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A unique program that supports increased quality in early childhood education.

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

DIRECTORS RETREAT



CHALLENGE

A Need for Respect, Appreciation,  
and Inspiration

Despite the critical importance of early childhood education to the 

lifelong trajectory of children, the workforce of teachers and ECE 

center staff generally does not receive regular professional develop-

ment, appreciation, opportunities to network and share best prac-

tices, and inspiration. Infants, toddlers, and preschool children are 

often cared for by an disjointed patchwork of unconnected ECE 

centers and programs.

DIRECTORS RETREAT

The Retreat was an 
annual three-day event 

for the directors of child 
development and early 
care education centers. 

Featuring expert speakers, 
presentations, visits to 
high quality children’s 

centers, and the sharing 
of best practices, the 
conference provided 

education, inspiration, 
networking opportunities 

and tools to the leaders of 
centers that provide care 

to infants, toddlers and 
preschool children.
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APPROACH

Sharing Stories, Lessons, and Visions

Every year for a decade beginning in the year 2000, the Orfalea 

Foundation gathered center directors and teachers for a three-day 

event, called the Orfalea Directors Retreat. The goal of the retreat 

was to share best practices, through a variety of activities including 

small thematic work groups, acclaimed speakers, timely presenta-

tions, tours of high-quality children’s centers, and networking with 

other professionals and organizations that created opportunities 

for connection and partnership.

The idea was to ensure that all who attended would return to their 

centers feeling rejuvenated and recharged with attitudes and new 

skills that resulted in professional growth, innovation, and positive 

change for young children.

Beginning with the 2004 event, below are examples of the training 

topics presented:

2004

Hiring Great Team members, Life Balance 

Location: Hollywood   |   Number of Attendees: 75

2005

Taking On Turn-over, Constructive Coaching 

Location: San Francisco   |   Number of Attendees: 80

2006

Building Assets in Children, Building Assets in Early Childhood 

Education Professionals 

Location: Palm Springs   |   Number of Attendees: 105

2007

Outdoor Environments, Importance of Play/Activities, Building 

Parent Involvement and Relationships, Personal Effectiveness 

Location: San Diego   |   Number of Attendees: 120

2008

Quality Environments, Reggio Emilia Philosophy 

Location: Santa Monica   |   Number of Attendees: 150

2009

Healthy Food Practices, Outdoor Classrooms, Play-based Practic-

es, Emergency Preparedness 

Location: Pasadena   |   Number of Attendees: 180

2011

Preschool Food and Healthy Habits, Quality Outdoor Environ-

ments, Supporting Children’s Successful Transitions to Kinder-

garten 

Location: San Luis Obispo   |   Number of Attendees: 130
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ADAPTATION

Resources for Future Growth

1. Best Practices Handbook: 

Over the years, the Foundation formalized the sharing of best 

practices by creating a handbook each year that included one page 

per participating center. Some years, centers were asked to simply 

write up the very best idea they had implemented in any facet of 

their program. Other years, ideas specific to a topic, for example 

healthy food practices, were solicited. Additionally, the Founda-

tion also began to ask attendees to review the handbook during 

the Retreat and vote for the best ideas before the last day. One goal 

was to recognize great ideas, while a secondary purpose was to en-

sure that every attendee read the entire handbook. Winning ideas 

received cash prizes awarded on the last day of the retreat.

2. Two-person participation:

The Foundation asked that participating centers send at least two 

attendees to a retreat. This ensured some measure of accountabil-

ity for implementing new practices once the pair returned to their 

centers, while making it more likely that stronger teams could be 

developed, and that change would be successful and long-lasting.
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IMPACT

Content, Quality, Recognition

High-impact retreat topics became sustained county and foun-

dation focuses: With the creation of each year’s agenda, the re-

treats gave the Foundation an annual opportunity to cultivate 

relationships with various ECE practitioners, writers, and present-

ers. Some topics so clearly resonated with attendees and Founda-

tion staff that they became leading candidates to be implemented 

widely in the County’s network of centers. One example was the 

presentation that focused on outdoor environments given by Eric 

Nelson of the Child Educational Center in La Canada, California. 

It was such an immediate fit that the Foundation has been working 

with him and his organization to implement similar and related 

work in Santa Barbara County for seven years.

The retreats built relationships and awareness for quality and 

accreditation work: We believe that the the Foundation believes 

that the retreats provided momentum that supported the county’s 

efforts to pursue national quality accreditation, which the county 

now enjoys at a rate eight times the state percentage. Sharing suc-

cesses, trainings, and inspiration helped to create a sense of com-

mon purpose and commitment to quality early education. The 

pursuit of national accreditation is one byproduct of the kind of 

community building that occurred at the retreats.

Retreat participants expressed impact in their own words:

“The retreat challenges me because there are always cutting-edge 

professionals who help me think differently.”

“This conference continues to have the best and most pertinent 

information directly related to what we need—such high-quality 

presenters”

“The retreat always helps me renew my commitment to the field of 

Early Childhood Education”
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CONTINUITY

Partnering to Retain Momentum

While impactful and much loved, the Orfalea Directors Retreat 

was a once-a-year event. Meeting more frequently, closer to home, 

and for shorter periods of time seemed like the next iteration of 

this networking and professional development opportunity.

After 2011, the Orfalea Foundation partnered with the County’s 

local Childcare Planning Council to put on quarterly “Directors 

Development Series” events. Similar to the retreat, innovative 

training topics are shared, and emerging leaders (not just the most 

senior person at each program) are encouraged to attend. So that 

attendees don’t have to miss a full day of working at their cen-

ter, the program now begins with lunch at 1 PM and continues 

through the end of the work day.

In 2015, the Directors Leaders Series held an intensive two-day 

training on Reflective Practices, bringing in internationally known 

trainers on the topic. To offset the increased costs, sponsorships 

were offered to local vendors, foundations, and organizations; 

happily, the funding came in to more than cover the cost of offer-

ing this training to over 110 participants.
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