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This paper tells the story of an effective intervention using audio recordings of family members 
for a four-year old boy in danger of being expelled from his early childhood centre. It moves on to 
discuss a notebook innovation from a teacher encouraged by the success of the recording.
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Children are being expelled from early childhood centres in the 
United States at a rate more than three times that of students 
in kindergarten through 12th grade.1 I was startled when I first 
heard this statistic five years ago starting my job as an Early 
Childhood Mental Health Consultant in San Francisco, California. 
It contradicted the dominant cultural image I held: that preschools 
are gentle, happy places where children and teachers leisurely 
get to spend their time making arts and crafts before ‘real school’ 
begins in a few years. 

Why are preschoolers being expelled? I believe there are too 
many complex factors involved to answer this question fully, so 
I instead choose to focus on questions more limited in scope: 
‘What are some of the factors in preschool expulsion?’ and ‘What 
practices have already been found to be effective in making this 
situation better?’

In looking at the context of preschool expulsions, one factor I try 
to keep in mind is the reduction in family presence when a child 
enters an early childhood centre. For many children, attending 
an early childhood centre will be the first time in their lives that 
they are away from their family members for long periods of 
time: six to eight hours, five days a week typically. They enter 
into a room with up to 24 other children they have never met 
and adult teachers they’re unfamiliar with. For many children, 
this is a difficult and stressful change. It is quite common to see 
children sobbing and shaking with fear. It is especially difficult for 
the ‘new kid’ who comes in after the majority of children are 
already settled into the expectations, patterns, and norms of the 
classroom. The parents and family members whose authority they 
rely on for guidance are not present for hours until the school 
day is over.

Dr Haim Omer (2011) writes in The New Authority that 
presence may be a good starting point as a model of authority. 
‘Increasing presence enables the restoration of parental authority 
in a positive manner for parent and child alike’ (Omer, 2011, p. 
3). Does the absence of family presence make some kids more 
vulnerable to challenging behaviour? Conversely, can practices 
that increase family presence help some children ‘stay strong’ 
in connection with their family’s authority, skills and wisdom 
through the hard times adjusting to a new preschool community 
environment?

In my role as an early childhood mental health consultant, the 
teachers and administrators consulted with me about a four-
year-old boy, Virgil, they were very concerned about. The teachers 
said that every day he had aggressive incidents: hitting, kicking, 
and biting others. The hardest time of day was after naptime: 
he would not speak to teachers or respond to any questions 
or choices the teachers would offer him. After he awoke, he 
would try to leave the room without asking or strike out against 
other kids who came near him. Some of the teachers speculated, 
‘something might be going on at home’. 

When I was called in to meet formally with the mother, the 
teachers, and the site director, Virgil had been suspended for 
five days for kicking and biting a staff member. If the aggressive 
behaviour continued without signs of change, the administrators 
said they would have to ask the family to find another childhood 
centre. When the teachers and I talked with the mother she said 
she believed her son was very sensitive to sounds and may be 
overwhelmed at the chaos and sheer aural volume transitioning 
from nap-time to snack-time. She said their house was fairly quiet 

and he was not particularly aggressive at home. When he got 
upset, she would ‘give him space’ and he would not escalate to 
hitting, kicking, or destroying property. 

To get an idea if there were any practices that already had 
merit in addressing this situation, I asked the teachers if there 
was anything that seemed to calm him down. They responded 
that when they called his mother and Virgil talked to her over 
the phone, he calmed down. However, this interfered with his 
mother’s work. She was also concerned that he was learning that 
when he acted up he would get to talk to her, thus reinforcing 
the acting out. 

What was it about these calming phone calls that we could use 
in designing another response? I thought that it might be the 
presence of his mother’s voice with her own words that helped 
him calm down. I asked the mother and grandmother if they 
would be willing to record a message of love using an inexpensive 
voice recorder given to me by the site director as a Christmas 
gift. The teachers could play the recording to him when he looked 
like he was getting upset.

The mother was a little uneasy about being recorded and said 
she thought the school was just going to expel him anyway, but 
the grandmother said, ‘This should work, this is a good plan!’ I 
left the room on the idea that they might feel self-conscious 
recording messages in my presence. The teachers said they would 
tell Virgil about the recording and let him know he could ask to 
listen to it whenever he needed it. The teachers would try to 
prevent situations from being too upsetting by reminding Virgil he 
could listen to his Mom and Grandma when he wanted to. 
The following Friday I went back to the preschool classroom and 
asked the head teacher how Virgil had been doing. The teacher 
told me, ‘He has been doing so well!’ After naptime he would 
ask for the recorder and he would sit in his cubby and play the 
messages over and over again. In fact, when upset and given 
the choice of calling his mother or listening to the recording, he 
would choose the recording! 

I do not think of the recording as a ‘transitional object’ to take 
the place of the mother-child bond so the child can become 
more independent. I think of the recording instead as a way for 
Virgil to stay connected to the loving, caring sides of his mother 
and grandmother throughout the long, noisy school day. In the 
months that followed, Virgil had very few incidents of aggressive 
behaviour and, according to the staff, was in no danger of being 
expelled. The family and teachers worked together to provide 
new messages from time to time. Four months later, Virgil 
graduated successfully having had no further suspensions.

Due to the success of this intervention, the teachers and I have 
been working on other ways of increasing family presence in the 
classroom. Teachers have begun to ask other families to leave 
loving messages on the teacher’s smart phones to play when 
their children are upset. 

One teacher, Kanoa Utler, made a special notebook for a child. 
He asked the parents if they would write out their hopes and 
dreams for their child and put their words along with family 
photos in the notebook. The parents write messages in the book 
in the mornings and Teacher Kanoa reads them during the day to 
their son. Kanoa also writes down messages dictated by their son 
in the book for the family to read. The child also practices writing 
and drawing in the book throughout the day. This notebook is 
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kept in his cubby and has significantly reduced aggression in the 
classroom.

These practices of increasing family presence through recordings, 
photos, and notebooks have allowed more creative, collaborative 
communication between teachers, parents, and children, and 
significantly reduced the need to consider expulsion from 
preschool as a response to aggressive behaviour.

• In a study of nearly 4,000 state-funded preschool classes 
randomly selected across the nation (Gilliam, 2008), 10.4% of 
preschool teachers reported at least one expulsion in their 
classes during the past 12 months. A rate of 6.7 expulsions 
per 1,000 preschoolers enrolled in state-funded programs 
nationally was reported. Rates were highest for older 
preschoolers and African Americans. Boys were more than 
four-and-a-half times more likely to be expelled than girls. The 
overall rate of preschool expulsion in state-funded programs 
was found to be more than three times greater than the 
national rate of expulsion for students in Kindergarten 
through Twelfth Grade. In the less regulated area of private 
child care, expulsion rates for preschoolers, as well as infants 
and toddlers, have been reported to be much higher, ranging 
from 10 expulsions per 1,000 enrolled preschoolers in 
Colorado to more than 27 per 1,000 in Massachusetts and in 
the Detroit area. 
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You can find out more about us at: 
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