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Abstract. The present article examines the conditions for professional pedagogical practice, 
starting with the question of what professionalization in children’s day care means and how 
the term is discussed, especially in Germany. This enquiry into professionalization focuses on 
how it can improve pedagogical quality, and what factors this can be attributed to. The analysis 
begins with selected perspectives from the discourse on professionalization in early education 
research.
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Аннотация. В данной статье исследуются условия профессиональной педагогической 
деятельности, начиная с вопросов о том, что понимается под профессионализацией в 
дошкольной организации и как этот термин воспринимается в Германии. Использование 
термина обусловлено стремлением выявить прежде всего то, как это может улучшить 
качество преподавания и каким факторам это может быть приписано. Анализ 
начинается с обзора выбранных перспектив как результатов дискуссий в исследовании 
профессионализации в раннем образовании.
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Professionalization of the workforce 
in early childhood education settings 

Early childhood education and care 
has grown in importance during the past 
three decades. This has led to profound 

changes in the early childhood educa-
tion systems in different European coun-
tries, as shown in documents of UNESCO 
and the European Union [81; 82; 83; 31]. 
The idea behind early childhood educa-
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tion is to stimulate children’s learning as 
early as possible in order to create better 
chances for education, job opportunities 
and life satisfaction. Research has shown 
that early childhood education can im-
prove children’s life chances in important 
ways [38]. Particularly high quality day 
care settings contribute towards positive 
child outcomes. Thus the question of how 
to improve the quality of early childhood 
settings is a central issue, both in Europe 
and internationally.

Across countries, there is consensus 
that quality is a multidimensional con-
cept and that attempts to improve quality 
need to address different levels. This un-
derstanding forms the basis of the Early 
Childhood Environment Rating Scale 
(ECERS), an instrument which measures 
various items of centre-based quality. This 
approach, however, remains limited to the 
internal space of the day-care setting, and 
may exclude relevant areas that lie out-
side the facility but nevertheless have a 
significant impact with regard to aspects 
of quality. Besides assessing criteria relat-
ing to orientation quality (pedagogical ap-
proach and core principles and values of 
the early years practitioner) and to pro-
cess quality (pedagogical processes and 
dynamics such as providing stimuli and 
interactions tailored to children’s needs), 
these studies also point to the importance 
of structural quality relating to working 
conditions, such as the staff-to-child ra-
tio [80; 59]. However, structural quality 
has no direct effect on the overall quality, 
rather it moderates process quality [59]. 
In fact, empirical studies show that almost 
half the differences in process quality can 
be attributed to “differences in the basic 
conditions of structural and orientation 
quality” [79; 77]. International studies us-
ing comparable assessment instruments 

have come to similar conclusions [37; 23]. 
This suggests that on the one hand the 
workforce plays an important role in pro-
cess quality, but on the other hand struc-
tural quality can make a difference.

In other countries, there are similar 
questions and concerns about the qualifi-
cation of the workforce in day care cen-
tres. Oberhuemer and Schreyer [55] point 
out that there is no common approach 
towards early childhood qualification 
requirements in Europe. A number of 
research studies have shown that an aca-
demic qualification does not necessarily 
lead to improved child outcomes [29; 4]. 
Continuing professional development is 
a promising approach towards improving 
the quality of the workforce [59; 60], but 
it does not answer the question about the 
best preparation for the work.

These questions are frequently dis-
cussed under the term “professionaliza-
tion”. However, the term is often used to 
refer solely to improvements in the indi-
vidual practices of early years practition-
ers, with the aim of enhancing quality 
[20]. It has often been pointed out, how-
ever, that the individual level of pedagogi-
cal practice is not enough, on its own, to 
raise the quality of children’s day care ex-
periences [84; 79].

The present article examines the condi-
tions for professional pedagogical prac-
tice, starting with the question of what 
professionalization in children’s day care 
means and how the term is discussed, 
especially in Germany. This enquiry into 
professionalization focuses on how it can 
improve pedagogical quality, and what fac-
tors this can be attributed to. The analysis 
begins with selected perspectives from the 
discourse on professionalization in early 
education research. A further step will be 
to present the CoRe study [85], which of-
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fers important information for reflections 
on the children’s day-care system. The 
third section, taking the CoRe study as its 
starting point, develops multidimensional 
perspectives on professionalization in the 
day-care system, and presents the current 
status quo in Germany. The comprehen-
sive approach taken means that it is not 
possible to discuss all the relevant aspects 
in depth. The authors have therefore cho-
sen an overview-type presentation giving 
an idea of the “big picture”. The article 
ends with a summary, and a preview of 
possible future developments.

Conceptual and empirical 
perspectives on professionalization

The debate about professionalization 
in early education research essentially 
revolves around the issue of improving 
the quality of children’s day care. As in 
many other countries, there are different 
forms of day care for young children. In 
Germany, children’s day care encompasses 
both day-care centres and childminding 
services1. The debate about profession-
alization, however, relates almost solely to 
the qualifications and competencies of the 
practitioners in day-care centres [85]. In 
childminding, on the other hand, the pre-
dominant discourse relates to child and 
youth welfare, and includes discussion 
about the professionalization of socio-
pedagogical areas of work, such as profes-
sional advisory and support services [64]. 
Moreover, the concept of professionaliza-
tion seems inappropriate for childmin-
ders, since the majority of active child-
minders (around 70% [70]) have had no 
pedagogical training, which is seen as the 
prerequisite for professionalization [75].

There are different perspectives on 
professionalism in children’s day care. 
Internationally, professionalism “is com-

monly understood as an apolitical con-
struct broadly defined by the acquisition 
of specialist knowledge/qualifications, the 
ability to meet high standards, to self-reg-
ulate and to exercise high levels of autono-
my” [57]. And even if these requirements 
do not reflect the reality of the workforce 
in early childhood education, there is a 
demand for professional day care and for 
staff who can provide high quality educa-
tion and care1a. 

With regard to the professionalization 
of early years practitioners in Germany, 
a number of additional issues can also be 
identified. While for many years having 
the “right” qualification was virtually the 
only concern, in recent years a new view 
has become dominant: what matters is not 
so much the practitioners’ qualifications, 
as their pedagogical practice [8; 21; 74; 
20]. The aim of professionalization is to 
improve practitioners’ practices in terms 
of quality and, ultimately, the resulting 
effects on children and families [74; 2]. 
There are, however, differences of opinion 
about how this professional practice is to 
be achieved.

Thole [74] identified various perspec-
tives, which consider professionalization in 
the light of different key issues2b.

The formal model stands for profession-
alization through academization, or formal 
qualification. It is expected that (university-
1	 We use the term “childminding” to refer to 

home-based settings mainly for children 
under three years of age. In Germany 15% of 
early child care for under threes is provided by 
childminders [6].

2	 Thole explains that the classic categories from 
the theory of the professions do not work 
for childhood education, since most of those 
employed in this field cannot be considered 
“professional” when measured against the 
indicators for professions [74]. Thole therefore 
concentrates on case-related and field-related 
concepts.
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level) education and training will create the 
prerequisites for competent practitioners, 
who will in turn contribute to high qual-
ity practices [76]. Empirical studies from 
the Anglo-American world, however, are 
unclear on this issue. While research find-
ings from the English project “Effective 
Provision of Pre-School Education” (EPPE) 
report positive effects of practitioners’ level 
of education on the quality of pedagogical 
processes [73], Early et al. [29] suggest that 
it is the relevance of the training, regardless 
of the level of the qualification, that leads 
to high process quality. There are as yet no 
German studies that are able to cast light 
on this matter, and it is not known to what 
extent these findings can be transferred to 
the German situation [2]. In the German 
debate, the current assumption is that col-
laboration between graduates from univer-
sities and vocational schools contributes to 
higher quality. Against this background, the 
Aktionsrat Bildung (‘Action Committee for 
Education’) calls for the discontinuation of 
training in vocational schools in the medi-
um to long term [2]. Given the shortage of 
staff, however, and the low number of grad-
uates from degree courses in early child-
hood education, this scenario still seems to 
be some way off [62].

These remarks refer to the institu-
tional side of children’s day care. By way 
of contrast, childminders have, on aver-
age, a considerably lower level of formal 
qualification. However, empirical studies 
on pedagogical quality and child develop-
ment parameters have so far shown them 
to be on a par with day-care centres. The 
NUBBEK study [77], for example, com-
pared descriptive results from childmin-
ding services and nursery groups, taking 
into account criteria relating to the meas-
urement instruments implemented, and 
found hardly any difference in the level 

of pedagogical quality. Both centre-based 
and home-based settings achieved medi-
um-level scores for pedagogical quality. In 
seeking a possible reason for this, the au-
thors point to a possible over-representa-
tion of “larger childminding facilities and 
childminding facilities with higher peda-
gogical qualifications” [77, p. 15]. This 
finding is somewhat confusing, given that 
the proportion of carers with pedagogical 
training is much higher among day-care 
staff than childminders.

The confusion increases if we look 
at the studies by Ahnert [1] and Ahnert 
et al. (2012). These were able to demon-
strate that children cared for by a child-
minder showed significantly higher 
values for attachment quality, and, on 
average, higher values for cognitive de-
velopment, than children in centre-based 
settings with fully trained educators 
(Erzieher / Erzieherinnen). The surpris-
ing thing here is that the good results of 
children cared for by childminders may 
have quite different causes, since the sam-
ple used by Ahnert (2010) and Ahnert et 
al. (2012) included various types of child-
minder in comparably sized samples. Thus 
this result cannot be ascribed solely to the 
degree of professionalization or qualifica-
tion of the childminders studied.

These findings suggest that there is 
some doubt about the appropriateness of 
qualification as a predictor of pedagogical 
quality. Since the debate has now moved 
from qualifications to the competencies of 
early years practitioners and childmind-
ers, the formal model of professionaliza-
tion can be regarded as outdated with re-
gard to quality-related matters.

Another perspective on profession-
alization is offered by the indicator-based 
model of professionalization, which has 
its roots in the sociological theory of the 
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professions. This model points to a pro-
cess of professionalization extending 
over four phases: the activity is first de-
fined as a distinct occupation or vocation 
(Verberuflichung), then as a subject or dis-
cipline (Verfachlichung), then academized 
and professionalized [74]. With reference 
to the classic theory of the professions de-
veloped by Parsons, indicators are identi-
fied which are attained in the process of 
professionalization and which lead to the 
emergence of a profession. Indicators in-
clude academic training, access barriers, 
agreed professional ethics, the presence of 
a professional organization, and a high so-
cietal status [24; 22]. A process of profes-
sionalization is considered to be complete 
when “people with a relevant academic 
qualification” [74], i.e. a degree in child 
pedagogy or social pedagogy, have in-
terpretive power over children’s day-care 
facilities as an area of work. This indica-
tor model is now also seen as unsuitable, 
since it refers to the concept of a profes-
sion whose existence is a matter of fun-
damental doubt in modern societies [71; 
40].

This model needs to be distinguished 
from case-related and field-related models 
of professionalization or pragmatic models 
of professionalization [76], which measure 
the degree of professionalism on the basis 
of practitioners’ self-reported levels of ex-
pertise. Here the autonomy of the practi-
tioners is emphasized, and pedagogical in-
teractions take centre stage Examples for 
such approaches are the studies of Beher 
and Walter [12] and Cloos [21]. Mention 
should also be made of evidence-based or 
efficiency-based models of professionali-
zation, which focus on the effectiveness of 
pedagogical practice or its efficiency and 
economic viability, in terms of cost-ben-
efit ratios. These perspectives, however, 

do not advance us any further with regard 
to the improvement of quality, especially 
process quality [74; 76].

Lastly, Thole [76] mentions models of 
professionalization based on competence 
diagnosis. In these, particular character-
istics of competence are understood as 
elements of professionalism. Here com-
petency profiles serve as reference points; 
these are developed on a theoretical basis 
and show, on various discipline-related 
levels, what skills are needed by practi-
tioners in order to cope with the demands 
made of them [32; 42]. The competency 
profiles, however, are idealistic descrip-
tions and lists of what are initially “rigid” 
competency requirements, which may or 
may not be relevant in the situative prac-
tice of pedagogical activity. In the end it is 
only in performance, i.e. in the practition-
ers’ actions in a concrete situation, that 
it becomes evident to what extent these 
theoretically defined competencies are 
actually used by practitioners, and what 
type of competencies have what effects in 
the specific situation. For this, one would 
need to assess practitioners’ competen-
cies in specific situations, and investigate 
what competencies actually lead to higher 
quality. So far, however, there are few in-
struments available for early education 
research (cf project “Kompetenzbasierte 
Prьfungs- und Feedbackverfahren in unter-
schiedlichen frьhpдdagogischen Aus- und 
Weiterbildungsstrukturen” (“Competence-
based testing and feedback procedures in 
different early childhood training and pro-
fessional development structures”).

Mention should also be made of evi-
dence-based or efficiency-based models of 
professionalization, which focus on the ef-
fectiveness of pedagogical practice or its 
efficiency and economic viability, in terms 
of cost-benefit ratios. These perspectives, 
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however, do not advance us any further 
with regard to the improvement of qual-
ity, especially process quality [74; 75]. The 
quality model devised by Tietze et al. [79; 
80] is an example of an evidence-based 
model of professionalization, since it uses 
an evaluation concept to determine the 
quality in the day-care centres, and devel-
ops suggestions for improvement based 
on the result. This is then understood as a 
professionalization strategy.

It is striking that the majority of mod-
els of professionalization focus entirely 
on the practitioners as the key factor for 
improving quality in children’s day-care 
centres. There are now clear indications, 
however, that the quality of pedagogical 
practice depends on a number of factors.

Competent day-care systems:  
The CoRe study

The CoRe project [84; 85] engaged in 
a multidimensional examination of pro-
fessionalism and professionalization in 
the field of children’s day care. The central 
question was what a competent day-care 
system would have to be like in order to 
ensure high quality. An empirical trans-
European comparison of systems of early 
childhood education and care was used to 
identify core aspects of a competent sys-
tem, aspects that may be helpful for the 
professionalization of the day-care system 
in Germany.

Four levels were identified:
–  individual level
–  institutional and team level
–  inter-institutional level
–  political level [85].
The authors point out that the individu-

al level, i.e. the competencies of early years 
practitioners, has considerable impor-
tance for the quality of the system. They 
also stress, however, that the quality of the 

practitioners can only develop to its full 
potential in a system that is “competent” 
[85]. A competent system emphasizes re-
ciprocal relationships between individu-
als, teams, institutions and the political 
level. The study therefore highlights con-
ditions and support structures which the 
early years practitioners need to be able to 
rely on if they are to deal responsibly and 
competently with the needs of children 
and parents [84]. With this understanding 
of competence, they expand the prevail-
ing individualized concept of competence 
to include an institutional, inter-institu-
tional and political level. The core element 
of a competent system, then, is a focus on 
the different needs of those involved in 
this system (parents, society, and politics). 
An improvement in quality has to relate to 
the whole system [85].

This broader understanding is described 
in terms of new areas of competence, which 
indicate that competence goes beyond indi-
vidual stores of knowledge, skills, motiva-
tions etc. The authors stress that “a key find-
ing of CoRe is that ‘competence’ in the early 
childhood education and care context has 
to be understood as a characteristic of the 
entire early childhood system” [85]. In or-
der to be able to describe the competence of 
the system, Urban et al. developed the cat-
egories of “knowledge, practices and values”, 
which are relevant for all the levels. They ex-
plain this decision as follows: “by referring 
to practices instead of skills we intend to dis-
tance ourselves from a technical conceptu-
alisation of educational work (do I do things 
right?) to move toward its intrinsically re-
flective nature (do I do the right things?). 
Similarly, by referring to values instead of 
attitudes we intend to distance ourselves 
from an ‘individualised’ conceptualisation 
of ECEC purposes to move toward a vision 
of early childhood education that under-
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pins negotiated goals and collective aspira-
tions” [85]. One advantage of a thus-defined 
‘competent’ system is that it allows nuanced 
approaches to children’s day-care systems, 
transparent approaches that can take into 
account local and regional conditions and 
give nuanced descriptions of suitable places 
for children and families [84]. This expand-
ed view of the day-care system (1) focuses 
attention on the connections between indi-
vidual, organization and institution, and on 
the political dimensions that define them, 
and (2) points to the related needs in terms 
of knowledge, practice and areas of values. 
The CoRe study therefore emphasizes the 
fact that quality in early childhood educa-
tion and care depends on much more than 
the competencies of the practitioners.

These are the central findings of the 
CoRe study, and the key elements of a 
competent system:

1.  Children’s day-care systems develop 
into competent systems when a coherent 
public policy is operating in the back-
ground, based on cooperation with the 
most important interest groups. In addi-
tion to this, it is easier for a system focused 
on the common good to reach a high level 
of professionalism [85].

2.  Curricula and competency profiles 
help to ensure that there is discussion 
about the values, purpose, aims and con-
tent of education and training. National 
qualifications frameworks standardize 
training and professional development, as 
well as informal learning [84].

3.  Precarious employment situations 
have a detrimental effect on individual 
learning and therefore on the profession-
alization of the field. “The quality of the 
workforce cannot be reduced to the sum of 
the individuals’ competences. … Among 
the more salient aspects of systemic con-
ditions that allow for competence systems 

to flourish are good working conditions 
that reduce turnover of staff and continu-
ous pedagogical support, aiming at docu-
menting practice, critically reflecting upon 
it, and co-constructing 6 pedagogy as an 
alternation between theory and practice. 
This requires time, team collaboration 
and continuous pedagogical support”  
[85].

4.  Unitary childcare systems foster co-
herent policies, greater professionalism, 
higher qualifications and higher wages. 
The CoRe study also shows that educa-
tional practitioners with a broad focus 
have a deeper understanding of the subject 
matter than specialist practitioners. The 
Danish paedagoger are cited as an exam-
ple: they complete a socio-pedagogically 
oriented bachelor-level course and are 
trained to work with both children and 
adults, potentially ranging in age from 0 
to 99 [84].

5.  There is empirical evidence that in-
vestments in education and training are 
effective if they are followed by ongoing 
professional development or professional 
advice and support from well-trained staff 
[84]. “Continuous professional develop-
ment, accompanied by specially qualified 
staff needs to take place over extended pe-
riods of time and to be focused on trans-
forming collective and individual prac-
tices” [84].

6.  The majority of early childhood 
practitioners are still female, suggesting 
that there is a widespread belief that care 
work is women’s work. The long-term goal 
should be to raise the proportion of men 
in childcare systems to 10% [85].

The following section examines the 
various levels of a competent system, and 
looks at empirical studies to find evidence 
of competence in the German day-care 
system.
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Professionalization in the context  
of a multidimensional system

It has become clear by now that profes-
sionalization, in the area of children’s day 
care, goes far beyond the level of qualifi-
cations, and that different dimensions of 
the system need to be taken into account. 
This section deals in turn with each of the 
levels that have been found to be impor-
tant, and discusses – with reference to 
empirical studies – selected issues related 
to the situation of children’s day care in 
Germany, issues that the authors see as in-
fluencing the pedagogical actions of prac-
titioners.

• Individual level: pedagogical 
practice, biography and competence

In recent years many efforts have been 
made in Germany to improve or extend 
the qualifications and competencies of early 
years practitioners.3 In 2004, bachelor’s de-
grees in early childhood education were in-
troduced because of different reasons. One 
of them was to raise the formal level of qual-
ification of employees in day-care centres in 
Germany, because it was lower than that in 
most other European countries [56]. What 
the OECD study did not take into account 
was the fact that, in most other European 
countries, day-care centres employ not just 
practitioners with bachelor-level training, 
but also assistants with a much lower level of 
training or none at all [33; 85]. In Germany, 
аs already suggested above, the discussion 
here refers to individuals with specialist 
pedagogical training.

7 care facilities employ Erzieher and 
Erzieherinnen with three-year training1c. 

1	 The actual training lasts three years in most cases, 
based on a two-year preliminary qualification. 
It’s a post-secondary qualification, beginning at 
minimum age 18, whereas the upper secondary 
models begin at an earlier age.

Just under 70% of those employed in chil-
dren’s day-care centres have completed 
this training [6]. Furthermore, this is a 
broad-spectrum training programme, 
which, according to Urban et al. [84], 
might help to achieve a higher pedagogi-
cal quality than practitioners who have 
specialized in early childhood education.

The individual level is also important in 
political terms, as shown by the efforts to ex-
pand the current qualifications landscape: 
the framework curricula for Erzieher/in-
nen have been revised and translated into 
a competence-oriented format [7; 44]. 
Along with this, part-time programmes of 
study have been established to give trained 
Erzieher/innen the opportunity to gain fur-
ther qualifications while they work. There 
have also been calls to abolish courses for 
Kinderpfleger/innen (childcare workers) or 
Sozialassistent/innen (‘social assistants’), 
the second-largest group of employees in 
this field at nearly 14% [6; 2]. In addition 
to this, there are numerous professional 
development initiatives and projects, de-
signed to extend and improve the compe-
tencies of the practitioners employed in day 
care. There is, however, no coherent system 
of training and professional development 
for the practitioners in day-care centres; no 
system in which the qualification profiles 
earned are integrated and build on each 
other. There have also been major chang-
es in the childminding sector in recent 
years, thanks to the Aktionsprogramm 
Kindertagespflege (Action Programme 
for Childminding), funded by the Federal 
Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, 
Women and Youth – even if there are as yet 
few binding guidelines for qualifications in 
the individual federal states [58].

These activities show that a great deal 
of attention is being paid to early years 
practitioners and their training. On the 
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basis of the current state of research, the 
extent to which pathways of mainly aca-
demic training and professional devel-
opment are able to increase the quality 
of pedagogical practice remains largely 
unknown. As shown above, the level of 
formal qualification alone is no guaran-
tee. Several studies refer to the positive 
self-assessment of Erzieher/innen with 
regard to the professional responsibilities 
facing them [39; 3; 21]. However, they feel 
increasingly unprepared when they have 
to cope with tasks outside everyday work 
issues [26; 74]. The explanation offered 
for this discrepancy is insufficient reflex-
ive analysis of the connections between 
biographically shaped areas of knowledge 
and ability, and the academic forms of 
knowledge of early years practitioners [48; 
21; 74]. These need to be initiated within 
the framework of (university-level) edu-
cation and training, and supported within 
the framework of processes leading into 
and accompanying practice – as a kind 
of occupational or professional socializa-
tion. We should also bear in mind that 
with only an estimated 1000 university-
educated (BA) graduates per year, as op-
posed to roughly 19,000 graduates from 
vocational schools, those with university 
degrees make up only a small proportion of 
the total of 310,000 Erzieher/innen working in 
children’s day care [61]; it can therefore be 
assumed “that the volume of academically 
trained practitioners in evidence so far 
will not, in the foreseeable future, change 
the field in qualitative terms, let alone in 
quantitative terms” [61, p. 26].

Furthermore, there are other factors 
that influence the degree to which early 
years practitioners are actually able to de-
velop competencies and show their effects. 
After all, practitioners are individuals who 
are not only socialized through their train-

ing and professional practice, but whose 
practice is also shaped by personal beliefs 
and biographical experiences. These can 
sometimes override the professional so-
cialization related to their qualifications 
and their work. Thus there are several in-
dications that practitioners’ pedagogical 
orientations and attitudes are, on the one 
hand, embedded in underlying personal-
ity dispositions. Due to their biographical 
character, these are relatively stable [26; 
21; 74]. On the other hand, it has become 
clear that this connection may be more 
dynamic than previously supposed, and 
that certain “background variables” (such 
as value judgements) can have an impact 
on pedagogical orientations [53]. Studies 
on teachers’ processes of assessment and 
selection suggest that attempts are made 
to compensate for a lack of institutional 
and professional framing with individual 
moral judgements – particularly in chal-
lenging situations and dilemmas [51; 5]. 
These findings indicate that, as well as the 
practitioners themselves, the underlying 
conditions can play an important part in 
professionalization, even in children’s day 
care.

A further difficulty when consider-
ing competencies with a view to increas-
ing the professionalism of practitioners 
is the question of where – along what 
lines – professionalism can manifest it-
self, between intuitive and intentional 
pedagogical practice. This question still 
seems largely unresolved, even if certain 
forms of knowledge are widely regarded 
as necessary [48]. Fundamental connec-
tions have already been pointed out sever-
al times [54]. Of particular interest in this 
context are the insights from biographi-
cal research on the connection between 
biographical processes and processes of 
system regulation in the welfare state. For 
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example, Mayer and Mьller [52], starting 
from Kohli’s concept of the “institutional-
ized life course” [46; 47], argue that the 
life course is structured to a consider-
able extent by the services offered by the 
welfare state, which sets up institutional-
ized programmes of education and state-
accredited training courses, shapes careers 
through wage-setting mechanisms, or es-
tablishes social security systems.

This not only sheds light on the indi-
vidual level of professionalization and its 
relationship to biographical and personal 
dimensions of the practitioner, but also 
encourages us to look at different levels 
of the system, within which practitioners 
can operate and, in various ways, develop 
and use their competencies [26].

• Institutional and team level: work 
structures and operating conditions

It is now considered beyond dispute 
that professional pedagogical practice is 
dependent on a structural or institutional 
framework [84]. Thus it has been shown 
a number of times that favourable struc-
tural dimensions, such as small groups or 
a low number of children per care practi-
tioner, have a positive effect on the qual-
ity of pedagogical processes [30; 49; 59]. It 
has also been pointed out, however, that 
structures only have effects on pedagogi-
cal processes through the intermediary 9 
of the practitioners; they therefore cannot 
explain more than half of the variance in 
pedagogical quality [77]. Wertfein et al. 
[88] were able to show these mediating ef-
fects of the team in a recent study; they 
point out that closely coordinated and col-
laborative working methods in the team 
have positive effects on the interactive be-
haviour of practitioners towards children, 
but that no independent influence of un-
derlying structures on the quality of inter-

action could be observed. With regard to 
work methods in teams, we should also 
bear in mind the insight from Cloos [21] 
on dynamics and practices of differentia-
tion within teams; it can be assumed that 
these will also have an impact on the soli-
darity and the atmosphere among staff.

Another factor seen as having a sig-
nificant impact on quality is the manage-
ment of children’s day-care centres [2; 87]. 
Although there have as yet been few em-
pirical studies on this issue, and although 
there are a wide range of opinions on 
the prerequisites for taking on a manag-
ing role in day-care centres [72; 15; 11], 
it can be assumed that management plays 
a major role in determining the practice 
and culture in the centres. Moreover, the 
Aktionsrat Bildung observes, referring 
to the EPPE study, that “the higher the 
qualification …, especially of those man-
aging the centres, the higher the observed 
quality of support in the centres, and the 
greater the developmental progress made 
by the children” [2]. For the German situ-
ation, there are as yet no studies on the 
influence of management on pedagogical 
quality and teamwork.

A good team atmosphere, as shown by 
Viernickel & Voss [86] in the Stege study, 
is a significant protective factor against 
health problems in day-care centres, to 
which early years practitioners are con-
siderably more vulnerable, on average, 
than women of the same age with the 
same education in the German popula-
tion as a whole. The increase in physical 
and mental stress, and the risk of a reduc-
tion in work capacity are, according to the 
authors, clearly correlated (factor 2-2.5) 
with unfavourable structural conditions 
such as poor financial and spatial resourc-
es, poor ergonomic working conditions, 
chronic time pressure, constantly increas-
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ing work requirements, or exposure to ex-
cessive noise. Barthel et al. [9] also refer to 
increased health and stress issues, taking 
into account the different priorities in day 
nurseries and kindergartens.

It therefore seems natural to assume 
that persistently unfavourable work con-
ditions and structural conditions have 
a particularly negative impact on team 
structures and pedagogical processes. 
Urban et al. [85] also emphasize the im-
portance of “good working conditions”, 
pointing to the importance of stable, long-
established teams, and a low level of staff 
turnover. In a recent study, Viernickel 
et al. [87] also allude to the relative dis-
satisfaction of early years practitioners 
with regard to the number of children 
per group and the staff-child ratios in the 
centres (earlier mention of this in Kahle 
1999 [41]). In the Aqua study, Schreyer et 
al. [68] similarly point to a link between 
growing dissatisfaction with work and 
poor working and / or employment con-
ditions. They also show that good work-
ing conditions can have a positive effect 
on job satisfaction and reduce perceptions 
of stress. A further factor contributing to-
wards stressful working conditions lies in 
the time constraints facing practitioners. 
Practitioners surveyed in the Stege study 
felt that the formally allocated time for 
indirect pedagogical tasks such as parent 
conferences or documentation was too 
short [86]. This is not surprising consider-
ing the staffing ratios in day-care centres, 
which in some cases are far above the rec-
ommended level [13].

• Inter-institutional level:  
funding bodies, collaboration and 

professional support
Tietze & Lee [78], in their expanded 

quality model, have already pointed out 

factors relevant for quality which lie out-
side the internal space of the day-care 
centres. They assume that certain broader 
contexts serve as mediating variables be-
tween structural, orientation and process 
quality. This may be understood to in-
clude, for example, the way funding bod-
ies, collaborative and network relation-
ships, and external advice and support 
influence the pedagogical practice of the 
practitioners.

The service providers (Trдger) and 
funding bodies which operate day-care 
centres play an important role at the in-
ter-institutional level. The funding bodies 
shape the structural conditions and the 
pedagogical programme of the day-care 
centres, and select the staff. So it is these 
bodies that determine the composition 
of the staff and the occupational groups 
represented, thus influencing the devel-
opment of the field [43]. In Germany, 
there is a very heterogeneous mix of pub-
lic (34%) and independent youth welfare 
funding bodies (66%), each of which has 
a different “degree of professionalization” 
(cf. [6]). It can be assumed that the quality 
of the practitioners’ practices is also influ-
enced by the ideological and normative 
priorities of the funding body. At the same 
time, practitioners bring their personal 
beliefs into the facility, and may espouse 
different values to the funding body. This 
can, as shown in a study in Protestant day-
care centres, have a negative impact on 
their self-understanding, their work mo-
tivation, and their support for religious 
education and care [27; 28].

With regard to collaboration, Section 
22a of the German Social Code VIII (SGB 
VIII) stipulates that public funding bod-
ies are obliged to ensure collaboration 
between practitioners in day-care centres 
and various social and public institutions, 
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as well as the local community, in order 
to be able to provide services that meet 
the needs of children and families. Van 
Santen [63] shows, however, that more 
than a third of facilities (37 %) do not of-
fer any services targeting families or the 
local community, beyond the education 
and care of children. This can be seen as 
an area in need of improvement, especial-
ly as – given the heightened expectations 
of children’s day care and the changes 
in society – inclusive and collaborative 
concepts are currently regarded as the 
best way forward (Schoyerer/van Santen 
under review). These include expanding 
the functions of day-care centres, in re-
sponse to the needs of the local commu-
nity (“family centres”), or centralizing the 
management of day-care services within a 
locality or region. Beher and Walter [12], 
however, have pointed out that early years 
practitioners see themselves as lacking 
competence in creating and maintaining 
collaborative relationships with other fa-
cilities and actors in the local community. 
This is alarming, especially since the need 
to create an inclusive education system 
will place ever greater demands on col-
laborative relationships in the future [45].

External professional advice and sup-
port for children’s day-care services can 
be seen as another facet of context qual-
ity. This is aimed at initiating, sustaining 
and developing quality, and is focused not 
just on giving individual advice to practi-
tioners, but also on organizational issues, 
i.e. the system of funding bodies and the 
structural conditions associated with it 
[25; 67; 17]. Professional advisory services 
are provided by public or independent 
funding agencies with the aim of sup-
porting the management of day-care cen-
tres, practitioners and educators, helping 
them to create services that are suitable 

for children and parents from a qualita-
tive and organizational point of view, and 
to align these services with their statutory 
mandate. While an entitlement to profes-
sional support for the area of children’s 
day-care centres can only be deduced in-
directly from Section 22a of the German 
Social Code VIII (SGB VIII), professional 
advice and support for both childminders 
and parents or carers whose children are 
cared for by childminders is explicitly set 
out and regulated as a statutory obligation 
in Section 23 of the German Social Code 
VIII (SGB VIII).

However, the field of professional men-
toring and support for children’s day care 
is, in practice, very heterogeneous. A key 
feature is that these support services have 
to perform a large number of tasks with 
different priorities. The areas of work in-
clude day-care-related tasks in a narrower 
sense, such as giving advice and support 
on the management, or the conceptual and 
organizational development of day-care 
centres; coordinating, networking and im-
proving the qualifications of practitioners; 
and quality assurance and quality man-
agement, as well as administration and 
monitoring [16; 50; 12]. Professional ad-
vice and support in the childminding sec-
tor has a similarly wide range of responsi-
bilities [58], though it can be assumed that 
professional support for childminders has 
to provide additional services, in order to 
(1) give adequate information and advice 
to the mainly self-employed childmind-
ers, and (2) appropriately fulfil its official 
responsibility in connection with aptitude 
testing and the issuing of childminding li-
cences [65; 19].

Professional advice and support 
can also refer to on-the-job support 
(Praxisbegleitung), but this is usually un-
derstood as an internal, collegial or super-
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visory service offered by day-care centres. 
So far there has been virtually no research 
in the German-speaking countries on the 
subject of professional support and its ef-
fects in the field of children’s day care. A 
European meta-analysis has shown that 
training can improve the competency 
of the workforce [36]. American stud-
ies, however, suggest that coaching-style 
support for practitioners is the most ef-
fective form of continuous professional 
development, and brings about a last-
ing change in their practices. On-the-
job professional support, however, is the 
most expensive, time-consuming, and 
resource-intensive form of professional  
development.

• Political level:  
workplace, status and occupation
On the one hand, the underlying condi-

tions for children’s day care on an individ-
ual, institutional and inter-institutional 
level influence dimensions of pedagogical 
quality. On the other hand, these areas are 
for their part dependent on structures. 
This broader context includes, in particu-
lar, the level of agenda setting in sectoral 
policymaking, such as legal requirements 
on federal and state level, implement-
ing regulations and bylaws, and financial 
and administrative guidelines. However, 
it is not possible within the framework of 
this article to refer to these aspects in any 
detail. The following section identifies as-
pects relating to the workplace, status and 
vocation of educators, aspects that under-
lie the structures of children’s day care.

In general, a vocation is understood as 
a set of activities that

1.  requires specific knowledge and 
skills (usually acquired through training),

2.  serves to secure and maintain one’s 
livelihood (“ensuring survival”), and

3.  is intended to be a long-term occu-
pation.

If we consider the current occupational 
situation of educators in children’s day 
care in the light of these requirements, we 
find points of divergence, some of them 
substantial. This particularly applies to the 
area of childminding. Here, for example, 
discrepancies are visible in relation to the 
demand for specialized knowledge and 
skills. In 2013, 32% of the active child-
minders in the public childminding sys-
tem had had some form of pedagogical 
training, with 14% of these having trained 
as Erzieher / innen [70]. Another dispar-
ity appears when it comes to the question 
of earning a living. Taking into account 
considerable variation in the remunera-
tion of childminders, on the level of the 
youth welfare office [69], childminding 
cannot necessarily secure one’s liveli-
hood, even if the childminder takes in the 
maximum number of five children [67]. 
Lastly, the requirement that a vocation 
should be a long-term activity is threat-
ened by (regionally varying) fluctuation 
among childminders [58], though a high 
level of turnover is not only a problem 
for childminding services, but affects 
the early childhood sector as a whole. 
Childminding can thus be regarded – tak-
ing into account its diversification regard-
ing forms and activity profiles – as being 
in the process of becoming a vocation 
(Verberuflichung), though it is not equally 
far advanced in all areas.

But even for the occupational situation 
of early years practitioners in children’s 
day-care centres, not all the require-
ments of a vocation in the sense described 
above have been fulfilled. Fuchs-Rechlin 
[34] has pointed out that in recent years 
fixed-term contracts for Erzieher / innen 
have increased disproportionately. This 
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development is contrary to the wishes of 
Erzieher / innen, who regard secure, per-
manent employment as the most impor-
tant aspect of a “good job” [35]. Besides 
this, atypical forms of employment such as 
contracts for less than 21 hours per week 
or marginal employment (geringfьgige 
Beschдftigungen) are on the increase, es-
pecially in the western states of Germany. 
This is precarious, insofar as one cannot 
earn enough to live on with a part-time 
job. A further factor is the calculation 
of staff resources on the basis of parents’ 
bookings – it seems to be common prac-
tice to base this calculation partly on the 
number of hours booked. The practition-
ers employed in day-care centres can 
therefore only plan one year ahead, since 
bookings can change from year to year.

Erzieher/innen and Kinderpfleger/innen 
with full-time jobs, however, can generally 
earn their own living, which puts them in 
a better economic position than working 
women as a whole [34]. Nonetheless, only 
25% of practitioners are satisfied with the 
level of their income, while nearly half 
(49%) state that they are somewhat or 
completely dissatisfied [65; 86]. In 2012, 
36 % of pedagogical staff was working full 
time, i. e. 38.5 or more hours per week, 
17% were working 32 to 38.5 hours per 
week, and just under half of practition-
ers were working fewer than 32 hours per 
week [65].

Summary and conclusion
In view of the increased demands made 

on children’s day-care services, it has be-
come apparent that professionalization in 
children’s day care needs to be conceived 
more broadly than has hitherto been the 
case. It has become clear here that profes-
sionalization goes far beyond the indi-
vidual competencies of practitioners, and 

addresses structures and conditions that 
imply collective societal responsibility. 
The concept of professionalization from 
the CoRe project, which is taken as the ba-
sis for this analysis, already takes into ac-
count various levels, but these have so far 
not been sufficiently related to each other. 
Up till now the individual competence of 
practitioners has often been considered 
in isolation, rather than in the context 
of underlying biographical, structural or 
organizational factors. It therefore seems 
worthwhile paying more attention in fu-
ture to the structures at various levels of 
the system.

The levels derived from the CoRe 
study could be helpful when it comes to 
systematically assessing the influenc-
ing factors and inferring relationships 
between the levels and individuals. The 
Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft “Bildung und 
Erziehung in der Kindheit e.V.” (German 
Federal Working Group “Education and 
Care in Childhood”) has adopted the idea 
of levels in its “Hamburg Declaration”, 
identifying the requirements for the dif-
ferent levels (e.g. funding body and man-
agement, professional support, education 
and training) in order to further develop 
these [16].

In addition to this, there have been a 
number of developments in Germany 
which point in the same direction as the 
CoRe findings. These include the creation 
of competency profiles and qualification 
frameworks to lay the foundations for a 
coherent system of training and profes-
sional development. Moreover, a coordina-
tion unit entitled “Mдnner in Kitas” (“Men 
in Day Care”) has been set up to try to at-
tract more male practitioners to the field. 
Continuous professional development is 
now seen as important for maintaining the 
professionalism of practitioners, even if pro-
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fessional development courses are still too 
short and are seldom completed as a team 
[12]. There is, however, still a great need for 
action, particularly at the political level, if a 
coherent system of early childhood educa-
tion and care with improved working condi-
tions is to be achieved.

Even if the structures need to be taken 
more into account, the processes of edu-
cation and care continue to take place in 
direct interaction between practitioners 
and children, whose competencies play 
a major role in shaping these processes. 
High-quality early childhood education 
and care can only develop when struc-

tures and actors work together, taking the 
needs of parents and children seriously. 
In this context it might be helpful to have 
a set of values, creating a common basis 
for children’s day care and for professional 
ethics in early childhood education.

The main insight here is that, given the 
increased interest within society, there has 
never been a better time to push for a quali-
tative improvement in children’s day care in 
Germany, even if the current focus is on the 
expansion of provision. This is an opportu-
nity which cannot afford to be missed.

Статья поступила в редакцию 04.03.2019 г.
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