothe code book during Wiley's ranscriptions.

‘Wiley talks about herself with the children rather than herself outside of the children - themselves in elation to other and how it
affects their well-being.
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Hannah Thompson
4:15PM Feb 15

I didn't know what to call this

Hannah Thompson
4:12PM Feb 21

All of this relates to individualized instruction and
meeting the individual needs of the children.

Hannah Thompson
4:14PM Feb 21
Noticing that the educators are talking a lot about the

individual disabilities of the educators - this should
probably be called a developmental delay.

-these are often combined with trauma and
inconsistent home lives.
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dentied Theme Table - Version 4 (02.25.2025)
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“The parent codes created during Winnie's coding are highlighted i pink.
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Wiey's codes will be n green.
Cora's codes are
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wel-being when asked about thir own experiences and wel-being - dsflecion of el
exporiences of chidran??

- There are aso compounded experiances — ging from the death ofa chd o expuision of ancther - thesa ara no e avents
inECE

- Cora-"On tfal, | am a sinking ship full f hles.”

rens experionces and
ing? Wellbeing through the





image17.png
Body Language

These are examples of bady language
described throughout the ranscriptions.

Crying ‘When a description aceurs of the educator | *Denoted in brackets in the ranseripts*
erying.

Laughing ‘When a description aceurs of the educator | *Denoted i brackets in the ranseripts*
laughing.

Sigh ‘When a description oceurs of the educator | Winnie: “Yes. Yeah, [big sigh]
sighing. *Denoted in brackets n the ranscripts*

Educator

‘Achieving goals ‘When educators are asked if they feel like

they have met the goals and/or
expectations they planned out for
themselves that year.

‘Community experiences

Educators reflect on the experiences of
children, families, and the local
community

‘Winnie: *And in ths area, there's an
educational gap. And even though other
families have been further remaved from
things of their past, you have to remind.
‘yourslf so that these people are not that
femoved. Andso they're rying.”

Educator - larger reflections sbout
working at Blue Mouniains.

BM- Systems

Referring to the systems with Blue
Mountins - systems of organization
mentions of developmental day.

Cora: S0 we arealready meeting allthe
critera because we're Willow Oak Pre-K.
funded with the expectation ofthe atio

changes. So under Willow Onk Pre-K. its

nine to one for this age group. Under
developmental gay,i's six to one.
my classrooms have mazed capacity
because we are five gar. So that puts a
ead teacher and two TAS in the classroom
1o be developmental day™

Classroom supports

Such as teaching assistants, the director
stepping in, or physical resources in the
classroom.

Educator - lrger reflections about their
experiences working with young children.

These are smaller reflections or very
specific examples of the children’s
experiences.

‘Winnie: “Its been a wild ride.  think the
kids have shown  lotof growih. It been
very ediucating for me to go through ths
process of.”

Positive classroom reflections

Winnie: “They were a joy.”

School,classroom schedule and routines

Inconsistency in outines

Inconsistency in routines or the
classtoom, school, teacher/teaching
assistants, or individual children.

Wilky: “So now she’s been out or two
weeks."

Hannah Thompson

9:24 AM Feb 26

I think achieving goals can be collapsed into

professional growth
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ied Theme Table - Version 5 (02.26.2025) Pearl
Organized the same way as Dedoose

Parent codes are bolded

Grandchild codes are italicized

The parent codes created during Winnie's coding are highlighted in pink.
Winnie's codes are in black.

Wiley's codes are green.

Cora's codes are blue.

Pearl’s codes are orange.,

hts -
Pearls transcripts are so much shorter than Wiley and Cora's at the beginning - | was never able to spend as much time in
her classroom and she is in the second building which has historically had really terrible wifi so there are not as many OWL
videos. Kit and Pearl are so pretty quiet - not always asking for help - she has “typically” developing children but also had
many children with challenging behaviors.
I remember when first meeting with Pearl that is was awkward - she is very shy and quiet - Cora informally had talked about
that being part of her nature.
Its also interesting how intertwined Pearl talks about herself and the children she is supporting at the same time. lts like at
times she cant distinguish between her own regulation and the childrens.
Reminder to self - Pearl had been in the classroom for quite some time - first as a teaching assistant and then as a lead
teacher.
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laughing.

Sigh

‘When a description aceurs of the educator
sighing.

‘Winnie: “Yes. Yeah. [big sigh].
*Denoted in brackets n the ranscripts®

Educator

Achicving goals

‘When educators are asked if they feel like
they have met the goals and/or
expectations they planned out for
themselves that year.

Wiley: 11
accomplished more than what I thou
would. Yeah. Especially with, like,
[child] and [child). [ mean, I, [child] and
August compared to [child

‘Community experiences

Educators reflect on the experiences of
children, families, and the local
community

‘Winnie: *And in this area, there's an
educational gap. And even though other
families have been further remaved from
things of their past, you have (o remind
‘yourself so that these people are not that
femoved. And so they're rying.”

Educator - larger reflections sbout
Working at Blue Mountains

s experiences at Blue Mountains.

#00d, areas of

Kit: “This is my
sure f you knew that

st year here. I'm not

not, but, um, this

s my firs
I'm prety fresh

BM- Systems

Referring to the systems with Blue
Mountains - systems of organization
mentions of developmental day.

Cora: S0 we arealready meeting all ]
critera because we're Willow Oak Pre-K-
funded with the expectation of the ratio
changes. S0 under Willow Oak Pre-K, ts
i 10 one for his age group. Under
developmental day, i’ six to one. $o.and.
my classrooms have mazed capacity of 1§
because we are five gar. So that puts a

Tead teacher and two TAs in the classroom
1o be developmental day™

Classroom supports

Such as teaching assistants, the director
stepping in, or physical resources in the
classroom.

Educator - lrger reflections about their
experiences working with young children.

These are smaller reflections or very
specific examples of the children’s
experiences.

‘Winnie: “Its been a wild ride.  tink the
kids have shown  lotof growih. It been
very ediucating for me to go through ths
process of.”

Positive classroom reflections.

These are positive classroom reflections

‘Winnie: “They were a joy:”

wh tors are smiling, eflecting on
the or the activites in the
School,classroom schedule and routines | This is i K about ouines | Wiley: *T have a teacher able. And then I

and schedul in the classroom
and in the school. This alks about the
consistency in routines and the shifts in

routines. This could be collective or for

have a shelf next o i. So my desk. And
then 1 have a shelf behind like my
computer shows on. Then when I need to
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Corafs codes are .

Pearts cades are range.

Kitscodos wil bo n purpe.

Loriand Hannah wibe highighied n yslow.

Gaing back t the research quesions -

1 How do rural early chidhood educatorsconcepeuliz the own wel eing?
2: Wht fscorsimpct rurl ey childhood educators” well-being?

In RTA ars the escacher “codes” considred  fort o wisngulation
Hovs was 1 able 10 gather the informaron and gthe the comex 0 be abie 0 describe how eductors - oicesar prosent and
{heir conceptalzaton - and when thinking sbout their ow conceptalzaion 1 mportant when developing partnrship
(two-pronged spproach) with the teaches and the childen

Lieratu to ook nto - workrlsted siressors, imate, JO-R?
Process and stuciura programs of aualty wibin the earl chidod program (rogrammatic and the dirctor)

“Tishia's ol holds s own fom dision o qualty batwosn th directr and programmat ualty - the big stuckura and the
Smallr overyday -kt and publcpre-& specian then he decisions she makes.

Workpiace design - sioed inko one place logather where sructural and systemic chalnges aren' panted out a ofen - 35
‘compared to whe ingroups

Structural qualty I  program - stafl qualficatns — work clmate and sructure | TAs haing 0 go bac o schoolmpact of
igher educatin”

Howthey cancaptusiz theirwel-being s directl inkedto how hay o reated. opportuntios provided. positcnad i ther
100 voica s heard, autonomy - our choics of a job mpacts our walkbeing

Ther 5ot gong o be a satement of ‘my wel-being s i, a combiraton of mullpe factors that

Body Lasguage [ These recxammpes of body sngunge
described throughout th transripeions.

Crying When a desciption ocursofth cdusstor | *Denoted i brackets i the ranscrips®
aying

Laughing Whenadscripion s he heatr | Denoredin ke o s

sigh Whena descripton occurs ofthe educator | Winnie: “Yes. Yeah.[ig sigh.
sighing. *Descted in backets in th rnscripts®

Educator

Achieving goals When educators are asked ifthy fel ke | Wiley 1 el ke 1 some ways, we've
hey have met the gosls andior accomplished more than what | thought
cxpecations they planned out for we would. Yeah, Especaly with, ke,
hemselves that year {chik) nd {chid) | mean, ., (child] and

‘August compared o [child] o

Communty experiences Educators refleton the xperiencesof | Winai: “And in his sr,there's a1
children,familc, and the local cducatonal gap. And even though other
communiy familes have ben further removed from

° Hannah Thompson
11:26 AM Feb 28

this is hannah's perception of the educators well-being

Hannah Thompson
11:28AM Feb 28

this could be contextual information about the videos -
when describing the examples within the narrative.
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going to do. But ifs sad 1o see it happen so
quickly”

Shifing perspectives o the educator.

‘Winnie:"So 1 had to make myself not
focus on anything that might not have
gone the way I anticipated or had hoped.”

[rving 10 ind the good in each day

Winnie - this is when
gt0 find

e lieraly tyi

‘Winnie: “Just tring to find joyous things
out of each day because it can.”

Relational Well-Being

Relationships s familics and
children OR s it elational well-being.
berwween relationships with peers/ adult to
adult

‘Winnie: “I've rally enjoyed being on &
team with Wiley. We knew cach other
rom church, but I think because we have
fed offof cach other's strengths and the.
classes lowed really wellas far as that
goes especially with other changes. So
I've really enjoyed working with her.”

Relationships with children

cators talk about the
hat they have with you
fassroom and in

Wiley: [shows picture of hersel and the
child)like this s this morning.”

Relationships with families

‘When educators talk about the
with families

ins or families

Structural and Systemic Barriers

Structural and systemic barriers

Educators reflect on structural and
systemic bariers that affect them .
educators, the children andior
communites tha they support

‘Winnie: *And in ths area, there's an
educational gap. And even though other
families have been further removed from
things of their past, you have to remind.
‘yourself so that these people are not that
femoved. And so they're rying.”

Child exposure to opioids

References to domestic violence

Traumas (compounded, secondary,
intergenerational)

Cora: “But sometimes s lllechildren
with significant health impairments. We
had a ltle guy who aspirated just on his
ovwn silva last year

Systemic barrier - multiple jobs

Multiple jobs, ow wages

District, School Board Wide Policies
andior Praciices

Related 1o policies andor practices of the
school board or about the distic,

Wiley: “Well then when  transferred
here, they made me start all the way back
1o 2o, make it up all the ljves sssions
that 1 had missed, even though I had done
the clementary level class.”

0 Hannah Thompson

12:16 PM Feb 28

move the structural and systemic barriers into the
place-based codes

the community outside of the school - is part of the
school community - it is cultural, part of the

mountain community

-this is connection to the community and describes the
reliance to the community

-the educators are from the community

-greater "we" language of shared experiences and
pedagogy of place.

0 Hannah Thompson
10:59 AM Mar 3
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Educator - arger relections about
working a Blue Mourtais.

These are largerrflections about
ducators experiences at B Mountsns.
These experences mayhs good, areas of
growth, or eutral

Kt “This s my st year here.'m ot
sur ifyou knew thator not, bat, um, his
s my frstyearas  teacher asssiant, 0
T prety freh

M- Syems

Referrng o the systems with Blue
Mountains - systems of organization -
mentions of developmentl day.

Con: "So we ar already mestingal the
citeria because we're Willow Oak PreK.
funded withthe expectationof the ratio
changes. So under Willow Ok Pre-K. 5
i 1 one for this age group. Under
developmenal day, ' ix t one. 50 4nd.
iy classcooms have a mazed capaciy of
T8 because we are five sar Sotht puis
lead escher nd two TAs n theclassroom
10 be developmentl day”

Cora: L am frequenty rustrated by
adiional and sometimes confictng rules
and regulons we have to leam and

Classroom supporss

‘Such a5 teachng assisants, the disetor
tepping in o physical resurces in the
clastoom,

‘Cor: So 'm sure Il come up with @)
thingsbate there. Wl what i I don't
know what theyre called? I like the ball
thing that expands. e tis. [sbows
pictur of cxpanding balia ook] that
thing 1 have never heard those in
connection 0 breathing. love those
things, though. My techers were ke,

okay,but [ was realy excited sbout i
Wiley:“Student rauma and support n he
classoom™

Role of the dirctor

When Cora tber educators mention
specific experiences tat relate 0 the
director

Cora: “Thar's where just was” [in
eference t being in Wiley's classroom at
the sart of our mesting].

Systemic barrier - mulipl johs

Muliplefobs, low wages.

‘Winne: “Lam ot unforunatly” [When
asked i hey il be working his
summe].

Systemic barrier - Disiici, School Board

Wide Poices andlor Practces

Related o policies ndor pracice o the
school board o about the disrict

jobs,low wages* were merged at tis
tme.

Wiley:“Wel, then when | ransfered
e, they made me sartallthe way back
o ero, make it p all he v sessions
8t had missed cven though | had done
the clementary leve cass.”

Hannah Thompson
:53PM Mar 13

| think this should be collapsed into systemic barriers -
district, school board, etc because it is a reflection
about teacher pay.
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Phasa 1+ Phass 2 UPDATED - Collpsed Codes Idontifled Themo Tablo-Vorsion 7
+" Organized the samo way as Dodose - IS THIS DONE??
Paront codes are bolded
Grandehid codos ae alized
e parent codes crsted dutng Wini'scoding ars ghightd n ik
Winnes codosar n biack

« Cora's codes are biue,
« Pearrs codes are orange.
Kits codes will b in purpl

Phase 2 contextual information has also been added into this data set
« Codes that Hannah merged on 03.13.2025 are highiighted in pnk

Thoughts -
02.28.2025 - Notes from LG | HT -

- Kits approach to encore” is more mountain based - could this directness be more cultural o the ragion?

- Not everyons is the mindset./ space to grow - for some folks I s ust ajob - fo Peari - this could be just a surface

‘Going back o the research ausstons -
1 Howdo rral ary childhood eductors conceptuliz hei own well-eing?
B: What scors impact rualcarly childiood sducators wel-eing?

- InRTA are the researcher “codes considered a form of riangulation

- How was 1 able o gather the information and gather the context to be able to describe how educators - voicas are present and
their conceptualization - and when thinking about thei own coneeptualization i is important when developing partnership
(1wo-pronged approach) with the teachers and the children.

- Literaure to ook info - work related stressors, climate, JD-R?

- Process and structural programs of quality wiin the early childhood program (programmatic and the director)

- Trishia's role holds ts own form /division of quality between the diector and programmatic qualty - the big structural and the.
‘smallr everyday - feld and public pre-k speciic and then the decisions she makes.

- Workplace design - sloed ito one place together where siructural and systemic challenges arent poined out as often - s
‘compared to when in groups

- Strucural qualty in a program - staf qualications — work climate and siructure | TAs having to go back to school “impact of
higher education”

- Howthey conceptuaiize their wel-being s directl inked to how they are treated, opportunites provided, positioned i the
job, voice is heard, autonomy - our choice of  job impacts our wellbeing

- Thersis not going to be a statement of ‘my wellbeing is ths, it s a combination of muliple factors that

03.03.2025 - HT Thoughts

laco Based - Community Level Exporionces,
laco Based - Program Lovel Exporience
laco Based - Working With Children
ducator Wll-Being
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Educator Well-Being Survey!
Hiall,

I hope everyone is doing well! Lori, Cathy, and | are hoping to lear more about what factors
impact your well-being as an early childhood educator.

Attached to this email you wil find the Educator Well-Being Survey. It is a google forum - hopefully
super easy for everyone that would like to fill it out.

The survey will be open for ten days from today (03.05) until next Friday (03.14) and everyone who
completes the survey will be paid $70.00 through the University of Tennessee payment works
system (which everyone should already be registered in).

Here s the link to the survey - BA: Educator Well-Being Survey.

If you have any questions please feel free to reach out to me - hthomp28@vols.utk.edu or by text
(714)-862-3004.

Thank you all so much,
Hannah Thompson

Hannah Thompson, M.A.E.d
Doctoral Candidate

Department of Counseling, Human Development, and Family Science
College of Education, Health, and Human Sciences

University of Tennessee, Knoxville
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