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As this book shows, the professionalization of those who work, lead and manage in early 
years settings has been on an upward trajectory for at least the last decade, both nation-
ally and internationally. The growth of early years professionalism has had different start-
ing points and has followed different paths within the countries covered in the chapters 
in this book. Individuals are also on a continuum of professional development and will 
vary at any point in time in relation to their professional knowledge, understanding and 
skills. The range and variety of spaces they are working in, the cultural, geographical and 
policy context of their work, working relationships and pedagogic practices will define, 
limit or expand opportunities for the development of their professionalism. 

A recent Google search of ‘professionalism in the early years’ gave rise to 1,780,000 
hits – reflecting the raft of initiatives, books, journal articles and policy documents 
published in the last decade or so, both in the UK and internationally. We begin by 
looking back at some selected publications which also document this growth.

In 1998, Abbott and Pugh’s book Training to Work in the Early Years brought together 
both developments and concerns about early years training in the UK and internationally 
and documented some of the then new routes to training such as Early Childhood 
Studies Degrees and National Vocational Qualifications. A chapter by Oberheumer 
(1998) detailed the European perspective. In the final chapter, a ‘climbing frame of quali-
fications’ was envisaged (p. 149) offering a training route to higher levels of qualifications 
and increased access to professional development for the early years workforce.

In 2003, as part of a literature review of aspects of predominantly British-based and 
recent early years research, members of the British Educational Research Association 
Special Interest Group including one of the editors of this book (Linda Miller) under-
took responsibility for reviewing a selection of the literature on adult roles, training 
and professionalism. This part of the review concluded that:
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there was no national database identifying the nature of early years settings
there was a plethora of occupational names that were not useful in identifying 
workplace roles
that the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority was attempting to classify 
occupational roles
a series of surveys organized by the Early Years National Training Organisation was 
beginning to compile information on occupational roles 
there was a paucity of evidence about links between adult training, professionalism 
and children’s learning. 

A decade on, Miller and Cable (2008) sought to update the position of early years 
workers and document the tremendous policy changes and ‘workforce reform’ that 
had taken place and the opportunities for achieving professional qualifications, both 
in the UK and internationally. The title of the book Professionalism in the Early Years
reflects the conceptual shift that has taken place since the publication of Abbott and 
Pugh’s book a decade before and also mirrors government policies on ‘reforming’ and 
professionalizing the early years workforce in England and in other countries. 
However, alongside this reform process critical voices were emerging (Miller, 2008). 
Critics of the reform process challenged those involved in the teaching and training 
of early years workers to rethink this emerging construction of professionalism which 
they saw as being constrained by technological practices (Dahlberg and Moss, 2005) 
and underpinned by the ‘regulatory gaze’ of government (Osgood, 2006: 3). However, 
more recently Simpson (2010: 12) has added to the debate, using data from a study 
of EYPs in England, arguing that they have a ‘bounded agency’ and a ‘reflexive profes-
sionalism’ which is ‘mediated by reflexivity over circumstances that were potentially 
enabling or restrictive’. 

This movement towards professionalism and the accompanying critiques forms 
the basis for the notion of ‘a critical ecology of the profession’ (Dalli, 2007, 
unpaged). The use of the term ‘ecology’ relates to the type of contexts or environ-
ments within which a practitioner works and the influence of micro and macro level 
factors, which in turn create possibilities for the types of practice that can take place. 
According to Dalli, the use of the term ‘a critical ecology of the profession’ is 
intended to suggest that a questioning approach to how professionals might act in 
these different geographical, physical and cultural contexts is critical in developing 
our understanding. In other words, the early childhood community needs to stand 
back and adopt a critical approach to all constructions of professionalism and consider 
context-specific factors.

Since 2004, a group of academics, researchers and trainers of practitioners (includ-
ing the editors of this book) located within the European Early Childhood Education 
Research Association (EECERA) have, through a research project, ‘A Day in the Life of 
an Early Years Practitioner’ (Miller et al., forthcoming) sought to explore what it 
means to act professionally in different contexts. Researchers worked with an indi-
vidual practitioner, each working in an early childhood setting in one of six coun-
tries (Australia, England, Finland, Germany, New Zealand and Sweden) to explore 
practitioner notions of professionalism. This included: 
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perceptions of what being a ‘professional’ in early childhood means – including 
practitioners’ self perceptions and external perspectives
common features of practice in each context.

The ‘Day in the Life” project is a collection of free standing but related case studies 
and does not and cannot provide comparative data across countries and cultures. 
However, some common themes have been identified, including the complexity and 
diversity of working professionally with young children and the ways in which govern-
ment agendas set the context for ‘feeling and acting professionally’. These themes and 
others are expanded upon in the chapters in this book. 

In England, the development of professionalism has been confused and con-
founded by the creation of a new role which includes professional in its title – the 
Early Years Professional (see Chapters 2 and 7) – which raises questions about whether 
those who do not have this title or another accepted title such as ‘teacher’ are there-
fore deemed not to be ‘professionals’. Moss (2008) takes up the argument about this 
contradictory position, supporting the vision of a professional workforce but one 
which recognizes core workers as professionals as well as leaders. Writing in an 
Australian context, Fenech and Sumsion (2007: 119) also urge a note of caution in 
relation to the professionalization of the workforce and warn of the ‘othering’ of less 
qualified or non-accredited practitioners.

On a related theme, Oberheumer and Scheryer (2008) have documented and 
mapped some of the current changes taking place across 27 European countries 
in the professionalization strategies for work in early childhood provision, includ-
ing qualification profiles across and within these countries. Issues raised by this 
study include whether traditional demarcation lines between early childhood 
workers will remain; for example, between the role of the primary school teacher 
and the early years pedagogues. Oberheumer’s and Scheryer’s research reveals no 
agreement across Europe on the competence requirements for working with 
young children up to the age of school entry and therefore no common under-
standing of what ‘professionalism’ in the early years means. The researchers raise 
questions about whether there will be a common consensus about the type of 
professional we want in early childhood work – a ‘democratic professional’ that 
values reciprocal relationships and alliances and places children, families and com-
munities at the centre of their work or a ‘technical expert’ focused on prescribed 
routes and outcomes. 

The chapters in this book contribute and add to this growing debate. In Part 1, the 
chapters are concerned mainly with the professional identities of early years practi-
tioners and in Part 2, they look towards a new professionalism.

The chapters in this section are concerned with the developing professional identities 
of early years practitioners, whether as the core workers envisaged by Peter Moss 
(2008) or as leaders and managers in early years settings. 

01-Miller_Cable-4096-CH-01.indd   4 13/07/2010   4:46:09 PM



In Chapter 2, Mary Whalley notes that leadership and management are terms often 
used interchangeably which she sees as unhelpful. In the chapter, she clarifies the 
different emphases of the two roles of leader and manager as change agents in rela-
tion to early years provision and explores the distinctive and distinguishing features 
of these key roles. She considers the Early Years Professional role in England in lead-
ing practice and the challenges facing those professionals leading organizations such 
as Integrated Children’s Centres, which require working in a multi-professional con-
text. She also considers the contribution of research, theory and influences from 
Europe and beyond to a new understanding of professionalism.

 Christine Woodrow in Chapter 3 tracks some emerging and worrying policy trends 
in early childhood provision in Australia and considers their impact on discourses of 
professionalism and on early childhood practitioners. Through three ‘cases’ of recent 
policy directions or policy outcome, she analyses and discusses the implications 
for professional identity. She raises concerns about the significant growth in market-
led provision, increased regulation and accountability and contradictions within the 
Australian early childhood reform agenda. She describes the impact this is having on 
the professional identities of the early childhood workforce, their practices and their 
relationships with children and parents. Woodrow points to disturbing parallels with 
England where she contends simplistic solutions have been sought to achieve com-
plex outcomes and where short term policies have sought to bring about rapid 
growth and change, both in terms of increased provision and in expanding and ‘pro-
fessionalizing’ the workforce. The collapse of a large corporate childcare company in 
Australia sounds warning bells about the privatization of early childhood provision as 
a means of achieving substantial growth. Whilst welcoming increased political interest 
in early childhood provision, Woodrow questions how dominant policy discourses 
might constrain, affirm or expand understandings of professionalism and perspectives on 
professional identity. She argues for multiple professional identities and discusses the 
notion of ‘networked leadership’ and the need to resource new leadership roles to 
sustain this changing agenda. 

Chapter 4 considers early years policy and provision in Northern Ireland, where 
despite policy initiatives which reflect the strategy in England, early childhood services 
are provided through a ‘split system’ of care and education which continues to differ-
entiate between the traditional childcare and education sectors. Dorothy McMillan and 
Glenda Walsh explore the notion of early years professionalism within such a context 
and pose the question, ‘What is to be done?’ They note that it is necessary to chart both 
the ‘historical baggage’ and recent developments in order to consider some current 
issues around the ‘new era’ of early years professionalism in Northern Ireland. These 
include issues around power and agency and the need to challenge dominant dis-
courses. They consider future possibilities for the Northern Ireland workforce in terms 
of lead roles and qualifications across the sector, including the possibility of a new early 
years sector with a sense of a collective professional identity. 

Jan Peeters and Michel Vandenbroeck, based in the University of Ghent, document 
their work with early childhood workers over three decades. In Chapter 5, they chart 
the professional journeys of these practitioners through testimonies which show 
how, through engaging with pedagogic guidance, they became ‘actors of change’ and 
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developed new pedagogic practices. Peeters and Vandenbroeck stress the importance 
of higher level qualifications in order to achieve quality provision in early childhood 
settings, but just as important, they stress, is the need to create space for reflection 
and reflexivity. By providing such a space and support for the practitioners in their 
study, these practitioners were able to actively engage, collaborate and construct their 
professionalism and new professional identities. As the authors contend, the most 
significant evolutions occurred when representatives of the sector, academia and poli-
cy-makers collaborated in democratic ways to develop new types of professionalism. 
This more localized approach to the professionalization of the workforce offers an 
alternative to national and highly regulated frameworks for professional development 
in countries such as England.

Multi-professional working is seen by governments as a solution to the complex 
problems facing those working with children, young people and their families and 
refers to both co-operation with professionals from other sectors and ‘multi-professional 
operations’ within settings (Karila, 2008: 214). The chapter by Sue Greenfield explores 
some of the challenges that occur around the notion of professional identities when 
professionals from different backgrounds are asked to work together and cross profes-
sional boundaries. She explores why multidisciplinary working can be problematic and 
difficult to accomplish and considers the barriers to successful working practices. The 
chapter considers issues such as professional ‘cultures’, language, lead roles and key 
responsibilities Whilst policy initiatives commit professionals to the ideal of integrated 
working, in order to improve outcomes for children and young people, the reality can 
be different. The chapter looks at the background to the move towards integrated 
working and measures that have been taken to promote this. Consideration is given as 
to whether this way of working is possible and why it is so desirable.

The quote which introduced this chapter (Dalli and Urban, 2008) suggests that a con-
ceptualization of professionalism in the early years should be viewed as an ongoing 
process rather than as a ‘once and for all’ phenomenon. We have seen from the intro-
duction to the chapters in Part 1 of this book that constructions of professionalism are 
in the process of being transformed and that early years practitioners are key to this 
process as ‘actors of change’ working within learning communities or ‘communities 
of practice’ (Wenger, 1998). Karila (2008) talks about professionalism as a ‘multi level 
phenomenon’ influenced by macro level changes (for example, government policy 
and priorities) and micro level changes (the everyday working environment and 
the culture of the workplace), all of which raises questions and expectations about 
professionalism in the field of early childhood. The chapters in this section look to 
the future and reflect the growth of new ways of looking at and thinking about 
professionalism.

In Chapter 7, Gill McGillivray considers the many complex influences that help to 
construct and shape the professional identities of practitioners within the early years 
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workforce, particularly in England. She explores both micro and macro level 
influences, including the working context and culture and the dominant discourses 
to which practitioners are exposed. She sees personal life histories of practitioners as 
an important factor, arguing that the sense of who we are cannot be dissociated from 
our professional identities. In offering a profile of the workforce, she acknowledges 
the inequalities that exist and the need for opportunities for better qualifications, but 
cautions that this may suggest a message of ‘not good enough’ to core workers who 
may not have a level 3 qualification and even to those who do. She ends the chapter 
with suggestions for looking forward to a time when working with young children is 
recognized as a worthwhile career.

In the next chapter, Jayne Osgood develops an argument for ‘professionalism from 
within’. Like Gill McGillivray, she notes the significance of autobiography and the sub-
jective experiences of day-to-day working practices of practitioners as important for 
conceptualizing professionalism differently. She draws on a study of nursery staff from 
the private, voluntary and statutory sectors, who whilst reluctantly accepting the 
dominance of government discourses in discussions about what it means to be profes-
sional, did not include for example, dominant notions of accountability, measurability 
and the need to demonstrate measurable outcomes. She argues that their profes-
sionalism was shaped by a commitment to ‘an ethics of care and critical reflection’ 
and for the promotion of the ‘critically reflective emotional professional’ in place of 
the ‘competent technician’.

Chapter 9 asks ‘Where are the men?’ in early years work. Guy Robert Holmes and 
Simon Brownhill question why the early years workforce remains predominantly 
female, both nationally, and to a slightly lesser extent, internationally, given current 
cultural and economic shifts to address this issue. They examine the historical con-
struction of early years work as traditionally and naturally feminine, which they argue, 
coupled with fears of masculine sexuality, helps to explain the maintenance of this 
position. They argue this position is compounded by a working culture or ‘vocational 
habitus’ which is inclusive of stereotypical feminine traits but excludes those traits 
deemed ‘masculine’. This also includes factors such as traditionally low pay and low 
status and the increasing privatization and marketization of early years provision. 
Through case studies, they highlight the struggles of men working in the early years 
and examine UK-based and international projects and initiatives that have successfully 
included men as early years practitioners. They conclude that it is the pedagogical and 
interpersonal skills of the practitioner and not gender that is key to successful work 
with young children.

In the penultimate chapter, we turn to New Zealand where Iris Duhn provokes us 
to consider the view that ‘one professionalism does not fit all’. She argues for the 
notion of professional knowledge-in-the-making and the learning self as a basis for 
professionalism(s), which she believes requires ongoing engagement with people, 
things, ideas, policies and politics as part of an ongoing discourse (Dalli and Urban, 
2008: 132) and which rejects notions of performativity through measurable outcomes 
and benchmarks. In the chapter, Duhn describes how one early childhood leader 
faced challenges to her pedagogy and leadership by participating in a climate of 
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change and risk within her setting, thus embracing a professionalism which involves 
uncertainty and the unknown. Quoting Arendt, she highlights the importance of a 
‘space to act’, to transform the self in thought and practice (also a theme in Chapter 5). 
She ends the chapter by highlighting the contribution of professional knowledge in 
contributing to new understandings of what professionalism(s) in early childhood 
education may look like if it becomes the continuous process of experiencing and 
questioning the learning self in its relation to the world. 

In the final chapter we identify what we see as the key themes and issues emerging 
from the chapters in this book as we look towards a new understanding of what pro-
fessionalism in the early years means. These include: a professionalism that involves 
uncertainty and risk taking and that is constantly under the process of reconstruction; 
a view of professionalism that includes practitioners’ views and perspectives and the 
space in which to reflect and to be reflexive; a consideration of the knowledge base 
and capabilities required to be and to act professionally; and a re-emergence of an 
‘ethics of care’ and a re-evaluation of the importance of the emotional aspects of 
working with young children and their families. By ‘troubling’ the concept of profes-
sionalism (see Jayne Osgood, Chapter 8) through books such as this, we can consider 
what it means to be or to become a professional in the early years.

The chapters in this book contribute to a critical ecology of early childhood (Dalli, 
2007). They lend support to the view that professionalism in the early years is a chang-
ing, multi-layered and multi-faceted phenomenon. They provide a valuable addition 
to the ongoing discourse about the nature of professionalism and professional identi-
ties that is about contesting taken for granted knowledge and reconstruction of mean-
ings and understandings (Dalli and Urban, 2008). The authors of these chapters raise 
questions about what it means to be a core worker, leader or manager in complex and 
changing national and international contexts and they attempt to peel away the layers 
and challenge traditional conceptions of professionalism and so expose new forms of 
professionalism for early years work in the 21st century.
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www.cwdcouncil.org.uk 
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