
to consent to be interviewed, and that I would be making daily observations of
life at the centre. I even supplied them with copies of the journal article that
my thesis had become so they could get a sense for the kind of research and
analysis I had conducted in the past. I explained in full that my ultimate inten-
tion was to write a book about the working lives of childcare workers. 
I explained, in other words, that my intention was to ‘inform on the team’.
They agreed to participate, they were excited about my research, and their
enthusiasm (momentarily) absolved me of any lingering doubts about my 
ethical status.

Act three: the Tiny Tot Toddler Center

The Setting: In January 1990 I began working and conducting research at
the Tiny Tot Toddler Centre. The centre, serving one to two-and-a-half year
olds, was located in a small coastal city in Northern California. My adminis-
trative assistant position at the Tiny Tot Toddler Centre fit well with my
research agenda. The job put me in an ideal position (literally and figuratively)
to observe workers. My desk at this centre was located in the office along with
those of the two centre directors. This office also served as the break room for
the teaching staff. On their breaks, many of the teachers would come to the
office and talk about their experiences ‘on the floor’. The office served, in other
words, as a ‘back stage region’ for teachers. In the office, teachers were not
constrained by the presence of the children. They spoke freely about the chil-
dren, the children’s parents, and other co-workers who were not present. It
was a situation ripe for observation.

When I was sitting at my desk in the role of administrative assistant, I was
privy to a constant flow of insider information. The teachers talked about the
children and parents. The directors talked about the teachers. The directors
would even talk about one another when one or the other of them was out of
the room. Much of this information was confidential. A good portion of the
talk was the back stage bantering one would expect to hear from workers who
spend most of their time on the front stage of the classroom. I did not remind
workers that I was doing research each time they came into the office. I did
not take notes on their conversations in front of them. I did, however, record
many of these conversations in my field notes. As is evident from the follow-
ing excerpt from my field notes, my status as a researcher did not inhibit those
around me.

The Stage(s): Friday afternoon: I am in the office getting book orders together.
[The program director – PD] is at her desk working on her computer. Mary [head
teacher in training] rushes into the office. She has something in her hand. She
thrusts her hand under the PD’s face and says (loudly) ‘Oh my god, is this lice?’.
I turn to look just as the PD pulls her head back and grabs on to Mary’s hand to
push it away from her face. The PD says, ‘Calm down and let me see. And keep
your voice down.’ Mary continues: ‘This is so disgusting. I’m not surprised that
they [the child’s parents] were reported to CPS.’ The PD looks at me and opens
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her mouth to say something when Christina [an assistant teacher] opens the
office door and walks in saying ‘Is it lice? She has them all over her head. How
gross.’ The PD says [a bit sharply] ‘I can’t tell in this light’ and walks out the
office door into the yard [presumably to see in the sunlight]. Christina looks at
Mary and says ‘What is her trip?’. Mary replies, ‘I don’t know, she seems to really
want to protect this family or something.’ Christina says, ‘It just seems so unpro-
fessional. They are terrible parents.’ The PD walks back into the office. Mary and
Christina stop talking. The PD says ‘It looks like lice. I’ll call her parents. You
[Mary] take [the child] out in the back yard and keep her away from the other
kids.’ Mary and Christina leave the office. The PD sits at her desk. She sighs and
says ‘those two’ and looks over at me. ‘I can only imagine what they said while
I was out of the room.’ I say, ‘probably what you would expect them to say.’ She
says: ‘They are so unprofessional.’ I just kind of nod at her. (Field notes 5/6/90)

This scene – one of many I experienced during my tenure as an adminis-
trative assistant – really captures the kind of impression management endem-
ic to centre-based childcare giving. The scene begins when Mary rushes into
the office with a note of hysteria in her voice ‘Oh my god, is this lice?’.
Presumably, she did not respond to her initial discovery with this same 
emotion. Professional child caregivers are trained to respond to any kind of
medical situation with calm reassurance. Mary’s appearance back stage in
the office enabled her to drop her professional ‘front’ and express her true 
emotional state. The program director, however, is still on front stage and she
responds to Mary with the expected calm (though not quite as reassuring as
one would be to a child). My presence does not register on the scene until
Mary opens another back stage door: ‘This is so disgusting. I’m not surprised
that they [the child’s parents] were reported to CPS.’ By virtue of my presence in
the room Mary has crossed the line of confidentiality – though she does not 
recognize her own violation. Then when Christina enters the stage and the
program director momentarily exits, the two teachers form a quick alliance.
This alliance is established through a direct challenge to their boss’s profes-
sional credibility: Christina looks at Mary and says, ‘What is her trip?’. Mary
replies, ‘I don’t know, she seems to really want to protect this family or something.’
Christina says, ‘It just seems so unprofessional. They are terrible parents.’ When
the program director returns, the momentary coup dissolves as the teachers
are sent back to work. I am then pulled back into the scene in order to 
re-establish the professional authority of the program director – to repair any
damage done in her absence: She sighs and says ‘those two’ and looks over at me.
‘I can only imagine what they said while I was out of the room.’ I say,’ probably
what you would expect them to say.’ She says: ‘They are so unprofessional.’ I just
kind of nod at her.

Being able to capture this type of interplay is necessary for the study of
human group life:

Human groups are seen as consisting of human beings who are engaging in
action. The actions consist of the multitudinous activities that the individuals
perform in their lives as they encounter one another and as they deal with the
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