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By Molly Smith 

 
It’s safe to say that if 
you have the same job 
for thirty-eight years, 
you must love what 
you do.  Harriet Lerner, 
CEO of Little Learner 
Academy, is no 
exception to this rule.  
After nearly four 
decades in the 
childcare industry, she 
still looks forward to 
going to work every 
day.  That’s not to say 
that her work is easy 
by any stretch of the 
means—“It’s 
multidimensional, to 
say the least,” she says. 
 
Harriet oversees the 
operations of five sites 
of Little Learner, 
located in Jefferson, 
Rockaway, Budd Lake, 
Denville, and, of 
course, Montville.  
Each center ranges in 
size and capacity, but 
all are available for full 
or part-time 
enrollment for children 
ages six weeks to ten 
years old.  What makes 
Little Learner special, 
she says, is that it is a 
family-owned 
business.  With the 
help of her older son, 
Harriet handles the 
business aspect of the 

work while her 
younger son and 
husband focus on the 
educational side.  Even 
her husband, younger 
son, and daughter are 
licensed to drive the 
school buses, involving 
every member of the 
family.  As Harriet likes 
to say, “There’s a 
Lerner at Little 
Learner every day.” 
 
Employment aside, the 
Lerner family has 
played a huge role 
throughout Harriet’s 
entrepreneurial 
journey.  Harriet was 
unhappy with her job 
and home at the time 
and was always on the 
lookout for new 
listings in employment 
and real estate.  One 
day, she saw a nursery 
school for sale where 
her sons had attended.  
She snatched the 
property for business 
and residential 
purposes, naming her 
first center Community 
Nursery School in 
Rockaway.  Over the 
course of her twenty-
eight years of 
ownership there, 
Harriet became 
pregnant with her 

daughter, started her 
first Little Learner 
Academy in Dover, and 
moved out when her 
older son got engaged.  
With each move, her 
clientele grew and she 
needed more space to 
expand. 
 
Harriet says she 
originally wanted to 
expand in order to 
provide childcare for 
infants as well.  
Because of zoning, she 
was unable to become 
licensed to have 
infants in her home.  
Looking back when 
Harriet decided to 
move her family and 
switch jobs in the same 
move, she says it’s true 
to her character.  “I’m a 
gambler—if the 
opportunity presented 
itself, I would try to 
take advantage of it,” 
she explains.  
“Sometimes it was 
scary, but most of the 
time I’ve been very 
lucky.” 
 
Not all of her time has 
been smooth sailing, 
however.  Throughout 
the course of her 
career, Harriet has 
noticed certain 



enrollment trends that 
correlate with the state 
of the economy.  When 
the recession began in 
2006, the childcare 
industry took a direct 
hit.  She says, “People 
who lost their job 
didn’t need childcare 
so they pulled their 
children out totally.  
Those who were 
worried about their 
jobs would cut their 
children back from five 
full days to two or 
three full days per 
week and have 
grandma and grandpa 
watch the kids in 
between.”  In the past 
six months, the reverse 
has happened with a 
strengthened work 
force.  Parents are 
going back to work and 
sending their children 
to childcare fulltime.  “I 
can see improvement 
in the economy 
directly from my 
standpoint,” Harriet 
says.  “If you lose your 
job, you don’t need 
childcare.” 

 
At a first glance, even 
when the economy was 
stable, it seems pretty 
incredible how quickly 
Little Learner 
Academy took off and 
demanded so much 
more space.  Harriet 
attributes this to being 
a big believer in 
community 
involvement.  In 
addition to being a 
successful 
entrepreneur, she was 
the first female 
member of the White 
Meadow Lake Fire 
Dept., worked as an 
EMT for eighteen 
years, and continues to 
serve on countless 
boards and councils 
regarding local, state, 
and national childcare.  
“Especially in the 
childcare industry, 
people go more by 
reputation than they 
do by advertising.  
Advertising is 
important, but when 
we move into a 
community, we get 

really involved—
sponsor ball teams, etc.  
I get involved in the 
chamber, whatever I 
can.  It’s important to 
give back to every 
community you’re in.” 
 
As for the future of 
Little Learner 
Academy, Harriet is 
considering retiring 
and turning the 
business over to her 
sons.  She has started 
to cut back on her 
hours and plan more 
vacations with her 
husband.  Following 
the family tree all the 
way down to her 
grandchildren, Harriet 
says that some of her 
grandsons have 
expressed interest in 
continuing the family 
business—from her 
fourteen-year-old to 
three-month-old, even 
the littlest of Lerner’s 
want to join in on the 
family fun. 
 
Molly Smith can be reached at 
msmith0104@gmail.com. 
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