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The research context

Curriculum Coordinator for Early Years and 
Early Childhood Studies, University Centre 
Weston; an HE provider within an FE context

Research can be a democratic activity, for 
students, tutors, practitioners, children

http://edition.cnn.com/videos/international/2011/10/21/alison-gopnik-ted-talk.cnn



Research questions
Does engaging in Higher Education provide increased professional capital in the Early 
Childhood Education and Care workplace?

What do practitioners perceive are important factors in defining their professional 
status? 

How are individuals constructed socially? 

What possible connections are there between the personal and professional 
identities?

Is it possible to identify processes that may assist in the development of a more valid 
professional model? 



Methodology 

MacNaughton (2005) - the complexity of meaning-making in ECEC settings - rhizomatic
connections between staff, manager, parents, the media and government create a very 
muddled picture from which it is hard for staff or researchers to draw any 
generalisations of the benefits of studying for a degree. 

An ontological stance - there are no absolute truths in social science but all is 
interpretive, leads us to a qualitative approach (Bell and Waters, 2014). 

Within a social constructionist approach, reality is actively socially constructed (Stake 
2010) - MacNaughton (2005) paraphrases Foucault in describing how individuals are 
shaped and defined by the politics and discourses present at that time 



Methodology continued 

Case studies – placing the graduate in the centre, with colleagues and managers 
providing triangulation.  (Parents and partners would add to the picture but ethical 
and time constraints prevented this)

Jacobson (2009) suggests the subject matter of highly focused studies sometimes 
appears mundane or irrelevant, but they often uncover hidden generalisations that 
reflect on wider society. 

(In addition, this study could be seen as emancipatory, with a possible benefit that 
the research may give participants the opportunity to critically review their role in the 
workplace)



The participants
Two case studies based in Weston-super-Mare

- A nursery – three staff including two 
graduates

- A pack away pre-school – two staff: one 
graduate

All known by the researcher, data gathered 
using semi-structured interviews

All graduates hold FdA Early Years (sector 
endorsed)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V2NG-MgHqEk



Superheroes in Seattle

Defined by internal and external 
influences

The interplay between people being 
agents in their own life and external 
influences

ECEC practitioners can find themselves 
externally constructed

http://www.gq.com/story/real-life-superheroes-phoenix-jones

http://www.gq.com/story/real-life-superheroes-phoenix-jones


How we are defined
Social capital – eg. economic capital (wealth), social capital (membership of/or inclusion 
within a group), or information capital (which may include educational status) (Bourdieu, 
cited in Ho and Bauder, 2012). 

‘Field’ – the workplace that has a specific value placed on each type of capital – ‘habitus’ 

Bourdieu, by suggesting that certain characteristics have greater value than others brings a 
subjective quality or nominal worth to each individual (Grenfell and James, 1998). 

For example - Hevey (2013) discusses the evolution Early Years Teacher status (which does 
not hold the same level of qualification as Qualified Teacher Status)

King (2000 cited by Bottero 2010) - an individual’s actions are judged, not by following a pre-
defined rule but by carrying out a behaviour that is then judged acceptable or unacceptable 
by the group.

Therefore, ECEC practitioners may not act according to their definition of professionalism, but 
by their behaviour being scrutinised and accepted or rejected after an event; and in doing so a 
collective set of values form. 



Cooley (1922, cited by Jacobson 2009 p.85) the ‘looking glass self’; people looking for 
messages about themselves mirrored in the views of others. 

This suggests that practitioners seek responses from others with which to define 
themselves and these responses become internalised as set values and behaviours. 

If the social nature of self-definition is as important as these ideas suggest, then the 
professional habitus and social capital of an individual is defined less by what they 
think of themselves and more by the values offered to them by others.

http://www.westword.com/news/stoner-hill-is-a-refuge-for-young-homeless-and-an-eyesore-for-neighbors-7386070
http://www.takeart.org/projects/entry/soundwaves-early-years-music-network-for-the-south-west/soundwaves-
case-studies



External views of ECEC practitioners

Agents of social change – responsible for implementing early intervention – our 
very own superheroes (Osgood, 2009)

‘Hair or Care’ stereotype (Nutbrown, 2012) – rooted in the traditionally gendered 
role of mothering – what is the point of being qualified in something that is natural?  
Thus the nation’s view of childcare and education lead to lowered social capital

Disorganised and unprofessional (Lawson, 2006)

In an industry with little call for higher qualifications – low government 
requirements

(All of this contributes to low social capital)



The social milieu for ECEC practitioners

As individuals we move toward the group identity (Bottero, 2010), therefore it is hard 
to redefine yourself against a backdrop of group values

The encouragement of mothers into the workplace has resulted in childcare rather 
than education (Osgood, 2012) and this restricts the view of ECEC practitioners as 
highly qualified pedagogues

A very gendered workforce of lower socio-economic status (Penn, 2000) – difficult to 
redefine themselves



Findings – parents and practitioners 

Conflict of expectations between staff and 
parents – eg. risky play.  Having to consider 
what the parent might want rather than valuing 
their own knowledge.  Practice is therefore 
defined at times by people without formal 
qualifications in ECEC

Parents know best – ‘being a parent trumps 
having a degree’.  There is a conflict between 
defining the parent as expert, yet the 
practitioner having a degree.  

A contradiction of this is when a child needs 
specific help eg. CAF (Early Help).  The 
practitioner is reconstructed as the expert.



Findings – care and education

Parents were identified as emphasising care 
over education, and were unaware of the 
link between play and learning

Caring was perceived as a low skill attribute; 
associated with mothering. 

(However, that these practitioners chose a 
caring profession suggests self-
determinism).



Findings - understandings of professionalism. 

Mary Poppins was twice suggested as the ideal ECEC 
professional – ‘the ideal balance between nurturance 
and discipline’ (McCleer, 2002).  Note the absence of 
education in this archetype – positions the 
practitioner as a substitute parent. 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2015/oct/21/mary-poppins-new-director-movie-not-remake



Further findings
Building design setting expectations –
humans are partly defined by their 
environment (Park, 1915)

Management skills not offered as a 
characteristic of an effective ECEC 
professional

Time is needed – ‘to wallow in the issues’ 
(Moyles, 2001).  Time to reflect can lead 
to real change, but practitioners don’t 
have enough time to construct a new 
professional habitus (Osgood, 2012)

http://hilltop-preschool.co.uk/



Intrinsic versus extrinsic rewards of 
having a degree

Intrinsic – increased confidence, self esteem, questioning things

Extrinsic - harder to identify due to the complex influences; parents, state etc.

Perhaps these practitioners have the following roles;

A successful prophet (Bourdieu, 1996) can shift the habitus of a group

One great idea that will ‘Switch the train tracks of history’ (Moore, 2015)



The value of degrees

Individuals alone have little chance of effecting a 
major change – there needs to be a systemic shift 
in the ECEC workplace in recognising a more 
academic and reflective workforce (MacNaughton, 
2005)

Of less value in the workplace unless accompanied 
by improved working conditions

Contribute toward a critical mass of graduates that 
provide a new paradigm



The importance of the view of childhood
James and Prout (2003)  Emergent Paradigm of Childhood 

Children can be agents in their own lives as they are perceived as rich and powerful 
learners

The emergence of the Gothic Child

This requires ECEC practitioners to be reconstructed as skilled educators

Currently undermined by the predominant notion of ‘ages and stages’

How many parents understand children to be agents in their own lives?



So, to sum up…

The habitus of ECEC practitioners is created by a complex web of influences including 
the parents, the state, traditional models of parenting, an emphasis of care over 
education

While a relevant degree helps chip away at the stereotype, there needs to be a huge 
shift in understandings of ECEC practice before there is a major change

The Emergent Paradigm of Childhood may be that shift.  

(It is worth noting that Bourdieu’s notion of habitus may be placed under threat by 
the digital age – there are now countless models available)



Selected references 

Bottero, W. (2010) Intersubjectivity and Bourdieusian approaches to ‘identity’. Cultural Psychology, 4(1), 
pp3-22. 

Grenfell, M. and James, D., eds. (1998) Bourdieu and Education. London: Falmer Press. 

The Guardian (2006) Nurseries 'fostering generation of Vicky Pollards'. Available from: 
http://www.theguardian.com/education/2006/aug/02/schools.uk3 (Accessed 11 February 2015). 

McCleer, A. (2002) Practical Perfection? The nanny negotiates gender, class, and family contradictions in 
1960s popular culture. National Women's Studies Association Journal, 14 (2), pp.80-101. 

Moore, H. (2015) The End of Development. Analysis [podcast]. Available from: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b054pqv8 [Accessed 13 April 2015]. 

Moyles. J. (2010) Passion, paradox and professionalism in early years education. Early Years, 21(2), pp. 81-
95. 

Nutbrown, C. (2012) Foundations for Quality; the independent review of early education and childcare 
qualifications. Department for Education. 

Osgood, J. (2009) Childcare workforce reform in England and ‘the early years professional’: a critical 
discourse analysis. Journal of Education Policy, 24(6); pp.733751. 

Osgood, J. (2012) Narratives from the Nursery: Negotiating Professional Identities in Early Childhood. 
Abingdon: Routledge. 




