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10 Recommendations for Cultivating Joy in Early Childhood Teacher Preparation through 

Project Work with Young Children and their Families 

 
1. Build Reciprocal Family–Teacher Partnerships Through Collaborative Projects 

Teacher preparation programs can cultivate joy by preparing preservice teachers to work with 
families rather than simply communicating to families. Project work that invites families to share 
cultural traditions, stories, occupations, and community knowledge strengthens relationships 
and increases children’s engagement. Research shows that positive family–teacher 
relationships are associated with stronger child engagement and social-emotional outcomes.  

Programs can include: 

●​ Family interviews  

●​ Home–school storytelling projects  

●​ Collaborative documentation panels  

●​ Family participation in classroom investigations  

These experiences help future teachers see families as partners and co-constructors of 
learning. 
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2. Use Inquiry-Based Project Approaches to Foster Wonder and Curiosity 

Project-based learning encourages joyful teaching because it centers children’s natural curiosity. 
Preservice teachers who learn through inquiry themselves are more likely to create engaging, 
child-centered classrooms. Research on the Project Approach in teacher education 
demonstrates that inquiry projects help teacher candidates deepen pedagogical understanding 
and reflective thinking.  

Examples include: 

●​ Investigating community gardens  

●​ Exploring local animals or weather  

●​ Conducting neighborhood mapping projects  

●​ Documenting children’s questions over time  

Inquiry invites authentic excitement, creativity, and shared discovery. 

 

 

3. Incorporate Playful Learning as a Core Pedagogical Practice 

Joy flourishes when teacher preparation emphasizes playful, meaningful learning experiences. 
Community-engaged and play-based coursework helps preservice teachers develop confidence 
and positive professional identity. Research indicates that playful learning environments support 
both teacher development and child engagement.  

Teacher educators can model: 

●​ Dramatic play investigations  

●​ Open-ended materials exploration  

●​ Music and movement projects  

●​ Nature-based inquiry experiences  

Playful project work encourages emotional connection, imagination, and collaboration. 

 

 

 

 



 

4. Center Cultural Responsiveness and Family Knowledge 

Joyful teacher preparation recognizes and values the diverse identities of children and families. 
Research on preservice teacher preparation in family engagement emphasizes culturally 
responsive pedagogy and the importance of challenging deficit views of families.  

Programs can cultivate this through: 

●​ Family heritage projects  

●​ Multilingual storytelling  

●​ Community cultural walks  

●​ Classroom materials reflecting children’s lived experiences  

When families feel seen and respected, children and teachers experience greater belonging and 
joy. 

 

 

5. Embed Reflective Documentation Practices 

Pedagogical documentation helps preservice teachers notice children’s thinking, emotions, and 
learning processes. Documentation transforms everyday experiences into meaningful narratives 
that celebrate children’s competence and family participation. 

Teacher candidates can learn to: 

●​ Photograph learning moments  

●​ Create learning stories  

●​ Collect children’s dialogue  

●​ Reflect collaboratively with families  

Research on enhanced placement programs found that preservice teachers who shared 
documentation with families developed stronger family involvement practices.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

6. Design Community-Engaged Learning Experiences 

Community-connected project work increases teacher candidates’ sense of purpose and 
belonging. Research shows that community-engaged coursework enhances professional growth 
and supports playful, joyful learning dispositions.  

Examples include: 

●​ Community art collaborations  

●​ Intergenerational projects with elders  

●​ Local history investigations  

●​ Service-learning experiences in neighborhood settings  

Such experiences help preservice teachers understand education as relational and socially 
meaningful. 

 

 

7. Strengthen Emotional Connections Through Relationship-Based Practice 

Joy in early childhood education emerges from emotionally responsive relationships. Teacher 
preparation should help candidates understand how nurturing relationships among teachers, 
families, and children support social-emotional competence.  

Programs can support this by teaching: 

●​ Active listening  

●​ Emotion coaching  

●​ Trauma-informed practice  

●​ Responsive communication strategies  

Relationship-centered project work helps children and families feel emotionally safe and 
connected. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

8. Encourage Collaborative Reflection and Professional Dialogue 

Preservice teachers benefit from structured opportunities to reflect with mentors, peers, and 
families. Research on enhanced professional placement partnerships highlights the importance 
of collaborative discussions and shared professional learning.  

Reflective dialogue may include: 

●​ Project debrief meetings  

●​ Family feedback conversations  

●​ Peer reflection journals  

●​ Collaborative inquiry groups  

Reflection helps future teachers recognize joyful moments and build professional resilience. 

 

 

9. Create Authentic Family Engagement Experiences During Practicum 

Research consistently shows that teacher candidates need authentic experiences engaging with 
families, not just theoretical coursework.  

Teacher education programs can include: 

●​ Family project nights  

●​ Home visits  

●​ Shared child portfolios  

●​ Collaborative goal-setting meetings  

These experiences reduce anxiety around family engagement and help preservice teachers 
develop confidence and empathy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

10. Promote Teacher Well-Being and Professional Joy 

Teacher preparation programs should intentionally cultivate joy as part of professional 
sustainability. Research suggests that emotionally supportive and resource-rich learning 
environments contribute to stronger educator well-being and professional commitment.  

Programs can support joy by: 

●​ Celebrating creativity and innovation  

●​ Encouraging collaborative teaching  

●​ Supporting reflective self-care  

●​ Valuing relationships over compliance-driven practices  

When preservice teachers experience joy in learning, they are more likely to create joyful 
environments for children and families. 

 

Conclusion 

Cultivating joy in early childhood teacher preparation requires more than isolated coursework; it 
demands relationship-centered, inquiry-driven, and family-engaged project work. Peer-reviewed 
research consistently demonstrates that collaborative partnerships, playful inquiry, culturally 
responsive teaching, and reflective practice strengthen both teacher preparation and children’s 
learning experiences. By embedding joyful, authentic project work into teacher education 
programs, educators can prepare future teachers who nurture curiosity, belonging, and 
meaningful relationships with young children and their families. 
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