
                              

 

 

VALUE – Value Diversity in Care and Education 

 

Hereby we present you a preparatory discussion text of the project, followed by a proposal 

encompassing the selection criteria of the literature for the Desk Research (WP2) 

 

 

 

 

 
  

The discussion text is mainly based on following sources. By doing the desk 

research we can update the text with your sources as well. 

- Peeters, J.; Sharmahd, N.; Budginaitė I., ‘Professionalisation of 

Childcare Assistants in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC): 

Pathways towards Qualification’, NESET II report, Luxembourg: 

Publications Office of the European Union, 2016. doi: 10.2766/898530 

- Van Laere, K., Peeters, J., & Vandenbroeck, M. (2012). The Education 

and Care Divide: the role of the early childhood workforce in 15 

European countries. European Journal of Education, 47(4), 527-541. 

doi:10.1111/ejed.12006 

- Urban, M., Vandenbroeck, M., Peeters, J., Lazzari, A., & Van Laere, K. 

(2011). Competence Requirements in Early Childhood Education and Care. 

CoRe Final Report. Brussels: European Commission. 

- Sharmahd N., Peeters J., Van Laere K., Vonta T., De Kimpe C., Brajković 

S., Contini L., Giovannini D.; Transforming European ECEC services and 

primary schools into professional learning communities: drivers, barriers 

and ways forward, NESET II report, Luxembourg: Publications Office of 

the European Union, 2017. doi: 10.2766/74332. 
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1 Introduction 

 

There is a broad consensus among researchers, organizations and policy makers that the 

quality of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC), and ultimately the outcomes for 

children and families, depends on well-educated and competent staff. At the European level, 

the importance of a qualified workforce is acknowledged in the revised priorities for the 

strategic cooperation in the field of education and training (European Commission, 2015); it 

identifies professionalisation of staff as one of the key issues for further work in ECEC. The 

role played by the ECEC workforce in contributing to enhance pedagogical quality of 

services for young children is underlined by the European Quality Framework for ECEC 

(2014, 9), which states that ‘professional development has a huge impact on the quality of 

staff pedagogy and children’s outcomes’. 

As pointed out by the CoRe study (Urban et al., 2011; Vandenbroeck et al., 2016), individual 

competences alone are insufficient to ensure quality. A ‘competent system’ is needed, which 

includes collaborations between individuals, teams and institutions, and which has 

competent governance at policy level. A competent system needs to invest in initial training 

and continuous professional development for all staff. Within this framework, the CoRe 

study revealed that in many European countries part of the workforce is represented by low 

qualified ECEC assistants. In both the CoRe and the successive NESET II study (Peeters et al., 

2016) , these ‘assistants’ are defined as ‘invisible workers’, meaning that their presence is 

usually not taken into account in policy documents, and that they have far fewer possibilities 

of qualification and of professional development than core practitioners do. In following text 

we present the main challenges of the existence of assistants in the European ECEC 

workforce and how we, within the scope of this project, can contribute in finding sustainable 

solutions.  

 

This discussion text relies on the following definitions used in the CoRe study 

(Urban et al., 2011):  

Core practitioners work directly with young children and families, usually as the 

main responsible of a children’s group (Oberhuemer et al., 2010).  Core 

practitioners can be:  

 Preschool teachers working with 2,5-6 years old children – in split 

systems (Belgium, Portugal) 

 Childcare practitioners working with 0-3 years old children – in split 

systems (Belgium, Portugal) 

 ECEC practitioners working in the 0-6 years old sector – in 

integrated systems (Slovenia, Denmark). 

Assistants support core practitioners in working directly with children and 

families; assistants usually hold a lower qualification than those held by core 

practitioners. 
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2 The existence of ECEC assistants as a current problemacy 

 

2.1 Invisible ECEC workers 

 

Creating competent systems continues to be a challenge in the EU: the requirements and 

competences for ECEC workers differ between countries, the qualifications of ECEC staff in 

Europe remain low and generally there is too little investment in strong systems of 

continuous professional development. From the CoRe Study and the NESET II study, we 

know that in many countries part of the workforce is represented by low qualified ECEC 

assistants that help and assist the core practitioners in working with children and families. 

The ‘invisibility’ of the ECEC assistants in research and policy documents stands in sharp 

contrast to the number of assistants working in ECEC services, which in some countries can 

be quite high (40-50 % of the workforce). 

Assistants often have low or no qualification and there are few opportunities for them to 

start a path towards the same qualification as that of a core practitioner. Assistants have 

fewer opportunities of continuous professional development than core practitioners do . 

Time to plan and reflect together as team with core practitioners is also lacking. Although 

few notable exceptions, most European countries still do not fund non-contact time for 

staff, and when this time is allocated, it is usually to core practitioners alone, not assistants. 

Most of the time, assistants stay in the same job position, without possibility of job mobility, 

which can be quite demotivating in the long run. 

 

 Risk of deprofessionalising the ECEC workforce 

While this project wants to make assistants more ‘visible’ by raising awareness of policy 

makers on this matter, there are also some huge risks involved by emphasizing their 

existence and needs. Especially since in a number of countries the share of assistants in 

ECEC is rapidly growing. The existence of assistants should by no means, legitimize a 

“deprofessionalisation” of the ECEC field. Research recommends for example that ECEC 

professionals should be trained at Bachelor level (ISCED 5) and international policy 

documents state that at least 60% of the workforce should be trained at this level (OECD; 

2006, European Foundation for the Improvement of Working Conditions, 2008). Otherwise, 

in response to budget constraints or if policy reforms are too hurried, assistants may be 

hired over their more qualified colleagues. 

 

2.2 The Education and Care divide 

Generally speaking, assistants do not have official competence profiles, either for their 

profession or for their training. The descriptions of competences in countries that do happen 

to have them are often described and framed as technical or ‘caring’ tasks. Even when the 

position and competences of assistants are recognised by national regulations or in 

individual settings, assistants are at risk of being perceived as merely technical workers 
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(Urban et al., 2011). Whereas the role of core practitioner is generally perceived to primarily 

involve ‘teaching’, assistants are generally perceived to assume a more ‘caring’ role. They 

are responsible for children’s hygiene, protection and emotional well-being so that their 

teacher can focus on the learning process (Garnier, 2009, 2010, 2011; Vasse, 2008). This 

division is predominately seen in pre-schools for children between three to six in split 

systems, yet it is present even in some unitary systems, despite notable exceptions. In 

services for the under-threes in split systems, there is less of a division, since the core 

practitioners, mostly women, share a caring profile with their assistants.  

 

As stated by Van Laere, Peeters and Vandenbroeck (2012, p. 534-535), ‘one could argue that 

this division of tasks does not necessarily jeopardise a holistic view of education where both 

caring and learning are addressed’. Nevertheless, while it may not necessarily jeopardise it, 

it does present an obstacle: since a higher status professional is largely responsible for one 

task, and a lower status professional responsible for another, a perceived hierarchy has 

emerged between the tasks themselves, between learning and care. The concept of 

‘education’ seems to have been narrowed to denote merely teaching and learning, which 

excludes and is considered superior to ‘caring’ (Isaksen et al., 2008; Twigg et al., 2011; 

Wolkowitz, 2006). This decontextualized approach to learning may result in situations when 

during crucial moments—contact with parents, meal time, and free playtime among peers—

low or unqualified assistants are solely responsible, thereby effectively downgrading the 

educational value of these moments. In other words, ‘care’ has come to be seen as a simple 

matter that ‘women naturally do’, and which does not require any specific training or 

professional development. Important interactions such as feeding, putting children to bed, 

and accompanying them to the toilet, are stripped of their educational value. These 

perceptions reduce education to cognitive development, leading to a lack of continuity in 

the child’s care and education (Van Laere et al., 2012). This hinders a holistic 

conceptualisation of education in its broadest sense; in which learning is inherently 

connected with care and caring is educational in nature. (Van Laere et al., 2012; Hayes, 2007; 

2008).  

 

We also identified this hierarchy in the way assistants and core practitioner would look at 

their own professional identities. In a recent study in a split system, some preschool teachers 

addressed that they do find it important to engage in care in preschool. They legitimised 

their caring responses either as part of their own caring personalities or attributed them to 

the fact that they were mothers themselves. Irrespective of whether or not teachers 

engaged in care, there was a clear consensus that care in preschool education did not 

fundamentally belong in the professional repertoire of teachers (Van Laere, 2017). This could 

also be related to the fact that care signifies a devaluation of the preschool teacher 

profession, historically associated with lower qualified women assumed to ‘naturally care’ 

for children. Some teachers, who did not want to engage in care, urged the deployment of 

more teacher’s assistants who can support children in their physical and emotional needs so 

that they can focus on ‘real learning’. In line with the work of Wyns (2015), some teacher’s 

assistants seemed to confirm this hierarchy between learning and caring by disqualifying 

and minimalising their own role in the preschool practice. 
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 Risk of confirming the schoolification of the early years 

Emphasising ‘learning’ over the ‘caring’ dimension of education, is often typical when ECEC 

is solely understood as a preparation for compulsory schooling in which the significance of 

ECEC lies in later stages of life (Ang, 2014; Alvestad, 2009; Forrester, 2005; Kyriacou, 

Ellingsen, Stephens, & Sundaram, 2009). Recent empirical studies, both in split and 

integrated ECEC systems, claim that due to the focus on ‘prep’ schools, preschool curricula 

focus less on bodily care, emotions, relationality and solidarity (Garnier, 2011; Löfdahl & 

Folke-Fichtelius, 2015). This phenomenon has been labelled as the ‘schoolification’ of 

preschool education (Moss, 2013; OECD, 2006). This entails that in many countries more 

formalised learning approaches, in which children are expected to acquire (pre-) literacy, 

(pre-) numeracy and (pre-) scientific skills from a young age, are introduced (OECD, 2006; 

Woodhead, 2006). Over the last decade, researchers have debated and problematised the 

possible effects of schoolification on preschool pedagogy. A major criticism concerns 

children’s learning processes, which tend to be decontextualised: since the main focus is on 

cognitive and language learning, there is a risk that children’s natural learning strategies - 

play, exploration, freedom of movement, relations and discussions with other children - may 

be less encouraged (Broström, 2006; Hjort, 2006; Noddings, 2005).  

In response to the debate about the ‘schoolification’ of the early years and the priority that it 

gives to ‘cognitive’ aspects of education, this project argues that the divided roles between 

assistants and core practitioners (in which assistants are seen as the ones that ‘take care’ and 

core practitioners as the ones that ‘educate’) might reinforce the division between care and 

education; this does not facilitate the holistic approach that we advocate.  

 

2.3 Invisible diversity 

The countries included in this study did not collect statistics about the socio-economic or 

cultural background of assistants in their respective ECEC sectors. However, according to 

the national experts consulted in this study, the share of practitioners with ethnic minority 

background may indeed be higher among assistants than among core practitioners. This is 

an important insight as increasing diversity within the teaching profession is one potential 

response to the evolving needs of learners’. As stated in a recent report about diversity in the 

teaching profession (European Commission, 2015b, p. 1), ‘schools and teachers are indeed 

increasingly struggling to cope with the diverse needs of their multicultural learning 

population […].  

 

 Risk of continuing the disconnection between children / families and ECEC 

It is assumed that workers with a particular ethnic-cultural background can easier 

communicate with parents and children from the same background as their own (European 

Commission, 2015b). Some assistants or ‘paraprofessionals’, for example in the US, are 

asked to raise children’s educational attainment, especially in Afro- American children, by 

serving as ‘role models’ and bridging the gap between schools and families and communities 

(Abbate-Vaughn and Paugh, 2009; Manz et al., 2010; Villegas and Clewell, 1998). It is 
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important, however, to avoid problems such as the ones noted by two small-scale studies 

Depoorter (2006) and Mihajlović and Trikić (2010). Both studies found that 

Doelgroepwerknemers (‘employees from a socio-cultural target group’) in Belgium (FL) and 

Roma teaching assistants in Slovenia were largely hired because of the problems that core 

practitioners encountered in communicating with families with an ethnic-minority 

background and with families living in poverty. But, their employment tended to reinforce 

the perceived obstacles to communication because to some extent the presence of 

assistants hardened the ‘division’ between these families and core practitioners, and 

between these families and the other families (Van Laere et al., 2012). 

 

3 Finding sustainable solutions beyond the individual 
responsibility of assistants 

3.1 Professionalising ECEC teams 

The competences of ECEC staff can be improved, not only by increasing the official entry 

level requirements of the job position, but also by providing existing staff with CPD 

opportunities (Urban et al., 2011; Vandenbroeck et al., 2016; Peeters et al., 2015b). Better 

yet, if these CPD opportunities expose staff to critical co-reflection, staff will develop new 

learning practices that meet the needs of each of their specific social contexts (Peeters, 

Sharmahd, 2014).  

If we want to value the job of an assistant and improve in working within an educare 

approach, assistants also need to improve their relational and reflective competences for 

interprofessional collaborative practice. However this cannot solely be their responsibility as 

this requires competent systems in which democratic Professional Learning Communities 

(PLC) can take place. PLCs can be described as ‘a group of people sharing and critically 

interrogating their practice in an on-going, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-

oriented, growth-promoting way’ (Stoll et al., 2006, p. 223). The purpose of PLCs is to 

support ECEC and school staff, both emotionally and professionally, by allowing them to 

critically reflect on their own teaching and to share concrete ideas on how to improve the 

wellbeing and the learning experience of children and families. In other words, the primary 

goal is not ‘being or becoming a professional learning community’, but in the end improving 

the wellbeing and learning for children and families. 



 

 | VALUE | Discussion Text and Desk Research Criteria | 7 |  

 

Investing in Professional Learning Communities means that besides assistants, also core 

practitioners will need to improve their relational and reflective competences for 

interprofessional collaborative practice. School directors need to be more aware on the need 

of an educare approach and PLC’s as instrument. They need support in contributing to the 

realisation of professionalization paths that involve also assistants and support in dealing 

with the increasing diversity in ECEC . Taking all this into account, this project wants to:  

 

 Improve ECEC quality by focusing on professionalization of different levels of staff 

through common CPD paths (for assistants and core practitioners). The CPD path 

will be a bottom-up one, focused on reflecting on practice through an approach that 

values all points of view of participants.  

 Building CPD paths for the whole staff together (assistants and core practitioners). 

This is a new approach because today most of the CPD paths happen separately or 

they involve only core practitioners (NESET II, 2016).  

 

In order to counter the risks of deprofessionalisation, this project also wants to explore and 

create possible links between CPD and adapted pathways towards a qualification for 

assistants: for example how we can foresee a system of credits, of formal recognition, in 

order to value the working experience and the CPD of assistants that wish to start a 

qualification path to become core practitioners. Investing in this direction can support job 

mobility for assistants, who otherwise very often hold the same job position for their entire 

career, with consequent de-motivation on a long term. 

5 items of a Professional Learning Community (Neset II) 

1. Teachers frequently engage in ‘reflective and in-depth 

dialogues’ with colleagues about educational matters based on 

their daily practice  

2. Teachers move from the classroom doors in a ‘deprivatisation 

of practices’, by observing each other’s practices, giving 

feedback, planning jointly, building relationships with the 

neighbourhood, and engaging in dialogue with parents. 

3. There is investment in ‘collective responsibility’, as school 

improvement is no longer considered to be the sole responsibility 

of a principal or a single teacher, but rather a collective one. 

4.  There is a focus on reaching a shared vision and set of values, 

based on children’s rights and respect for diversity. This forms the 

basis for shared, collective, and ethical decision-making. 

5. These four characteristics need a fifth condition to be realized: 

the presence of ‘leadership’ is a powerful factor in transforming a 

school’s culture  
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3.2 Educare approach  

 

Many research studies and reports underline how quality in ECEC should encompass a 

broad, holistic view of learning, caring, upbringing and social support for children, and point 

to the fact that the concept of ‘care’ and ‘education’ are intertwined: it is neither possible to 

divide them nor appropriate to rank one superior to the other (European Commission, 2011; 

European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Eurostat, 2014; UNESCO, 2010). As recommended 

by the European Quality Framework (EC Thematic Group on ECEC, 2014), ECEC 

professionals, whatever their profile, should aim towards achieving quality as more 

accurately signified by this holistic understanding. Some studies demonstrate how educare’ 

cannot simply be reduced to a decontextualised pedagogical plea to stimulate the ‘holistic’ 

development of children (Vandenbroeck, Coussée, Bradt, & Roose, 2011;). Care 

encompasses many symbolic meaning such as attention, presence and belonging, in 

education. Children, especially those living in societal vulnerable conditions, would know 

that they matter and thus would feel recognised as valuable human beings in the preschool 

class, as well as on a broader scale in life (Van Laere, 2017) Building further on the theoretical 

work of Tronto (1993) and Hamington (2015), and being aware that much more is needed to 

combat social inequalities, as demonstrated in the works of Lynch et al. (2009) and Fraser, 

Honneth, and Golb (2003), it seems that educare has the social and political potential to 

effect the social inclusion of children in preschool and broader society. 

 

The project addresses the value of an educare approach. This is not an innovative point of 

view considering research and studies, including at the European level, but shaping this 

approach on the level of practice is definitely innovative, considering the increasing 

schoolification of  the early years. By valuing the combination of the roles of both core 

practitioners and assistants within the CPD path, the integrated value of care and education 

is also addressed. Moreover, we will pay attention to discuss and reflect upon the 

professional identities of core practitioners and assistants. 

 

3.3 Diversifying the ECEC workforce  

 

Co-reflection is an approach through which assistants can make an important contribution 

to raising the overall quality of ECEC. Assistants, especially in large cities, tend to have an 

ethnic-minority background or a lower socio-economic position in society, and their 

inclusion in ECEC adds diversity to their teams. Staff members of diverse teams are given 

more opportunities to experiment with negotiation and democracy, and gain insight into 

how best to work with diverse groups of children and families. As stated in the European 

Quality Framework (EC Thematic Group on ECEC, 2014, p. 22): ‘services that […] are 

committed to the recruitment and training of personnel from minority groups are found to 

be more successful in fostering participation of children from diverse background to ECEC’.  
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Consequently, working on common CPD paths has the aim of valuing the existing diversity 

and complementarity within the team. This will mean: 

 improving staff competences concerning group reflection and negotiation, 

which are necessary competences when working in a context of diversity 

 explore and create possible links between CPD and adapted pathways 

towards a qualification for these assistants 

 valuing the job of assistants when it comes to the relationship that they often 

have with families with ethnic-minority and/or vulnerable background. 

The presence of assistants in the team, when valued, can indeed represent an opportunity to 

diversify the ECEC workforce, which would support addressing the needs of diverse children 

and families as well: this doesn’t mean adopting a ‘targeted approach’ by hiring assistants 

with the same cultural background of the families attending the service/school. It means 

diversifying the workforce in terms of gender, cultural and socio-economic background, as 

well in terms of personal stories and beliefs. When valued, this diversity supports the 

capability of valuing in the same way the diversity amongst children and families (Peeters, 

Sharmahd, 2015). 
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4 Desk Research  

 

 Timeframe: Send Draft Report in English by end of April 

 Scope: methods/inspiring practices/studies/research/grey literature 

 Search terms: professional development of ECEC staff, professional learning 

communities in ECEC, diversity in ECEC teams, educare approach , qualification of 

ECEC assistants, learning culture in ECEC, institutional culture in ECEC, developing 

common understanding  on child-centered approaches, team work, collaborative 

practice in ECEC 

 Database searches, hand-searches (books, chapters & grey literature), personal 

network  

 
In order to develop innovative CPD pathways for diverse teams, we will first execute a desk 

research in order to gain detailed understanding (including strengths, and weaknesses) of  

1. The existence of ECEC assistants as a current problemacy in your own 

country 

VBJK, promoter of this VALUE project, executed a survey on competence requirements of 

core professionals and assistants in ECEC (the CoRe Study), commissioned by the European 

Commission, Directorate General for Education and Culture (Van Laere, Peeters, Lazzari & 

Vandenbroeck, 2011, 2012) and the NESET II study on Professionalisation of Childcare 

Assistants in ECEC (Peeters, Sharmahd & Budginaitė , 2016). In these reports the position 

and working conditions of ‘assistants’ were extensively addressed, a group that is 

overrepresented but fairly invisible in professional development strategies and policies. We 

gathered in 2011 and 2016 data in fifteen European countries, including Belgium, Slovenia 

and Denmark. Since Portugal was not included in these studies, a first step is to gain insight 

in the professional position, status, training profile, number and working conditions of 

assistants in Portugal. This will be done by AGK Foundation using the survey guideline of the 

NESET II study.  

 

Before gathering any data in your country it is very important to have a look at the NESET II 

study whether it is still applicable for your country. Moreover we will ask some additional 

information on the field of tensions that are addressed in the discussion text. So we can 

update the few existing sources, with research or insights from your own country. 

 

2. Finding sustainable solutions in your country beyond the individual 

responsibility of assistants 

So research is valuable if it has a practical focus in terms of how to set up our own action 

researches. Based on this desk research report, the training will be developed so all the 

partners learn interesting new approaches that might be useful in their own country. 

Data in each country will be gathered on literature and methods on how to create a 

professional learning climate for diverse teams (in terms of training background, SES, 
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cultural background, …)( interdisciplinary learning), using each other strengths. As this is still 

not really common in ECEC, it is recommended that each country will also search for 

methods in other social and educational fields concerning interprofessional practice of 

diverse teams. So the collected research is valuable if it has a practical focus in terms of how 

to set up our own action researches. Based on this desk research report, the TOT will be 

developed so all the partners learn interesting new approaches that might be useful in their 

own country. 

 

  

 

PROPOSAL GUIDELINES DESK RESEARCH 

PART 1 – The Existence of ECEC assistants as a current problemacy in your 

country 

 Information on ECEC system: split versus integrated system?– 

Please Check SEEPRO: 

http://www.seepro.eu/English/Home.htm 

 Check and if needed update the data in NESETII  report on the 

position of assistants: is this still applicable for your country?  

http://nesetweb.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/AR1_2016.pdf  

o Except for Portugal we have separate guidelines in 

document 

 Do you have articles or reports on the risk of 

deprofessionalisation when emphasizing the position of low or 

non qualified assistants? 

 How is the state of affair of the conceptual ‘educare’ approach 

in your ECEC split or integrated system? Is it related to the 

debate of increasing schoolification of the Early Years? Any 

publications or reports? 

 Can you document the problem of lack of diversity in your ECEC 

workforce? Any articles, reports? Check SEEPRO: 

http://www.seepro.eu/English/Home.htm 

http://www.seepro.eu/English/Home.htm
http://nesetweb.eu/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/AR1_2016.pdf
http://www.seepro.eu/English/Home.htm
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PROPOSAL GUIDELINES DESK RESEARCH 

PART 2  - Finding sustainable solutions in your country beyond the 

individual responsibility of assistants 

 We are looking for studies/research/grey literature/methods/inspiring 

practices developed in your country on interdisciplinary learning in 

ECEC centres, taking into account the different qualification levels 

(for examples how do assistants and teachers can collaborate so 

holistic development of child is at the centre and all professionals feel 

valued and recognised?) 

 In case you do not find a lot in the ECEC field in your own country, 

please search for the following: 

o studies/research/grey literature/methods/inspiring practices 

developed in your country on interdisciplinary learning in 

social/educational fields, taking into account the different 

qualification levels of professionals (so search beyond the 

ECEC field if not enough data present in your country) 

o In case you heard of other inspiring practices or methods in 

other countries that you think might be meaningful for this 

project, please add this information too to the desk research.  

 We are looking for studies/research/grey 

literature/methods/inspiring practices developed in your 

country on facilitating the (ethnic-cultural and SES) diversity 

of staff members in relation to ECEC 


