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Overview 
 A Question of Identity 

 Influences 

 Past 

 Present 

 Future   

 Decisions 

 Actions 



 
 
 
 
 

Who is the professional in early 
childhood care and education? 

• Teacher 

• Nurse 

• Therapist 
(speech and 
language etc.) 

• Child Care 
Worker 
(dependant on 
setting?) 

• Childminder 
 



 Influences 

Social Policy 
Child rearing 

practice 

Funding of 
Service provision 

Personal 

Identity 



Funding for provision 
 State provides e.g. England, France, Norway 

 Universal 

 Small private sector 

 Centrally controlled and monitored (federal or local) 

 Professional practice regulated 

 State aided 
 Targeted 

 Large commercial/private provision  

 Limited oversight and monitoring 

 Unregulated practice 

 

 



Child rearing practice 
 Family based 

 Private 

 Female domain 

 

 Childcare provision 
mirrors cultural beliefs 
regarding child rearing 

 No need for ‘expert’ 
professional 

 Women’s issue 



Personal 
 Our personal identity 

 Values 

 Attitudes 

 Beliefs 

 Culture 

 Life experiences 

 Our image of the child 

 Vulnerable, consumer,  

 competent, citizen with rights 



Social Policy in Ireland 
 Constitution published in 1937 – (pre WW2) 

 Patriarchal, Catholic Church, Principal of Subsidiarity 
– (State - hands off the family!) 

 Social services – state funded not provided 

 Importance of education 

 Post colonial ambitions 

 E.g. infant education through Irish  

 Role of philanthropy – provision of services 

 Religious, moralistic, middle class 



Educational traditions 

Introducing Froebel gifts 
1892 

School classroom  
1902 



The dominance of the church 



Status of Women 





Implications for ECCE 
 Low female participation rates in labour market (1973 

marriage bar lifted only on entry to EU) 

 Early entry to formal school 

 Low usage of out of home ECCE (36% 2007) 

 No state intervention until late 1990’s 

 Proliferation of stakeholders in provision of ECCE 

 Each with unique history, culture and identity 

 Female dominated, characterised as caring, extension 
of mothering 

 



The ‘ECCE sector’ in 1997 
 Diversity of provision, practice and philosophy 

 Female dominated 

 Under resourced and under valued 

 Concerned with basics of survival 

 Low levels of training 

 No tradition of collaboration or dialogue 

 No common language or title 

 Lots of energy, passion and commitment! 



1997 - 2010 
 Growth in policy attention 

 Lots of money! 

 Accountability! 

 Steady rise in qualification profile 

 Opportunities to come together and discuss issues 
related to practice and professional identity 

 Publication of a wide range of policy documents based 
on consultation on core values and principles 



Legacy of investment in 2009 
 Built up childcare places  - emphasis on full day-care 

 Developed administrative infrastructure at local, 
regional and national level 

 Development of diverse employment opportunities for 
the ECCE workforce 

 Funded research and development 

 Siolta, the national quality framework 

 Aistear, the Early Childhood Curricular Framework 

 Workforce Development Plan – Common Award 
Standards and Occupational profiles. 



2010 - present 
 Development of infrastructure – service provision and 

administration 

 Recession 

 Introduction of Free Preschool Year Scheme 

 Move from focus on economic development to child 
development 

 Rise of advocacy groups 

 Growth of indigenous research – e.g Prevention and 
Early Intervention programmes 

 European and international policy and research 

 

 



Rising status of ECCE 
 Attention of economists e.g. James Heckman (Boston 

Review Oct 2012) 

 Neuroscience evidence – Neurons to Neighbourhoods 
(Shonkoff et all 2000) 

 EU Communication, February 2011 

 CoRe Report on competences in early childhood 
education and care (ECEC) December 2011 

 OECD High Level Roundtable on the Economics of 
ECEC, Oslo, Norway February 2012. 

 Early Childhood is a high priority 



Changed perspectives 
 Shift from impact on labour market to impact on 

children 

 Creation of spaces – quality of experiences 

 Disconnected policy – integrated policy 

 Silos of practice – inter agency/inter-professional 
working 



Workforce in ECCE in 2012 
 22,000+ employed in ECCE settings 

 Predominantly female (98%) 
 80% have ECCE specific qualification at level 5 or 

higher 
 Almost one third work ‘part time’ hours 
 10% are on Community Employment Schemes 
 Majority (55%) in services with less than 3 staff 

 Diverse membership support groups e.g. Playgroups 
Full Day Care, Montessori, HighScope etc 

 



Occupational Profiles 

Basic 
Practitioner 

Level 4 
Student – may have 

achieved minor award 

Intermediate 
Practitioner 

Level 5 
e.g. FETAC Major 

award in 
Childcare/ECCE 

Experienced 
Practitioner 

Level 6 
e.g. FETAC Major 

Award 

Advanced 
Practitioner 

Level 7/8 
Bachelors Ordinary 

level degree 

Expert 
Practitioner 

Level 8+ 
Bachelors Honours 

degree or above 





Naming and Framing? 
2000 (n=180) 
No consensus on identity  

Discrete ‘silos’ of practice 

Rejection of ‘professional’ status 

2008/9 (n=330) 
Greater consensus on core values,  knowledge 

Evolved understanding of concept of professionalism 

Diversity within agreed parameters of practice 

Still no firm sense of identity as a profession 

 

 



2008 (n=1,780) 
 What philosophy or curriculum informs the 

programme of activities that you offer in your setting? 

 Montessori 

 High/scope 

 Play based 

 Naionrai 

 Aistear 

 Not sure – 42% 



2012 (n= 4,200 approx) 
 “Which of the following best 

describes the programme of 
activities offered to children 
aged 3-5 years in your 
setting?” 

 The most popular responses 
were: 

 Montessori 54% 

 Playbased 14% 

 High/Scope 13% 

 Naoinra   6% 

 “Pre-school”   3%  

 “Siolta/Aistear”   3% 

 Mixture of above   4% 

 Steiner     1% 

 Reggio Emilia 0.4% 



Professional Identity 
  multi-layered 

contextual 

shared 

personal 

Identity 



Structured on the 
outside but still in 
flux at the heart of 
practice 



Where are we now? 
 Direct funding for service provision 

 Funding driving qualification profile 

 Identifiable professional pathways into and through 
the profession 

 Recognition of value of graduate role 

 Universal participation of children in pre-school 

 Increased status = increasing accountability 



Profession = Professsionalism? 
 Are they the same? 

 If some are professionals who are not? 

 Who should decide? 

 What are the boundaries? 



Key concepts to think about... 
1. Professionalism as an ecological concept that is 

globally referenced to ‘quality provision’ and locally 
defined and determined through specific socio-
historical dynamics in which people are active 
participants (Dalli; Dayan; Kinos; Miller; Urban; 
Oberhuemer) 

2. Professionalism as a marker of individual identity, a 
self-identification that enables individual 
practitioners to take on behaviour that they 
identify as high quality effective practice (Adams; 
Dalli; Peeters) 

3. Professionalism as expertise that accretes from 
knowledge, dispositions, attitudes and  experience 
on an ongoing basis (Karila; Kuisma & Sandberg; 
Oberhuemer; Peeters) 



Key concepts continued 
 

4. Professionalism as mandated by regulations and 
standards of practice that are externally 
monitored (Dalli; Miller); 

5. Professionalism as openness to learning and to 
critique, and as an outgrowth of  reflective 
practices (Peeters; Kuisma & Sandberg) 

6. Professionalism as a quality embedded in practice 
and in  relationships with children, colleagues, 
parents and management (Adams; Dalli; Dayan; 
Oberhuemer) 

7. Professionalism as a marker of social status and as 
a distinguishing characteristic for an 
occupational group (Adams; Kinos) 

 



Professionalism in ECCE …. 
 Is centred on the well-being, learning and development of 

children from birth to six/eight years 
 Activating citizenship in the present and the future 

 Requires specific knowledge and skills that are multi 
disciplinary 
 Learning theory,  child development, sociology, philosophy, 

neuroscience 

 Is a collaborative practice based on respectful relationships 
and partnership 
 Parents, Children, Colleagues, other professionals 

 Is an on-going reflective dialogue that requires being fully 
present and self- aware 

 Is evidence based, rigorous and open to change 
 
 



Some challenges for the future.. 
 Answer the question – who are we? 

 Resist the draw of more established professions e.g. 
primary teaching 

 Address the gender balance ( and wider diversity issues) 

 Reject the division of care and education – 0-3 matters too! 

 Build capacity to engage with core knowledge, skills and 
values – initial education and CPD 

 Communicate the message to all – policy makers, 
professional colleagues, parents and families, employers etc 

 Develop and nurture leadership 



Gender balance 



Supports 
 Síolta and Aistear as 

the national 
practice 
frameworks 

 Research in practice 

 Continuing 
Professional 
Development 

 Advocacy and 
lobbying 

 Don’t be too polite, 
girls! 



New Zealand ECEC rallying cry! 
 

Don’t be too polite girls, 

Don’t be too polite. 

Have a little fight girls, 

Have a little fight. 

Don’t be fearful of offending in case you get the sack 

Just remember what we’re fighting for and don’t look 
back! 



Thank You … 


