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Abstrat 
 
  Culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP) is not widely theorized in infant and toddler education, and 
home-based educators are not typically respected as early childhood theorists and curriculum experts. In 
this paper, we share findings from a community-based participatory action research project to theorize 
and curricularize CSP in infant/toddler education. Our team is made up of home-based educators, 
university faculty and students, and members of community organizations. We share what we learned 
about applying early childhood education values and approaches to collaborative research. Through the 
perspectives of diverse members of our team, we demonstrate that prioritizing trusting relationships, 
inviting a diversity of perspectives, learning through play, honoring routines and rituals, and planning 
interactions with the natural environment are early education values that should be applied to education 
research and wider problems of our times. 
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Near the U.S./Mexico border, 

multilingualism, immigration, and border-

crossing coexist with U.S. schooling practices 

that often promote monolingualism and white 

middle-class norms beginning in early childhood 

education (ECE). Here, we call for culturally and 

linguistically sustaining education. While 

culturally sustaining pedagogy (CSP) is 

theorized in U.S. secondary education, it is less 

articulated in ECE and largely absent in infant 

and toddler education. We assert that children 

aged zero to three need CSPs. They are primed 

to learn language. Their families are beginning 

to interact and share cultural knowledge with 

educators. The state of New Mexico (NM) is 

uniquely positioned to support culturally 

sustaining ECE due to the state’s unprecedented 

support for ECE. 

We posit that home-based childcare 

educators in NM are well-positioned to theorize 

CSP. They are linguistically diverse, have warm 

relationships with families, engage in small-scale 

food preparation, and maintain ties to local 

communities (Bromer et al., 2023). However, 

home-based providers are less likely to be 

recognized as ECE professionals or cultural 

brokers. 

Here, we share what we learned from a 

collaboration among home-based providers, 

university faculty, and community stakeholders 

around CSP for infants and toddlers. While we 

learned a great deal about theory and 

curriculum, we also gained insight into the value 

of non-hierarchical collaboration across sectors. 

We found the following ECE values bolstered 

our successful collaboration: trusting 

relationships, respect for diversity, honoring 

rituals, learning through play, and engagement 

with the natural environment. Through 

exploration of our collaboration, we offer a 
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series of ECE approaches to collaborative 

inquiry to support others in addressing 

community and global challenges. 

Context 

Our work is profoundly influenced by 

the context in which it was conducted. Thus, we 

provide an overview of contexts at the country, 

state, and organizational levels. 

The U.S. Context of Early Education 

A free kindergarten to 12th-grade public 

education is guaranteed for all children in the 

U.S., with most children entering kindergarten 

at age five. While ECE is defined by the National 

Association for the Education of Young Children 

(NAEYC, 2022) and many teacher preparation 

programs as encompassing care and education 

for children from birth through eight years old, 

the term ECE is often used colloquially in the 

U.S. to refer to before-kindergarten education. 

This narrowing of ECE reflects broader 

assumptions that infants and toddlers are 

primarily recipients of care rather than 

education, which can overlook their place within 

a learning trajectory that extends into formal 

schooling (NAEYC, 2022; Zero to Three, 2026). 

Narrow definitions of ECE reinforce 

longstanding structural separations between 

ECE and K-12 systems, which have historically 

contributed to the marginalization of ECE within 

public education spaces (Souto-Manning & 

Rabadi-Raol, 2018; Wright et al., 2024). Many 

scholars and practitioners advocate for 

continuity across early learning and elementary 

education. While we recognize the importance of 

ECE from infancy to the early elementary years, 

in this paper, we use the term ECE to refer to 

birth to before-kindergarten care and education. 

This decision reflects how these groups are 

governed, funded, and structurally different, 

while still acknowledging infants and toddlers as 

part of a broader educational continuum.  

While the U.S. Department of Education 

oversees laws and funding associated with 

educational civil rights and the federal school 

food program, each state has a department of 

education that oversees funding, learning 

standards, and other policies for public 

education in that state. State support for and 

regulation of ECE varies widely, and ECE is 

often provided by a mix of for-profit businesses, 

religiously-affiliated centers, workplace 

childcare, and home-based early care and 

education. Home-based ECE is formal childcare 

that takes place in a private home (NMECECD, 

2024) and is typically run by the homeowner. 

States commonly regulate the safe operation of 

ECE through their state health departments. 

Recently, to recognize the importance of ECE, 

some states have begun to subsidize and regulate 

universal preschool for three- to five-year-olds, 

expanding the public education system. State 

support for ECE often comes with increased 

criteria for teacher credentials, from training 

hours to certificates, to two-year college degrees, 

to four-year university degrees. Currently, only 

17 of 50 states offer universal preschool 

(Stanford, 2023). 

The New Mexico Context 

The state of NM has unique supports 

and mandates for ECE. NM began offering 

universal preschool for four-year-olds more than 

15 years ago and extended universal preschool to 

three-year-olds in 2020 (NMECECD, 2024). 

That same year, the state created the NM Early 

Childhood Education and Care Department 

(NMECECD), becoming the first state in the 

nation to establish a cabinet-level agency 

dedicated exclusively to children from prenatal 

to age five (Office of the Governor, 2019). In 

November 2025, NM became the first state to 
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offer universal childcare for zero–to–three–

year–olds through a system of state subsidies, as 

well as financial incentives to open new infant 

and toddler rooms and home-based centers 

(Office of the Governor, 2025). 

The NMECECD administers universal 

preschool and universal childcare, expanding 

income eligibility for free or low-cost access to 

early care and education for families who earn 

up to 400% of the federally designated poverty 

level (Office of the Governor, 2025). The 

department also invests heavily in workforce 

initiatives, including scholarships, wage 

supplements, pay parity efforts to align early 

educator salaries with kindergarten–12 teachers, 

and bilingual educator stipends to strengthen 

linguistically sustaining practices. 

With early care and education becoming 

part of NM’s system of publicly funded 

education comes greater responsibility for 

culturally sustaining education. In 2018, the 

landmark Yazzie-Martinez ruling found that the 

state failed to meet its constitutional obligation 

to provide an adequate education for 

Indigenous, Hispanic, English-learner, and low-

income students and mandated linguistically 

and culturally relevant public education for all 

(New Mexico Center on Law and Poverty, 2018). 

In addition to state-level reforms, 

community-based ECE coalitions play a crucial 

role in advancing ECE values and fostering 

collaborations. Since 2022, the NMECECD has 

supported 18 early childhood coalitions across 

14 counties (NMECECD, n.d). Our county’s 

coalition is organized through the Success 

Partnership, a prenatal-to-career initiative that 

uses collective impact as its framework for 

making change. It convenes providers, families, 

school stakeholders, and community partners to 

facilitate collaboration and resource-sharing in 

support of the mission to ensure every child in 

the county has access to enriching ECE. 

Home-based childcare centers make up 

24% of licensed care providers in NM 

(NMECECD, 2023). Many more registered, 

unlicensed home-based centers are not 

represented in that statistic. The NMECECD, in 

partnership with Growing Up NM and the 

Partnership for Community Action, supports 

several mentorship networks, including the 

Home-Based Provider Network, which connects 

experienced educators with those new to the 

profession. Valeria and Olga, collaborators on 

this project, are professional development 

facilitators and mentors within this network. 

Nationally, home-based providers are united by 

the National Association for Family Childcare. 

Olga, a collaborator on this project, is the NM 

representative for this organization. Both Valeria 

and Olga are advocates for home-based 

childcare at the state and national levels, having 

been invited to speak at multiple government-

affiliated and community events. 

The Context of Our Collaboration 

The seeds of our collaboration were 

planted at a state ECE advocacy event that 

Rhianna, Valeria, and Olga attended.  Rhianna 

had known Valeria from their work in the local 

ECE coalition and felt fortunate to find herself 

seated between Olga and Valeria. A conversation 

started that day that grew into a grant-

supported, multi-year collaboration. 

After our initial conversation at the 

advocacy event, Rhianna heard of an 

opportunity to apply for a Brindle Foundation 

Grant to benefit zero- to three-year-olds and 

reached out to Olga and Valeria. We proposed a 

book club and action research project to better 

understand CSP for infants and toddlers. 

Through the ECE coalition, we recruited a fourth 
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book club member, a woman working on state 

policy. We began our book study with Culturally 

Sustaining Language and Literacy Practices for 

Pre-K–3 Classrooms (Nash et al., 2022) due to 

its focus on CSP in ECE. After a few book club 

meetings, we added the book, Loose Parts 2: 

Inspiring Play with Infants and Toddlers 

(Beloglovsky & Daly, 2016), to help us ground 

our work in infant and toddler pedagogy.  

Throughout 2024, we met at each 

other's homes, sharing meals and discussing two 

books. Rhianna visited Valeria and Olga’s home-

based centers to observe and support CSP in 

practice. We also conducted focus group 

interviews with interested teachers employed at 

the home-based centers. The work of this group 

resulted in theorizing around CSP for infants 

and toddlers, piloting culturally and 

environmentally sustaining play at the Vamos 

Niños mobile children’s museum, and one state-

wide and one national presentation of our work. 

In 2024, we applied for another year of 

funding to expand our collaboration. 

Recognizing we needed deeper grounding in the 

ancestral knowledge of the region, we invited 

members of La Semilla, an ancestral foodways 

and school gardens organization, to teach us 

about safe and respectful use of local natural 

materials. To support curriculum development, 

we invited educators from the university 

preschool. In our ongoing commitment to the 

ECE coalition that had connected us and our 

desire to share our learning with the community, 

we reached out to the ECE coalition-affiliated 

Vamos Niños mobile children’s museum. Our 

work in 2025 resulted in three easy-to-distribute 

zines about CSP with natural materials, two 

university-associated teacher education events 

in collaboration with Vamos Niños, a book 

chapter, three local presentations at ECE 

conferences, and one national presentation. We 

have applied for a third year of funding to 

support additional collaborative research groups 

across the state. 

Contributors to this Paper 

Rhianna is an Associate Professor of 

ECE. She has lived in the Southwest U.S. since 

2019. After 15 years as an early educator, she 

studies CSP and antiracist early education 

through collaborative research. She initiated the 

long-term collaboration and took the lead on 

writing this paper. 

Adriana is a doctoral candidate in 

Curriculum and Instruction. She has lived in the 

Southwest U.S. borderlands all her life, serving 

15 years as a classroom teacher. Her research 

explores heritage Spanish-speaking educators’ 

linguistic identities through arts-based and 

narrative methodologies. She joined the project 

in 2025 to support the development of bilingual 

resources and academic writing. She contributed 

to the theoretical framework of this paper and 

wrote the findings on Diversity as an Asset. 

Valeria has been a home-based 

educator for 24 years and has lived in the 

Southwest U.S. for 11 years. She is an advocate 

for ECE at the state and national levels. She is a 

mentor and coach for the Home-Based Provider 

Mentor Network and State Lead for Save the 

Children Action Network. She is an original 

member of our research collaboration. She wrote 

the finding on Trusting Relationships. 

Olga is a trained social worker who 

serves families who have been turned away from 

other centers at her home-based setting, which 

she has operated for 19 years. She is an advocate 

for ECE at the state and national levels. 

Currently, she serves as the state representative 

for the National Association for Family 

Childcare. She is an original member of our 

research collaboration. She co-wrote the 

findings on Routines and Rituals. 
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During the preparation of this paper, 

Alejandra was the Early Childhood Education 

Coordinator for our county’s ECE coalition. She 

joined our project in 2025 to support 

community engagement efforts and lend her 

expertise on state ECE policy. She contributed to 

this paper’s section on the New Mexico Context. 

Abigail is an early childhood educator 

with nine years experience teaching children 

ages 3-5 at the university preschool. After 

serving as a classroom teacher and pedagogista, 

she now serves as the school’s director. She 

joined the project in 2025, sharing her expertise 

in reflective teaching practices and curriculum 

innovation. She wrote the findings on Natural 

Environment as Teacher. 

Alisha has operated her home-based 

center for four years and has lived in NM for 

eight years. She joined our research 

collaboration in 2025 after reconnecting at a 

conference presentation put on by Rhianna, 

Valeria, Olga, Adriana, and Abigail. She 

contributes her expertise on loose parts play. 

Alisha wrote the findings on Learning Through 

Play. 

Leanna is an Associate Professor of 

Curriculum and Instruction and Interim 

Director of the Department of Teacher 

Education Administration and Leadership. She 

helped conceptualize and develop this paper and 

contributed to the Discussion and Implications. 

Diana is a doctoral student and the 

Director of Impact and Outreach for the 

Community Foundation of Southern NM. She 

contributed to the literature review for this 

paper. 

Candace is the Program and 

Operations Coordinator for our county’s ECE 

coalition. She joined this collaboration in 2025, 

sharing her expertise in state policy and 

supporting funding of the project. She 

contributed information on the U.S. context of 

ECE. 

Theoretical Framework: Culturally 

Sustaining Pedagogy 

Many ECE scholars have theorized 

asset-based pedagogy in response to deficit 

models of education that blame minoritized 

children and families for educational 

shortcomings (Goodwin et al., 2008). Notably, 

Moll et al. (1995) posited that teachers should 

study household and community practices to 

organize classroom instruction around 

community funds of knowledge, as such 

instruction is more relevant and engaging than 

rote-like instruction commonly encountered in 

schools that serve Mexican American students. 

Others have applied multicultural education 

(Souto-Manning, 2013), anti-bias education 

(Derman-Sparks et al., 2020), critical literacy 

(Vasquez, 2014), and anti-racist pedagogical 

theories (Escayg, 2019; 2020) to ECE. 

We draw on the work of these ECE 

scholars and the concept of CSP. Paris and Alim 

(2017) articulated CSP as a framework that 

recognizes a goal of education in a multicultural 

society should be to promote linguistic and 

cultural pluralism rather than assimilation, 

positioning CSP as a collective movement 

towards educational justice. CSP insists that 

heritage and community practices are not 

peripheral but central to teaching and learning, 

and educators must critically contend with 

which practices are sustained and which are 

erased (Volk & Miller, 2020).  

CSP has been widely theorized in 6th to 

12th grade U.S. education (Volk & Miller, 2020), 

with growing attention to its application in 

preschool to early elementary settings (Cheruvu, 

2019; Doucet, 2019; Nash et al., 2020; Nash et 



24                                                                                                                                                                               Global Education Review 13 (2) 

 

 

al., 2022; Souto-Manning & Cheruvu, 2015). 

While there has been application of culturally 

responsive teaching to infant and toddler care 

and education (Masterson, 2025), CSP has not 

been applied deeply in that age range. Nash et al. 

(2022) extend CSP into Prek-3 classrooms. They 

highlight six features, including sustaining 

multilingualism, centering family knowledge, 

and cultivating reciprocal relationships with the 

land. Souto-Manning and Cheruvu (2015) add 

that applying CSP to multicultural ECE requires 

a critique of taken-for-granted child 

development theories. Cheruvu (2019) asserts 

CSP necessitates negotiating mandated curricula 

and established ECE standards. Yoon (2023) 

affirms the intellectual work of play as a central 

tenet to liberating ECE. Especially important to 

our work is Volk and Miller’s (2020) question: 

“Who are the sources of knowledge we must be 

in critical conversations with?” (p. 143), and 

their reminder to historicize curriculum even 

when ECE theories assert history is too abstract 

for young children. 

ECE research highlights the importance 

of foundational ECE values, such as 

relationships, play, and family engagement. For 

instance, home-based childcare providers are 

often cultural brokers who integrate home 

language, foodways, and intergenerational 

knowledge into everyday routines (Bromer et al., 

2023). NAEYC (2020) emphasizes that high-

quality early care is rooted in relationships and 

responsive practices. Scholars point to the ways 

CSPs enrich children’s sense of identity, deepen 

literacy practices, and create a space for 

community knowledge to shape curricula 

(Ladson-Billings, 2014; Paris & Alim, 2017). This 

growing body of work demonstrates that CSP in 

ECE is essential for equity in a multicultural 

society. By grounding our study in Paris and 

Alim’s (2017) call to sustain “what we love and 

revitalize that which for centuries sustained us” 

(p.1), we situate home-based educators as crucial 

contributors in advancing educational justice in 

the earliest years of life. 

One goal of our work in 2024 was to 

develop straightforward tenets of CSP for ECE 

educators in the Southwest Borderlands. Based 

on our first year of action research, we 

developed the following five tenets: 

Culturally sustaining infant and toddler 

care is: 

1. Multilingual. 

2. Informed by familial and ancestral 

knowledge. 

3. In collaboration with the 

community, including early 

interventionists. 

4. Carried out through care and 

educational routines. 

5. Environmentally sustainable. 

 

Literature Review: Contested ECE Values 

In this paper, we explore ECE values 

that emerged in our collaboration. This caused 

us to ask, are there universal ECE values, where 

did these originate, and do they align with our 

values? To this end, we looked across the stated 

values of national, state, and local organizations, 

including the three home-based settings of the 

authors of this paper. 

We began with NAEYC due to its 

influence on establishing ECE values in the U.S. 

and beyond. Founded in 1926, NAEYC continues 

to shape the field of ECE through policy 

initiatives, position statements, guides on 

developmentally appropriate practice (DAP), 

and an ECE accreditation system (Education 

Consumers Foundation, 2014). The concept of 

DAP is foundational to ECE values and 

approaches. It emphasizes that early childhood 
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is a unique phase of life requiring distinct 

teaching techniques. DAP was originally aligned 

with research around universal stages of 

cognitive development, often conducted with 

middle-class white children that de-emphasized 

the influence of sociocultural contexts (Souto-

Manning & Rabadi-Raol, 2018). As a result, 

children’s learning, profoundly shaped by 

family, community, and cultural practices, can 

be misunderstood or pathologized when 

measured against a singular, culturally specific 

standard (Souto-Manning & Rabadi-Raol, 2018). 

Taking these critiques into account, 

NAEYC has added greater recognition of 

sociocultural influences on development and 

learning to more recent guides on DAP. NAEYC 

’s (2020) position statement emphasizes 

culturally and linguistically responsive practices. 

NAEYC’s 2022 publication on DAP highlights 

reciprocal family partnerships and intentional, 

evidence-informed teaching practices as 

essential components of equitable learning 

environments. While DAP is foundational in 

ECE, critical scholarship reveals that DAP's 

traditional, monocultural foundations can 

perpetuate inequities for diverse young learners 

(Escayg, 2019; Love & Beneke, 2021; Souto-

Manning& Rabadi-Raol, 2018; Wright et al., 

2024). 

We also looked at the published values 

of Zero to Three, a national organization 

focusing on infant and toddler education; the 

NMECECD; our local ECE coalition; the 

university preschool; and the home-based care 

settings owned and operated by three members 

of our collaboration. We gathered mission 

statements and strategic goals and looked for 

commonalities. Across these organizations, we 

found emphases on the following values: 

recognizing early childhood as a unique period 

that requires distinct teaching approaches, 

collaborating with families and communities, 

understanding diversity is an asset, emphasizing 

trusting relationships, increasing access to early 

education, embracing life-long learning and 

curiosity, and improving working conditions for 

early educators. We noticed broad agreement on 

traditional ECE values along with an emphasis 

on advocacy for access, partnership, and dignity 

for children, families, and early educators. 

Methods 

Community-Based Participatory Action 

Research (CBPAR) is an approach to solving 

practical problems and transforming self and 

society through alignment of theory and practice 

in the context of trusting relationships (Hays & 

Singh, 20023). While the original research 

question for our collaborative work was, How do 

home-based providers in Southern NM provide 

culturally sustaining care and education to 0-3 

year olds?, to prepare this manuscript we asked, 

What practices and approaches from our multi-

organization collaboration reflect foundational 

early care and education values and offer 

guidance in preparing for an uncertain future? 

To answer the research question, we gathered in 

small groups in person and on Zoom over a 

series of meetings. We began by reviewing and 

discussing the gathered documents that 

represent organizational values. Then Rhianna 

prepared a table comparing common values 

across documents. We agreed upon the values 

shared across organizations. Then we reviewed 

meeting agendas, meeting notes, photographs, 

and other artifacts from our collaboration. 

Through conversation and reviewing artifacts 

from our project, we collaboratively determined 

which ECE values were most prominent in our 

work and organized our findings around these 

values.  

In recognition that CBPAR involves co-

learning among all team members and meaning-

making takes place through “dialogue across 
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power differentials” (Montoya & Kent, p. 1001), 

we utilized group discussion, shared writing, and 

individual writing as data analysis. During data 

analysis meetings, we discussed what we 

understood to be the most important values of 

ECE and of our group and how they manifested 

in our work. We drafted some statements 

together, selected topics to write about 

independently after discussion, and gathered 

again to read and revise each other’s writing.  

To address the inherent power of the 

principal investigator, who is also the lead 

author, we agreed to highlight the perspectives 

of team members by asking them to write about 

a value they found most relevant to their own 

practice. This approach helped ensure our co-

analysis practices were grounded in community 

interests (Dickenson et al., 2025) and that the 

“epistemic burden [of] academic practices for 

creating and validating knowledge” (Dickenson 

et al., 2025, p. 2) remained with those faculty 

members and doctoral students who benefit 

from academic publication. The trustworthiness 

of our data analysis is bolstered by prolonged 

engagement across the years of the project, 

triangulation of data from multiple sources, and 

extended frank conversations among diverse 

members of the research team (Lincoln & Guba, 

1995). 

Findings 

A central tenet of community-based 

research is an impetus to “create processes that 

enable all parties to participate and share 

influence in the research” (Israel et al., 2017, p. 

50), including interpretation of findings and 

dissemination of results. To that end, we present 

our findings from the perspectives of individual 

members of our team. Team members selected a 

finding that was especially meaningful to them 

and then wrote about it from their unique 

perspective using details from our shared 

conversations and documentation. Through this 

approach, we aim to highlight the experience-

informed wisdom of practitioners. 

Trusting Relationships are Foundational for 

Learning, Valeria’s Perspective 

During two decades of working as a 

home-based educator, I have come to see early 

childhood education as more than a profession—

it is a philosophy of living in relationship with 

children, families, and community. This ECE 

value offers a blueprint for how communities 

can come together to solve shared challenges. 

Trusting relationships have been essential in our 

collaborative research since year one and are 

represented in tenet three of our theorizing, that 

CSP for infants and toddlers is carried out in the 

community. 

At my center, building trusting 

relationships begins the moment a family enters 

the door. Parents entrust me with their children, 

and I strive to create a space where both children 

and families feel seen, heard, and respected. 

This means listening deeply, honoring diversity, 

and recognizing each child as a capable 

individual. Trust becomes the foundation upon 

which learning and community engagement are 

built. 

Collaboration shapes my daily practice. 

While teaching and caring for young children, I 

also partner with families, community 

organizations, and institutions of higher 

education. I collaborate with the Vamos Niños 

mobile museum to bring playful learning to 

families. I also engage with student teachers 

from the university and community college who 

support classroom activities and parent 

engagement projects. These collaborations 

mirror the principles of participatory research, 

where diverse voices come together to design 

solutions. 



Safeguarding ECE values in elementary school classrooms in the United States       27                                                                                                                                                                                 

 

 
 

The values of trust and collaboration 

guide the collaborative research we have 

engaged in since 2024. Just as my ECE program 

brings families and community partners 

together to co-create meaningful actions, our 

research group gathers around dinner tables to 

share meals and develop curricula. Our 

relationships are long-term and authentic. When 

we gather, we take the time to check in on each 

other, beginning each meeting with hugs and 

informal conversation. 

When a cultural knowledge bearer from 

La Semilla joined our October 2025 dinner 

meeting to teach us about mesquite, she was 

surprised by the time we allowed for thoughtful 

introductions and relationship-building. As we 

went around the dinner table to introduce 

ourselves to her, we paused to celebrate each 

other’s accomplishments and new things we 

learned about each other, including the fact that 

I had a former career as a nurse. Our new team 

member embraced our loose schedule and 

allowed time for meaningful connection by 

passing around a mesquite pod and asking what 

connections each of us had with the plant, 

sparking even deeper understanding of each 

other. In both home-based childcare and action 

research contexts, meals, play, and care for each 

other are central practices that nurture 

connection and innovation. 

Diversity is an Asset, Adriana’s Perspective 

We value diversity as essential to the 

quality of our work. Beginning in the first year of 

this project, people with diverse experiences and 

perspectives were brought together, shaping 

how we defined and enacted CSP. The varied 

perspectives influenced our emphasis on 

multilingualism, community knowledge, and 

relational ways of learning, which became 

central to our developing understanding of CSP 

for infants and toddlers and how the 

collaborative research would be carried out 

moving forward. 

As our research group continues to 

grow, each member brings a unique combination 

of expertise, lived experience, and cultural 

perspective. Representation from home-based 

educators, university faculty, graduate students, 

children’s museum staff, cultural knowledge 

bearers, and community organizers shapes our 

understanding of culturally sustaining education 

in distinct ways. We see difference as generative: 

expanding our problem-solving, deepening our 

empathy, and making our collective vision more 

representative of our communities (Paris & 

Alim, 2017). 

Each of us entered the project from 

different positionalities within the ECE 

ecosystem. Home-based educators and our 

university preschool pedagogista bring 

classroom-based pedagogical expertise. ECE 

coalition partners help us understand policy and 

share findings through community events. Team 

members who work to improve conditions for 

the ECE workforce and access to ECE provide 

advocacy experience. Academic partners, 

including me as a graduate student, focus on 

theoretical foundations, guide the writing and 

dissemination process, and ensure that the 

knowledge generated through our work reaches 

broader audiences. 

Some members joined the group 

through invitation, while others, such as the 

cultural knowledge bearers, participated as 

teaching partners. Across these forms of 

participation, the value of diversity remains 

constant, continuing to guide how we 

collaborate and make decisions as a group. Our 

meetings reflect reciprocity, with each of us 

positioned as both a learner and an expert. For 

example, when Rhianna asked the team about 

the possibility of applying for a third year of 
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grant funding to expand the project, Valeria 

insisted on the importance of reaching out to 

Indigenous educators. Candace and Alejandra 

shared information about ECE coalitions across 

the state with whom we might collaborate. Olga 

and Valeria insisted that home-based educators 

be well-represented on additional research 

teams. These exchanges reflect how decision-

making emerged through shared expertise and 

collective responsibility.  

Language also played a key role in how 

we practiced inclusivity. In the second year of 

our collaboration, we created bilingual materials 

and presentations to ensure accessibility for 

Spanish-speaking educators and families. As a 

bilingual advocate, this experience reaffirmed 

my belief that linguistic and cultural diversity 

are foundational to equity (NAEYC, 2020). 

Learning Through Play, Alisha’s Perspective 

In my home-based setting, I’ve come to 

understand the importance of play in early 

childhood education. For many years, I believed 

there had to be a strict schedule, with rules and 

activities lined up for children ages zero to five. I 

thought that circle time, singing songs, and 

pointing at flashcards was how children learned 

best. However, I quickly realized that trying to 

get young kids to sit still and listen wasn’t 

working. They weren’t engaged or learning in the 

way I had hoped. 

That’s when I began exploring learning 

through play. Instead of asking, “What letter is 

this?” I started letting children explore letters 

through hands-on experiences. I began to talk 

with them while they played—asking questions, 

joining in, and observing their discoveries. Play 

allows children to see the world through their 

own eyes. They begin to understand how things 

work and build their own understanding of life. 

After noticing that ECE coalition leaders 

and cultural knowledge bearers in our group had 

limited knowledge around play-based education, 

Valeria and Olga recommended we spend time 

at subsequent dinner meetings engaging in play. 

Thus, Rhianna and Valeria brought supplies to 

the next meeting and spread them on Olga’s 

playroom floor. We adults and three of our 

children began playing with pinecones, mesquite 

pods, tiny woven baskets, sycamore seed balls, 

and fresh herbs from Olga’s garden. Each 

participant interacted with the materials 

differently. Some ground fresh herbs with a 

mortar and pestle. Some created scenes. Some 

sorted. Valeria’s quiet comment, “I always 

wanted to do this,” as she gently pulled apart a 

sycamore seed ball, demonstrated that our play 

allowed us to reclaim a sense of wonder and get 

to know the natural materials more intimately. 

Our children, ages three to 15, joined in easily, 

dissolving the boundaries between adult and 

child play. Fred Rogers is attributed with saying, 

“Play is often talked about as if it were a relief 

from serious learning. But for children, play is 

serious learning” (Rogers, 1995). We found that 

play is also serious learning for us as adults that 

cultivates joy, creativity, and connection. This 

echoes Yoon’s (2023) assertion that play is a 

cultural activity and “a practice of 

reimagination— of trying out and trying on ideas 

that remake the world we live in” (p. 3). 

Returning to our tenets of CSP for infants and 

toddlers, we recognize play is an important 

educational routine for carrying out CSP. 

The Importance of Routines and Rituals, Olga 

and Rhianna’s Perspectives 

Extending our theorizing that CSP is 

carried out through care routines, we focus now 

on valuing routines and rituals in CBPAR. Olga 

and Rhianna were both drawn to create 

meaningful rituals and routines for our research 

team. Home-cooked meals have been an 
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important ritual throughout our long-term 

project. As a home-based educator, Olga takes 

pride in preparing delicious home-cooked and 

culturally sustaining meals for children. She also 

creates meaningful traditions such as preparing 

and maintaining an ofrenda for Dia de los 

Muertos. Rhianna finds research more 

meaningful when collaborators gather around a 

dinner table and take time to check in with each 

other before engaging with the written agenda. 

In ECE, routines and rituals bring 

predictability, comfort, and belonging. Rituals 

are “special actions that help us navigate 

emotionally important events. . . as well as 

enhance aspects of our daily routines to deepen 

our connections” (Gillespie & Peterson, 2012, p. 

76). Rituals help establish shared values and 

provide a caring and safe structure during 

difficult times (Howell & Reinhard, 2015). 

In our CBPAR, we host meetings in our 

homes. Olga has prepared family-style meals 

with pots of steaming, fragrant food, with piled 

plates and bowls, so everyone helps set the table 

and serve one another. Family-style dining is 

known in ECE to foster mutual care and 

opportunities for conversation (Waldron, 2020), 

and we found this to be true of family-style 

dining at our dinner meetings. 

Rhianna created artful meeting agendas 

in the form of zines, papers folded into little 

illustrated books for each team member. 

Rhianna reflected that the zine-making took 

more time than typing up a typical agenda, but 

slowing down to make something aesthetically 

pleasing to add to the table required her to 

engage creatively and made her feel that she was 

contributing something more than an outline of 

topics to discuss. At her second meeting, a 

member of La Semilla, smiled with delight when 

Rhianna passed out zine agendas. She said, “I 

thought there was no way you would find time to 

make zines for us again!” This confirmed for 

Rhianna that the artful agendas were a ritual 

that made people feel cared for. 

Family-style dining and artful agendas 

became familiar rituals that nurtured trust and 

belonging. Adriana reflected: These repeated 

acts of gathering, sharing food, and creating 

together became a rhythm that sustained our 

collaboration. Much like the routines that help 

children feel secure in early learning settings, 

our group’s shared practices provided a sense of 

continuity and care that blurred the line between 

professional collaboration and community 

building. 

Natural Environment as Teacher, Abigail’s 

Perspective 

In many early learning approaches, 

including at our university preschool, the natural 

environment is viewed as the third teacher. 

Children at the preschool engage in planting, 

growing, and harvesting vegetables to be used in 

recipes from our region. Educators regularly 

take students on walks to gather natural 

materials. Those materials are added to the 

dramatic play area, science center, or art studio. 

Playful nature experiences like gardening, 

sorting pinecones and seed pods, or observing 

insects and animals provide experiences for 

children that are relational, sensory-driven, and 

place-based. Educators can embrace the natural 

environment as active co-educator, allowing 

children to construct knowledge through 

interactions with natural objects. 

This same approach shines through in 

our collaborative research work. An early 

turning point in our collaboration occurred 

when team members asked about the basket of 

mesquite pods on the kitchen counter. This was 

our inspiration to use local plants as learning 

materials. Later, we took time at dinner 
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meetings to engage in natural loose parts play, 

learning about the properties and affordances of 

the natural materials we had gathered by 

playfully interacting with them. Recently, when 

a cultural knowledge bearer joined our dinner 

meeting to teach us about the mesquite tree, she 

invited us to learn from the wisdom of the four 

seasons, to make space for curiosity, activity, 

contemplation, and stillness in our lives and in 

the curricula we develop. Our experiences 

engaging with local desert plants reinforce our 

understanding of the ECE principle that 

interactions with natural materials and spaces 

lead to an ethics of care for each other and the 

natural world (Torquati & Ernst, 2013). 

This work reflects a commitment to our 

tenets of CSP for infants and toddlers, which call 

for the preservation and continuation of 

community-based environmental practices and 

ways of knowing. In this context, engagement 

with local desert ecologies and the guidance of 

cultural knowledge bearers positions 

environmental sustainability, ancestral 

knowledge, and relationships to land as central 

to both children’s learning and our collaborative 

research practices. Specifically, this commitment 

informed our research design, analysis, and 

representation of findings by centering 

community-based knowledge and practices, 

including food, relationships with one another 

and land, and storytelling, as legitimate sources 

through which knowledge was generated, 

interpreted, and represented. 

Discussion 

Our collaboration illuminates how 

foundational values of ECE can guide effective 

research collaborations. Grounded in CSP, our 

work demonstrates that early childhood 

educators’ daily practices of care and reciprocity 

can serve as methodological and ethical anchors 

for community research. By approaching 

collaboration through an ECE ethics, we enacted 

the values we sought to study - modeling how 

relational, inclusive, and play-based approaches 

cultivate authentic partnerships across contexts. 

Findings of this study underscore the 

potential of ECE values and approaches to 

address continued inequities in access, 

representation, and linguistic and cultural 

diversity. Through shared meals, bilingual 

materials, and democratic decision-making, our 

group enacted a microcosm of the inclusive CSP 

envisioned in the Yazzie-Martinez state ruling 

and national calls for equity. This relational 

approach allowed home-based educators—often 

marginalized within professional hierarchies and 

institutional settings— to emerge as researchers, 

theorists, and advocates, expanding conceptions 

of expertise in the field of ECE. 

Our experience affirms that ECE 

principles are not merely developmental 

supports for children but powerful tools for 

social transformation. When applied to 

collaborative research, these values create 

opportunities for shared leadership and 

knowledge that respond to local and global 

challenges alike. As ECE systems in the U.S. 

evolve, our study suggests that the pedagogies 

that nurture young children can also nurture the 

collective capacity of communities to imagine 

and build more just and sustainable futures 

through research and practice. Building upon 

our collaborative insights, in the following 

section we offer practice-based implications of 

our findings, highlighting how tenets of ECE can 

strengthen equity, elevate educator voices, and 

advance collective learning. 

Implications 

CBPAR emphasizes shared ownership, 

collective learning, and action for social change. 

We outline how these principles are 
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strengthened when infused with ECE values and 

practices. We offer the following implications for 

CBPAR studies: 1) Gather collaborators with 

diverse perspectives and expertise; 2) Establish 

rituals and routines to support relationship-

building and listening to each other; 3) 

Incorporate playful practices in meetings and 

research methods; 4) Find ways for all who are 

interested to contribute to all aspects of the 

project, including academic writing. These 

implications affirm that when ECE values guide 

CBPAR, research becomes more inclusive and 

transformative, positioning communities not as 

subjects of study but as co-constructors of 

knowledge and change. 

Our diverse team demonstrated the 

power of distributed expertise. Teachers 

contributed to curriculum design, university 

faculty brought research and funding 

experience, community coalition members 

connected us to local networks and helped us 

understand state policies, and cultural bearers 

deepened our understanding of place-based and 

ancestral knowledge. This diversity created a 

research ecology in which each member’s 

contribution was distinct yet interdependent and 

mirrored the inclusive communities we aim to 

foster in ECE settings. 

Trust emerged as a process and product 

of our collective work. By gathering around 

tables to share meals, meeting in homes rather 

than institutional spaces, and showing up 

authentically in one another’s lives, we built a 

culture of mutual respect and accountability. 

These practices underscore commitment to 

shared power and sustainability through trust 

and authentic relationships, not only formalized 

agreements. 

Our collaboration was rooted in 

community connection, specifically to the 

borderland context of NM, reminding us that 

effective community-based collaboration 

requires continuous engagement with the land 

and the people who inhabit it. For those not 

originally from this region, being community-

connected required approaching our work with 

humility, respect, and a commitment to local 

ways of knowing. 

We approached our collaboration as a 

learning community. Through play, curiosity, 

and reflection, we learned from one another 

about how learning environments and 

relationships are created. Viewing ourselves as 

learners fostered intentionality, empathy, and 

advocacy in our professional and community 

growth. 

We moved away from purely academic 

models of collaboration and embraced play as a 

methodological stance. Play invited joy, 

experimentation, and creative risk-taking into 

our work, which allowed for deeper engagement 

and shared discovery. The broader implication 

for CBPR is that playfulness, curiosity, and care 

are essential for sustaining inquiry, 

transformative research and advocacy, and 

addressing global challenges in early childhood 

education. 

Conclusion 

This secondary study of our larger 

project explored how practices and approaches 

from our multi-organization collaboration reflect 

foundational values of ECE and offer guidance 

for collaborative work. We saw that values such 

as trusting relationships, respect for diversity, 

play, ritual, and connection to the natural world 

were not only guiding principles but actively 

shaped how we engaged in research, made 

decisions, and learned together. These values 

supported a form of collaboration that was 

relational, reciprocal, and grounded in 

community knowledge.   
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Our work positions early childhood 

coalition members and home-based educators as 

knowledge producers, theorists, and essential 

partners in CSP. By centering infants and 

toddlers, we push against narrow 

understandings of ECE as limited to pre-

kindergarten spaces and instead affirm their 

place within a broader educational continuum.  

This work invites continued exploration 

of how ECE values can shape collaborative 

research. As an extension of this work, we are 

beginning to form new groups grounded in these 

shared values, in partnership with Spanish-

speaking, Black, and Indigenous educators 

across the state. Our hope is to create spaces 

where these communities can lead the work, 

bringing forward their own knowledge, 

experiences, and ways of knowing to further 

expand CSP in ECE. 

We wish to conclude with Valeria’s 

words: ECE prepares us not only to nurture 

children but also to address broader community 

challenges. We can cultivate trust, collaborate 

across differences, recognize the wisdom of the 

natural world, and center joy in our daily lives. 

In this way, we will be better equipped to face 

the uncertainties of the future. 
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