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The professional identity of early years educators in England:
implications for a transformative approach to continuing
professional development

Sarah Lightfoot* and David Frost
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This article examines the professional identity of nine early years educators cur-
rently working in the early years sector of education in England. These educators
include teachers, teaching assistants, nursery practitioners and nursery nurses
working with children three to five years old in the Early Years Foundation
Stage in state-maintained schools. The article arises from a doctoral research
study that gives voice to the professional identities of these early years educa-
tors. The policy background and particular context in which the research is car-
ried out are outlined. The article reports on an exploration of these educators’
storied perceptions of their professionality, which is multi-dimensional, complex
and cannot be reduced to a list of personal characteristics, responsibilities and
duties. The educators’ experiences of continuing professional development are
considered and an alternative approach is suggested in light of these educators’
needs in terms of being valued, having connections and making a difference in
their work contexts.

Keywords: continuing professional development; early years education; early
years educators; professional identity; professional learning

Introduction

The stimulus for this research was prompted by conversations with early years edu-
cators (EYEs) in England. Some EYEs seemed enthusiastic about recent policy
innovations; keen to enrol on programmes that confer professional status or inspired
by recent in-service training to make changes to classroom environments. Others
appeared confused about the rate of change within the sector and what appear to be
increasingly intensified working conditions. They described a range of feelings
including disillusionment with their role, a sense of a loss of control over their daily
practice and anxiety at a perceived downward pressure to prepare children for the
next stage of more ‘formal’ schooling. It seemed important to consider how their dif-
fering experiences and emotional responses related to their perceptions of them-
selves as educators of young children. These conversations prompted an exploration
of the notion of professional identity and the ways in which it might be construed,
negotiated, sustained and contested.

The exploratory study outlined in this article focused upon the experiences of
nine EYEs who work with three to five year olds in the Early Years Foundation
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Stage (EYFS) in maintained primary and nursery schools in England. Its
overarching aim is to explore and understand how these particular members of the
workforce who have a multiplicity of qualifications, titles, roles and responsibilities
and widely differing contracts, pay and working conditions negotiate and perceive
their professional identities. This initial study seeks to build a conceptual model of
professional identity in early childhood education that can inform further research.
This entails exploring the types of development opportunities which might
contribute to the growth of a particular form of professionality for all those who
work with the youngest children.

We begin with an attempt to clarify what is meant by professional identity and
how this relates to those working in the EYFS in England. We then offer a frame-
work for understanding EYEs’ sense of professional selves arising from their own
perspectives, noting the role of the landscape in which they work in terms of their
institutional context, current policy directives and other influences that affect the
ways and the extent to which the early years workforce are characterised as ‘profes-
sional’. We then discuss the implications of these findings for the role of continuing
professional development (CPD) programmes that might contribute to influencing,
enhancing or transforming professional identity.

We use the term ‘early years educators’ throughout the article.1 When using this
term we are referring to all adults working in EYFS classrooms irrespective of their
role, job title or qualifications.

Conceptualising early childhood educator professional identity

A first step was to explore the concept of professional identity as it pertains to the
work of EYEs in England in nursery and reception classes in maintained schools.
The concept of professional identity is not straightforward: our brief exploration can
be summarised by saying that it is inextricably linked to personal identity; it is not
fixed but dynamic; it is multi-faceted; and changes in professional identity are linked
to the concept of human agency. These dimensions are discussed in brief below.

The notion of professional identity cannot be separated from that of personal
identity. Professional identity is not simply a matter of a role being adopted for
instrumental reasons in the context of an occupation. It is not the sum total of attri-
butes, beliefs and values used to define people in specialised, skill-based and educa-
tion-based occupations or vocations (Benveniste 1987, Ibarra 1999). In short, it is
about who we are rather than the part we are playing. A person’s professional iden-
tity is bound to be unique on the grounds that there are many antecedent and con-
tributory factors. It has long been argued that identity is always bound to be a ‘work
in progress’ rather than a fixed state (Erikson 1975). Thus we can come to the idea
of a process of ‘identification’ which implies that human beings are continuously
engaged in the enterprise of identifying themselves (Brubaker and Cooper 2000). A
comprehensive review of the literature on teachers’ professional identity supports
this idea of identification being an ongoing process of interpretation and reinterpreta-
tion of experiences (Beijaard et al. 2004).

Using the idea of identification immediately raises the question of the influences
on that process, which is where the concept of socialisation comes into play. Social
identity theory tells us that we identify ourselves through membership of social
groups (Tajfel 1982, Jenkins 2008). Stryker and Burke (2000, p. 285) précis Mead’s
(1934) work on identity as ‘society shapes self shapes social behaviour’. Identity is
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then malleable and dynamic. It affects our behaviour and is affected by the
experiences we have. Inevitably there are dilemmas and tensions involved in the
construction and reconstruction of professional identity. Coldron and Smith (1999)
found that teachers’ professional identity, while being unique, nevertheless reflects
the educational context or landscape that he or she is part of and it is in classroom
practice where this becomes visible. Similarly, Connelly and Clandinin (1999)
argued that professional identity changes owing to shifts in this landscape; for exam-
ple, through policy change. These changes can be emotionally fraught as teachers
attempt to maintain their ‘story to live by’; a narrative thread that educators draw on
to make sense of themselves and their practice.

Not only is professional identification a dynamic process but it also features sub-
identities that may be more or less harmonised (Beijaard et al. 2004). For some writ-
ers there is an emphasis on the struggle to define yourself when circumstances may
appear to be demanding a different identity construction (MacLure 1993). This may
be linked to Eric Hoyle’s (2008) discussion about the idea of teachers having a
‘samizdat professionalism’ as a strategy for being true to their values while satisfy-
ing externally generated requirements that might be at odds with these values. The
idea that practitioners might be engaged in some kind of struggle for their identity
suggests that a crucial variable here is human agency.

Agency is identified by Beijaard et al. (2004) as being an important element of
teacher professional identity. The idea of identity being a self-constructed phenome-
non suggests that individuals have some capacity for agency. Bruner talked about
agency as a defining characteristic of humankind and how it is second nature for us
to engage in reflection and the construction of narratives about our ‘agential encoun-
ters with the world’ (Bruner 1996, p. 36). From a sociological perspective, Giddens’
(1984) structuration theory offers an explanation of the process by which social
structures shape identity but are in turn shaped by the agency of individuals. This
account is supported from a psychological perspective, especially in Bandura’s
(1989) extensive work in which he talks about agency being effected through
‘reflective and regulative thought’. Reflection emerges as having a key role to play
in enabling individuals to construct their identities and keep them under review, so
to speak.

These themes are also apparent in the more recently emerged area of research
concerning professional identity of EYEs. Although the research aims and methodol-
ogies employed differ, studies indicate that professional identity is dynamic rather
than stable and fixed in biology and emphasise the social and discursive nature of
these constructs (Davies 1989, MacNaughton 2000). Some do not provide a clear
definition of the concept but highlight its close connection to a number of other
features of professionalism which may be internal or external to the individual.
These include discussions of:

� the interplay between personal and professional identities (Harwood et al.
2013);

� practitioner gender and class (Osgood 2006);
� the role of reflection in identity construction (Bleach 2014);
� the influence of national policy on EYE professional identity (Woodrow and
Busch 2008); and

� the media’s portrayal of the EYE workforce (McGillivray 2008).
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Various groups of practitioners have been the focus of research, including student
pre-school teachers (Egan 2004), nursery workers in private, voluntary, independent
and state nurseries (Osgood 2010), nannies, nursery nurses and childminders
(McGillivray 2008) and those with the more recent professional designations of
Senior Practitioners and Early Years Professionals (Miller 2008). What is evident
from these differently emphasised studies is that the notion of a single or blended
definition of professional identity in the sector is problematic.

The professionalisation agenda in early years education

Early childhood education and care in England has been subject to unprecedented
attention and relentless change in the last 15 years; some of this designed to elimi-
nate the pervading split between the maintained state sector and the non-maintained
private, voluntary and independent sector in terms of the diversity of settings and
the provision they offer. This is compounded by a deep, historical institutional
divide between early years education in maintained nursery and primary schools and
the provision of care for babies and toddlers; for example, by childminders and at
day nurseries. There has existed a tension between members of the workforce
deemed to be maternal and caring as opposed to those who are degree educated and
highly trained. Pay, status and conditions for employees in the private, voluntary
and independent sector were and are still generally inferior compared with those in
the education sector who are perceived to have more favourable pay, longer holidays
and a shorter working day. Within an EYFS classroom in a primary or nursery
school, similar tensions may also exist between colleagues. Policy stipulates that a
‘school teacher’ must be appointed to any reception or nursery class (Department
for Education 2014, Department for Education and Skills 2003). However, the team
may include others with various roles, responsibilities, qualifications and conditions
of employment and traditionally viewed as teacher aides.

Policy integration in 2008 (Department for Children, Schools and Families 2008)
sought to address the split between care and education by focusing on one of the key
findings of the EPPE project (Sylva et al. 2004) that educational outcomes for young
children were best in those settings which successfully united cognitive and social
development. The EYFS guidance was further revised following the Tickell (2011)
review. Despite the new framework apparently favouring a child-focused approach to
early years teaching and learning and an insistence in the non-statutory guidance that
children progress at different rates and at different ages, EYEs are nevertheless
required to implement a curriculum that emphasises specific learning goals and statu-
tory outcomes for the end of the key stage. The framework is explicit that the adults’
overarching goal is ensuring young children are ‘ready’ for the work of Year 1. As
such, this document seems to imply a particular role and identity for those working
in this area, one which might involve a model of technical practice and be tightly
regulated and subject to judgements in terms of performance. Other characterisations
of EYEs have arisen from government policy and initiatives around the nature and
purpose of early childhood provision. Those that see early years education as a
means of social remediation (Department for Education and Skills 2003) cast the
workforce as redemptive; others view them as parent substitutes at once providing a
close, intimate relationship with the children in their charge and enabling parents to
return to work themselves (Department for Education and Employment 1998).
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The last decade has seen a wider policy drive to professionalise the workforce.
New Labour’s reform during 2005–2010 was driven by a not good enough work-
force discourse (Osgood 2006) that involved the creation of an integrated qualifica-
tions framework (Children’s Workforce Development Council 2006) intended to
promote skills acquisition and career progression. Early Years Professional status
was conferred after candidates met 39 competency standards with the intention to
raise the quality and status of the workforce. Nevertheless, the Nutbrown (2012)
review commissioned by the Coalition Government recommended a strengthening
of qualifications so that educators might have the essential depth and breadth of
knowledge and experience to meet the challenges their job entails. Qualifications
introduced ‘to move decisively away from the idea that teaching young children is
somehow less important or inferior to teaching school age children’ (National
College for Teaching & Leadership 2013, p. 6) are the ‘Early Years Educator’ Level
3 role and Early Years Teachers (Graduate) roles that replace the Early Years Profes-
sional status. These new roles and qualifications have produced some unrest within
the early childhood education and care community, particularly as the Early Years
Teacher role does not confer Qualified Teacher Status. The Association for the
Professional Development of Early Years Educators (TACTYC 2013) fear this new
qualification will result in graduates who are paid less, have different terms and
conditions of employment and fewer career opportunities than primary school col-
leagues. This newly introduced status then looks likely to promulgate the two-tier
system already evident in the sector. The range and variety of qualifications and the
type and level of training required to work with young children in England remain
confusing, and according to some critics the ramifications of such training and quali-
fications are the creation of an environment where EYEs are increasingly regulated
by government and teaching and learning is reduced to measurable technical out-
comes measured through a competency framework (Moss 2006, Osgood 2006,
Miller 2008). This raises questions about what being a professional means in the
EYFS in England.

Reflecting on the conversations with practitioners referred to earlier, it seems
plausible that the differences between these professionals’ stories were perhaps
related to the individuals’ sense of agency as discussed above. Some practitioners
were not as inhibited as others by regulatory changes and expectations. These
individuals were active in pursuing their interests and talked about themselves and
their work context in a positive manner. Why these differences were so pronounced
in certain individuals and what enabled them to act as they did requires consideration.
Perhaps by ‘listening to the separate voices and trying to hear their stories’ (Penn
1998, p. 14) it would be possible to explore the respondents’ professional identities
and begin to understand the types and forms of development opportunities that might
support practitioners in making a difference in their work with young children.

The study

As explained earlier, this study recounts an exploratory project in preparation for a
doctoral study arising from professional and personal interactions with EYEs. The
aim was to ascertain EYEs’ own perceptions, with accounts created on their own
terms. It contributes to McGillivray’s call for, ‘future research to seek the views of
practitioners themselves in order to explore the complexity of factors that contribute
to professional identity’ in the early years (2008, p. 252). Consequently the task of
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eliciting EYEs’ thinking about their professional identity was not approached with a
theoretical perspective set prior to data collection. Instead, the researcher (Sarah)
was influenced by the work of Nias (1989), who pioneered the use of verbatim inter-
view evidence gathered from a loosely framed set of questions to encourage long,
discursive replies. Brock (2012) notes how crucial the researcher role is in this type
of study, not only in terms of eliciting a depth of thinking from the participants but
also in understanding the context from which the responses are drawn. The research-
er’s 20 years’ experience as a Key Stage 1 and EYFS classroom teacher, including
time spent as a school leader, permeates this project in terms of its focus, the meth-
odological choices made, the researcher’s interactions with the participants in the
study and the sense she made of their responses. In addition there were established
working relationships with many of the participants. Previous interactions with some
of the participants, particularly those involved with the network group, had involved
wide discussions and sometimes frank exchanges about dilemmas and decisions
such as those faced on a daily basis by EYEs in terms of their practice and relation-
ships with other colleagues, parents and children. Consequently it was assumed with
some confidence that the participants would come to the interviews ready to share
their experiences and opinions.

In keeping with its aims, the methodology for this small-scale study was interpre-
tative and qualitative in nature (Creswell 2007). This approach is appropriate because
of its potential to generate rich data about the subjective, unique and changeable nat-
ure of educators’ professional identities. It would also be descriptive, presenting a
multi-layered picture of relationships, settings and situations. Interpretivist research
focuses on experiences, actions and perspectives of those involved and requires flexi-
bility and responsiveness from the researcher. In order to enable her to facilitate
shared understandings, the researcher would need to maximise those relationships
already built with participants through dialogue and negotiation, practising those
mentoring and consultancy skills described by Rhodes and Beneicke (2002).

To give voice to the subjective identities and experiences of the EYEs a small
range of qualitative methods were used, including semi-structured interviews and
follow-up conversations by telephone and email. All but one interview was con-
ducted on a one-to-one basis. The other was a paired interview with two co-workers.
This gave rise to some animated discussion. Some telephone and email contact was
made after the interviews for further clarification of a small number of points. Some
of the practitioners also participated in an earlier focus group discussion that was
carried out in an informal network meeting. Brock (2012) indicates that a supportive
environment is key for stimulating the types of fruitful discussions sought. Inter-
views took place in a variety of locations according to participants’ preferences,
including a staffroom, classrooms, an external courtyard and a local café. Some were
during the school day and others after children had gone home. One took place dur-
ing a weekend. Each interview took approximately 60 minutes, although the shortest
was 30 minutes in length and the longest was two hours in duration. The interviews
were digitally recorded and partly transcribed. Notes were also made throughout,
reflecting on the context of each interview. Informed consent was acquired from all
interviewees and a guarantee of confidentiality and anonymity was provided – all
names used subsequently are pseudonyms.

The loosely structured interviews began with an invitation to ‘tell me about your
role here?’ Detailed responses followed and so we can say that the initial direction
of the discussion was set by the EYEs. By not imposing too stringent a schedule of
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questions, it was possible to attend to the participants’ perspectives about their pro-
fessional identities. The questions asked varied from interview to interview as the
researcher helped respondents to unpick the detail of their stories and sought to
uncover the factors that enabled or hindered them in their work as EYEs.

The participants

The EYEs (five early years practitioners and four teachers) who participated in this
initial study work within five maintained settings in south-east England. Many of
the participants were already known to the researcher. Some belong to an informal
network that, according to Marianne, one of the participants, meets regularly in
order to: ‘share ideas, talk about practice, have a cup of tea and let off a bit of
steam’. Other participants are members of schools where the researcher has a con-
nection through previous employment.

There was a disparate mix in terms of age and ethnicity; however, all nine partic-
ipants in the convenience sample were female, reflecting the broader composition of
the workforce. The participants occupied various positions and roles within their set-
tings and had equally variable years of experience and qualifications; all worked
with children aged three to five years at the later end of the EYFS. One female pri-
mary school head teacher also participated.

Analysing the data

The interviews were transcribed and the sorting, coding and analysis focused on
exploring what was important for those EYEs who participated. Initially, reading
and re-reading the transcriptions provided an increasing familiarity with the data.
Highlighting themes, making notes and simple concept mapping helped to determine
aspects of professional identity identified by the participants. This led to the formu-
lation of 45 codes, which began to generate greater insight into the EYEs’ percep-
tions of their professional identities and how they might be shaped by their values,
beliefs and experiences, their immediate working context and the wider national pol-
icy context. Further reading helped to make connections between these codes and
these were grouped accordingly.

Eight major themes emerged from the data, including:

� attraction and commitment to the role;
� experiences of being a professional;
� values held;
� types of knowledge and understanding required;
� degree of agency experienced;
� need for support from the early childhood community;
� influence of school contexts; and
� importance of training and qualifications.

These themes relate well to the literature about professional identity, particularly
Brock’s (2012) seven dimensions of early years professionalism. Identification of
these themes enabled a better conceptualisation of the professional identity of early
years practitioners. A next step was to focus on a smaller number of expressed needs
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common to the respondents regardless of differences in nomenclature, qualifications,
personal biography and workplace:

� being valued;
� having connections; and
� making a difference.

These seemed to capture more adequately the complexity of professional identity as
described by the EYEs. Each of these dimensions is now explained and illustrated
with examples from the interviews to help demonstrate how they relate to EYEs’
professional identities.

Early years educators’ perceptions of professional identity

The three overarching dimensions are now used as an organising framework for a
discussion of findings.

Being valued

The sense of being valued and its importance to the development and maintenance
of a positive sense of professional identity runs like a golden thread throughout the
interview stories. No matter what the participants’ role or status, the educators’ sto-
ries all indicate their need for recognition; for their expertise; their personal qualities;
that they do a worthwhile job; and their aspirations for themselves and the children
whom they educate and care for. Some of these aspects are outlined next.

This need to be valued is perhaps indicative of how those who care for and edu-
cate young children have been viewed historically. Their work has been likened to
that of ‘baby sitters’, a low-status role mirroring the low status of children in society
(Cohen et al. 2004). Such a view reinforces the stereotype that the education and
care of young children is women’s work; poorly qualified and poorly paid women at
that. Unfortunately this image is still perhaps compounded by the fact that education
for those under five is non-statutory. This is illustrated by Lisa’s comment:

Nursery is viewed as just a bit of playing … there’s no real education going on. We
are just kind, smiling ladies playing with little children. They should see my profes-
sional development targets …

Lisa highlights the conflict here between the type of dispositions often described as
essential for the role, such as ‘caring’, ‘approachable’, ‘loving’ and ‘reliable’, and
hints at the ways in which such maternal qualities are often exploited or denigrated
in the more technicist approaches currently used to demonstrate professional compe-
tence (Osgood 2010).

What is evident from the data, however, is the way in which educators have
come to make these aspects of the role their own. It does seem that the educators in
this study do value these types of personal qualities and appear to invest heavily in
the production of a ‘caring self’ (Skeggs 2003). For Eleni this construct of what it
means to be an EYE influenced her career choice:

You have to be patient and understanding. I understand children. I can empathise with
them. That’s what makes me suitable for the job. That’s why I became a foundation
stage teacher.

408 S. Lightfoot and D. Frost
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Eleni’s professional identity appears to be robust. She appears assured of her role
and status and encapsulates this in the use of her title of ‘foundation stage teacher’.
The other teachers who participated in this study also described themselves in terms
of the age group taught, either as a ‘foundation stage’ teacher or a ‘nursery teacher’.
All explained their route to Qualified Teacher Status and mentioned the age range
they had qualified to teach. There is a sense that they deserve their professional sta-
tus and identity (Maloney 2010), although as Sadie notes:

I have met people who think I get paid less than secondary school teachers because I
work with the youngest children in education system.

Those who participated in the study who are not qualified teachers use a greater
number of terms to describe their role and position at their school, although they are
employed on similar conditions and contracts as a ‘keyworker’ for a number of chil-
dren. Some role names derived from their initial training to work with children: for
example, ‘nursery nurse’ or ‘teaching assistant’. Others mentioned the job title on
their contract: for example, ‘early years assistant’ and ‘early years practitioner’. The
range of terminology employed even in this small-scale study demonstrates some of
the complexity of knowing who the workforce is and how they should be known.
Cameron (2004) makes the case for a unifying title to refer to those working with
young children. However, this is a concern for a number of reasons for two of the
educators interviewed, as relayed in the following discussion:

Lisa: I never call myself a practitioner. I always call myself a nursery nurse in a
school … Practitioner … what a dry word. It sounds like it’s nothing to do
with children.

Nina: I still class myself as a nursery nurse, not an early years professional either.
Lisa: I feel like my identity has really been watered down … now you can do an

NVQ in 6 weeks and have the same status as us.
Nina: There are so many qualifications now … no-one knows what any of them

mean … or what they’re worth. I worked really hard for my NNEB. It was a
full-time two-year course.

Lisa: No-one uses the nursery nurse title any more though. It used to be really
something once to say you were a nursery nurse. You had trained and specia-
lised to work with babies and children to seven. You were seen as a profes-
sional. But now … It’s become obsolete … people think we are all the same
… I think we’ll have to take more qualifications soon.

Breadth in current nomenclature has given way to uncertainty and ambiguity for
these two educators. For them, the term ‘nursery nurse’ was important. They saw it
as linked to a worthwhile qualification; it signified a certain status and involved par-
ticular knowledge and understanding of young children. This title and their identifi-
cation with the role are far removed from the ‘unfashionable’ term noted by
McGillivray with its ‘connotations of a role that demanded no more than an ability
to wash pots’ (2008, p. 248). Lisa and Nina went on to discuss how they feel their
role has been demeaned and diminished in recent years due to the training and quali-
fications structure currently in place. They felt that the role and title had been deva-
lued, which impacted negatively on their sense of being valued professionally in
schools and in the wider community.

Clare, a recently appointed primary head teacher who participated in the study,
noted the importance of names. She had found similar feelings of disillusionment
among members of her support staff throughout the school, although none were
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nursery nurses. They confided that some of this dissatisfaction came from the differ-
ent role titles in use and the perceived differences in status and role. Clare took a
novel approach to dealing with the situation by altering their job title to ‘assistant
teacher’. This was positively received by her staff. Clare observed immediate
changes in individuals:

Just something simple like changing their titles. It’s made a complete difference to the
way they feel about themselves and their jobs. The atmosphere in school changed over-
night. Now we can begin to develop practice with a positive mind-set.

By making these initial changes with her staff, Clare demonstrates her awareness
that developing professionals who are committed to working with young children
requires an inclusive and coherent identity (Adams 2005).

Making connections

This is concerned with relational aspects of their experiences and how these shape
professional identity. EYEs emphasise their connections with children and families,
and with other members of the early years workforce in particular. Some participants
also explored the extent to which their personal lives and characteristics are
entwined with their sense of professional self.

In expressing their professional identity, all participants drew attention to the
emotional content of their work. In common with Egan’s findings, ‘the language of
care permeates their responses’ (2004, p. 28). They talked of their ‘passion’ for their
role and the need to be ‘patient’ and ‘love for children and their families’. Har-
greaves (2000) similarly observes that the younger the children involved, the greater
the emotional intensity. However, a number of authors note how being perceived as
and perceiving themselves to be caring and maternal in their work has contributed
to the struggle EYEs have to be recognised as professionals (Moss 2006). Eleni’s
comments reflect how she is overcoming ‘advice’ given during her Postgraduate
Certificate in Education training that was perhaps given with this in mind:

At university they explicitly encouraged us not to get attached to the children. It wasn’t
seen to be being professional. I spent the first few weeks of my NQT year trying to be
distant from these tiny children, trying to follow this advice. It just didn’t work. It
wasn’t me and it certainly wasn’t helping the children. I realised in fact I needed to be
patient, to understand, to empathise … to be authentic. To show it, to use it. (Eleni)

Here she is engaged in the process of ‘reclaim[ing emotion] as vital and credible in
ECEC [early childhood education and care] practice’ (Osgood 2010, p. 130). Simi-
larly, a number of those interviewed were keen to point out that for them there is no
paradox between care and education. They do not appear ‘preoccupied with a regu-
latory gaze that denies them the use of their emotions to inflect professional prac-
tice’ (2010, p. 130). They do not seem to have to struggle as Osgood (2010) fears to
find opportunities to interact with children and their families that demonstrate their
professional purpose as emotionally reflective educators. Instead they deliberately
make use of their personal characteristics as a means of connecting to children and
families:

They are leaving their most precious thing in the world with you. You have got to
show them that you care. (Nina)
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For educators like Nina, making highly involved connections between children and
their families is essential to their roles as educators. Emotional intelligence appears
to these educators not only to be a desirable aspect of their professional identity, but
it is recognised as an inherent part of the teaching and learning process (Hargreaves
2000). Such a high level of involvement is seen to be necessary in order to ascertain
a child’s needs and difficulties so that learning can take place:

Being professional in the early years is absolutely about being attached and in tune
with the children. Otherwise how will they learn? (Eleni)

So, as with the participants in Harwood et al.’s (2013, p. 10) study, these EYEs
appear to be ‘resistant to dichotomised ideas of care (ideal mother) and education
(techno-rationalist)’. Furthermore, some educators’ responses appeared to give
glimpses of identities and perceived roles that go far beyond the care versus educa-
tion debate:

You need to be connected and have a nurturing relationship with children. It’s impor-
tant that you are the children’s consistency – you let them know to trust you and then
you can help. You’ve got to have that consistency then they start talking. If you have
empathy and listen you can help them. I listen and then something…my brain erupts
… I see something I can use. You have to show them it’s ok to be a different colour,
it’s ok if you can’t find the words … we need to prepare them to be resilient for the
world. (Amelie)

Expending oneself in this way can be costly. Osgood (2010) notes the need
for support for EYEs to sustain and nourish this aspect of professional identity.
The participants in this study draw attention to this, noting how they often feel
‘mentally not just physically tired’ and ‘vulnerable after giving so much every
day’. They demonstrate their awareness of how the networks of colleagues to
which they belong can help in these circumstances. The networks take various
forms: the foundation stage team of colleagues within the school; cluster groups
that meet on a regular basis; and online membership of early childhood educa-
tion forums. These connections and their impact upon the professional self are
described in various ways. For Eleni, the opinions of her team members have
affected views of herself as an educator:

My teaching assistant has really helped with my confidence. Just little things she says
like, ‘the way you speak to parents is spot on … you’d never guess you were in your
NQT year’. She mentioned how my planning is really clear … I can just feel myself
grow.

This feeling of validation also runs through Marianne’s interview. Although she is a
more experienced educator, she admits to having times when she feels uncertain
about a newly introduced initiative or in the face of an impending Ofsted visit:

What I like is the backup, the feeling of solidarity and being with others with a shared
ethos. I prefer the group input and the support of the network is brilliant. (Marianne)

As hinted at by Marianne, the groups not only provide emotional sustenance. When
prompted to explain what she meant by support, Marianne added:

I think with our cluster meetings with other early years colleagues that I learn the most.
Our discussions are great and I always get new ideas. The clusters are a smaller group,
we have input and influence the theme and so you get more out of it. We have a laugh
or even a cry …
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These networks give educators an opportunity to compare stories of their
current experiences, to reflect on practice that works and practice that is unhelp-
ful. For some, their developing professional identity is related to their member-
ship of a community where they can interact with one another and recognise
each other as participants (Wenger 1998). Spirited debates take place about local
and national policy. For example, during a discussion about documenting chil-
dren’s progress:

Highlighting those sheets … It’s so ridiculous. The development matters booklet
wasn’t meant to be for that … There’s got to be a better way … (Sadie)

According to Sachs (2003) these types of communities can be forces to be reckoned
with but the EYEs are content to focus on their daily work:

I like the reassurance from the group to know I’m on the right track with journals, type
of observations. Using that knowledge I can make changes and bring what we do in
line with others. (Eleni)

There seems to be untapped potential indicated here, with glimpses of what Sachs
(2003) calls the activist professional and which relates to the third theme, ‘making a
difference’.

Making a difference

This dimension highlights the importance that all of the EYEs, irrespective of their
status or role, attached to a sense that they were able to make a difference to the
education of young children in their settings; to the families with whom they
worked; to practice in their settings and within local communities. The EYEs
offered many examples of the ways in which they were actively making a differ-
ence and so actively shaping their professional identity as individuals who matter
to others.

Kayla, an early years assistant, recounted a story of how she had worked inten-
sively with one little boy over an academic year:

At first he just couldn’t socialise and really couldn’t cope with lunch time. I sat next to
him every day … encouraging him, modelling what to do. Now he’s so different – eats
a variety of foods, joins in activities. I saw him and his family in the town recently. So
rewarding … seeing a family happy. I really like that part of the job.

What appears to be significant is that not only were they able to make a difference,
but they were able to do this in a way that satisfied their personal and professional
values. Sadie explains:

I like teaching in the foundation stage because although you have the framework you
can be creative. There’s lots of flexibility and you can make decisions yourself about
the curriculum, what you feel the children need, your learning environment, how you
use the day …

Changes to EYFS policy, overdue Ofsted inspections and time-consuming
assessment paperwork were all mentioned by the EYEs but they did not seem overly
anxious about them. Marianne speaks for the majority when she says:

Since 2006 there have been lots of changes. We are always having to move on and
change and I’m really happy to do this. I feel there’s always another way, something to
explore or move on with. I’m really happy to have a go and go for it. Tracy [nursery
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nurse] tears her hair out though! I don’t see that you can ever stand still … always
something new and if it benefits the children and makes a real difference to them, then
I’m happy to go for it.

This comment echoes Brock’s (2012) findings that EYEs were able to abide by their
core values and beliefs whilst implementing policy and prescribed curricula. Sadie
and Maria, both experienced teachers, managed to preserve their professional iden-
tity and professional practice as they negotiated imposed changes.

As explained earlier, this study was carried out in preparation for an action-based
initiative linked to a doctoral research project. The premise is that those factors
EYEs define as influencing professional identity have implications for the ways in
which we would aspire to support them through CPD opportunities. The final sec-
tions of this article explore the current context for CPD in early years education. We
then outline how we might go forward with an alternative approach that draws upon
and nourishes their professional identities.

Continuing professional development in early years education

Although the sense of entitlement to CPD is welcome, the recently revised Depart-
ment for Education statutory framework for the EYFS states the following:

A quality learning experience for children requires a quality workforce. A well-quali-
fied, skilled staff strongly increases the potential of any individual setting to deliver the
best possible outcomes for children. (Department for Education 2014, p. 10)

Providers must support staff to undertake appropriate training and professional
development opportunities to ensure they offer quality learning and development
experiences for children that continually improves. (Department for Education 2014,
p. 20)

Disappointingly there is no explicit definition of what constitutes ‘quality’ and the
nature of the training and professional development is not specified further in this
statutory document. The focus here is CPD as a key strategy for the implementation
of policy. The message about what it is to be a professional in the EYFS in England
is implicit but clear. Not only are EYEs expected to provide quality learning experi-
ences, they are charged with ensuring children achieve predetermined, assessable
outcomes outlined in the framework. They are construed as technicians. Nina suc-
cinctly sums up her position in respect to national and institutional expectations:

I’m not a professional in most people’s eyes … but I have to act like a professional
and I have a professional job to do. I have to make sure my ‘key’ children make their
expected progress by the end of the year. I’m accountable.

Professional knowledge and related practices for some appear to be something
that can simply be transmitted and put into action with positive effect. The pro-
fessionality privileged here has an individualistic focus, the orientation is one of
compliant implementation and the drivers are standards, rules and outcomes (Frost
2014). There is no sense of EYEs as active and reflexive agents, no mention of
the professional identities they bring with them in terms of their ‘individual dis-
positions and emotions, day-to-day lives and relationships, training and education’
(McGillivray 2008, p. 246). This multi-faceted professional identity seems to be
at risk.
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Reclaiming and reconstructing continuing professional development

We are interested, then, in finding alternative constructions of support for profes-
sional development. Some writers describe how the current climate poses challenges
and dilemmas for providers of professional development opportunities for the early
years workforce (Miller 2008, Ingleby and Hedges 2012). Following our preliminary
exploration of early years practitioners’ professional identity and their experience of
CPD hitherto, we want to identify the features of programmes in which participants
would experience being valued, having connections and making a difference. This is
echoed in Moyles’ statement below:

If we want professionals, then professional understanding itself needs to be nurtured,
to be allowed time to develop and opportunity to be applied. Educational improvement
depends upon practitioners feeling they WANT to make a difference; upon them feel-
ing empowered and professional. (Moyles 2001, p. 89)

Each of the EYE’s stories demonstrates a commitment to making a difference, but
their reflections also reveal a sense of frustration with some forms of CPD that they
have accessed in the past:

Courses can be a bit hit and miss. I’m not keen on this type of training. It’s ok for
keeping you current with initiatives or regulations – Letters and Sounds or safeguard-
ing training…but for anything else … there’s very little impact to show. (Colette)

Day courses just depend on the individual trainer. I’ve become more discerning now
… I don’t want a wasted morning. (Marianne)

This sense of frustration is compounded by some educators’ sense that aspects of
their professional development do not seem to be currently addressed:

What I really want now is some sort of leadership course. I’m leading a team of five. I
want something with an Early Years focus. I’m not a born leader and need some input
… (Marianne)

It’s the dynamics of the relationships between the team that’s hard sometimes. I try
hard to articulate and share my understandings and expectations. I’m not always sure
how to go about it. (Eleni)

I try to work on impact – bringing ideas back to the setting and working with the
whole team to get the initiative on board. The real challenge … the question for me is
how do I get this message across to others when they are busy and I don’t want this to
be an add on? (Sandra)

These educators are trying to engage with a particular aspect of professionality,
namely leadership, which is frequently disregarded or perceived as an optional extra
in the early years education sector (Rodd 1998, Moyles 2001).

Professional development approaches in which the concept of leadership is cen-
tral are uncommon. Examples in the United States are highlighted in the literature
on teacher leadership. One such is the National Writing Project in which teachers
empower other teachers to develop their practice, which is firmly focused on ‘build-
ing capacity to engage in transformation’ (Lieberman and Miller 2004, p. 13).
Closer to home, the HertsCam Network also embraces the idea of teacher leadership,
but the approach adopted there rests on the assumption that it is possible to enable
all educators to develop their leadership capacity in ways which suit their circum-
stances and professional concerns, irrespective of job title or designated role. This
non-positional and inclusive approach has enabled many educators to lead
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innovation, build professional knowledge, develop their leadership capacity and
influence colleagues and practice in their schools, enhancing their professional iden-
tity (Frost 2012). In light of the findings of this study, we believe that this approach
is an entirely appropriate method for nurturing EYEs’ professional identities no
matter what their role and supporting them to make a difference to children and
families, their colleagues and beyond their own setting.

Our vision is for EYEs to develop an enhanced professionality in complete con-
trast to that suggested by the revised framework; one where the focus is collegial
and each is a member of a learning community; where the orientation is towards
innovation and agential activity; where the drivers are EYEs’ principles and moral
purposes (Frost 2014). However, the mobilisation of EYEs’ enormous potential
requires specific support, in terms of planned intervention and dedicated structures,
activities and tools to inspire them and enable them to develop this prospective
aspect of their professional identities.

Towards transformative professional development

The exploratory study reported here informs the planning of an action-based initia-
tive that will be effective in terms of valuing educators, helping them to forge and
make the most of connections with others and supporting them as they make a dif-
ference to the lives of children and their families. We recognise the importance of
elements such as the following (based on Cordingley et al. 2003, Frost 2012):

� belonging to a setting-based group;
� using external expertise linked to school-based activity;
� scope for EYEs to identify their own professional learning focus;
� using tools for reflection and planning and experimentation;
� emphasising peer support;
� processes to encourage, extend and structure professional dialogue;
� processes for sustaining the professional learning over time to enable teachers
to embed the practices in their own settings;

� recognition of individual educators’ starting points;
� certification through a portfolio of evidence;
� internal support from senior leadership; and
� membership of a wider network of like-minded individuals.

Perhaps this approach would satisfy the needs of EYEs like Sadie, who says:

In an ideal world I would like more head space … a mentor to talk to … time to plan,
make changes, reflect, think with colleagues and with specialist advice when I need it.
Then there would be excitement. CPD wouldn’t be an onerous task!

Sadie’s comments resonate with our vision for innovation and agential activity. The
EYEs here seek professional learning that will empower them not only to transform
themselves but to transform their contexts too. We want to support them.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Professional Development in Education 415

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 0
6:

23
 0

3 
Ju

ly
 2

01
5 



Note
1. Our use of the term is not to be confused with the recent introduction of the national use

of ‘early years educator’ to signify a level 3 qualification meeting specified criteria.
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