
Karen Brackett 
 
Karen Elizabeth McMahon-Brackett came to Skidmore in 1977 and graduated from Skidmore College 
with a Bachelor of Science in Elementary Education in 1981. She completed her Master of Science in 
Reading at SUNY/Albany in 1986. While working on her graduate degree Karen was hired as a 
preschool teacher in the Center for Child Study at Skidmore College. At that time, Karen taught 
preschool classes on campus and at intergenerational program sites such as Wesley, under the 
direction of Karen Diamond of the Psychology Department. In 1986 that all changed and Karen 
become the Director of the Early Childhood Center and held that position until her retirement in 
December of 2010.  
 
Karen has received her inspiration and love of teaching and learning from Skidmore College faculty 
and has passed that on through her work with preschool children. As Director of the ECC Karen 
taught two courses for the Early Childhood Minor and worked closely with students who chose to 
minor in early childhood education. She has been respected and admired by her many students across 
the years. Her dedication to the success of the Early Childhood Center is legendary. Under her 
direction the ECC has served the Education Studies Department and the broader college as an on site 
lab school, which has provided innovative programs for children and families in the Saratoga 
community. 
 
Karen’s educational travels to China, Denmark, and South Africa infused her teaching with 
international models of early childhood programs. Her travels through South Africa established strong 
connections with Rina Prenzler, then Principal of Edendale Primary School in Mamelodi Township 
outside of Pretoria in South Africa. From these associations Karen introduced the idea for developing 
a study abroad program as a summer experience for Education Majors and Minors and worked with 
Susan Lehr to establish a course called: Journeys and Reflections An Educational Study Program in 
South Africa. Teachers connected with Skidmore through fieldwork placements were also given the 
opportunity to travel with the students. In May of 2001 Karen Brackett and Susan Lehr co-directed the 
first group of students on a remarkable journey that focused on the educational system of this multi-
lingual society.  Four more equally remarkable journeys followed. This was a transformative 
experience for many Skidmore students and local teachers. Karen also presented many workshops 
sharing her experiences of South Africa with children and teachers. Her fabulous quilts of images 
from South Africa have been exhibited in many venues. She also hosted teachers from Edendale 
Primary School who traveled to Skidmore College to learn more about education in the United States.  
 
Karen provided guidance and energy to create a model early childhood program reflecting best 
educational practices. Innovative ECC classroom teachers implemented and modeled constructivist 
approaches to teaching and learning using children’s literature to teach through themes of discovery. 
Karen encouraged ECC teachers to attend and present at national and regional conferences along with 
her. Karen also implemented ideas from the Reggio Emilia Approach and began working with 
teachers and college students to document student learning. Karen has great respect for children and 
how they learn naturally in environments that foster exploration through inquiry and discovery. 
 
Karen has brought hundreds of Skidmore students into the ECC as volunteers and student workers. 
Working with Psychology faculty Karen also coordinated dozens of research projects in the ECC. This 
has been her passion. She also coordinated annual school visits to New York City for both Education 
Studies Majors and Early Childhood Minors. Everyone in the Department can remember waking up at 
4AM to catch the 5AM bus to NYC! These annual bus trips and school visits have provided both 
faculty and students with rich experiences. 
 
In 2004 Karen organized the 75th Anniversary celebration of the Skidmore Nursery School 
commemorating the college’s commitment to the education of children. This huge celebration was 
held at the Sports Center and brought together Saratoga and Skidmore families (many of whom are the 



same) and Skidmore College students, many of whom were responsible for helping with this indoor 
street festival. There was balloon art, face painting, a giant trampoline, crafts, food, and book 
readings. This event was enjoyed by hundreds of participants and helped the Skidmore community 
celebrate its roots in early childhood education. 
 
Karen’s dedicated service and contributions to the field have been numerous. She has been a member 
of the Council of Child Development Laboratory Administrators for many years and served as a co-
president from 1997-2008. This active engagement in the field of early childhood education kept 
Karen current and informed. Karen is an active learner, has tremendous energy, and has made the 
Early Childhood Center a vital and innovative place of learning for 28 years. We salute Karen and 
recognize the valuable contributions that she has made as a preschool teacher, a director of the ECC, 
and a college educator who has been dedicated to the growth of all of her students. As Karen moves 
into retirement watch her bring this same level of energy and dedication to her work in the 
greenhouses that she and her husband, Bob, tend.  
 


