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ABSTRACT

This chapter illustrates how an online graduate program for early childhood education and care profes-
sionals prepares students to take on leadership and advocacy positions and initiatives in their respective 
communities. Before students graduate from the program, they must develop and implement an Advocacy 
Research Project to apply the knowledge and skills they gained throughout the program. Situated in 
North Carolina, the majority of students complete their ARP in rural communities. This chapter show-
cases four exemplar projects developed and carried out by students in rural communities. Finally, this 
chapter offers implications and suggestions for university faculty who aim to prepare students to take 
on leadership and advocacy roles in rural settings.

INTRODUCTION

A growing priority in the field of early childhood education and care (ECEC) is to develop the next 
generation of leaders. This is especially true for rural communities that are losing community members 
to more suburban and urban locations. Leadership in early childhood education serves as a critical link in 
the well-being and development of children and families however, the term “leadership” is multifaceted 
and complicated. In the United States, the role of ECEC leaders can include a number of professionals 
who work in leadership positions that serve young children birth to age eight. This includes elementary 
school principals, early learning center directors, program directors, family childcare owners, and other 
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supervisors and administrators. Just as the role of “leader” can represent various people and positions, 
the responsibilities of ECEC leaders can be just as complex. Depending on the early childhood education 
setting, the respective leader is responsible for a multitude of duties to ensure their school or program 
operates successfully. Although there is differentiation between semantics one thing is true, ECEC lead-
ers are the linchpin between ensuring programs have high quality staff to care for children and families; 
programs or centers that function and operate successfully; and classrooms that ensure the positive growth 
and development of children. More often than not, their leadership expands beyond their program walls 
and impacts the broader community.

In business and management fields, leadership is recognized as a key element in making sure an entity 
is “maximizing efficiency and achieving organizational goals” (Juneja, 2019). Leadership in the ECEC 
field is discussed at many levels. There are multiple training programs, state regulations, and confer-
ence sessions that focus on leadership training in early childhood. However, current leaders in the field 
lament over the graying of the field and wonder who the next generation of leaders will be. Defining 
what it means to be a leader in ECEC is difficult and the complex myriad of skills required grows and 
changes as the field does the same. The McCormick Center for Early Childhood Leadership at National 
Louis University has developed a framework for Whole Leadership for Early Childhood Programs. This 
Framework highlights three, interdependent areas of leadership development, leadership essentials, 
administrative leadership, and pedagogical leadership (Abel, Talan, & Masterson, 2017). Each area of 
The Framework identifies skills, knowledge, and attitudes important for someone working as a leader 
in ECE. A review of this Framework notes tools for each area of leadership includes strategic planning, 
systems development, public relations, public engagement skills, cultural competence, communication 
skills, awareness of self and others, as well as many other attributes. This Framework provides an or-
ganized way to review, analyze, and assess what levels and categories of ECEC leadership students in 
rural North Carolina are applying.

Particularly for rural communities, it is imperative for leaders to have strong collaboration and trust-
ing relationships with other community members (Picketts, 2009). Having close-knit relationships with 
friends, families, and neighbors is a common characteristic among rural residents and this carries over 
to their selection in childcare (Anderson & Mikesell, 2017). Rural families are more likely to depend 
on kith and kin to care for their children (Anderson & Mikesell, 2017; Katras, Zuiker, & Bauer, 2004). 
This suggests it is critical for professionals stepping into leadership roles to either have, or be willing to 
establish, close relationships with all citizens and develop a strong community presence.

BACKGROUND

The Master’s Degree in Education in Leadership, Policy, and Advocacy in Early Childhood (LPAEC) 
program at the University of North Carolina at Wilmington is an online, graduate, program for early 
childhood professionals. The convenience of an online program attracts students from around the state and 
beyond. Not surprising, many students reside in rural counties and communities across North Carolina; 
given about 40% of the people in North Carolina are identified as living in rural communities (Knopf, 
2018). The challenge of transportation and access to services and programs in rural communities makes 
this online program beneficial to allow students to further their education while remaining in their com-
munity. Furthermore, the majority of students in this program work full time in the ECEC field.
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