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Abstract 

This research examines the construction of professional identities among early 

childhood (EC) educators in Chile through a poststructural and feminist 

approach. Although early childhood education and care (ECEC) has 

traditionally been undermined as a professional practice due to its gendered 

and classed nature, increasingly the literature has acknowledged the 

relevance, complexity and situatedness of ECEC practice. Consequently, there 

has been unprecedented concern about the need to professionalise this 

practice. This has situated educators in a paradoxical position, where they 

need to permanently negotiate their identity between complying with the 

professional standards that promote a managerial form of professionalism 

while maintaining the caring dimension of ECEC practice. It is in this tension 

that this research emerges to understand how educators negotiate the multiple 

and contradictory dimensions of their practice and make sense of their 

professional role in education and society. In Chile this tension is especially 

interesting as, although to become and work as an EC educator requires one 

to hold a professional degree, concerns about professionalising this workforce 

are increasingly driving the public agenda. Drawing on Foucault’s work on 

discourse, power/knowledge and subjectivity, as well as Butler’s concepts of 

gender performativity and discursive agency, this thesis explores how a group 

of 54 Chilean EC educators construct, resist and negotiate their professional 

identities within the hegemonic discourses surrounding ECEC professionalism. 

This theoretical framework allows the researcher to challenge what is taken as 

certain to expose the complex, contradictory and constantly shifting dynamics 

of professional subjectivation and opens the possibility for transformation and 

reconstructing alternative ways of practicing ECEC education. Findings from 

this research suggest that the deeply emotional engagement of EC educators 

in making sense of their professionalism and points to the ways in which 

dominant discourses have increasingly co-opted these ethics of care 

narratives. This thesis makes an important contribution to the growing literature 

and adds situated complexity to conceptualisation of early years 

professionalism in the global South, within the context of Chile. 
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Impact statement 

This study explores at the construction of professional identities among early 

childhood (EC) educators in Chile. With the increasing relevance of the early 

childhood education and care (ECEC) field in the public agenda, the question 

about what entails professionalism in this field is highly relevant to the 

development of public policies that acknowledge and support the highly 

complex work of educators in this field. This thesis contributes to the literature 

by analysing the issue from the perspective of early childhood educators 

regarding their experiences, having been largely marginalised from the 

construction of knowledge about professionalism and the design of policies in 

this field. Therefore, one of the most direct impacts of this research is upon the 

knowledge production that can be used to inform the production of public 

policies in the ECEC field in Chile. 

The use of a poststructural and feminist theoretical frameworks is an important 

contribution to theory as this approach emphasises the relevance and 

pertinence of Michel Foucault’s and Judith Butler’s concepts in making sense 

of educators’ experiences within the ECEC field. Furthermore, this thesis 

contributes to challenging the hegemonic theoretical development of the Global 

North. The use of these critical theoretical frameworks and the translation of 

discourses to English provides a bridge between South-North cultures, 

impacting upon the way discourses of professionalism are usually understood 

in the literature. The findings of this research have been presented in 

prestigious international conferences and part of chapter six of this thesis has 

been published in the journal Gender and Education.  

Through further research I intend to develop the findings from this study which 

I believe have been less-fully analysed in the Chilean ECEC field, for instance 

the power relations between different actors within the field, and the 

collaborative work between Universities, ECEC provisions and public policies. 

It is my intention to support EC educators in developing emancipatory forms of 

professionalism, to actively participate in this production of knowledge.  
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“Neither aunties, nor children. Revolutionary Educators” Graffiti, Downtown Santiago, 
October 2019. 

In October 2019 Chile saw a “social explosion”1 that started with secondary 

students but quickly involved most of the population across the country. People 

of all ages took to the streets for months to demand social justice, an end to 

the neoliberal ideology and to be able to live with dignity. The personal became, 

that October, evidently political. This poster was placed in the epicentre of the 

massive protests in the city, and two seconds before this picture was taken, a 

man took the paper and ripped it. I share it here with the rupture on the 

revolutionary as a metaphor for the struggle and the complexity that 

reconceptualising the work of early childhood educators entails. For more than 

a century, educators in Chile have been called “aunties” (tías) by children, and 

“parvularias2” by parents/adults. I believe this poster eloquently summarises 

the educators’ process of constructing their professional identities; women that 

are greatly undermined and infantilised in their professionalism but who are 

increasingly becoming aware of their political and critical role in the 

construction of a more democratic society. 

 
1 On the 18th of October 2019 and after weeks of secondary student’s fare evasion campaigns over a raise on the public transport, thousands of people took suddenly the streets in different 

cities in the country, to protest the entrenched inequality, privatization, corruption, and cost of living, and demanded the resignation of the President. The protests rapidly escalated to the 

whole country. Different sectors of society organized to protest nearly on daily basis. On the 29th of October 2019, Early Childhood Educators marched in Santiago, and they were immediately 

repressed by the police. The poster above was part of that manifestation. The uprising lasted for five months. A State of Emergency was declared in the country and a curfew established. 

In March 2020, protests stopped when lockdown measures were imposed as COVID-19 was spread within the country.  

2 “Parvularia” is a word that do not exist in Spanish, but it is used in relation to “párvulo” which means “children”. Then, “parvularia is commonly used to refer to a person who works with 

children. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

“In the children’s world, I am not the intruder you say I am. I would be, 
according to you, because I teach without a diploma, even though I teach with 
preparation, because I was not seated by your side on the illustrious bench of 

an illustrious institute (…) Intruders are those who teach without love and 
without beauty in an automatism that kills fervours and betrays science and art 

itself.”  

Gabriela Mistral, Chilean Public Teacher and Nobel Prize of Literature 1945. 

 

“I thought this (job) would be like (becoming) Snow White, you know? […] but it 
is more like a Cinderella story.”  

Early childhood educator, private school. 

 

 Introduction 

The early childhood education and care (ECEC) field has been described as 

the “Cinderella of the education system” for its traditionally marginalised 

position in society and alongside formal education (Dalli et al., 2012, p. 3). This 

description makes much sense in the Chilean context where the ECEC 

provision has historically functioned in the margins of the mainstream of 

educational policies within a context of highly fragmented regulation that has 

impacted on the precarious and even dangerous working conditions and low 

social status of the ECEC workforce (Adlerstein & Pardo, 2019; Caiceo 

Escudero, 2011; Poblete Núñez & Falabella, 2020; Rolla et al., 2011).  In this 

context, the image of Cinderella appeared to me strikingly descriptive of the 

early childhood (EC) educator, as it alludes to the (good) caring woman doing 

all the essential work, although “undermined and underfunded” (Dalli et al., 

2012, p. 3), one who allows multiple others to thrive – i.e. promoting children’s 

learning and development, allowing parents (mothers) to participate in the 

labour market, and improving economic growth (Tobin et al., 2011). This image 

of Cinderella is so powerful and evident that it appeared several times in this 

study in different ways, either expressed by participants, as signalled in the 

second epigraph, or exposed through interactions, dress ‘codes’, and the 

innumerable sacrifices narrated by the educators participating in this research. 
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As with Cinderella, EC educators’ work has traditionally remained almost 

completely invisible and neglected in the eyes of society, disappearing in the 

background as a natural (feminine) social practice. In this sense, the EC 

workforce seems to be the ‘intruder’ in the world of professionals, as claimed 

by Gabriela Mistral in the epigraph of this chapter, because their role has long 

been considered as non-specialised and based mostly on “common sense” 

(Vincent & Braun, 2011, p. 771) and maternal instinct (Ailwood, 2007; 

Cameron, 2006; Osgood, 2006b).  

This is one of the contradictions that triggered the conception of this research. 

In Chile, holding a university degree – the ‘diploma’ mentioned by Mistral in the 

first epigraph – is what officially makes someone a ‘professional’ in the country, 

and to become and work as an educator or in an ECEC service this 

professional degree is required. Currently, 98% of educators in the country hold 

a professional degree (Elige Educar, 2019; Pardo & Adlerstein, 2016). 

However, the international concern about the urgent need to professionalise 

this occupation has become a central issue in the public and academic 

agendas. Additionally, in relation to the teaching workforce EC educators also 

seem to be the intruders, as the purposes of and pedagogical practices in the 

ECEC field differ from the ones of compulsory education, although both 

teachers and EC educators share the same qualification requirements 

mentioned above. Then, the question that has guided this study arises: What 

does it mean to be professional in the ECEC field?  

This first chapter provides an overview of the motivations that drive this study 

and the scope of this research. It discusses the existing literature on 

professional identities in the ECEC field, articulating these findings alongside 

the tensions that have arisen in the educational policies both in Chile and 

elsewhere in the world, while trying to define and improve the professionalism 

of the early years workforce. This chapter is structured into five sections. What 

follows briefly examines the tensions that the literature has highlighted around 

professionalism in the ECEC field and how this impacts what it entails to be an 

EC educator and how that has triggered the development of this study. In the 
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third section I discuss the personal motivations that frame the purposes and 

scope of this research. The fourth section presents and discusses the rationale 

to use key terms in this research in relation to the tensions described in the 

literature and the Chilean context. The chapter closes with the presentation of 

the structure of this thesis. 

  Researching early childhood professionals’ identities 

This research emerges within the dissonant context in Chile and several 

countries around the world in which ECEC has become the centre of attention 

in educational policies, with great expectations about the role of ECEC and 

early years educators as the main agents to improve economic and social 

outcomes for individuals as wells as societies (Heckman & Masterov, 2007; 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development – OECD, 2017). 

Nonetheless, childhood educators simultaneously maintain a low status in 

society and work in poor and under-regulated conditions (Moss, 2010, 2014; 

Osgood, 2006a; Urban, 2008). As in other countries, Chilean reforms to 

improve EC educators’ professionalism have been developed without taking 

into account the voices, experiences, and particularities of the working contexts 

of Chilean EC practitioners (Pardo & Woodrow, 2014).  

Although defining professionalism in the ECEC field has been among the 

priorities of the public agenda across the world, strengthening the 

understanding of how professional identities are constructed by EC educators 

has been neglected in both research and public policy spheres (Moss, 2016; 

Osgood, 2012). Osgood (2012, p. 1) claims that “professionalism is a very 

personal issue” as it entails how EC practitioners make sense of and 

(re)interpret their practice within the framework set up by public policies. 

Therefore, defining what counts as professionalism in ECEC is strongly linked 

to the construction of professional identities and its conceptualisation at the 

policy level, not only does it have an impact on their practice but it also 

influences who practitioners are (Ball, 2003).  
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This thesis tells the story of how Chilean EC educators construct their 

professional identities in this highly contradictory and constantly changing 

context. Drawing on poststructuralism and feminist poststructuralist literature, 

this study analyses and deconstructs the dominant discourses of 

professionalism that are available in the Chilean ECEC context. In particular, 

referring to the work of Michel Foucault on power/knowledge and subjectivation 

(Foucault, 1978, 1982, 1988, 1995, 2002b) and Judith Butler’s concepts of 

performativity and discursive agency (Butler, 1997, 2005, 2006a, 2015), I 

discuss how the (female) professional EC educator is constantly constructed 

and performed as they make sense of, and (re)interpret their practice. The 

purpose of this research is to understand how professionalism is embodied, 

enacted, and recognised in educators’ everyday practices, considering the 

explicitly contradictory context of the ECEC field. This endeavour implied then 

to scrutinise the ways in which EC educators make sense of, negotiate, and 

resist the dominant discourses on professionalism in ECEC in relation to their 

professional identities.  

Understanding identity as an intersubjective construction (Arndt et al., 2018; 

Beijaard et al., 2004) allowed a more complex understanding of what and how 

different elements of the social, cultural and historical context were relevant in 

the construction of the ‘good’ EC educator. I decided to study professional 

identities of EC educators, instead of their roles, practice or interactions, which 

had been the focus of other research in Chile (Leyva et al., 2015; Treviño et 

al., 2013; Villalón et al., 2002), because the concept of identity provided me 

with a tool to see the ECEC field and practice through the eyes of educators 

and how they make sense of the numerous and diverse elements that affect 

their practice. Therefore, it was an important step to reconceptualise ECEC 

professionalism and develop more critical, systemic and sustainable ways to 

do ECEC in Chile. Studying how professional identities are constructed is 

highly relevant as it allows an understanding of the crucial dimensions of this 

practice, which is often marginalised. For instance, the gendered, classed and 

raced dimensions of professional identities have been largely neglected in 

understanding professionalism in this field (Osgood, 2012). The literature 
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shows that a comprehensive understanding of professional identities is a 

central element in the design of public policies as the higher the coherence 

between the two significantly has an impact upon the adherence of EC 

educators to educational reforms (Day, 2002).  

It was the emergence of ECEC in the public sphere that catapulted the EC 

workforce to the centre of the public agenda around the world. Importantly, this 

was driven by an understanding of this field as a key factor in determining the 

economic growth of societies (Barnett, 2008; Heckman, 2006; OECD, 2017), 

as well as for children’s learning and development (Belsky et al., 2007; Burger, 

2010; Cortazar Valdes, 2011; Peisner-Feinberg et al., 2001). Most countries 

have actively promoted the expansion of early years coverage and have 

developed educational reforms aiming to improve the quality of ECEC 

provision. In this scenario,  the EC workforce has been highlighted as the main 

factor “that influence(s) child well-being, development and learning” (OECD, 

2017, p. 85), and therefore educators have become the main concern of 

policies seeking to ensure the quality of the ECEC services required to deliver 

the promised benefits for individuals and society (Early et al., 2007; OECD, 

2017; Sammons, 2010; Saracho & Spodek, 1993; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). 

What is more, the role of EC practitioners has been particularly in the spotlight 

as research has shown that their practice is not innocuous, as poor quality 

could entail negative outcomes for children’s learning and development 

(Barber & Mourshed, 2007; Darling-Hammond, 2005; Day et al., 2007; OECD, 

2017; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002).  

An increasing body of literature has delved into the study of the practitioners’ 

professional demographics, seeking to identify the individual attributes that 

would define the professional educator. Hence, the level and duration of initial 

training programmes (Assel et al., 2007; Burchinal et al., 2002), qualification 

requirements for working with young children (Early et al., 2006, 2007; Manning 

et al., 2017; Sammons, 2010), the quality of teacher-child interactions (Downer 

et al., 2010; Hamre & Pianta, 2001), educators’ specialised knowledge 

(Bowman et al., 2000) and practitioners’ beliefs (Berthelsen & Brownlee, 2007; 
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Cassidy et al., 1995; Gerber et al., 2007; McMullen et al., 2005) have come 

under rigorous scrutiny. Following this trend, most research that has been 

conducted in Chile is concerned with the improvement of practitioners’ 

performance in ECEC settings (see, for instance, Pardo & Woodrow, 2014; 

Rojas et al., 2008; Tokman, 2010; Treviño et al., 2013; Villalón et al., 2002). 

Nonetheless, there has been an incipient but relevant body of research 

exploring EC educators’ understandings of their professional role (Galdames, 

2018; Pardo & Opazo, 2019) and aimed to raise the voices of the different 

actors to promote dialogue in understanding the professional’s role in the 

ECEC field in Chile (Viviani, 2016).  

Research on teacher efficiency has been particularly relevant for the 

development of policies on professionalism in the ECEC field. This literature 

has shown that most ECEC centres provide either an average or mediocre 

quality of service (Peisner-Feinberg et al., 1999; Sylva, 2010; Vermeer et al., 

2016), and although it recognises that early childhood practitioners are skilful 

in providing sensitive and warm support for children, they are less competent 

in developing their instructional interactions, which are strongly associated with 

children’s future learning outcomes (Hu et al., 2016; Leyva et al., 2015; 

Salminen et al., 2012; Tayler et al., 2013).  

In light of these findings, several countries have considered the 

professionalisation of the EC workforce as the best strategy to ensure the 

quality of ECEC services, and a key mechanism to improving the social status 

of EC educators (Osgood, 2012; Urban, 2008; Van Laere et al., 2012). As 

Urban (2008) has argued, in this conceptualisation, professionalism and quality 

are seen as directly linked under the assumption that by improving the quality 

and standards of practice (professionalism) the status and standing of the EC 

workforce (professionalisation) would also progress (Hargreaves, 2000). 

Therefore, most of the policies seeking to enhance professionalism have 

focused on increasing the qualifications required to work with young children 

and standardising the associated knowledge and practices (Miller et al., 2012; 

Oberhuemer et al., 2010; OECD, 2017).   
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Despite the multiple efforts developed in countries all over the world, it is 

noticeable that professionals of the EC workforce continue to occupy a 

marginalised position in most societies (Arndt et al., 2018). They still occupy a 

position at the bottom of the professional ladder, and of the educational system, 

with  scandalously-low salaries, challenging working conditions and scarce 

opportunities for initial and continuous education (Moss, 2010). Thus, although 

there have been improvements, the image of Cinderella sadly still appears to 

be accurately descriptive of the EC workforce, evidencing that the marginal 

position of EC educators is deeply rooted in societies and cultures across the 

world.  

A growing body of literature grounded in postmodern or poststructuralist 

theories has challenged this, seeking to deconstruct what Michel Foucault 

refers to as “regimes of truth” (Foucault & Rabinow, 1984, p.73) to 

reconceptualise what is taken for granted in the ECEC field (Cannella, 1997; 

Dahlberg et al., 2007; MacNaughton, 2005; Moss, 2014; Sumsion, 2005). This 

theoretical framework proposes the need to deconstruct the ways of being an 

EC educator and doing ECEC and make explicit the discourses and power 

relations which allow for the transformation of our way of being an educator 

and doing ECEC (MacNaughton, 2005; Sumsion, 2005). 

While acknowledging the relevance of having a prepared and competent EC 

workforce, critical scholarship has challenged the underlying conceptualisation 

of professionalism on which most educational reforms have been constructed 

(Bradbury, 2019; Lazzari, 2012; Moss, 2016; Osgood, 2006a; Roberts-Holmes, 

2013; Urban, 2008). They have exposed the negative impact on educators’ 

practice, social status and professional identities (Aabro, 2020; Cannella, 1997; 

Miller et al., 2012; Osgood, 2006a, 2006b; Urban, 2008; Vincent & Braun, 

2011), including practitioners’ own sense of worth as professionals and 

contribution to society (Moloney, 2010a). Several authors have warned about  

the “double-edged sword” these policies imply for educators’ practice and 

social standing (Fenech et al., 2006, p. 49; Cannella, 1997; Moss, 2010) and 

have even questioned the benefit and relevance of this discussion as it could 
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be diverting attention from focusing on the purposes of ECEC and educators 

in a troubling world (Moss, 2010). On the one hand, the reforms have 

highlighted the relevance of educators’ practice in society and provided them 

with a sense of professionalism, and in several countries led to an increase in 

practitioners’ salaries and improvements in their working conditions in terms of 

teacher-child ratios and working hours (OECD, 2017, 2020). However, on the 

other hand, the managerial basis and performativity emphasis of these policies 

promote practices that are conflicting with the key characteristics of the ECEC 

field (Ailwood, 2008; Dalli & Urban, 2010; Fenech et al., 2006; Osgood, 2006b; 

Urban, 2008).  

Assuming a direct and intrinsic association between professionalism and 

quality within ECEC services has led to the development of policies which are 

based on a managerial and technocratic understandings of these concepts 

which value objectivity, universality and predictability (Moss, 2016; Osgood, 

2006a; Sachs, 2001; Urban, 2008). In this line, many have exposed that most 

of these reforms are based on a managerial and audit culture (Apple, 2007; 

Osgood, 2004, 2010a) which assumes as truth the apparently objective 

systems of accountability and measurement (Dent & Whitehead, 2013; 

McGillivray, 2011). This managerial and technocratic understanding of 

professionalism has implied what some authors refer to as the 

“proletarianisation” of educators (Osgood, 2006a, p. 6), because of the 

negative impact these policies have had on the status of EC professionals. The 

awareness of the need for professionalisation is deeply-rooted in a deficit 

discourse surrounding the EC workforce that portrays EC practitioners as 

lacking in the knowledge and skills that would make them professionals 

(McGillivray, 2008; Osgood, 2006a, 2012; Urban, 2008). Aiming to tackle this 

problem, tight regulations have proliferated which have increased educators’ 

workloads with an emphasis on educators’ performativity and reaching highly 

technical standards. This has undermined practitioners’ professional autonomy 

and their critical reflexivity to adapt their practice to suit the needs and 

particularities of their work contexts, which are crucial elements of being 

professional (Moyles, 2001). Furthermore, the improvements on salaries and 
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working conditions, although important, are far from reflective of the relevance 

of the EC workers, and they have not equated the status of early years practice 

to that of other professions (Moss, 2010). 

Another important criticism of this conceptualisation of professionalism lies in 

the conflict between the nature of managerial values and ideology and the 

nature of (early childhood) educational practice (Ailwood, 2008; Fenech et al., 

2006; Hargreaves, 2000; Osgood, 2006a; Sachs, 2001). For instance, Osgood 

(2004, 2006b, 2010a) has argued that policies based on a managerial agenda 

praise stereotypically masculine practices such as competition and 

effectiveness to the detriment of stereotypically feminine values and practices, 

such as emotional commitment, care and collaboration that have traditionally 

characterised ECEC provision. Likewise, others have pointed out that 

managerial understandings of professionalism increase the divide between 

education and care within this field (Bennett, 2003; Van Laere et al., 2012), 

again to the detriment of the caring dimension that is essential to this field and 

considered indispensable for quality ECEC provision (OECD, 2017). 

All these arguments highlight how the search for professionalism is 

jeopardising the political dimension that is at the core of ECEC services. It  

portrays educators as technicians who implement  predesigned policies rather 

than actively participating in their construction and improvement (Cannella, 

1997; Fenech et al., 2006; Moss, 2010, 2014; Osgood, 2006a; Urban, 2008). 

It is important to add that most of the theories and knowledge on which the 

experts have structured educational reforms have been developed in English-

speaking and European countries that do not necessarily reflect the 

experiences of early years practitioners across the world. Therefore, and 

because of the increasing “policy transfer” (Ball, 2012a, p. 10), Chilean EC 

educators have been marginalised twice, excluded from the hierarchy of 

knowledge production (Urban, 2008) and by the ignorance of the 

characteristics of their demographic, working context and the practical 

knowledge developed. Critical scholars have referred to this issue as post- or 

neo-colonialism in the ECEC field (Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Galdames, 2012). 
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Defining professionalism through the standardisation of knowledge and 

practice is particularly problematic in the ECEC field due to the great variety 

that characterises this level of education in terms of its structure and types of 

provision. The EC workforce is also highly heterogeneous in terms of their initial 

training, type of employment, salaries and social status, which makes it even 

more difficult to define a universal way of being a professional EC educator 

(Oberhuemer, 2018). Furthermore, there is growing acknowledgement of the 

complexity of EC practice, not only in terms of the specialised knowledge 

practitioners need, but importantly that it entails engaging in relationships with 

children, their families and communities, all of which are uncertain and 

unpredictable. Mathias Urban refers to the ECEC practice as “a messy 

business” (Urban, 2008, p. 144) arguing that EC professionals must continually 

make sense of these relationships in situ, and to be able to do this they rely on 

their own experiences and moral values rather than on the application of 

technical knowledge or specific standards (Urban, 2008). In this line, Dahlberg 

et al. (2007, p. viii) highlight that educators “face choices that are not technical 

but political, philosophical and ethical”, while Harwood et al. (2013, p. 5) stress 

the role of “presence” of the educator and embodied knowledge that is crucial 

in the tacit dimensions of the complex roles and responsibilities of EC 

educators. 

What counts (or not) as professionalism and how it is defined in public policies 

is crucial to understanding professional identities; as Osgood argues (2012), it 

is within this framework that educators (re)produce, negotiate, and resist 

dominant ways to be a professional educator. However, it is crucial to 

emphasise that this process of construction is not only personal but also 

collective as identities also imply belonging to a particular group in society 

which differentiates the particular group from others (O’Connor, 2008). 

Assuming that professionalism is complex leads to an understanding of 

professional identities as messy, multiple, and ever-changing.  

Analysing the construction of professional identities is critical to developing a 

complex and ecological reconceptualisation of professionalism that could 
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improve this practice in a sustainable way (Arndt et al., 2020; Day, 2002; Miller 

et al., 2012). This is especially relevant and urgent in the (early childhood) 

education system in Chile as it has been considered the first experiment of 

neoliberalism in the world (Harvey, 2007), framing and reconstructing our 

understanding of education within market logics. Acknowledging the high social 

inequalities existing in the country, which are reflected in its educational system 

(Bellei, 2013; Pardo & Adlerstein, 2016), studying ECEC professional identities 

in Chile represents an opportunity to understand the ways in which this social 

segmentation impacts upon and shapes these professional identities. The 

study of professional identities in the ECEC field is recently emerging in Chile. 

Although the ECEC profession has more than 150 years of history in the 

country, it has been greatly neglected in the education field and has historically 

been marginalised within educational policies which are developed and applied 

without considering the particularities of this practice (Poblete Núñez & 

Falabella, 2020).  

 Personal motivations  

I began this research aiming to find a way to help ECEC students to become 

more efficient professionals, capable of understanding and applying the 

appropriate methods and theories to their practice. Driven by my experience 

as an educational psychologist and lecturer in two pre-service teacher training 

programmes in Chile, it had become clear to me that connecting theory to 

practice was a key difficulty not only for my students but commonly shared as 

a problem across ECEC pre-service programmes. Furthermore, at the time, 

two standardised assessments for teachers had just been developed3, aiming 

to improve teachers’ professionalism. Interestingly, it was only after the 

implementation of these tests were the definitions of the pedagogical and 

content knowledge standards presented as public policy. The test showed poor 

performance among recently-graduated EC educators which was directly 

attributed to the poor quality of ECEC Initial Training Programmes, or the lack 

 
3 The two standardised test for teachers implemented in Chile were the Teacher’s Performance Assessment System (BCN, 2004), that in the ECEC field included only EC educators working 

at school level, but excluded those working at nurseries. The second test- the INICIA teacher Assessment (2008)- was implemented firstly on voluntary basis and was designed for newly 

graduates. In 2016, under the law of that installed the Chilean System for Teacher Professional Development (BCN, 2016), this test became a mandatory part of this system. 
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of experience of pre-service educators in the field, usually referred to as “not 

being professional yet”. Similarly, the national standardised teacher 

assessment exposed the lack of professionalism of in-service EC educators 

(Pardo & Adlerstein, 2016). However, while pre-service EC educators 

appeared to be unprofessional because of failing to reach the standards, the 

standards were neither questioned by my students, nor by the EC educators, 

and critically neither by myself nor any of my colleagues, the educators of future 

EC practitioners. Therefore, as Osgood (2010a, p. 120) stated, “being 

‘professional’ or having ‘professional status’ was an accolade that could be 

attained by demonstrating a series of competences”.  

These externally-defined technical competences had very rapidly become the 

hegemonic discourse in terms of what it implies to be professional in this field, 

while the experience of EC educators, often working in extremely poor contexts 

with precarious infrastructure and lack of resources of any kind, was immensely 

neglected. The literature has warned that, these top-down predefined policies 

may be reshaping practitioners’ practices and understandings of their role (Ball, 

2003; Osgood, 2006a) dictating what educators should know and do in their 

work regardless of the scenario in which they work. As the criticism has been 

focused on educators’ individual performance, the critical scholarship is robust 

in exposing the relevance of the multiple elements affecting such performance 

(Arndt et al., 2020; Dahlberg et al., 2007; Day, 2002; Day et al., 2007; Miller et 

al., 2012; Osgood, 2010a; Urban, 2008). As I engaged, through the PhD 

journey, the use of poststructuralist theories in the ECEC field (Cannella, 1997; 

Dahlberg et al., 2007; MacNaughton, 2005; Moss, 2014; Urban, 2010; 

Vandenbroeck et al., 2017), I realised the imperative need to deconstruct and 

reconceptualise what it means to be professional in the ECEC field, importantly 

stressing the political role of ECEC educators. Aware that the increasing  

concern about standards had diverted us, as Peter Moss (2010) had warned, 

from focusing on a more comprehensive understanding of what is implied by 

being an EC educator, I adopted a systemic or ecological approach to 

understand its complexity and thus promote a reflective practice and 

sustainable improvement (Arndt et al., 2020; Miller et al., 2012; Urban, 2008).  
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 Scope and Research Questions 

This research is driven by my interests in understanding how EC educators 

make sense of their professionalism within such contradictory discourses. They 

are simultaneously praised as the most important actors in children’s 

development and learning, while their work, and themselves, are permanently 

being undermined as lacking and/or not requiring specialisation (Osgood, 

2012). Furthermore, EC educators’ views have been greatly marginalised and 

neglected in both academia and public policies in Chile.  

In this context, studying the process of constructing professional identities of 

EC educators working in a diversity of provisions opens an opportunity to see 

through their eyes and listen to their voices. Thus, this contributes to a more 

complex reflection about what it entails to be a professional EC educator. As 

mentioned above, although there is an increasing body of literature analysing 

professional identities in the ECEC field, in Chile it is still incipient. Most 

research has focused on defining or understanding the professional role and 

identifying the attributes and knowledge of educators that are considered 

relevant by different actors (Pardo Quinones, 2019; Viviani, 2016), educators’ 

understandings about the ECEC field (Galdames, 2019) or their responses to 

particular policies (Pardo & Adlerstein, 2020). However, understanding how EC 

educators construct, negotiate and resist discourses about professionalism in 

the ECEC field and make sense of their professional and personal identity has 

been left aside.  

This study aims to understand how EC educators in Chile construct their 

professional identities. There are three questions that guide this research: 

1. What are the currently available discourses about professionalism in the 

ECEC field in Chile?  

2. What are the technologies of power and modes of domination in these 

discourses that position educators as professionals (or not) in the ECEC 

field?  
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3. How do in-service Chilean educators draw upon, negotiate and resist 

these discourses to constitute themselves as more/less professional in 

the Chilean ECEC field? 

I believe that by analysing and deconstructing the hegemonic discourses of 

professionalism will promote the development of alternatives ways of doing 

ECEC and consequently reshape the roles of educators not only in their 

relationships with children in the classrooms but also the role they have in 

society.   

This work therefore contributes to the increasing literature that seeks to 

reconceptualise work in the ECEC field, informing policies through the 

development of a situated understanding of professionalism that considers the 

experience of those working in the field and which has the potential to 

strengthen the EC profession. In a context where the COVID-19 pandemic has 

defied our normality all over the world, reconceptualising the work of EC 

educators is paramount and presents a critical opportunity to (re)build more 

complex, sustainable, and inclusive ways to be an EC professional. 

 Key Terms 

Considering the situatedness of professionalism and professional identities, it 

is important to define and explain the rationale of key terminology which is used 

in this study in relation to the Chilean context. This section discusses 

terminology referring to two main concepts, the first is the type of provision of 

early years services, and the second alludes to its workforce. 

 Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) 

The provision of educational services for early childhood has been referred to 

using a variety of terms in the international literature and policy documents. 

Among the different terms used are: childcare; day-care; preschool; 

kindergarten; early years education; early childhood education; early childhood 

education, care and development; or early childhood education and care. This 
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multiplicity of terms reflects a tension between care and education, two key 

elements of early years services, which drive, and to some extent differentiate, 

the purposes of the early years provision. Childcare and day-care have 

traditionally targeted children under 3 years old with services typically related 

to looking after children to promote their parents’ (mostly mothers’) participation 

in the labour market and with a social focus on improving socioeconomic 

disadvantage; preschool or kindergarten services, however, are usually 

directed toward children between 4 and 6 years old, and their emphasis is on 

promoting children’s learning and development (Bennett, 2003). In 

differentiating these two types of services I do not aim to state that there is a 

clear boundary between them in terms of care and education or that there is 

an exclusive association for instance between day-care and care and 

kindergarten and education. Care and education are inextricably linked in the 

purposes and culture of early years services. Nevertheless, although there has 

been an acknowledgement that care and education are two central and 

indivisible dimensions of quality early years services (Moyles, 2001; OECD, 

2001, 2006), they are still being considered as dichotomic and competing 

approaches in the field (Moss, 2014; OECD, 2006; Taggart, 2011).  

In this study, I have chosen to use the term Early Childhood Education and 

Care (ECEC) aiming to emphasise the importance of combining both education 

and care in the provision of these services. Even though Chile has an 

integrated early years system, in which all services are subject to the structures 

imposed by the Ministry of Education and practitioners are trained to work in 

any type of service with children under 6 years old; care and education do not 

have the same status in the early years field. The care dimension is still highly 

undermined in educational policies and therefore I believe that it is important 

to highlight both care and education when referring to this field.  

 ECEC Workforce 

There is great diversity in the labels or terms used to refer to early years 

workers and these are reflective of the diverse type of training, qualifications, 

experiences and other requirements for working as an EC practitioner in 
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different contexts (OECD, 2001). Thus, the terms used to refer to early years 

practitioners are understood as situated, and they speak not only about the 

requirements that each country has defined to work in this field, but they also 

expose the tensions existing within the ECEC field and with other education 

levels (Oberhuemer et al., 2010). In this study, the choice of terms used to 

identify practitioners was an important element in shaping the understanding 

of professional identities. In Chile, “educator” (educador/a) is the official term 

used to refer to professionals who work directly with young children and which 

differentiates them from primary school teachers. The term ‘educator’ is the 

official title given to the individuals holding a bachelor’s degree in early years 

education provided, until 2015, either by a University or a Professional 

Institute4. Since the creation of the first initial training programme for EC 

educators in 1944, this title was carefully selected to emphasise the 

comprehensive educational approach in early years and explicitly differentiates 

these practitioners from primary school teachers (Peralta, 2012; Poblete Núñez 

& Falabella, 2020). Additionally, within the early years field, educators are 

differentiated from other staff working directly with children, particularly from 

EC technicians (técnicos) also called EC assistants. Assistants differ from 

practitioners in terms of qualifications and their role in the ECEC services. The 

requirement to work as an early childhood assistant in Chile is to hold a diploma 

in early years education obtained either at a tertiary (vocational) education 

centre or at a vocational-track secondary school (Pardo & Adlerstein, 2016). 

Consequently, in Chile the name ‘educator’ carries relevant meaning that is 

central to the construction of being a professional in the early years field 

stressing important elements of the discourse of care as well as class, which 

will be discussed in the following sub-section.  

While I acknowledge that the terms teacher, pedagogue and practitioner are 

used internationally to refer to those working in early years services 

(Oberhuemer, 2005), in this thesis I have decided to use the terms ‘educators’ 

and ‘practitioners’ indistinctively to refer to the professional individuals working 

 
4 Since 2016, a new law created the System for Teacher Professional Development (Law Nº 20.903 que crea el Sistema de Desarrollo Profesional Docente) which states that only universities 

may provide a bachelor degree for EC educators and all other pedagogies. 
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with young children, either at a nursery or preschool service. The purpose of 

using educator is to remain as closely aligned with the Chilean use of the term 

as possible, due to the power relationship it involves in the construction of 

professional identities in the early years field in Chile. Furthermore, I also use 

the word practitioner to avoid redundancy and because it is used widely in the 

literature in reference to early years workers, and in contrast with ‘teacher’ and 

‘pedagogue’, it does not carry a particular meaning in the Chilean education 

system. When I refer to non-professional staff working with children, I will use 

the term ‘technician’ or ‘assistant’ and by using the term ‘teacher’ I designate a 

professional teacher working in a primary (or secondary) school. Teachers are 

trained and receive a bachelor’s degree in education that can be either in 

primary education or secondary education.  

 Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is structured into nine chapters. The introductory chapter has 

presented the rationale that has motivated this study, informed its purpose, and 

shaped the research questions. This chapter has also defined the key terms 

that are used in this study.  

Chapter Two provides an overview of the Chilean ECEC field, included to 

contextualise for the reader the scenario in which this study was conducted. 

The purpose of Chapter Two is to allow for a more complex understanding of 

the social, cultural, and historical elements that have shaped ECEC and the 

discourses that are currently available in this field, discussed further in the 

analysis chapters in which EC educators’ professional identities are 

constructed.  

Chapter Three discussed the literature review on professional identities in early 

years education which informs this study and highlights the gap in the literature 

to which this research contributes.  

In relation to the literature review, Chapter Four discusses the poststructural 

and feminist theoretical frameworks on which this study is grounded and 
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argues about the critical contribution of including an intersectional approach. In 

this chapter I reflect on the implications that this theoretical framework implies 

both for the study and for myself as a researcher, and the considerations that 

I considered while completing this endeavour.  

Chapter Five discusses the methodology that was used in this study, 

presenting the philosophical considerations in relation to the theoretical 

framework and its implications on the research design and data analysis. This 

chapter also provides the rationale about decisions that were taken at different 

moments in the study, including the selection of participants and the choice to 

use interviews and focus groups as methods of data collection. In this chapter 

I also provide details about the fieldwork including the ECEC provisions in 

which participants worked and discuss the process of data analysis. Finally, I 

reflect about the ethical implications and my positionality as a researcher.  

Chapter Six is the first discussion chapter and examines gendered and 

religious discourses that shape the professional identity of EC educators 

through the deconstruction of the notion of vocation in EC educators. In this 

chapter I analyse gender and religion as two entwined discourses that are 

difficult to differentiate in ECEC in Chile, how these are reproduced and 

resisted through the notion of vocation and the implications on educators’ 

professional identities. 

Chapter Seven moves the discussion to the economic and specifically the 

neoliberal discourse of being a professional educator in Chile, and analyses 

two technologies of power that are key in the construction and perpetuation of 

the entrepreneurial identity of EC educators.  

Chapter Eight analyses how discourses of childhood shape professional 

identities among Chilean EC educators. As EC educators engage with young 

children on daily basis, the way they understand their relationship with 

childhood is critical to understand educators’ professional identities in relation 

with how they understand childhood. In this chapter I draw attention to the 

construction of childhood as vulnerable, focusing the analysis on how this 
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dominant discourse simultaneously embodied tensions with many other 

understandings of childhood, thus shaping the construction of professional 

identities.    

Finally, in Chapter Nine I discuss the implications of this research for EC 

educators in Chile, their social status and their professional development as 

well as the relevance of this research to promoting new ways of understanding 

professionalism in this field. I reflect on the limitations of this research, analyse 

further questions that this study has opened-up and propose how to continue 

to contribute to promoting complex, critical and ecological views of 

professionalism in ECEC, including the voices of assistants, parents, and 

children. 

 Conclusion 

In this introductory chapter I have discussed the rationale that led me to 

conduct research on EC educators’ professional identities and the main 

motivations that have guided this research. Having reflected on a review of the 

literature surrounding professionalism and professional identities among EC 

educators, I have defined the scope of this study and presented the research 

aims and questions while highlighting the significance of conducting this 

research with EC educators in the Chilean context. Furthermore, this 

introduction has discussed key terms that are relevant to situating this study, 

specifically defining how early childhood education and care (ECEC) and how 

its workforce are configured in this research.  Finally, the outline of the thesis 

is presented.  Chapter Two provides the reader with an overview of the Chilean 

ECEC field. 
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Chapter 2. The context of the Chilean ECEC system. 

 Introduction 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is defined in Chile within the 

General Law of Education (LGE, 2009, art 18) as: 

“The first educational level that provides a whole service to 

children from their birth until their entrance to primary education, 

without being a compulsory antecedent to the former. Its 

purpose is to promote in a systematic, opportune and pertinent 

way the whole development of the child and relevant learning, 

according to the curricular bases determined in conformity with 

this law, supporting the family in its instituted role of first 

educator.” 

This chapter discusses the socio-historical context of ECEC in Chile that led it 

to be considered as described in the above law. This revision is relevant as it 

sheds light on how discourses about professionalism have been constructed 

in the ECEC field (Foucault, 1982). 

This chapter describes in seven sections the shifts in early childhood 

practitioners’ professional roles and social status within the Chilean 

sociopolitical situation that has shaped the overall definition of ECEC. Section 

two briefly discusses the most relevant milestones in the history of the ECEC 

field, highlighting the integrated system and the relevance of the educational 

dimensions since the beginning of the development of this field in Chile. 

Section three analyses how the dictatorship period, between 1973 and 1990, 

reshaped the educational system in the country, with special emphasis on the 

regime’s impact on ECEC Then, the fourth section focuses on the impact of 

these neoliberal educational reforms on EC training and professionalism that 

are central to understanding the complexities of the construction of 

professional identities in this study. Section five provides more description of 

the way the provision of ECEC in Chile is organised, aiming to provide a picture 

to better understand the reasons that this study included EC educators working 

at different levels and through different types of administration of ECEC 

services. In relation to this, section 6 discusses specifically the main paths to 
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becoming part of the ECEC workforce in Chile. Finally, the chapter concludes 

by highlighting the central elements of the Chilean ECEC field that are 

considered in this study.  

 Historical context of ECEC in Chile 

This section briefly presents the historical context of the early years provision 

in Chile, to initiate the reader in the important milestones of this field which will 

allow for a better understanding of some of the main features that today are 

taken for granted and considered essential in what counts as being 

professional in the ECEC field in the country.  

With more than 150 years of history, the ECEC level in Chile has a long 

tradition (Peralta, 2011, 2016). An important characteristic of the Chilean 

ECEC system is the traditional integration of its services within the education 

system. Although New Zealand has been acknowledged as “the first country in 

the world to integrate responsibility for the whole range of [ECEC] services 

within the education system” through the educational reforms of the 1980s 

(Moss, 2000, p. 36), Chilean ECEC has been regulated by the Ministry of 

Education since 1965 (BCN, 1965). This is relevant because it provides a 

sense of identity that combines the care and educational dimensions of ECEC 

practice (Poblete & Falabella, 2020).  However, the historical development of 

the ECEC field in Chile, in the 19th century, associated with the charitable role 

of the church, has played a critical role in the way professionalism is 

understood in this field until today.  

Created at the end of the 18th century, the first ECEC services in Chile were 

developed drawing on the Maisons d’Asile in France. Run by Catholic nuns, 

these provisions were designed to protect, save and civilise children from the 

most disadvantaged sectors of society as they were considered especially 

vulnerable to the pernicious influence of their households (Abett de la Torre 

Díaz, 2011; Caiceo Escudero, 2011; Peralta, 2016). This social and caring view 

of ECEC was combined during the first decade of the 20th century, with the 

influence of the Swiss pedagogue Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and his disciple 
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Frederic Froëbel, and subsequently promoted by the teachers from the Chilean 

Normal School. This provided the ECEC field in Chile with an educational 

purpose since its beginning, with a pedagogy that situated children and their 

developmental needs at the centre of the practice.  

An important milestone in the development of discourses on professionalism 

in the ECEC field was the creation in 1944 of the first initial training programme 

for EC educators at the Universidad de Chile. This programme consolidated 

the academic profile of this occupation and marked the inclusion, although 

incipient, of ECEC as a professional career. This programme is relevant for the 

construction of discourses as it clearly differentiated EC educators from 

primary school teachers, not only through a specific child-centred curriculum 

but also by naming these professionals “educators” instead of preceptors or 

teachers (Adlerstein & Pardo, 2019). 

Another relevant milestone was the creation of the National Board of Early 

Childhood Education and Care (hereafter JUNJI, for its initials in Spanish) in 

1970. JUNJI was the first institution in Chile and Latin America responsible for 

the whole ECEC system; that included the provision of ECEC services and the 

development of its curriculum as well as the regulation of the services. It 

situated this level of education as a responsibility of the state, highlighting its 

own specificity and requirements. The creation of JUNJI installed for the first 

time in Chile a clear democratic purpose of the educational system as it was 

thought of as the main ECEC provision for all of society. However, these ideas 

did not last long, as the coup d’état in 1973 destroyed the democratic ambition, 

and importantly shifted the purposes, of the ECEC field towards a hygienic and 

social role.  

 The neoliberal experiment: educational policies during 
dictatorship. 

The strong repression and political persecution of the military regime, which 

began with the coup d’état in 1973, was the perfect scenario for “the first 

experiment with neoliberal state transformation” (Harvey, 2007, p. 7). The 
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introduction of this economic rationale completely transformed the public 

sphere of Chilean society (Bellei, 2015; Klein, 2008; Mönckeberg, 2000). This 

was especially relevant within the field of education and brought direct 

consequences in terms of the structure and purposes of early childhood 

education, as well as in the role and social status of the early years workforce 

(MINEDUC, 2006). It is not the purpose of this thesis to discuss in detail the 

neoliberal reforms in Chile during that period; several authors have achieved 

that task (Bellei et al., 2014; Gregorutti, 2012; Mizala & Torche, 2012, 2012; 

Murnane et al., 2017). However, it is important to provide the context of the 

main reforms to allow for a better understanding of the current structure, and 

today’s political debates surrounding ECEC within the educational system in 

Chile. 

Neoliberalism is understood in this study following Harvey’s definition.  

“A theory of political economic practices that proposes that 

human wellbeing can best be advanced by liberating individual 

entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional 

framework characterized by strong private property rights, free 

market, and free trade.” (Harvey, 2007, p. 2) 

Therefore, it is not considered as a unique and stable entity (Fischman et al., 

2003; Moss, 2014). In this study this definition is useful as it refers to the broad 

principles underlining neoliberalism which are the assumption and promotion 

of individual entrepreneurial freedoms, facilitating and promoting the inclusion 

of privatisation, and an understanding of education as operating by the laws of 

the free market and trade. Although most of these measures were targeted at 

formal education and not to ECEC in particular, the impact of the neoliberal 

rationale contributed to redefining the ways of understanding education in the 

country. 

One of the first measures installed in the educational system in the 1980s was 

the decentralisation of schools through transferring their administration to local 

municipalities. A voucher-type funding subsidy was introduced as a strategy to 

promote competition among schools and to promote the inclusion of private 
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actors within this new educational market (Mizala & Romaguera, 2000). 

Therefore, a new type of institution was created, the private-subsidised school, 

which had private stakeholders but received this subsidy according to the 

enrolment achieved. Public and private-subsidised schools then must compete 

to attract students, which implies “a real experience of school choice” (Mizala 

& Romaguera, 2000, p. 393). The development of a standardised test, SIMCE5, 

was critical to ensuring the development of competition in this educational 

market as it was thought to provide parents with an objective indicator of the 

quality of education that would help them choose the best school. This test has 

importantly reduced the understanding of quality, as it dismissed completely all 

other factors from school, families, and social contexts that clearly impact upon 

student’s outcomes. It also denied all other indicators of broader and more 

complex understandings of quality in education that have been discussed in 

the literature (Dahlberg et al., 2007; Moss, 2016).  

Similar strategies were implemented at tertiary and higher education levels, 

where the inclusion of private institutes and universities was heavily promoted, 

creating a new educational market based on the same principles of competition 

and freedom of choice. This is relevant as it directly affected the training of EC 

educators as discussed in the next section. The Chilean Constitution, written 

during the dictatorship period, consolidated this neoliberal model defining the 

subsidiary role of the state in the education system, and ensuring the freedom 

of enterprise in education which allowed the proliferation of private educational 

institutions at all levels. This strongly and rapidly undermined the purpose of 

integrated education and care provision.  

As the country entered into one its most difficult socioeconomic and political 

crises during the 1980s, early years services were strictly focalised on the 

provision of social assistance to the more disadvantaged children, in particular 

 
5 SIMCE stands for Education Quality Measurement System, in Spanish Sistema de Medición de la Calidad de la Educación. It is until today a central policy in the formal education system. 

It initially assessed all students on annually at Year 4, 8 and 10.  
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the provision of food and care to counter the effects of the increasing rates of 

malnutrition and child mortality (Rojas Flores, 2010). The deep economic crisis 

brought millions of families into poverty, and the rate of malnutrition increased 

considerably to reach 70% for children under 5 years old at the end of 1970s 

(MINEDUC, 2006; Muzzo, 2002). JUNJI lost its educational purpose and 

shifted towards focusing almost exclusively on children’s nutrition and health 

(JUNJI, 2005a). Furthermore, the social role of ECEC was strengthened by the 

creation in 1975 of the National Foundation of Help to the Community 

(FUNACO)6. During this period, both institutions – JUNJI and FUNACO – 

prioritised their services for undernourished children living in situations of 

extreme poverty (Hermosilla, 1998).   

During the 1980s, the Kindergarten level (5-year-olds) was introduced into the 

formal school system to increase the coverage of ECEC. This is relevant as it 

ended the exclusivity of ECEC provision by and contributed to reshaping the 

landscape of the ECEC field in Chile (Adlerstein & Pardo, 2019). 

The return to democracy in 1990 signalled the reinstallation of a holistic 

educational purpose at the ECEC level. Among the main strategies 

implemented in this field was that FUNACO became the Educational 

Foundation for the Holistic Development of Children, known until today as 

Integra Foundation and this heralded the shift towards an educational instead 

of a social purpose (Caiceo Escudero, 2011). However, the neoliberal model 

was strengthened during this period through different strategies. In this line it 

is worth mentioning two policies. The first was the introduction of a shared 

funding mechanism, allowing private-subsidised providers to charge a fee per 

student to complement the state voucher. Conversely, public-municipal 

schools were not allowed to charge this fee which situated them in a position 

of disadvantage. This system operated under a market rationale where the 

school (supply) had freedom to fix the price which was mandatory for families 

who aimed to enrol their children in those schools (Bellei, 2015; Bellei et al., 

 
6 Fundación Nacional de Ayuda a la Comunidad [FUNACO] was created and directed by the wife of the dictator. It gathered multiple (feminine) charity projects of the military regime. The 

EC practitioners in this Institutions did not receive any special training but were local women who worked on voluntary bases.  
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2010). Nonetheless, in practice there was little opportunity for parents to 

choose the school. Although the purpose was to increase the subsidy of the 

schools, this created a profound segregation within the school system 

according to the financial capacity of families (Bellei et al., 2010). The second 

mechanism was the introduction for the first time of a voucher-type mechanism 

– the Funding Via Transference (hereafter VTF for its initials in Spanish) – in 

the ECEC field. This consisted of increasing the coverage of the public ECEC 

provision via JUNJI by allowing this institution to transfer funds per child and 

per annual attendance, to municipalities and non-profit organisations that 

provided ECEC services (Hermosilla, 1998; JUNJI, 2005a; Poblete Núñez & 

Falabella, 2020). This created private-subsidised nurseries and consequently 

a great disparity between these and public ECEC services, because the VTF 

subsidy constituted almost half of the total amount per child. These two policies 

are central to this study because they contributed to consolidating the ideas of 

an educational market and performativity in schools (Falabella, 2014), 

strengthening competition and creating an illusionary freedom of choice for 

parents. While the first one pertained to formal schooling, it impacted the ECEC 

levels (pre-kindergarten and kindergarten) as they were incorporated within 

these schools during the 1990s and 2000s. Recently, after years of students’ 

movements against neoliberal policies in Chile, this shared funding scheme 

and other mechanisms of school selection and profit in educational 

establishments that are in receipt public funds have gradually been eliminated 

through the School Inclusion Law (BCN, 2015). Until today, however, VTF 

nurseries are still operating in the same way as when they were created in 

1990s. 

 The impact of neoliberal reforms on ECEC professionalism 

The professional status of EC educators was critically affected by the reforms 

of the dictatorship period and these reforms aimed to de-professionalise 

teachers and educators. Initial training programmes were banned from 

universities and re-emerged in the new private tertiary vocational education 
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institutions7. This resulted in a mushrooming of unregulated teaching 

programmes, with almost no entry requirements, huge diversity among 

curricula, few or non-existent practicum courses, and poor infrastructure for, 

and preparation of, educators (Avalos, 2003). The explicit detriment of the 

teaching profession implied a considerable drop in teachers’ salaries, and their 

working conditions tended to be highly unstable in the private-subsidised 

schools (Avalos, 2003; Cox & Gysling, 1990; Núñez Prieto, 2002). This is 

critical as it reshaped the professional identity of EC educators, whose jobs 

had long been considered unprofessional, and non-specialised. As discussed 

in the literature, it was during this period in Chile that ECEC became a field in 

which working class women saw an opportunity to participate in the labour 

market without many requirements of knowledge or skill preparation (Skeggs, 

1997; Vincent and Braun, 2011). 

With the return to democracy, governments intended to re-establish teaching 

as a profession and required that all pedagogy programmes involve a four-year 

bachelor’s degree and were reinstated within universities, with the exception of 

ECEC. Early years teaching programmes continued to be provided at the 

tertiary level as they were not considered pedagogical programmes (Avalos, 

2002, 2003). Only recently, in 2016, the creation of the Chilean System for 

Teacher Professional Development (BCN, 2016) forbade the provision of initial 

teacher training (ITT) in professional institutes, including the programmes for 

EC educators, reinstating EC as a professional degree provided exclusively 

through university programmes.  

It is important to highlight that although there have been diverse entities that 

provide ITT in ECEC, what has not changed over time is the general focus of 

these programmes. This means that all programmes prepare EC educators to 

work with children from 0 to 6 years old, or their entry to compulsory primary 

school. Even though, as explained further in section 6, current ECEC services 

are divided between those provided within nurseries (children from 0 to 3 years 

 
7 The new private tertiary education institutions were the Professional Institutions and the Technical Formation Centres (Institutos Profesionales IP- and Centros de Formación Técnica- 

CFT). 
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old) and those provided within schools (children from 4 to 6 years old), there is 

no specialisation in the ITT programmes to work at either of these levels.  

Regaining a professional status has been a critical milestone in the 

professionalisation of EC educators, however, Chilean ECEC workers still have 

poor social status in the country. Nonetheless, a recent diagnostic of ECEC 

provision (Elige Educar, 2019) exposed that EC educators are still the worst 

paid professionals in the country, and that compared with teachers from other 

levels of education, educators spend more hours in front of children. This 

information is consistent with the TALIS survey (OECD, 2019a) which shows 

around 70% of ECEC educators report not being satisfied with their wages and 

consider their role is not valued in society. However, it is important to mention 

that it is expected that these difficulties would be seen to lessen progressively 

as different schools and nurseries are incorporated into the new Chilean 

System for Teacher Professional Development (Pardo & Adlerstein, 2020; 

Poblete Núñez & Falabella, 2020).  

The next section briefly explains the current organisation of ECEC provision in 

the country. 

 Provision of the Chilean ECEC system 

Chilean ECEC is regulated by the Ministry of Education, and particularly 

through the Vice Ministry of ECEC. The provision of ECEC in Chile is mixed 

and it is provided at two types of institution, i) nurseries, that receive children 

from 0 to 4 years old, and ii) schools, which receives children from 4 to 6 years 

old. Furthermore, there are three types of administration of these services: 

public, private-subsidised and private.  

At the nursery level, the public provision is mainly provided by two institutions: 

JUNJI and Integra Foundation8. As mentioned above, since 1996, there have 

also been private-subsidised nurseries, called VTF nurseries, that receive 

 
8 INTEGRA Foundation that replaced FUNACO is a private not-for-profit institution that provides public ECEC services. It is directed by the First Lady of the Republic, and it relates with the 

Ministry of Education through an annual agreement (MINEDUC, 2013) 
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public funds per child through JUNJI. Integra foundation also operates this 

scheme but has its own regulations and requirements. Then, there are also 

private nurseries which provide services charging a fee to families (Orrego & 

Sánchez, 2018). At the pre-school level, the public services are provided by 

the Ministry of Education through municipal schools (MINEDUC, 2013). 

Private-subsidised schools also include the ECEC level. These services are 

administrated by private entities and financed by a voucher scheme. Finally, 

there is the private sector, which does not receive funding from the state. It is 

relevant to point out that the Chilean educational system is highly segregated 

and the types of administration of schools or ECEC services are a close proxy 

for the socioeconomic status (SES) of the children and families that are 

enrolled in each one; that is, public services are usually a proxy for low SES, 

private-subsidised for mid-income families, and private for high-income families 

(Bellei, 2013). The organisation of ECEC levels and the types of institution that 

provide them are described in table 2.1. 
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Table 2.1. ECEC levels and service providers in Chile. 

ECEC LEVEL TYPE OF 
PROVIDER SUB-DIVISION CHILDREN’S AGE 

NURSERY 

NURSERY 

Junior nursery 85 days – 1 year old 

Senior nursery 1 – 2 years old 

MIDDLE 
LEVELS 

Junior middle level 2 – 3 years old 

Senior middle level 3 – 4 years old 

TRANSITION 
LEVEL 

SCHOOL 

First level of 
transition (NT1 for its 
initials in Spanish) or 

Pre-Kindergarten 

4 – 5 years old 

Second level of 
transition (NT2 for its 
initials in Spanish) or 

Kindergarten 

5 – 6 years old 

Source: Own elaboration, adapted from MINEDUC (2013).  

5.1. Coverage of different levels of ECEC  

Since the return to democracy in 1990, ECEC provision had tripled its coverage 

from 15.9% to 52% of children between 0 and 5 years old by 2015. 

Nevertheless, it is relevant to mention that this coverage varies according to 

the levels of ECEC, the administration of establishments and the 

socioeconomic status of children’s families (Ministerio de Desarrollo Social, 

2016). Regarding levels of ECEC, the transition levels - NT1 and NT2 - have 

the highest level of enrolment, reaching 90%. This contrasts with only 31.6% 

for junior and senior nursery levels (0- to 3-year-olds). Table 2.2 describes 

ECEC coverage by levels. 
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Table 2.2 Net ECEC coverage by ECEC level 

Year 
Junior 

Nursery 

Senior 

Nursery 

Junior 

Middle 

Level 

Senior 

Middle 

Level 

NT1 NT2 

Total 

ECEC 

coverage 

2016 10.1% 24.1% 30.7% 63.0% 90.9% 98.1% 52.6% 

Source: MINEDUC (2017). 

With respect to differences by type of provision, public provision represents a 

considerably higher proportion at the lower levels of ECEC which is a unique 

characteristic of the Chilean system. By contrast, Pre-Kindergarten (Pre-K) and 

Kindergarten have increased their coverage mainly through private-subsidised 

schools. Table 2.3 describes enrolment per type of institution nationally.  

Table 2.3 Total enrolment in ECEC per type of administrative dependence and ECEC 
level at the national level in 2018 

Type of 
provider 

Junior 
Nursery 

Senior 
Nursery 

Junior 
Middle 
Level 

Senior 
Middle 
Level 

NT1 NT2 Total 

Municipal 0 0 0 0 52740 66762 119502 

Local Service 
of Education9 - - - - 2838 3486 6324 

Private-
subsidised 5 27 374 1538 84445 109952 196341 

Private 36 234 2300 6931 19185 23063 51749 

JUNJI 19891 45980 51911 62516 9821 1430 191549 

Integra 6720 19749 27138 30313 4675 548 89143 

Total sub-
level 26652 65990 81723 101298 173704 205241 

654608 
TOTAL 
LEVEL 92642 183021 378945 

Source: MINEDUC (2019). 

 
9 Local Services of Education (Servicio Local de Educación) or SLEP are entities created under the Law of Public Education in 2017 (Law 21040) that would repalce Municipalities as 

stakeholders of public schools. One SLEP aggregate different municipalities. The installation of SLEPS has been progressive. Out of the 76 SLEP that will be created in Chile, in 2021 there 

were 6 operating.  
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The socioeconomic background of children’s families is another relevant 

indicator when analysing the variation of the coverage of ECEC provision in 

Chile. Data from the National Socioeconomic Characterisation Survey 

(hereafter CASEN Survey) (CASEN, 2017) show that even though coverage 

has increased at all levels, the quintile of the highest income presents with 

proportionally higher coverage at all levels of ECEC. Table 2.4 shows net 

enrolment by ECEC level and income quintile. The table also shows the total 

net enrolment rate for each quintile and each level of ECEC. 

 
Table 2.4 Net enrolment rates by ECEC level and income quintile in Chile  

 Income Quintile10 

Age of entry I II III IV V 

0-3  22.6% 27% 26.7% 33.6% 39% 

0-5 41.3% 44.6% 45.5% 51.9% 55% 

Source: CASEN 2015 (Ministerio de Desarrollo Social, 2016) 

When examining these differences in enrolment rate, it is important to consider 

the reasons for families not sending their children to ECEC, as these reflect not 

only the families’ contexts and possibilities but also their beliefs about the 

purposes of ECEC. According to the data from the CASEN Survey, 64% of 0-

to-3-year-olds are not enrolled in any ECEC service. Among these families, 

73% claimed that they do not consider ECEC services necessary as their 

children were taken care of at home, while 13% state that is not necessary to 

enrol their children in ECEC services because of the age of children, with 5% 

claiming that they have problems accessing ECEC services. In the case of 4-

to-5-year-olds, only 10% are not enrolled. Among these families, 61% prefer 

that their children stay at home, 10% believe is not relevant to attend at this 

 
10 The income quintile is composed by the sum of autonomous income and monetary transfers from the State received by a household. Income quintiles are equal size groups composed 

by the 20% of households sorted in ascending order where quintile I represents the 20% of lowest income and quintile V represents 20% of highest income. 
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age, while the reason of a lack of access to an ECEC service is 9% (Ministerio 

de Desarrollo Social, 2018). 

 Characteristics of the ECEC Workforce in Chile 

This section briefly describes the main characteristics of the ECEC 

practitioners’ workforce in Chile today. This is relevant to understanding the 

main aspects of the discourses about professionalism at this level of education, 

which will be further developed in the literature review in Chapter Four. 

As in most countries, in Chile the early childhood workforce is highly gendered 

(Cannella, 1997; Osgood, 2006b, 2012). In effect, about 97% of early childhood 

educators and assistants are women (Pardo & Adlerstein, 2016). There is an 

important body of literature that has stressed the implications of the feminine 

feature of this occupation on the social status, working conditions and 

professional identity of EC practitioners (Cannella, 1997; MacNaughton, 2000; 

Osgood, 2005; Osgood et al., 2006). This is a crucial feature of the ECEC 

workforce, and it is discussed in detail in the literature review and Chapter Six 

of this thesis. However, at this point it is relevant and important to highlight that 

the nature of this occupation and its social status are explained by the feminine 

composition of its workforce. 

As mentioned in section four of this chapter, between 1980  and 1990 there 

was an explosion in the numbers of private universities and tertiary education 

institutions that provided EC initial teacher training with scarce entry 

requirements (Avalos, 2004). This was an important opportunity for young 

women, especially from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, to obtain a diploma 

and enter the labour market. Since 1980s, in Chile there still are two paths that 

prepare to work in ECEC services. The first is a vocational path, which leads 

to an ECEC technician diploma11. In turn, this track has two different options: i) 

technical-vocational high schools12 or ii) private tertiary education institutes. In 

 
11 ECEC technicians are also called EC assistants and they usually work as part of a pedagogical team lead by an EC educator.  

12 Educación Técnico Profesional (ETP). In Chile the technical-vocational education is a modality of high school which prepares students for work in a specific field. It differs from the 

Scientific-Humanist high-school modality which has a general and academic orientation.  
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any case these are two-years programmes concluding with the award of a 

diploma. The second path is the professional track that included initial teacher 

training programmes at Universities and Tertiary Education Institutions 

(Professional Institutes). These programmes had a duration of 4 or 5 years and 

are conducted to award a bachelor’s degree in ECEC and the title of EC 

educator.  

Professionals are responsible for planning classroom activities, whereas 

assistants have a role focused mainly on the ‘caring’ aspects, such as helping 

to clean and feed children (MINEDUC, 2013). Since 1990s, the number of EC 

educators who have obtained a bachelor degree has increased by 113%, with 

ECEC being one of the most in-demand professional programmes (Avalos, 

2002; MINEDUC, 2013). At the moment of data collection of this study in 2015, 

in Chile 56% of EC educators had studied at a university and 44% in tertiary 

institutions. Until 2016, there were at least 50 institutions providing the 

professional path, with around 130 different programmes13 (Viviani, 2016). 

Around half of these institutions did not have entry requirements to the 

programmes (MINEDUC, 2013). As explained above, this has changed and 

since 2016 with only universities being allowed to provide ITT.  

The division of roles between the professional and the vocational path is highly 

relevant to this study, as the professional identity of EC educators is importantly 

based on the rejection of being considered as a technician, because this role 

is associated to with lower status, inferior working conditions, and lack of 

specialised knowledge. As described in the literature, the difference between 

these roles is related to the balance between education and care in which the 
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former dimension is more valued than the latter (Bennett, 2003; Moss, 2000; 

Yoshie et al., 2010). International research has shown that in split ECEC 

systems, professional educators tend to work in the educational provision, 

while less qualified practitioners work mainly in the childcare system (Miller, 

2008a; Roberts-Holmes, 2013). In Chile, the General Law of Education (LGE) 

requires one EC educator in each ECEC setting regardless of the provision or 

age of the children (LGE, 2009). However, it is also stated that the EC educator 

should take on administrative responsibilities in these ECEC settings. This 

implies that it is possible that one EC educator could have both an 

administrative and a pedagogical role within an institution. In these cases, while 

the EC educator elaborates the lesson plans and is responsible for children, it 

is usually the assistants who implement the different activities and spend time 

in the classroom with children.   

 Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the socio-historical contexts and institutions that 

have shaped ECEC provision and practitioners’ identities in Chile. It is 

important to highlight that ECEC has a long history in the country in which the 

educational dimension has been present since its beginning with an important 

influence of German pedagogy, especially form Frederik Froebel. Important 

influences in the construction of Chilean ECEC have been the social movement 

of women that intersects their own demands for being included in the labour 

market and the right of their children to be cared-for and receive a holistic 

education. The creation of JUNJI is an example of this and has been 

recognised as pioneering in Latin America in offering holistic public services 

which are inclusive of both education and care elements, through play-based 

and child-centred pedagogy that has also integrated health, nutritional and 

caring services. Sadly, the coup d’état in 1973 and the following dictatorship 

destroyed this institution and reshaped the whole (EC) education system in 

Chile, creating an educational market and undermining the professional role of 

EC educators, a phenomenon which persists until today. Within this context, 

the different policies that have been in place since the return   democracy in 

1990 have signified important progress in terms of coverage, although more 
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slowly in terms of quality. However, the lack of a coherent and systemic vision 

of ECEC in relation to compulsory education has created a fragmentation of 

this field regarding requirements to operate, funding and type of provision. 

Furthermore, although in recent decades the role of EC educators has been a 

concern for academics and policy-makers, they continue to be at the lowest 

extreme of the professional careers, with poor working conditions and social 

status.  
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Chapter 3. Literature Review 

 Introduction 

In this chapter I discuss the literature review that maps the terrain in which this 

research is situated. I critically engage with international discussion about what 

counts as professionalism in early years education, highlighting the relevant 

issues to expose the broader background in which this topic has increasingly 

been installed in early years educational policy and academic debate. The 

chapter is structured into four main sections. Section two is subdivided with the 

first sub-section presenting analysis of how professionalism has become a core 

concept within this field and its relation to discourses of human capital and 

quality in (early childhood) education. I discuss the tensions that are present in 

the literature and the implications for the early years workforce. The second 

sub-section focuses on the literature pertaining to professional identities in the 

ECEC field internationally, emphasising the purposes and relevance attributed 

to this topic. In the third section, I analyse three dominant discourses that shape 

professional identities in the ECEC field which are highlighted in the literature 

and explore the ways in which they subjectivise educators as professionals or 

not, the tensions produced and the intersections between the different 

discourses and practitioners’ subjectivities as professionals. The chapter 

closes with concluding remarks. 

 Be(coming) a Professional in Early Childhood Education 
and Care 

2.1. The need for professionalism  

The emergence of the ECEC sector in the policy agenda has put practitioners 

at the centre of the debate on the need to professionalise the early years 

workforce (Arndt et al., 2018; Brock, 2006; Dalli & Urban, 2010; Lazzari et al., 

2013; Cable and Miller, 2010; OECD, 2015; Osgood, 2012; Urban, 2008). The 

relevance of the work of practitioners rocketed when they were identified as 

the main (f)actor in ensuring the quality of ECEC services (Barnett, 2003; 

OECD, 2017; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002; Sylva et al., 2010), leading to them 
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being situated as the saviours of childhood, the economy, and society (Gibson, 

2015; Osgood, 2012). Nevertheless, this crucial role did not result in a better 

situation for nursery workers, but on the contrary, it raised concerns about their 

preparation, triggering the urgency of improving early years practice, 

traditionally considered as a non-professional occupation (Dalli & Urban, 2010; 

Osgood, 2009; Urban, 2008). 

Research has focused on linking practitioners’ attributes which would be 

considered to define their professionalism – specialised knowledge, skills, and 

qualifications – with the quality of ECEC services and children’s outcomes 

(Barnett, 2003; Early et al., 2006), exposing the low quality of ECEC services 

and the poor preparation of the early years workforce which, in turn, increased 

emphasis on the need to develop a professional workforce in this field 

(Burchinal et al., 2002; Early et al., 2007; Miller, 2008b; Saracho & Spodek, 

1993; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Consequently, there has been an 

international upsurge in the creation of policies aiming to professionalise this 

occupation based on the assumption that a higher degree of professionalism 

among the EC workforce, defined as “improving the quality and standards of 

practice”, would lead to the professionalisation, understood as “improving 

status and standing”, of this occupation (Hargreaves, 2000, p. 152). Across the 

world this implied the development of highly technical standards of the 

specialised knowledge and skills of professional practice and determined the 

type of training and qualifications required to be(come) professional (Dalli & 

Urban, 2010; Ortlipp et al., 2011b; Osgood, 2009, 2012; Pardo & Woodrow, 

2014; Peeters, 2008; Urban, 2008; Woodrow, 2007). These strategies have 

been developed under the assumption of professionalism as an objective, 

technocratic, universal and apolitical attribute that the early childhood 

education workforce should achieve with the promise of a consequently higher 

social status and working conditions.  

Although there is important consensus about the need for professionalise this 

field, several authors warned that it is a “double-edged sword” (Cannella, 1997, 

p. 3) that on one hand is key for strengthening position of early years in the 
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labour market and increase the social status and respect for its workforce, but 

on the other, the professional discourse entails an important risk of controlling 

rather than empowering this occupation and workforce (Cannella, 1997; Moss, 

2003; Osgood, 2010a). Taking this into account, the traditional paradigm of 

professionalism has been criticised as it appears not to be applicable and is 

often undermining of the early years practice (Cannella, 1997; Dalli, 2008; Dalli 

& Urban, 2010; Day, 2002; Hargreaves, 2000; Osgood, 2006b, 2010a; Peeters, 

2008; Sachs, 2003; Urban, 2008).  

Research has shown that professionalism does not always leads to 

professionalisation in the education field (Hargreaves, 2000);, for instance, 

policies regarding the development of highly technical standards of practice 

and systems of monitoring the quality of education often narrows the purpose 

of teaching practice (Ball, 2017; Dahlberg et al., 2007; Osgood, 2012), 

excessively increase teachers’ workload and, subjecting teachers to the 

“terrors of performativity” (Ball, 2003, p. 215). This undermines the 

characteristics recognised as part of being professional, mentioned above, 

such as practitioners’ autonomy and possibilities for engaging in a reflective 

practice that would serve the needs of their workplace, degrading early years’ 

practice to a proletarian type of work (Osgood, 2006b, 2009; Ozga, 1981; 

Roberts-Holmes, 2013). Osgood (2006a) also shows how managerial 

discourses of into account, the traditional paradigm of professionalism has 

been criticised as it appears not to be applicable and is often undermining of 

early years practice (Cannella, 1997; Dalli, 2008; Dalli & Urban, 2010; Day, 

2002; Hargreaves, 2000; Osgood, 2006b, 2010a; Peeters, 2008; Sachs, 2003; 

Urban, 2008).  

Research has shown that professionalism does not always lead to 

professionalisation in the education field (Hargreaves, 2000); for instance, 

policies regarding the development of highly technical standards of practice 

and systems of monitoring the quality of education often narrow the purpose of 

teaching practice (Ball, 2017; Dahlberg et al., 2007; Osgood, 2012), 

excessively increase teachers’ workload and subject teachers to the “terrors of 
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performativity” (Ball, 2003, p. 275). This undermines the characteristics 

recognised as part of being professional, mentioned above, such 

professionalism disempower early childhood practitioners situating them as 

‘self-entrepreneurial’ through policies based on performativity and technicist 

practice, as discussed in section 2.3 in this chapter and further in Chapter 

Seven of this thesis. 

The neglect of the emotional and relational dimension of teaching practice in 

this notion of professionalism (re)produces a deficit discourse in/by which 

educators are situated as permanently lacking the externally defined skills and 

knowledge by which they are judged as professionals (or not) (Osgood, 2010a; 

Ozga & Lawn, 2017). Several authors have argued against the deep 

association between professionalism and neo-liberal discourses that promote 

“masculinist values and cultures” (Osgood, 2010a, p. 121), while undermining 

and dismissing the emotional features that are at the core of the early years 

practice (Fenech et al., 2006; Miller et al., 2012; Moloney, 2010b; Moss, 2014; 

Osgood, 2004; Urban, 2008). Thus, educational policies based on traditional 

conceptualisations of professionalism, could be deeply hindering and 

perpetuating of an undermining image of early years practice as lacking 

professionalism “precisely because (this practice) is deemed hyper-feminine” 

(Osgood, 2010a, p. 121; Dahlberg et al., 2007; Cameron et al., 2001). In this 

line, feminist theorists have argued that professionalism is based on a 

patriarchal system that enhances masculine attributes, such as logical thought, 

objectivism, and rationality over ambiguity, subjectivity and emotionality 

(Cannella, 1997; Osgood, 2006b, 2012). This issue reflects and reproduces 

the historical tension between care and education in the early years field, in 

which professionalism increasingly highlights the educational elements while 

neglecting the caring and nurturing relationships of early years practice 

(Bennett, 2003; OECD, 2017). 

Another important criticism of the hegemonic view of professionalism, has been 

its inappropriateness for understanding the great heterogeneity of the EC field 

(Davis & Dunn, 2019; Moloney, 2010a). The great variability of the organisation 
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and provision of the early years field among and within countries, the increasing 

diversity attending these services and the multiplicity of purposes that the EC 

field serves in societies, render it more difficult to adopt a universal 

understanding of what it means to be professional in this sector (Tobin et al., 

2011; Urban, 2008).  

This diversity is also a characteristic of its workforce which presents 

considerable differences in their initial training, qualifications, employment 

situations and social status which obstruct a sense of collective identity as 

professional group (Moloney, 2010a; Osgood & Stone, 2002; Urban, 2008). In 

this line, others have also pointed out that research has overlooked the 

differences within early years provision in terms of the age of children attending 

these services. Research on professional identities in the ECEC field has been 

studied mostly considering practitioners working with children from 3 years old, 

while nursery services, for children aged zero to three, have being greatly 

neglected in research and public policies (Arboleda, 2014; Davis & Dunn, 2019; 

Moloney, 2010a; Page, 2014).  

One last argument against the traditional paradigm of professionalism that is 

relevant to this study is the concern that this conceptualisation is a form of neo-

colonisation of early years workforce. What counts as professional knowledge 

and hence what is valued as being professional has been mostly constructed 

on the basis of English-speaking and European theories developed with White-

Middle-Class populations, and is therefore foreign to the wide diversity and 

complexity of other contexts (Burman, 2008a; Cannella, 1997; Galdames, 

2017a; Viruru, 2005). All this combines to the detriment of early years 

professionalism and the promotion of a “deficit discourse” (Osgood, 2012, p. 

47) that constructs practitioners as lacking the ‘appropriate’ knowledge to work 

with populations that have diverse needs and characteristics.  

Therefore, acknowledging the relevance of the professionalisation of such 

early years education, a group of scholars has advocated for the development 

of a “ground-up” understanding of professionalism (Dalli, 2008) and defining 
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“professionalism from within” (Osgood, 2010a). This implies listening to the 

voices and experiences of those working in the field with the purpose of 

including them in the process of knowledge production about what should be 

considered professionalism in ECEC (Oberhuemer, 2005; Osgood, 2006b, 

2012; Urban, 2008). Urban (2008, p. 135) explicitly calls for the construction of 

an “alternative paradigm of a relational, systemic professionalism that 

embraces openness and uncertainty, and encourages co-construction of 

professional knowledges and practices”.  

One of the most relevant projects in this line has been the international project 

a “Day in the Life of an Early Years Practitioner”, framed within the European 

Early Childhood Education Research Association (EECERA). This project 

aimed to understand what it means to be or act professionally in different 

contexts exposing not only the great diversity of ECEC provisions and 

requirements to work with young children in different countries, but also the 

uncertainty and unpredictability that early years practitioners must face on daily 

basis (Dalli, 2011; Dalli & Urban, 2010; Miller et al., 2012; Urban, 2008). In the 

UK, Miller, Cable and Goodfill (2009,  p.4) highlighted the “diversity, complexity 

and multiple demands of the educator’s role”. In New Zealand, Dalli (2008, p. 

176) identified three conceptual elements that educators considered central in 

defining professionalism i.e., i) distinct pedagogical style; ii) specialist 

knowledge and practices; and iii) collaborative relationships. Based on this 

project, Urban (2008, p. 146) coined the notion of “critical ecology of the 

profession” to argue for a shift in the ways of understanding professionalism 

from individual characteristics of practitioners to a focus on the relational nature 

and the “political and social realities that produce knowledges and practices” 

in this field (ibid.).  

This reconceptualisation is key to developing sustainable strategies to improve 

practice, working conditions and promote a better position for educators in 

society. In this line, Urban, Vandenbroeck, Van Leere, Lazzari, and Peeters 

(2011) explored the understanding of “competence” within different early 
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childhood systems in Europe and therefore how this competence could be 

developed and maintained within the critical ecology perspective.  

All this work has led to an understanding of professionalism as a 

“multidimensional and multi-layered phenomenon that is historically, culturally 

and socially situated” (Lazzari, 2012, p. 261). This reconceptualisation 

understands professionalism as a permanent “activity of creating 

understanding” (Urban, 2008, p. 146) that takes into account the situated 

characteristics of the practice (Arndt et al., 2018; Cannella, 1997; Dalli & Urban, 

2010; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001; Osgood, 2006b; Urban, 2008) and that 

includes and amplifies the voices of practitioners and their reflections on their 

experiences (Bourke et al., 2013). Within this perspective the question about 

professional identities becomes central. Developing understandings of what it 

means to be(come) professional in this field is a complex endeavour, filled with 

power struggles and contradictions, and therefore it is always situated and 

highly politicised placing practitioners as interventionists, professionals who 

work with children with an explicit political position against social and gendered 

inequities (Dahlberg et al., 2007; Moss, 2014; Ortlipp et al., 2011a). 

2.2. Professional identities in ECEC 

Drawing on this conceptualisation of professionalism, the question about 

professional identities becomes a key concern in understanding the ways by 

which educators negotiate, resist and reproduce the myriad of discourses to 

make sense of being professional (Osgood, 2012). An important body of 

literature has increasingly asked about professional identities in this field from 

different angles.  Some authors have focused on highlighting teachers’ voices 

and experiences (Dalli, 2002, 2011; Davis & Dunn, 2019; Gibson, 2013; 

Moloney, 2010a; Osgood, 2012; Pupala et al., 2016; Tesar et al., 2017) , others 

have emphasised the role of emotions where the debates between care and 

education appears as constitutive of this field (Aslanian, 2020; Cameron et al., 

2001; Dalli, 2002; McGillivray, 2008; Moloney, 2010a; Osgood, 2006b, 2010a),  

as well as issues of leadership and management that are at the core of being 

professional (Hallet, 2013; McGillivray, 2011; Miller & Cable, 2010).  
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Others have analysed the impact of policies, either at a national or international 

level, in the construction of professional identities (Ortlipp et al., 2011b; 

Osgood, 2009; Pardo & Woodrow, 2014; Woodrow, 2007), exposing the risks 

of neoliberal and managerial discourses in the ways practitioners are 

subjectivised and subjectivise themselves as professionals (or not) (Brown, 

2015; Gibson et al., 2015; Osgood, 2004; Pupala et al., 2016; K. Smith et al., 

2016). Another body of research has focused on the construction of 

professional identities within practitioners’ ITT (Dickerson & Trodd, 2020; 

Gibson, 2015; Goldstein & Lake, 2000; Keary et al., 2020). Furthermore, as 

mentioned above, other authors have highlighted the need to make distinctions 

within early years, highlighting the experiences of practitioners working in 

nursery levels (Davis & Dunn, 2019). More recently, studies about the effect of 

the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on the professional identities of early 

years workers have also become relevant and necessary to include in this 

discussion (Arndt et al., 2020).  

This implies an understanding of professional identities in plural, situated and 

in permanent movement rather than singular and fixed, , as is discussed further 

in the next chapter. Indeed, professional identities are not stable and essential 

features of an individual that need to be discovered, but are understood as the 

ways individuals make sense of themselves as professionals within a 

framework of meanings and practices of a sociocultural nature  (Davey, 

2013b). The individual actively constructs what counts as being professional in 

a particular workplace which is, in turn, situated and entangled within broader 

societal discourses supported by values, beliefs, attitudes, practices, 

projections, relationships, ideologies, status and qualifications among many 

other factors (Dalli, 2008; Moloney, 2010a; Pardo & Opazo, 2019; Urban, 

2008). Therefore, practitioners continuously (re)enact and become 

professionals according to what is considered as such in particular places and 

times.  

In Chile and Latin America, studies on professional identities in the early years 

field are still incipient, especially those that are based on a more critical 
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theoretical framework. Most studies focus on identifying and assessing 

educators’ attributes that would contribute to improving the quality of early 

years provision. These studies have revealed the deficient preparation 

received by early years practitioners in their initial training (Falabella & Molina, 

2017), the poor quality of ECEC services (Treviño et al., 2013; Villalón et al., 

2002) and their pedagogical practice, such as the teacher-child interactions 

(Leyva et al., 2015), practitioners’ time management in the classroom (Strasser 

et al., 2009) and practitioners’ conceptions of play (Grau-Cárdenas et al., 

2018). However, some authors have begun to challenge this hegemonic 

understanding and to include the different voices that construct professionalism 

and professional identities. Based on a critical ecology perspective, for 

instance, Viviani (2016) examined how different educational actors understood 

the professional role of early childhood practitioners in Chile and discussed the 

importance of creating dialogues among policy-makers, practitioners and 

society about the ‘good early childhood educator’. Pardo and Woodrow (2014) 

analysed the ways in which the construction of policies on the quality of ECEC 

services shape the social construction of professional identities among Chilean 

educators. More recently, Pardo and Opazo (2019) studied how educators 

negotiate and resist policies that are the promoting schoolification of this field 

and their impact upon practitioners’ professional identities.  

Based on a (re)conceptualisation of professionalism, this study contributes to 

the debate about the construction of professional identities that is in place today 

in Chile. It considers the voices and experiences of a diversity of practitioners 

working in different contexts and levels of early years settings, to highlight how 

they make sense of be(coming) professionals. Understanding professionalism 

as a site of struggle, in this study professional identities are considered to be 

constantly shaped and transformed by wider discourses, policies and by the 

expectations and conditions of practitioners’ jobs within their particular working 

contexts (Osgood, 2012).  

The next sections explore more deeply three main discourses that the literature 

has explored which influence the construction of professional identities of early 
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years practitioners, identifying the gaps in the literature that this study 

addresses. 

 Discourses shaping ECEC professional identities 

3.1. Gendered and classed discourses of the ECEC 
workforce 

Gendered and classed discourses are highlighted in this section as key 

discourses in which the ECEC workforce is subjectivised as (non) professional. 

Using the concept of intersectionality (Brah & Phoenix, 2004; Crenshaw, 1989; 

Phoenix, 2013), I argue that discourses of gender and class are crucial and 

indivisible when seeking to understand the construction of professional 

identities in this field. Furthermore, I discuss how these discourses entail a 

contradiction in educators’ identities as they provide the elements that both 

elevate and denigrate the role of practitioners in society. 

In this study, these two discourses were deeply rooted in the early years field 

and deeply intersect with a religious (Catholic) discourse as I discuss further in 

Chapter Six through the analysis of the notion of ‘vocación’, translated as 

‘calling’ in English.  

One of the most noticeable characteristics of the ECEC workforce is its 

gendered nature, which relates both to the high proportion of women 

composing the workforce as well as the nature of this occupation (Cameron et 

al., 2001; Osgood, 2012; Van Laere et al., 2014). While the predominance of 

women in this field is an international phenomenon, Chile is an interesting case 

as it has an almost exclusively female composition of the workforce in early 

years (99%), higher than the OECD average (97%) and that among Latin 

American countries (97%) (OECD, 2019b; Pardo & Adlerstein, 2016). 

The ‘feminisation’ of the ECEC field has been widely studied internationally 

(Burman, 2005; Cameron et al., 2001; Colley, 2006; MacNaughton, 2001; 

Osgood et al., 2006; Peeters et al., 2015; Skeggs, 1997; Van Laere et al., 

2014).  Beyond the numerical dominance of women in this field, it is interesting 
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to analyse how this reflects and reproduces the gendered division of labour, in 

which the care dimension of ECEC is emphasised and naturalised as feminine 

(Cameron et al., 2001; Osgood, 2012), and its effects on the construction of 

professional identities of educators. Indeed, EC educators have been 

traditionally acknowledged for their caring and nurturing role, and, importantly, 

the ECEC field has been developed in different societies as a way to help 

parents (especially mothers) who enter the labour market. Cameron et al. 

(2001, p. 8) state that “childcare work has been modelled on a particular 

concept of care – ‘mother-care’” – naturalising attitudes and skills that are 

strongly associated with the ideal motherhood, i.e. caring, nurturing and being 

emotionally committed and available to young children (Cameron et al., 2001; 

Osgood et al., 2006; Dahlberg et al., 2007; Ailwood, 2007; Vincent & Ball, 2001; 

Colley, 2006).  

This is particularly relevant for those working with infants and children under 

three years old as this task “entails daily immersion in the physical frailty of 

bodily processes and in the intensity of unpredictable and fluctuating emotions” 

(Manning-Morton, 2006, p. 45) which are considered “the extension of 

women’s natural domestic sphere” (Powell & Goouch, 2012, p. 114). In this 

context, Page (2011) exposes that love is a crucial factor for mothers to choose 

childcare services for their children; that is, there is an important expectation 

that carers would develop loving relationships with infants. Page (2011, p. 320) 

argues that this is consonant with the term of “professional love” that highlights 

the intellectual aspects of caring. 

In Chile, gender has also traditionally been a hegemonic discourse in early 

years practice. Paloma Abett de la Torre (2011) conducted an historical 

analysis about Chilean ECEC, emphasising how educators’ professional role 

has  been permanently conditioned by gender. The author argues that since 

the installation of the first kindergartens in Chile, this occupation was 

associated with the social dimensions of taking care, feeding and clothing the 

orphaned and vulnerable children and raising them in the moral values of 

society (and religion); a role that was reserved to women. Also, Galdames 
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(2018) challenges the construction of the mainstream narratives of Chilean 

ECEC, exposing not only the androcentric but also the colonial discourses that 

still control and (re)produce children and educators as subjects. Furthermore, 

Viviani (2016) in her study about early years professional role, highlights that 

love is considered by educators and stakeholders as “the driving force to give 

meaning to their experiences and to continue doing their job” (p.7). Additionally, 

in this study one important understanding of the ‘good early childhood 

educator[s]’ is the compensatory role they play with children’s home emotional 

and affective deficiencies, which relates to being a ‘substitute mother’, as 

described in the literature.  

Professional identities in early years education are, then, crucially constituted 

within a gendered discourses that normalises the caring relationship between 

women and children not only as a key component in this field but also as an 

ethical obligation (Goldstein & Lake, 2000; Zhang, 2019). Therefore, these 

elements provide personal and professional meaning to this practice and 

constitute one of the most relevant motivations for candidates to pursue this 

career (Skeggs, 1997; Vincent & Braun, 2010).  

These gendered characteristics importantly intersect with class discourses that 

contribute to undermining the professionalisation of early years practitioners 

(Osgood et al., 2006; Skeggs, 1997). To care for and take care of others 

exposes, as explained by Skeggs (1997, p.2), that women are “always 

produced through processes which include class”. In this context, class is not 

conceived as a socioeconomic category based on income or access to certain 

good or services, but as a discourse, that involves “a complicated mixture of 

the material, the discursive, psychological predispositions and social 

dispositions” (Reay, 1998, p. 259) and therefore is dynamic, pervasive of how 

we make sense of ourselves in society, and highly important in the construction 

of social inequities. This understanding of class allows a complex 

understanding of how professional identities fluctuate through processes of 

negotiation and resistance within entangled discourses of class and gender.  
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Skeggs (1997, 2005) has made important contributions to the understandings 

of the classed and gendered discourses in early years education and care 

practices. Based on findings from a detailed ethnography, this author argues 

that caring occupations are a way for working-class women to become 

‘respectable’ subjects and distance themselves from the “pathological, 

polluting and poisonous” (Skeggs, 1997, p.13) image in which working-class 

women are judged from middle-class normativity. Furthermore, in this same 

line, Osgood (2012, p. 107) has exposed that early year’s professional 

identities are constructed in the intersection of these discourses and 

subjectivized as “working-class other(ed) mother”, which is also evidenced in 

Vincent and Ball’s (2006) study about how middle-class parents choose 

childcare services. These authors claim that class prejudice and emotionality 

are two relevant elements that impact upon the conceptualisation of 

practitioners. Indeed, (white) middle-class mothers often had a distorted image 

of nursery workers and avoided interactions with them, preferring to relate 

directly with the nursery manager even though the relationships these women 

developed with their children were acknowledged as relevant and influential for 

the children’s wellbeing. This is explained by a classed discourse by which 

working-class practitioners are dehumanised, and neither their feelings, nor 

their personal experiences of interacting with the children were taken into 

account. Osgood (2012) argues that this process of othering is complex and 

responds to emotions, such as the guilt middle-class mothers feel when 

returning to work, which is projected onto practitioners through disrespectful, 

dismissive or offensive attitudes. This in turn reproduces the power relations of 

class in which EC educators are situated as inferior and lacking social and 

cultural capital, regarding what is considered ‘acceptable’ from the middle-

class normativity (Osgood, 2012; Skeggs, 1997).  

Therefore, class is considered as a process that is embodied by practitioners, 

inscribed and recognised in their lifestyles, the ways in which practitioners 

speak, walk, or dress – what Colley has referred as ‘vocational habitus’ (Colley, 

2006) that situates them as ‘other’ and not recognised as part of the middle-

class habitus (Osgood, 2012; Vincent & Ball, 2006; Vincent & Braun, 2010). 
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From this perspective, the emotional dimension in the early years field has also 

been studied as a tool that (working-class) practitioners must learn to provide 

a service according to the expectations of middle-class normativity (Colley, 

2006; Osgood et al., 2006), in this sense the “morally worthy nature” of 

childcare practice (Vincent & Braun, 2010, p. 203). Hochschild (2012, p. 7) 

coined the term ‘emotional labour’ to refer to the type of work “that requires one 

to induce or supress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that 

produces the proper state of mind in others”.  

However, this implies that emotions become subjected to the monitoring and 

control of dominant groups that define what counts as ‘good’ or ‘proper’ 

emotions in the field, and consequently subjectivises them to the control and 

management of the hegemonic discourses. In turn, this perpetuates a narrow 

perspective of the ‘good practitioner’ in early years education. This author 

argues that emotional labour has more negative consequences for female 

rather than male workers, as the expression of emotions is assumed as natural 

to the female gender which is replicated in the sexual division of labour that 

stereotypes care occupations as ‘women’s work’.  

Following Bourdieu, Skeggs (1997) adds to this argument claiming that 

working-class women are especially reliant on their emotional capital because 

they are disadvantaged by men accessing other forms of capital, i.e., 

economic, cultural and social. However, as these scholars claim, emotional 

capital is not as highly valued within the patriarchal society and working field, 

which perpetuates their undermined position in society. In this line, in a case 

study with nursery nurses, Colley (2006) analyses how the deployment of 

emotions in this occupation is not just instinctive, but explicitly learned and 

could carry negative effects on practitioners’ working conditions and the 

(re)production of educators’ powerless social status. 

The intersection of gendered and classed discourses in and by which 

educators’ professional identities are shaped implies a paradox. On one hand, 

they find in the caring and emotional dimensions of their practice the most 
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distinctive feature of their practice, differentiating themselves from other 

professionals in education (teachers) and providing sense and purpose for their 

practice (Colley, 2006, 2003; Osgood et al., 2006; Osgood, 2010a; Vincent & 

Braun, 2010, 2011). On the other hand, these ‘feminine’ characteristics situate 

them as emotional, substitute mothers lacking the specialised knowledge and 

‘habitus’ that would make them recognisable as professionals in society, 

undermining their social status and working conditions (Ailwood, 2007; 

Cameron et al., 2001; Osgood, 2006b; Vincent & Braun, 2011). This view 

simplifies the complexity involved in working with young children and their 

learning process of ‘emotional labour’ (Colley, 2006, 2003), all of which traps 

practitioners within a powerless position in the professional narratives, with 

undermining social and economic costs for early years workers (Ailwood, 2008; 

Moss, 2006; Osgood, 2012). Indeed, the early years field has been 

acknowledged in the literature as a low status occupation characterised by low 

wages and precarious working conditions (Moloney, 2010a; Osgood, 2012; 

Skeggs, 1997; Vincent & Braun, 2011), which tend to worsen for those working 

with children between 0 and 3 years old (Bennett, 2008; Roberts-Holmes, 

2013)  and for non-professional workers (Ortlipp et al., 2011a; Roberts-Holmes, 

2013; Woodrow, 2008). Working-class women are more often attracted by this 

occupation due to the perception that it does not require great specialisation, 

thus perpetuating the classed cycle (Skeggs, 1997; Vincent & Braun, 2011).  

Not surprisingly, studies have shown that these adverse conditions have a 

negative effect on practitioners’ identities, professional self-worth and work 

satisfaction (Moloney, 2010a). For instance, Moyles (2001) exposes the 

paradox this entails, where the very passion expressed by practitioners – which 

is considered central to work effectively with young children – questions the 

professionalism of their practice. Osgood (2012) emphasises that the 

construction as ‘feminine’ of the caring practices positions practitioners in a 

marginalised position “denigrated in public discourse and have to come to be 

equated with low status” (p. 10). Carmen Dalli (2008, p. 174) adds that “the 

traditional alignment of early childhood work with the role of mothering, and the 

attendant discourses of love and care, have acted to disempower early 
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childhood practitioners from claiming professional status”. Likewise, Ailwood 

(2007, p. 163) exposes the importance of considering the “interwoven historical 

threads of motherhood, women’s paid labour and institutionalised childcare 

(…) to resist the maternalistic discourses” that undermine professionalism in 

the early years workforce. Others have also pointed out the importance of 

increasing the number of men in the profession as a way to promote gender 

equality as well as to highlight the professional dimension of early years 

practice, to provide different role models for children and to diversify the 

practice (Cameron, 2006; European Commission, 2011; Peeters, 2013; 

Peeters et al., 2015; Van Laere et al., 2014).  

However, the relevance of care in early years practice has been well-

established and an increasing body of literature exists, reclaiming its 

importance in new constructions of professionalism and highlighting the 

political nature of the personal and emotional dimensions (Dalli, 2008; Osgood, 

2006b, 2010a). These authros aim to acknowledge that the care practice and 

emotional dimensions of early years education are key aspects of this field that 

are not part of the nature of being a woman and thus require learning, 

experience and practice to put these attributes at the service of children’s 

development and wellbeing. What is more, several authors have highlighted 

the importance of making conceptual distinctions within caring practices. 

Manning-Morton (2006), for instance, argues the importance of  combining 

personal awareness with theoretical knowledge in a conceptualisation of 

professionalism. Page (2011, 2014, 2017) uses the term ‘professional love’ to 

point to the intellectual aspects of professionalism and exposes its 

commonalities and differences with the concept of care. Taggart (2011, 2016) 

has argued that the early years profession must be considered as a care 

profession, as much as others in health or social work, and that this implies an 

important moral purpose that impacts on the development of practitioners’ 

professional identities. More recently, Zhang (2019) stated that although care 

is acknowledged as crucial in practice, more studies are needed that make 

distinctions between care and love and their implications for professional 

identities. 
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Although this work has focused on stressing the importance of care and 

emotion within early years practice, feminist theorists have developed a body 

of literature around the ethics of care. From this perspective it is important to 

understand that care is political (Langford, 2019) and hence must be viewed 

“as activities that includes everything we do to maintain, continue, and repair 

our “world” so we can live in it as well as possible” (Tronto, 1994, p. 103). This 

implies that one should consider the relevance of care beyond early years 

education, not as a unique feature of this occupation, but as a significant 

dimension across different areas and activities of everyday life (Langford, 

2019; Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017).  

In this section I have explored the gendered and classed discourses that shape 

the professional identities of the early childhood and care workforce as one of 

its most analysed characteristics in the literature. Nevertheless, most of 

discourses that explore gender and class in the context of professional 

identities in early years education have been developed in English-speaking 

and European countries. There are only a few studies that consider the culture 

and historicity of class and gender in Latin America and particularly in Chile. 

While different studies have indirectly referred to the religious characteristics 

of caring role of early childhood practitioners (Abett de la Torre, 2013; Skeggs, 

1997; Galdames, 2018), in Chapter Six of this thesis, I analyse how Judeo-

Christian elements to the gendered and classed discourses are key in 

producing, regulating and governing the image of the ‘good educator’ in Chile 

and therefore the performativity of the ‘good practitioner’ (Butler, 2006a) 

3.2. Discourses of the child and childhood 

Drawing on Malaguzzi, understanding what images we have of the child and 

childhood “is a necessary premise for any pedagogical theory, and any 

pedagogical project” (Cagliari et al., 2016), and therefore discourses of 

childhood are crucial to understanding professional identities in early years 

practice. In this section I explore how discourses of childhood are indivisible in 

shaping and regulating the professional identities of early years practitioners 

and how they directly affect the construction of these professional identities.  
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Discourses of childhood/child are at the core of early years practice and the 

construction of practitioners’ professional identities, as children are the ‘object’ 

– or ‘subjects’ – of their professional practice (Cannella, 1997). Therefore, the 

ways in which practitioners conceptualise childhood and their assumptions 

about the needs and motivational characteristics of people in their first years of 

life strongly drive the purposes of the ECEC field, the social expectations about 

their professional role, and consequently what is acceptable in terms of being 

a ‘good’ early years educator (Cannella, 1997; Foucault, 1982; Youdell, 2010). 

In this sense, this chapter states that the discourses of childhood/child are 

mutually constitutive with discourses of EC practitioners and the purposes of 

ECEC provision and that it would not be possible to understand one without 

the other (Burman, 2008; Cannella, 1997; James & Prout, 2004; Mitchell, 

2010). 

Several scholars have stressed the relevance of analysing the different 

constructions of childhood/child, exposing the assumptions of these narratives 

to critically think about the nature, purposes, and roles of early years services 

(Dahlberg et al., 2007; Mitchell, 2010; Moss & Petrie, 2002). In this line, since 

the 1980s, an increasing body of literature has analysed different discourses 

of childhood in ECEC, questioning universal understandings of childhood (e.g. 

Burman, 2008a; Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Hultqvist & Dahlberg, 2001; James 

& Prout, 2004). Known as the sociology of childhood, this line of work has 

highlighted childhood as a social construction, a conceptual category that has 

been historically disregarded and marginalised (Cannella & Soto, 2010; 

Hultqvist & Dahlberg, 2001; James et al., 1998; James & Prout, 2004; Kehily, 

2008; Qvortrup et al., 2009). Therefore, they argue, childhood should be seen 

as a construct that varies not only between societies, but also within particular 

“disciplines, professions, agencies, settings and policy areas” (Moss & Petrie, 

1997, p. 20).  

These authors problematise that it is not possible to think about “the child” or 

“childhood” in general terms, as these categories were universal and fixed, but 

they must be understood in consideration with the historical, cultural, political 
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and social characteristics of the particular contexts where children live. This 

literature is relevant in this study as the deconstruction and problematisation of 

hegemonic discourses of childhood and the child allow for an exploration of 

how these constructions impact on early years practice, practitioners’ 

relationships with children and families, and to make sense of professionalism 

in their workplaces. For instance, Woodrow (1999) has explored three 

dominant constructions of the child and the ways these regulate and shape 

practitioners as ‘good professionals’. She argues about the importance of 

identifying hidden assumptions about children to create transformational 

possibilities for children, but also for the early years curriculum and practice. 

Furthermore, in studying the narratives of practitioners’ identities, Osgood 

(2012) has explored the power of different discourses that construct childhood, 

and the ways practitioners use, negotiate and reject these discourses in 

different moments of their careers. 

Strongly related to the gendered and classed discourses constitutive of 

practitioners, children and childhood appear as a natural part of the women’s 

role in society and indivisible in the ECEC field. Professionals’ identities are 

shaped by the nature of the relationship between children and (female) 

practitioners, and this encounter between the two is pictured as something 

natural, assuming that the two belong together. Within this patriarchal 

perspective, women’s roles are tied to childcare and education being assumed 

as the natural guardians of children’s rights. This deeply-held belief is 

prejudicial for practitioners’ professionalism, especially when female 

practitioners do not engage with or behave in the normalised maternal attitudes 

or even when thinking of including more men in the early years workforce. For 

example, when (female) practitioners do not use a soothing voice or do not 

smile enough or appropriately, when they seem concerned and angry, it would 

appear that EC educators are rejecting their professional role. In this sense, as 

several authors have claimed, often discourses on women and discourses of 

childhood have incompatible interests, thus naturalising this relationship is 

dangerous as it could undermine the interests of one group or the other 

(Cannella, 1997; Rosen & Twamley, 2018).  
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Feminist and early years scholars have argued about the importance of 

rethinking the woman-child relation, fostering generous dialogues between 

feminism and childhood studies (Rosen & Twamley, 2018). Within a gendered 

discourse women and children are intimately linked and, as Burman points out, 

this relation is usually read within one of two polarities, either the 

“womenandchildren” elision or “women versus children” (Burman, 2008b). In 

the first conceptualisation women and children are indivisible and evokes 

caring and nurturing relations from the (female) adult to the child. In the second 

conceptualisation, the unified ‘womenandchildren’ is criticised because it 

hinders the interest of each group that are often in opposition. In this sense, 

the importance of ECEC and the consequent increasing enrolment of children 

in ECEC services, has importantly relied on precarious working conditions and 

low salary women’s labour, therefore in that case the interests of a particular 

social group (children) hinder the interests of female early years workers. It is 

important, following these authors, to build bridges that contribute to 

highlighting the struggles of the two oppressed groups, opening new 

possibilities for action (Rosen & Twamley, 2018). 

Children’s innocence is possibly the most shared and uncontested discourse 

of childhood in society and discussed in the literature (Smith, 2012; Woodrow, 

1999). Drawing on a romantic and religious views, this discourse constructs an 

image of the child as close to nature and therefore depicted as a source of 

innocence while “bestowing upon children an infancy endowed with blessings 

from God” (Hendrick, 2004, p. 32). Likewise, this romantic and religious 

discourse has constructed childhood as a genderless period of life, and, 

contrary to the psychology of development which understands the maturity of 

adulthood as the best stage of life, childhood was conceived of as an age of 

virtues that would only decrease with maturity. However, the romanticist and 

religious discourses have constructed a child that is either innocent, playful, 

permanently cheerful, inherently creative, and happy or – describing the 

abnormal child – sinful, dependent and corrupt (Cannella, 1997; James & 

Prout, 2004). 



 
 

75 
 

These discourses construct the child “as a universal truth within the 

enlightenment/modernist perspectives that focuses on scientific reason, 

dichotomous language and thought, and progress for both the individual and 

humankind” (Cannella, 1997, p. 42). Additionally, this construction of childhood 

emphasises the importance of protecting and maintaining most of the natural 

childlike virtues and blessings to provide nourishment during adulthood 

(Castañeda, 2002; Hendrick 2004).  

Chris Jenks (1996) exposed that  the innocent (Apollonian) image of childhood 

is associated  with its opposite and also widely acknowledged image of the evil 

(Dionysian) childhood, which is both permanently present in society and 

through which childhood is controlled and governed. Innocence appears 

almost as a synonym of childhood, as an inherent characteristic of children 

analogous to their biological immaturity, and therefore they are depicted as 

inherently good, naïve, and kind, which promotes a close and nurturing 

relationship from adults (Sorin, 2005; Woodrow, 1999).  

The construction of the innocent child also subjectivises adults, and particularly 

women, as responsible for protecting children’s innocence and saving them 

from the dangers and evils of society (Burman, 2008a; Dahlin et al., 1990; 

Gibson, 2013; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001). Furthermore, as I discuss in 

Chapter Eight of this thesis, the innocence of childhood is closely linked to a 

discourse of vulnerability that constructs children as permanently exposed and 

defenceless against dangers linked to the socioeconomic context. Both 

innocence and vulnerability narratives situate children as utterly dependent on 

(hopefully) well-intentioned adults and therefore undermines children’s abilities 

and role in society, perpetuating their subjectivation as powerless, incapable 

and passive recipients of the care adults are willing to provide so they can learn 

and develop (Burman, 2008a; K. Smith, 2012; Sorin, 2005; Woodrow, 1999). 

Several authors have criticised the innocence discourse as children are 

subjectivised in a powerless position as incompetent and clueless, even as 

non-sexual beings, which profoundly denies their agency and active role  in 
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society, restricting their access to knowledge in areas that are considered as 

difficult to understand (Ailwood, 2004; Cannella, 1997; Davies & Robinson, 

2010; Sorin, 2005; Taylor, 2010; Woodrow, 1999). Furthermore, this 

construction of the child as incapable of doing harm prevents the expression 

and the acknowledgment of an important array of emotions because they are 

considered as negative or inappropriate for children, i.e., anger, sadness, fear, 

frustration, and rage. Consequently, adults adopt clear practices of censorship, 

in which activities or situations that could provoke such emotions are hidden 

from children, and  activities, books and, importantly, experiences are sanitised 

before presenting them to children (Sorin, 2005).  

The literature has also shown how this construction of the innocent child has 

been reinforced by the developmental discourse (Burman, 2008a; Fendler, 

2001; Johansson, 2012; Sorin, 2005). Grounded in developmental psychology, 

the child is constructed as an individual in progress, that must be completed 

through a series of predefined milestones toward adulthood maturity, 

considered the ultimate and more rational stage of human life (Piaget, 1968). 

In ECEC this discourse has been (re)produced through the Developmentally 

Appropriate Practice (DAP) pedagogical approach designed to promote 

children’s optimal learning and development (Bredekamp, 1986; Bredekamp & 

Coople, 2009). Therefore, this construction of childhood as an initial or 

immature stage in human life creates a dichotomy with adulthood, which is 

conceptualised as the destination towards which the child is progressing and 

is thus completed and whole. Several authors have criticised this 

understanding of children as incomplete and in process of becoming a fully-

developed person because it naturalises and regulates childhood development 

(Burman, 2008a; Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Hultqvist & Dahlberg, 2001; James 

& Prout, 2004). In this line, Johansson (2012, 2012, p. 103) refers to this image 

of the child as the “human becomings”, while Sorin (2005, p.16) describes it as 

the “adult-in-training” to highlight the fact that in the child-adult dichotomy the 

latter is the norm against which childhood is defined (Qvortrup, 1987). 
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This constructs an ideal of the ‘normal child’ as well as an idea of an 

‘appropriate’ sequence of childhood development that has become dominant 

regardless of the culture and which is deeply linked to the lifestyle of white 

middle-class populations. This has been notably criticised as a process of 

(re)colonization, because the ‘normal’ in child development theories has mainly 

been constructed based on Western-White-Middle class experiences of 

development, undermining and even pathologising practices and behaviours 

that deviate from this norm (Burman, 2008a; Cannella, 1997; Cannella & 

Viruru, 2004; Viruru, 2005). 

The developmental discourse has important implications in the power relations 

between generations as the view of development fosters children’s 

marginalisation as incompetent, lacking in something important and therefore 

their actions, emotions, and thoughts are not fully considered as relevant and 

often discarded under the argument that (fully grown and complete) adults 

know what is best for children. In contrast, this construction of childhood allows 

and actively promotes the construction of adulthood as competent, ‘whole’, 

independent and competent human beings (Corsaro, 2017; James & Prout, 

2004; Jenks, 1996) 

As Qvortrup (1987) and others have argued, this generational construction 

assumes that children and adults have structural attributes relative to each 

other in which adulthood appears more complete than childhood (Qvortrup, 

1987; Alanen, 2009). Burman (2008a) has claimed that developmental 

psychology has had an important role in constructing an understanding of 

childhood as immature and “in development”, which positions children as 

people in transition, not fully formed, and in lack of somethings that can be 

obtained or reached in the adult stage. Children are seen as passively affected 

by the natural and universal laws of human development until they inevitably 

reach the adult-complete stage. This also involves a view of children as utterly 

flexible, malleable and ready to be “shaped” according to the (adult) society’s 

expectations.  
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The intersection between innocence and developmental discourses situates 

children and adults in unequal power positions where the child is closely 

monitored, constantly surveyed and controlled in their everyday activities 

(Ailwood, 2004; Burman, 2008a; Hultqvist & Dahlberg, 2001; James & Prout, 

2004; Smith, 2012). In consequence, practitioners are constituted as the 

protectors of that innocence of the appropriate stage of development and 

therefore strongly connected to the gendered discourses in which educators 

adopt the role of the nurturing mother (Cameron et al., 2001; Cannella, 1997; 

Osgood et al., 2006). They appear as the guardians, the rescuers and even 

the saviours of children (Gibson, 2015; Osgood, 2012) and this role elevates 

them as crucial workers for the construction of citizenship and promoters of the 

transformation towards a more inclusive and democratic society (Galdames, 

2018; Gibson, 2015; Poblete Núñez, 2020). This construction of the 

relationship between children and educators, assumes that the latter could be 

able and responsible for guiding and ‘moulding’ children’s development that 

could lead them to achieve their full potential (Burman, 2008a; Osgood, 2012). 

The generational discourse in synchrony with the developmental psychology 

narrative uplift educators as essential professionals in society, not only for 

promoting children’s learning but supporting and wisely guiding their human 

potential, situating them as ‘whole’ citizens. 

Conversely, intersecting as well with gendered and classed discourses, these 

narratives hinder the specialised knowledge of developmental psychology 

because it is considered common sense, part of women’s predisposition to 

care for and raise children as discussed in the section above (Blackburn & 

Jarman, 2006; Osgood et al., 2006; Skeggs, 1997; Vincent & Braun, 2011). 

Another dangerous effect of these discourses refers to the consequences for 

children, as there is the implicit danger of transforming the practitioner’s 

protection into surveillance and control of children’s bodies, behaviours and 

emotions, as the censorship inhibits the possibility for them to act and explore 

by themselves the diversity and complexity of the social world (Ailwood, 2004; 

Cannella, 1997; Sorin, 2005).  



 
 

79 
 

Thirdly, the construction of the active learner and agentic child is another 

important discourse discussed in the literature in the early years field, and it 

has increasingly gained a place in the narrative of educators and tensioned 

educators’ professional identities in this sector. This discourse stresses the 

importance of childhood as an important period in human life and understands 

it in relation to the adults who interact with them through more horizontal power 

relations (Sorin, 2005; Woodrow, 1999). Within this discourse children’s active 

role is not only understood for their own learning process but is extendible to 

their social place as citizens, highlighting the importance of including their 

voices and experiences as protagonists in the construction of society.  

In relation to the last two discourses, this image of agentic child is newer and 

has been promoted in the ECEC field, notably through the sociology of 

childhood (James et al., 1998; James & Prout, 2004). This discourse is 

opposed, although simultaneous, to the generational discourse that conceives 

the child as an incomplete human being or “embryo adult”  (Woodrow, 1999, p. 

10), as in this narrative the child is considered as a whole human being, as a 

unique individual who, through her experiences, actively makes meaning of the 

world and the way her environment works (Corsaro, 2017; James et al., 1998). 

Furthermore, important findings in neuroscience have informed and 

contributed to the understanding of the active role of children in their learning 

and development as they have shed light on the ways in which infants perceive 

and make sense of the world (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Vandenbroeck et al., 

2017).  

In relation to the agentic child, the work of educators is considered 

transformative, as it requires that they can critically expose and reflect on the 

power relationships that exist within ECEC. Educators should unveil the power 

dynamics that importantly undermine children’s experiences, as well as the 

means through which it controls and monitors children’s bodies, their thoughts 

and social interactions. It follows, then, that educators are expected to be 

critical, reflective and brave to promote change in favour of the diversity of 
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childhoods in ECEC and promoting a relevant place for children in society 

(Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Dahlberg et al., 2007; James & Prout, 2004).  

A final construction of childhood and children that is found in the literature, is 

related to the neoliberal discourses that have increasingly been installed in 

educational systems and societies all over the world (Burman, 2005; Sims, 

2017; K. Smith, 2012; Vintimilla, 2014). I refer to this discourse and how it has 

reshaped the early years field and practitioners’ identities further in the next 

section, but it is important to mention here how the neoliberal conceptualisation 

of ECEC enables an understanding of childhood as an “economic unit” that 

must be appropriately modelled to become “smart productive citizens” (Gibson 

et al., 2015).  

While within this economic discourse early years education is seen as a market 

strategy to increase human capital and ensure higher returns, children appear 

as potentially relevant actors for the economic market. Closely linked to the 

developmental discourse, children are valued in terms of investment for the 

future, as long as they achieve their “potential”, which is defined through top-

down educational curricula, and enforced by standardised assessments that 

emphasise knowledge and skills that would prepare children for compulsory 

school (Clausen, 2015; Moss, 2012b). Neoliberal discourse intersects and is 

enhanced with other constructions of the child, such as the ones mentioned 

above, in complex and incongruent ways. For instance, the developmental 

discourse along with neuroscientific discourses provide a platform to 

emphasise the importance of early years as the best investment moment in 

human life (Vandenbroeck et al., 2017).  

Additionally, as children’s development is seen as uniform across cultures, it 

appears easy to standardise practices and knowledges, reducing the early 

years field to a “school-readiness factory that prepares young children for 

success in primary school tests” (Roberts-Holmes, 2020, p. 170) that in turn 

are designed to prepare them for succeeding in the market (Burman, 2005; 

Perez & Cannella, 2011; Sims, 2017). However, it has been argued that 
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neoliberal constructions of childhood collide with the image of the active and 

agentic child, and even with developmental psychology because the increasing 

standardisation of childhood is contradictory with the idea of diversity and the 

notion that each child must realise her own potential. Although the explicit 

claims emphasise the importance of acknowledging children’s individual needs 

and characteristics, in practice children are expected to develop in similar ways 

regardless of their contexts, life experiences and psychological features. 

Regardless the means, the purpose of investing in childhood continues to be 

to fit in and become productive within the socioeconomic market (Burman, 

2005, 2008a; Dahlberg et al., 2007; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001; Sims, 2017). 

This section has explored the literature about the social constructions of 

childhood through three different and intersecting discourses exposing how 

childhood does not have unified understanding, rather it is complex, situated, 

diverse and constructed through innumerable discourses that are diverse and 

quite often contradictory. Deconstructing understandings of childhood and the 

child illuminates how early years practitioners engage with children, unveiling 

their beliefs and assumptions and how they make sense of their professional 

role in particular environments. However, this entails a difficult task, especially 

as exposing the inherent contradictions often provokes resistance both at the 

policy level, but also for educators’ practice. An important contradiction relies 

on the expectations of developing a practice that is child-centred, based on the 

reflective educator working collaboratively against the increasingly neoliberal 

culture of (early years) education, discussed in the next section, that is focused 

on individual performance, competition and a view of children as an economic 

unit within an educational market. 

3.3. The Neoliberal discourse of professionalism in ECEC  

The third discourse that is strongly and rapidly (re)shaping professional 

identities in early years education is the neoliberal understanding of 

professionalism. In this section I review how the literature has studied the 

impact of this hegemonic discourse and how it governs and has reshaped 

professional identities across the world as well as how educators negotiate and 
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resist within this discourse. I argue that neoliberalism is not a universal 

narrative that is simple to identify, but on the contrary, it takes different forms, 

uses the most diverse mechanisms to govern educators and the ECEC field, 

and therefore it is crucial to be aware of its methods to be able to promote a 

collective resistance. 

As neoliberal policies have rapidly gained terrain in the early years field, the 

effects of neoliberal discourses have been widely studied in terms of how they 

affect ECEC, with varied focus, from educational policies (e.g. Dahlberg, 2016; 

Moss, 2014; Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016b; Smith et al., 2016); practices 

(Ailwood, 2008; Brown, 2015; Osgood, 2006a; Roberts-Holmes, 2019b; Smith, 

2012); and practitioners’ professional identities (Aabro, 2020; Ang, 2014; Arndt 

et al., 2018; Gibson et al., 2015; Osgood, 2012; Pupala et al., 2016; Rogers et 

al., 2020; Sims & Waniganayake, 2015; Tesar et al., 2017; Vintimilla, 2014).  

The literature has shown that neoliberal policies in the early years system have 

been rapidly developed globally, praising competition, privatisation, 

standardisation and accountability as the best (or unique) strategies that would 

lead to ‘better’ performance in the early years provision (Arndt et al., 2018; Ball, 

2017; Dahlberg et al., 2007; Lloyd, 2012; Moss, 2014). Several authors have 

claimed that neoliberal reforms have had a great impact, reshaping the 

structure of ECEC systems across the world, in which childcare markets have 

become a “distinctive and rapidly growing phenomenon” (Lloyd, 2012, p. 4). 

Although neoliberalism appears to have taken control of early years education 

across the world, it is not possible to attribute a single, universal definition of 

what it entails. Stephen Ball (2012, p. 3) describe neoliberalism as “a complex, 

often incoherent, unstable and even contradictory set of practices that are 

organised around a certain concept of the ‘market’”, and in this sense, it is 

considered a discourse that takes different forms in different contexts based on 

the same principles of the market.  

In fact, it is this highly fluid and flexible understanding that represents one of its 

core characteristics and confers an essential advantage in rendering 
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neoliberalism as a ‘grand narrative’ across the world and in quite diverse 

contexts. Neoliberal principles are never imposed but rather are adapted to 

better suit different cultures, practices and beliefs, exerting a powerful influence 

in (re)shaping ways of life according to the logics of the market and naturalising 

it as the only possible reality (Moss, 2018). In this hegemonic discourse, 

professional subjects are created in the early years field, redefining their 

practices and relationships according to the logics of the market.  

Therefore, and following Peter Moss (2009) when he claims that “there are 

alternatives” (p.1), it is important not only to know the characteristics of these 

subjects but also to scrutinise the ways in which the neoliberal discourse 

governs educators, how it uses human technologies of power over their actions 

rendering them compliant as well as resistant to the dominant narrative 

(Foucault, 1977). Understanding neoliberalism as an assemblage of practices 

disrupts this dominant discourse and make visible the relations of power and 

therefore the alternative constructions of early years practices and therefore 

professional identities (Dahlberg et al., 2007; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001; 

Moss, 2014; Osgood, 2006a). 

Within the neoliberal narrative, education is understood and appreciated 

almost exclusively in economic terms “as a commodity, whether as the object 

of social investment, to be purchased as a means to high returns (individual, 

corporate, societal); or as the object of market transactions between parent-

consumers and providers-businesses” (Moss, 2014, p. 67). It has been 

extensively argued that investing in ECEC is key to increasing children’s 

human capital and therefore parents are expected to choose, on behalf of their 

children, the best ECEC provision according to their needs and interests with 

the promise of a high ‘return on investment’ in the long term, in the form of 

better opportunities of employment, less poverty and social inequality (Barnett, 

1995; Doyle et al., 2009; Heckman, 2000, 2011; OECD, 2017). As mentioned 

above, children are constructed in economic terms as future productive citizens 

and are therefore appreciated as a product of the investment in ECEC (Gibson 

et al., 2015). Consequently, educators are situated as an important variable in 
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this economic equation; bestowed with the responsibility of ensuring the 

promised economic revenues, they are individualised as effective and 

productive entrepreneurs who must deliver the best services for children 

(Cannella, 1997; Gibson et al., 2015; Sims, 2017; Woodrow, 1999).  

The neoliberal images of ECEC, children and educators have been widely 

criticised by early childhood scholars as they do not reflect the complexity of 

the work of practitioners, and on the contrary this discourse explicitly neglects 

the political role of early years services, which impacts negatively on educators’ 

professionalism, and the value they have within their societies (Moss et al., 

2016; Perez & Cannella, 2011; Tesar et al., 2017). Neoliberal policies are 

concerned with what works, the performance of educators and of the institution 

in which they work is what counts as the measures of quality and productivity, 

and therefore educators are appreciated and valued in terms of their 

performance. Stephen Ball (2003, p. 216) refers to this as a culture of 

“performativity” that managerial policies are installing in the education system 

and regulating what counts as acceptable, usually understood as efficiency and 

productivity. Therefore, practitioners are appreciated (or not) for their 

performance, the performance of the schools where they work and for what 

they produce, that is, children’s learning outcomes  

However, neoliberalism is extremely sceptic of the work of EC educators and 

consequently policies seek to impose strict managerial control and governance 

of their practice through the increasing standardisation of knowledge, practice 

and qualifications (Ball & Olmedo, 2012). However, there is great consensus 

that these top-down strategies are intensifying practitioners’ workload while 

narrowing the flexibility and autonomy of early years workers and therefore de-

professionalising this occupation, situating educators as implementers with few 

possibilities to adapt the knowledge and procedures to the particularities and 

needs of the children with whom, and places in which,  they work; this has been 

referred to as “a form of ventriloquism” (Morley, cited in Ball, 2003, p. 218).  
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Through mechanisms such as increasing standardisation and accountability, 

the work of early years workers is constructed as neutral, more objective and 

uniform in terms of the procedures and outcomes that are expected. Around 

the world there has been a rapid expansion of what Pasi Sahlberg (2016) has 

referred to as GERM (Global Education Reform Movement), an umbrella term 

used to denote those educational policies based on neoliberal assumptions 

that focus on performance, competition, privatisation, standardisation and 

accountability (Adamson et al., 2016). The literature has consistently exposed 

how these policies narrow the curriculum, practices and relationship to what is 

assessed, neglecting the wider complexity, diversity and locality that could 

explain and/or enrich these performances (Arndt et al., 2020). Educators are 

increasingly losing their voice as their experiences of working in a particular 

context are dismissed and excluded from pre-defined policies  as they are 

strictly-judged by one-size-fits-all performances assumed as the best way to 

promote universal quality (Dahlberg et al., 2007; Moss, 2006; Osgood, 2006b, 

2010a; Roberts-Holmes, 2020; Sims & Waniganayake, 2015, 2015; Tesar et 

al., 2017).  

In this managerial conceptualisation scholars have claimed that educators are 

both compelled to and willingly think about themselves as entrepreneurial and 

self-interested professionals and their identity is constructed on “procedural 

standardisation, efficiency and accountability rather than the exercise of 

autonomy and knowledge-building across differentiated contexts, and where 

privatised concerns take precedence over community” (Woodrow, 2008, p. 

273). This image of the entrepreneurial early years professional has been 

recognised across the world and an important body of literature has been 

concerned about the effects of (de)professionalisation amid the increasing 

development  of standardisation and accountability measures in early years 

education (Aabro, 2020; Arndt et al., 2020; Fenech et al., 2006; Fenech & 

Sumsion, 2007; Gibson et al., 2015; Osgood, 2006a; Tesar et al., 2017) 

In England, Osgood (2009) conducted an analysis of discourse of policies that 

are part of the educational reform towards the professionalisation of the early 
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years workforce, and concluded that instead of promoting practitioners’ value, 

these policies disempower educators within a political discourse of a 

permanent “crisis of childcare” that requires continuous intervention. 

Additionally, Roberts-Holmes and Bradbury (2016b, p. 600) in an analysis of 

the Baseline Assessment for children, have exposed how early years settings 

are increasingly becoming “miniature centres of calculation”, which reposition 

practitioners as merely gatherers of data from young children, undermining 

their decision-making power which constitutes a crucial part of professionalism.  

Similarly, in Australia, Woodrow (2007, 2008), and Sims (2017) have argued 

that the proliferation of the neoliberal agenda has narrowed the diversity of 

professional identities privileging the image of corporatising entrepreneurial 

and technocratic professionals. Smith, Tesar and Myers (2016), through an 

analysis of “edu-capitalism” policies from United States, New Zealand and 

Australia, added that neoliberal discourse shutters others issues of the work in 

the early years field such as gender, class and race privilege. These findings 

are coherent with other critical authors (Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Perez & 

Cannella, 2011) whose findings collectively show that neoliberal policies also 

imply a neo-colonising effect of imposing a Western-White-Middle-Class 

understanding of how early years education should be.  

More recently, Press, Woodrow, Logan and Mitchell (2018) have shown that 

the technocratic view of neoliberal policies in ECEC have damaged the 

understanding of ECEC services as places for social cohesion. This 

contributes to the literature that has consistently raised the alarm about the 

intensification of educators’ workload while they have become increasingly 

isolated, competitive and alienated from the purposes that brought them to this 

occupation (Arndt et al., 2020; Dahlberg et al., 2007; Osgood, 2012). 

At an international level, several authors have raised similar concerns about 

the growing turn to neoliberal narratives taken by the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), especially through the 

development of the International Early Learning Study (IELS)(Moss et al., 
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2016; Moss & Urban, 2020; Roberts-Holmes, 2019a; Urban & Swadener, 

2016). This study has commanded the attention of early years scholars due to 

interest in what the cross-national standardised assessment of learning 

outcomes in early years could imply globally. The critics of this study claim that 

there has been an important shift in this international organisation from being 

considerate of the characteristics of different countries towards a managerial 

understanding of ECEC with “a discourse of outcomes and investment” that is 

confirmed with the development of the IELS (Moss et al., 2016, p. 344). The 

authors argue that this assessment is constructed as yet another human 

technology that exercises power over children and practitioners, tightening the 

technical, neutral and apolitical understanding of early years, homogenising 

the practices and the ways of being “good” students and professionals (Arndt 

et al., 2020; Moss et al., 2016; Roberts-Holmes, 2019a; Urban & Swadener, 

2016). 

Finally, it is important to highlight that the concern about the effects of the 

neoliberal agenda on EC educators’ identities does not aim to be just 

descriptive, but importantly it entails transformative purposes (Arndt et al., 

2018, 2020; Miller et al., 2012; Moss, 2006, 2014; Osgood, 2010a; Urban, 

2008). These analyses aim to question the regimes of truths, show hidden 

assumptions and expose contradictions in order acknowledge alternative ways 

of being an EC professional. However, it is important to understand, that 

individual resistance is complex and often inadequate against a neoliberal 

discourse, because it implies falling into the same principle of individualisation 

and reducing the complex, dynamic and multi-layered social problems to a 

personal responsibility. Understanding ECEC services as sites of social 

cohesion is not only an academic concern to promote the important role of 

ECEC services in society, but it affects directly the lives and well-being of 

children and practitioners in the field as it allows one to (re)construct alternative 

and sustainable ways of being professionals and establishing relationships with 

young children, colleagues and the community, that account for the local 

particularities of communities in which practitioners work. 
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Several authors have shown different ways in which educators resist and 

counteract the dominant entrepreneurial identities of early years practitioners. 

These authors also stress the importance of reclaiming key features of this 

practice as professionals. For instance, Miller (2008) and Press et al. (2018) 

contend the crucial role of collaborative leadership and of developing emotional 

relationships and community networks that help the construction of ECEC 

services as sites of social cohesion and as providing a sense of belonging to 

practitioners within them. Gupta (2017) in a study on five Asian countries, also 

highlights that, in contrast with their counterparts in compulsory education, EC 

educators still have the “opportunity for minimizing a top-down academic 

curriculum”, as neoliberal policies are relatively incipient in the field. She also 

claims that practitioners have a central role in highlighting the local 

characteristics while working in early years and how standardised, apolitical 

and technocratic policies may imply more damage than benefits for ECEC 

services.  

The idea that neoliberal policies are new in the ECEC is interesting, especially 

in the case of Chile as the whole educational system is widely known for the 

pervasiveness of the neoliberal agenda. However, there are few studies that 

have enquired about the effects of this managerial discourse in early years 

education and even less about its impact on practitioners’ identities. In this line, 

Pardo and Woodrow (2014) analysed the effect of the (lack of) participation of 

educators in the construction of policies in the early years field. The findings 

showed that practitioners are seen as a secondary actor and their voices are 

rarely heard; this (re)produces a sense of lack of professionalism within a 

narrative of the permanent need to develop mechanisms to improve their 

professional practice. Similarly, Pardo and Opazo (2019) studied how early 

years practitioners resisted the discourse of schoolification, which was 

considered a hegemonic narrative increasingly shaping the work of EC 

educators. However, neither of these studies has directly analysed the 

neoliberal assumptions in which diverse policies and the schoolification 

phenomenon are built on.  
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This study is timely, then, and relevant as it contributes to the literature in 

analysing the artifacts and mechanisms of neoliberal discourses in shaping 

professional identities of Chilean EC educators. In Chapter Seven, I discuss 

how managerial and entrepreneurial images of the early childhood educator 

are so deeply installed in the Chilean educational system that they were almost 

invisible to the eyes of the participants of this study, but also for me as a 

researcher. I also discuss in that chapter the ability of neoliberal discourse to 

invade every domain of human life and appropriate itself to the most distant 

practices rendering the care and nurturing features of early years practice a 

critical element of a productive, competitive and entrepreneurial professional 

identity. 

 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have reviewed the literature that underpins this study and 

focused in the most relevant discourses which are shaping professional 

identities of EC educators internationally.  

In the first section I analysed the increasing importance given to 

professionalism and professionalisation of the ECEC workforce and how the 

literature has promoted particular understandings of what counts as 

be(com)ing professional in the early years field. In agreement with the literature 

in this research I assume that professionalism must be defined “from within” 

considering the local culture and values that shape this practice and the 

multiple social purposes it serves.  

In the second section I scrutinised three different discourses that the literature 

has shown to be crucial in the construction of professional identities in this field 

across the world. First, I discussed the gendered and classed discourses as 

constitutive of the early years practitioners’ identities, and the implications they 

have for the professionalisation of this workforce. The next analysis focused on 

discourses of childhood through which I argued that the construction of 

professionalism in early years is indivisible from the hegemonic views of 

childhood and what it means to be a child. I exposed how different and 
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contesting views of childhood implied different images of professionals in early 

years education. The third and last discourse explored in this section was the 

neoliberal discourse of professionalism in early years practice. My contention 

in this section was the invading characteristics of this discourse in different 

countries around the world and how it has importantly narrowed the purpose of 

ECEC and therefore the ways of being professional among EC educators. I 

also discussed how this entrepreneurial discourse that claims to be the best 

way towards increasing quality and consequently professionalism, is in fact de-

professionalising EC educators.  

In this review, I have shown how this study contributes to the knowledge of the 

literature about professional identities in the early years through exploring local 

understandings of what counts as being professional in Chile. This study shows 

how gendered and classed discourses in Chile intersect with hegemonic 

religious discourses of the woman (Chapter Six). Furthermore, this research 

analyses how the constructions of the vulnerable child are linked with the 

religious discourses which in turn govern and control early years practitioners 

(Chapter Seven). Finally, the study contributes to knowledge as it provides an 

account of the mechanisms of neoliberal discourse in the Chilean ECEC 

context (Chapter Eight).  

In the next chapter I present the theoretical framework that provides the 

conceptual tools to understand, deconstruct and analyse the different 

discourses that are shaping the professional identities of Chilean early 

childhood workers. 
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Chapter 4. Theoretical Frameworks 

“The world was so recent that many things lacked 
names, and in order to indicate them it was 

necessary to point.” Gabriel García Marquez, One 
Hundred Years of Solitude 

1. Introduction 

This chapter presents and discusses the theoretical concepts that underpin this 

research and that are central to understanding how EC professional identities 

are constructed, connecting this study with the existing knowledge about 

professional identities in the ECEC field. These frameworks are the 

poststructuralist theories, based mainly on Michel Foucault’s work on 

subjectivation and governmentality (Foucault, 1982, 1988, 2009); feminist 

poststructuralism (Blaise, 2009; B. Davies et al., 2001; Francis, 2000; Osgood, 

2006b; Walkerdine, 1990), drawing mainly from Judith Butler’s concept of 

performativity (Butler, 1997, 2006a); and an intersectional approach (Brah & 

Phoenix, 2004; Phoenix, 2013). 

Drawing on a poststructuralist framework, in this thesis I argue that 

professional identities are permanently being (re)constructed within discourses 

and are not a fixed and permanent characteristic of individuals (MacNaughton, 

2005). Professional identities of EC educators are understood as subjectivities, 

that is that individuals are continuously, although temporarily, subjected to a 

particular place of the constant power relations which categorise her/him and, 

in turn, s/he recognises her/himself in such categories (Foucault, 1982, p. 781). 

Seen through this lens, everyday practices and social encounters of EC 

educators are constructed within asymmetric power relationships that promote 

certain discourses while marginalising others that are usually related to 

gendered practice that characterises this field (MacNaughton, 2005). To 

understand what it entails to become and be an EC professional implies 

understanding the dynamics of power, thus the purpose of research is not to 

unveil the best way to be professional in ECEC but to examine what the main 

available discourses are and how this process of constant subjectivation 

occurs (Davies et al., 2001; Osgood, 2012; Youdell, 2008). 
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The process of be(coming) a professional in the ECEC field is analysed through 

the work of Judith Butler which argues that discourses, such as gender, are 

performative and occur through a simultaneous exercise of mastery and 

submission to the external dominant knowledges that are imposed on the 

individual (Butler, 1997). This feminist framework highlights not just the 

dependency on the external conditions of possibility that constructs EC 

professional subjects and allowing them alternatives ways of being (Butler, 

1997; Davies, 2006). Furthermore, understanding that gender is a crucial 

discourse in the ECEC field that intersects with multiple others (i.e. classed, 

raced and aged) in shaping complex, multidimensional and ever-shifting 

professional identities (MacNaughton, 2001; Osgood, 2012). I argue that by 

examining the ways EC educators take up their positions in discourses, by 

analysing their struggles and resistance it is possible to understand how the 

marginalised positions of EC professionals are being perpetuated in Chilean 

society which therefore opens possibilities for transformation.  

This chapter is structured into seven sections. What follows (section 2) 

discusses the poststructural framework in which this study is based, explores, 

and creates a dialogue between the theory and the emergent findings of this 

research, analyses and details the rationale for choosing this particular 

theoretical framework to examine the topic of the study. The third section 

reviews the work of Michel Foucault on discourse, power and subjectivities, as 

these will be critical concepts for understanding how identity is conceived in 

this study. What is more, this section clarifies how these theoretical concepts 

have been critically developed in the education field and how they are used 

here to meet the context of my study. In the fourth section, the discussion turns 

to the work of poststructural feminists and the current debates about 

understandings of gender identity. Moreover, this section examines the 

responses in the literature about how these concepts have been extrapolated 

and developed in education and applied not only to gender but also to 

understanding different subjectivities – such as the ‘good student’ (Youdell, 

2006). I engage with Butler’s concepts to create a dialogue that allows for the 

analysis of the ways discursive practices render EC educators as 
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“professionals”. To further understand the experiences of constructing 

professional identities of EC educators in Chile, the fifth section presents the 

intersectionality approach as a relevant tool to illuminate relationships and 

uncover, through understanding connections and tensions, the ways in which 

various social categories constitute the professional in a country – and region 

– which has a very different cultural and historical background to Europe or 

English-Speaking countries. The sixth section examines how identity has been 

used and applied in the ECEC field and how this study draws on the literature 

to understand professional identities in Chilean educators. Finally, in the 

seventh section I reflect on the implications and challenges that using a 

poststructural and feminist theoretical framework implies for this research and 

for me as a researcher. The chapter ends with concluding points.  

2. Poststructuralism and the ‘postmodern turn’ in ECEC 

In this thesis I understand identities in terms of power – both productive and 

restrictive – and knowledge as intimately related to power, and as constituted 

within and by discourse. These conceptual tools are drawn from 

poststructuralism. By highlighting the central elements of this theoretical 

framework, I discus how post-structuralism is useful in thinking about education 

and in particular to understanding how identities are discursively produced, 

contingent upon the places and time in which they are constructed and 

therefore highlight the political implications of defining professionalism (Moss, 

2006; Osgood, 2010a). In the case of this study, poststructural theory provides 

the tools to look at professional identities as constructed and negotiated within 

discourses of ECEC in Chile at a time when this sector is attracting 

unprecedented attention in public policies. The role of these conceptual tools 

is then twofold; firstly, they serve to challenge what is been taken for granted, 

especially in the Chilean (early childhood) education field, that which is deeply 

constructed on a modernist but also neoliberal approach that promotes 

standardised practices and outcomes (Bellei, 2015; Harvey, 2007). The second 

role of these poststructural concepts is to promote freedom and hope for 

transformation of practices that are shaping the ECEC field (MacNaughton, 

2005; Osgood, 2015; Sumsion, 2005) and the ways of being an EC educator 
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and promoting competent and sustainable systems (Urban, 2014) and ways of 

doing early years education on Chile (Moss, 2014; Sumsion, 2005). 

Poststructuralism is part of the broader ‘post’ period that emerged as a 

response to the crisis of legitimation of the ideals of modernity, which 

emphasised the pursuit of universal truths, and believed that progress could be 

reached through rationality, science and objectivity (St. Pierre & Pillow, 2002; 

Usher & Edwards, 1994; Williams, 2005). Poststructuralism challenges these 

statements and “provide[s] the critical means by which we might trouble, 

dismantle, deconstruct and reconfigure commonly held ‘truths’ or taken-for-

granted assumptions” (Osgood, 2016, p. 157). This implies that there would be 

no subjacent, universal and objective structures to the social world, that is, 

there is no such thing as ‘the good teacher’ or ‘a good student’ but on the 

contrary, it proposes that the way we understand the world is constructed and 

this construction is a fluid process that responds to socio-cultural and historical 

understandings and is therefore open to constant changes.  

Poststructuralism is sceptical and rejects metanarratives (Lyotard & Jameson, 

1984) or the essentialist and totalising explanations of truth within the social 

world (David et al., 2016). Instead, poststructuralism implies an emphasis on 

partialities, highlighting the contradictions existent in discursive practices, and 

the discontinuities and contingency in the production and hierarchisation of 

knowledge (MacNaughton, 2005; St. Pierre & Pillow, 2002). The purpose of 

using a poststructuralist framework is not to discover and explain a hidden truth 

about a social phenomenon, but to understand how a particular way to be in 

society has become hegemonic and taken for granted (MacNaughton, 2005; 

St. Pierre, 2000; Sumsion, 2005).  

There has been an increasing body of work that has taken up poststructuralism 

and other frameworks labelled as ‘post’, for example postmodernism or 

postcolonialism, on what has become known as the postmodern turn in ECEC 

or the reconceptualisation movement in ECEC (Bloch et al., 2018; Osgood, 

2015). These studies have challenged the grand narratives that frame this field, 
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questioning for instance the discourses of developmentalism and child-centred 

pedagogies bringing attention to the powerless position children occupy in 

these discourses (Burman, 2008a; Cannella, 1997; Walkerdine, 1993). Moss 

(2012a, 2018), Roberts-Holmes (2019a), and Perez and Canella (2011), 

among numerous others, have drawn on poststructuralism to criticise 

neoliberal policies in the ECEC field and the ways it affects both children and 

the workforce. Educational artifacts such as the curricula, assessments and 

standards, have also been questioned in relation to whose knowledge and 

practices are been valued and privileged and whose have been marginalised 

(Dahlberg et al., 2007; Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016a). The process of 

identity formation, or subjectivation has been a central concern in the 

postmodern turn in ECEC and several authors have analysed the discourses 

that shape the child (Hultqvist & Dahlberg, 2001; James, 2004; James et al., 

1998) as well as the EC educator (Gibson, 2015; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001; 

Moloney, 2015; Osgood, 2012), questioning the ways in which individuals 

become subjects and struggle within these subjectivation processes. These 

different studies, framed within the postmodern turn, have in common the 

purposes of unveiling how the dynamics of power relations operate and 

exposing the ways these oppress certain groups and (re)produce inequalities 

and exclusions on diverse dimensions and groups within the ECEC field. What 

is more, the use of poststructuralist theories also entails the aim to 

reconceptualise what has been taken for granted and therefore presents a 

genuine hope for transformation of the ways acting, doing and being within the 

ECEC field that would promote social justice (Moss, 2018; Osgood, 2015; 

Sumsion, 2005).  

However, despite these commonalities, poststructuralism or postmodernism 

are highly contested terms and they do not refer to a systematic, single theory. 

On the contrary, poststructuralism is defined externally, that is as a critique, an 

alternative to structuralism, which take different forms; authors that have been 

labelled under this term propose different arguments. For instance, Judith 

Butler (1992) has argued that theories that are categorised under the 

poststructural label differ substantially and that is it difficult to group them under 
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the same category. The author claims that “the terms ‘postmodernism’ and 

‘poststructuralism’ settle the differences among those positions in a single 

stroke, providing a substantive, a noun that includes those positions as so many 

of its modalities or permutations” (Butler, 1992, p.4). While I acknowledge these 

criticisms about the indiscriminate use of the ’post’ terms, it is important to 

disclose that it is not the purpose of this research to present a detailed analysis 

of the differences between these theories, nor is it intended to follow in-depth 

the work of a particular author. Instead, I draw on the commonalities that the 

poststructural framework offers to be sceptical and make use of the possibilities 

it opens to reconceptualise the familiar ways of being and doing in ECEC.  

Although I follow the common grounds of the ‘post’ theoretical framework, it is 

important to mention that in this thesis I refer to poststructuralism as a more 

specific theoretical position than postmodernism. While postmodernism could 

be considered as a broader term concerned with several cultural changes, 

poststructuralism is considered in the literature as relating to “academic 

theorising and critiques of discourse, knowledge, truth, reality, rationality” (St. 

Pierre & Pillow, 2002, p. 17). This research is concerned with discourses, the 

construction of meanings to make sense of the social world. Therefore, this 

study engages importantly with the work of Michel Foucault about, power, 

knowledge and discourses. In this line, this research draws on authors that 

have developed aspects of Foucault’s work such as Judith Butler (1997, 2006a) 

to analyse gendered discourses in terms of performativity discourses, and 

Stephen Ball (2013, 2016a, 2017) who has applied Foucault’s thoughts and 

concepts such as governmentality in the education field, to orientate my 

analysis of early childhood professional identities.  

In this sense, poststructuralism provides the conceptual tools not only to look 

at the constitution of subjects within discourses but highlights the role and 

nature of power relations in that construction (Usher & Edwards, 1994). This 

implies a practical approach to developing research and it encourages a 

commitment from the researcher to look to the social world with not only a 

critical lens, but with the purpose of exposing, denouncing and transforming the 
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social injustices, struggles and points of view of the unheard, marginalised 

groups of society (MacNaughton, 2005; Osgood, 2015; Sumsion, 2005). 

Foucault (1982) argues that when looking at power relations it is possible to 

understand the social world as dangerous and that perspective opens the 

possibility of change, of doing things differently. Foucault states: 

“My point is not that everything is bad, but that everything is 

dangerous, which is not exactly the same as bad. If everything 

is dangerous, then we always have something to do. So my 

position leads not to apathy but to a hyper- and pessimistic 

activism” (Foucault, 1982, p. 231-232). 

This idea that ‘everything is dangerous’ is fundamental to the understanding 

and use of poststructuralism in this study not as a fixed theory but as a 

developing project that requires from the researcher a continuous questioning 

of social phenomena as well of the ways and methods of looking at them. The 

researcher is required to actively challenge the context, to be critical in order to 

understand the privileged and marginalised knowledges and the implications of 

different social groups that may differ according to the different contexts, 

historicity and contingency. In this line, I agree with St. Pierre and Pillow (2002, 

p. 6) in that poststructuralism “offers critiques and methods for examining the 

functions and effects of any structure or grid of regularity that we put into place, 

including those poststructuralism itself might create”. The context is then 

constantly developing and testing the theory, and therefore renders the 

research work more complex and challenging, but is central to the purpose of 

seeking social justice and transforming oppressive practices (Osgood, 2015; 

Sumsion, 2005; Weedon, 1997). This, however, does not mean a 

transformation in one explicit or unique direction, as the understanding about 

how certain knowledge has been privileged and become dominant does not 

entail that the opposite is better, but only exposes the dangers of power 

dynamics. Furthermore, this framework often proposes the existence of 

multiple and even contradictory ‘truths’ that are constantly being created, 

negotiated and resisted (Ball, 2013). 
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In the education field this is extremely relevant as school has been widely 

conceptualised as a modern disciplinary institution that enforces and 

reproduces discourses of the “normal” of what is considered right, the way to 

be (Usher & Edwards, 1994). Therefore, it is also a place that covers the 

different, the marginalised, and the ones who does not fit with the standards of 

society. And, specifically employing poststructural conceptual tools provides a 

way to disrupt the status quo, to listen to the minorities, to problematise and 

think differently about education and the role that the different actors play in it 

(Ball, 2013). In the ECEC field, this has been done in different ways. For 

instance, several poststructuralist scholars have used Foucauldian concepts of 

power and discourse to analyse the dominant discourses available in ECEC 

and the effects these have on the subjects, especially on marginalised groups 

such as children (Burman, 2008a; James & Prout, 2004) or female EC 

practitioners (Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001; Ortlipp et al., 2011b; Osgood, 2005, 

2012; Woodrow, 2008). Others have analysed how different technologies of 

power act as governmentality and its effects on children and adults. For 

example Bradbury (2017) and Roberts-Holmes (2016a) have looked at the 

Baseline Assessment in Early Years in the UK and how it promotes a 

surveillance and accountability culture that is increasingly governing the ECEC 

field; in a similar line, others have raised the alert about the ways the 

International Early Learning and Child Wellbeing Study from the OECD serves 

as a “mode of governance” sustained by “dataism” (Moss & Urban, 2020, p. 

169) to the detriment of a richer and more comprehensive comparison of ECEC 

systems (Moss et al., 2016; Moss & Urban, 2020). 

This study looks at the professional identities of EC educators through this 

poststructural framework, not as fixed and stable particularities of the self, but 

as being permanently constituted and negotiated within relations of power 

within/through discourses. This theoretical lens then allows the researcher to 

make more complex analysis and to deviate the load of attention from the 

individual as the only one responsible for his/her own betterment. It also 

provides the tools “to think in terms of pluralities and diversities rather than 

universals and unities” (Usher and Edwards, 1994, p. 20), looking into the 
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characteristics of the local contexts and highlighting their importance when 

thinking on the ‘good’ professional practitioner in ECEC.  

3. Foucault: rendering subjects - power, knowledge and discourse  

Michel Foucault’s contributions have been increasingly recognised and applied 

in the (early childhood) education field as his work on discourse, 

power/knowledge and subjectivation has allowed for a more complex 

understanding of how meanings are created, and subjectivities are formed and 

governed by discourses (Ball, 2013; MacNaughton, 2005). This study draws 

importantly on Foucault’s work and hence in this section I discuss the concepts 

that will allow the theoretical analysis of the constitution of EC professional 

identities. However, it is important to mention that it is not my purpose to 

provide an exhaustive introduction to Foucault’s work and its application to 

education – several authors have already accomplished that task (Ball, 2013; 

Brennan & Popkewitz, 1998; Dreyfus, 1982; Schirato et al., 2012). Instead, this 

section presents the main concepts from Foucault’s work that served as 

conceptual tools to problematise what it entails to be professional in the Chilean 

ECEC field.  

The notion of discourse is central in Foucault’s work as it provides the frame 

through which we make meaning of the world and ourselves within society. 

Foucault (Foucault, 1972, p. 49) define discourses as “practices that 

systematically form the objects of which they speak. Discourses are not about 

objects; they constitute them and in the practice of doing so conceal their own 

intervention”. It refers not to what is said, but to the rules and parameters that 

constraint or enable us to think, speak or act in specific ways, it denotes “the 

conditions under which certain statements are considered to be truth” (Ball, 

2013, p. 19). In this sense discourse is productive and concerned with power 

as it creates the knowledge of what is considered as valid in different societies. 

This means that it is through discourses that meanings are constructed, and 

discourses determine the ways we think, feel and act in different contexts and 

in relation to others promoting an understanding of an indivisible relation 

between the self and the social (Wright, 2003).  
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Foucault’s work on discourse has promoted research about identities as 

discursively constituted and therefore emphasising the importance of studying 

the norms that create and explain particular ways of being. In the educational 

field,  it has helped to understand how certain structures and categories, widely 

used and taken for granted, have been constructed. For instance,  

understanding how certain parameters, and rules have being created and 

positioned as truth, such as what it entails to be a ‘good’ student or teacher 

(Youdell, 2008; Ball, 2003), and what is implied by ‘quality’ education (Dahlberg 

et al., 2007), thus opening the possibility of doing it differently. It dissolves the 

essential character of ‘good’ or ‘quality’ exposing its contingent constitution and 

importantly troubles binary categories such as male/female, child/adult, 

rational/emotional, highlighting in consequence the complexity and diversity of 

those categories (MacNaughton, 2005; Mikuska & Fairchild, 2020). 

It is worth mentioning that in Foucault’s work, discourse does not only refer to 

words written and spoken but involves multiple representations of meanings 

and practices about a particular matter. Discourse is used and deployed 

through various discursive practices which include images, gestures, or 

sensations and the unsaid, the omitted and silences are also a crucial part of 

discourses. Foucault describes discourse as, 

“secretly based on an “already said” is not merely a phrase that 

has been already spoken, or a text that has been written, but a 

“never said”, an incorporeal discourse, a voice as silent as 

breath, a writing that is merely the hollow of its own mark” 

(Foucault, 1972, p. 25). 

Thus, discourses are “the domain of subconscious knowledge” (Ball, 2013, p. 

19) and their deployment and use through discursive practices often occurs 

without individuals being aware of it. This provokes the illusion that discourses 

are the reflections of natural, universal and fixed knowledge or ways of being, 

as applied to this study, that there is one preferred form of being a good 

professional in the ECEC field. 

We can also identify discourses of race or gender that set out 

what it means to be a gender or a race but do it as if these were 
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natural and/or self-evident. This is a crucial aspect of Foucault’s 

account of discourse: while the terms of discourses may well be 

taken as reflecting ‘truth’, the ways things are, for Foucault 

these are not reflections but the very moment and means of the 

production of these truths (Youdell, 2006a, p. 35). 

The categories of analysis of this study have been developed with this dual 

conceptualisation of discourse as simultaneously productive and constricting as 

it allows for a more complex understanding, highlighting the role of power in the 

way practitioners’ identities are constituted. It entails critical engagement, 

assuming that being an EC professional is never self-evident but constituted in 

a myriad of discourses of gender, class and race (Ailwood, 2007; Cameron, 

2006; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001; Osgood, 2005, 2006b; Skeggs, 1997, 

2005; Vincent & Braun, 2011) but also, as I discuss in Chapter Six of this thesis, 

within religious discourses (Poblete Núñez, 2020). This in turn, will not only 

determine and govern educators’ practices with children in the classroom but 

also their professional status in society and their choices and relationships in 

their personal lives.  

What is more, considering discourses as productive/constricting also implies 

that the knowledge is never neutral nor does it have an unequivocal meaning 

(Foucault, 1978). On the contrary, knowledge is always open to various 

interpretations. In this perspective, for Foucault, discourses must be conceived 

as systems open to change and contradictions,   

“a series of discontinuous segments whose tactical function is 

neither uniform nor stable. […] we must not imagine a world of 

discourse divided between accepted discourse and excluded 

discourse, or between the dominant discourse and the 

dominated one; but as a multiplicity of discursive elements that 

can come into play in various strategies.” (Foucault, 1978, p. 

100) 

This has important implications for research. Firstly, as discussed above, it 

entails a shift in the type of research questions as understanding the essential 

characteristics of a professional EC educator becomes irrelevant. On the 

contrary, it is central to understand how/why these characteristics have become 

dominant, and their effects on subjects. Secondly, this entails that the 



 
 

102 
 

researcher is indivisible from and is permanently producing that which is being 

studied. This understanding of discourse and discursively constituted subjects 

highlights the crucial role of reflexivity and the need to be aware of the role of 

the researcher, the methods used, and the contexts that frame the research 

endeavour. Increasingly, poststructural scholars in ECEC have highlighted the 

relevance of recognising knowledge as situated, contingent, always political, 

and the reflection of the power relations within discourses. Exposing the diverse 

forms of power operating through discourses provides the means to challenge 

the knowledge that is legitimated as valid in societies (Bloch et al., 2018; 

Osgood, 2012; Ryan & Grieshaber, 2005). 

In this approach knowledge is intrinsically linked to power. It is understood as 

simultaneously a product of power relationships within a particular discursive 

practice and that which validates certain forms of power. In Foucault’s (1972, p. 

201) terms, “there is no knowledge without a particular discursive practice; and 

any discursive practice may be defined by the knowledge that it forms”.  

The notion of power is key in Foucault’s account of discourses, as it is through 

the exercise of power that certain discourses acquire the status of ‘regime of 

truth’ while counter-discourses are undermined and silenced (Ball, 2013; 

Osgood, 2012). Foucault refers to the hybrid “power/knowledge” to stress an 

interdependence between the formation of knowledge and specific practices of 

power, which in turn are validated in relatively consistent discourses (Ball, 

2013). In this approach power is both prohibitive and inherently productive. It 

operates through discursive practices in everyday interactions that constitute 

discourses and at the same time are constituted by it.  

This idea has been critical in studies in the education field to understand how 

certain practices and types of knowledges have become dominant. For 

instance, the work of Stephen Ball on the rise and impact of neoliberal ideology 

in teachers’ practices and process of subjectivation, the notion of performativity 

related to this neoliberal discourse  – explained in section 4.1 below (Ball, 2000, 

2011, 2012a, 2012b) – are grounded on Foucault’s work. Likewise, Ball applies  



 
 

103 
 

Foucault’s concept of “care of self” (Foucault, 1988) to understand the practice 

of resistance towards these discourses that provides new meanings and hopes 

for transformation, as discussed further in Chapter Eight of this thesis. In the 

context of ECEC, Foucault’s work has also been applied to expose 

technologies of power operating in discourses of childhood (Ailwood, 2008; 

Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001), gender (Blaise, 2009; 

MacNaughton, 2000, 2001) and professional subjectivities (Cumming et al., 

2013; Pupala et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2016).  

However, Foucault goes beyond the traditional understanding of ‘sovereign 

power’ as a repressive force, held and exerted by a powerful person or group. 

On the contrary, power is understood as dispersed and omnipresent as the 

author claims that “power is everywhere; not because it embraces everything, 

but because it comes from everywhere” (Foucault, 1978, p. 98). Power is 

exercised from multiple points, embodied and constitutive of subjects rather 

than being taken and used by individuals. Furthermore, power is inherent in 

the productive function of discourse. It operates through discursive practices in 

everyday interactions that constitute discourses, and which are simultaneously 

constituted by it. Therefore, discourses are productive as individuals only come 

to exist as subjects of the relations of power within discourses (Foucault, 1982). 

Foucault coins the notion of ‘disciplinary power’ which is concerned with how 

individuals are becoming subjects of discourses. According to the author this 

conceptualisation of power “disciplines ‘makes’ individuals; it is the specific 

techniques of a power that regards individuals as objects and as instruments 

of its exercise” (Foucault, 1995, p. 170). This type of power yields its effects by 

targeting the individual’s body to make it docile, obedient, and therefore more 

useful for its purposes. In this sense, disciplinary power is enacted by 

individuals who are recognised as subjects in specific positions of discourses 

for instance as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ students or teachers. Disciplinary power then, is 

considered as “an uninterrupted coercion, supervising the processes of the 

activity (of the body) rather than its results” (Foucault, 1995, p. 137). 

Conversely to sovereign power, disciplinary power is not held or acquired but 
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exercised within “the interplay of non-egalitarian and mobile relations” 

(Foucault, 1978, pp. 93–94). This is central to understanding discourses and 

how subjectivities are in permanent construction, as it highlights the idea that 

there is a permanent tension between different positions or ways of 

understanding and making meaning of the world; neither of those positions is 

permanent but each responds to the different interests at play in a particular 

context.  

Social institutions such as the school, hospital, or prison, are for Foucault the 

primary means through which disciplinary power works. Institutions set out the 

norms – as standards of behaviour – to which the body must abide to function 

effectively within them. This explains the ways discourses, through different 

technologies or artifacts of power, produce and constrain the subject. 

Examples of  technologies of power in the education field are multiple and 

diverse, but among those which have been studied are the curriculum, 

standards and standardised assessments that highlight a specific type of 

knowledge as worthy to be learned in school to the detriment of other types, 

and which shape individuals’ behaviours, practices, thoughts and even 

affective relationships  (Evans, 2011; Mahony, 2000; Moss & Urban, 2020; 

Roberts-Holmes, 2019a). For instance, the UK Baseline Assessment for 4 and 

5-year-olds (Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016b) and more recently the OECD 

International Early Learning and Child Well-being Study (Moss et al., 2016; 

Moss & Urban, 2020) have been questioned as technologies of power that 

promote a technocratic understanding of EC education, and through the 

collection and analysis of detailed data of children increase the “dataveillance” 

shaping subjects according to externally-defined standards  (Roberts-Holmes, 

2019a, p. 31).  

The concept of disciplinary power and technologies of power are central to 

understanding how individuals are rendered subjects within discourses in 

Foucault’s work. It is through the norms defined by different technologies and 

artifacts that disciplinary power judges individuals’ behaviours as ‘normal’ or 

‘abnormal’, developing and applying disciplinary measures – technologies of 
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power – to control and manage the ‘normal’ and correct the ‘abnormal’ 

(Hoffman, 2014). However, these conceptualisations should not be confused 

with a deterministic role of discourse that would undermine the active role of 

subjects in becoming and making themselves subjects of discourses, as the 

emphasis is on how disciplinary power, through several technologies, shape 

and determine individuals to be(come) subject to the power relations of 

discourses. Foucault’s notion of power as disseminated and present 

“everywhere” (Foucault, 1978, p. 98) implies that nothing is completely 

determined but highlights the agency of the subject in making her/himself the 

subject of discourses. Aiming to understand this process, Foucault refers to 

disciplinary power as “governmentality” (Foucault, 2009) because it regulates 

individuals’ actions, thoughts, emotions, and the way we engage in 

relationships, rendering them subjects of discourses through technologies of 

power.  

Governmentality is a concept coined by Foucault that merges the concepts of 

“governing” and rationality or modes of thought to highlight the political 

rationality of technologies of power (Lemke, 2002) in which government is 

understood not only in its political meaning, but as the “conduct of conduct”, 

that is an activity meant to direct individuals’ behaviours and “to act upon the 

possibilities of action of other people” (Foucault, 1982, p. 790). Becoming the 

‘good student’ or the ‘professional practitioner’ implies then from this 

perspective not only a set of technologies of power that delimits a field of action 

of individuals, in which they comply with the normalising judgments and so are 

subjected to the technologies of power circulating in those contexts. These 

concepts are relevant in this study as they illuminate how discourses operate 

as regimes of truth in the early childhood education sector and how 

practitioners are made subjects in the interplay of power/knowledge, how they 

are “constituted through the productive power of discursive practices” (Youdell, 

2006a, p. 41). 
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Nevertheless, this does not imply that the subject is determined by the 

knowledge produced within and through discourses. On the contrary, Foucault 

claims that:  

“He who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it, 

assumes responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes 

them play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself 

the power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; 

he becomes the principle of his own subjection” (Foucault, 

1995, pp. 202–203).  

This is relevant as it implies the possibility of resistance. Foucault argues that 

disciplinary power can only be exercised on free individuals who, faced with 

diverse possibilities of behaving, willingly accept and comply with the norms 

(Foucault, 1982; Foucault & Gordon, 1980). From this lens, subjectivity 

involves focusing on what we do rather on what we are (Ball, 2013). Therefore, 

being aware of the conditions subjacent within discourses implies an 

emancipatory potential, opening the possibility to ‘do’ otherwise. As it is 

impossible to be outside power, the question of resistance is about how to 

navigate within power relations differently, how to question and challenge truth.  

By adopting a Foucauldian approach, it becomes possible to problematise and 

expose the various forms in which power operates within the discourses 

available in the educational system in relation to EC educators. These 

analytical tools open possibilities to investigate the historicity of the meanings 

that have prevailed as dominant discourses operating as regimes of truth within 

the ECEC sector. Moreover, it allows for a deeper understanding of how 

everyday discursive practices have marked practitioners within a particular way 

of being professional in this sector. It also implies looking at how the 

negotiations of subjectivities provide a place for self-formation and resistance 

among early years workers (Zembylas, 2003b). For instance, in the ECEC field, 

Jayne Osgood (2006a) has problematised the notion of professionalism as 

defined and promoted in UK policies, exposing the influence of the regulatory 

gaze in disempowering its workforce. This problematisation allowed then the 

author to promote a resignification and reclamation of the ‘feminine’ 

dimensions of working in the ECEC field that were (are) undermined in the 
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traditional conceptualisation of professionalism (Osgood, 2006b, 2010a). 

Furthermore, in this study the richness of the analysis of discourses shaping 

EC professional identities in Chile comes importantly from the historicity of 

concepts, such as ‘parvularia14’, ‘aunty’ and ‘vocación’. Understanding how 

these concepts have been constructed and by whom they have been used in 

Chilean society (see Chapter Six) explains how certain practices that appeared 

essential to “being a good professional” in early years education, such as the 

utter devotion and commitment towards the work of ECEC, govern educators’ 

practice, thoughts and relationships, situating them in a powerless position in 

Chilean society.  

Nevertheless, it worth pointing out that exposing the discourses and the ways 

in which power operates on the individual does not necessarily imply 

revolutionary effects of resistance. I agree with Walkerdine (1990) in that 

transformative practices do not automatically follow from becoming aware of 

the practices of oppression, and that rather than revolutionary “resistances 

have ‘reactionary’ effects.” (p. 3).  Furthermore, sometimes certain forms of 

resistance are not enough to promote a transformative change and conversely 

could imply important detriment for the subjects. Therefore, it is relevant to 

understand that the use of poststructural theories in research is not sufficient 

to promote the desired change, nor do they imply that that change, in cases 

where it occurs, would be for the benefit of the majority. In this sense Foucault’s 

statement that “everything is dangerous” must be highlighted when a specific 

practice is questioned, and do not forget the importance of activist work that 

require transformational processes and that are greatly assumed by feminist 

approaches.  

In this sense, a Foucauldian approach is important because it provides the 

means of looking at other stories, the silenced and marginalised discourses. 

Revealing them entails a political stance, and allows new understandings of 

early childhood workers and poses new questions about the political agenda 

 
14 Parvularia is one of the main informal “titles” or names to refer to EC educators within Chilean society. This name is derived from “párvulo” which means “child” in Spanish. “Párvulo” is 

not a word that is today commonly used in Spanish, it is only used in the context of the ECEC field, thus the official name of Early Childhood and Care in Chile is Educación Parvularia that 

translate directly as “education for children” 
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(MacNaughton, 2001). This perspective is reinforced using feminist 

poststructural perspectives in this analysis. 

4. Judith Butler and performativity. 

While Foucault’s work on power/knowledge and discourses are useful to 

understand the ways  in which subjects are constituted through historical 

processes, its scope is mainly focused on the analysis of the constitution and 

transformations of subjectivities within broader social contexts and time scales 

(B. Davies, 2006). In order to look more closely at the ways that identities are 

constituted through discursive practices and everyday relationships in ECEC 

contexts, this study relies on feminist poststructural theory, in particular on the 

work of Judith Butler and the concepts of performativity and discursive agency 

(Butler, 1997, 2006a). Butler’s work on gender performativity enabled me to 

deconstruct the naturalised discourses that had tied (female) practitioners to 

children and determined how their bodies must be and act to being recognised 

and recognising themselves as EC educators.  

Poststructuralism and feminism could both be conceptualised as critical 

theories that challenge the regimes of truth (Lather, 1992; St. Pierre, 2000; St. 

Pierre & Pillow, 2002). Feminist poststructuralism is described by Davies and 

Gannon (2005, p. 328) as the third feminism which is focused on dismantling 

the binary male / female, as opposed to the fight for individual rights of liberal 

feminism, and to the focus of praising womanhood of radical feminism. 

Furthermore, poststructural feminism has an important emphasis on the 

political implications of working on identity, especially regarding how the 

hegemonic discourses have privileged masculine, white and elitist claims of 

truth (Davies et al., 2001; MacNaughton, 2000; Nicholson, 1990; Osgood, 

2012; Walkerdine, 1990). MacNaughton (2001) for instance, states that 

discourses of gender are central to the process of subjectivation and that 

identity is constructed “in and by social relations of gender, sexuality, class and 

race, and that each of our ‘classed’ and ‘raced’ identities in and through the 

power relations that constitute our daily lives” (p. 122). Similarly, Valerie 

Walkerdine (1997) in her study about the discourses of young girls in the media 
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argues that fictional discourses about schoolgirls are strongly constitutive of 

what girls become.  This understanding of the construction of identity through 

the analysis of gender and subjectivation is key in this study, considering the 

gendered composition and nature of the work of the ECEC workforce globally 

(Osgood, 2012). 

Although Judith Butler does not refer to the ways her ideas could be applied to 

education, her seminal work on subjectivation and the psychic live of the 

subject has been highly influential and developed in the (early childhood) 

education field (Butler, 1997, 2006a; David et al., 2016; Davies, 2006; Youdell, 

2006b). For instance, Deborah Youdell (2006a, 2006b) has drawn on Butler’s 

concept of subjectivation to question the processes of inclusion and exclusion 

within the classroom in Australia. Bronwyn Davies (2003) has analysed how 

young children learn to be(come) male or female and examined the way 

agency is discursively constituted in a primary school classroom (Davies, 

1990); and Bown, Sumsion and Press (Bown et al., 2011) have taken up the 

work of Butler and analysed how discourses of motherhood relate to ECEC 

policies and are key in discursively constituting the EC practitioners. In this 

study I draw on the concepts of subjectivation, performativity and agency to 

understand how EC educators are made into gendered subjects, how the 

“social inscribes itself on the individual (…) not just to shape us as a particular 

kind of being but to make those ways of being desirable such that we actively 

take them up as our own” (Davies & Gannon, 2005, p. 328). Butler’s work is 

also of particular interest to this research because it opens the possibility to 

become aware of the power relations that constitute the subject and disrupt 

and re-signify the mere process that constitute her. Butler questions how 

feminism, in its endeavour of bringing women’s interests to light, has imposed 

the view of the Western, White women as representative of “all” women. She 

explains 

“Feminist discourse has often relied upon the category of 

women as a universal presupposition of cultural experience, 

which, in its universal status, provides a false ontological 

promise of political solidarity […]. As feminists we [need] to 

discern the conditions of oppression which issue from an 

unexamined reproduction of gender identities which sustain 
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discrete and binary categories of man and women” (Butler, 

1988, p. 523). 

This is paramount as it breaks the illusion of gender as a unique, fixed and self-

evident feature and exposes the unstable, incoherent although consolidated 

way to ‘do’ gender. Drawing on Foucault’s notion of discourse and 

subjectivation Butler coins the notion of performativity challenging the idea of 

a pre-existing subject and argues that gender is performatively constructed 

within discourse, as she explains that one becomes a subject [gendered body] 

through a series of acts which are renewed, revised, and consolidated through 

time” (Butler, 1988, p. 523).  

Hence, the concept of subjectivity implies that one understands the subject not 

as an autonomous individual who chooses freely which attitudes to display, 

who and how to be. On the contrary, performative here refers to the “the 

discursive practice that enacts or produces that which it names” (Butler, 2011, 

p. 13). Consequently, the subject must be understood here as an effect, a 

production of a particular discourse. Performative implies then an effect of 

power that materialises a particular discourse which is enacted, embodied by 

the subject. For instance, in the study of Davies et al., (2001,  p.172) the 

authors analysed how (girl) children constituted themselves as schoolgirl 

subjects not by a rational individual choice, but by the “implicit coercion in (the) 

benign process of shaping schoolgirls” as discourses frame the conditions of 

possibility for those girls to ‘be’ recognised as good girl students.  

Discourse produces, regulates and constraints the subject. For the subject to 

be recognised as such s/he must be performatively constituted within 

discourses. S/he must be named, called, interpellated but also recognise 

him/herself in that interpellation in order to exists as a subject (Butler, 1997). 

This implies a circular relation where an ambivalence of mastery and 

submission takes place simultaneously. 

“The more a practice is mastered, the more fully subjection is 

achieved. Submission and mastery take place simultaneously, 

and it is this paradoxical simultaneity that constitutes the 

ambivalence of subjection. Where one might expect submission 
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to consist in a yielding to an externally imposed dominant order, 

and to be marked by a loss of control and mastery, it is 

paradoxically marked by mastery itself… the lived simultaneity 

of submission as mastery, and mastery as submission, is the 

condition of possibility for the subject itself”. (Butler, 1995a, pp. 

45–46). 

To become a particular subject, the individual reproduces the power relations 

of the discourse, the power set-up, the rules that orchestrate the formation of 

the subject and therefore the subject exists as such only depending on power 

that is external to herself (Butler, 1997; Davies, 2006). Through mastering a 

stylised repetition of acts the subject is on the one hand created, provoking the 

illusion of a substance, for instance of gender as pre-existing to discourse. On 

the other hand, the subject is perpetuating and confirming those conditions that 

make it. In effect, for Butler performatively constituted identity is culturally, 

historically, and socially supported. Making the parallel with dramatical acts, 

she argues,  

“(T)he act that gender is, the act that embodied agents are 

inasmuch as they dramatically and actively embody, and 

indeed, wear certain cultural significations, is clearly no one’s 

alone […]. The act that one does, the act that one performs is, 

in a sense, an act that has been going on before one arrive to 

the scene” (Butler, 1988, p. 526).  

Then repetition of these acts becomes central in the process of subjectivation. 

Re-enacting these cultural meanings implies a ritualisation of the discourses, 

is a re-experience of what is socially, historically and culturally agreed and 

therefore, implies a form of legitimation of these practices (Butler, 1988). This 

would imply that the subject is never fully achieved, is inherently unstable and 

therefore requires continuous maintenance and hence it opens up the 

possibility for discursive agency in which by being critically aware of the 

conditions of the formative power could enable a way to do otherwise. It is 

important to highlight that in Butler’s theorisations agency is not an attribute of 

the subject but is constituted within discourse; it is an effect of power and in 

this sense, “subjection produces a subject and a subject is the precondition of 

agency” (Butler, 1997, p. 14). It means that agency is part of the discourse and 

it implies that the subject’s discursive practice is aimed or has the intention for 
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something to happen and this intent of the subject is exceeded in the discourse  

(Youdell, 2006b).  

The idea of discursive agency is profoundly powerful and relevant in this 

research as it allows for the exploration of how EC educators come to be a 

‘good’ (or ‘bad’) professional through mundane practices and the routes toward 

alternative ways of doing ECEC. It implies that the ‘professional’ EC educator 

is neither determined as “efficient” nor “devoted” – as contradictory these 

discourses may appear. It also means that although practitioners might have 

embodied these discourses, they are open to change and to reclaim new 

meanings. 

Butler’s notion of performative implies shifting from an understanding of identity 

not only as socio-culturally constructed but also to include a temporal and 

historical dimension. The author explains that “the illocutionary speech that 

performs its deeds at the moment of the utterance, and yet to the extent that 

the moment is ritualized, it is never merely a single moment. The “moment” in 

ritual is a condensed historicity” (Butler, 1997, p. 3). Performative is not a 

singular act, but it implies reiteration of a ritual chain of discursive practices to 

produce the subject that it names (Youdell, 2008). Butler argues that “the girl 

is compelled to ‘cite’ the norm [of femininity] in order to qualify and remain 

viable as a subject” (Butler, 2011, p. 93). Moreover, the performative is 

derivative as it builds on pre-existing meanings and discourses. Butler explains 

that the performative is an “inherited set of voices an echo of others who speak 

the ‘I’” (Butler, 1997, p. 93). 

The body occupies a central role in the formation of the performatively 

constituted subject. Following Butler, the body is produced through discourse. 

That is, the subject, through the reiterations of linguistic and bodily discursive 

practices, embodies his/her subjectivity. Thus, performative relies not only on 

verbal acts but also “what the body says and does (and does not say and does 

not do) as well as the body appears” (Butler, 2006b, p. 533). This involves 

gestures, dress, actions, and hairstyles, among many other practices. The 
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author takes Bourdieu’s (1992) concept of habitus to explain how the subject 

is embodied. For Bourdieu, habitus is a concept that allows illustrating the ways 

in which the social world is part of the body (Bourdieu, 1977). Habitus is defined 

by Bourdieu as,  

“A socialised body. A structured body, a body which has 

incorporated the immanent structures of a world or of a 

particular sector of that world – a field – and which structures 

the perception of that world as well as action in that world” 

(Bourdieu, 1998, p. 81). 

Thus, habitus is embodied and refers to how “bodily practices are normalised 

and naturalised and, in turn, contribute to the reproduction of class relations” 

(Youdell, 2008, p. 46). Certain bodily practices are internalised through the 

habitus and subjects reproduce them unconsciously, expressing it through 

“durable ways of standing, speaking, walking, and thereby of feeling and 

thinking” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 70).  Butler argues that there is a “tacit normativity” 

(Butler, 1997, p. 154) of the norms inculcated by habitus and therefore the body 

does not just obey but must be understood as the set of norms or rules, “as a 

kind of incorporated memory” (Butler, 1997, p. 154). 

Identity as performatively and discursively constituted implies belonging to 

social groups, thinking, dressing, and behaving as being part of certain 

discourses. At the same time, this depends on how we understand the ‘Other’ 

and differentiate from them. Then, it is relevant to highlight how thinking of 

identity as performatively constituted requires understanding it as an act of 

exclusion. As explained above, the performative act implies the repetition of 

acts culturally and historically supported; it requires, then, a process of learning 

these meanings, and the ‘appropriate’ way to be a ‘proper girl’, a ‘proper boy’, 

the ‘good student’ or the ‘professional teacher’. Nevertheless, these acts are 

not fixed and are often embedded with contradictions and inconsistent 

meanings. In order to be recognisable as the ‘the proper subject’, the individual 

may engage in practices of exclusion, through which s/he will attempt to 

differentiate her/himself from what/who is not. Butler (2006a, p. 133) uses 

Kristeva’s notion of the abject, that refers to what has been expelled from the 

body and in this process is constituted as something different from the self. 
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Hence the abject is initially part of one’s identity but in the expulsion becomes 

something different, the ‘Other’ which signals the boundaries of the subject by 

constructing the “not me” (Butler, 2006a, p. 133). 

The work of Butler has been used in education to understand the 

multidimensional, complex, contradictory, and creative ways in which subjects 

are constituted and constitute themselves within the education field and 

through policies. Taylor (2014) for example has examined how the use of 

discursive agency of A-level students are read as transgressive practices. On 

a similar note, Deborah Youdell has also applied Butlers’ work understand how 

students are discursively constituted within the school through raced (Youdell, 

2003), gendered (Youdell, 2005) and other exclusionary frames (Youdell 

2008).  

Using Butler’s work on performativity is central to this study. Some scholars 

have used Butler’s work to understand how students define themselves and 

how this definition implies the use of the abject to differentiate one from others, 

creating marginalised groups (Youdell, 2006a). Other studies reveal how 

certain social groups, such as students, are more vulnerable to being 

unrecognised or being recognised as inappropriate and incompetent (Davies 

et al., 2001; Rasmussen & Harwood, 2003). Understanding what it implies to 

be a ‘professional’ EC practitioner in Chile implies also examining the use of 

the abject in how practitioners define themselves, in relation to teachers from 

other educational levels, but also in relation to the ‘non-professional’ women 

who have similar responsibilities in taking care of children.  

Butler’s analysis on discursive agency has also been illuminating in terms of 

understanding how individuals could trouble and question their subjectivities 

and open spaces to provoke changes in their practices. As Butler suggest, the 

personal also has political implications. Understanding gender, race, class, or 

religion as performatively constituted implies exposing and challenging 

hegemonic discourses and then it becomes possible to destabilise these 

hierarchical relations.  
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4.1. Other conceptions of the ‘performative’ 

It is important to distinguish Butler’s understanding of performativity from other 

uses of the term within poststructural theories in education, as both concepts 

are used in this study to understand different ways in which EC professional 

identities are constituted in Chile. Butler’s conceptualisation of performative is 

related to the gendered constitution of subjects, explained in the section above, 

which differs from the concept of performative used by Stephen Ball and others 

in research within the educational field, to refer to a technology of disciplinary 

power in the context of neoliberalism and the privatisation of education that 

focuses primarily on teachers’ performance, promoting competition, 

individualism and concern almost exclusively on educational outcomes rather 

than on the learning process and relationships (Ball, 2000, 2003, 2012b, 2013; 

Carter, 1998). In this case, performativity refers to technologies of disciplinary 

power, processes, and cultures of regulation that define what is valid in the 

teaching profession. Hence, individuals’ behaviours – performances – are 

considered the measure of a particular outcome; they reflect what is judged as 

worthy within a particular field (Ball, 2000).  

5. Intersectionality 

Studying the constitution of subjectivities involves looking at how individuals 

understand themselves, and are recognised by others, as being part of 

different social groups. The poststructural and feminist approaches examined 

above provide the tools to understand how these different categories are 

constituted in terms of power/knowledge relations within discourses and the 

ways individuals are rendered subjects to particular discourses, and 

consequently how their bodies, thoughts and actions are governed by those 

technologies of disciplinary power. 

Within this conceptual framework, it is also of interest to this study to 

understand what it means to be part of the different social categories and the 

role they play in constituting the professional practitioner. Gender, class, race 

and religion are all relevant social groups that inform practitioners’ subjectivities 
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and that may expose not only commonalities but also interesting differences in 

being a ‘professional’ early childhood worker in Chile.  

The analysis of subjectivities implies understanding the ways in which social 

categories are intertwined and therefore it is impossible to consider them 

separately (Phoenix, 2013). In this study I use the concept of intersectionality 

as it enables me to theorise those multiple and simultaneous positions that 

subjects take within discourses and how these shape their experiences as EC 

practitioners, for instance when considering not only their gender, but also their 

class, race or age.   

Intersectionality has been increasingly used within feminist and poststructural 

approaches as it allows for a deeper analysis of marginalised groups. Coined 

by Crenshaw (1989), the concept of intersectionality aimed initially to provide 

the language to expose how Black women were marginalised on several 

grounds, i.e. they were discriminated against in terms of sex and also race. 

According to the author, the dominant analysis of discrimination that was 

focused on a single axis limited the analysis of marginalisation of Black women 

and consequently contributed to their exclusion.  

“We regard the concept of ‘intersectionality’ as signifying the 

complex, irreducible, varied, and variable effect which ensure 

when multiple axis of differentiation – economic, political, 

cultural, psychic, subjective and experiential – intersect in 

historically specific contexts. The concept emphasizes that the 

different dimensions of social life cannot be separated into 

discrete and pure strands.” (Brah & Phoenix, 2004, p. 76).  

This is central in the study of EC educators as the literature on ECEC has 

importantly agreed that EC professional identities are constituted through 

discourses of gender, class and race (Osgood, 2012; Skeggs, 2005; Vincent & 

Braun, 2011), but also through discourses of age and, as discussed in this 

thesis, religious discourses that shape what is the good (professional) women 

in Chilean society. Intersectionality implies understanding the connection of 

those categories as part of a greater and more complex phenomenon than the 

sum of each one considered in isolation. This analysis allows, in turn, 

addressing more precisely the lived experiences of the multi-burdened subjects 
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and highlights the differences between groups that at first sight may seem 

cohesive, such as ‘women’, but that encompass quite relevant disparities (Brah 

& Phoenix, 2004; Crenshaw, 1989; Phoenix, 2013). Skeggs (1997) provides a 

relevant example for this pointing out how gendered and classed constructions 

of the EC workers are crucial in seducing working class-women into working in 

this field while situating them in a marginalised position in society. Similarly, 

Osgood (2012) in her studies of professional identities of nursery workers in 

the UK, has highlighted the relevance of analysing not only gender but the 

intersectionality of multiple identities, such as class, race, age and sexuality,  

in the ways practitioners make sense of themselves and their role. Not doing 

so would jeopardise the purpose of exposing the complexities and multiplicities 

of being an EC educator.  Furthermore, intersectionality is useful in this 

analysis as it illuminates the relations of power that are involved within these 

social categories, evidencing that there is no neutrality in the way society is 

structured. Phoenix (2013) argues that the use of intersectionality allows one 

to expose the ‘unmarked’ social positions, such as ‘masculinity’ or ‘whiteness’ 

and question their impact on the other and ‘marked’ social groups ‘femininity’ 

and ‘blackness’.  

Several authors have used intersectionality to examine the relations between 

gender, race, class and sexuality (Brah & Phoenix, 2004; Skeggs, 1997; Walby 

et al., 2012; Walkerdine, 1990). Considering the high social inequities that are 

reproduced in the educational system in Chile (Bellei, 2013; Cabalin, 2012; 

Torche, 2005), this study is concerned with the implications of social 

inequalities in the constitution of professional identities of childcare workers 

and how these are experienced in everyday practices, for instance, how EC 

practitioners experience and embody the discourses promoted by educational 

policies that occlude them in the regulation of the educational system. Or, 

indeed, how the segmentation of educational establishments by social class 

impacts on the constitution of professional identities of practitioners.  

The use of intersectionality has also been relevant in the field of 

postcolonialism as it fosters the acknowledgment of the historical, social and 



 
 

118 
 

political context in exploring how individuals experience marginalisation. For 

instance, Mendoza (2014) questions how the categorisation of race developed 

by the Europeans in the 16th century in relation to their colonies in America is 

intimately entangled with the category of gender and the way it changed the 

conception of gender roles in Latin American societies, in which women occupy 

an undervalued position.  

Although intersectionality has been described as “the most important 

contribution that women’s studies have made so far” (McCall, 2005, p. 1771), 

it has not been exempt from critique. One of the most relevant of these relates 

to the lack of a unique and clear definition (Verloo, 2006) and the absence of a 

defined and rigid methodology (McCall, 2005). Another relevant debate is 

concerned with the number and the relative weight of social categories that 

should be included in an intersectional analysis. However, despite these 

critiques, I believe it is fundamental to expose the multiple dimensions that 

simultaneously undermine the process of professionalisation of the EC 

workforce. Furthermore, considering that this is an exploratory study, which is 

theoretically grounded on poststructuralism, the lack of a well-defined 

methodology allows for more flexibility in the analysis which in turn requires 

that I, as the researcher, can be critical and reflexive to understand my own 

position within discourses and its effects on the constitution of professional 

identities.  

6. Professional identities in ECEC  

Having discussed the conceptual tools that guide this research, in this last 

section I examine how identities have been applied and studied in the literature 

in ECEC. Furthermore, I justify the reasons for, within a poststructural and 

feminist theoretical framework, using the concept of identities rather than 

subjectivities in this study.  

In the literature it is possible to distinguish two main approaches to 

conceptualising identity. On one hand, modernist understandings of identity 

define it as a stable and essential characteristic of the self.; widely used in 
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psychology this conceptualisation understands identity as a trait inherent to the 

individual that is developed during childhood and especially during 

adolescence so that in adulthood, as a product of psychological processes in 

interaction with the environment, is fully formed and expresses the true sense 

of self (Erikson, 1994; Erikson & Erikson, 1998; Watson, 2006). 

The second understanding of identity draws upon poststructuralist approaches, 

such as the one used in this study, which as discussed above, conceives 

identity as multiple, complex and variable over time. From this theoretical 

approach, individuals do not have one fixed identity, but rather identities are 

mediated by many and diverse discourses and discursively constituted through 

everyday practices (Foucault, 1982; Butler, 2006a; Davies, 2006). However, 

different approaches, such as the sociocultural approach, have also 

conceptualised identities as constructed and emphasising the social and 

material conditions of working contexts in relation with individual agency in the 

process of identity construction (Davey, 2013a; Pardo & Opazo, 2019).  From 

these frameworks, identity is constantly constructed and responding to 

personal and social conditions, thus it is not a singular entity, but must be 

conceived of as ‘identities’ in plural, to express their permanent and fluid 

construction within discourses. This constant construction of identities is highly 

complex as individuals perform, resist, and negotiate their identities from 

different and even contradictory intersecting discourses (Osgood, 2012).  

As explained in the previous sections, Foucault and later Butler refer to 

subjectivity or subjectivation to understand the process by which individuals 

are rendered subjects of discourses. Within this poststructural approach, it is 

important to understand identities as a political notion that serves the power 

relations and strategies through which individuals are made subjects (Butler, 

1997; Davies, 2006; Foucault, 1982; Oksala, 1998). Then, in this theoretical 

approach the question about identities becomes a question about 

subjectivities, that is, the ways in which educators are subjected to the power 

relations within discourses (Foucault, 1988, p. 17).  
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In this research I use the concept of identities and professional identities 

interchangeably with the concept of subjectivity as defined by Foucault and 

Butler. However, I preferred to maintain the notion of ‘professional identities’ in 

this research because it has been widely used in the literature and has become 

an area of study in its own right within the wider field of (early childhood) 

education (Beijaard et al., 2004; Day et al., 2006, 2006; Moloney, 2015; 

O’Connor, 2008; Osgood, 2012; Pupala et al., 2016; Woodrow, 2008; 

Zembylas, 2003b).  

In the ECEC field, researchers have drawn mostly on this second 

understanding of identities, as subjectivities. This conceptualisation allows for 

a richer and more complex analysis of the different dimensions that shape the 

EC professional educator, which is especially important considering the 

complexity and situatedness of work with young children (Osgood, 2012; 

Urban, 2014). Furthermore, because the EC workforce has traditionally been 

marginalised and undermined within the educational system and within the 

professional sphere in general (Cameron, 2006; Dalli et al., 2012; Grieshaber 

& Cannella, 2001; Moss, 2006; Osgood, 2010a), this conceptualisation of 

identities as subjectivities enables researchers to challenge and deconstruct 

what has for so long been considered as natural, taken for granted and 

unquestioned. For instance, as discussed in Chapter Three of this thesis, in 

studying professional identities several authors have questioned the 

hegemonic gendered discourse that so profoundly produces professional 

identities in the ECEC field (Ailwood, 2007; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001; 

Osgood, 2012). Analysing and revealing the mechanisms of power and the 

ways it operates in shaping behaviours, thoughts and bodies also opens the 

possibility of de- and re-constructing how ECEC practitioners make sense of 

their professionalism. Furthermore, it considers identities as processes of 

negotiation of subjectivities recognising the variable, diverse and complex 

characteristics of identity (Bauman, 2004). It implies its interdependence with 

discourses through which subjectivities are constructed and reconstructed, and 

the idea that identity is “eminently negotiable and revocable” (Bauman, 2004, 

p. 11), which endows educators with greater agency in defining their 
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professional identities  

The conceptualisation of identities from a poststructural and feminist 

framework has been developed by ECEC scholars. For instance Jayne 

Osgood (2012), in her study of professional identities of practitioners from in 

three nurseries in London,  argues that the convergence of these two bodies 

of thought enables the theoretical analysis of their process of subjectivation. 

The key characteristics of these approaches that contribute to the analysis of 

EC professional subjectivities are, for the author: the focus on the body as a 

site of power, and where subjectivity is constituted; the understanding of power 

operations at a local and intimate scale; the role of discourse in maintaining 

dominant power positions while marginalising others; and importantly a critique 

to Western humanism for highlighting the male experiences as the hegemonic 

truths (Osgood, 2012, p. 29). Therefore, this conceptualisation of identities 

aims not only to question the hegemonic ways of being an EC professional, but 

importantly to dismantle and transform them, opening possibilities for 

alternative ways of being an EC worker that are grounded on the voices and 

embodied experiences of EC educators. In this line, the work of Gaile Cannella 

(Cannella, 1997; Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001) has 

been pioneering in the study of identities in the ECEC field as her research 

aims to recognise the “complex, dynamic identities” emerging around the role 

of EC educators and to “reconceptualise the ways of knowing, listening to, 

being with, and educating young children” (Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001, p. 4). 

Consequently, this also highlights the importance of bringing attention to 

alternative knowledge and ways of doing ECEC, to overcome the neo-

colonisation of Western, White, Middle-Class and heteronormative 

understandings of work with young children (Galdames, 2017a; Viruru, 2005; 

Viruru & Cannella, 2001). 

In Chilean ECEC, studies of professional identities from this theoretical stance 

have been increasingly developed as a response to a hegemonic, but highly 

insufficient, modernist view of research that aimed to find the essential 

characteristics of the ‘good professional’ in this field (Leyva et al., 2015; 
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Morales Saavedra et al., 2010; Ortiz Parada et al., 2010; Treviño et al., 2013). 

For instance, Marcela Pardo and María José Opazo (2019) have analysed from 

a sociocultural perspective how EC educators negotiate and resist increasing 

schoolification and its effects on their professional identities. Viviani (2016) has 

used a reconceptualisation perspective to look at the professional role of EC 

educators in Chile, highlighting the importance of creating dialogues among 

the different actors involved in the ECEC field. Although she does not directly 

study professional identities, her study sheds important light on how the 

different understandings of the EC professionals’ role constructs discourses 

that shape their professional identities.  

This understanding of identity as multi-layered, ever-shifting and multiple also 

allows one to examine the emotional aspect involved in shaping educators’ 

identities. The literature has widely recognised emotions as a crucial aspect of 

the construction of teaching identities (Hargreaves, 1998; Nias, 1996; 

O’Connor, 2008; Rosiek & Beghetto, 2009; Zembylas, 2003b, 2005) and in 

ECEC (Colley, 2006; Madrid et al., 2013; Mikuska & Fairchild, 2020; Osgood, 

2010a). Educators’ emotions have been studied as a key dimension in the 

construction of professional identities in ECEC and a central feature of 

professionalism in this field. However, several authors have argued that this 

dimension has also contributed to the marginalisation of this occupation as a 

profession, and on the contrary praised more technocratic and emotionally-

detached relationships (Cameron et al., 2001; Moss, 2006; Osgood et al., 

2006; Osgood, 2010a). Current debates surrounding the ECEC field and the 

role of emotions and emotional labour highlight the expression and 

management of emotions (Campbell-Barr, 2014; Van Laere et al., 2014) and 

the importance of caring tasks within ECEC services (Page, 2017; Taggart, 

2011). Colley (2006) has argued that EC educators’ feelings are central to their 

professional role, however, it is not an individual issue. On the contrary, the 

author claims the importance of developing “a social understanding about how 

feelings are put to work” (Colley, 2006, p. 15). Others have analysed how the 

expression of emotions and the construction of caring and loving relationships 

with children is a relevant expectation (Davis & Degotardi, 2015; Elfer, 2012; 
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Taggart, 2011). Jayne Osgood (Osgood, 2006a, 2010a) has analysed how the 

emotional dimension impacts on EC educators’ professionalism, shapes their 

professional identities and the ways in which it should be reclaimed as central 

characteristic of professionalism in ECEC. This research considers emotions 

not as private individual reactions to specific circumstances, but as a social 

construction developed and organised by “social conventions, community 

scrutiny, legal norms, familial obligations and religious injunctions” (Rose, 

1990, in Zembylas, 2005, p. 935). Therefore, emotions are understood as 

central elements of gendered and classed discourses through which 

professional identities are constituted (Colley, 2003; Osgood et al., 2006; 

Vincent & Ball, 2001). 

Understanding identities also requires an understanding of the notion of 

community and its role in shaping identities, and in this case, professional 

identities. Bauman (2003, 2004) refers to the idea of community as a shared, 

natural and tacit understanding of the way to live and behave with others. The 

author stresses that within a ‘fluid modernity’ communities no longer provide 

certainties as they are constantly evolving and redefining their boundaries. 

Furthermore, communities are maintained in shape by diverse principles and 

ideas, which may be distinct and even contradictory to one another. According 

to Bauman (2004), in order to belong to a particular community, members 

“have to compare, to make choices, to make them repeatedly, to revise choices 

already made on another occasion, to try to reconcile contradictory and often 

incompatible demands and make choices” (p. 11). Therefore, the question of 

identities has become crucial as an attempt to belong – a “surrogate of 

community” (Bauman, 2003, p. 22) – where individuals must be active agents 

in shaping their ways of being and living to adapt to the ever-changing 

conditions of communities. Furthermore, it has been highlighted that 

communities should be understood as both local and global, considering the 

increasing influence of cross-national organisations such as the OECD with the 

implementation of strategies such as the International Early Learning and Child 

Well-being Study  that could importantly impact national policies in ECEC and 

therefore EC educators’ identities (Moss et al., 2016; Moss & Urban, 2020).  
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In the ECEC field, increasingly studies on professionalism and professional 

identities have included broader and more complex notions of the construction 

of identities that consider the characteristics of the communities in which 

educators’ work, including the ways practitioners’ professional role is defined 

by policies, the diversity of expectations from the community and the purposes 

that ECEC serves in societies  (Arndt et al., 2018, 2020; Dalli, 2010; Urban, 

2014). At this moment, this is of upmost importance given the incertitude 

triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic, and in the case of Chile, also by the 

consequences of the social uprising of October 2019. One relevant concept to 

frame EC professional identities within the broader context is that of “critical 

ecology of the profession” (Dalli et al., 2012; Urban, 2008, 2014). This allows 

for an analysis of the ways professional identities are constructed in the 

multiple, complex, and permanently shifting interactions with different actors, 

policies and their institutional contexts. Thinking about professional identities 

“from within” (Osgood, 2010a) considering educators’ embodied experiences 

exposes the multiplicity and diversity of ‘identities’ that from a modernist 

understanding imply a problem to systematise the core features of being an 

EC practitioner. However, following the poststructural and feminist scholars in 

ECEC I believe that this conceptualisation of identities and the critical ecology 

of the profession together open new possibilities to think about what the 

purposes of ECEC services are, and therefore which society we aspire to build. 

I believe that today, in the middle of multiple and multidimensional crises – i.e. 

sanitary, economic, and politic – there is a unique opportunity to 

reconceptualise, and transform what it entails to be a professional in this field. 

7. Reflections about the theoretical frameworks. 

In this final section I discuss the challenges and reflections that guided the use 

a poststructural and feminist framework. Studying professional identities from 

this theoretical stance has been an important theoretical challenge and has not 

been exempt from questions and problematisations during the process of 

research. As disclosed by Jennifer Sumsion (2005) questioning certainty is a 

daunting endeavour theoretically, as it requires a highly critical perspective on 

the phenomenon through a permanent reflection about the researcher’s own 
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positions within discourses that contribute to the constitution of professional 

identities. Assuming that there is no subject outside discourses (Foucault, 

1982) implies that the words, thoughts and emotions that functioned as tools 

to challenge, deconstruct and criticise hegemonic constructions of the EC 

professional are part of the same discourses, then this process of analysis 

becomes increasingly complex as we appear as “prisoners of language” 

(Latour, 2004, p. 227). What is more, the researcher’s own standpoint often 

becomes blurry and entices one to doubt and to relativise everything, which 

has been an important critique of Foucault’s work and poststructuralism in 

general.  

A second concern that the use of a poststructural framework entailed in this 

study was the potentiality for an excessive relativism, especially during a time 

in which important setbacks occurred in terms of social justice and social 

inclusion around the world. Latour (2004) has reflected upon the impacts that 

poststructural statements, such as the inexistence of an objective and universal 

truth, could have on society and the increasing dissemination of fake news and 

scepticism surrounding scientific evidence. The author calls into question his 

responsibility as a researcher in promoting dangerous extremist groups in 

societies that use the same arguments to deconstruct and relativise “hard-won 

evidence that could save our lives” (Latour, 2004). Furthermore, following 

Walkerdine (1990) becoming aware of injustices does directly leads to 

transformation, I believe that doing poststructuralism is a relevant first step, but 

that it requires a collective activism to work towards social justice and 

transformation. Interestingly, I came to believe that poststructuralism is key not 

only in dismantling hegemonic truths, but also that it helps to engage in 

dialogues that include divergent voices, not only those of the excluded but 

importantly also those expressing the dominant views. Foucault’s idea that 

“everything is dangerous” should be encouraged not to avoid social views that 

differ from our own, but on the contrary to be more aware and to understand 

more profoundly and (re)construct new understandings. 

Therefore, it is necessary to recognise and develop further research including 
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different theoretical frames that emphasise not only awareness and 

deconstruction of hegemonic discourses but that propose alternatives to 

restructuring the world including the epistemological diversities and 

complexities (De Sousa Santos & Meneses, 2015). While poststructuralism 

and feminism provide critical conceptual tools to challenge the hegemonic 

discourses, these theories have mainly been developed in the rich European 

and English-Speaking countries. In this line, Spivak argues that 

poststructuralism still represents “a self-contained version of the West” (Spivak, 

1998; p.289). Increasingly, decolonial scholars have shown that these 

theoretical approaches perpetuate the colonising power in societies known as 

Third World (Viruru & Cannella, 2001; Freire, 1964; Quijano, 2014). Likewise, 

DeSousa Santos (2014) highlights the need to challenge the epistemological 

colonialism that have suppressed the cultural and political context of the 

process of knowledge production, which creates a greater inequality in 

detriment of societies from the Global South. Decolonial literature calls for the 

need to work beyond deconstructing discourses and identifying power 

relations. These scholars aim for acknowledging different ways to understand 

the social world and consider these different knowledges to promote social 

change that could free the colonised, subaltern, marginalised groups (Freire, 

1964; De Sousa Santos & Meseses, 2015; Cannella & Viruru, 2001). 

Therefore, decolonial theories focus on the situated, cultural and historical 

practices in which discourses are constructed and emphasise the importance 

of revindicating the “ecology of knowledges” (De Sousa Santos, 2015, p. 452).  

Aiming to challenge the hegemonic discourses and to promote alternatives 

ECEC professional identities in Chile, the decolonial frame is a relevant 

contribution to this study. While I have drawn on certain of its elements such as 

the focus on the body and emotions of participants, and the relevance of 

historical practices of being an educator, this research is not directly framed on 

decolonial theories. I believe that following a decolonial framework implies to 

engage in different work that what this Ph.D thesis proposes, in terms not only 

on its content but also its structure and especially on every aspect of the 

research process. For instance, it would have implied to involve EC educators 
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and other ECEC actors more actively and collaboratively in the different stages 

of this research. It would also require to question the purpose of conducting a 

Ph.D research, as well as challenging the way that writing it in English, framed 

within the regulations and traditions of Higher Education institutions from a rich, 

Western and English Speaking country in the Global North impact on the 

epistemological (re)colonisation of Chilean educators knowledges. I 

acknowledge the limitations this implies in this study in the purpose of raising 

educators marginalised voices, but the decision of drawing on poststructural 

and feminist theories provides a first step in that direction.  

8. Conclusion 

In this chapter I have presented and discussed the theoretical underpinnings 

of this research. It began with an overview of the poststructural theories and 

the impact of the ‘postmodern turn’ in the ECEC field and in the 

conceptualisation of identities. Within this theoretical stance, key concepts of 

Foucault’s work such as discourse, power/knowledge, subject and 

subjectivities were examined and explained as they constituted the conceptual 

tools to analyse how professional identities are formed. This section also 

critically engaged with the literature in ECEC that has applied Foucault’s work 

to understand how power relations highlight a particular understanding of 

working with young children while marginalising others. Then Butler’s 

theorisations about performativity as well as discursive agency were discussed 

in the third section as tools that enabled the analysis of the ways EC 

practitioners were themselves made subjects through the embodiment of 

dominant discourses in their everyday practices, and how they could, through 

discursive agency, construct alternative identities and reclaim meanings that 

made them ‘professionals’. As a subsection, other understandings of 

‘performative’ were distinguished and explored to avoid confusion in the 

analysis chapters of this thesis. In particular, the notion of performativity 

associated with a neoliberal and managerial understanding of professionalism 

such as that used in Stephen Ball’s work. The meaning of this concept in this 

case refers to individuals’ behaviours considered as the measure of a desired 

outcome in education. Then, the section on intersectionality explored the 
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importance of understanding the multiple discourses that work simultaneously 

in shaping professional identities. EC educators in this field cannot be solely 

understood from a gendered discourse as the literature has been consistent in 

emphasising how both class and race are critical elements to conceptualise 

the professional identities of these women. In this study, this lens allows me to 

explore, dismantle and then reconfigure discourses surrounding concepts such 

as ‘vocation’ (Chapter Six), or ‘vulnerability’ (Chapter Eight) which are 

grounded gendered, classed, aged and religious discourses entangled through 

the colonial history (of ECEC) in Chile. Having discussed the conceptual tools 

that underpin this research, in section six I reviewed how professional identities 

have been discussed in the EC literature and argued the rationale to use the 

notion of ‘identities’ rather than subjectivities in this thesis, even though using 

a poststructural framework. In the final section I reflected on the challenges 

and opportunities the use of a poststructural framework entailed for the 

research process in conceptual and ethical terms, especially considering the 

impact of poststructural research in an increasingly relativist society. This 

reflection was relevant as well to being aware of my role as a researcher in the 

(re)production of discourses and therefore prompted me to be especially aware 

of the methodology chosen to conduct this research, which is discussed in the 

next chapter. 
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Chapter 5.  Methodology 

 Introduction 
With the purpose of exploring how Chilean EC educators construct their 

professional identities, this study was guided by the following questions: 

1. What are the currently available discourses about professionalism in the 

ECEC field in Chile?  

2. What are the technologies of power and modes of domination in these 

discourses that position educators as professionals (or not) in the ECEC 

field?  

3. How do in-service Chilean educators draw upon, negotiate and resist 

these discourses to constitute themselves as more/less professional in 

the Chilean ECEC field? 

This chapter presents and discusses how this research was conducted, 

including how decisions were taken about the processes of planning, gathering 

and analysing data in relation both to the theory as well as to the contingent 

events that have shaped this study. It also analyses the ethical implications 

and issues of positionality related to the theoretical and methodological aspects 

of this research. It is worth mentioning that it is not possible to explore 

exhaustively in this chapter all the methodological issues involved in this 

research, but rather I aim to highlight the main methodological concerns that 

emerged in this study.  

The chapter is organised into six sections. The first section explores the 

epistemological considerations of this study that arise from the theoretical 

framework in which the research is situated. The second section discusses the 

methodological approach chosen to conduct this study and the justification for 

adopting this approach. Thirdly, the research design is explored highlighting 

the main decisions taken regarding methods of data collection and selection of 

participants for the study. In the fourth section, the process of data analysis is 

presented. In the fifth section I reflect on my positionality in this study. Finally, 
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in the sixth section I discuss the ethical implications that arose during the 

process of this study. 

 Philosophical considerations  

Framed within a feminist poststructuralist framework, as discussed in Chapter 

Four of this thesis, this study understands identities as discursively constructed 

and therefore “multiple, contingent and ambiguous (…) depending on the 

discourses to which the individual has access and chooses to access” (Ortlipp 

et al., 2011a, p. 57; Clarke, 2005). This entails ontological and epistemological 

considerations that are relevant to clarify for the implication they have on the 

methodological approach and the findings of this research. 

The theoretical stance of this study ontologically assumes that there is no 

objective, universal, and fixed reality to be discovered. Instead, based on 

Michel Foucault’s work (1972, 2002a; Foucault & Rabinow, 1984), in this study 

I understand reality as constructed through and within discourses, in particular 

the construction of identities is considered here as a function of historically 

specific intersecting discourses. As discussed previously in the theoretical 

framework chapter, discourses not only provide meaning and make intelligible 

social phenomena but “produce the objects of knowledge” making it impossible 

for anything to exist, being intelligible outside of discourses (Foucault, 1972). 

Knowledge, then, is created through discourses and it is understood as 

inseparable from power. Indeed, power operates through apparatus and 

technologies in which particular meanings prevail whilst others are 

marginalised. Furthermore, it is important to highlight that discourses are 

neither whole nor coherent in the ways they produce meaning, but are often 

complex, contradictory and ever-changing. 

Epistemologically, in this study this conceptualisation of power/knowledge 

implies assuming that things and practices only have meaning within 

discourses, and that meaning is situated historically and culturally specific. 

Thus, it is not the physical things or social practices themselves that are 

relevant to understand but their meaning within particular discourses (Foucault, 
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1972, 2002a; MacNaughton, 2005; Youdell, 2006b). This understanding of the 

nature of being is deterministic of the epistemology of this research as it 

determines what/how we can know (Youdell, 2008). Hence, in this study it is 

not relevant to understand what it entails to be a professional practitioner in 

early years practice, per se. I do not seek to reveal underlying essential truths 

about what it means to be professional, nor to identify the best ways to become 

an early childhood practitioner. Instead, I aim to understand how being 

professional is rendered meaningful in a network of available discourses in the 

Chilean ECEC field, and explore how these discourses have become 

dominant,  installing particular forms of thinking about being a professional 

educator while marginalising others (Foucault & Rabinow, 1984). Finally, I 

analyse the ways in which educators render themselves as professionals 

“through the possibilities for practices of self, or discursive agency, that 

subjectivation brings” (Youdell, 2008, p. 512). 

Additionally, informed by feminist poststructural theory, this research 

understands women as a culturally constructed social category which is “used 

as a political tool without attributing ontological integrity to (it)” (Butler, 1990, p. 

324). That is, in this research I consider practitioners within the social category 

of women as a way to emphasise the historical and cultural situation of 

oppression and marginalisation that has characterised this group. This 

category also highlights women’s “embodied resistance to abstract and 

objectifying modes of thought and experience, felt sense of their bodies” 

(Butler, 1990, p. 324). However, I acknowledge that “women cannot be said to 

exist” (Butler & Nicholson, 1990, p. 327) and this category must be thought of 

together with class, age and ethnicity, among other characteristics. The 

feminist framework promotes a transformative purpose of research as a 

committed engagement to critiquing the status quo and generating knowledge 

to promote social justice and the emancipation of marginalised groups (Lather, 

1991). This requires one to critically engage with the culture of ECEC and 

promote scrutiny of its structures, conditions, and institutions, all of which 

shape early years professional identities (Osgood, 2012; Youdell, 2008). 
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Therefore, I draw on a transformative framework assuming that the 

development of knowledge is never neutral and therefore acknowledges the 

impact of this inquiry in the participants’ lives (Creswell, 2012). This also 

emphasises reflecting on my own role as a researcher and my position within 

this educational culture. Ontological and epistemological questions involve 

thinking about the ways in which I am co-constructing this knowledge, and how 

this research can contribute to the emancipation of marginalised voices within 

the ECEC field. Given the relevance of these issues I have discussed these in 

further detail in the positionality section of this chapter. 

Aware that my classed, gendered (as pregnant ‘researcher’ and mother), 

nationality-based and professional subjectivities have inevitably shaped the 

purpose of the study, its design and my approach to data collection and 

analysis (Bryman, 2012; Clarke, 2005; Osgood, 2012),  I aim to be explicit on 

my theoretical standpoint in the exploration of these issues in the following 

section. 

 Research design  

A qualitative research approach was adopted for this study because it 

emphasises the inclusion of diverse “philosophies, theories and research 

designs and methods” (Freeman et al., 2007, p. 25). This is coherent with the 

poststructural and feminist framework as it allows one to grasp the messiness 

in discourses shaping educators’ professional identities. Qualitative research 

involves an inductive and naturalistic approach to social phenomena. This 

means that it is concerned with how professional identities are constructed 

from the perspective of the actors themselves, in this case how Chilean 

educators make sense of their own professional identities in their workplaces 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 43). 

Aware of the profound implications the workplace has on practitioners’ views 

about professionalism (Osgood, 2012) and acknowledging the highly 

segregated educational system in Chile, reflected in the type of school 

administration (Bellei, 2013), I defined the ECEC setting as the “local site” of 
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this study (Osgood, 2012, p. 7). Aiming to understand the discourses on 

professionalism in the Chilean ECEC field, this study, the variability of the 

different forms of provision of ECEC in Chile to contrast, expose and analyse 

the varied working conditions in terms of working schedules, wages, 

experience, and most importantly, the sense of professionalism. Likewise, by 

including this variability I aimed to explore the similarities in terms of 

practitioners’ educational level, staff composition and especially the 

socioeconomic contexts of the different provisions, as it has been considered 

as one of the main differentiating features impacting educators’ work in Chile. 

Considering the high socioeconomic inequality along with the socio-

demographic and educational segregation that sadly characterise the country, 

it was important to include this variability in an exploratory study, as it allows 

the identification of differences and similitudes in the discursive practices of 

participants. It is worth mentioning again that, being a qualitative study, in any 

case this research aimed for a comparative analysis, but to include cases that 

could allow for a glimpse of the diversity of ECEC services in Chile (Bryman, 

2012).  

Being identified as the local site, this study included different ECEC settings, – 

nurseries and schools – and from different administrators – public, subsidised 

and private. Therefore, this study was designed as a multiple case study, in 

which each ECEC setting constituted a case (Stake, 2013). Within each of 

these settings I explored different perspectives about being a professional in 

the ECEC field, that is the perspectives of educators, EC coordinators, 

assistants, and parents, analysing how they informed the construction of 

educators’ professional identities. The research design of the study is shown 

in table 5.1. 
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Table 5.1. Research Design 
 
 

TYPE OF ADMINISTRATION OF ECEC SETTING 

 
ECEC SETTING Public Subsidised Private 

Nursery Principals 
EC educators 
EC technicians 
Parents  

Principals 
EC educators 
EC technicians 
Parents 

Principals 
EC educators 
EC technicians 
Parents 

Schools EC coordinator 
EC educators 
EC technicians 
Parents 

EC coordinator 
EC educators 
EC technicians 
Parents 

EC coordinator 
EC educators 
EC technicians 
Parents 

In-depth semi-structured interviews and focus groups were conducted with 

different participants. Interviews were the chosen method of data collection to 

provide “insights into what the interviewee sees as relevant and important” 

(Bryman, 2012, p. 470), especially regarding issues that are not easily 

observed such as the meanings, perceptions and beliefs about being an EC 

professional. The open-ended nature of the interview allowed a constant and 

iterative process of refinement that promoted participants’ emphasis about the 

topic of research, providing an in-depth understanding of the particularities, 

tensions, complexities and everyday meaning-making about being 

professional (or not) in early years education. During their interviews, 

participants could interconnect issues from the past, present and future, that 

would have been nearly impossible to discuss through other methods such as 

observations and that were central to the construction of their professional 

identity (Bryman, 2012).  

Additionally, and coherently with a poststructuralist framework, interviews were 

conceived as a “social encounter” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 410), an interactive 

process of co-construction of knowledge, which  assumes the active role of 

both researcher and participants in generating and negotiating situated 

knowledge (Clarke, 2005). In line with this, dimensions of interviewing such as 

space, time, sequence and events were inevitably embedded in the process 

and became essential elements of the narratives of participants. Furthermore, 

dimensions of the researcher were also relevant in this study. At the time of the 
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fieldwork I was heavily pregnant, and my condition was made explicit by 

participants and always included by them in the interviews. This positioned me 

not just as a researcher but also as ‘future/potential client’ of early years 

education and therefore balancing the power disparities between researcher 

and researched. These issues are further considered in the positionality 

section in this chapter.  

The semi-structured interview schedule was used in this research with nursery 

principals/coordinators and EC educators (See Appendix 2). With the former 

the purpose of the interview was to examine their expectations about the 

professional role of the educators with whom they work, what they looked for 

when hiring and how they supported this professionalism in the workplace. 

Additionally, when I asked them about what it meant for them to be professional 

in early years practice, their own experiences as former educators in the 

classroom arose and were included in the discussion. By comparison, 

interviews with EC educators aimed primarily to clarify and develop in-depth 

diverse issues that had emerged during focus groups. This was important to 

highlight issues about professionalism from the participants’ points of view, for 

instance the idea of ‘educators’ vocation’, developed in the analysis presented 

in Chapter Six of this thesis, which was not an aspect I had previously 

considered, but one that was clearly a central concern in educators’ 

perspectives. Additionally, I conducted individual interviews with educators 

instead of focus groups in ECEC centres for two main reasons: firstly, because 

there was only one educator willing to participate; and secondly, because of 

the impossibility of educators leaving their classroom at the same time.  

Focus groups were chosen as a research method for their dynamic quality, to 

provoke interaction and discussion between participants in order to understand 

how they collectively make sense of, and construct knowledge about, being (or 

not) a professional early years educator (Cohen et al., 2011). They allow for a 

diversity of opinions to be expressed, as well as participants’ emotions, while 

also emphasising the interactions and body language within group interviews, 

which was informative of their daily interactions in the workplace (Bryman, 



 
 

136 
 

2012), which are crucial from a poststructural understanding of identities as 

never individual but discursively constituted (Butler, 1997; Foucault, 1978). 

Furthermore, from a feminist perspective, focus groups contribute to reducing 

the influence of power relations between researcher and participants as the 

dynamics of group interviews allow for participants to take over the control of 

the session (Wilkinson, 1998, 1999). This was highly relevant in this research 

as EC educators and assistants are positioned in a marginalised role in the 

education field as women from lower social classes (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) 

and my position as a psychologist and researcher studying abroad created a 

power difference between me and participants, as discussed in the positionality 

section in this chapter.  

In this study, the stratifying criterion for the groups was the role of participants 

in the ECEC setting, i.e. I conducted independent focus groups with each 

group: EC educators, EC principals/coordinators, assistants and parents 

(Bryman, 2012). The sizes of the groups varied between two and 6 participants, 

when there were more than 6 people interested in participating, I conducted 

two different focus groups and participants allocated themselves to each. The 

dyads were still considered focus groups because their dynamic was different 

from the individual interview in that there was a collaborative construction about 

the topic of professionalism in ECEC (Bryman, 2012) 

Finally, in this study I adopted a holistic approach to the interviews and focus 

groups, using observation and fieldwork notes. Drawing from a feminist and 

poststructuralist framework, conducting interviews and focus groups was 

considered as a process of construction of knowledge between researcher and 

participants. This is a central feature within a poststructuralist study that 

understands power/knowledge as situated and permanently (re)produced 

(MacNaughton, 2005). Thus, during fieldwork I was aware of how my own 

background in the interpretation and therefore construction of the data. I 

considered the fieldwork as an emotional landscape (Bryman, 2012) In these 

notes I registered issues of the context, e.g. how people interacted, dressed, 
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moved in the space, as expressions of discursive practices (Youdell, 2006a). 

In these notes I also registered my personal impressions of the meetings, the 

emotional elements triggered during the meetings with participants, and the 

elements of the context that framed the encounters and contextualised the 

narratives in the ECEC centres (Bryman, 2012; Skeggs, 2001).  

 Piloting and fieldwork 

Prior to commencing fieldwork, I conducted a pilot of the interview schedules 

(see Appendix 1) in November 2014 in London with two Chilean EC educators 

who had recently arrived in the UK and had worked at nurseries in Chile the 

previous year. I interviewed them individually using the schedule and afterward 

I asked them to make comments and suggestions on it. From their interviews 

and comments, I reorganised the schedule in terms being more open-ended to 

gather the full diversity of experiences.  

I also conducted a pilot focus group at a nursery in Chile. The aim of this pilot 

was two-fold. Firstly, I was concerned about including the early years EC 

coordinators in the educators’ group, considering that in some cases principals 

also work as educators in the classrooms. The second purpose was to test my 

ability to manage the discussion and group interaction. This pilot was 

conducted during the first week of March 2015 at a private nursery in Santiago. 

I conducted one focus group with 4 assistants, and one group with three 

educators and the nursery principal. After the pilot I decided not to include the 

principal in the educators’ group as their roles and status in the ECEC centre 

were among the points being discussed during the conversation and could both 

inhibit the discussion and interaction and derail the purpose of the discussion 

to managerial issues of the ECEC centre. The schedules of interviews and 

focus groups can be found in Appendix 2 and 3 respectively. 

Fieldwork was conducted between February and July 2015 in the Metropolitan 

Region in Chile. I chose this location because demographically it has the 

highest population density, and it reflects the high socioeconomic and 

educational segregation of the country. I included educators working in a 
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variety of ECEC settings in terms of administration (public, private and 

subsidised) and type of provision (nursery and school). This diversity allowed 

me to expose educators’ different working conditions regarding wages, 

infrastructure and resources, staff composition and how discourses of being 

professional are constructed within different scenarios (Osgood, 2012).  

The recruitment was conducted through a snowball sampling strategy as it 

allowed me to identify critical cases while assuring a degree of convergence 

and variability (Emmel, 2013). Firstly, I identified key informants in the field – 

Chilean researchers in ECEC and EC educators – to recommend settings that 

would be relevant for this study. In this initial phase I contacted JUNJI as the 

main provider of public ECEC, a private nursery in a middle-class borough and 

a subsidised nursery in a working-class borough. From these initial interviews 

and conversations, I could identify different settings that were often mentioned 

by participants and contacted them.  

A total 96 people participated in this study, of which 54 were early years 

professional educators, i.e. 39 educators working in the classroom and 15 EC 

principal/ coordinators. These 54 professionals worked in 19 ECEC services of 

which 9 were nurseries and 10 were schools. Table 5.2 shows the total number 

of each type of participant in data collection by ECEC setting. 

Table 5.2. Total number of each type of participant in data collection by ECEC setting 
 PARTICIPANTS  
 EC 

principal/ 
coordinator 

EC 
educator 

Technician Parent  TOTAL 

PUBLIC 4 11 4 0 19 
SUBSIDISED 5 13 17 9 44 
PRIVATE 6 15 4 8 33 
TOTAL 15 39 25 17 96 

Regarding the type of administration of the provision, eight were public (two 

nurseries and six schools), seven were subsidised (five nurseries and two 

schools) and five were private (three nurseries and two schools). Table 5.3 

summarises the ECEC settings included in this study. 
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Table 5.3. Summary of ECEC settings   
 TYPE OF ADMINISTRATION TOTAL 

TYPE OF 
CENTRE 

Public Subsidised Private 

Nursery 2 4 3 9 
School 6 2 2 10 
TOTAL 8 6 5 19 

I conducted 11 personal interviews with EC coordinators and 14 interviews with 

EC educators. Interviews lasted on average one hour. The shortest interview 

was 45 minutes and the longest was 1 hour and 50 minutes. Furthermore, a 

total of 19 focus groups were conducted in this study, from which three were 

with EC principals/coordinators, seven with EC educators, five with educators’ 

assistants and four with parents. Table 5.4 summarises the number of 

interviews and focus groups conducted in this study by type of participant. 

Table 5.4 Summary Interviews and Focus Groups by type of participants 

PARTICIPANTS INTERVIEWS FOCUS GROUP 

EC Principal/coordinator 11 3 

EC Educator 14 7 

EC Assistant - 5 

Parents - 4 

TOTAL 25 19 

The initial purpose of the study was to conduct multiple case studies, in which 

each setting constituted a case that would include the voices of different 

participants, i.e. educators, EC coordinators, assistants and parents (Stake, 

2013). However, even though I collected information from all those participants 

in most ECEC settings, during fieldwork contacting parents became difficult 

due mainly to time limitations and scheduling problems, and the high rotation 

of assistants made it difficult to meet those with more than a year of experience 

in the same ECEC setting. Therefore, I decided to conduct the analysis using 

only data those participants holding a bachelor degree in early years education, 

including both educators working in the classroom and EC principals/ 

coordinators as they were the ones who had a bachelor degree in early years 

and therefore the ones considered as early years professionals under the 

Chilean regulation. This implied that my research question changed focusing 
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on the ways in which professional educators constructed their professional 

identities, as explained in the introduction chapter.  Thus, in what follows I only 

will refer to the data obtained from EC principals/coordinators and EC 

educators. 

 Information about the settings and participants 

The ECEC settings included in this study were located in eight boroughs within 

the metropolitan region and varied in terms of the level of ECEC provided, i.e. 

nursery and schools; and their type of administration, i.e. public, subsidised 

and private. Seven of the nine nurseries included in this study provided full time 

ECEC for children between 0 and 4 years old. Only the two private nurseries 

provided a part-time service for children between 2 and 4 years old. All schools 

regardless of their type of administration provided a part-time service at the 

early years level (four hours), either in the morning or in the afternoon. Schools 

provided services for children from 4 to 6 years old.  

The purpose of including practitioners working in settings from different type of 

administration was to explore how these different socioeconomic conditions 

affected the construction of professional identities. It is worth mentioning that 

the type of administration of educational settings in the Chilean educational 

context is informative about the socioeconomic status of the population 

attending the ECEC setting (Bellei, 2013). Likewise, considering the 

demographic and socioeconomic segregation that exists in Chile, and 

particularly the metropolitan region, the borough in which an ECEC setting was 

located was also informative of the socioeconomic status of the establishments 

as well as the households of the children attending a particular setting. 

The map below shows the places where ECEC settings included in this study 

were located, indicating the socioeconomic characteristics of households in 

different localities. The map shows the socioeconomic groups in Chile which 

are measured by the per capita income of the household, the level of education 

of the head of household and the occupation of the head of household. It is 

possible to appreciate the demographic segregation. For instance, in the east 
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side of the map households’ monthly income average above 2,700 GBP with 

95% of householders having a university degree and 92% working as CEO and 

high-level professionals. In contrast, towards the north or south-west, a 

household’s average income is below 900 GBP per month, 53% or less of 

householders have finished high school and the majority work in occupations 

that do not require formal education.  



 
 

142 
 

Image 5.1. Socioeconomic Map of the Metropolitan Region - Chile 

 

 

 

 

Source: National Socioeconomic Survey (CASEN), 2015. 

It was interesting to see how including this variability of ECEC provision allowed 

for the exploration of the classed segregation of the early years field in Chile. 

For instance, private sector nurseries and schools in this research were located 

in wealthy neighbourhoods and parents paid high entry and monthly fees. On 

AB: Average monthly income (AMI) > GBP 6,452 + 99% university professionals + 100% director and 
high-level professionals 
C1a: (AMI) GBP 2,732 + 95% university professionals + 92% directors and high-level professionals 
C1b: (AMI) GBP 1,986 + 71% university professionals + 56% directors and high-level professionals 
C2: (AMI) GBP 1,360 + 45% vocational education + 58% working in occupation that require formal 
education 
C3: (AMI) GBP 899 + 53% finished high school + 70% working in occupation that does not require formal 
education 
D: (AMI) GBP 562 + 34% finished high school + 93% working in occupation that does not require formal 
E: (AMI) GBP 324 + 54% finished primary school + 98% working in occupation that does not require 
formal 
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the contrary, subsidised and public providers were situated in working-class 

neighbourhoods and received funds from the state.  

Public schools and nurseries, as well as subsidised nurseries in this study, 

provided free services and reported high enrolment rates of students from the 

most deprived population. Therefore, in this study these are categorised as 

working class. On the other hand, private settings charged a high fee per child 

providing services almost exclusively for middle-class children and therefore 

are categorised as middle-class settings in this study. It is relevant to mention 

that I acknowledge the complexity of categorising social class and thus these 

categorisations are broad and are not elaborated with the purpose of 

comparing settings, but rather to illustrate and to contextualise the conditions 

of the different settings participating in this study and how they can affect the 

construction of professional identities of EC educators. 

Images 5.2 and 5.3 show the neighbourhoods in which some of the early years 

provision where situated. I believe they clearly illustrate the socioeconomic 

contexts and their differences. The first image shows the surrounding 

neighbourhood of a public school located to the south of the region; and the 

second shows the neighbourhood in which one of the private nurseries was in, 

located towards the east side of the map.   
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Image 5.2. Public school neighbourhood  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 5.3. Private nursery neighbourhood 
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 Participants: Educators, Principals or Coordinators in ECEC 
services. 

In this section I provide some descriptive information about the characteristics 

of participants in terms of their age, years of experience and their initial training.  

All the 54 early years professional educators included in this study – EC 

coordinators and educators – were female, in concordance with the national 

gender rate in the ECEC field (Falabella & Molina, 2017; Pardo & Adlerstein, 

2016). In terms of the ages of participants, EC coordinators were on average 

10 years older than educators working in the classroom, with an average of 

43.8 years old for EC coordinators and 32.5 years old for educators. When 

analysed by administration of the ECEC settings, both EC coordinators and 

educators were older in the public settings with an average of 48 and 38.9 

years old respectively, while in the private sector participants were younger. 

Finally, regarding the type of provision, the youngest educators worked in 

nurseries (30.8 years old). Chart 5.1 shows the age of participants by their role 

and type of administration and chart 5.2 shows the average age of participants 

by type of service. 

Chart 5.1 Participants’ age by type of administration 
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Chart 5.2. Average age of participants by role and type of setting 

 

Regarding participants’ years of experience, in this study EC coordinators 

reached an average of 16.7 and educators 11.7. In public settings both EC 

coordinators and educators tended to have more years of experience (23.0 and 

29.9 respectively) and disclosed a lower rotation rate. Likewise, when analysed 

by type of setting, both educators and EC coordinators had more years of 

experience in schools (11.7 and 16.7 respectively). Charts 5.3 and 5.4 show 

the average of years of experience of participants by type of setting and 

administration respectively.
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Chart 5.3. Average years of experience of participants by type of setting.  

 

Chart 5.4. Average years of experience of participants by type of setting.  

 

In terms of participants’ ITT, most of them held a degree in early years 

education provided by a university, i.e. 11 EC coordinators and 32 educators. 

Others had initially obtained a diploma in tertiary education institutes either 

Professional Institutes or Technical Formation Centres, which were allowed to 

provide degrees in education until 2015 (MINEDUC, 2016). These practitioners 

started working as assistants and completed their BA degree in early years 
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education at a university while working as assistants. Public nurseries had 

higher proportions of practitioners who had obtained the BA degree within 

tertiary education institutions. 

This information is also illustrative of participant’s socioeconomic background 

and highlights the need to use an intersectional theoretical approach to 

understand professional identities in Chilean early childhood education (Brah 

& Phoenix, 2004; Lykke, 2010). Indeed, studies have pointed out how Chilean 

students’ post-secondary trajectories are segregated by class and gender 

(Bellei et al., 2014). 

As I became aware during the analysis of the data, another relevant category 

for the construction of professional identity in early years education was 

religion. However, during fieldwork I did not request this information from 

participants. Finally, table 5.5 summarises the characteristics of study 

participants. 

I was surprised about the enthusiasm for participating in this study from the 

different EC principals and head-teachers. Most of them expressed they had 

never been invited to participate in research as most studies were concerned 

with primary and secondary education and felt that this was an opportunity to 

raise their concerns and points of view, which was corroborated later during 

interviews and focus groups. This was coincidental with a previous study in 

Chile exposing how understudied this field is (Viviani, 2016). 
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Table 5.5. Characteristics of participants by ECEC setting. 

Type of 
provision 

Admin. Pseudonym Role Age Years of 
experience 

Years of 
experience 
in setting 

Initial 
Teacher 
training 

N
ur
se
rie
s 

Private Melina Principal 57 25 15 University 
Maite Educator 32 5 6 University 
Fran Educator 27 5 4 University 
Tere Educator 23 1 1 University 
Mariela Educator 25 3 3 University 

Subsidized  Cata Educator 30 1 7 University 
Rita Educator 28 2 2 University 
Clara Educator 28 3 5 University 
Eli Educator 29 2 5 University 
Sandra Principal 37 3 7 University 

Public Josefa Principal 42 15 9 P.I./University 
Javi Educator 37 17 3 P.I./University 
Vivi Educator 30 6 1 P.I./University 

Public Gloria Educator 37 14 8 University 
Sara Educator 40 15 2 P.I/University 
Pancha Principal 50 25 15 University 

Subsidised Camila Coordinator 28 5 1 University 
Private Flo Principal 56 20 29 University 

Monica Coordinator 51 20 16 P.I./University 
Katy Educator 27 3 1 University 
Pao Educator 28 11 2 University 
Pia Educator 33 15 1 University 
Rafa Educator 40 13 3 University 
Naty Educator 25 2 1 University 
Coca Educator 28 4 2 University 

Private Cleo Principal/owner 28 3 3 University 
Dora Principal/owner 29 3 3 University 
Pipa Educator 27 7 3 University 
Maca Educator 26 13 3 University 
Gaby Educator 28 2 1 University 

Subsidised Paz Coordinator 48 +20 10 P.I./University 
Lara Educator 45 20 4 P.I./University 
Ilda Educator 38 15 3 University 

Subsidised Pepa Coordinator 48 25 11 P.I./University 

Sc
ho
ol
s  

Subsidised Vicky Principal 47 23 23 University 
Andrea Educator N/D 23 23 University 
Maria Educator 41 24 20 University 
Vero Educator 29 7 5 University 
Tati Educator 36 11 3 University 

Subsidised Violeta Educator 23 7 2 University 
Nadia  Educator 25 4 2 University 
Caro Coordinator 26 4 2 University 

Private Paty Coordinator 46 23 13 University 
Pam Educator N/D 26 26 P.I./University 

Private Pau Educator 31 9 9 University 
Public Male Educator N/D 22 3 University 
Public Ana Educator 41 19 19 P.I./University 
Public Nicole Educator N/D 22 22 University 

Vale Educator N/D 21 21 University 
Public Lila Educator N/D 22 20 University 
Public Elisa Educator 52 29 29 University 

María José Educator  18 18 P.I./University 
Public Mariela Educator 50 25 25 University 

Cecilia Educator 58 31 31 University 
Public Doris Coordinator 52 29 29 University 
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 Data analysis  

All interviews and focus groups were conducted and transcribed verbatim in 

Spanish. Due to the intensity of fieldwork and the great amount of time required 

to undertake this endeavour, the transcription of interviews and focus groups 

was made by an external transcriber in Chile. I supervised the quality of 

transcription by randomly comparing excerpts against the original audio files. 

The transcribed data were uploaded in NVivo version 11.0, qualitative software 

which allows for a systematic analysis of the data. 

I decided not to translate the interviews and focus groups as there are many 

colloquial expressions that are extremely rich reflecting the social, cultural and 

historical elements of discourses that constructed meaning about 

professionalism in early childhood education. I only translated the extracts I 

included in the different chapters of this document. These extracts were chosen 

as the most representative of the different categories of analysis to illustrate 

both the shared and the dissident discourses.  

The data was analysed using a combination of two approaches: Thematic 

Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and Situational Maps (Clarke, 2005). 

Thematic Analysis is one of the most used methods of data analysis in 

qualitative research (Bryman, 2012). However, the variety of approaches to 

this method has led to criticisms about the lack of systematicity and distinctive 

techniques that would identify Thematic Analysis from other approaches such 

as critical discourse analysis or grounded theory (Bryman, 2012). Originally, I 

considered using constructivist grounded theory in this study, for its strong 

inductive process aiming to ensure the explanation of the social phenomenon 

keeping close to the experience of the participants (Charmaz, 2014). However, 

I opted to conduct a Thematic Analysis as it was not the goal of this research 

to “generate a plausible – and useful – theory of the phenomena” (McLeod, 

2001 in, Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 81) but mainly to explore the discourses 

about professionalism in ECEC and the ways in which practitioners subjectivise 

and are subjectivised, while acknowledging that this is one possible 
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explanation always tainted by my own experiences and background as a 

researcher.   

Thematic Analysis (TA) is “a method for identifying, analysing and reporting 

patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). TA is based on 

the generation of codes and themes. Creating codes is a feature shared among 

most qualitative analysis approaches and therefore it is not specific to TA. 

Codes are “most often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns as 

summative, salient, essence-capturing and/or evocative attribute to a portion 

of language-based or visual data” (Saldana, 2015, p. 4). The process of coding 

can be understood as a staircase that goes from raw data to a more abstract 

level of understanding. This process is difficult in that it requires time and small 

and successive steps that at times seem distant from the main research topic. 

Nevertheless, it is not possible to skip steps to visualise ideas or concepts 

related to the research topic as each step is built on the previous one (Coffey 

& Atkinson, 1996), from initial codes that link data fragments together to wider 

categories and then themes that allow one to generate theories that could 

respond to the research question.  This process is shown in figure 5.1. 
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Figure 5.1. Codes-to-theory model for qualitative inquiry (Saldana, 2015, p. 14). 

 

Themes are the second key element of TA. Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 82) 

express that a theme “captures something important about the data in relation 

to the research question, and represents some level of patterned response of 

meaning within the data set”.  

Concerned with the participants’ own meaning-making around being 

professional in ECEC, I conducted an inductive and interpretivist approach to 

Thematic Analysis, coherently with the critical theoretical framework developed 

for this study. The inductive approach means that themes were “identified and 

strongly linked to the data themselves” and the coding process did not seek to 

fit themes into preconfigured categories (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83) while 

interpretivist entails a codification process in which themes are identified at a 

latent level. That is, I looked not only for the explicit meanings of data in a 

descriptive way, but also examined the underlying ideas and assumptions that 
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shape and inform the semantic contents provided by participants (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, p. 84). 

Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 87) define 6 phases for conducting Thematic 

Analysis: 

1. Familiarise oneself with the data: This phase requires transcribing 

and reading transcriptions multiple times, listening to audio, and writing 

down initial ideas. 

2. Generating initial codes: Coding interesting features of the data in a 

systematic fashion across the entire data set, collating data relevant to 

each code. 

3. Searching for themes: Collating codes into potential themes, gathering 

all data relevant to each potential theme. 

4. Reviewing themes: Checking if the themes work in relation to the 

coded extracts and the entire data set, generating a thematic ‘map’ of 

the analysis. 

5. Defining and naming themes: Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics 

of each theme, and the overall story the analysis tells, generating clear 

definitions and names for each theme. 

6. Producing the report: The final opportunity for analysis, this involves 

selection of vivid, compelling extract examples, final analysis of selected 

extracts, relating back of the analysis to the research question and 

literature then producing a scholarly report of the analysis 

Although these phases are presented as a linear process, in this research it 

was rather a messy process and on several occasions codes and themes were 

modified, merged, and/or eliminated from the analysis.  

Additionally, in this inquiry I used Adele Clarke’s Situational Maps method in 

combination to the coding process of TA. Situational Maps represent one of 

the three methods of the Situational Analysis approach created by Adele 

Clarke (2005). Former student of the co-founder of the grounded theory 

Anselm Strauss, Clarke was a critic of the modernist worldview of grounded 
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theory and aimed to “resituate grounded theory around the postmodern turn” 

(Clarke, 2003, p. 553) as well as emphasising reflexivity and better represent 

social world messiness, uncertainties and contradictions (Mathar, 2008).  

Situational analysis proposes the use of three different maps as a tool to 

provoke a deeper and diverse interpretation of the field (Clarke, 2005, p. 200). 

1. Situational Maps lay out the major human, nonhuman, discursive, and 

other elements in the research situation of concern and provoke 

analyses of relations among them 

2. Social World/Arenas Maps lay out the collective actors, key nonhuman 

elements, and the arena(s) of commitment within which they are 

engaged in ongoing negotiations, or meso-level interpretations of the 

situation. 

3. Positional Maps lay out the major positions taken, and not taken, in the 

data vis-à-vis particular discursive axes of variation and difference, 

concern, and controversy surrounding complicated issues in the 

situation. 

In this study I only constructed Situational Maps as an “analytical exercise” that 

allowed me to “[open] up and interrogate the data in fresh ways” and bring to 

light discursive elements (Clarke, 2003, p. 560). Although this approach was 

conceived to complement grounded theory analysis, its use in this study is 

possible as the Thematic Analysis was conducted inductively, very close to as 

the coding process associated with grounded theory methods. 

 Data analysis process 

I began the process of data collection in February 2016 after four months 

maternity leave, which  – besides important time constraints – it implied for me 

an intensive process of reconnecting and refamiliarising with the data. Thus, I 

decided to start navigating the large amount of data from interviews, focus 

groups and my fieldwork notes by reading the summaries of interviews and 

focus groups I had written immediately after completing interviews and focus 
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groups along with my fieldnotes. The latter were especially useful in resituate 

me in the context of the fieldwork, helping me to recall my impressions and 

emotions in the different contexts with the different participants I visited during 

the data collection phase of the research. I then continued to familiarise myself 

with data, reading all transcripts several times. I read them in different orders, 

ensuring that I gave “full and equal attention to each item” (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p. 89).  

Initial codes in this study were generated using a mix between semantic and 

latent content with the possibility to categorise the same segment of data under 

more than one code. As I aimed to understand participants’ perspectives, 

codes were articulated inductively, remaining close to the data and using short 

phrases that were usually expressions used by participants themselves (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). This was a long and overwhelming process, in which I 

constantly felt ‘lost in the data’. In this initial phase I generated more than 50 

codes, and these codes related to different levels of ‘being professional’ in the 

ECEC field. For instance, there were broad and more abstract issues about the 

purposes of early years education or the contribution of educators in 

constructing society, to more practical and rudimentary elements of being an 

educator, such as the difficulties with children’s parents or the elaboration of 

lesson plans. Likewise, I coded general issues affecting the construction of 

educators’ professional identities, for example, about the type of administration 

of the ECEC setting while, on the other hand, I also coded specific elements 

about the workplace conditions that provided information about the 

sociocultural context and structural conditions of educators’ professional 

identities.  

At this moment I turned to Adele Clarke’s situational analysis which provided 

me a structured way to organize and reflect about the coded data to search for 

themes. I included in the Situational Maps the “pertinent human, nonhuman, 

material, and symbolic/discursive elements of the situation as framed by those 

in it and by the analyst” (Clarke, 2005, p. 87, emphasis in the original). Thinking 

about writing down these elements is itself provocative as it facilitates the 
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exposure of technologies of power and power relations in/by which 

professional identities are shaped. This exercise was also fundamental in 

identifying the “sites of silence in the data” (Clarke, 2003, p. 561) that were 

fundamental in the power relations that  were shaping and in which 

practitioners constructed their professional identities.  

I constructed the Situational Maps guided by the following questions: 

• Who and what things matter in the situation of being professional in 

Chilean ECEC? 

• Who and what things are involved in producing knowledge about being 

a professional educator? 

• What discourses, ideas, concepts shape professional identities in 

Chilean ECEC? 

Initially I drew Situational Maps on large sheets of craft paper so I could see 

the different elements and add more as needed. I made nine messy Situational 

Maps using the codes I already had and collapsing or extending them 

throughout the analysis process. Then I copied these maps into a digital form 

using Scapple® Software; this allowed me to visualise and compare the maps 

more easily as well as to make changes more quickly.  

Figures 5.2 and 5.3 shows examples of these maps in two stages, messy maps 

and the linking process. Then figure 5.5 shows the final situational map built 

with the main discourses drawn from data analysis. 
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Figure 5.2. Example of an Abstract Situational Map, Messy/ Working version 
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Figure 5.3. Example of ordered Situational Map 

 

These maps are not meant to be exhaustive, thus they do not include 

everything that could have been present (or absent) in the situation, but rather 

anything I considered relevant to being professional in early years education. 

Maps also varied considerably during data analysis by expanding and 

INDIVIDUAL HUMAN ELEMENT/ ACTORS 
Educators; Managers; Parents; Assistants; 
Children; School directors and stake holders; 
Primary school teachers 

NONHUMAN ELEMENTS 
ACTORS/ACTANTS 
School/nursery infrastructure and pedagogical 
materials; SES characteristics of school/nursery 
neighborhood; (lack of funds) in public 
settings; Educational laws and policies 
(Curricular bases) 

COLLECTIVE HUMAN ELEMENT/ 
ACTORS  
Schools and nurseries; JUNJI; Ministry of 
Education; NGOs in Education; Teacher 
Training Programmes, Universities and 
vocational institutions 
 

IMPLICATED/SILENT 
ACTORS/ACTANTS 
Children; Assistants; Primary school teachers; 
Parents’ (mothers) workplaces; Catholicism; 
Other early childhood professionals 

DISCURSIVE CONSTRUCTIONS 
INDIVIDUAL AND/OR 
COLLECTIVE HUMAN ACTORS 
Gender, class, age stereotypes; 
Christian/Catholic practices and expressions; 
Educators’ uniforms; Vocation; Play and work; 
Motherhood; Innocent childhood, vulnerable 
childhood; protection of childhood 

KEY EVENTS IN SITUATION 
SIMCE (primary school) 
Teacher professional career law 
School/nurseries inspections 
Preparing lesson plans 

POLITICAL/ECONOMIC ELEMENTS 
Chilean Educational System; Educational and 
Economical Segregation; Pension System 
(AFP); Voucher system, school fees; Maternity 
leave; Women’s participation in labour force 

DISCURSIVE CONSTRUCTIONS 
OF NONHUMAN ACTANTS 
Concepts of Gender; class; socio-economic 
status; expertise, relevant knowledge in ECEC, 
competition, collaboration; self-sacrifice; 
abnegation, emotional commitment; wages in 
relation to vocation;  

MAJOR ISSUES/DEBATES 
(USUALLY CONTESTED) 
Focus on quality and funding of public 
education 
Increasing regulations in ECEC field 
Focus on care vs education 
Increasing standardized test in primary school 
and teachers’ evaluations/accountability 

SOCIOCULTURAL/SYMBOLIC 
ELEMENTS 
Educators’ uniforms; small and child(ish) 
furniture and decoration; colorful classrooms 
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collapsing the codes and categories. After I had finished a map, I thought about 

how the different elements included were connected and related to ‘being 

professional’ as an educator in ECEC. This was particularly illuminating about 

things and actors that appeared as ‘absent’ in the discourses on being a 

professional early years educator, as Adele Clarke explains, “silences can be 

made to speak” (Clarke, 2003, p. 569).  

One example of this was the religious discourse that supported the idea of 

‘having educator’s vocation’ that later in the analysis became one of the main 

discourses shaping practitioners’ professional identities in this study. Indeed, 

through thinking about the connections between ‘vocation’ and ‘gender’ in 

relation to the ‘professional educator’ I realised the relevance of 

Catholic/Christian discourse in educators’ practices, relationships and even 

their uniforms associated to the idea of vocation, and how this was not solely 

a gendered discourse but also intersected with a religious narrative about 

female (educators) in Chile. For instance, by constructing the maps, it was 

possible for me to take distance from the concepts explained by educators and 

analyse not only what it was said about ‘having a vocation’ but also other 

elements that were related to and constructed this ‘vocation’. I returned to the 

feminist poststructuralist framework and realised how this ‘vocation’ was not 

only connected to ‘doing professional work’ but also provided practitioners with 

a personal and altruist purpose that gave meaning to their role in the school 

but importantly in society. As I explain in chapter six, this role was intimately 

connected to the Catholic tradition in early years education and the role of 

women in it, which was still recognisable in educators’ uniforms and 

understanding of their role towards childhood/children in society, and the 

exaggerated self-sacrifices they made to ‘save’ and protect children for 

example.  

Furthermore, the creation of Situational Maps was helpful in the stages of 

searching and reviewing themes and “deciding which stories to tell” (Clarke, 

2003, p. 569). Drawing and reflecting about the type of connection between 

elements led me to reflect on the construction of hegemonic and marginalised 
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discourses about professionalism in ECEC. I simplified the maps in terms of 

collapsing several elements within broader concepts from which I generated 

the themes for the analysis. I identified four main themes or discourses shaping 

early years professional identities in this study: i) The gendered and religious 

discourses; ii) the neoliberal discourse; iii) discourses of childhood; iv) 

discourse of class. 

Each of these discourses is composed by multiple elements, and I have chosen 

to analyse each one through one or more of these elements making decisions 

based on which were most characteristic of the discourse. Figure 5.4 below 

shows the main discourses identified in the analysis. It is important to note that 

this was one of multiple ways to organise the data that made more sense as it 

highlighted the connections between the discourses.  

The gendered and religious discourses were analysed in this thesis through 

the notion of vocation (Chapter Six); the neoliberal discourse through the 

schoolification and the intensification of lesson plans considered as 

technologies of this discourse (Chapter Seven); and the discourses of 

childhood were analysed through the notion of vulnerability (Chapter Eight). 

The discourse of class appeared in close relation to the gendered and religious 

discourses, but it was also mainly constituted in relation to the role of 

technicians and primary school teachers. The analysis of this last discourse 

was not included in this thesis, due to word limitations and because in this case 

it was highly relevant to emphasise a dialogue between these different actors, 

therefore it will be part of further publications and research (see Chapter Nine). 

Furthermore, it is important to mention that this list of discourses is not 

exhaustive, as it is constructed through the theoretical lens, I have discussed 

in Chapter Four, nor do they exist separately. I had made these differentiations 

here for analytic purposes, but these discourses all intersect, and it is not 

possible to understand them in isolation from other discourses such as class, 

race, age or gender among others.  
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Figure 5.4. Map of the main discourses and elements 
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The last two stages of the Thematic Analysis defining and naming the themes 

and producing the report, are presented in the following chapters of this 

document. I have chosen to “tell the story” of how educators’ professional 

identities are constructed within/by these three discourses as they were the 

most salient and transversal but also more specific to the Chilean context. For 

instance, although the gendered discourse in ECEC has been internationally 

acknowledged and studied (see for example, Osgood, 2006b, 2011; Sumsion, 

2000; Taggart, 2011), there has been less analysis about how the 

Christian/Catholic religious discourse intersects and governs the gendered 

practices in early years education. The second discourse about being an 

‘entrepreneurial professional’ as an early years educator has also being widely 

discussed (see for example, Dahlberg et al., 2007; Gibson et al., 2015; 

Osgood, 2004; Perez & Cannella, 2011). Finally, the discourse about 

childhood/child vulnerability is central to professional identities as, on one 

hand, it refers to how educators understand childhood and thus their role vis-

à-vis children and, on the other hand, exposes the idea of vulnerability that is 

connected again with the gendered and religious discourses. For reasons of 

word limit and time it was not possible to explore in this study all of the different, 

pertinent discourses, therefore they are considered for further publications as 

follow-up to this study.  

The themes generated were analysed from the feminist poststructuralist stance 

discussed in the previous chapter. Following Foucault’s work, I examined 

power relations within discourses and the subjectivation of educators in those 

discourses. Furthermore, I analysed the technologies of power that produced 

and maintained these relations and subjectivities and the ways by which 

educators (re)produced, negotiated and resisted these subjectivities. I also 

conducted genealogies (Foucault, 1995) to understand the historicity of 

subjectivations and relied on Judith Butler’s performativity concept to scrutinise 

how educators’ practices, relationships and expressions contributed to the 

construction of discourses about the professional early years educator (Butler, 

2006a). 
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 Researcher positionality 

Conducting feminist and poststructural research has not been an easy or 

straightforward process. From a feminist and poststructuralist framework I did 

not aim to unfold a single, authentic truth about professional identities of the 

EC workforce, but to understand the realm of possibilities depending on a 

myriad of discourses and also importantly on the background of the researcher 

and the social, cultural and historical context in which this study took place 

(Osgood, 2010b). 

Therefore, inevitably conducting this research required me to reflect and offer 

an account of myself (Butler, 2005) in order to make explicit how my own 

classed, gendered and occupational identities were informing and guiding this 

research and perpetuating and/or resisting the discourses about 

professionalism in early years education. I aim to provide here some clarity 

about the ways my multiple identities have impacted upon this study and how 

I have dealt with the dilemmas presented throughout this endeavour.  

I adopted a feminist and poststructuralist approach in this research as it was 

important for me to question and dismantle the deficit discourse that had 

become the unquestionable truth in the Chilean ECEC field. From the 

beginning this study was political, as I was committed to expose the counter-

discourses from the experience of practitioners working in the Chilean ECEC 

field so they could be heard (Osgood, 2010b).   

Nevertheless, through the different stages of this research I have questioned 

the extent to which it is possible for me to give other people voices. From a 

feminist framework I understood the importance of the embodied experiences 

in understanding relationships, behaviours and institutions (Pillow, 1997; St. 

Pierre & Pillow, 2002), but as a psychologist I have not worked directly with 

children, but rather I have followed a theoretical approach to work in the ECEC 

field. I have studied children’s development and learning, and I have been 

deeply aware of the relevance of improving teachers’ conditions to work in the 

field, which motivated the direction of my career into academia and public 
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policy. Then, how could I understand the actual experience of educators with 

such limitation in terms of time and my lack of experience in the field? It seemed 

increasingly naïve to make such a claim as researcher, however I was still 

committed to the transformative power of poststructural research (Sumsion, 

2005). In order to reconcile these tensions, I conducted a thorough reflective 

process about two main elements of my identity as researcher; my 

occupational identity as an educational psychologist and my pregnancy which 

positioned me as a woman, (future) mother and therefore ‘potential client’ of 

the ECEC field. 

My occupational identity was one of my main focuses of concern when starting 

the fieldwork because of the ‘deficit discourse’ about practitioners’ roles and 

the need to professionalise this occupation (Ball, 2016b). Practitioners are 

situated in a powerless position as incompetent, and lacking the skills and 

knowledge to be effective in the classroom, therefore in need of 

professionalisation strategies (Osgood, 2006a). On the contrary, psychologists 

are situated in a privileged position as experts and knowledgeable and thus 

entitled to assess educators about their work (Bredekamp & Coople, 2009). 

Additionally, the fact that I was living and studying a PhD abroad in an English-

speaking country also positioned me in a powerful and privileged position, 

especially in contrast with the (very) precarious contexts in which several 

participants worked. Therefore, as I started the fieldwork I was aware and 

troubled about the power imbalance my occupational identity would create in 

my relationship with educators in terms of generating resistance or reluctance 

to participate (Bryman, 2012).  

Surprisingly, all educators I contacted agreed to participate voluntarily and 

willingly shared their experiences of working in the ECEC field. They narrated 

the ups and downs in their careers and overall, they appeared confident during 

the encounters. Participants were also evidently and explicitly critics of my role 

as researcher without the embodied experienced of working in the field, 

positioning me in the questioned position. Although participants were always 

kind and polite, this shift of power in our relationship was not easy to manage 
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for me. It exposed my privileged position and made me feel lacking in the 

experience, the practical knowledge that “can only be learnt in the field”. This 

positioned me in a tension between an insider/outsider researcher role. On one 

hand this research supposedly positioned me as the insider, “an expert in 

education” who had studied and worked to promote the ECEC field, while on 

the other hand, my occupational background and my PhD studies in London 

made me an outsider, someone who has the theoretical knowledge but does 

not really know what is like to work in the field.  

Vale: “I have learnt a lot of theory at university, and it seems 
logical, simple… but that theory does not apply here, in practice. 
I have to deal with broken families, lack of minimum resources, 
mothers that confide impossible problems in you, and as 
educator I need to learn how to deal with all that and still help 
children learn.” (Educator, public school). 

This made me reflect on my insider/outsider position as researcher. At the 

beginning I thought to emphasise the similarities between participants and I 

aiming not to appear too distant. It seemed important to me to connect with 

participants’ experiences in the field, making visible that I understood the 

ECEC field. However, this was difficult as it was this difference – my lack of 

knowledge about practitioners’ experience in the field – which motivated this 

study. Therefore, following Lather I rejected this first idea of seeking empathy 

and embraced – with fear of being honest –  a “methodology of getting lost” 

(Lather in Mazzei, 2009, p. 18). Indeed, highlighting similarities would not only 

have felt forced and dishonest but also like “an appropriation in a guise of an 

embrace” (Sommer, 1994, cited in Lather 2009, p. 19). In the quote above, I 

was clearly situated by this practitioner as an outsider who did not know the 

field ‘real’ problems. Therefore, as an educational psychologist I was 

positioned as an outsider to the ECEC field. But at the same time, it allowed 

me to construct deeper and more honest questions, which were appreciated 

by participants.   

Furthermore, as a Chilean national and PhD student in ECEC I was also 

considered an insider, as firstly I shared the language (Spanish) and knew the 
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codes in the field. Secondly, I shared the concern of working for the Chilean 

ECEC system. When I introduced myself, I explained that this research was 

conducted as part of my PhD but also as founder and researcher of the Centre 

of Studies in Early Childhood (CEPI for its initials in Spanish) in Chile. This was 

helpful to connect with practitioners as it situated me as ‘expert’ in the policies 

that affected their work and thus as a tool to raise their voices and impact the 

development of these policies. It was essential to understand that social 

interactions are never external to shifts in power and in this study they were 

present throughout the interviews explicitly, as in the quote above in which the 

educator expressed her resentment and explicitly ‘used’ this opportunity and 

my position to verbalise the marginalisation and injustice lived in her 

occupation.  

Another aspect of my identity that importantly affected my positionality in this 

study was my pregnant body during fieldwork. I conducted all the interviews 

and focus groups while visibly pregnant and the interrogation of my own 

embodiment “illustrate[d] the operations of power at the level of my own body” 

(Burns, 2003, p. 234). 

Before starting the fieldwork, I had thought about how my pregnant body would 

affect my social interactions with participants because during pregnancy, as 

Pillow clearly expresses, “what the mother does with her body (…) is open to 

public scrutiny”  (Pillow, 1997, p. 351). Indeed, my pregnancy promoted good 

relationships with participants, as it positioned me as a non-intimidating ‘young 

researcher’. Participants provided opinions about the care I should take about 

food, drinks and even how much should I work for this study. Furthermore, 

other markers of my identity such as my ‘White’ appearance, my married 

status, age and my studies in early years education also contributed to be 

considered within the norm of the ‘good woman’. Likewise, my pregnant body 

was read differently during interviews and highlighted the power relationships 

educators encountered in their working life. Sometimes they used my 

pregnancy to exemplify the difficulties they had with children’s mothers or to 

highlight how they experienced their own pregnancies and motherhood which 
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in turn situated me in a powerless position due to my ‘inexperience’ in child 

rearing.  

Cleo: “For instance, it’s typical of first-time mothers to be 
hovering about everything their child does… you will see, you’ll 
soon be one ‘nursery mom’. They think that their son does 
everything great, that he is more advanced than others and ask 
the educator to change him to a more ‘advanced’ class… but 
we know better, I mean we know children’s abilities differently.” 
(Educator, private nursery). 

Although at the beginning of the fieldwork these kind of comments made me 

feel uncomfortable, as they destabilised my supposed ‘researcher authority’, 

from a feminist poststructural framework I analysed these interactions 

considering bodies, and in particular pregnant bodies, as “places to critically 

reconsider the construction and reproduction of knowledge, power, class and 

culture” (Pillow, 1997, p. 349). This does not mean that I stopped feeling 

uncomfortable or insecure  –and many other emotions – during interviews, but 

by critically engaging with my embodied experience and considering my 

positionality and agency as “a performative effect of her relations with her 

researched others” (Rose, 1997, p. 316) provided insights on the 

power/knowledge issues relating to professional identities. 

The quote above is relevant as it exposed the power dynamics of the 

relationships I established with participants. Although I was in an authoritative 

position as the researcher during interviews and focus groups, my pregnancy 

was used as a way to shift the power dynamic. In the case presented above 

practitioners were younger than me and childless, therefore by positioning me 

as a future ‘nursery mom’ my position as a researcher was weakened and 

substituted by ‘overprotective’ first-time mother while they occupied a powerful 

and more ‘knowledgeable’ position about children’s abilities and education. In 

other cases, especially in public schools where practitioners were older than 

me, my (first) pregnancy also positioned me as ‘novice’ and therefore 

inexperienced in child rearing.  
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In this study, there were many other dimensions of my identity that affected our 

encounters and it is difficult to analyse comprehensively how the interactions 

between those dimensions affected this research. However, as de Lauretis 

states it was central to understand the body as a “site of deconstruction towards 

an understanding of the paradox of how social structures and modes of 

representation simultaneously “form and deform” women” (de Lauretis, 1984 in 

Pillow, 1997, p. 350). In such a feminine field this analysis allowed a deep 

understanding of power relations in which practitioners shaped their 

professional identities, exposing for instance the performativity of the social 

and cultural norms by which they were made intelligible to others and 

importantly by which they made sense of the others actors of the ECEC field 

(Butler, 2006a). 

 Ethical considerations 

This study involved having access to people and information about their lives 

and work, therefore it is relevant to detail the ethical considerations and 

decisions that I have made at all the stages of this research.  

This study has gone through the UCL Ethics Approval process (see Appendix 

7 for ethical consideration approved by UCL). The following section is based 

on the "Ethical guidelines for educational research" by BERA (2018) aiming to 

minimise harm and risk to participants, respect their autonomy, protect their 

privacy, offer reciprocity, and treat them equally (Hammersley & Traianou, 

2012).  

Ethical considerations in this research were accounted for from the beginning 

of the study when deciding on participant selection. Initially, my interest was in 

understanding the construction of discourses around professionalism in ECEC 

which importantly includes children’s views. This was important within a notion 

of childhood as subjects of rights especially within a reconceptualising a 

framework in early years practice aimed at raising marginalised voices, with 

children’s views being of particularly interest. However, while planning the 

fieldwork I realised that in order to fairly and respectfully consider children’s 
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views, I would have needed much more time available to prepare, gather 

parents and children’s consent and discuss with them about their practitioners 

and experiences in the ECEC field, but also importantly to analyse and later 

report their data. As I did not have the luxury of sufficient time and resources, 

I decided not to include children’s opinions in this research but rather that I 

could conduct a follow up study in the future focusing especially on children’s 

perspectives.  

Although I did not directly include children’s voices does not mean they are not 

present in this study as they are the main focus of the ECEC field and 

practitioners’ professional endeavours. They were, therefore. passively 

involved in the different stages of this study (BERA, 2018). During fieldwork I 

visit nurseries and schools where I could see them in their classroom, 

playground, playing and arriving/or leaving with their parents while I waited for 

an interview or focus group. On a few occasions, they asked me about myself 

and my role in the nursery/school, thus I introduced myself by name and 

explained that I was there to talk with their practitioners and to know more about 

their work at the nursery/school. They were also very curious about my 

pregnancy, asking me the baby’s gender which led us to small talk about their 

little siblings and pregnant mothers. In any case these conversations were 

recorded, and they all happened in the presence of their educator, who also 

engaged in the small talk. Giving children the correct information about my 

presence in the nursery/school and about to the questions they posed implied 

acknowledging them as right-holders and considering their interests (BERA, 

2018). 

During the preparation of my fieldwork, according with IoE-UCL regulations to 

comply with ethical requirements, I filled out a form and later received university 

approval to conduct this research. In the form I disclosed that my methods for 

data collection were interviews and focus groups (as discussed in section 3).  

During data collection, participants were invited to take part of this study on a 

voluntary basis. Aiming to ensure ethical and ‘transparent’ fieldwork (BERA, 
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2018, p. 16) during an initial meeting, I verbally presented the study to 

practitioners and provided them with a written form (see Appendix 4) explaining 

the main purposes of the study, how and why I had selected and approached 

them, what would happen if they decided (or not) to participate and what would 

happen with the results of the research (detailed in section 3). Then, I asked 

them if they had any question and immediately answered them , and just before 

the interviews/ FG, I remined them about these conditions and they signed an 

informed consent form when accepting to participate (see Appendix 5). They 

were also informed of their right to withdraw from this research at any time 

without any consequences for them, their colleagues or their school/nursery, 

(BERA, 2018). My contact details were provided for them in case of any 

question would arise about the study.  

This study was designed and conducted in two languages and therefore issues 

of consent were important as “when researching in more than one language or 

culture, researchers should consider the effects of translation and/or 

interpretation on the participants’ understandings of what is involved” (BERA, 

2018, p.10). All documents of the study were written both in English and 

Spanish in order that the purposes, methods and details from the study are 

understood by all institutions and individuals participating in the study. 

Nevertheless, interviews and focus groups were conducted and transcribed 

exclusively in Spanish and only the quotes used in this report and other 

dissemination formats were translated into English.  

Anonymity and confidentiality were key elements of this study. Participants 

were made aware from the beginning that neither their details nor those of the 

institution were to be exposed in any part of dissemination of results (i.e. thesis, 

academic publications, conference presentations, reports). Therefore, in this 

document I have changed participants’ and institutions’ names, and only 

provided pseudonyms when necessary  – mainly to differentiate between 

participants when there was more than one speaking. Participants were 

informed that when using a quote, I would not identify them or their 

establishment in any way.  
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Regarding data storage, I ensured that all data “was kept securely and that the 

form of any publication does not directly or indirectly lead to a breach of agreed 

confidentiality and anonymity” (BERA, 2018, p. 25). Also, I let participants know 

that the information provided during interviews and focus groups would only be 

read by me, transcribers and my supervisors, and in the last two cases the 

personal information will not be disclosed. I agreed with transcribers that all 

recordings should be erased once the transcription was finished. Furthermore, 

I stored recordings and participant information on an encrypted external hard 

drive. In line with UCL data storage guidelines, the data will be retained for a 

five-year period after my PhD is completed, for further analysis and publication 

purposes. After that period the recordings will be destroyed. 

Therefore, the pictures illustrating establishments’ contexts presented above 

were carefully selected in order to not to reveal any details of institutions. I have 

only been explicit about the communes in which the establishments were 

situated, as the locations provide information about the context but also 

importantly because I consider important for public policy purposes to be 

transparent about what has been done (or that is lacking) in different sectors, 

especially considering the high levels of inequality in Chile.  

However, during this study I have become increasingly aware of the difficulty 

in completely ensuring privacy in research, especially within such a close 

sector as early years education (Bryman, 2012). Even though I have made 

efforts to not to disclose any detail revealing participants’ identities, it is difficult 

to ensure that other participants would not be able to identify their colleagues, 

especially when they participated in focus groups. This was discussed at the 

beginning of fieldwork, and fortunately, all participants were keen on 

participating and discussing different experiences. 

The design of this research aimed to “put participants at their ease and avoid 

making excessive demands on them” (BERA, 2018, p. 19). I acknowledged the 

busy schedule of practitioners and therefore conducted interviews and focus 

groups according to participants’ schedules. I was also aware of the potential 
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risks in the most disadvantaged localities and took the necessary measures to 

meet practitioners according to their time schedules. However, during fieldwork 

I was surprised and concerned about how many risks these practitioners face 

on daily basis in their workplace. Drills against gunshots and experiences of 

robbery and assault were frequently reported by practitioners in their 

workplaces and I only became aware of that during fieldwork. Thus, I took 

further steps to increase their and my own safety in those places, scheduling 

meetings for early morning and in safe places within the nursery/school.  

Even though participants seemed to have normalised these situations, this 

does not mean they are not dangerous and it is clear that they provoke strong 

feelings on daily basis. During interviews and focus groups, participants 

disclosed feeling afraid, concerned, powerless and angry, which might be 

difficult to share as it implies reliving sensitive experiences. In different 

situations participants talked about episodes of actual physical and 

psychological danger they had experiences in their workplaces. This reminded 

me of the impossibility of being “objective” or “neutral” as a researcher in social 

sciences as, my questions and the relationships established could lead 

participants to talk about highly sensitive topics, and/or unsolved issues that 

they are currently dealing with. On the other hand, as a researcher I had to 

balance an empathetic attitude with more a distant position, especially when 

practitioners narrated experiences or issues that would contradict my personal 

views. I had to refrain from engaging in such discussion and let them finish their 

narrative.  

Finally, aware of responsibilities for publication and dissemination (BERA, 

2018), I committed to inform participants of the results of this study once I 

finished it. After fieldwork I emailed participants, informing them of the main 

results and also letting them know the status of this study, as I was still in the 

writing phase. I have also presented the results to a wider audience in Chile in 

the framework of seminars and teaching training programmes. I have prepared 

these presentations “in a clear, straightforward fashion, and in language judged 

appropriate to the intended audience(s)” (BERA, 2018, p. 32). One of the topics 
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of this research  – the educator’s vocation – has been of special interest for 

pre-service early years teachers. It is my intention to disseminate this chapter 

through generating discussion groups within universities in Chile about this 

topic during the coming year, as this topic is at the core of practitioners’ 

purposes when beginning their studies at the start of their professional 

journeys. 

 Conclusions 

This is the last chapter of the first part of my thesis that explores the 

background of this study. In this chapter, I discussed the main methodological 

issues of this study, aiming to be as thorough as possible while acknowledging 

the impossibility of going through every detail.  

I begin this chapter by discussing the philosophical considerations of this study 

that emerged from the theoretical framework discussed in the previous chapter. 

Then, I presented the methodological framework, research design and the 

process of data analysis. Finally, I analysed my positionality as a researcher 

and explored in detail the ethical issues regarding the different moments in this 

study. 

There are three main issues that I highlighted in this chapter. Firstly, I pointed 

out my active role as a researcher in constructing the meanings I study. Framed 

within a feminist poststructural theory, this study did not seek to uncover an 

objective truth but to understand how educators make meaning of their 

professional identities. I assume, in this framework, that my role is never 

objective, detached, nor fixed. Throughout the whole development of this 

research, I have contributed to build the knowledge that I present in this 

document, which requires transparency about myself and the process of this 

research, not because I expect it to be “replicated” as in the positivist paradigm 

of research, but so that my decisions and results will make sense to the 

audience.  
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Related to this, I pointed out a second issue about the complexity of conducting 

research within this paradigm and my positionality as a researcher in it. In this 

study, I have made explicit my differences with practitioners and my lack of 

experiential knowledge as a “methodology of getting lost” (Lather in Mazzei, 

2009). I had to balance an emotionally-close but detached research position, 

in order to actively listen and understand participants’ points of view while being 

aware that my social, classed, gendered background were affecting and 

building the relationship with participants, and therefore this study’s ‘findings’. 

It was my aim to raise participants voices by highlighting the tensions they 

expressed and embodied in their everyday practices. Furthermore, from a 

feminist approach I was also aware of how my pregnant body positioned me in 

the interactions with participants and worked to create and shift the power 

relations throughout our encounters.  

Finally, regarding the ethical considerations of this research I reflected about 

the complexity of ensuring an ethical research process, in particular about 

being sensitive to participants’ experiences and creating safe and warm spaces 

for them to talk about their sometime difficult experiences. This implied a 

balance between warm and empathetic relationships while simultaneously 

keeping some distance that allowed me to actively listen and understand the 

complexity of the participants’ narratives. I also highlighted the complexity in 

ensuring the complete anonymity and confidentiality of participants and 

institutions especially in a small field such as ECEC in Chile.  

In the following chapters, I present the analysis of the data discussing the main 

discourses in which educators construct, negotiate and resist their professional 

identities.  
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 Chapter 6. Educators’ vocation. Gendered and religious 
discourses 

“To give until it hurts.”  
Saint Alberto Hurtado. Chilean Jesuit Priest, 1901-1952. 

 Introduction 

In this chapter I analyse the discourse of vocation in ECEC, particularly the 

concept of the educator’s vocation because in this study it has been 

unanimously acknowledged and valued across all participants as one of the 

most salient and valued attributes of the ‘good’ EC educator in Chile. Besides 

the relevance given to the ‘educator’s vocation’, the decision to focus on this 

concept relies on the fact that I have almost disregarded it during fieldwork. It 

is a notion that is so deeply rooted in the Chilean education field and especially 

in early years, that during the first focus groups I conducted I took this concept 

for granted.  

As I realised the multiple meanings and attributes EC educators concede to 

their vocation, I began to question it. ‘Having the vocation’ was a shared 

discourse that I, as a Chilean educational researcher, should be the first to 

understand. My questions provoked the strangest reactions among participants 

of the study, who in most instances had difficulty in finding the words to explain 

what they meant by this concept. These uncomfortable reactions were felt from 

my perspective as well, as if by asking what vocation meant I positioned myself 

as an outsider not only to the ECEC fields, but also as a foreigner; was I not a 

Chilean educational researcher? Have I not studied the Chilean educational 

policies? Did I not read/watch the news? I felt that asking the meaning of 

vocation was a hard question to ask, as in some way it broke the complicity 

with the interviewees who assumed that I should be an expert about education 

if I was conducting research about professional identity in early years 

education.  

Acknowledging this mutual discomfort, I realised that this concept was a critical 

disciplinary technology (Foucault, 1972), profoundly embedded in the Chilean 
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context. It governs not only educators’ practice and how their role is understood 

in society, but also educators’ emotions, beliefs, and motivations about and in 

their work with young children and provides profound meaning to their 

professional and personal identities. Vocation reproduces gendered and 

classed discourses about the role of EC practitioners as well as the 

conceptualisation of the child and childhood, educators’ role in society, the 

ways they should be educated, and importantly what women’s role should be 

in that task.  

I have decided to begin the analysis chapters of this thesis by deconstructing 

the notion of (having the) educators’ vocation to problematise the assumptions 

that construct this attribute as an unquestionable truth of EC educators’ 

professionalism. Following Foucault (Foucault, 1982; Foucault & Gordon, 

1980), I consider that leaving this notion unquestioned is dangerous as 

perpetuates an undermined perspective of the role of EC educators in society. 

Thus, troubling and reconstructing this notion is a political choice to mobilise 

alternative discourses that could support rather than trap practitioners in a 

precarious role (Foucault & Rabinow, 1984).  

In this chapter, I expose how vocation reproduces and strengthens the White, 

Middle-Class, and patriarchal discourses that are present since the foundation 

of Chilean ECEC. This chapter contributes to the literature about the 

professional identities of EC educators as it discusses how a religious 

understanding of vocation in Chile is transversal to other discourses shaping 

professional identities that are discussed in the next chapters of this thesis. 

From an intersectional perspective I discuss how through/within the idea of 

‘vocation’ educators are subjectivised into a myriad of discourses that are 

articulated by a pastoral power (Foucault, 2009) with important and 

undermining effects on their practice and social status as professional. 

This chapter is structured as follows. The first section discusses the term 

vocation in relation to gendered and classed discourses as reported in the 

literature about EC professionalism, analysing the ways these discourses are 
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also reproduced by participants of this study. Then, as a way to deconstruct 

the notion of educator’s vocation in this study, the third section provides a brief 

history of the present realisation of this concept in the ECEC field, highlighting 

its associations with the Catholic church, gender and social classes in Chile. 

The fourth section analyses how the discursive practices of participants in this 

study reproduced this discourse and how vocation has become a technology 

of power that governs practitioners in critically defining the professional EC 

educator. The fifth section examines vocation as a religious gift that is expected 

to be followed. Section six analyses the performativity of vocation and the 

implication on EC educators’ professional identities. The chapter concludes 

with the main arguments discussed in this chapter. 

 Vocation, love, and passion in the ECEC field 

Emotional attributes are a central characteristic of working in the ECEC field 

and have been extensively studied as part of gendered and classed discourses 

associated with the ethics of care that are characteristic of this field (Cameron, 

2006; Colley, 2006; Osgood, 2005, 2006b, 2006b; Peeters et al., 2015; 

Sumsion, 2000; Taggart, 2016). Deeply associated with a feminine role, an 

emotional practice assumes the inherited ‘naturalised’ abilities of women to 

care for others, and it is therefore expected from them to be altruistic and able 

to invest and display their own emotions in their job (Colley, 2006; Nias, 1996; 

Osgood, 2005, 2012; Skeggs, 1997; Vincent & Braun, 2010, 2011). In this 

context, ECEC is considered as a particular type of care, ‘maternal’ care and 

childrearing, enhancing the socially gendered conceptualisation of the role. 

Therefore, the ‘good’ practitioner is depicted in this scenario as a nurturing, 

caring and committed woman. Osgood (2012, p. 10) argues that it is because 

these characteristics are constructed as feminine “they are denigrated in public 

discourse and have been equated with low status”.  

The literature has extensively studied the role of emotions such as passion 

(Clark, 2012; Hallet, 2013; Moyles, 2001; Page & Elfer, 2013; Taggart, 2016), 

or love (Goldstein & Lake, 2000; Page, 2014, 2017, 2018; Stonehouse, 1989) 

in working with young children in ECEC as well as in the construction of 
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professional identities of EC educators. For instance Moyles (2001) has 

analysed the “passionate” characteristic that EC educators use to describe 

themselves in relation to their work claiming that “(p)assion for young children 

is part of the culture of practitioners” (p. 93). In this line also Taggart (2011, 

2016) advocates for an understanding of ECEC as a compassionate profession 

“that is key to ethical practice” (Taggart, 2016, p. 18). Similarly, Harwood et al. 

(2013) advocate for the ethics of care and passion as essential to the 

construction of professionalism in ECEC. In this study these emotions were 

also present and expressed by EC educators through the word vocación, in 

Spanish, which is translated here as vocation. 

Carolina: “The most important (attribute) is to have the vocation. 
To love children, to care for them genuinely, to develop that 
emotional attachment with them, to be warm, loving, empathic.” 
(Educator, private-subsidised nursery). 
Ximena: “What do you mean by vocation? 
Fran:  To love, to love your children, your work, to do things for 
children with love. 
Tere: It is that inner strength, that moves you to do it even 
better, for the children every day. (…) But it’s more than 
motivation, if you work at an office, you can like your work and 
be motivated and work the best you can, but not necessarily 
have a vocation.” (Educators, private nursery). 

These quotes are representative of the understanding of vocation as it has 

been widely reported in the literature, that is, associated to a strong and 

genuine affection. EC educators understood vocation as an emotion of sincere 

love, stronger than motivation, that drove their practice with young children.  

While some authors have acknowledged the importance of the gendered 

nature of ECEC (Harwood et al., 2013; Osgood, 2004, 2010a; Vogt, 2002), 

many have also argued that this may serve to undermine the social status of 

EC educators as professionals, especially considering the classed nature of  

the early years workforce (Cameron et al., 2001; Colley, 2006; Osgood, 2005; 

Skeggs, 1997). Various scholars have warned about the consequences that 

gendered and classed dispositions imply for the professional identities and 

working conditions of early years practitioners. Colley (2006, p. 15) for 
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instance, has explored how “emotional labour” could be used to control and 

exploit women’s emotions in the interest and profit of their employers. 

Paradoxically, some authors claim that these poor conditions are not 

necessarily considered as obstacles in practitioners’ professional lives, but 

rather they are embraced and valued as they provide them with purpose and 

meaning in their personal and professional lives. For instance, Skeggs (1997) 

in her research about working-class women in caring courses, emphasises 

respectability as a marker of class and therefore as the main aspiration of these 

women. The author analyses how working-class women are required to adopt 

personal dispositions to being recognised as respectable and good caring 

subjects. These personal attitudes such as being altruistic and selfless or 

adopting the correct dress code, are assumed as part of the ‘culture of care’ 

(Nias, 1996) and being willing to endure low pay and difficult working conditions 

would imply they belong to this culture.  

In what follows, I argue that the understanding of “vocation” in Chilean ECEC, 

entails more than the gendered and classed attributes, and it is traversed by a 

religious understanding of women’s role in society that intrinsically associates 

them with children’s rearing. It is important to notice that the relevance of 

Christianity in constructing the role of EC educators in Chile has been 

documented (Galdames, 2018; Abett de la Torre Díaz, 2011). Abett de la Torre 

(2011) has emphasised the crucial role of the Catholic Church in the 

development of the educational system in Chile, and especially in the ECEC 

field, as initially the religious congregation of nuns were responsible for this 

provision. The author argues that there was a tied relation between 

maternalism, sacrifice and vocation during the second half of the 19th century 

which was strengthened by the Froebelian inspiration that shaped the first 

Chilean kindergarten and which defined the EC educator as the “mother made 

conscious” (Steedman, 1985, p. 149). Similarly, Galdames (2018) has 

described how at the beginning of the ECEC in Chile, it was expected that EC 

educators demonstrate an attitude of service both to the nation and to the 

Catholic Church despite the secular character of the first kindergartens in Chile. 

Galdames uses the symbol of Virgin Mary to describe Chilean educators as 
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“public mothers” (Galdames, 2018, p. 39) revealing the foundational metaphor 

in the production of feminine subjectivity in Latin America . Furthermore, in her 

study on the professional role of EC educators in Chile, Viviani (2016) argues 

that different educational actors within ECEC are coincident in defining the 

‘good’ early childhood educator as someone who must demonstrate great 

vocation, being constantly happy and providing love and empathy to young 

children. Therefore, the educators’ vocation is a critical element of the 

professional identity of EC educators that is rooted in gendered, classed, and 

religious discourses. 

In this analysis, the translation of the word is of particular relevance as although 

in English and Spanish the word is similar, the meanings associated with it 

differ subtly but importantly. In effect, vocación derives from the Latin vocatio 

which means the action of calling. Conversely, the word vocation in English 

refers to the feeling of suitability for an occupation. Although neither 

interpretation of this word entails a religious meaning, it provides the implicit 

idea of an external agent that calls a particular person into a particular way of 

living the life. Having considered the difficulty of translation, in this paper the 

English words calling and vocation are used to refer to the notion of vocación. 

The different meanings associated with this concept are of relevance in this 

study, as these have implications on the discourse about teaching as a 

(religious) vocation and how practitioners’ identities are constituted within it. 

The initial exercise of translation sheds the first light regarding the religious 

discourses implicated in this notion. Then, the review of the history of the 

concept becomes a tool to disentangle the different uses and meanings of the 

notion of vocación in the Chilean educational context. It is argued in this 

analysis that the diverse meanings and repeated uses, within and outside the 

education field, have loaded the concept with a religious element that is 

characteristic to the concept (Butler, 1997; Youdell, 2006a). 
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 History of the present of the educators’ vocation in Chile 

In this section I briefly analyse the critical elements of the history of ECEC in 

Chile that reflect the important role of the Catholic church in the country, its 

influence in defining women’s role in the ECEC field and in the instalment of 

the notion of vocation. 

Looking at the origins of ‘vocation’ in Chilean education requires understanding 

the relevant role of the Catholic Church in the educational endeavour especially 

at the time of Chilean independence in the 19th century and the nation-building 

process. As with many countries in Latin America, Chile has been deeply 

influenced by Catholicism since the colonial period (16th to 19th centuries). 

Religion was a fundamental aspect of colonisation of the ‘new’ territories, used 

to ‘civilise’ the population (Quijano, 2014) 

After Chilean independence in the 19th century, State and Church were 

integrated in the National Constitution. As a Catholic country, the power of the 

Church in society governed civic life and religion was primarily associated with 

male activity because of its influence in public life. The Church was mostly part 

of the elite and was entirely male-dominated (Yeager, 2007). Within this 

patriarchal and Eurocentric worldview of the postcolonial period, women’s role 

was narrowed to the private sphere such as children’s rearing according to 

Catholic morals and contemplative religious practices (Abett de la Torre Díaz, 

2013; Serrano, 2003).  

Education was traditionally and exclusively the responsibility of the Church 

(Bravo, 1986) and after Chilean independence in 1810, its role was crucial in 

the  propagation of the new national values and consolidation of the national 

identity based on Catholic morality. Although soon after independence 

(secular) public teachers replaced priests in the schools, all establishments 

depended on the Church. Teachers – only men – were endowed with a superior 

social status and considered the “republican priesthood” as they embodied “a 

spirit and love for the homeland that they (would) be able to transmit to their 

pupils” (Abett de la Torre Díaz, 2013, p. 121). As such, religion has long been 
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embedded within education system in Chile, highlighting teachers’ spirit to form 

relationships with their students on the values of the nation, which in a religious 

country, were the same as those of the Church. 

During the second half of 1800s the liberal ideas arriving from the European 

Enlightenment movement importantly jeopardised the power of the Church, 

installing a progressive political agenda that promoted a secular state (Yeager, 

2007). Moreover, the Church’s association with the elite implied the loss of 

control over lower classes, which constituted the great majority of population 

(Bravo, 1986). Therefore, the Catholic Church had to reinvent itself to 

perpetuate its power in society (Gramsci, 1999) through progressive initiatives 

enhancing a more social aspect of the Church, called Social Action, which was 

developed and “that combined Christian morality with political economy as it 

sought to redistribute economic resources more equitably” (Yeager, 2007, p. 

212).  

This new social role of the Church was pivotal and shaped the ECEC field in 

Chile, which became a central element of the modernisation agenda (Peralta, 

2016). The first public services, managed by the Church, aimed to assist and 

save the most disadvantaged population. ECEC appeared to be the most 

appropriate field for the new role of women in public social life as it matched 

the religious gendered role of women as carers (Abett de la Torre Díaz, 2013). 

Aiming to regain control of the public spheres, the Catholic Church began 

recruiting women for its social purposes, although leaving them out of the 

leadership and administrative roles and relied on female philanthropic 

organisations to provide services to the most vulnerable in society (Serrano, 

2003). Therefore, women became crucial agents in the enhancement of the 

influence of Catholicism in Chile. The gender roles promoted by Catholicism, 

naturalising women’s ability to “humanize their families, society and even 

politics” (Yeager, 2007, p. 224, emphasis in the original) became highly 

relevant for the new social endeavour. Therefore, the Church saw in women 

the best means to reach the intimacy of the homes of Chilean society and 
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subtly disseminated its ideas by techniques of “individual discipline, value of 

self-control, work and obedience” (Serrano, 2003, p. 353).  

It is in this scenario that the word vocation appeared as strongly associated 

with the work of ECEC education as a synonym of being called to work with 

young children. For instance, Leopoldina Maluschka, the director of the first 

public kindergarten in Chile, stated as the first principle of the good 

kindergarterina the following: 

“Dedicate yourself with sincere love to the children: without this 
love, the best preparation, the deepest knowledge, the good 
dispositions of the kindergarterina are of very poor profit for the 
children. The kindergarterina who possesses sincere love 
towards childhood has in her the aptitudes to perform her 
mission with the happiest success.” (Maluschka, 1904, in Abett 
de la Torre Díaz, 2011, p. 202).  

This principle is relevant as it set the foundation for what is today considered 

“the educator’s vocation” as a personal mission, aligned with Froebel’s ideas 

that considered that every person should find her calling, or mission in life to 

be closer to God (Froebel & Jarvis, 1885). Furthermore, children’s religious 

formation was the main purpose of this modality of education, and therefore a 

good kindergarterina should become examples of these religious values, 

making them closer to the religious way of life (Abett de la Torre Díaz, 2013).  

These first guidelines for early years practitioners are examples of discursive 

practices that constitute and are constituted through the discourse about the 

role of EC educators in Chile. Even though ECEC in Chile embraced new 

pedagogical perspectives and purposes during the 20th century, many of the 

assumptions underlying these ideas remained present through the history of 

ECEC in the country (Peralta, 2011).  

Educator’s vocation was considered a critical aspect of this occupation and it 

was emphasised in order to attract women into this occupation as it highlighted 

the naturalised feminine roles of motherhood, nurture and caring. For instance, 

in different issues of Eva magazine in 1948 several articles intended to attract 
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women to early years education workforce highlight the key role of vocation in 

this occupation: 

“They say that a female educator must suffer the lack of 
appreciation and the disregard of children to whom she teaches, 
that the pedagogy career is one of the most sacrificed, but 
having the vocation, having the spirit of teaching above any 
other aspiration, what does it matter a bit of lack of appreciation 
in comparison with the endeavour that is performed?” (Eva 
Magazine, 1948, p. 39). 
 
“We do not believe that there is another profession as feminine 
as this one (early childhood educator). An educator is a mother 
of foreign children who has to acquire the technical knowledge 
with a spirit of comprehension, devotion and abnegation that is 
only possible to find in women.” (Eva Magazine, 1948, p. 38). 

Vocation then is an essence that would be natural to women and predisposing 

them to accept undermining conditions with altruism and without losing the 

nurturing and loving (feminine) attitudes. Entwined with Christian salvation, 

ideas of ECEC and the religious meanings of vocation arise. This contributes 

to construct an educator close to the religious nun, caring for and educating 

young children. In her professional role she must be a symbol of virtue and 

morality and abandon herself and her interests for the wellbeing of (vulnerable) 

children.  

In this history of the present, I have discussed the socio-historical conditions in 

which the religious understanding of vocation has been introduced into the EC 

education field in Chile and how pragmatic responses to ‘Church-as-State’ and 

its political interests have influenced the formation of vocation as a self-evident 

attribute of the ‘good’ educator. Therefore, in Foucauldian terms, vocation is 

understood in this inquiry as a technique of governance as it acts upon and 

shapes human behaviour (Foucault, 2009). Vocation regulates the early years 

workforce, governing their practices, thoughts and emotions, strongly 

conditioning educators’ professionalism and their social status in Chile. In the 

next sections I analyse how vocation continues to be the most relevant attribute 

of the good educator and focus on how the participants of this study reproduce 

and enact the religious, gendered and classed meanings embedded in it. 
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 The discourse of the Chilean educator’s vocation 

As mentioned above, during data collection ‘having the vocation’ appeared 

transversally as the first and foremost condition of the good educator in Chile. 

Widely agreed upon by parents, school head teachers, educators, and 

assistants in ECEC, this requisite was situated above the need to acquire the 

specialised pedagogical tools to work with young children. Interestingly, 

despite the extensive acknowledgement of the relevance of this attribute, the 

meaning of the notion escaped the different actors referring to it. Thus it is a 

discourse operating and “referenced through the meanings, associations and 

omissions embedded in the historicity of apparently simple and benign 

utterances and bodily practices” (Youdell, 2006a, p.64-65). As discourses also 

operate through silences and omissions, analysing their non-verbal elements 

is crucial to understanding vocation not only as being gendered and classed, 

but also as a religious discourse among Chilean educators. For instance, it was 

common that, when asked, most participants would express difficulty in 

providing a definition of ‘vocation’ and while attempting to explain it they would 

make facial and bodily expressions.  

“When I asked them what “vocation” means, educators 
remained silent for a few seconds; they looked at each other 
and smiled silently. They immediately made exclamations: 
“oof!”, “mmhh” and recognised that it was hard to explain.” 
(Fieldwork notes, Santiago, private-subsidised nursery, March 
2015) 

In this study vocation is understood as a discourse that creates a particular 

type of subject in the ECEC field. Educators’ vocation is mainly deployed 

bodily. Due to the difficulty in explicitly referring to it, the embodiment of the 

word is crucial to deconstruct this discourse and reveal its historicity (Butler, 

1997). ‘Having the vocation’ is understood in this study as a performativity or 

“a stylized repetition of acts” (Butler, 2006, p.191), an imitation of the dominant 

conventions of what vocation entails. The difficulty in verbally explaining the 

meaning of vocation implies that there is no single and stable way of ‘having 

the vocation’. The discursive practices that conform to the idea of vocation,  
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“are internally discontinuous… [so that] the appearance of 
substance is precisely that, a constructed identity, a 
performative accomplishment which the mundane social 
audience, including the actors themselves, come to believe and 
to perform in the mode of belief.” (Butler, 2006, p. 192).  

This allows different interpretations of the way in which the educators’ vocation 

may be performed. Therefore, the vocational discourse is fluid and 

contradictory. Having the vocation involves educators enacting an ideal that is 

impossible to attain.  

The performative constitution of practitioners as religious and gendered, and 

as subjects is derivative from the historical meanings and uses of the concept 

(Butler, 2011). In this study, the religious elements of vocation are both 

intentionally and unwittingly deployed by participants. 

“Some of them, trying to explain the concept, moved their hands 
to the chest/heart and then opened their arms, extending them 
as symbolising an act of giving it to others.” (Fieldwork notes, 
Santiago, public school, April 2015). 
 
“The moment I entered the nursery I saw four young women in 
a blue uniform with a matching headscarf that had a ribbon on 
the front. They were cleaning and decorating a small library in 
the hall. Their outfit immediately reminded me of either religious 
women – nuns – or maybe housekeepers. They were 
practitioners who, as I learned later, were in charge of the library 
and decoration of the nursery as part of their community work 
in the institution.” (Fieldwork notes, Santiago, private-
subsidised nursery, April 2015). 

The embodiment of vocation through these particular gestures described 

above indicates something deeply personal being exposed and offered to 

others. It is an act of giving one’s heart, one’s life and love to the other, in this 

case the most vulnerable. When asked to rationalise this concept and describe 

what this “attribute” implies, educators find themselves lacking the vocabulary 

to describe it “They look at each other and smile silently”. This complicity is a 

way in which the discourse is deployed through silence, the ‘unsaid’. These 

performatives cite a gendered and religious discourse as a sign of humility, 

since vocation should be recognised by practitioners’ behaviour and not 
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boasted by themselves (Butler, 1997; Youdell, 2006a). Indeed, within the 

Catholic religion it would be considered improper for a woman to highlight her 

own attributes, as their role is passive, humble and patient (Yeager, 2007). 

They perform their vocation by acting as mediators and silent enablers of 

others’ successes. In this case vocation is understood as an attribute and 

advantage which is expected to be noticed by others in their actions, their 

devotion and deep commitment to (their?) children. 

Once they are identified as ‘having the vocation’ they are inaugurated in the 

discourse and perpetuate its religious meanings through the permanent 

reiteration of their acts. Educators become subjected to the power relations of 

vocation, which simultaneously constitute them as ‘good’ practitioners, whilst 

constraining them as humble and ‘devoted’ women (Butler, 1997, 2006a). 

It is particularly interesting to note how educators’ uniforms are indicative of the 

religious discourse of vocation. The uniform with the headscarf, their bodily 

gestures, and the tasks in which they are occupied are powerful performatives 

that implicitly cite the historical meanings of the vocational discourse linking 

this occupation to the religious role of women in Chilean society. In effect, the 

emergence of ECEC in Chile at the turn of the 1900s was concurrent with the 

new social role of the Catholic Church that changed women’s role in public life. 

Serrano (2003, p. 351) states, “it was a new way to live the Catholic charity in 

the sense that it aimed to regenerate [the poor] through education and health”. 

Young women became activists in propagating religious values and being 

“apostles to the poor” (Yeager, 2007, p. 208). In this context, the role of early 

childhood practitioners was deeply informed by their spirit of vocation, praising 

self-sacrifice, devotion, and love, particularly in the most difficult conditions, as 

characteristics of strong Catholic women (Yeager 2007; Abett de la Torre Díaz, 

2011). The religious endeavour of practitioners was a crucial purpose of ECEC 

and the most relevant task of educators was considered “the development and 

care of your pupils’ moral and religious feelings” (Abett de la Torre Díaz, 2013, 

p. 418). In this case the uniform of educators unwittingly cites those aspects of 

religious women at the service of the most vulnerable, accomplishing their 
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gendered, social and moral work in society. 

Although the religious purposes of ECEC have faded over time in favour of a 

more economic drive in the field (Apple, 2010; Galdames, 2017b), it is possible 

to recognise these religious understandings in the discursive practices of 

educators when they refer to their calling. 

 Vocation as a religious gift 

Even today, women are naturalised as profoundly social and altruistic, and 

therefore considered to be essentially more ‘suited’ to selflessly assist the most 

vulnerable. Vocation is an essential aspect of this role and it highlights the 

religious elements that are intertwined within the gendered discourse in 

Chilean ECEC. Vocation turns practitioners’ job into a transcendent occupation 

and themselves into special subjects, endowing them with the necessary skills 

to ‘save’ children. Their task is not only about providing education and care, 

but having an attitude of love and compassion is also essential, as has been 

studied elsewhere (Colley, 2006; Gibson, 2015; Page & Elfer, 2013; 

Stonehouse, 1989). But when it is understood in terms of vocation, 

practitioners’ emotional investment is considered far superior. It is perceived 

as a spiritual, transcendental force that infuses them with what they need to 

exercise the job. 

Pepa: “I think the most important [feature] in this career is to 
have the vocation. With it you can solve so many problems 
children have. Sometimes you say ‘I can’t believe this happens 
to them’ [referring to family violence and abuse], but with this 
strength you say ‘I can solve this, I can save them, keep them 
safe to enjoy their childhood.” (ECEC Coordinator, public 
nursery). 
 
Clara: “A lot of people can have social skills, but being a good 
educator depends on how far you want to reach. It depends on 
your vocation… Nobody forces you if you don’t want to visit the 
family… but you know that here if you don’t help the children … 
they will turn out to be like their parents, they will be delinquents. 
With (the vocation) you make the difference.” (Educator, 
private-subsidised nursery). 
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Cecilia: “First of all, you need to have vocation and then you can 
tolerate all the adversities of this profession… which are 
plentiful! And that's it… you need to have this spirit to go on 
every time that… when something gets cloudy... it doesn’t 
matter! The sun always will come out! ALWAYS. But you need 
to help the sun to come out.”  (Educator, public school). 

From these quotes it can be understood that vocation is not only related to an 

emotional investment, but it is deeply associated with a duty to ‘rescue’ children 

from the precarious environments in which they live. Furthermore, for these 

educators’ vocation is considered to be a special gift that only certain special 

people receive and they have chosen to follow it. This evokes the religious 

understandings of the notion, in which God calls upon a few subjects and 

endows them with a special talent, to be used to help others (Elias, 2003). This 

gift gives practitioners the necessary strength to deal with otherwise 

unbearable situations, allowing them to save others – children – and bring out 

the ‘sun’ even in the hardest times. Vocation allows them to do what would 

otherwise appear impossible to bear and, interestingly, it seems that they may 

trust more in this spirit than in the knowledge or skills they need to perform the 

job, as if their professional competence depends on the vocation that they 

have. Therefore, an educator’s vocation becomes central to any other aspect 

of their occupation and therefore is constitutive of their professional identities. 

However, this is contradictory with traditional conceptions of professionalism 

as it subjectivises these women as the chosen ones, assimilating them to the 

Christian apostles who received the gift to save others and face the difficulties 

that they came across on their path. 

In this sense, vocation is considered here as a form of pastoral power 

(Foucault, 1982; Foucault & Gordon, 1980). This type of disciplinary power is 

considered as the “power of care” (Foucault, 2009, p. 127), and its main 

purpose is the eternal salvation of subjects, both of the flock and the pastor 

himself. Pastoral power is applied in the everyday life of Chilean practitioners, 

entailing strong contradictions between the professional and the vocational 

discourse. Through discursive practices educators position themselves as 

shepherds, in the service of others without expecting a reward. Far from being 
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dreaded, strong commitment, abnegation, and selflessness are praised in this 

field. According to Serrano (2003), these characteristics are a way for Catholic 

women to achieve their own salvation, especially as they provide their service 

to the most vulnerable. Practitioners themselves value these characteristics of 

their role as they provide meaning and purpose to their professional and 

personal lives and help them overcome the difficulties of the occupation.  

Nevertheless, simultaneously most of the practitioners recognised that the 

most difficult aspect of their job is that it is socially unappreciated and therefore 

they struggle with low salaries and precarious working conditions. This tension 

is a constant in their narratives. However, despite feeling genuinely angry and 

upset about the underestimation of their role, their demands for better 

conditions are always paired with selfless arguments about the wellbeing of 

children or presented as something secondary to their calling.  

Vale: “I love what I do… but at the same time when you give 
yourself to this work, because I give EVERYTHING for these 
children and for this school… I love to work for this school 
helping children to shine and succeed despite everything that's 
against us, that the children can learn the most that they can. 
But sometimes the conditions aren't the best; you don’t have 
proper conditions to work. And the fact that you see non-interest 
from authorities, it feels bad. They don’t even take us into 
account at the school. I wish they would consider us a bit more! 
I am not asking for much… Anyway, you know that if you work 
here, it's not for the money.” (Educator, public school). 

Pastoral power assumes that only selected subjects have this special talent to 

guide or save others, but it is a power that should not be assumed from a 

position of superiority or sovereignty (Foucault, 2009). On the contrary, this 

power is displayed through an attitude of passion, abnegation, and service. 

Vocation acts as governmentality, regulating and governing practitioners’ 

behaviours and the ways they think about themselves as following their calling 

and being selfless and committed to their children and workplace. Vocation 

also regulates early childhood workers’ social status, as it positions them and 

this occupation as humble servants of society.  
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Here the salvation discourse in ECEC becomes key to understanding the 

religious dimension of vocation. When practitioners and head teachers 

recognise that not everyone can work in such vulnerable settings, they are 

assuming and validating the need for this special spirit. Furthermore, as they 

emphasise that vocation is a gift that only the chosen ones receive and which 

therefore cannot be acquired or developed, it implies that it is provided by a 

mystical entity with a more transcendental purpose than educating or caring for 

children.  

As pastoral power, vocation acts as a normalising judgement that compares, 

divides, and classifies practitioners within a religious discourse between the 

‘chosen’ ones and those lacking the vocation (Foucault, 1978). After being 

inaugurated in this discourse by the notion of ‘having the calling’ (Butler, 1997) 

it opens up possibilities for educators to self-constitute themselves as being 

the ‘chosen ones’, the shepherds responsible for the salvation of their flock.  

However, this represents a permanent tension in their professional status. On 

the one hand, it provides a transcendent meaning to their professional and 

personal lives, and positions EC educators as ‘good’ workers. On the other 

hand, it undermines their professionalism, allowing the exploitation of their 

work due to their attitude of service and abnegation. The vocational discourse 

traps EC educators within a context of difficult working conditions, as the 

performativity of their calling requires them to perpetually face challenging 

situations with strength, passion, and optimism (Butler, 2006a). Therefore, 

asking for better wages or complaining about dangers and difficulties 

jeopardises their identity as ‘good’ educator since it would question their 

calling.  

Pam: “In this occupation you need that character, because it’s 
not easy… sometimes there are situations that upset you, that 
make you angry or sad, but one has to have that capacity to 
laugh at the problems, to have the strength to move forwards 
and I feel that that's essential.” (Educator, private school). 
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This educator clearly explains what it is expected from them regarding the 

difficulties of their work. There is no questioning of the issues they face at work 

or a desire to change these situations, but the focus is instead on the educator’s 

positive attitude to face the challenges. These discursive practices differentiate 

them from the ‘other’, from those lacking the calling and therefore working in 

ECEC for the ‘wrong’ reasons. In this religious and gendered discourse, lacking 

the vocation implies being considered selfish, uncommitted, and even lazy 

(Butler, 1997).   

Mariela: “I think that this is the main problem today in Chile, that 
most of the people studying to be an early childhood educator 
do it because they don't have another option… they don’t have 
the calling, so pre-service practitioner students arrive here [at 
the school] to do their practice and they do nothing, they don’t 
know what to do … they come to do nothing... so they don’t 
have that spirit of vocation.” (Educator, public school). 

Lacking this gift implies that these people are not suited to working as 

educators. Their lack of vocation implies that they are confused about how to 

deal with children and how to face the challenges in the workplace. Educators 

identify themselves as different from those ‘others’, who are described as 

distant, careless, and always complaining about the difficulties of the job. 

Moreover, this attitude is also combined with a lack of pedagogical knowledge, 

reinforcing the idea that knowledge is subordinated to vocation, assuming that 

this gift provides them with the skills to work in the ECEC field. This emphasises 

the religious understanding of the calling as a divine force that provides the 

skills needed to fulfil their purpose of salvation. Practitioners feel empowered 

and protected by this spirit. However, perhaps because of this, they are aware 

of the dangerous situations that this discourse entails, as the only way to carry 

out the vocation is through self-sacrifices that on numerous occasions put 

educators’ lives at risk. 

 The Performativity of Early Childhood Martyrs 

Foucault argued that one of the characteristics of the Christian pastorate 

involved the permanent obedience of the shepherd “and renunciation of one’s 
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will” (Foucault, 2009, p. xxv). In the same way, the performativity of the 

educator’s vocation requires them to continuously “direct all [their] care towards 

others and never towards [themselves]” (Foucault, 2009, p. 128).  

In this study, practitioners shared numerous experiences in which they 

dismissed their problems for the sake of children’s happiness. In their narrative 

it is possible to expose the religious and patriarchal discourses that subjectivise 

them as servants/saviours – shepherds – of society. This power exercised over 

those women praises their extreme vulnerability and devotion and here it is 

evidenced how vocation functions as self-governance technology, that 

provokes the need and sense of obligation to follow their calling to the point of 

sacrificing themselves in the exercise of this occupation.  

Melina: “I was in mourning, but that day was the celebration of 
Chilean independence in the nursery. We had prepared a circus 
with the children (to present to the parents) and I was supposed 
to be directing it. I had to be joyful and cheer everybody on with 
all the joy that this implies… It’s like 'the show must go on' you 
know?  So, I had to do it and I did it… Not everybody would 
have done that, no! I think that's a commitment, this is what [a 
good educator] has to do.” (Director, private-subsidised 
nursery). 
 
Kathy: “I had made a promise to my family [after I had suffered 
from cancer], that when I went back to work I would only work 
two days a week so I wouldn't get too stressed out again…. That 
was a lie! That never happened, with luck I might take two days 
off this whole year, and why? Because my priority will always 
be here.” (Director, private nursery). 

Self-sacrifice is an important feature of “the good educator” that is closely 

related to the gendered and religious discourse that vocation implies. This 

attribute was revealed in this study to be highly valued in the field, not least in 

terms of the high workload or the absence of resources and adequate 

infrastructure. Constant self-sacrifice performatively constitutes educator’s 

vocation as it evokes religious meanings of the role of shepherd looking for the 

missing sheep (Butler, 2006a; Foucault, 2009). Educators take a ‘leap of faith’ 

venturing to visit children’s homes when they suspect that there is child abuse 

or negligence on the part of the families. This might take place in the most 
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dangerous neighbourhoods, in many cases without the organisational backup 

and protection that this should imply. This entails a strong tension between 

feeling ‘protected’ by this gift but rationally acknowledging their profound 

vulnerability. Regardless, most participants in this study claimed that they take 

the risk to visit children in dangerous places. This ‘faith’ and feeling of 

protection is a performative aspect of the religious vocation, it is constructed 

and perpetually reproduced discarding or diminishing the rational argument 

and the safety measures against dangers in the workplace (Butler, 2006a). 

Ana: “Take for example the case of the visits to children’s 
homes [in] areas that are really dangerous. You enter the house 
but you don't know who's inside.” 

Fernanda: “And the most common thing around here, the 
gunshots in the street… what if we're walking on the street and 
a gunshot hits you? Nobody will protect you, not even the 
uniform protects you here. We're very committed to our work, 
but we're exposing our lives here. That's why our role is very 
social. You need to have an important vocation to work in these 
sectors because not everybody likes to be here or risk 
themselves as we do.” (Educators, private-subsidised nursery) 

In these quotes, it can be observed how these educators resist and reproduce 

the discursive frame of vocation; this resistance was widely shared by most 

educators as they are positioned in a contradictory discourse that 

simultaneously praises and defies their ‘vocation’. Educators are subjectivated 

in the vocational discourse and fulfil their role in it by risking their lives while 

recognising the danger it represents. It is interesting to see for a brief moment 

the rational counter-discourse that understands vocation as being unable to 

shield them from the ‘real’ danger. Nevertheless, this is immediately covered 

once more by reinforcing the need for vocation to be able to face this kind of 

danger. Is only in this transcendental discourse that these brave and fearless 

actions can take place, otherwise they could be considered irrational or 

abnormal. The embodiment of these practices is similar to that expected from 

religious women, being devoted to their students, serving others, and making 

themselves or their families the least of their priorities. 
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Therefore, the discourse of vocation renders the exploitation of practitioners 

legitimate, to the point of risking their lives and ‘become a martyr of ECEC’. 

During a focus group in a nursery, there was a gunshot drill. In the middle of 

the interview the four educators ran into their classrooms ‘to protect the 

children’, as they shouted when making their exit. When they returned to the 

room, they made jokes about the drill: 

Cata: “You have to give your life for the children… you know this 
is what vocation is! It doesn’t matter if you die. I would happily 
immolate myself for the children. You just give until it hurts”. 
(Educator, private-subsidised nursery). 

The spontaneous reaction of the educators and the later ironies they used 

about it show how they performatively (re)produce the self-sacrificed subject. 

After the drill they acknowledged that it was wrong to run to the classroom, as 

the procedure for gunshots requires them to get onto the floor wherever they 

are to avoid putting themselves at risk. However, they did not follow the rules, 

as for them that was the only possible and acceptable action. They unwittingly 

cited the regulation and the “condensed historicity” (Butler, 1997, p. 3) of 

vocation, constituting themselves as martyrs, offering their lives to save others, 

and themselves from being considered to be ‘lacking’ the vocation. By 

remaining on the ground and staying safe they would have risked being 

considered as selfish within this discursive framework. This is especially 

emphasised with the phrase “you have to give until it hurts” this educator is 

quoting St. Alberto Hurtado, a Chilean priest who promoted Social Catholicism 

in Chile at the beginning of the 20th century, a movement that “turned Chilean 

women into religious activists” (Yeager, 2007, p. 215). This phrase praises the 

act of self-abandonment for the sake of others but also refers to the role of pain 

in Catholic religion, that the act of giving is dignified because it hurts.  

Vocation is performatively reproduced through the choice and use of this 

particular phrase and others jokes about immolating oneself as educators 

expose how the religious meanings of the discourse of vocation are still 

strongly present and govern the formation educator’s professional identities. 

These anecdotes expose the regulatory, constraining, and dangerous 
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consequences of this construct that (re)produce them according to the 

historical religious meanings associated with vocation. Indeed, through these 

exclamations and behaviours practitioners are performatively (re)constructing 

their vocation. Through their utterances about vocation, they perform the 

Catholic romantic model of young and passionate (martyr) women that were 

the symbol of the Church in Chile in early 1990s (Yeager, 2007).  

Vocation operates as a technology of self-government that positions educators 

as morally good women, as the saints willing to give it all for the salvation of 

children and their own redemption (Foucault, 1988). Vocation must ‘hurt’ 

otherwise the practice is not important and lacks a superior purpose. It 

demands risk, self-abandonment and faith that everything will be provided, 

although there is no certitude about it. 

This understanding of vocation subjugates EC educators to the power of a 

patriarchal, classed and religious society that determines not only what an 

educator should know to be a ‘professional’ but also importantly how she 

should dress and behave to be considered a (morally) good (female) educator. 

 Conclusion 

Having the vocation has become a hegemonic discourse for early childhood 

educators not only to be considered as good practitioners but also as ‘good 

women’. Drawing on Foucault’s work I have explored how vocation works as 

pastoral power (Foucault 2009), governing educators' actions, thoughts, and 

emotions. Furthermore, in this study vocation is understood as a performativity 

that positions early childhood workers as ‘good’ professionals in the ECEC field 

(Butler, 2006). To become recognised as ‘having the vocation’ implies that 

educators must constantly reiterate discursive practices that encompass the 

historical meanings of the religious understanding of women’s role in Chilean 

society, emphasising love, devotion, abnegation, and self-sacrifice.  

With this study I revealed that vocation is not a neutral discourse in any case. 

On the contrary, vocation is a complex and contradictory rhetoric that provides 
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meaning to practitioner’s professional and personal lives and stresses the 

feminine characteristics of care work. Having the vocation is at the core of 

being a ‘good’ early childhood educator. Practitioners assume this subjectivity 

as it gives a purpose to their professional and personal role. It gives them a 

sense of belonging to a care community, legitimising them as ‘good women’ 

who deserve social respect. Furthermore, choosing to follow the calling 

positions them as ‘the chosen’ ones. They embody this vocation, investing 

themselves emotionally, physically, intellectually, and economically in their job. 

They become creative, strong, and resourceful women, capable of dealing with 

important obstacles in their workplaces and in their personal lives.  

However, on the other hand, it allows the exploitation of this occupation. This 

discourse positions these women as powerless in a relationship of power that 

demands “permanent obedience and renunciation of one’s personal will” 

(Foucault, 2009, 123). This religious understanding of vocation puts 

practitioners into a position of powerlessness within an abusive working 

system, as this calling is shown and carried out only in the most precarious 

situations. Vocation is the transcendent force that provides the power and 

strength to face adversity. Therefore, adversity is not only a constitutive part of 

vocation, but is a condition praised in this discourse as it makes the vocation 

stronger. The religious understanding of vocation as a personal gift received 

from a transcendental source which implies an individualist approach where 

each educator is the only one responsible for demonstrating her vocation 

through adversities. This assumes an idealist view of the ECEC context that 

normalises the precariousness of the workplaces in which educators’ work, 

especially in the most vulnerable and dangerous areas. Educators are 

expected to deal with lack of resources, infrastructure, and organisational 

support while maintaining a stoic attitude of servitude and humility and being 

strong, loving, and grateful, making it difficult to improve working conditions. 

Consequently, vocation hinders the possibility of improving educators’ working 

conditions and salaries, as the expectations of head-teachers and school 

principals rely on practitioners’ calling to deal with the characteristics of the job.  
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Likewise, this discourse endangers the occupation of practitioners, as the role 

of ‘servitude’ not only undermines and trivialises the importance of their work 

by ascribing practitioners’ skills to a mystical attribute, but it also puts early 

childhood educators in physical, psychological, and emotional danger. 

Subjectivised as ‘shepherds’, the sacrifice of practitioners is romanticised 

undermining the difficulties, dangers, and rough working conditions 

contributing to the ideal view of the early years educator as the ‘good’ and 

docile woman, permanently available to sacrifice herself for the salvation of 

others.  

Deconstructing and challenging this discourse is relevant and necessary in 

Chile in order to demonstrate the contradictions, dangers, and impossibilities it 

entails for practitioners. It is relevant to understand vocation not as a stable 

and universal attribute but as a relation among socially constituted subjects in 

specifiable contexts (Butler, 2006, 14). Exposing the network of patriarchal, 

classed and religious power could contribute to abandoning the deeply 

religious and individual understanding of this calling. Instead, challenging this 

discourse could promote a more social and relational approach in which 

educators’ vocation should be conjointly constructed and ensured. This 

reconceptualisation of vocation could contribute to the design of policies that 

would ensure the necessary institutional conditions to enhance educators’ 

passion and commitment to their work. This is critical to counter the increasing 

hegemony of the neoliberal discourse in Chilean ECEC which is analysed in 

the next chapter. 
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Chapter 7. Entrepreneurial EC educators - Neoliberal 
discourse 

 Introduction 

Since the rise of ECEC up the policy agenda, the neoliberal discourse has been 

increasingly governing this field, and consequently practitioners’ behaviours, 

practices and ways of understanding their professional role in society. Within 

this neoliberal discourse, the early years sector has been increasingly shifting 

toward the logics of an educational market, and practitioners and children are 

being understood as resources to satisfy the demands of the economy 

“recasting everyone as economic actors, competitive entrepreneurs and (...) 

making the maximisation of returns the central criterion for deciding how to 

relate and behave” as denounced by Peter Moss (2014, p. 67).  

The economic concern of neoliberalism seems to be contradictory with the 

gendered and religious discourse in early childhood education, which I have 

analysed and discussed in the previous chapters. In effect, neoliberalism 

fosters the idea of a professionalism based on rationality, technical knowledge, 

and standardisation as the best mechanisms to provide a quality service in this 

market. In this rhetoric, efficiency and efficacy of lesson plans, and practices 

are considered central by educational policies that regulate this field. In 

opposition, nurturing and caring relationships appear as irrelevant or even 

detrimental to the needs of this notion of professionalism (Brock, 2006; 

Osgood, 2006b; Osgood et al., 2006; Skeggs, 1997; Vincent & Braun, 2011). 

In this study, this tension was evident when practitioners referred to 

professionalism in ECEC. However, this duality exists on the top layer, explicit 

on an everyday basis in practitioners’ relationships and in the way they respond 

to educational policies. On one hand, they immediately associated this notion 

with technical (pedagogical) knowledge, efficiency and the rigorous application 

of the best techniques. By this rationale, displays of affection and care were 

dismissed as elements of professionalism. On the other hand, educators 

acknowledged and valued the nurturing and caring features of their occupation 
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and the importance of building close and caring relationships, not only with 

children and their families but also with their colleagues. For them, this was a 

unique characteristic of the early years workforce and differentiated them from 

other professions and even from teachers of other levels of education in which 

the focus on content and knowledge was foremost. 

Both discourses appeared as a simple duality, but the relationships between 

them reveal more complex layers of meaning that shape EC educators’ 

professional identities in relation to their specific contexts. I explore both the 

duality and the underlying complexity that appeared, constantly interlinked, 

during the data collection in this research.  

In most cases practitioners were aware of this dichotomy and the tension that 

it caused for their practice, and the way it affected how they see themselves 

and are considered socially as professionals. However, in their narratives the 

contradiction often faded and was reconciled accommodating the role of 

emotion. 

Marcia: “I don’t like when people say ‘she works in early years 
because she is so sweet, cute and caring’ No! I don’t mean that 
when I talk about love. If a child is suffering I don’t have to suffer 
with him … I don’t have to empathise with his suffering… but I 
have to be there for him. I have to care for him, respect him… 
so I need to love him and love what I do, only then I will be able 
to put myself in…. I mean… to understand his feelings and 
pain.” (Practitioner emphasis. Educator, nursery, private). 

In this quote Marcia was trying to explain why love is a core feature of 

professionalism in ECEC. However, she struggles, trying to make a difference 

between an understanding of love as something “cute” – that would be 

undermining for her professionalism – and love based on a rather rational idea 

about her professional role. For instance, Marcia firstly discards empathy as a 

way to connect with children’s suffering, as it would imply mostly an emotional 

conduct. Nevertheless, later in the same phrase she explains the relevance to 

“put myself in… (the child place)” and immediately amends her idea shifting 

empathy for “understanding his feelings” stressing a more rational approach to 

emotions. 
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In this chapter I explore the tension between these neoliberal and emotional 

discourses. Specifically, drawing Foucault’s concept of governmentality 

(Foucault, 2009), I analyse how the neoliberal and managerial discourses in 

ECEC “structure the possible field of action” of the early years workforce 

(Foucault, 1982, p. 790), enabling and constraining their professional identities 

to the purposes, methods and culture of neoliberalism. I begin the chapter with 

an analysis of neoliberalism and its relationship with a neuroscientific discourse 

and the ways they are deeply interrelated and (re)shaping what counts as truth 

in ECEC. Although the focus of the chapter is on the neoliberal and managerial 

discourse in early years, I have decided to briefly mention the scientific 

discourse as it is highly relevant in ECEC, strongly supporting and enhancing 

the technical dimension of the economic narrative (Dahlberg et al., 2007; 

Vandenbroeck et al., 2017). In a second section, I explore the main features of 

the neoliberal discourse in ECEC and analyse the body of research 

surrounding the role of emotions in (early years) teachers’ identities within a 

neoliberal context. The third and fourth sections analyse two techniques of 

governmentality of neoliberal discourse in the construction of professional 

identities and the ways EC educators adopt struggles and resist them. Thus, 

the third section discusses how process of schoolification of the ECEC field 

has become a technique of neoliberal governmentality directly affecting EC 

educators, while the fifth section analyses the impact that lesson plans have 

had on the intensification of educators’ workload and how this has worked as 

an artifact in defining the professional within the ECEC field.  

In a country that has been considered the first and most radical experiment in 

neoliberal education policies worldwide (Harvey, 2007) with an educational 

system that increasingly functions as a market (Bellei, 2015, 2016), there are 

multiple, varied and complex technologies of neoliberal power operating at 

different levels (Falabella, 2016). I have chosen to focus on two: the 

schoolification process of ECEC, and the development of lesson plans, as they 

were the most recognised by the participants in this study as relevant to 

educators’ daily practice in their relations with children, colleagues and other 

actors within ECEC. Moreover, these technologies represent an important 
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window to explore how the neoliberal discourse operates and instrumentalises 

educators’ motivations and emotions to fulfil economic interests to the 

detriment of practitioners’ professionalism. 

 The professional as technical entrepreneur 

Neoliberalism is a strong discourse within the education field, and it has 

become increasingly relevant in EC education. Indeed, the emergence of 

ECEC in the public policy agenda responds mainly to an economic rationale 

that highlights the high returns on investing in this level of education and the 

socioeconomic benefits associated with this investment (Cunha & Heckman, 

2007; Doyle et al., 2009; Heckman, 2002; OECD, 2001). The reach of 

neoliberal discourse is wide and “had a major impact on our institutions 

throughout society and even our common sense” (Apple, 2007, p. 4), such that 

today it is difficult to understand the (EC) educational field without this 

economic rationale (Vandenbroeck et al., 2017). In the last decades there has 

been an incredible shift in governments’ concerns about ECEC, from a nearly-

absent interest in the field to an understanding of ECEC as the best economic 

strategy to reach economic growth and competitiveness in a globalised 

‘knowledge economy’ (Ball, 2017; Apple, 2007, 2010; Moss, 2009; 

Vandenbroeck et al., 2017).  

This economic rationale, which drives ECEC policies today, is based mainly on 

two disciplines that govern our understanding of education and childhood, and 

what knowledge counts as true and relevant: human capital theory and 

neuroscience. The former assumes that individuals are a form of capital 

considering their skills and knowledge as the main asset to add value to their 

lives and the economic system (Becker, 1993). The latter has shown the great 

plasticity of the human brain in the first years of life, making it the most fertile 

period for ‘social investment’ (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; Moss, 2014). 

Therefore, within the human capital theory, early years education is cost-

efficient in terms of improving the means of production, positioning ECEC as a 

preferred strategy in the public policy agenda to ensure the promised 

profitability (Carneiro & Heckman, 2003; Doyle et al., 2009; Heckman, 2008; 
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Heckman et al., 2012; Heckman & Masterov, 2007; OECD, 2001). However, 

quality – defined usually through standardised competences and practices – 

must be at the centre of the provision to ensure the yield on this investment. 

That is, ECEC services must ensure the appropriate practices that would 

present children with the “right type of support in the earliest years” (Allen, 

2011, p. xiii), otherwise risking not only the acquisition of socioeconomic 

benefits, but missed opportunities in children’s learning and development, 

especially for those within the population who have lower socioeconomic status 

(Barnett, 2008; Heckman, 2002, 2011). Both economic and neuroscience 

discourses are intimately linked and support each other in providing a technical 

explanation for the relevance of ECEC. Working in conjunction, these 

discourses present the idea of ECEC as a technical, apolitical and universal 

truth and (re)produce the dominant discourse about what counts as truth in 

ECEC. 

Within this neoliberal discourse the social activities and relationships are 

defined in terms of the market, which entails the commodification of several 

aspects of life in society. In this scenario, there is an important body of literature 

that has analysed how neoliberalism reconstitutes subjectivities highlighting 

the neoliberal self as an entrepreneurial subject (Scharff, 2015; Rose, 1992; 

Pollack & Rossiter, 2010; Moss, 2014). Entrepreneurial subjects are 

characterised by their understanding of themselves “as if they were a business, 

(they) are active, embrace risks, capably manage difficulties and hide injuries” 

(Scharff, 2015, p.108). The social responsibilities become individual, and 

subjects are bound by rules of competition, ambition, rational choice and 

individual accountability (Du Gay, 1996; Rose, 1992). In the neoliberal 

discourse, the entrepreneurial self is valued for his/her neutral and technical 

dimension. The political and social are importantly undermined and invisibilised 

in the construction of entrepreneurial subjectivities. It is important to emphasise 

that feminist research has shown that women have been situated as the 

preferred entrepreneurial subjects (Gill & Scharff, 2011; Ringrose & 

Walkerdine, 2008). 
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In this study I use the concept of entrepreneurial self in this sense, to highlight 

how educators relate to themselves as personally responsible and accountable 

for becoming a professional. In the neoliberal discourse being professional is 

considered as a product or commodity of the early childhood educational 

market. I explore how through schoolification and the use of lesson plans 

educators must show their ambition, and calculation to become professional. 

How they engage with dynamics of competition and accountability, assuming 

as personal their progress towards professionalism, publicising their successful 

practices while hiding their failures. 

 Characteristics of the neoliberal discourse in ECEC 

In the discursive conjunction I just identified, neoliberalism has been the 

dominant discourse in the public policies of (EC) education, articulating a close 

and direct relationship between education and the needs of industry (Ball, 

2017; Moss, 2009; Osgood, 2004, 2012; Vandenbroeck et al., 2017). 

Neoliberalism has been defined as “a theory of political economic practices that 

proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual 

entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework 

characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade” 

(Harvey, 2007, p. 2). However, authors agree that neoliberalism should not be 

understood as a cohesive and concrete doctrine with a unique and universal 

definition and practices, but rather as “a complex, often incoherent, unstable 

and even contradictory set of practices that are organised around a certain 

imagination of the “market” (Ball, 2012a, p. 3). As Ball and other scholars have 

argued, neoliberalism involves not only the material but also the relational 

dimensions of life (Ball, 2012a; Apple, 2001, 2006; Harvey, 2007).   

Moss  provides a relevant account of the main elements of neoliberalism and 

its effects in ECEC. The author argues that neoliberalism should be considered 

as a ‘meta-narrative’ (Lyotard & Jameson, 1984); that is, it claims to be a 

comprehensive worldview of human life, in which competition appears to be a 

central principle and the rules of the market are considered the most efficient 

way to conduct human relations (Moss, 2014). Within this discourse, the 
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marketisation of every dimension of life is not only possible but also beneficial, 

as the interplay of supply and demand would be a fair way to allocate any type 

of resource. Furthermore, Harvey ( 2007, p. 3) argues that market exchange in 

neoliberalism operates as an ethical guidance “to all human actions”. It follows 

then that the market “should be the organising principle for all political, social 

and economic conditions” (Giroux, 2004, p. 1). In ECEC, the introduction of 

competition among providers has enabled the growth of an early years market 

in which practitioners should ensure quality and variety of services while 

families are expected to make rational choices as consumers (Moss, 2014; 

Vincent, 2017; Vincent & Ball, 2001). 

Private relationships are not exempt from this economic rationale, 

foregrounding a Homo economicus, an individual driven by self-interest and 

“as a rational utility maximizer” (Moss, 2014, p. 64). Individualism is considered 

a crucial characteristic of the neoliberal rhetoric and the basis of competition. 

Individualism refers to the priority given to the individual over the collective and 

in this line to the private over the public. Within neoliberalism it is assumed that 

each person is responsible for his or her own success in the competitive 

market, and making rational, informed and calculated decisions is a key tool to 

ensure the best returns. Therefore freedom must be ensured for the exercise 

of these choices in a sufficiently flexible context allowing individuals to follow 

the rhythms of the market (Moss, 2014). Nevertheless, in this narrative, as 

individualism is reinforced, the social and public good is hindered, leaving little 

place for relationships based on solidarity and collective risk-sharing. Nikolas 

Rose (1999, p. 141) argues that the different facets of the social as well as the 

political are subjugated and “reconceptualised along economic lines”, 

emphasining the self-made entrepreneur ensuring his or her own success. 

Inequality is another relevant feature of the neoliberal discourse. Several 

scholars have argued that the socioeconomic gap should not be considered 

merely as an undesired consequence but as a central element needed for the 

optimum operation of this economic model (Apple, 2001; Ball, 2013; Moss, 

2014). Indeed, a competitive market requires differences between individuals, 
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and therefore promotes people’s desire to obtain what is still inaccessible in 

the expectation of satisfying the (endless) demands of success. 

In early childhood education these consequences of neoliberalism have been 

widely documented. For instance, in her analysis of educational policies in the 

early years sector in the UK, Osgood (2004, 2006a) draws attention to the 

competitive entrepreneurialism that is reinforced by a neoliberal notion of 

professionalism. The author claims that top-down standards prioritise technical 

competence and performativity (Ball, 2000), reinforcing individualism over 

traditional forms of practice in ECEC that emphasise collaborative work and 

nurturing relationships. Although the neoliberal discourse of professionalism 

promises improved working conditions and a consequent social recognition, it 

requires practitioners to become entrepreneurial neoliberal professionals. 

Therefore, neoliberalism both constructs and is constructed by these 

autonomous, entrepreneurial individuals raised in the logic of competition, and 

who are expected to make permanent rational choices towards ensuring their 

own human capital to succeed in the market (Ball, 2012a; Moss, 2014; Apple, 

2007).  

As mentioned above, an important feature of neoliberalism is that under its 

façade of coherence it hides deep contradictions proposing freedom of choice, 

competition, individuality and autonomy on one hand, and on the other 

fostering policies of accountability, and standardisation (Apple, 2001; Ball, 

2012a; Moss, 2014). Furthermore, it is interesting to note that in the ECEC 

field, neoliberalism coexists with the maternal discourse of ECEC  even though 

they seem contradictory, the latter privileging more emotional dimensions of 

relationships and the former emphasising the rational choices that 

professionals should make in their careers (Osgood, 2006b, 2012). I argue in 

the following sections that the sides of this apparent dichotomy are intertwined 

with each other to the detriment of professionalism within the early childhood 

workforce. 
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In this study, I understand neoliberalism with a critical poststructural lens, not 

only as an economic theory and its associated practices but mainly as a 

rationale that “expands its normative ideology and values to other spheres of 

our lives through specific discourses and practices” (Vintimilla, 2014, p. 80). 

Therefore, neoliberalism is considered not only as a set of economic principles 

but in Foucault’s terms as governmentality, that is, “the way in which the 

conduct of individuals or of groups may be directed” including the “‘modes of 

action, more or less considered and calculated, that [are] destined to act upon 

the possibilities of action of other people. To govern, in this sense, is to 

structure the possible field of action of others” (Foucault, 1982, p. 788). For 

instance, in education, Davies and Bansel (2007) argue that neoliberalism 

works on and through individuals to “establish the new moral order of schools 

and schooling, and to produce the new student/subject who is appropriate to 

(and appropriated by) the neoliberal economy” (p.247). 

In effect, the introduction of neoliberal policies within the ECEC field has shifted 

the understanding of this level of education governing what it means to work in 

this field and what is considered as valuable and important. These policies 

have drastically reshaped the understanding of education to be considered as 

an investment, the relationship with children and their families has been shifted 

to a client relationship and educators’ professional identities as competitive in 

reaching certain (externally imposed) standards (Dahlberg et al., 2007; Moss 

et al., 2016; Vandenbroeck et al., 2017).  

Aiming to challenge this neoliberal governmentality, an extensive body of 

literature has criticised the implementation of the neoliberal discourse in ECEC, 

arguing that it transforms and narrows the purposes of early childhood 

education services (Cannella, 1997; Dahlberg et al., 2007; Dahlberg & Moss, 

2004; Moss, 2003, 2009; Perez & Cannella, 2011) as well as the understanding 

of practitioners about their own practices (Woodrow, 2007; Fenech et al., 

2012). For instance, Osgood (2004, 2012) argues that the business approach 

to educational reforms is not appropriate in ECEC, and that the feminised way 

of work should be valued and promoted. Likewise, others have criticised the 
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market-driven discourse as being responsible for the low social status and the 

deterioration of the early years workforce, as external standards do not take 

into account the needs and characteristics of this field and its professionals. 

On the contrary, the neoliberal discourse obstructs practitioners’ efforts to 

become better professionals by increasing workload through technologies of 

accountability unrelated to their vocation  (Moss, 2014; Woodrow, 2007). 

This managerial discourse is supported by a ‘discourse of derision’ that 

constructs the educational system as dysfunctional and in need of urgent and 

radical change (Galdames, 2017b, p. 15). Simultaneously, it introduces 

elements of the market such as parental choice, competition between 

educational providers and increasing accountability as the best means to 

improve and ensure the quality of ECEC services. Here, quality is assumed as 

a universal, objective and measurable aspect of early years education and 

individual responsibility is praised for achieving the expected benefits of this 

field. On the other hand, however, it compels him/her to assume the 

consequences of possible individual failure, undermining a systemic 

understanding of ECEC and the role of community (Ball, 2012a; Moss, 2014). 

In this educational sector, educators have been the focus of this discourse of 

derision. As the relevance of ECEC increases on the political agenda, 

practitioners are placed in the arena of public scrutiny and while the research 

shows educators’ primary role in achieving both the quality and quantity goals 

of public policies on EC provision (Oberhuemer, 2005; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 

2002), they are simultaneously depicted as unprepared, negligent and 

unqualified to provide the necessary ‘quality’ of provision that would ensure the 

expected profitability of ECEC (Osgood, 2004).  

Practitioners’ emotions, beliefs and affectivity both construct and are 

constructed through this discourse of derision, colliding with the neoliberal 

understanding of professionalism (Osgood, 2006a; Skeggs, 1997). Indeed, the 

neoliberalism discourse appears as opposed to the caring and emotional 

culture of ECEC as it promotes and praises rationality, individualism and 
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competitiveness, traditionally considered masculinised attributes. Hence 

affectivity, beliefs and other more ‘feminine’ features of  the ECEC workforce 

are considered as a threat to professionalism as these cannot be quantified 

and measured and therefore are unmanageable and problematic to regulate 

(Ball, 2011).  

Internationally, neoliberal educational policies increasingly require practitioners 

to demonstrate quantifiable outcomes against top-down standardised criteria 

that meet the needs of the market to the detriment of the culture of care of early 

years education (Osgood, 2012). Therefore, EC educators find themselves 

subjected to the “terrors of performativity” (Ball, 2003) and struggling between 

being rational, objective, and entrepreneurial professionals while conserving 

the nurturance and affective dimension of this occupation. 

 Schoolification of ECEC 

In this section I explore how schoolification of ECEC works as performativity 

(Ball, 2000) that regulates and governs practitioners’ identities (bodies, 

practices, thoughts and motivations). Likewise, I look at the ways in which 

educators comply and resist these technologies of power, highlighting how the 

neoliberal discourse has increasingly taken over the mechanisms of resistance 

– i.e. practitioners emotions – making it ever more difficult to challenge this 

economic discourse.  

Peter Moss and Jon Bennett have referred to the term schoolification of early 

years education as a process through which “the school imposes its demands 

and practices on other services, making them school-like” (Moss & Bennett, 

2006, p. 2). Doherty (2007) adds to this definition the consequences of this 

imposition of school demands in early years education. The author refers to 

schoolification as “an emphasis on the acquisition of specific pre-academic 

skills and knowledge transfer by the adult rather than a focus on broad 

development[al] goals such as social-emotional well-being and the gaining of 

understanding and knowledge by the child through direct experience and 

experimentation” (Doherty, 2007, p. 7). In this definition it is possible to see 
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how the schoolification process implies an emphasis on pre-academic 

knowledge to the detriment of other areas which are not considered to be 

directly related to school-readiness. Schoolification assumes a hierarchical 

relation in which Compulsory School Education (CSE) “take(s) over early 

childhood institutions in a colonizing manner” (Bennett, 2003), imposing a 

purpose of education that is mostly driven by increasing performance criteria. 

Hence, the process of schoolification seeks to ensure that the child “acquires 

the knowledge, skills, and dispositions required to be a successful learner in 

CSE” (Moss, 2012b, p. 9). Schoolification implies the intensification and 

increment of what the fields of economics, neuroscience and psychology have 

described as ‘cognitive skills’ (Heckman, 2006), particularly the development 

of pre-literacy and pre-numeracy abilities, as research has shown these to be 

linked to school success and in the long term to higher returns on investments 

into ECEC (Ramey & Ramey, 2004; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Likewise, the 

schoolification process involves a transformation of the space and time 

schedule of early years according to the modes of operation of CSE, for 

example, arrangement of the classroom and division of time into school 

subjects. 

In this study, schoolification is understood as what Stephen Ball (2003, p. 216) 

defines as ‘performative’, that is “a technology, a culture and a mode of 

regulation that employs judgments, comparisons, and display as means of 

incentives, control attrition and change – based on rewards and sanctions (both 

material and symbolic)”. Therefore, schoolification is considered a 

performativity of the neoliberal discourse, particularly as it contributes to the 

construction of a managerial form of professionalism that focuses on efficiency 

management to meet standardised criteria and the application of private sector 

practices to education (Sachs, 2001). Indeed, it is through focusing on these 

skills and school-like attitudes that practitioners are valued as professionals in 

the eyes of society. Children’s learning outcomes and practitioners’ 

pedagogical knowledge have become the measures against which their 

professional worth and the quality of ECEC provision are judged. This is 

supported by the hegemonic discourse of human capital and lifelong learning 
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in which early years are considered a strategic moment in the human lifespan 

to develop the ‘right’ skills and attitudes to succeed in a world driven by growing 

global competition (Moss, 2012b; OECD, 2001; Vandenbroeck et al., 2017).  

 ‘We have lost the fun’- Schoolification of Chilean ECEC. 

In this study, schoolification was identified by practitioners as a relevant issue 

that has increasingly been ‘invading’ the ECEC field. Indeed, the participants 

in this study mentioned how the focus on pre-literacy and pre-numeracy 

activities have been taking over the pre-school schedule due to top-down 

impositions mostly of educational policies and the new pivotal role that ECEC 

has acquired as a strategic means to prepare children for the challenges of 

school. Educators were clear in pointing out how this new emphasis on 

children’s learning outcomes has transformed their practices, their 

relationships with children and even the purpose of ECEC, making it closer in 

these terms to compulsory school level. 

Dani: “Today the demand (for literacy skills) is so high that is 
incorporated as in the primary education level. (ECEC) is now 
much more schoolified15 than it was before. 
Ximena: How do you notice that change? 
Dani: It is in the emphasis, in the day by day. For instance, 
before we could work the artistic dimension… we played with 
children, always aiming for their learning of course. But not 
today. Now language16 is the only thing that counts. Language 
and maths”.  
Ximena: They count for whom? 
Dani: For the Ministry (of Education). Because after (last year’s) 
SIMCE outcomes, they noticed that 70% of children in Year 4 
had some problem with reading. So, they demanded that we 
(early years level) must (develop) children’s reading 
comprehension skills. Now we have language every day and 
every day maths. And, as the day in early years is much shorter 
than in primary school, we had to condense other things so 
much, that now our main critique is that children don’t have time 
to develop fine grapho-motor skills.” (Educator’s emphasis. 
Educator, pre-school, public). 
 

 
15 In Spanish the word the practitioner used was escolarización. This term is widely used in Chilean ECEC, and its direct translation is “schoolification”. 

16 Language refers to Spanish subject, which comprehends grammar, literacy, reading. 
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Maite: “(Here) they ask us to work with excellence for our 
student’s formation in all areas: in language and in maths. But… 
we used to work with a ‘whole child’ pedagogy project-based or 
work around themes that would include all dimensions (of 
development). For instance, we could work around the theme 
of “the sea”, and from there we developed literacy, numeracy 
skills but also art… it was integrative. Now we don’t have that 
possibility. That was much more fun for children, and less 
schoolified. Now it is true that they learn a lot and faster. For 
instance, now we are required to install 18 or 20 new words with 
children’s vocabulary, completely new words, besides all the 
words of the quotidian use, of our routines. And in maths we 
work with the Singapore method, and they learn a lot, a lot! I 
feel that if we challenge them they learn more. But we have lost 
the ludic, the play, the fun.” (Educator, school, private). 
 
Ana: “The thing is that preschool has become a pre-Year 1. The 
child is sitting all the time, there are very few activities like before 
we used to do art and craft or playing. The emphasis is on 
language and maths, but not so much on playing… they learn 
only from a text.” (Educator, school, public). 
 
Paz: “In this establishment preschool is very schoolified, I mean, 
the days of the week are divided into school subjects, and the 
time schedule is very tight, they have only 15 min of recess. 
(…). The work in Kinder is very demanding regarding what 
children are required to know to enter primary school. So, 
something I found wrong at national level and especially in this 
school, is the academic excellence (that is required) and it’s 
because there is already the damned SIMCE in second year of 
primary school! … and now everything is measure, measure, 
measure.” (Educator, school, private). 

In these practitioners’ accounts, schoolification implies mainly the 

intensification of two school disciplines: language and maths. These disciplines 

have taken over the early years agenda, especially in pre-school levels where 

school-readiness has gradually become the goal of educators’ practice. 

Additionally, the arrangement of the classroom space and timetable according 

to the traditional school-classroom has strongly contributed to experiencing 

ECEC as a preparation for primary school.  

The intensification of language and maths is one of the most important 

technologies of power used within the schoolification discourse (Howes et al., 

2008). And within the Chilean educational system this is strongly driven by 
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SIMCE17, which annually assesses learning outcomes of all students in Years 

2, 4 and 8 in primary school, and in years 10 and 11 in secondary education. 

SIMCE’s influence has been described in the literature as relevant in re-

shaping and creating new forms of interactions, roles and subjectivities among 

school teachers (Campos-Martínez et al., 2015). Although it is not applied at 

ECEC levels, in this study most practitioners resolutely highlighted SIMCE’s 

influence on their daily practice, in shifting the purposes of ECEC towards a 

narrowed view of education and of educators’ professional role. Academic 

excellence, efficiency and school preparation have become new drivers of 

educators’ practice. 

The increasing relevance of these school-disciplines in ECEC functions as a 

mode of regulation of the field responding to the interests of the economy and 

the demands of the market for human capital (Doyle et al., 2009). Through 

dividing practices and scientific classification, the academic fields of 

psychology, neuroscience and economics, have identified that literacy and 

numeracy skills have an important correlation with children’s future academic 

and economic success (Bredekamp, 1986; Cunha & Heckman, 2007; 

Heckman, 2002, 2006; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Nevertheless, although this 

categorisation of children’s skills may be relevant in analytical terms, the 

intensive focus on them – isolated from their contextual use – instrumentalises 

and narrows the purposes of the ECEC field as well as educators’ role within 

an economic rationale that sees in these pedagogical methods the most 

efficient way to achieve better results, and in the long-term, ensure the return 

on investment.  

Indeed, to succeed at SIMCE, children do not only need to develop and acquire 

more knowledge and skills in literacy or numeracy, they are also required to sit 

 
17 At the moment of data collection for this study, a new test for children in Year 2 was being implemented as part of the newly-created Quality Assurance Agency of Education. This had 

an important impact on teachers in ECEC and primary levels as it signified an increment in the number of standardised tests (from two to four in primary school level) but also in the content 

to be assessed (which included two new subjects: physical education and English). 
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down quietly for longer periods of time and focus on the task at hand. 

Therefore, along with the increment in language and mathematics hours, 

ECEC spaces and time have been reorganised according to the needs of 

compulsory school levels. As Paz describes “the days of the week are divided 

into school subjects, and the time schedule is very tight, they have only 15 min 

of recess”. This rearrangement of the classroom implies a shift in the 

expectations placed on children’s and practitioners behaviours, governing their 

‘docile bodies’ in concordance with compulsory school performance and the 

neoliberal culture of individualism and competition (Foucault, 1995).  

This is emphasised by another educator: 

Maite: “I worked two months at a pre-school (and) I remember 
it was so ‘schoolified’. When children arrive, they entered the 
classroom, sat down, and had to be there… quiet. In Pre-K! 
There was no possibility for them to move, discover, explore, or 
even talk! No! Everything had to be done while being seated.” 
(Educator, Nursery, Private). 

SIMCE, a compulsory school level policy, has a strong impact in reshaping 

ECEC services in light of the economic and social aims of the neoliberal power. 

In this case, through the imposition of compulsory school culture into ECEC 

practices, SIMCE acts as ‘normalising technology’, regulated and controlled by 

the standards agenda that praises cognitive development over relational, 

creative, caring and emotional purposes (Foucault & Gordon, 1980; Osgood, 

2012). Indeed, the compulsory school culture implies that children should be 

seated individually facing the board in front of the class, quiet, focused and 

obedient. Therefore, schoolification governs children and practitioners’ docile 

bodies and relationships in line with the needs of primary school goals and at 

a broader level with the economic purposes of education (Foucault & Gordon, 

1980; Osgood, 2012) 

In turn, educators are required to divide their practice in school subjects 

challenging and hindering collaborative and thematic work and promoting 

individual, linear and progressive learning. The role of practitioners becomes 

more focused on transmitting objective, universal and progressive content 
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instead of being the facilitators of children’s learning experiences and, in this 

process, they get close to the image of the school-teacher, distant, serious and 

knowledge/curriculum-centred instead of being concerned about the 

particularities of each child.  

Primary school goals become the frame of reference for the early years sector 

and therefore pre-academic skills are understood here as the most relevant 

content to be learn in this level of education. This positions educators as 

subordinated to compulsory education aims and become strongly driven by 

external and ‘future’ learning outcomes, especially those measured by SIMCE. 

In this line, children’s literacy and numeracy outcomes start to be considered 

by educator’s themselves as indicators of their professional worth.  

Nicole: “Today I say ‘I am an early childhood educator’, I have 
already delivered about 6 generations of children that I received 
in nursery level and took them through all ECEC levels 
preparing them for primary education.” (Educator, nursery, 
public). 
 
Mariela: “I have delivered some readers. Then the idea is that 
with that group I get closer to the learning outcomes of year 1 
of primary school, so I have to level them up. And then with 
younger children I try for them to learn the contents of the next 
level, so I prepare them in advance.” (Educator, school, public). 
 
Elisa: “I had a little girl that in Kinder she could read all the 
consonants! And I flaunt myself with her, because in her 
graduation ceremony I gave her a poem to read, and she read 
the whole thing! And with all consonants!” (Educator, school, 
public). 
 
Vale: “Being an educator is being devoted (to children’s learning 
and development) … for instance now we are doing circles. So 
is not just drawing but I ask them about the features of the 
geometric figure, and they understand and that is amazing, it is 
(something) that makes you feel realised in this profession.” 
(Educator, school, public). 

For these educators, children’s performances in language or math are seen as 

a direct reflection of their professional knowledge and skills but also of their 

commitment, effort and resilience as educators. It is interesting to point out the 

use of ‘delivering’ as a word to refer to children’s achievement of language 
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skills. Children’s learning outcomes are a performance of practitioners’ own 

professionalism and pedagogical work, as the objective and validation criteria 

through which they – and society – measure their professionalism (Ball, 2003). 

However, their value as professionals is external, not only external to ECEC – 

as it highlights primary school content – but also external to their own practice 

as children’s outcomes are the performance indicators under the spotlight. 

Consequently, they occupy positions within a network of power, which serves 

an economic view of education as a means by which to achieve future goals. 

This subjectivises early years workers as subordinate of primary school 

teachers, as their main role is to prepare the way, to ease the task of teachers 

to improve learning outcomes. This undermines the particularities of the ECEC 

field and undermines their possibility to be considered as professionals within 

the educational system and society. Here it is important to highlight the tension 

schoolification implies for EC educators’ professionalism, as although they 

recognise that it is contradictory to the purposes and pedagogical practices of 

the ECEC field, they also use it and make sense of their professionalism 

through it because it is a way to be recognised as such in the ECEC field and 

society.  Interestingly and contradictory to the construction of professional 

identities, children’s outcomes that educators claim to have ‘obtained’ through 

applying this schoolification process, are not recognised by society as a 

product of educators’ professionalism, but are either dismissed, denied or 

attributed to many other factors. 

María: “When in the second month of Year 1 children pass a 
reading test, the school does not congratulate us (educators), 
but they congratulate the Year 1 teacher. And in May no teacher 
is able to teach a child how to read… in two months! I think it is 
the educator’s merit. But we never get praised or recognised for 
that, neither do they (school principals and teachers) say 
something to us because the class is well-prepared for primary 
school. On the contrary! When a child has problems… then they 
look at us.” (Educator, school, public). 

Schoolification and performativity trap educators in a subordinate role within the 

educational system. They prepare, set the ground for future “real” knowledge. 

They become teachers’ assistants whose work is rendered invisible as ECEC 

learning goals are only borrowed for primary school purposes. Even if 
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practitioners excel in teaching these priority learning-subjects, they are still not 

part of the official curriculum of early years.  

As a performativity, schoolification governs practitioners’ professional identity 

as it provides both an emotional and an (apparent) rationality and objectivity 

(Ball, 2000). Indeed, these educators referred to children’s achievement in 

literacy with pride, as an expression of their own success, but also as an 

objective demonstration of the type of specific knowledge that situates early 

years as a consolidated profession. In this line, the processes of schoolification 

signify a support for the long-time expected improvement in social status and 

working conditions for professionals in this occupation. On one hand, 

pedagogical knowledge provides scientific evidence for ECEC professionalism, 

relating educators’ practices to neurosciences and the psychology of 

development (Bredekamp, 1986; Bredekamp & Coople, 2009). Hence, teaching 

according to language or maths subjects appears as specific knowledge of EC 

education and highlights the educational dimension of this field while 

differentiating this professional practice from other forms of ‘childcare’ that focus 

on the caring elements of ECEC and are associated with a ‘mothering instinct’ 

which can be viewed as undermining its professional aspect (Skeggs, 1997; 

Osgood et al., 2006; Walkerdine, 1990). On the other hand, these (children’s) 

literacy performances are associated with an emotional and social element of 

belonging, which constitutes a mechanism of self-governance to maintain and 

reinforce practitioners’ engagement with the neoliberal powers that increasingly 

shape early years educational practice (Ball, 2003). 

This triggers complex, contradictory and mixed emotions and reactions in 

educators from a sense of pride in recognising their efforts and skills as 

professionals in an objective measure – e.g. children’s ability to read – to 

feelings of guilt and betrayal for moving away from creative, ludic and nurturing 

practice, seen as the distinctive features of early years education. By focusing 

their practices and narrowing the sense of professionalism on these particular 

learning outcomes practitioners get closer and closer to their ‘abject’ (Butler, 

1993, 2006a), that is, to what they have identified as ‘repulsive’ and incongruent 
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about their professional role and therefore rejected from their identities. Indeed, 

most practitioners argued that their motivations to work in early years and not in 

other levels of education were based on the ludic pedagogical practices and the 

possibility to “educate” rather than “teach” young children. For all practitioners 

in this study, to educate implies the formation of the ‘whole child’, i.e. 

considering not only his/her cognitive skills but also importantly other 

dimensions of her/his development and placing a special emphasis on social 

and emotional growth. Practitioners in this study agree in that being an early 

years practitioner importantly implies forming children in terms of values, and 

developing socioemotional habits as these are “the most important skills every 

person has to learn to live in society” (Educator, private, nursery). This notion of 

education differentiates them from teachers, who according to them, normally 

focus on the transmission of subject knowledge. Therefore, teaching and 

educating are experienced as an opposed duality, even contradictory in some 

cases, making it more challenging to incorporate the schoolification practices as 

they hinder the possibility to focus on ‘the whole child’.  

This duality is clearly shown in Maite’s quote: “Now it is true that they learn a lot 

and faster (…) But we have lost the ludic, the play, the fun.” Through this phrase 

she exposes the struggles between the logic of efficiency and technical 

specialised knowledge that differentiates her from the assistant or the child-

minder, and the traditional methods and purposes of ECEC that motivated her 

to pursue this occupation. When she says “we” she includes herself – and her 

colleagues – with the children in accepting the trade-off between increasing 

learning efficiency while losing ‘the fun’. 

Schoolification transforms this crucial aspect of the practitioner’s role, narrowing 

their child-centred practices to teaching structured and standardised subject 

knowledge the way schoolteachers do. In doing so, they must incorporate their 

abject, provoking feelings of rejection and resistance mixed with a guilty sense 

of achievement and professionalism as learning outcomes provide a 

measurable product against which to ‘prove’ their efficiency. The guilt and 

rejection is explained as schoolification performativity leads them to losing the 



 
 

219 
 

boundaries of their constructed professional identities (Ball, 2003; Butler, 1993, 

2006a). They can no longer claim a ludic, creative pedagogy as unique to their 

field, neither can they differentiate from ‘teaching’ claiming a ‘whole child’ 

education as characteristic of their practices. As practitioners increasingly 

incorporate schoolified performance as a valid and seemingly ‘objective’ 

indicator of their professionalism, their values, motivations and purposes as EC 

educators gradually become challenged by “the terrors of performativity” (Ball, 

2003, p. 216). The technology of performativity succeeds in translating the 

complexity of what it means to ‘educate’ into simple indicators of learning 

outcomes. 

As argued by Ball (2003) these struggles are highly individualised, as educators 

feel responsible to comply and achieve the newly-imposed standards of 

professionalism although they may contradict their beliefs and motivations 

about the purposes of ECEC and consequently this affects and transforms their 

subjectivities. Engaging in these self-governance mechanisms of neoliberal 

power is felt, by most practitioners, as a betrayal of the core features of being 

an EC educator for it implies losing the boundaries that differentiated them from 

other teaching professions.  

Hence, rejection, anger and frustration are deployed as mechanisms of 

resistance in the construction of professional identity while still adhering to this 

discourse. The neoliberal power exercised on the ECEC field positions 

educators within an extremely difficult situation to negotiate their professional 

role and it is not random but consists of a powerful technique of governmentality 

driven by the neoliberal discourse. Neoliberalism transforms and adapts itself 

and it is seductive, incorporating elements of other – even contradictory – 

discourses, aligning them to its purposes (Ball, 2017; Moss, 2014). For instance, 

neoliberal policies in ECEC have adopted a child-centred approach to promote 

standardised programmes and lessons. One example of these policies is the 

“Shared Accompaniment Plan” (PAC for its initials in Spanish)18, a policy 

 
18 “Plan de Acompañamiento Compartido” was a public policy designed by the Ministry of Education during 2011-2014 focused on public and private-subsidised schools. This was 

implemented in pre-schools and primary education. 
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implemented in the public and private-subsidised sectors the purpose of which 

was to improve children’s outcomes at Year 4 SIMCE in language and maths 

(MINEDUC, 2011). In order to meet this objective, the Ministry of Education  

designed standardised lesson plans for all the activities in these two subjects. 

Practitioners who received these plans were required to apply them integrally.  

This policy was deeply rooted in a neoliberal discourse that emphasised the 

“effective practices, the effective implementation of the curriculum and the 

optimization of time for academic learning” (MINEDUC, 2011, p. 5). 

Nevertheless, the vocabulary used is consistent with a child-centred approach 

as it emphasises the need to “support those (establishments) that present the 

greatest opportunities of improvement to being able to provide each child with 

the education s/he deserves to have a future full of opportunities” (MINEDUC, 

2011, p. 5). Here the focus appears to be on children’s needs and particular 

characteristics as they refer to the assurance of full opportunities for ‘each’ child. 

Moreover, in this narrative the undermining of practitioners’ (and 

establishments’) capacities is disguised under a positive phrase referring to 

supporting “those with greatest possibilities of improvement”. Emotional 

language is used to elicit positive responses and engagement of early years 

practitioners. Interestingly, even though most of them denounced this policy as 

it undermined their professional judgement and autonomy, for some this helped 

them to work efficiently with differences in children’s pace of learning. 

Ana: “For the benefit of children, we work by levels of 
achievement… I divide them (children); those who are 
intermediate in their learning from those more advanced. So, I 
physically divide the classroom. For instance, the child who has 
a good phonological consciousness I initiate them in the reader 
process for primary education … and with the others, I level 
them up… to get closer to the learning objective of primary 
school.” (Educator, school, public). 
 
Male: “The PAC made us play again, because I really enjoy it. I 
think the last two years the PAC gave me back the will to be an 
educator… because I really enjoy showing to them the world of 
reading and stories (…) because the PAC tells you which book 
to read and even gives you the questions that I have to ask 
children after reading it. I have to recognise that with the PAC I 
fell in love again with being an educator.” (Educator, school, 
public). 
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This policy uses play as pedagogical methodologies that are interesting and 

‘appropriate’ for children’s development stages. It appears to focus on children’s 

needs and particularities to engage them – and practitioners – with learning.  

However, the concern of children’s particular needs is narrowed down to 

efficient ways to improve their language-learning outcomes, specifically those 

measured in the SIMCE test. Far from being child-centred, the focus is on 

children’s language and maths skills as the programme provides different 

pedagogical techniques according to the level of language or maths skills the 

child has shown. Using the PAC, practitioners have transformed their discourse 

about the relational and emotional features of ECEC. In this neoliberal logic of 

schoolification, the focus continues to be children’s learning outcomes and 

working with a child-centred or whole child approach becomes an instrument to 

achieve this purpose.  

María: “I think all educators are the same, we are concerned 
about the whole child development. We educate them, we form 
them as a person… we are preparing them to face the future 
challenges… we prepare them to walk and then he will go to 
primary school, and they will ask him to run. … So, I have to 
prepare him for when the (primary) teacher tell him to run, he 
could be able to run.” (Educator, school, public). 
 
Lila: “My role is to prepare them for primary school but prepare 
them endowing them with the security to deal with formal 
education. Because if a child has no preparation s/he can stress 
out more easily. In preschool you give them the confidence 
because we form their autonomy, to look after themselves and 
to know what it is about when the teacher talks about numbers 
and letters.” (Educator, school, public). 

Therefore, the performativity of schoolification takes what is valued by 

practitioners in ECEC and uses it to engage them in this neoliberal discourse. 

It highlights the means – playful and creative methodologies, child-centred 

pedagogies and concern about children’s whole education – as if they were 

the goals. However, this simultaneously narrows these complex practices to 

the unique purpose of demonstrating children’s outcomes in standardised 

indicators of literacy and numeracy, which are the curricular objectives of 

primary education. Furthermore, as these have become practitioners’ judging 
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criteria for their own professionalism, this performativity increases 

individualisation and hinders the collaborative work among educators and 

between educators and families that used to characterise the ECEC field (Ball, 

2003). 

 Intensification of lessons plans 

Another important aspect of performativity associated with the neoliberal 

discourse within the early years field was the elaboration of lesson plans19. This 

activity was widely recognised by early years practitioners as a distinctive 

element of their professionalism. Although this is an activity that EC educators 

must complete at all levels of education, it was particularly interesting at 

nursery levels of ECEC, as practitioners explicitly referred to it as a means to 

make comparisons between good and bad practitioners as well as an explicit 

mechanism to differentiate between professionals and assistants. The 

elaboration and use of lesson plans are importantly driven by a neoliberal 

discourse and as such reproduce the logics of managerial professionalism: 

competition, efficiency and individualism, subjectivising educators as self-

entrepreneurs while undermining collaborative practices that are valued by 

educators in this field. 

The lesson plan is “the instrument that makes possible the organisation of the 

pedagogical practice, signalling the core decisions of the educative task and 

manifesting in the different levels of concretion” (Peralta, 2006, p. 11). The 

classroom lesson plan is a technical pedagogical proposal of the activities to 

be conducted with the class. It contains the vision, curricular emphasis, 

objectives and general strategies to be developed within a period of time: day, 

week, month, term, year. In the document, practitioners must organise, 

prioritise and regulate the ideas about the expected learning outcomes and the 

educational experiences that would be provided to the class “in a planned and 

organised way but being flexible at the same time” (Peralta, 2006, p. 15).  

 
19 This process is referred as ‘Planificación’ which is translated as ‘planning’, which indicates an action in process. However, in Chile ‘Planificación’ refers to an instrument or more specifically 

to the result of the act of planning.  
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In this study, practitioners referred to the lesson plans as a schedule in which 

they organised the activities/experiences to be conducted with children, the 

general and specific learning objectives for each activity, the resources to be 

used, and the time allocated, among other elements. The processes of 

elaboration and use of the lesson plans varied greatly among different ECEC 

services, but in all cases this task was the exclusive responsibility of the 

professional educator, i.e. the one who had acquired a bachelor’s degree in 

early years education, as this task requires one to deploy pedagogical and 

disciplinary knowledge (Shulman & Shulman, 2004), as well as knowledge 

about developmental psychology, in order to propose activities that are 

‘appropriate’ to children’s developmental stage (Bredekamp & Coople, 2009). 

In the case of private and private-subsidised ECEC services participating in 

this study this involved the educators working directly with children in the 

classrooms. However, in the public nurseries participating, the professional 

educators tended to be simultaneously the head-teachers who did not always 

work in the classroom. In most of these cases, the head-teacher/educator was 

responsible for the elaboration of the lesson plans and then she delivered it to 

the assistants, and they would implement the activities in the classrooms.  

As a professional task, lesson plans are an important mechanism used by 

practitioners to draw the boundaries of professionalism and differentiate 

themselves from assistants and other ‘amateurs’ who work in childcare, which 

in turn promotes power-relations that importantly undermine the role of 

practitioners’ assistants. Indeed the ‘plans’ involve deploying the specific 

knowledge as well as managerial skills that educators acquired during their 

higher education training that defines them as ‘professionals’ and positions 

them as the leaders of the classroom teamwork. Through this instrument, 

practitioners expose and reveal their professional knowledge to the community 

as well as other EC educators, differentiating themselves from the non-

professionals. 
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Maite: “I mean (through lesson plans) parents can truly 
appreciate our work. Of course, they see you playing with 
children, but they don’t know that behind that game there is a 
plan, that the child is learning different things, that there is a 
(pedagogical) intention behind the activity.” (Educator, nursery, 
private). 
 
Pao: “In my classroom there is one assistant that is in charge of 
the cleaning, the other of the materials, but I am in charge of the 
pedagogical dimension. But it is difficult because within my 
lesson plan design all my assistants have a role; one must work 
on the children’s motor skills, the other with their soft skills… but 
as they don’t understand the concept… it is difficult for them to 
see the purpose of the activity and transmit that to the children.” 
(Educator, nursery, private). 

As explored in this chapter, pedagogical and curricular knowledge have been 

situated within the human capital rhetoric in the ECEC field, valued as more 

important than other skills and knowledge that practitioners develop in the 

practice of this occupation (Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001; Moss, 2009; 

Vandenbroeck et al., 2017). Lesson plans enhance the relevance of the 

educational purpose of early years over the caring and nurturing dimensions 

and position educators in a powerful position in relation to early years assistants 

and other “amateurs” working within the ECEC field (Bennett, 2003). Indeed, 

reporting the pedagogical purpose of each activity appears as the crucial 

mechanism that frames practitioners’ work within professionalism avoiding the 

early years educator becoming ‘confused’ with a nanny, a housekeeper or 

childminder. 

Pia: “They (assistants) are excellent workers, they are good in 
group management, they know children’s routine which is 
essential for the progress of our work, I mean they know what 
to do …but the pedagogical dimension… that is another thing 
(…) that is something that the professional has to manage.” 
(Educator, nursery, private). 

Naty: “When I arrived (to work at this nursery) I told them 
(assistants): ‘aunties’ we will paint with children’s feet. They 
almost died! They started complaining because everything was 
going to be dirty and maybe parents would complain. But I had 
a pedagogical and methodological argument (in my lesson 
plan). So, when you don’t have that argument, you see the 
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nursery as childcare… just to look after children.” (Educator, 
nursery, private). 

Mariela: “I do not understand a professional educator that 
stands before the class without knowing what to do. I mean, you 
need to know, to plan what you are going to do, how you are 
going to do it and what (pedagogical) purpose are you 
pursuing!” (Educator, school, public). 
 
Maite: “What we try to do (with lesson plans) is to justify that 
each activity that we do has a purpose in children’s learning and 
development. Children use scissors not because it is fun, or 
because they need to use scissors in school, but because we 
are teaching them psychomotor skills that are relevant for their 
age, because they provide them with the autonomy when they 
want to eat their snack, because they are working a lot of things 
when they use scissors.” (Educator, nursery, private). 
 
Rita: “(Children) live a learning experience… but not at their 
home, their mom or nanny may teach them the numbers 1, 2…. 
But not as we teach them, with the methodology we teach 
them.” (Educator, nursery, private-subsidised). 

For these practitioners it is the pedagogical intention of the activities that 

supports their professionalism. Practical knowledge such as group 

management, children’s interests and concerns, and the classroom/nursery 

routines are undermined against the educational dimension of ECEC and these 

pedagogical intentions are translated and communicated within the lesson 

plans. In this line, lesson plans work as a technology of neoliberal performativity, 

their mere existence and the process of elaboration by practitioners are a 

fundamental instrument against which educator’s professionalism is judged 

(Ball, 2003, 2017). Furthermore, they are used as a mechanism of 

accountability, monitoring and supervision of educators’ efficiency in their work. 

One the one hand State supervisory regulations require that each classroom 

displays the lesson plan at a visible place of the classroom, in order that parents, 

principals and supervisors can see it. On the other hand, this schedule functions 

as a self-governance technology through which educators align their practices, 

compare and judge themselves and their colleagues against the ideals of 

neoliberalism such as management, accountability, competition, efficiency. In 

effect, these elements have increasingly become constitutive of professionalism 

in ECEC, rendering practitioners subjects of this discourse. In turn, as 



 
 

226 
 

subjectivised subjects, educators actively play their part within this discourse 

and highlight the relevance and advantages of elaborating lesson plans that 

expose rigorous and pedagogical and curricular knowledge. However, 

simultaneously this is strongly criticised within the ECEC field as a neoliberal 

rationale that highlights masculinist features of professionalism and which 

clashes with more collaborative and nurturing dimensions of this occupation 

(Osgood, 2004; Osgood et al., 2006).  

Therefore, within the neoliberal discourse different elements of the design of 

lesson plans have been stressed as relevant to understand educator’s 

professionalism. A central one is the level of child-centeredness that this 

instrument exposes. In this line, lesson plans not only need to be rigorous in 

terms of identifying the pedagogical intention of children’s proposed learning 

experiences, but it must consider the context and the particularities of the 

children attending the ECEC service. For educators in this study a fundamental 

element to assess the child-centeredness of practitioners’ work was the 

frequency with which lesson plans are designed. The more frequently 

practitioners elaborated a lesson plan the more their work reflected their 

concern with and commitment to the needs of children’s learning and 

development.  

Fran: “There are a lot of ECEC services that plan their lessons 
for the whole year. Or even they use the same lesson plan every 
year. This is ‘unthinkable’ for us… because you don’t know the 
children with whom you will work. Every time you plan a learning 
experience, you need to assess them and from that assessment 
you can plan a new one. If you haven’t done that cycle you are 
doing this work wrong.  (…) you need to consider the 
particularities of your children.” (Educator, nursery, private). 

Maite: “Children have their own interests. I can’t imagine how I 
could at the beginning of the year elaborate plans for them if I 
don’t know my group and I don’t know what their interests are. 
It is as simple as that.” (Educator, nursery, private). 

Sandra: “In that nursery I have learned how to work well … we 
elaborate our lesson plans fortnightly and put the plan in the 
classroom door so everyone could see it and parents would 
know what work we would do with their children.” (Principal, 
nursery, private-subsidised). 



 
 

227 
 

Vale: “Now they (administration) are asking us for daily plans… 
I think planning the lessons daily is a good thing. However, I 
don’t do it like that because I have a life and I refuse to work so 
many extra hours. But I think it is good to plan daily.” (Educator, 
school, public). 

In these quotes educators expose how they mark the boundary that define the 

good professional in terms of how recurrent and idiosyncratic their plans are. 

The first quotes clearly stress the need to ‘know the children and their interests” 

before organising the activities. In this concern, educators focus on children’s 

needs and particularities instead of on the content. This differentiates them from 

school-teachers, who as it was explored above, tend to be more concerned 

about teaching the curriculum.  

The last two quotes referred specifically to the frequency with which lesson 

plans should be elaborated. I have selected these experts as they represent the 

overall view of educators regarding this issue and the tensions that are created 

in the construction of their professional identities. Planning frequently requires 

enormous effort from practitioners in terms of time, creativity, actualisation of 

their pedagogical knowledge and a deep capacity for observation of the 

particularities of children, among many other resources and skills. They are 

aware of this and many of them expressed their criticism of the excessive 

workload that this administrative task required. For instance, they complain 

about the competition and individualism that the elaboration of lesson plans 

involves for their practice. As lesson plans are used as an administrative tool to 

supervise and monitor educators’ work, competition between providers as well 

as among colleagues has increased. Many educators protested against those 

‘selfish professionals’ who prefer to hide their plans instead of working 

collaboratively to provide better learning experiences for children.  

Ilda: “This (sense of competition) has happened to me, that I am 
designing my lesson plans and I go to ask something to another 
colleague, and she hides the information, she hides the sheet 
of paper! They don’t share their plans because it is too good, 
and they prefer to show off by themselves.” (Educator, private-
subsidised nursery). 



 
 

228 
 

In order to deal with these issues, practitioners stress and enhance the 

importance of collaborative work, which would importantly include the active 

participation of assistants in the planning process. However, this triggers 

important tensions within the neoliberal discourse that highlights competition, 

individualism and efficiency as marks of professionalism and the elements of 

the caring discourse of ECEC that stresses collaborative work, and a ‘familiar’ 

culture in which practitioners support each other. In this context, practitioners’ 

complaints, frustration and even anger against the competitive can be 

understood as sites of political resistance to the neoliberal discourse, exposing 

the contradictions between these two discourses (Zembylas, 2003a). 

Nevertheless, these more ‘feminine’ dimensions of ECEC work (Osgood, 2004, 

2006b, 2012; Osgood et al., 2006) jeopardise the boundaries of professionalism 

that are defined through differentiation of tasks and responsibilities between 

professional practitioners and assistants. Therefore, their resistance was 

lessened by the sense of commitment that is promoted in the demands for 

detailed and unique plans. In this case, the neoliberal discourse that promotes 

efficiency, individualisation and competition as central features of 

professionalism, and intersects with emotional and caring dimensions of the EC 

education field also uses them to engage practitioners and subjectivise them as 

proactive, innovative, self-entrepreneurs, and committed professionals. It 

appeals to their sense of vocation, caring and concern for children’s wellbeing 

discussed in the previous chapter, adapting its narrative and using the emotional 

elements to promote and enhance the self-entrepreneur subjectivities of 

practitioners. Hence, practitioners’ emotions constitute mechanisms of self-

governance that serve a neoliberal discourse. Indeed, practitioners comply with 

the neoliberal performativity and define and compare themselves according not 

only to the pedagogical intentions of the activities they report in their lesson 

plans, but also importantly according to the frequency and child-centeredness 

of their schedules as proxies of their commitment and vocation. Therefore, 

lesson plans are used by educators’ themselves as a judgement criteria of their 

professional performativity and to differentiate themselves from the non-

professionals (Ball, 2003; Rose, 1999a, 1999b). 
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Mariela: “I think being professional implies to empower 
ourselves. You need to show that you are prepared, that you 
have your lesson plans ready, and adapted for each different 
child.” (Educator, school, public). 
 
Elisa: “When you stay a long time in the same school there you 
get stuck. You don’t progress, or renew yourself, your lesson 
plans are all the same…in all aspects of the job… pedagogically 
and in relation with your peers. You have everything already 
structured so you lose the motivation to improve. You lose sight 
of the purpose. You don’t share your experiences with other 
colleagues because you don’t want them to copy your work. So, 
you lose the purpose, you stay still.”  (Educator, school, public). 

This administrative instrument of planning classroom lessons, alongside other 

administrative tasks, operates performatively at the individual level rendering 

educators individually responsible for their professionalism (Ball, 2003). It 

demands an increasingly large amount of detail in their schedules, for which the 

ECEC institutions usually do not allocate time or resources, especially in the 

public sector. Educators are expected to be continually learning and acquiring 

new knowledge about pedagogy, curriculum and child development but with 

scarce support from the authorities of the school or nurseries for funding 

continuous professional development courses. This is acknowledged by EC 

educators as profoundly difficult both at the professional and the personal level. 

They also recognise the interference of these practices with the collaborative 

practice that characterised their occupation. But they take up on this discourse 

as it combines the educational dimension of ECEC and the managerial sense 

of professionalism, highlighting the specialised knowledge of EC educators, that 

distinguishes them from other people working with young children, enhancing a 

more powerful position in the professional discourse. While most EC educators 

appear to make sense of this technology of power in terms of (re)connecting 

with the purpose that led them to this field and reclaim the need to empower 

themselves by constantly upgrading their practice, this works to the detriment 

of their personal and professional lives. 

It is important to point out as I conclude this chapter that confronting the 

neoliberal discourse shaping professional identities is extremely difficult, as in 

this case it has been increasingly persuasive, situating lesson plans as an end 
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in itself rather than as an instrument of the professional practice. However, there 

are other sites of resistance that do not necessarily relate to the emotional 

aspects of this occupation that initially appeared as a duality between rationality 

and emotionality but are based on the autonomy and reflexivity of the EC 

educator regarding their practice but importantly about their lives as women. As 

evidence, I provide a final quote from one of the principals of a subsidised 

nursery that she provided at the end of the interview, as I was almost stopping 

the recording. 

Sandra: “We (the nursery) are a referent in this sense, providing 
a good service requires good structural conditions but also 
being able to stop, review and reflect about how we did it, and 
why we did it that way. As women it is key we could reflect 
together, to empower ourselves as a team. Yes, we need more 
training and knowledge about different things, but how could 
constant planning be good if we do not use it to everybody’s 
benefit? Then, it is crucial that the professional team in the 
nursery could stop, and reflect, all together (…) this requires 
decreasing the workload and time with children, this is 
important” (Director, subsidised nursery). 

 Conclusions  

In this chapter I have analysed the neoliberal discourses and its impact on EC 

professional identities. Neoliberalism is one of the most pervading discourses in 

the Chilean (EC) education system and operates through multiple and varied 

technologies of power. The chapter began with an overview on the discourse of 

neoliberalism and its intersections with economic, psychological and 

neuroscientific discourses of childhood and development that have 

strengthened it. Within this discourse, educators are subjectivised as 

entrepreneurial, competitive and efficient professionals, who should be 

detached from the caring tasks of the field as they do not require specific 

knowledge and training. This collides with and undermines the caring and 

nurturing dimension of ECEC and enhances the idea of a dichotomy between 

care and education. I have argued that such a dichotomy is more complex as 

neoliberal rationale infiltrates different discourses using the language and 

practices of caring and nurturing dimensions as tools to serve its purposes. In 

this chapter I have analysed the schoolification of ECEC and the second section 
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referred to the use of lesson plans as performativities of the neoliberal 

discourse. I explored how EC educators make sense of themselves as 

professionals in this tension and use their emotions as a site of resistance. 

However, increasingly the neoliberal discourse has been co-opted by the 

schoolification discourse to further engage practitioners in (re)producing self-

entrepreneurial, proactive, creative, and committed practitioners willing to work 

for children’s wellbeing while ignoring or undermining their working conditions. 

This process once again traps practitioners, making resistance difficult as the 

language used in counter-discourses has been used and instrumentalised to 

serve neoliberal purposes. Emotions, child-centredness and collaborative work 

appear as means to improve professionalism and highlight individual 

performances. It has been used as performative to judge professionalism, 

differentiate and compare educators as professionals or not. Finally, and 

importantly, the analysis highlighted a way to confront this managerial discourse 

that implies and requires educators to be reflective and collaborative in 

analysing the purposes of their work.  

The final analysis chapter, presented next, discusses the discourse of the 

vulnerable childhood. 
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 Chapter 8. The vulnerable child and the saviour practitioner 

“Mum, this food is not for children, it’s for people!” 
(Nicanor, 3 years old). 

“Only ‘aunties’ can say what we must do in the 
classroom … mommies and daddies get to say 

what we do at home … but where can children say 
what to do?” (Nicanor, 3 years old). 

 Introduction 

This is the last of the analysis chapters of this thesis and in it I explore a crucial 

element in the construction of educators’ professional identities: their 

conceptualisations of children and childhood. Specifically, this chapter 

analyses how the construction of the ‘vulnerable child’ is mutually constitutive 

of children and the ‘saviour practitioner’ as professional. I scrutinise the ways, 

practices, narratives, and relationships of early childhood educators through 

which the power of childhood vulnerability discourse is exercised in Chilean 

ECEC (Foucault, 2009; N. Rose, 1999a). I have chosen the term ‘vulnerable’ 

rather than ‘poor’, because it is the term that is most commonly used by Chilean 

EC educators and within most ECEC policies; nonetheless this term includes 

the idea of the poor, deficient, needy and weak, as discussed within this 

chapter.  

It is important to mention that this was not the only construction of childhood 

that was present in this study. On the contrary, multiple images of childhood, 

as discussed in the literature review, appeared in practitioners’ narratives, 

especially discourses of children as consumers (e.g. Castañeda, 2002) and the 

neuroscientific construction of childhood as “windows of opportunities” 

(Vandenbroeck et al., 2017).  Nevertheless, I have chosen not to analyse those 

understandings of the child and practitioner, nor to identify the relations of 

power created within these discourses between the adult and the child, as a 

great array of literature has extensively discussed that elsewhere (Ailwood, 

2008; Burman, 2008a; Cannella, 1997; Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Grieshaber & 

Cannella, 2001; Wsye et al., 2015). Instead, I decided to focus on childhood 

vulnerability as a particular narrative about childhood within the Chilean ECEC 



 
 

233 
 

field, as it was a way to refer to children and childhood that appeared frequently 

in this study. The second reason I have chosen to further analyse this particular 

understanding of the child, is to highlight how deeply it intersects with the 

religious/gendered and neoliberal discourses discussed in previous chapters, 

in and by which early childhood professional educators’ identities in Chile are 

constituted.  

Drawing on a poststructuralist framework I analyse here childhood vulnerability 

as governmentality as explained in the theoretical framework chapter of this 

thesis. This means that the construction of ‘child vulnerability’ works as a 

technology of the self that conducts the conduct (Foucault, 2009) not only of 

children in ECEC but also of EC educators. This analysis focuses on how 

different discourses of childhood intersect, exposing the tensions and 

contradictions, as well as the ways in which they are (re)produced, negotiated 

and resisted by early years practitioners within the Chilean ECEC sector.  

I argue that constructing and understanding childhood as vulnerability is a 

dangerous discourse for both the child and the professional educator. Indeed, 

although in the ECEC field childhood vulnerability is presented as a way to 

protect children and promote equity through focalising resources on the most 

disadvantaged among the population (Fyfe et al., 2012; Heckman, 2006, 

2011), it also reinforces hegemonic power relations undermining both children 

and the ECEC practice  (Burman, 2008a; James & Prout, 2004). Conversely, 

EC educators are conceptualised as strong and protective educators, 

responsible for childhood protection and even as saviours of the weakest in 

society. For practitioners this conceptualisation is cherished as it highlights 

both the benevolent purposes of their practice and the importance their 

profession has for the future of children as well as society. Thus, their protective 

role towards vulnerable childhood is representative of elevated social status. 

However, intersecting with other discourses of the good professional, 

particularly the gendered/religious and the neoliberal discourses discussed in 

previous chapters, this narrative governs children’s abilities and knowledge but 

also practitioners’ roles and social status rendering them invisible as they are 
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required to silently and lovingly fight for (their?) children and save them in order 

to be good, selfless professionals (Foucault, 2009; Rose, 1999b). I have 

chosen to refer to practitioners as ‘saviours’ instead of ‘super-heroines’, as 

others have referred to them (Gibson, 2015), because the latter does not 

explicitly allude to the religious discourse that so deeply shapes early years 

professionals’ identities in Chile (Poblete Núñez, 2018).  

As expressed by my 3-year-old son in the epigraph of this chapter, children are 

conceptualised within a dichotomy between the powerful adult, the real ‘person’ 

who can ‘decide what to do’, and the powerless and incomplete child. As this 

study did not include children’s perspectives, I found it interesting to reflect on 

Nicanor’s questions while I was writing this chapter as he could express so 

clearly this dichotomy, evidencing the power relations behind the social 

constructions of children and how he expressed this in a mixed way that is at 

once recognising and accepting but also not quite understanding of the 

reasons for this ‘truth’. Through his statements he makes explicit the ways in 

which he is both learning and (re)producing power relations within discourses 

of childhood-adults and early years education. It is that same exercise I perform 

in this chapter to render visible the ways in which the childhood vulnerability 

discourse is deployed in ECEC and the children – and educators – that are 

created within and through it. I challenge the assumptions of the construction 

of childhood as vulnerable as merely benevolent towards children and in doing 

so I aim to promote different ways of thinking about children’s capabilities, 

knowledges and their place in society, as well as to reflect on the purposes of 

ECEC services and the role of practitioners. 

This chapter is structured into six sections. In the following section I briefly 

contextualise the notion of childhood vulnerability within Chilean EC 

educational policies and its implications for the ECEC field, including the 

professional role of educators. The third section explores the relationship 

between early childhood and the discourse of vulnerability. Then the fourth 

section emphasises how EC educators associated the discourse of the 

vulnerable child with an economic understanding, highlighting how the child is 

constituted as well as the ways in which this shapes educators’ professional 
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identities. The fifth section makes a contrast and discusses how this discourse 

of vulnerability is understood as a feature of the first stage of human 

development and how this enters into tension with other discourses of the child 

available within the Chilean ECEC field, in particular the discourse of the child-

centred approach. Finally, the chapter concludes with a critical reflection about 

the ways in which educators negotiate their identities within the paradox of the 

discourses of the vulnerable child, and the implications this understanding of 

childhood on their professional practice.  

 The vulnerable child in Chilean ECEC policies 

In this section I briefly analyse how the construction of the vulnerable or poor 

childhood has been historically present in the Chilean early years field and how 

it has become a central feature in the construction of professional identities in 

early years education in the country. I argue that it is important to understand 

the diverse purposes that early years services have historically served in Chile 

to recognise how the conceptualisation of vulnerable childhood acts today as 

a form of governing, in how practitioners make sense of their professional role. 

A vulnerable child in turn governs how educators willingly subject themselves 

to a particular position in the dominant discourses about themselves being 

vulnerable, compliant and subservient professionals.  

The categorisation of children as ‘vulnerable’ is widely spread in academic 

literature, especially in education, health and social and development sectors 

(Andresen, 2014; Cheney, 2010; Dahlin et al., 1990; Smith & Albakri, 2018). 

Children, and in particular those living in marginalised populations, sites of 

conflicts or adversity, have increasingly been categorised as a vulnerable 

social group as a strategy to highlight them as a priority in receiving economic, 

developmental and humanitarian aid (Cheney, 2010; Mahon, 2010). This use 

of the term vulnerability draws directly from an economic perspective about the 

purposes of social policies, and this is particularly relevant in the ECEC sector 

as children are considered “the most vulnerable section of the population, yet 

also the one more important for the future of the country” (Jolly, 1991, p. 1810).  
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The economic argument of reducing social inequality is one of the most used 

to stress the importance of providing ECEC services targeting the most 

disadvantaged population. Based on the rationale that “environments that do 

not stimulate the young and fail to cultivate (cognitive and non-cognitive) skills 

at early ages place children at an early disadvantage” (Heckman, 2006, p. 

1900), most of the international educational policies on early childhood have 

been developed along these lines (Dahlberg et al., 2007; Mahon, 2010; OECD, 

2001). Under this economic rationale, the provision of ECEC has been 

focalised towards vulnerable children and their families as a way to maximise 

the cost effectiveness and efficiency of these services (Heckman, 2006, 2011).  

Several authors have criticised the focalisation of these policies on the most 

vulnerable children as it does not reduce but rather increases social and 

economic inequity as it promotes segregation according to their socioeconomic 

status, thus making more difficult their democratic and inclusive interaction in 

society (Ball, 2017; Cheney, 2010; Mahon, 2010; Moss, 2016). Furthermore, 

others have critiqued the idea of vulnerability, arguing that it is used as a 

technology of the economic and colonial power as to how who is vulnerable 

and what being vulnerable entails is defined, applied and operationalised by 

the White Western and predominantly male economic standards (Smith et al., 

2016). In this line, scholars have pointed out that the vulnerable category has 

rapidly expanded to diverse groups of the Global South, affecting the 

perceptions of what these populations need and lack and thus the aid they 

should receive, and how in many cases these perceived needs greatly differ 

from the locals’ perspectives about their own needs (Cheney, 2010; Hoffman, 

2012).  

 Early childhood and vulnerability 

Early years and vulnerability have been linked in Chile since the installation of 

these services in the country in the mid-19th century and therefore are 

constitutive features of these provision and of educators’ professional identities 

in the country. I have argued elsewhere that throughout Chilean history the 

early years services have been in tension between a social role focusing on 
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hygienic and health services for the most disadvantaged population and a 

specialised pedagogical identity that focuses on educational purposes (Poblete 

Núñez & Falabella, 2020). Today the public  ECEC system in Chile is focalised 

and its purpose is “to provide ECEC services to children below 6 years of age 

who belong to sectors of poverty and vulnerability” (JUNJI, 2005, p. 7, my 

emphasis). Therefore, vulnerability is directly linked to an economic meaning 

in which the socioeconomic status of a family is the indicator for the focalisation 

of the public provision of ECEC. However, the economic meaning of 

vulnerability has been extended to other dimensions of a child’s life, and it is 

also used as a feature of this first period of human life. For instance, the 

National Curricular Bases for ECEC emphasise that “children in the first cycle 

(zero to three years old) require individualised attention due to their 

vulnerability and their dependency on adults” (MINEDUC, 2001, p. 30). 

Likewise, the curriculum of JUNJI states that it is important to emphasise the 

work towards “children under 3 years old, as this is the most vulnerable period 

physically, affectively and cognitively” (JUNJI, 2005b, p. 8). 

The construction of the vulnerable childhood has always been and is still 

importantly present within the Chilean early years system as a pivotal feature 

in relation to which educators make sense of their professional role. In this 

study this conceptualisation was particularly relevant appearing frequently in 

all interviews and focus groups held during data collection regardless of the 

level or administration of the ECEC services in which educators worked. 

Furthermore, the construction of childhood as vulnerable is also present within 

Chilean educational policies and especially in ECEC, in coherence with a 

neoliberal political framework in which the State has a subsidiary role and thus 

focalises its resources on the most disadvantaged population (Bellei, 2016; 

Bellei et al., 2014). Therefore, Chilean educational policies, in particular in 

ECEC are strongly targeted toward the most vulnerable children and families, 

thus impacting the purposes of early years education and educators’ reasons 

to work in the field. Hence, understanding childhood and children as vulnerable 

represents a pivotal feature of the ECEC field in Chile. 
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In this study, educators referred to children as vulnerable in different ways, 

mainly to point out the socioeconomic contexts of their households, but also as 

an essential element of childhood as well as a reason to work in this field. It is 

relevant to point out that not all educators agreed about what childhood 

vulnerability is and at times they even contradict each other and themselves 

about the meaning associated with this view of the child. However, it was 

present throughout the different conversations I held with educators and 

headteachers and it also appears repeatedly within early childhood educational 

policy documents, signalling the hegemonic place this conceptualisation of the 

child has within the Chilean ECEC field.  

Drawing on Foucault (2009, 2010) it is possible to argue that the focalisation of 

educational policies on vulnerable childhood is considered as a form of 

governmentality, subtly directing practitioners beliefs, behaviours and 

relationships towards a particular way of being EC educators and how to relate 

to children and to themselves as professionals. As an example, the quote 

below reflects how this understanding of childhood governs practitioners’ 

motivations and sense of professionalism in this study. We had just started the 

interview and I had asked her to tell me her experience working in this field, to 

which she answered:  

Fiona: “I started working as an educator at JUNJI for a while, 
and then at a vulnerable school, and finally I got to work with a 
Reggio Emilia approach… ‘cause these are my two passions: 
vulnerable childhood and Reggio.” (Educator, private nursery). 
 

In a different interview another EC educator stated:  
 
Caro: “Well, I always loved this, all my life. For as long as I can 
remember I have liked education, a bit (as a way of) helping and 
also to see the weakness in Chile and where I can help whether 
I can compete a bit with a social role (…) When you become 
responsible for 25 children, they absolutely depend on you but 
also their parents, because in the vulnerable sector the 
educator is the law… you end up being a psychologist before 
anything, the educator becomes an important support, of course 
I immediately entered (working) in the vulnerable sector, and I 
was afraid at the beginning of not knowing what to do, but 
actually I realised that is not so hard, I knew what to do, I had to 
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(…) this is what I always wanted, the social help, to help others, 
to help the community.” (Educator, private nursery). 

It is interesting to note that two educators working in the private (wealthy) sector 

spontaneously mentioned the work with vulnerable children as a driver for 

being an EC educator. Fiona spontaneously mentions childhood vulnerability 

as a driver, a “passion” for becoming a professional in this field. In this quote 

she is expressing that, even though she was working at a (wealthy) private 

nursery, she had what it takes to be a good professional because she had 

experience working with vulnerable children and therefore, fulfilled that 

‘passion’ that drove her to this field. Mentioning a previous experience or a 

desire to work with vulnerable children was widely shared among those 

practitioners working in the private sector. Then, Caro also refers to her wish 

to work with vulnerable children to help others but also to “see the weakness” 

existent in Chile. With this concept – ‘weakness’ – she meant the 

socioeconomic problems associated to poverty. Later in the focus group 

educators explained that working with vulnerable populations implied a way to 

understand “the reality” in which most of children in Chile lived. Often this was 

mentioned with a sense of guilt, as a way of compensating for not (currently) 

working in a poor or vulnerable school or nursery, as if it they were failing in 

some way their social purpose of being professionals in early years education.  

Drawing on Foucault (2010) I understand that the image of vulnerable 

childhood operates as a form of governmentality, conducting practitioners’ self-

conduct, in particular their “innermost qualities of being human: (their) spirit, 

motivations, wishes, desires, beliefs, dispositions, aspirations and attitudes” 

(Dahlberg & Moss, 2004, pp. 18–19). As discussed above, historically, the 

vulnerable child is what has provided a social role to women in early years 

education, and tightens the intersection of gendered, religious discourses of 

the ‘saviour’ and protector of children (and their families) discussed in the 

previous chapters. In this case, taking care and being responsible for the 

wellbeing of the vulnerable, disadvantaged child is a critical part of being a 

good practitioner, and it forms practitioners’ soul, i.e. it provides motivations for 

pursuing this career path and supports the beliefs of being the social protectors 
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of childhood, and therefore provides meaning to work in precarious (and 

dangerous) conditions and even when working in different – wealthy – 

contexts.  

Intersecting with the vocation discourse, the vulnerable child reinforces the 

visibilisation of an attitude of “social help” as mentioned by Caro, highlighting 

their professional role, of “being the law, the psychologist” who has the 

specialised knowledge, and has the answers to issues that go beyond their 

relationship with children. This situates practitioners in a powerful position in 

relation to the poor families and children, it reassures them, it takes away their 

fear and assures them of helping others. However, as will be discussed in the 

following sections, this position tends to undermine and marginalise these 

families, their parental attitudes, and their knowledge about their own children. 

This vulnerability rhetoric has permeated the understanding of who the children 

are that participate in the ECEC field and, consequently, what the purposes are 

of the Chilean ECEC provision and the understanding of the kind of 

professionals needed and appropriate to provide those services. Thus, this 

discourse of childhood is constitutive of both children and educators, deeply 

shaping their professional identities. 

It is important to note that this historic narrative of the Chilean early years 

system differs from the experiences in Europe that have traditionally 

understood this provision as a place of democratic encounter, and social 

cohesion with an important culture of public provision in early years education 

and that the neoliberal ideology is now jeopardising (Dahlberg et al., 2007). In 

Chile, constructions of the vulnerable childhood and the role of practitioners as 

protectors are key to the purposes of the ECEC field and currently imply an 

important tension between the construction of professional identities within the 

dominant narratives available in this sector that have been presented in this 

study. It is therefore relevant to analyse what the construction of the vulnerable 

childhood entails for early years practitioners, and the ways they reproduce, 

negotiate and resist their being professional in relation to this population, even 



 
 

241 
 

though they do not work directly with them, as in the case of practitioners 

working in the wealthy private sector.  

The next sections examine how the discourse of vulnerable childhood is 

constructed within two different aspects of the child, i.e. the economic and the 

developmental understanding of childhood, and the implications it has for 

children as well as for the development of professional identities of educators 

in Chile.  

 Socioeconomic vulnerability of childhood 

In this study the first understanding of vulnerability is associated with the 

economic conditions of children’s households. As mentioned in the section 

above, the Chilean educational system is focalised to the most vulnerable 

children, hence children are categorised according to an index of vulnerability 

by the Ministry of Education which provides data about the number of 

vulnerable children enrolled in the school and therefore indicates whether the 

school is allowed to receive additional funding. Therefore, childhood 

vulnerability is a structural indicator of the educational system which functions 

as an incentive for public schools and nurseries to receive further resources. 

Claudia: “Here children must enter through the Via Transfer of 
Funds (VTF) scheme of the JUNJI system, you know? So, they 
are assessed by a social worker in order to establish their 
vulnerabilities (…) but because this nursery has become so 
prestigious in this neighbourhood, the extra extra extra 
vulnerable families don’t come here, they self-exclude 
themselves… so we have to go and fetch them, (from their 
homes). Well, we have opted for having more vulnerable people 
in this school, we have made that choice by definition (because 
of belonging to a Jesuit school network).” (Principal, nursery, 
public-subsidised). 

Through the social worker’s assessment of the child, they (and their families) 

are categorised according to the type and degree of socioeconomic 

vulnerability. This process, defined as a measure to distribute resources more 

efficiently, impacts on children and educators as it objectivises and narrows 

complex social problems that underlie the social inequalities and 
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disadvantages understood as vulnerabilities. In turn, this categorisation 

stereotypes the relationships constructed between educators and children and 

their families, for instance, as mentioned by Claudia, subjecting the “extra extra 

extra vulnerable families” as not worthy of sending their children to the 

prestigious nursery services and excluding themselves. On the contrary, the 

nursery workers, strengthened by a chosen vocation of working with the 

poorest, actively go to find and bring the ones that need their help the most. 

‘Childhood vulnerability’ is created in the discourse by the tacit acceptance of 

a direct association between the low economic conditions in which children live 

and the social risks that these conditions imply, as proposed by Rousseau and 

romanticists’ thoughts of childhood (Hultqvist & Dahlberg, 2001). Educators in 

this study referred to childhood vulnerability mentioning the relation between 

poverty and social risk factors, i.e., violence, drug abuse, family dysfunction. 

These associations have been extensively discussed in research in 

economics, neurosciences and developmental psychology (Duncan & Brooks-

Gunn, 2000; Heckman, 2006; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000), and in this study 

vulnerability was present in educators’ narratives as an unquestionable truth of 

the reflection of the multiple social problems associated with the 

socioeconomic sector in which they work. 

For educators working in public ECEC services the link between poverty and 

social risks was direct and evident. They all mentioned several occasions in 

which they had dealt with important social problems – i.e., abusive 

relationships, drug abuse and abandonment – experienced by children and/or 

their families. Moreover, educators in three of the public or subsidised 

establishments visited during this study had themselves experienced episodes 

of violence, i.e., robbery to the nursery and armed assault. Therefore, for them 

childhood vulnerability was clearly associated with these social issues, 

considered dangerous for the children’s safety and that would negatively 

impact the children’s appropriate development as illustrated by the following 

excerpts from focus groups.  
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Sara: “Here there is plenty of vulnerability, families with very few 
economic resources, we are in an environment with lots of 
socio-cultural problems. Few (parents) have a degree or even 
finished school, and others are illiterate… they don’t know and 
they don’t do anything! (There is) alcoholism too. It’s funny, but 
children have ‘contests’ about whose parent drinks the most! 
And they think their father is like a superhero because he wins 
at drinking (…) and unfortunately now there is the drug problem 
in addition to that. So, this is the context: drug problems, 
alcoholism, families not well constituted, lots of single moms 
with absent dads.” (Educator, public school). 
 
Maite: “(Here) children are not socially vulnerable, they sleep 
well at night, in a proper bed and beautiful home, they eat 
properly all their meals, they are not from aggressive or abusive 
families. But they are vulnerable in other things… they are also 
lonely, they may never see their parents, they spend the day 
with the nanny ‘cause both of their parents have busy jobs. And 
that is an issue too!! (…) and it’s my job to accompany them 
when they are sad and provide them support, so they can learn 
and fulfil their potentialities.” (Educator, private nursery). 

These quotes are also interesting as they show how this idea of childhood 

vulnerability extends beyond the particular occasions of aggressions or 

negligence reported by educators working in public and subsidised services20. 

There is a generalisation that closely links poverty to dangerous social 

environments while undermining the possibility of occurrence of social 

problems in wealthier environments. This is especially explicit in Maite’s quote 

as she directly assumes – without having worked with poor children – that 

wealthy families are not ‘aggressive or abusive’ and that those children are 

exposed to a non-intentioned type of parental abandonment due mainly to their 

respected work-related activities. On the contrary, in Sara’s narrative, it would 

appear that parents intentionally engage in problematic behaviours. For 

instance, that they choose to drink or deal drugs and do not hide it from their 

children, who make a game out of it. Those arguments and comparisons 

between families were widely shared by participants in this study throughout 

different socioeconomic backgrounds and ECEC levels.  

 
20 As it was explained in chapter two, Chilean educational system is highly economically segregated. Private school are high SES, private-subsidised middle SES and public low SES 

(references) 
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The conceptualisation of the vulnerable childhood then governs children and 

their families, as well as early years practitioners in Chile. Drawing on Foucault 

(1982) the socioeconomic understanding of childhood vulnerability is 

dangerous as it categorises, divides and separates childhood into normal and 

abnormal trajectories based on the socioeconomic conditions of their families. 

Firstly, this discourse constitutes children as weak and powerless victims of the 

structural circumstances in which they live. Intersecting with a romanticist and 

developmental discourse, the vulnerable child is seen as dangerously 

exposed, fragile and incapable of understanding the consequences that her 

‘risky’ environment could have in her life. The (poor) child is constituted as 

weak and in need of protection as she lacks the knowledge or skills to deal with 

her circumstances. Thus, it is crucial to make particular efforts to acknowledge 

and listen to the needs of these children and their families, childhood 

vulnerability discourse homogenises their needs and the characteristics of their 

families, friends and neighbourhoods. Children and their families are 

subjectivised as powerless within the adult/child dichotomy, and consequently, 

their knowledge and skills are rejected a priori as undesirable and negative 

compared to ‘appropriate’ development of the child and the possibilities of 

reaching their full potential (Burman, 2008a; James et al., 1998; James & Prout, 

2004). Conversely, educators are situated in the powerful place of the 

specialised adult who has the possibility and the responsibility of determining 

what are the better ways to protect and care for these children/families 

(Burman, 2008a; Pokewitz, 2001).  

The conceptualisation of childhood as vulnerable reinforces the powerless 

position of children, and it is importantly discriminatory towards children living 

in poverty, as they are understood not only as at risk, but their abilities, 

resilience, and different modes of facing the adversities in their lives are 

dismissed. Instead, the (assumed) vulnerability of the wealthiest children 

impacts differently on their subjectivation, as even though it seen as part of 

their lives, it is assumed as something that is constrained to a particular aspect 

of their lives, and therefore it can be more easily managed and reversed within 

the classroom where children thrive and express themselves. This is seen in 
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Sara’s quote as she refers to the children’s ‘contests’ about their parents 

drinking as a sad anecdote. In recognising them as vulnerable, Sara situates 

children as powerless to the dangers of alcoholic fathers, but also as clueless 

about the dangers to which they are exposed. During the interview, Sara 

recognised that she had never talked seriously about these topics with the 

children, instead she had tried to make them ‘forget about that while they were 

in school’ as a measure of protecting them and to provide the chance to ‘live 

their childhood in a protected space’. This shows that children’s perspectives 

about this situation are dismissed and neglected because they are seen as 

defenceless victims of this dangerous situation. Instead, Maite’s claims 

mentioned above, about her role regarding (the wealthiest) children’s 

vulnerability is to provide support and be empathetic, so children could 

continue to develop and ‘fulfil their potentialities’. 

Vulnerability also shapes, in the eyes of practitioners, children’s values and 

morality, as if the vicious practices associated with poverty were passively 

installed in children’s behaviour, without them acknowledging the associated 

problems. One of the educators’ headteachers described clearly in an 

interview: 

Doris: “These (vulnerable) children are special, they are very 
transparent, they just say what they think and see (…) they 
come and tell you they got a big TV at home – even though they 
have nothing to eat – or that their father is in jail… but they don’t 
know how to appreciate things, they misunderstand the moral 
values (…) for them it is the most natural thing that their parents 
are in jail, and we as educators should work with that, we should 
be concerned about not just the rational and cognitive stuff but 
educate them in the moral, human and social aspects of life.” 
(Educator, municipal school). 

Assuming vulnerability as a truth subtly manages children’s and practitioners 

souls (Foucault, 2009; Rose, 1999a). In this case, it determines what children 

are able to see, hear and understand, while a practitioner positioning herself 

as the one responsible, in Sara’s case, for ‘making children forget’, and for 

Doris to save them for deviation of their ‘humanity’, protecting and keeping their 

innocence. Avoiding the topic of the parent’s drinking habits hinders the 
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possibility to actually listen to the personal points of view of those children 

(Clark, 2005) or to understand how they make meaning of their situation and 

which strategies they have developed to deal with those possibly dangerous 

circumstances, which could provide even better ways of ‘protecting’ children. 

Therefore, children’s points of view or their own meaning-making of their world 

are not considered, while the political, social, economic, historic, and cultural 

conditions that lead and perpetuate the rampant social and economic inequality 

in the country are masked and undermined (Popkewitz, 2001; Cannella, 1997).   

Secondly, childhood vulnerability also implies the subjectivisation of children’s 

families within a class discourse, which in turn affects the constitution of 

children as passive victims of their environments. Practitioners in this study 

conceptualised poor children as ‘at-risk’ and characterised their families as 

embodying the social problems that would inevitably corrupt them, i.e. being 

negligent parents, violent and/or addicted to drugs or alcohol. Intersecting with 

romanticist and neo-colonialist discourses, parents of vulnerable children are 

portrayed in educators’ narratives as either intentionally engaging in dangerous 

behaviours and relationships or not being able – due to lack of skills or 

knowledge – of changing this environment. Therefore, childhood vulnerability 

constructs poor families as either negligent or incapable of providing their 

children with ‘proper’ stimulation for the actualisation of their potential. This 

constitutes both parents and children as incompetent, legitimising and 

perpetuating the need for domestication of certain groups of the (inferior) 

population – children, indigenous and deprived groups – while positioning EC 

education as a fundamental strategy to overcome socioeconomic inequalities 

(Burman, 2008a; Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Popkewitz, 2001; K. Smith et al., 

2016).  

Finally, in the discourse on childhood vulnerability, educators find a 

fundamental role not only for children but for themselves in society. The 

constitution of vulnerable children is the main platform that catapults these 

educators – traditionally seen as irrelevant, not specialised and occupying a 

secondary place in society – to occupy a role of protectors and heroines of 
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children’s wellbeing and crucial agents in constructing a better society (Gibson, 

2015; Osgood, 2012).  

Bety: “We perform miracles! I tell you the expectations of 
parents here are nil. They (parents) never finished school, most 
of them not even the 3rd grade21. So, I tell them (parents) ‘do you 
want your kid to be like you? To have to work eternal hours?! 
Or to be a drunk?! Then, I knock at each door if necessary, to 
tell them to send the child to preschool!’” (Educator, public 
school). 
 
Clara: “Last year we had to hide a little girl in another classroom 
because the mother was high (on drugs) and we were waiting 
for the dad to arrive. So, the girl was in my classroom and I took 
her to the next level classroom and kept her there. So, if the 
mum came and wanted to enter in the classroom, she couldn’t 
find her. Meanwhile we were calling the police…” (Educator, 
private-subsidised nursery). 

The quality of ECEC services and most importantly of the EC educator is 

considered fundamental and the best tool to provide children – and their 

families – with what they are lacking, avoiding questioning the causes of the 

perpetuation of such vulnerability (Woodhead, 2004; Moss, 2014). In this line, 

childhood vulnerability associated with socioeconomic conditions is the perfect 

driver for educational policies that require a ‘saviour’ figure. In effect, as 

children are conceptualised as ‘in need’ (Woodhead, 2004) they consequently 

require protection and salvation from their environments and even from their 

own families. This reinforces the gendered and religious discourse of ECEC as 

a site of salvation, and thus practitioners are constructed as the main saviour 

of these children. While this image of early years practitioners is widely shared 

and they have been portrayed as heroines in the literature (Gibson, 2015; 

Osgood, 2012), in this case there is a connection with a religious discourse that 

highlights them as saviours in the sense of being the only ones qualified to 

achieve the ‘impossible’ or to engage in an undermined but altruist and 

essential task (Poblete Núñez, 2020).  

Children and EC educators are mutually constituted in this discourse which 

simultaneously enhances the (moral) role of practitioners in society and the 

 
21 3rd grade is equivalent to Year 4 of English Educational System 
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natural innocence and dependence of children. This provides a purpose for 

their role and thus differentiates their relationship with children from the 

mothers of such children and from others working with young children, such as 

the nannies, or formal schoolteachers. The conceptualisation of children’s 

vulnerability is critical in shaping EC educators’ professional identities as they 

are expected to have the tools to help those children to be “better” than their 

parents or to provide them with opportunities to have a better future than their 

families, as expressed by Bety in the quote above when she argues with 

parents that do not send their children to preschool. This conceptualisation also 

makes them different from other women, e.g. assistants, nannies or maids, 

whose job is to look after young children, as they would not be equipped with 

the knowledge and skills to think about the impact of vulnerability in their 

development. So, as professionals, EC educators understand what it implies 

to work in vulnerable contexts and how to protect and save children, for 

instance through activating a protocol to protect a child from their drug addict 

mother as narrated by Clara above. However, this mutual construction of the 

vulnerable child/ saviour educator is also dangerous as it situates the rationale 

within the gendered and religious discourses that, as discussed in Chapter Six, 

traps them both in a dichotomic relationship that appears to work as long as 

there is something from which the (female) educator should protect the (weak) 

child. In this line, Crivello and Espinoza-Revollo (2018)  have analysed the 

relationship between women and children through the concept of “care labour” 

and “temporal vulnerability” to understand whether this relationship promotes 

the interests for both generational groups or situates them as foes. They claim 

that the assumption that children are essentially vulnerable “reflect(s) an 

idealised vision of modern Western childhood, defined as a time of innocence 

free from responsibilities” (p. 140). As expressed by these authors, the 

conceptualisation of children as vulnerable by EC educators in this study 

implies assumption of an essentially passive, weak and incompetent role of 

children in contrast with the active and responsible role of the adult (Crivello & 

Espinoza-Revollo, 2018). 
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Childhood vulnerability highlights the social relevance of educators’ 

professional role. Beyond providing education, their profession is importantly 

defined by the protection of the child against the dysfunctions of society and 

their failing families, i.e. a drug addict mother, and the lower expectations of 

their families. It perpetuates an undermining and patronising understanding of 

families from a lower socioeconomic status, conceived as reckless or negligent 

and intentionally maintaining their disadvantaged condition, while conversely 

educators are constituted as the main protectors and saviours of children’s 

wellbeing and future (Cannella, 1997). This is explicit when Bety expresses 

that “(educators) perform miracles”; she is stressing this religious-saviour role 

and how they can achieve seemingly impossible tasks and provide a better 

future for vulnerable children. Childhood vulnerability provides them with an 

altruistic purpose which stresses the importance of their specialised knowledge 

and training and situates them as the best agents in promoting children’s 

development and learning, and ultimately economic growth (OECD, 2001, 

2015).  

From a governmentality perspective (Foucault, 2010; Rose, 1999a; Rose et al., 

2009), educators are self-governed and monitored in this discourse as they 

engage with these vulnerable children as a constitutive purpose of their work. 

It is within the intersection between neoliberal, romanticist and technical 

discourses that vulnerable children and families are portrayed as failing and 

incompetent. In this intersection, early years practitioners recognise 

themselves as experts on childhood development and thus they strive to save 

childhood from the corrupted society. They embody children’s potential to 

experience a better future as they are genuinely and emotionally committed, 

having been trained and most importantly having chosen to pursue this 

profession with the purpose of making a difference.  

For instance, in this study educators declared that they feel responsible and 

permanently concerned about children’s wellbeing, especially during 

weekends and non-school hours. Indeed, most of the practitioners working in 

disadvantaged sectors declared that it was difficult to separate their personal 
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and professional lives as they were permanently concerned about a particular 

child and her family. Most of them avowed that at least once in their working 

experience, to have had the thought of taking a child home with them, as a 

measure to save them or protect them from the danger and negligence to which 

they were exposed in their families. The conceptualisation of the victim, the 

innocent and irrational child, governs educators’ emotions and practices, 

legitimising their permanent distress about the child’s wellbeing as well as the 

anxiety and guilt to constantly think whether there could be anything else they 

could be doing to improve children’s lives and futures.  

Furthermore, childhood vulnerability sets up and validates institutional 

techniques of government of practitioners’ behaviours and feelings of being 

individually responsible for saving those children (Rose, 1999a). This is clear in 

public and subsidised ECEC services situated in low socioeconomic status 

neighbourhoods, where practitioners are required – either formally or informally 

– to be active in protecting children from possible abuse or negligence from 

their families, i.e., they visit children’s homes, provide child-rearing training, call 

home when children do not attend the nursery, and call their parents to monitor 

their health when they are sick. Even when this is not a formal requirement of 

the nursery educators, they argue that they still visit children’s homes as “that 

is what a real educator does.” (Educator, subsidised nursery). 

The following quotes from a focus group with two public nursery educators show 

how working within vulnerable contexts implicitly requested additional tasks 

from them as professionals such as visiting their homes or developing informal 

ways to include children’s families (mothers) to work with them. 

Laura: “(The educator) ends up providing emotional support to 
the whole family, the domiciliary visits that we do and children’s 
behaviours that even though they don’t talk they express the 
different realities of their homes and that impacts you because 
how can I leave that outside myself, I mean I cannot stop 
worrying, when I know that if children don’t attend nursery they 
don’t eat, and I still think whether she would have eaten during 
the weekend? Would she have been cold at night?” 
 
Javi: “We are very affective towards them, that characterises us 
somehow, because we always worry about how children are, 
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how to improve attachment with them, how to integrate their 
families more and we end up working double and feeling 
double… is exhausting.” (Educators, public nursery). 

As governmentality, childhood vulnerability constitutes a particular 

understanding of the poor child’s and the educator’s relationship through the 

(re)installation of techniques of the self by which practitioners think, judge and 

act upon themselves in relation to these vulnerable children (Foucault, 1982; 

Rose, 1999a). The quotes above reflect how working within these unprivileged 

contexts impacts on their emotions, especially the constant concern about 

children’s wellbeing when they are back in the precarious and dangerous 

conditions – material and affective – associated with their vulnerable 

households. Because practitioners assume it as their responsibility to provide 

protection to these children, this governs their emotions towards children 

especially when they are not around them. Interestingly, these emotions were 

shared by practitioners recently qualified but also, as the two practitioners 

quoted above, those with more than 10 years of experience in public service, 

reflecting that these are relevant issues in their being professional.   

Framed within an economic and neoliberal understanding of the purposes of 

ECEC it is relevant to stress that this understanding of children and educators 

is dangerous in terms of undermining these children’s and families’ knowledge 

and experiences, stereotyping poor families as dangerous, negligent and 

careless (Cannella & Viruru, 2004; Cheney, 2010).  Also, as argued by Crivello 

and Espinoza-Revollo (2018) this dichotomy hides and undermines children’s 

agency in providing care in the complex and dynamic relationships that are 

characteristics of ECEC services. In turn, assuming the child as passive in this 

relationship is contradictory with the child-centred pedagogy that these 

educators claim to be critical in their professional work. It also risks 

undermining educators’ professionalism as it places on the educator, with 

individual effort, commitment and professionalism, the responsibility to solve 

multidimensional problems of children and their families, hiding the complex 

and multiple factors causing these issues (Cannella, 1997; Rose, 1999a). The 

(inevitable) failure in this endeavour perpetually contributes to the social 
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underestimation of the profession within society (Moss, 2014). On the contrary, 

driven by the idea of protecting the weak children, practitioners self-regulate 

and monitor their own practice as well as their emotions (B. Davies & Bansel, 

2007; N. Rose, 1999a).  

It is relevant to point out that this idealised image of the saviour educator is not 

exempt from struggles and contradictions (Foucault, 1982). Educators resisted 

the conceptualisation of the vulnerable child, for instance acknowledging 

children’s desires, opinions, and abilities, which showed that despite the 

assumptions of dangerous environments of children’s families, they overcome 

initial prejudices and actually worked to understand their families establishing 

collaborative relationships. Practitioners’ resistance was also reflected through 

the acknowledgement of the exhaustion of feeling constantly concerned about 

children’s wellbeing, as in the case of the two educators above. Along with 

them, many educators realised that, even though they also expressed that 

these feelings were experienced as inevitable, it was extremely costly for them 

to be concerned for every child through the years. They also acknowledged the 

lack of institutional support for their labour and the emotional commitment 

required of them and the contradiction this implied with the demands of 

standardised policies and definitions of their technical expertise. For instance, 

many educators complained about the amount of extra work and the risks it 

involved for them, and the lack of support provided by the administration of the 

school or nursery. Many of them refused to work during the weekends or to 

attend meetings late in the evening. Educators expressed both the hope and 

satisfaction of being emotionally committed and anger and frustration about the 

overload of tasks, effort, and time this implied in their personal lives. 

Vale: “I chose this career because I thought I could offer a lot… 
(I could) help others especially the most vulnerable children. But 
I’ve learnt that we cannot do much… even less within the 30 
hours a week we are hired for … I’m sorry but I have a life! I 
have a family! (…) And I say ‘sorry’, because it is hard for me to 
say it, especially in these circumstances (working with 
vulnerable children). When I was young, I left my family aside a 
lot because of this job… because these children needed me. 
Now I allow myself to say no. So, they ask us today to be at a 
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meeting at 9:00 pm. But that is not a working time for me... and 
everyone gets uncomfortable when I say it.” (Educator, public 
school). 

Vale’s case is of upmost importance in this study, as she had decided to be 

explicit in her discomfort, she made her resistance public which cost her the 

appreciation of her colleagues and superiors about her commitment, hence her 

professionalism. She was known in the public school of that municipal early 

year sector because she had said ‘no more’ and refused to participate in 

meetings or activities that were out of working hours. While this has been 

acknowledged as something that should be considered a minimum standard, 

her colleagues also knew that this was not something that a good educator 

could do. In fact, she had recently been destined to teach at a rural school 

within the municipal territory, instead of destined for the bigger central school, 

and this was referred to in several interviews with other practitioners as a 

‘punishment’ for a lack of commitment. Therefore, Vale embodied the 

“abnormal” subject evidencing the structures and mechanisms of power that 

constituted what counted as being a good professional (Foucault, 2007). By 

deciding to look after her own interests – which implied doing what was 

requested of her within the working hours defined by her contract – this 

educator was considered selfish, in particular because of her responsibility to 

the most vulnerable population. 

The analysis of these resistances is key to understanding the function of the 

discourse of child vulnerability and the apparatuses and techniques of the self 

that subjectivise educators as saviours (Foucault, 1980). The discourse of 

vulnerability is embodied by practitioners’ emotions, for example through 

educators’ feelings of guilt for ‘abandoning’ children or not making the most of 

their possibilities to protect them, also by their feeling of frustration and sense 

of underachievement for not being able to meet (unrealistic) expectations of 

changing children’s lives. Educators’ struggles are also constitutive of their 

subjectivation as ‘saviours’ and children as ‘vulnerable’ and thus amplify the 

resonance of this discourse (Foucault, 1982; N. Rose, 1999a). 
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The quote above reflects the resistance of the educator who had consciously 

made the decision not to undermine and give up her own family time for work. 

Although she is firm in defending her stance, she is simultaneously 

embarrassed to have to make this choice. During the interview she expressed 

that her vocation as educator had been questioned and that her demands for 

meetings to be scheduled within working hours and refusing to work long hours 

at home, for instance, were understood by her superiors, but also by herself, 

as provocative attitudes that expressed less commitment to the job and 

therefore to the children who need her the most. 

Drawing on religious, gendered and neoliberal discourses of the professional 

educator together with the romanticist, classed and developmental discourse 

of the vulnerable child, the early years profession is assumed to have a social 

and altruistic purpose, as expressed by Vale in the quote above “to give… and 

help others, especially the most vulnerable children”. Childhood vulnerability 

governs educators’ practice, emotions and attitudes towards children and 

colleagues (Foucault, 2009). Even in her active and conscious resistance, Vale 

is self-governed within the discourse of childhood vulnerability as she is 

embarrassed to appear selfish when ensuring her wellbeing. For example, 

during the conversation she appears uncomfortable and embarrassed – either 

lowering her sight and voice or exaggerating a firm and loud tone of voice – 

while expressing her decision of “allowing (herself) to say no”. Although she 

made a decision about her work and personal life, she still judges herself as if 

she was doing something ‘wrong’, as if she was less committed or 

unprofessional because she is trying not to work beyond the requirements of 

her contract. Thus, when educators become aware of the impossibility of 

succeeding in this discourse, that is being incapable of changing children’s 

fate, the frustration and guilt is overwhelming. For instance, Vale acknowledges 

that she needs to continuously remind herself of that and explicitly saying, 

“sorry” and acknowledging the difficulty in assuming a new way of being 

professional in (the most vulnerable) ECEC field.  
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These techniques of self-governance are strengthened when childhood 

vulnerability is conceptualised beyond a socioeconomic understanding and 

considered as an essential feature of this young age in human life, intersecting 

with a developmental discourse of childhood, as it is discussed in the next 

section. 

 Vulnerability as a feature of children’s development 

Developmental discourses have become dominant in the Western educational 

field, making it extremely difficult to think about children without considering 

categories such as gender and class, but fundamentally differentiating them 

according to their age (Fendler, 2001; Woodhead, 2009). In this section I 

contend that developmental discourses also function as governmentality 

(Foucault, 2010) as these reinforce the constructions of children and childhood 

as vulnerable, and work to develop assumptions about who children are, what 

they can do, think and feel (or not) and how they should be. Consequently, 

these theories or assumptions also are constructed regarding educators and 

the educational practices that are expected to protect and support children’s 

development. This developmental understanding is deeply linked to the 

socioeconomic meaning analysed above and intersects with the diversity of 

discourses that construct and govern early years professional identities.   

The literature has extensively discussed how the developmental discourses of 

infants’ biological immaturity and the dependence on the adult are often directly 

extended to other aspects of children’s lives, such as the psychological, 

rational and emotional dimensions, and conceptualised as a natural feature of 

development (Burman, 2008a; Cheney, 2010; Hultqvist & Dahlberg, 2001; 

James & Prout, 2004; Jenks, 1996). Developmental discourses assume that 

children are situated in an initial stage of physical and psychological human 

growth, and therefore understand development as change and progress 

towards the adulthood, considered the most complete stage of human life 

(Burman, 2008a; Johansson, 2012; Woodhead, 2009). Therefore, children are 

portrayed as immature, irrational incompetent. This construction of childhood 

as vulnerable situates them as passive recipients of (adult) knowledge about 
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how the world works, reproducing the generational dichotomy child/adult in 

which the former are situated in a powerless position and utterly dependent on 

adults’ protection and care for their welfare (Burman, 2008a; Dahlin et al., 1990; 

Fendler, 2001). However, it is worth pointing out that the developmental 

discourse does not allude to a single and coherent paradigm, and on the 

contrary is made up of a wide range of competing theories and perspectives 

that form this field (Fendler, 2001; Woodhead, 2009).  

In this study these characteristics were also referred to as a type of 

vulnerability, especially in the youngest children (0 to 3 years old) attending 

nursey levels, although it was also shared at preschool levels. This 

developmental conceptualisation of vulnerability implies both the idea of being 

passively exposed to the influences of society, as well as the concept of 

‘window of opportunity’ which refers to the incredible potential of learning 

during early years. These are two complementary understandings of 

vulnerability and coexist in ECEC discourses constituting children in relation to 

the adult-educator whose role is also dual, to protect and promote children’s 

learning (Jenks, 1996). 

The first understanding, which situates children as especially susceptible to 

receiving social influences, was the most visible in this study. One of the most 

frequent descriptions of children implied that they were ‘like sponges’ as 

educators, such as Paty quoted below, mentioned in this study. Drawing on 

neuroscientific and developmental discourses, childhood was often 

conceptualised as a period of life characterised by children’s mere imitation of 

their significant adult, ignoring any agency on the part of the child in the process 

of reproducing adult’ words or behaviours. Practitioners in this study expressed 

this idea to highlight children’s potential to learn anything, consistent with the 

neuroscientific discourse of childhood as the most special period of human life, 

as well as the capacity of children to imitate the adult (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000; 

Vandenbroeck et al., 2017). Nevertheless, the emphasis was not on children’s 

capacity to willingly pay attention to one of the several stimuli presented to 

them, but rather on the adult being imitated, thus undermining children’s 
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agency while positioning them in a passive role towards their learning and 

development process.  

Paty: “At this stage children are like sponges; they soak up 
anything you present them. You can teach them five languages; 
they will acquire all of them. So, we have to be very careful of 
whatever we say and do. They will just imitate, they repeat 
anything, even the slightest gesture of my hand.” (Educator, 
private school). 
 
Coca: “Children are very susceptible, so we have to be very 
careful of damaging them. If we are a bad educator, we can 
cause permanent damage, so I think that is why the vocation is 
important. We are forming the people of the future (…) For 
instance, educators’ bad practices can mark children and they 
may stay categorised forever with a prejudice, an emotional 
damage.” (Educator, school, private). 

These two quotes are representative of the shared conceptualisation of 

childhood vulnerability in this study, which is not related to the structural 

conditions of children’s environments but to the developmental discourse that 

understands childhood as the initial stage of the progressive process of human 

development. This discourse extrapolates the biological and neurological 

immaturity of children to other dimensions of their lives, their psychological 

traits and their abilities to understand and participate in the world (Burman, 

2008a). Therefore, children are easily considered immature, ignorant and 

passive recipients of adult knowledge. The developmental discourse has 

become an hegemonic narrative about childhood, and crucially in early years 

education, installing the norm – that follows children’s age – against which 

children’s actions, relationships, and emotions are judged (Burman, 2008a; 

Woodhead, 2010; Fendler, 2001).   

Childhood is portrayed by these educators as a period during which people are 

susceptible to ‘acquire anything’ the adult would expose children to, as 

mentioned by Paty in the quote above, presenting the process of imitating and 

acquiring as extremely passive on the child’s end. Most of the references about 

children ‘soaking up everything’ stressed the idea that children did not have 

any choice but to copy adult’s behaviours, without much cognitive or emotional 
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processing on their own, clueless and innocent of their meaning and use. This 

implies a view of the child as incompetent, lacking the necessary skills and 

knowledge to understand adults’ actions and/or to discern when and with whom 

to repeat these actions. Indeed, as Cannella (1997, p. 35) argues, “when 

someone is viewed as innocent and therefore ignorant, deficiency is inferred”, 

and in this case children’s knowledge and intentions of expressing ‘copied’ 

behaviours is denied, reproducing a passive role and the incompetence to 

figure out how their world works. 

Childhood vulnerability governs children’s actions and thoughts, they are 

increasingly constricted in their way of behaving and actively participating in 

society and in developing their own explanations about the world. They expect 

the protection and explanation of their significant adults about how the world 

works, as others assume their incompleteness and irrationality as a natural 

truth (James & Prout, 2004; Burman, 2008a). In this sense, it would not be a 

child’s decision whether to learn the five languages potentially presented to her 

or choosing if she would copy the educator’s hand gesture or other children’s 

behaviours. These are not expressed by educators as choices the child makes, 

on the contrary they are conceived of as being ‘like sponges’, which constructs 

children as unwitting, passive entities soaking up anything without agency to 

reject, oppose or accept it, and hence are “vulnerable to risks and open to 

protective influences throughout the early years of life” (Shonkoff & Phillips, 

2000, p. 4).  

This reproduces the power relations of the oppositional dualism between 

generations – adults/children – that conceptualises children only in relation to 

the adult, considered as the complete human being, ‘the people of the future’ 

perpetuating children’s image as in the process of becoming, not seen or 

considered in their own right (Burman, 2008a; Castañeda, 2002; James & 

Prout, 2004). In this line, the child is discursively constituted as a product that 

needs to be constructed, intervened and invested in to avoid irremediable 

damage and therefore educators are constituted as accountable for children’s 

outcomes in the future.  
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The findings in this study confirm that childhood is primarily valued by its 

potential, especially in the education sector, as this view implies thinking about 

the necessary “mechanisms by which this possibility might be either realised 

or squandered” (Castañeda, 2002). Highlighting childhood as relevant leads to 

a potential recognition of EC educators as professionals in the eyes of society. 

Children’s potential provided the main purpose of this occupation as their role 

became central in realising the opportunities for ensuring children a better 

future. However, as in this discourse educators and children were positioned 

in a dichotomic position, what lifted educators’ role, usually undermined 

children’s. Indeed, this conceptualisation of the child as “that which has the 

potential to become anything” (Duhn, 2018, p. 37), dangerously situates her as 

incomplete and utterly malleable (Castañeda, 2002; Duhn, 2018; James & 

Prout, 2004).  

Catalina: “I’ve decided that this (ECEC) is the career I needed 
because this is everything. We are (working with people in their) 
first stage of life, the most vulnerable period! and we provide the 
children with everything…we give them the basis for their 
future.” (Educator’s emphasis. Educator, private-subsidised 
nursery). 
 
Pipa: “Children are completely dependent on (the educator) … 
the practitioner is the law! We are their full support in helping 
them becoming the best person (…) In this stage we define the 
child’s personality…we mould them and shape situations to 
help them to develop their full potentiality…and for me is 
important to be part of this change.” (Educator, private nursery). 
 
Rita: “Here is the place where they absorb everything, early 
years is the foundation to school, but also to be prepared for life, 
therefore as a professional I need to be rigorous, methodical, 
and provide good stimulation to children. And it is there that 
there are a lot of failures in professionalism in early years 
education (…) if you are a professional, work hard, you go to 
visit their homes, talk to their families and even act as 
psychologist and educating the family to help the child.” 
(Educator, private-subsidised nursery). 

The assumption that practitioners’ actions and interactions with young children 

could directly cause an ‘irremediable damage’ is an important element in 

subjectivising children as exposed and fragile and deficient (Cannella, 1997). 
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This idea draws from psychological and economic studies that position early 

years practitioners as the main (f)actor determining the quality of ECEC 

services (Barnett, 2003; Heckman, 2006). However, this discourse is 

problematic, as to become responsible, and therefore valued, in society it 

requires an undermining of children’s abilities, marginalising them from being 

relevant actors in society and in their own development. Furthermore, it is also 

dangerous in terms that practitioners governed themselves through this 

discourse as responsible not only for what children learn through their early 

years, but are seen as responsible for determining children’s whole 

development and especially (the expectations of) what would they become as 

adults.  

For practitioners in this study this idea was central as, to a great extent, they 

based their professional purpose and social relevance on the fact that their 

work was to protect and ‘shape’ these vulnerable children. Indeed, as with 

Catalina, practitioners frequently attributed childhood being a vulnerable period 

as one of the most relevant purposes of their profession. Aligned with the 

economic and neuroscientific discourses driving most educational policies in 

early years (OECD, 2001, 2015), educators in this study understood 

themselves as having the authoritative knowledge to determine children’s 

needs and, therefore, model and shape young ‘beings’ into the best versions 

of themselves, allowing them to fulfil their potential (Cannella, 1997; 

Woodhead, 2004). 

Children’s vulnerability in terms of their potentiality functions as a 

governmentality of educators’ professionalism (Foucault, 2010; N. Rose, 

1999a) as it conducts not only practitioners conduct, but also the motivations, 

beliefs and expectations that drive their practice within and outside the 

classroom. Many of them claimed that the good professional had to have the 

inner drive to individually seek (and pay) for continuous development, to learn 

and be the specialist to provide better opportunities; they understand 

themselves as the psychologist situating themselves as educators not only of 

children but importantly of their families, as Rita mentioned in the quote above.  
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Legitimised by the ‘psy-knowledges’, the understanding of the child as 

vulnerability/potentiality also governs and regulates children’s bodies, feelings 

and interactions through practitioners’ everyday practices (N. Rose, 1999a). In 

this line, educators inevitably, although unintentionally, situated children as 

empty vessels and available to be modelled, formed ‘from scratch’, denying 

their agency, their voices and knowledge about the world around them. One of 

the most interesting examples of this is the educators’ reports about their 

reactions to children’s disruptive or aggressive behaviours. Within the 

understanding of childhood as the most benevolent, innocent and dependable 

period of life, their emotions and the expressions of those feelings were clearly 

undervalued and denied by practitioners. 

Pam: “In this profession the hardest thing is dealing with adults. 
Children are not the problem, they are good, cute. They fight 
and sometimes are even violent; they bite, they say mean things 
to each other, or throw tantrums… but we know is not them… 
is never their fault, it is always the adults’ fault because 
(children) just imitate them.” (Educator, public preschool). 
 
Iris: “One child is having a hard time at home. He throws 
tantrums often, so I lay down on the floor and talk to him about 
anything else, so he focuses on other things… so he can be a 
child at least during the school hours.” (Educator, subsidised 
school). 
 
Cami: “(When I started) I thought in this work I was going to be 
like the Snow White story, all children happy and cute, following 
me around, singing … (she laughs), but it is more like the 
Cinderella story…. Here I have learned to talk and shout like in 
the military (…) otherwise is chaos.” (Educator, private school). 

Constructed as innocent, essentially good and incapable of intending harm or 

expressing aggressive emotions, educators redefine children’s expressions as 

clueless imitations of adult behaviours. Within this discourse, children’s anger 

and conflict are dismissed, downplayed and considered as ‘negative’ emotions. 

It is considered part of children’s irrationality that the (female) educator “must 

contain and transform into reason” (Walkerdine, 1990, p. 24). Vulnerability 

governs children’s lives, acting as a regulatory device of the ‘good childhood’ 

(Foucault, 2009). In this case, the expression of anger, frustration, resentment, 
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or sadness is considered negative and irrational and opposed to children’s 

benevolent nature. Educators do not discuss children’s personal issues with 

them but try distracting them so they can be children; that is, naïve, innocent 

and clueless about what is happening around them. The conceptualisation of 

vulnerable childhood governs children’s lives and educators’ practices 

regarding the management of children’s emotions. Children’s ‘negative’ 

emotions are managed differently than with adults; they are undermined and 

dismissed, as if children were not able to feel and express them appropriately. 

In regard to the adults, educators expressed that they had to learn in practice 

how to deal with them, for instance managing parents’ emotions was 

something unexpected that was not part of their initial teaching training.  

This relates to the examples described in the section above, as the economic 

vulnerability of children also reinforces the idea that they were not prepared to 

understand the social issues that their families had, and even though they could 

mention these to educators, it was difficult for them to acknowledge children’s 

knowledge about family problems and they tended to divert their attention to 

other childish things. However, as the expressions of these emotions are also 

considered typical children’s behaviours, educators conceptualise them as 

irrational and non-intentioned. Children’s vulnerability narrows children’s 

individual responsibility for their actions but also prevents children from being 

taken seriously and considered in their own right (Kitzinger, 2004). This 

perpetuates the simplification of the diversity of children’s capacities, 

understandings and negotiations of their roles within the different environments 

in which they live – home, school, playground (James & Prout, 2004; Spyros 

Spyrou et al., 2018). 

Rather, the focus is on educators’ importance in ensuring that each child would 

actualise their full potential and ultimately be successful in society. Educators 

are ‘the law’ as expressed by one of the interviewees above, to which children, 

but also their parents, (are willing to) follow as they are self-constituted with the 

moral and technical superiority to be responsible for ensuring that children fulfil 

their potential (Burman, 2008a; Castañeda, 2002; Woodhead, 2004). Within 
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the discourse of childhood vulnerability, the active, rational and socially 

relevant EC practitioner is constructed. Educators are the ones expected to 

level the playing field through the provision of the appropriate opportunities and 

protecting children from the risks of society. 

Interestingly, this image of a passive child is contradictory to the modern 

conceptions of the child highlighted by child-centred pedagogy, which assumes 

children to be active and autonomous learners and children’s development to 

be a sequence of standardised progressive stages (Burman, 2008a; 

Walkerdine, 1990). In this discourse, the educators were defined in a more 

passive role, as mediators or guides of children’s active learning. In this view 

they are responsible for knowing and anticipating children’s needs and 

capabilities and preparing appropriate learning environments for children to 

actualise these potentials (Bredekamp & Coople, 2009; Burman, 2008a).  

Alongside the conception of the child as passive imitator, practitioners also 

emphasised the importance of understanding children as active learners – 

curious, inquiring and able to learn within the appropriate environments. 

Practitioners across the different ECEC levels and establishments mentioned 

that good pedagogical practice should follow the principles of a child-centred 

education and therefore positioning the child at the core of their learning. 

Furthermore, they argued that this view of children’s learning was based on the 

specialised knowledge they had acquired during their training. This specialised 

knowledge about children’s development and learning was seen as a critical 

feature of their professional identity that differentiated them from both teachers 

and technicians, endowing them with a superior status in their relationship with 

children’s parents. Gaby explains it clearly in the quote below: 

Gaby: “Everybody thinks that children, and especially young 
children don’t know or that you can’t talk to them about 
astrophysics, or meteors for example. But children know, they 
understand everything and if they ask it is because you can talk 
to them about those things… we (EC educators) are 
fundamental in providing them all the good knowledge… it is in 
this age that they will soak up whatever, in any topic, and we 
know how to do it.” (Educator, private nursery). 



 
 

264 
 

This quote reflects quite well the tensions between a view of the active and full-

of-potential child and the passive and malleable child, as well as the 

constitution of the educator in both cases. Educators used the child-centred 

discourse to position themselves as specialised professionals against 

‘everybody’ else who sees children as incapable, passive, receptors. The 

‘everybody’ in this particular quote referred both to children’s mothers and 

educator’s assistants as Gaby was explaining how an important part of her 

work was to permanently defend children’s knowledge and voices to them. By 

othering mothers and assistants managing ‘common’ knowledge, she 

constitutes herself and educators as highly specialised professionals, the only 

ones trained to understand the child differently and promote their ‘appropriate’ 

development. Nevertheless, in the same quote Gaby contradicts herself in that 

professional understanding of children as she describes them as ‘soaking up 

whatever’ teachers will expose to them, repositioning children as passive 

recipients of adult’s intentions and actions.  

This tension is importantly based on the role that the educator plays as 

professional in children’s learning and development; in the first position child-

centredness is used to differentiate the professional educator from the non-

specialised assistant and mother, while later children’s vulnerability is what is 

stressed this time to argue for the fundamental place of educators as children’s 

role models. Educators enact this tension; they embody the struggle of 

contradictory discourses through their emotions and the change of expressions 

when referring to their role towards children. On one hand, they feel pride being 

behind the scenes ‘providing children with everything’ they would need to fulfil 

their potential, this role endows them with the social status of performing a 

fundamental work for society. On the other hand, this feeling of pride provokes 

contradictory emotions of frustration and anger as they feel socially 

undermined and invisible, as well as experiencing a sense of altruism, a sense 

of professional and personal purpose. The educator negotiates her 

professional role and status according to the constitution of the child and in this 

case, it is children’s vulnerability that exercises the power highlighting the 

relevance of educators’ professional role and in this endeavour it becomes 
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compatible with the technical knowledge pointing to the opposite view of the 

child (Burman, 2008a; Osgood, 2012).  

These contrasting images coexist in Chilean ECEC; hence the child – and the 

professional educator – are constituted within the negotiations and struggles 

within these paradoxical discourses. Nearly all practitioners in the study 

mentioned simultaneously both discourses about childhood and their 

professional role, although there were important variations about how they 

negotiate, resist and struggle with the construction of childhood and therefore 

the understanding of their professional role towards children. EC educators 

working in private nurseries and public schools were more aware of this 

contradiction, although from different stances. The former tended to argue from 

a theoretical point of view, pointing out how this contradiction was reflected in 

the care and education divide existing in the ECEC field and how both 

contradictory images of the child affected their professional status in society. 

The latter see this contradictory view of childhood as an effect from the top-

down policies and the increasing demands implied for their practice as 

educators. They argued that even though they understood children as active 

agents, ready-made lesson plans tended to assume a more passive child ready 

to ‘absorb’ everything. For these educators, new reforms focused on literacy 

and numeracy learning outcomes overloaded their work with academic content 

to be transferred to children, hence making it more difficult to ‘allow’ children to 

hold an active role in their learning or to adapt the lessons to children’s ways 

of learning. 

Interestingly, even though these educators explicitly acknowledged these 

contrasting and contradictory understandings of the child, they are still deeply 

entangled and function as complementary in the discursive and interdependent 

constitution of the child and educator. For instance, practitioners referred to 

policies as not ‘allowing’ children to be active in their learning, assuming that 

child’s agency is something that is permitted to the child and therefore denying 

children’s own processes in understanding and making sense of their 

environment. They also did not allow much time to include children’s concerns, 
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questions or ideas in-depth during the lessons, as their lesson plans were 

mainly driven by the themes selected at the beginning of the term or year. 

Therefore, children’s lives are constantly governed, monitored and driven by 

the vulnerability narrative in ECEC (Foucault, 2010). Indeed, under the 

assumption that children are vulnerable and need to be distracted and 

protected from negative emotions and from developing/copying problematic 

behaviours, they still talk about children’s negative emotions with a smile and 

soft voice and often used diminutives to refer to them, for instance, educators 

commonly call these children tiny monster or naughty little boy when they 

behave incorrectly. This denies children’s emotions and expressions 

constructing these feelings and actions as not real, but as a copy of an adult 

(real and proper) emotion. In private nurseries, where listening to children’s 

interests was commonly an explicit priority, EC educators mostly considered 

the topics in which children mentioned interest, but hardly included them in the 

discussion about how to engage or develop those topics (Rose, 1999a; 

Burman, 2008a). 

Defying this conceptualisation of developmental vulnerability is not simple and 

requires an explicit purpose and collaborative work to promote a systematic 

practice that considers children as capable and active learners (Cannella, 

1997; Grieshaber & Cannella, 2001). I was able to observe this resistance to 

this conceptualisation of developmental vulnerability during a visit to one of the 

private nurseries.  

“We went up the stairs to see the classroom of art and activities, 
and there were a group of about 15 children, aged between two 
and three years old, with three educators talking about how 
babies are made and born. The most curious thing for me, was 
not only the topic of conversation, but that actually it was a 
three-year-old who was explaining a few things about the 
placenta and the process of giving birth. Later, the principal of 
the nursery explained to me that they follow children’s curiosity, 
and one of the boys had recently had a little sister, so they 
started a project to answer the questions that this event raised.” 
(Personal fieldnotes, private nursery). 
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This way of understanding children, listening to their questions and 

acknowledging their needs was something that practitioners considered 

essential, but when they tried to exercise this practice it usually felt impossible 

due to the constraints of policies and bureaucratic work, but also because many 

of them felt that it was very challenging work as this type of discussion often 

raised concerns from parents and school or nursery administrations. 

Practitioners agreed that without collaborative work that involved the support of 

principals, colleagues and parents, it would be an impossible or at least an 

ephemeral practice, as it implied convincing everybody in the community, even 

children, that they were capable of constructing their own learning, which was 

difficult to accept. In this particular private nursery, educators explicitly and 

systematically resisted the conceptualisation of childhood vulnerability, although 

it was not exempt of contradictions and doubts from different actors, especially 

when parents asked whether this methodology would affect children’s school-

readiness. In this line, according to educators they appeared to parents’ eyes as 

unprepared, and almost improvising content and activities, and therefore 

neglecting their professional role of ‘leading’ the activity or protecting children 

from topics that were not supposed to be for the children’s age.  

Cleo: “It has been difficult to install this kind of work where the 
child is actually at the centre, (…) I think we have managed now, 
but parents still ask whether their kids will be prepared to enter 
the school (parents) want, (…) but we have had years of 
experience now and all children have entered to the school they 
choose, so we have something to show to say this works.” 
(Principal, private nursery) 

This nursey was a clear exception and expression of resistance to the image of 

childhood vulnerability. The principal awareness of the importance of defying 

this image of childhood and its private administration made this resistance 

available, as well as their constructed reputation in a wealthy area in Santiago, 

that allowed more financial independence but also autonomy in defining their 

pedagogy. However, even in this case it was difficult, several educators had 

resigned, and others were fired because of the difficulty in changing this 

conceptualisation of their role towards children, focusing on their capacities 

rather than on their vulnerability. Furthermore, educators reported that children 
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felt more confident about themselves and expected to be heard by the adults 

with whom they interacted on daily bases, as reported by parents. 

 Conclusions 

In this chapter I have discussed the particular discourses of childhood that are 

available in the early years field in Chile as childhood and educator’s discursive 

constitution operates in oppositional but complementary ways; they are 

constructed as qualitatively distinct from each other (Cannella, 1997). In 

particular I have focused my analysis on the construction of the vulnerable 

childhood and how this discursive configuration constructs modes of 

subjectivation of both children and professional educators in Chile.  

To this end, I firstly discussed how the concept of childhood vulnerability has 

had a structural role in the installation and development of the early years field 

in Chile. Acknowledging this historicity, I have argued, is crucial to understand 

the complex web of interests that conform the early years sector in Chile and 

its historical roots, as it allows the deconstruction of the regimes of truths that 

tied children and educators to the discourse of vulnerability and how this 

construction has historically tensioned the purposes of this field between the 

social assistance and the professional role. I also exposed how this particular 

construction of childhood intersects with the vocational as well as the neoliberal 

discourses presented in the previous chapters.  

Developing an analysis of childhood vulnerability as a governmentality, I 

discussed the procedures, techniques and practices of early years practitioners 

in this study through/in which vulnerability governs childhood and professional 

educators through the alignment of political, social and economic interests with 

individual motivations, desires and the sense of self-fulfilment (Fendler, 2001; 

N. Rose, 1999a). Then, I analysed two different and complementary 

understandings of childhood vulnerability expressed by professional 

practitioners in this study, i.e. the socioeconomic and the developmental 

constructions of vulnerability. The first was the most direct reference made by 

educators in this study and alluded to the socioeconomic conditions of 
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children’s households. Vulnerability then was associated with poverty and 

therefore with the social dangers this involved such as violence, drug-

consumption, theft, and the emotional implications, abandonment, single 

parent households or negligence in childrearing. Therefore, this construction of 

childhood subjectivised children as inevitably powerless in relation to the adults 

and the structural and social context that was assumed as dangerous and 

careless. Interestingly the findings of this study showed that this understanding 

of vulnerability was present in practitioners working throughout all types of 

ECEC establishments (schools and nurseries) and types of administration of 

ECEC services, (as a proxy for socioeconomic levels, i.e. public, private-

subsidised and private), highlighting that even when the socioeconomic 

vulnerability is not directly related to children’s context, it was still assumed by 

practitioners one way or another. 

The second understanding of vulnerability discussed in this chapter was 

associated to the developmental discourse that, based on scientific disciplines, 

portrayed children as in an initial and stage of human development and hence 

as a site of potentialities, a period of opportunity to learn and develop anything 

(Castañeda, 2002). I have shown how, in consonance with the literature, 

educators referred to children as vulnerable. This discourse situates them 

within a generational dichotomy and consequently are considered immature, 

irrational and incomplete in relation to the adult. Consequently, children are 

constructed as innocent, and utterly dependant on the caring and nurturing 

practice of adults to provide the right opportunities to learn and grow to become 

the best version of themselves. Practitioners often associated this 

understanding of childhood vulnerability with their professional role and 

importantly used it to highlight the relevance of early years workers in society. 

Educators claimed that children’s vulnerability was an enormous responsibility 

and that rested on their shoulders, as it was the main purpose of ECEC to 

ensure children’s fulfilment and appropriate development. Consequently, in this 

discourse educators positioned themselves as the experts in childhood 

development, highlighting specialised knowledge as relevant and fundamental 
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for children’s development and wellbeing, stressing practitioners’ 

professionalism. 

This second conceptualisation also functions as governmentality (Foucault, 

2010), subtly conducting children and educators’ conduct, aligning them with 

the economic and political interests of the ECEC field. They situate themselves 

as professional because of their role towards ensuring children’s future, 

shaping their (appropriate) development and transforming them into good 

citizens. The ‘other’ non-professionals therefore would be those that do not 

take children’s future seriously, or who with their careless practice could ruin 

children’s future.  

In this discourse there were important tensions regarding educators’ 

professionalism as the developmental psychology theories that educators 

reported as specialised knowledge emphasised the importance of a child-

centred pedagogy, which contradicted the view of the immature and irrational 

child unprepared to make sense of the world. The first understanding situated 

practitioners as experts, although in the classroom their knowledge was 

invisible to the eyes of the non-educators (parents, assistants and even primary 

school teachers). The second view highlighted their professional role in society, 

made them appear as the saviours and protectors, but it narrowed their 

professional expertise due to its resemblance to a social work. 

I have argued that this discourse of childhood as vulnerable is dangerous 

(Foucault, 1982), both for the child and for practitioners’ professionalism. 

Conceptualising children as a potentiality, in a period of preparation to become 

the best version of their (adult) selves is a dangerous position for children 

because they become the subjects of a thorough scrutiny of policies and 

practices that have predefined the valuable ways of being a competent 

(productive) adult. Consequently, this dismisses and undermines the great 

diversity of children’s abilities, knowledge, and the influence of historical and 

cultural contexts in which they grow, the local practices of childrearing and 

being part of a society.  
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Practitioners negotiate their professional identity within and through this 

paradoxical discourse of childhood. Positioning the child interchangeably both 

as a vulnerable, passive recipient of the influences of the world, and as active 

learners able and ready to fulfil their potential, practitioners highlight their 

fundamental role towards children. They govern themselves either as 

protectors and saviours of children’s vulnerability or as specialists in identifying 

children’s needs and developing learning opportunities for them. In both cases 

the child is subjectivised in a powerless position; inherently vulnerable, she is 

discursively constructed as the ‘other’ of the adult-educator validating the 

governmentality and control of children’s lives, undermining and even denying 

the diversity of childhoods, children’s experiences and voices (Burman, 2008; 

Cannella, 1997; James & Prout, 2004; Rose, 1999a). This vulnerability 

narrative is dangerous (Foucault, 1982) both for the child and the early years 

educator as it constrains their possibilities and governs their interactions, 

bodies and emotions. 

Accepting the discourse of childhood vulnerability as an objective truth is 

dangerous, because it exposes and even exaggerates educators’ responsibility 

over children’s futures, while hiding the complex, multiple and varied factors 

that could be affecting children’s development and learning. The educator 

becomes the person mainly responsible for children’s failures and is put in the 

spotlight, but her work is often hidden when the child succeeds. Furthermore, 

their professionalism is constantly questioned as it is impossible to make 

explicit as easily visible the impact of the professional on children’s outcomes, 

whatever they are and however they could be measured. This in turn validates 

the increasing surveillance and monitoring of practitioners’ practices, including 

the emotional labour requested from them considered as the best strategy for 

the appropriate development of children. 

Finally, it is important to highlight that with this I am not arguing that the 

vulnerability and developmental discourse are necessarily wrong in all cases, 

nor that the local values and expectations about childhood and adulthood are 

always better for everyone. But I do believe that it is important to question, 
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reconceptualise and even dismantle what is so deeply taken for granted to 

promote the acceptance of alternative ways of being a child, to visibilise and 

listen to children’s points of view and either accept or reject the ways in which 

society is being conducted.  
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Chapter 9. Conclusions 

 Introduction  

This thesis has analysed how EC educators in Chile make sense of what it 

means to be professional in this field and how they construct, negotiate and 

resist discourses shaping their professional identities. This research is timely 

and important for it contributes to the international discussion about 

professionalism in the ECEC field highlighting the experiences and 

perspectives of educators from the Global South that have been greatly 

marginalised in the academia as well as in the development of educational 

policies. Listening to educators’ voices and understanding their personal and 

professional experiences within the diversity and complexity of workplaces is 

crucial to shedding light on the relationships between educators and different 

actors in the ECEC field.  Interrogating the discourses that are taken for granted 

about professionalism in this sector allows for a reconceptualisation of the 

purposes of working with young children, the role of EC educators not only 

within the classrooms but in society, as well as our relationships as adults with 

children in our way of life. In sum, it repositions the key political role of 

educators and of ECEC and opens the possibility to rethink new ways of 

constructing our relationships in society. 

Drawing from a poststructural and feminist theoretical framework, this research 

has explored the views of 54 EC educators both working in the classroom and 

those in a coordination or management position from the different types of 

ECEC provisions in Chile, that is both nurseries and preschools under public, 

private-subsidised and private administrations. The inclusion of different 

working contexts aimed to make visible how discourses were reproduced 

within the diversity of provisions that are characteristics of the segregated 

educational system in Chile. To situate the voices of EC educators in this study, 

I have provided a description of the early childhood educational field in the 

country, its marked neoliberal rationale and the fragmented and unequal 

characteristics. In this line, this thesis aims to be a contribution to knowledge 
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but also to the development of educational policies and practices in the ECEC 

field in Chile. 

This final chapter is divided in three sections that present the main conclusions 

of this thesis.  In section two I revisit my research questions and addresses the 

contributions of this study. Then, in section three I reflect on the implications of 

this research, especially in the challenging times that we are living in today in 

Chile and globally. I discuss the lessons learned, limitations and how I expect 

to address the questions this research has opened in further research and 

publications. 

 Revisiting Research Questions 

The first question that guided this research is What are the currently available 

discourses about professionalism in the ECEC field in Chile? Drawing from a 

poststructural and feminist theoretical frameworks this study assumed that 

nothing exists without discourses as the way we make sense of our actions, 

roles and relationships are constructed within discourses and simultaneously 

reproduce such discourses (Butler, 2004; Foucault, 2002b; MacNaughton, 

2005; Youdell, 2006b).  

Aiming to understand the process of constructing professional identities, 

identifying the main available discourses on professionalism in Chilean ECEC 

was critical in this study. I have argued that although ECEC has become a 

central topic in educational policies, the voices and experiences of EC 

educators, and other actors in the field have been largely undermined. This is 

especially critical in countries of the Global South, which traditionally have 

received and being epistemologically colonised by the knowledge produced in 

European and English-speaking countries (Quijano, 2015). The findings of this 

study are a critical conceptual contribution to the discussion about 

professionalism, as through the deconstruction of hegemonic discourses about 

being professional allowed to make visible alternatives elements that are 

central to the Chilean culture. In turn this opens the opportunity to re-examine 

the literature on professionalism as well as the ECEC practice, using 
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theoretical frames that promote active engagement and change for social 

justice.  

In this thesis I have discussed three hegemonic discourses about 

professionalism identified in the data analysis, the first combine the gendered, 

classed and religious discourses through the analysis of the notion of 

educator’s vocation; the second analyses the entrepreneurial practitioner as a 

subjectivity that arises within a neoliberal discourse of professionalism in 

ECEC; finally the discourse of children’s vulnerability was discussed because 

it was fundamental in the way educators defined their professional identities. 

Although these discourses were analysed separately, it is important to highlight 

that their division is artificial as they all intersect and construct each other. It is 

also relevant to consider that the identification of discourses is permeated by 

my own view and the discourses and experiences that have shaped me as a 

researcher. 

Consistently with the literature the gendered and classed discourses are 

hegemonic in the ECEC field in Chile situating EC educators as substitute 

mothers through highlighting attributes of tenderness, caring and nurturing 

women that love children (Ailwood, 2007; Cameron, 2006; Colley, 2006; 

Osgood, 2010a, 2011). This gendered discourse was deeply linked with a 

classed narrative that portrayed ECEC as an occupation especially suitable for 

working class women, who usually do not have access or capacity to choose 

a more specialised profession and find in ECEC an opportunity to participate 

in the labour market because caring for children has been naturalised as 

something that any woman can do (Allen & Osgood, 2009; Barkham, 2008; 

Colley, 2006; Osgood, 2005; Skeggs, 1997). Furthermore, similarly to the 

international literature, this study showed how gendered and classed 

discourses reproduced a marginalised view of the professional role of EC 

educators.  

Interestingly this study provided an original contribution to the analysis of the 

gendered and classed discourses as it exposed how a religious – Catholic –
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discourse pervaded these understandings of professionalism in the ECEC field 

and importantly situated female educators in a marginalised position among 

professionals, with poor working conditions, salaries, and social status. The 

educators’ vocation is a deeply religious discourse that requires educators to 

sacrifice themselves to save not only the children but also themselves. 

Revealing their vocation situates them as good educators and good women to 

the eyes of their colleagues and the ECEC community, but also traps them in 

a precarious and even dangerous working context, as vocation implies to 

expose themselves, to give until it hurts and even, for many of them, to risk 

their lives to save the children. Demanding better salaries, reasonable 

workloads or even reasonable working hours appeared for most participants in 

this study as something that would position the work with young children as a 

careless profession not a calling. Intersecting the religious to gendered and 

classed discourses is a fundamental contribution of this work, as it enriches the 

analysis of that have been portrayed in the literature. Being ‘maternal’ and 

‘taking care’ of children is experienced from the religious discourse as a 

mystical gift educators discover in themselves. This vocation endows 

educators with this ability which in turn entwins personal, social and 

professional elements of the self, i.e. they must honour this gift by following this 

professional path, and therefore, they understand their practice as a 

meaningful personal and social purpose they must fulfil.  

This religious discourse is key in this study and shapes the three discourses 

analysed in this thesis even with the economic discourse of professionalism 

that initially seemed contradictory to the others. For instance, the neoliberal 

understanding positions the professional in ECEC as an entrepreneurial, 

competitive educator who is increasingly specialised and working to be more 

effective in providing a better quality ECEC service (Ball & Olmedo, 2012; 

Gibson et al., 2015; Moss, 2016, 2018; Sims, 2017). However, educators’ 

vocation is a key driver in this neoliberal discourse that moves educators to 

increase their workload and to invest their own resources to become this kind 

of professional for the children’s sake. Vocation, and its caring and nurturing 

attributes, is then instrumentalised and has reshaped the purposes and 
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practices of ECEC to fulfil the economic demands that guide the educational 

policies in Chile.  

The third discourse analysed in this thesis – the vulnerable child – is 

fundamental in shaping professional identities of EC educators participating in 

this study. It is impossible to understand the construction of professional 

identities without considering educators’ views of childhood as it is the object 

of their practice. This discourse of childhood as vulnerable was pervasive to 

participants working in both nurseries and schools as well as in the three 

different types of administration of provisions, that are a proxy of the 

socioeconomic status of children’s families. Interestingly this discourse shapes 

ECEC professionalism as educators understand their role is to provide the best 

opportunities for vulnerable, poor, innocent children. Although this view of 

children coexisted with other conceptions also shared by these educators, such 

as the active learner child (Ailwood, 2004; Burman, 2008a), it was predominant 

among educators motivations to work in this field. Through the vision of children 

as vulnerable educators defined themselves in their key professional role in 

society, skilled and specialised in providing what children required and making 

the changes they need not only within the ECEC classroom but in children’s 

lives. In this sense, this discourse of the child is also entwined with a religious 

one that shape their professional identities in terms of being saviours of 

children.  

The second research question guiding this study was What are the 

technologies of power and modes of domination in these discourses that 

position educators as professionals (or not) in the ECEC field?  

Technologies of power were the mechanisms within discourses that are used 

to (re)produce and render individuals into subjects of such discourses (Ball, 

2013; Foucault, 1982, 2002a; Foucault & Rabinow, 1991; Youdell, 2008). This 

question was central in this research as it allows one to look in detail at the 

ways in which discourses operate in subjectivising EC educators as 

professionals (or not).  
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As mentioned above, one of the most dominant technologies of power of the 

professional discourse in the ECEC field in Chile was the concept of educator’s 

vocation. Having or lacking the vocation governed educators’ motivations, 

practices, and the way they constructed their personal and professional 

relationships. It was the main attribute explicitly acknowledged by all 

participants in this study and considered a criterion of comparison between the 

professional and non-professional in this field. While the literature has widely 

recognised the central place of emotional commitment, passion and love in the 

conceptualisation of professionalism within the ECEC field (Hallet, 2013; 

Moyles, 2001; Page, 2018; Taggart, 2016), the notion of vocation emphasises 

the idea as something that is inherently possessed and must be discovered 

(Dik & Duffy, 2009). This subjectivises professional educators as the chosen 

ones and therefore strongly links ECEC professionalism to a moral role. 

Vocation provides social relevance to this greatly undermined profession, 

educators recognised themselves and are identified as good professionals as 

they perform their vocation (Butler, 1997). Being loving and caring with children 

is part of vocation, so is an attitude of servitude and self-sacrifice, but devoting 

oneself and risking one’s life is a clear feature of educator’s vocation. While I 

argue that this characteristic is central especially working in difficult contexts, 

and managing complex situations on daily basis, it is also dangerous to 

understand this as an individual feature that educators must demonstrate in 

the most difficult situations. On the contrary, I argue that this feature must be 

protected and promoted by the institutions that provide ECEC, either the state 

or the private, allowing educators to deeply engage and work with young 

children and the ECEC communities.  

In the entrepreneurial discourse of professionalism, I have identified two 

important technologies of power, which are schoolification and the 

intensification of lesson plans. Schoolification has been increasingly gaining 

terrain in the ECEC field and has transformed practitioners’ role from a focus 

on child-centred and ludic practices to teaching structured and standardised 

subject knowledge. Educators are aware that the increasing demands for 

preparing children to go to school are against their professional identities as 
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recognised in other research in Chile (Pardo & Opazo, 2019; Viviani, 2016). 

However, in this study educators also acknowledged that schoolification 

endows them with higher status in the educational field. Situated in this tension, 

educators claimed they resisted schoolification but also felt successful and 

professional when children achieved the goals these practices aimed for. Thus, 

both rejection and guilt were importantly present as school performativity has 

increasingly implied the loss of boundaries that differentiate educators from 

primary school teacher. 

The workload increase through the intensification of the development of 

lessons plans is another technology of power that shapes entrepreneurial 

identities that have been discussed in this thesis. EC educators recognise 

themselves and others as professionals in terms of the detail and frequency of 

the lesson plans. Developing lesson plans is one of the most important tasks 

that differentiates educators from EC assistants, as the former have a 

bachelor’s degree in education that endows them with the responsibility to 

design the appropriate activities for young children, while assistants apply 

these plans. However, this instrument that is expected to help educators to 

improve the learning opportunities for children has become a tool to compete 

among professionals to the point that in many cases it is the design of the plan 

that becomes more relevant than its implementation or the lessons learned 

from implementing the plan. Furthermore, in many cases the design of lesson 

plans requires a great amount of paperwork for different stakeholders that is 

not relevant for EC educators’ practice. However, the more an educator plans 

the more professional she becomes. On the contrary, they refer to practitioners 

that do not write their plan with enough frequency as unprofessional. Therefore, 

writing lesson plans is also a technology that subjectivises educators as 

entrepreneurial and competitive professionals, who are concerned with the 

quality of ECEC. It empowers them with the acknowledgment of their 

colleagues but simultaneously puts them in a powerless situation as the 

requirements of a good plan often do not help them to improve their practices 

and the competition among practitioners undermines the collaborative work 

that has traditionally being a characteristic of the ECEC field.  
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Finally, I have argued in chapter eight that the construction of childhood as 

vulnerable is a governmentality of the professional educator. Understanding 

children as incompetent, utterly dependant and poor situates educators in a 

powerful, active role and the key position in society of saving these children 

through the provision of the best opportunities they could have to thrive in life 

or at least scape their vulnerable context. Helping and saving children is 

amongst the key drivers of educators to work in the field, strongly linked to the 

educator’s vocation as argued above. However, this conceptualisation of 

childhood again traps educators in a highly criticised position, as their efforts 

in helping those children are never sufficient to make a clear difference in their 

lives and masks the structural inequalities that have led children’s families to 

live in these difficult conditions.  

The third research question in this thesis is How do in-service Chilean 

educators draw upon, negotiate, and resist these discourses to constitute 

themselves as more/less professional in the Chilean ECEC field? 

Making educators voices heard requires paying attention to the discursive 

practices of EC educators and how they make meaning of being professional 

in the ECEC field. In this study, everyday practices, relationships as well as 

dress codes, the use of words and silences were analysed as part of the 

performativity of the good (female) EC professional (Butler, 1997, 2006a). It is 

relevant to point out the difficulty in questioning taken-for-granted truths, such 

as the hegemonic discourses analysed in this thesis. The exercise of asking 

about things that appear evident such as vocation, or the vulnerability of 

children, was at times odd for participants and for me as a researcher which 

was a distinct sign that they were taken for granted.  

As discussed above, one of the most significant ways of drawing upon 

hegemonic gendered, classed and religious discourses is through their strong 

emotional commitment towards children, especially the most vulnerable ones. 

Their devotion and maternal attitudes such as talking about “my” children, or 

educators’ wishes to save children from the dangers of the social contexts in 



 
 

281 
 

which they and their families live. They position themselves as the most 

important person in children lives and because of this they express the idea to 

be willing to self-sacrifice in their workplace within dangerous contexts or 

breaching security procedures to protect (their) children.  

Emotional commitment and caring and nurturing practices are also 

performativities of the gendered professional role. Most EC educators 

acknowledged that it is important to be constantly happy and smiling “leaving 

all concerns and problems outside the classroom”, as many educators 

mentioned, when working with children. Another important element that 

constructed the gendered discourse was educators’ dress code and uniform 

that is expected to be comfortable to move and play with children but also 

feminine although not sexy. The uniform EC educators wear on daily basis is 

considered by many as part of their professional identity and they feel 

protected, respected and important wearing the green uniform, especially in 

the most socioeconomically vulnerable contexts.  

Regarding economic discourses of professionalism that situate educators, and 

children, as economic units, it is important to mention that it is this discourse 

that triggers the most rejection among educators as they are explicitly opposed 

to the main features of ECEC such as play and child-centred pedagogy. 

However, the discursive practices related to this discourse are seductive as 

they make easily-visible the success of ECEC practice to the eyes of 

colleagues, and society. This study has shown how neoliberalism has deeply 

pervaded the ECEC field in Chile. ECEC is considered by educators as a 

service that parents rationally choose to fulfil the needs of their children and 

their families. In this scenario, educators see themselves as an enterprise that 

must be build perfected to contribute to the provision of a quality service. Thus, 

neoliberalism constructs an entrepreneurial subjectivity, embodied by 

educators in their sense on individual responsibility towards accomplishing the 

externally defined standards of quality or professionalism, and they assess 

themselves and others as professionals or not according to these standards. 

In this study I have shown how educators engage with competitive dynamics 
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and individual accountability children’s learning outcomes through different 

technologies of power such as the frequency of lesson plans or the process of 

schoolification of ECEC. EC educators felt a sense of professionalism through 

writing lessons plans more frequently, and this sense was increased and 

validated when they compared themselves with educators working in services 

that did wrote lessons plans with less frequency. Furthermore, educators enact 

the neoliberal ideology through emphasising and preferring technical and 

increasingly apolitical pedagogical practices such as those promoted by the 

schoolification process. Applying standardised methods to teach children to 

read and write with a genuine concern that these skills will prepare them for 

primary school, brings direct benefits to a professional identity. Educators see 

themselves as individually responsible for being constantly prepared to provide 

the ‘best’ practice, even though this implies to apply an externally (and even 

internationally) defined pedagogical method, that hinders the child and his/her 

context. EC educators in this study expressed their feelings of professional 

satisfaction when children have learned to read at the end of an academic year 

and expect primary teachers and parents could appreciate educators’ 

professional role in these outcomes. It is through these quotidian practices, 

feelings, and emphasis in their relationships with children and other actors that 

educators enact and construct the neoliberal discourse. Competition, individual 

accountability, and the view of themselves as an ‘enterprise’ that needs to be 

in permanent development are at the core of becoming professional in this field. 

Resistance practices were also appreciated in the narratives of the educators 

who participated in this study. The most difficult element in constructing 

resistance discourses is the competitive neoliberal context in which ECEC is 

framed. There is a shared feeling that “the others” comply more easily with the 

norms and regulations that are considered negative to the characteristics of 

the ECEC field. In this line, most educators argued that becoming a good 

professional was a personal responsibility and that they should personally 

demonstrate their professionalism through their daily practices. Educators who 

explicitly argue against working unpaid extra hours or who demand better 

conditions are easily identified as troublemakers or not having the vocation it 
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takes to be a professional educator. Thus, resistance was present in this study, 

but it is a costly individual endeavour. However, one important element to 

construct different ways of doing ECEC is to count with a principal or 

coordinator who has a clear sense of the relevance of ECEC, is willing to listen 

to their professional team as well as the ECEC community, including children 

and families, and importantly the autonomy to make the changes that appear 

appropriate. Good leaders in ECEC, then, are key to emphasising collaborative 

work through reflective practices. 

Furthermore, it is important to note that neoliberal discourses have permeated 

most dimensions of the work in the ECEC field, and are highly effective and 

seductive in terms of instrumentalising key elements of ECEC practice to fulfil 

economic purposes (Ball, 2013). This is especially visible in the use of the 

emotional commitment of educators and the ethic of care that has traditionally 

characterised professionalism in ECEC. As argued in Chapter Seven, caring 

and nurturing attitudes were highlighted as a way for educators to demonstrate 

their true vocation but also, therefore, increase their workload in more 

precarious conditions, undermining their professionalism.  

This revision of the questions that have guided this study emphasises the 

important conceptual and fundamental implications of this research. It engages 

with the international discussion about professionalism in ECEC highlighting 

the importance of reconceptualising elements that are critical for educators 

understanding of professionalism, such as their sense of vocation and social 

commitment. Furthermore, this study is critical in signalling how EC educators 

navigate the tension that implies being professional in a field that 

simultaneously praises gendered, classed and religious discourses promoting 

the expression of affective relationships, care, and collective work, and 

neoliberal discourses that emphasise opposite values, such as competition, 

rationality and individuality. Most of these discourses are sustained and 

strengthened by a neoliberal ideology in the field that makes individuals 

responsible for the structural failures of the system and reproduces a deficit 

discourse of the ECEC professionals. This research has contributed to the 
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literature challenging the assumptions that are taken from granted in the ECEC 

field in Chile and providing new ways to understand the discursive practices 

through which educators construct their professional identities taking into 

account the different socioeconomic contexts, and provisions in which EC 

educators work. The intersection and pervasiveness of religious discourses is 

highlighted as an important contribution of this research that highlights a critical 

dimension of Chilean, and possibly Latin American culture in the construction 

of women’s role that has not been discussed until now in relation to 

professionalism in ECEC. This has important implications in the 

reconceptualisation of the role of educators in society. 

 Implications of this study 

3.1. Lessons learned 

When I began this research asking about professional identities was a central 

question given the lack of data available about the ECEC workforce and the 

deregulation of this field in Chile. During the process of data collection and data 

analysis it became clear the tensions that constantly underlie public discourse 

that internationally is situating ECEC field and particularly EC educators as the 

most important actors in delivering a quality service, while simultaneously 

evidencing a precarious image of educators. Analysing professional identities 

from the ways educators make sense of their personal and professional selves 

and how they make meaning of what it entails to be professional in this field 

was critical to deconstruct hegemonic discourses and understanding the ways 

in which educational policies construct a particular view of being professional 

in ECEC.  

Having been traditionally marginalised within the educational system, this 

sector remains largely invisibilised. Furthermore, given the romanticism of the 

gendered role of EC educators and children, it is difficult to make explicit and 

reflect on the most difficult and complex issues that are implicit in working with 

young children. Those issues are dealt with in silence by educators and 

predominantly policies have largely dismissed the particularities of this field, 
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creating tensions that increasingly affect and reshape the purposes and 

practices of ECEC. Therefore, this study is highly relevant and timely in a fruitful 

period of development and implementation of unprecedented regulations in 

Chile. I believe that understanding ECEC professionalism from within is 

fundamental to understanding the complexity of this practice and its crucial role 

in society (Osgood, 2010a, 2011; Urban, 2015). Today this is especially 

relevant as the Chilean society and the world are amid a crisis that requires us 

to deeply rethink our relationships. As stated in the preface of this thesis, prior 

to the pandemic, Chilean society lived the biggest social uprising or revolt that 

gathered millions of people in the streets demonstrating for putting an end to 

the neoliberal ideology that oppresses most of the population. This revolt shook 

our society; schools and nurseries were closed for almost a month and for the 

first time it became evident that EC educators and ECEC services held a critical 

place in society and especially in the possibility of transforming the social 

system as we knew it until then. Then, the COVID-19 pandemic has implied a 

world-crisis that has seriously impacted our way of life. In this context the ECEC 

field has been critically impacted, raising fundamental questions about the 

ethics of care and the purposes of ECEC and therefore what it means to be an 

educator within a society in crisis (Arndt et al., 2020).  

ECEC is a highly political practice, in which the knowledge and personal 

experiences of educators shape their beliefs and interactions with children and 

the community. Understanding the process of meaning-making that surround 

being professional shed lights on what experiences and beliefs are driving 

educators’ practices and therefore how they serve the different purposes of 

ECEC. I certainly believe in the relevance of the ECEC field and in the need to 

constantly improve this field, but this endeavour requires one to understand 

how it is currently constructed and sustained, to whom the current 

understandings of being an EC professional are serving and whom are they 

oppressing. This critical stance allows one to think differently, reflect and 

reconceptualise the way of doing ECEC from a systemic or ecological 

framework that could ensure that educators increase their vocation in working 

with children and families through the creation of supporting systems and 
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organisations. It is also primordial to listen to the voices of educators and EC 

leaders as they express a great diversity of what being professional means to 

in different contexts.  

Thus, the findings of this study have important theoretical implications that 

contribute to inform current policies in the educational system both in Chile and 

internationally, that include the particularities and the voices of those working 

within the ECEC field. This study contributes to the discussion about 

professionalism, emphasising the importance of considering this 

conceptualisation as a social and political constructions that shapes the 

purpose, role and practice of EC educators. Thus, this research emphasises 

professionalism as an analytic and socio-political frame that constantly shapes 

and is shaped by EC identities. Thus, what is considered professional is always 

situated, emerges in the interrelations of multiple and contradictory interests, 

and therefore is always political. Through a feminist analysis that has focused 

on the performativity of discourses, this study has shown how the personal and 

cultural defines what professionalism is understood and embodied. In this line 

it has highlighted the relevance of material conditions, as well as the cultural 

dynamics that emerge in the ECEC practice. Exploring about professional 

identities of Chilean educators have exposed the inequalities in the 

construction of knowledge of what counts as professionalism and legitimate 

certain practices and perpetuate the low social status and practices of self-

exploitation of educators.  For instance, it is highly important to reflect on how 

key elements of professional identities that appear to highlight the role of EC 

educators in society, such as their vocation or the focus on working with the 

most vulnerable, could also jeopardise their professionalism as these elements 

situates them in an impossible role of saviours. However, this image hides 

structural problems to which any solution is highly complex, utterly political and 

cannot be the responsibility of ECEC nor the educational system, but requires 

a critical reflection that would include as a central actor the EC educators 

working in the field. Working with professionalism as an analytical and socio-

political framework, it is paramount to reflect on the role of ECEC within the 
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society, in relation to the whole educational system and reflecting on the 

understanding of children and childhood that are present in society. 

Another theoretical implication of this study is the relevance of the use of 

poststructural and feminist theoretical frameworks as key in deconstructing the 

truths in the ECEC field and reflecting about the reasons that sustain everyday 

practices and to whom these ways of doing ECEC are beneficial or oppressive. 

However, it is important to note that this is a challenging task especially 

considering the historical marginalisation of the EC workforce. During the data 

collection process in this study, I have realised how questioning what educators 

recognise as valuable because it situates them in a relevant place in the field 

and society is dangerous and strongly resisted as the personal experiences 

and stories are part of the same discourse. Furthermore, it is also difficult 

because it requires constant awareness and rigour from me as researcher in 

questioning my own assumptions and the discourses in which I have 

constructed my worldview.  In this context, this study contributes to stress the 

relevance of developing a critical understanding of the professional role both 

in the pre-service training programmes as well as in the continuous 

professional development courses. It also highlights the role of EC leaders in 

developing collaborative communities that promote a reflective practice that 

fosters the improvement of this field.  

3.2. Limitations of the study 

In relation to the limitations of this study it is important to consider the great 

diversity existing in this field in Chile and all over the world. ECEC is a very 

situated practice and acknowledging it is a central part of the argument of this 

work. Furthermore, the use of poststructural theories implies being aware and 

acknowledging that nothing exists outside discourses and therefore the 

findings presented in this thesis are deeply shaped by my own perspective and 

experiences of being a former student and currently an academic within the 

Chilean educational system.  
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This thesis is critical in deconstructing professionalism and highlighting the 

intrinsically social and political dimensions of these discourses. Nonetheless, it 

is important to highlight that deconstruction does not lead necessarily to 

awareness, and in turn awareness does not directly transforms practice. In this 

line, this study was thought as a first step in the process of the 

reconceptualization of professionalism and the construction of professional 

identities in ECEC. Although feminist frameworks have emphasised the need 

of increasing activism, other frameworks such as decolonial approaches are 

relevant for this study, as they highlight the need for a reconceptualization of 

the process of knowledge construction, especially within cultures traditionally 

marginalised. During this research I became aware of the complexity and the 

ethical implications involved in the deconstruction and promotion of awareness 

and reconceptualization, especially within socially marginalised groups. This 

reflection is a critical limitation of the study, especially in relation of the purpose 

of raising the voices of educators. 

While the use of post-colonial or decolonial theoretical frameworks open the 

possibility highlighting and valuing the voices of marginalised cultures and 

actors from the Global South, during this research I become aware of the 

complexity that involves applying these frameworks. Firstly, working with 

decolonial perspectives promote an active engagement in the research from 

participants. This implies an understanding of research as a mechanism of 

liberation an irremediably linked to an ideological project (Freire, 1970; de 

Sousa Santos, 2015). In the case of this study, promoting awareness and 

change requires to work collaboratively in the construction of the research 

question and purposes. This in turn demanded from me as a researcher to 

rethink the purpose of doing a Ph.D. from my own positionality in the ECEC 

field. For instance, conducting this process in English, within a Higher 

Education institution from a Global North, appeared contradictory with a 

decolonial approach. Promoting epistemologies from the South, not only 

requires understanding these ways of constructing knowledge, but also 

challenging the ways that perpetuate hegemonic epistemologies. Finally, 

during the data collection, I have realised the complexity of promoting 
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awareness of the own marginalisation within different discourses. Promoting 

liberation implies to understand one’s own position of oppression, and that has 

an important impact on identarian processes. Therefore, I consider that a Ph.D. 

project, in the terms that has been traditionally conceptualised in Education 

and the Social Sciences, is a limitation to the applicability of the decolonial or 

other activist approaches. However, I also believe that to promote change, the 

role of academia is critical and that is relevant to purse the work with 

marginalised communities. This implies reflecting and working not only with the 

marginalised, ‘raising’ their voices, but thinking of colonisation and oppression 

from a dialogical perspective. This requires promoting introspection and 

reconceptualisation of oppressive role of the Global North, in order to avoid 

reproducing their role raising marginalised voices.  

3.3. Further research 

This research has shed light on the dominant discourses in which ECEC 

professionalism is constructed. However, as mentioned above there are 

limitations in understanding other tensions and voices that create these and 

other discourses in this field. Further research should address these issues 

and constructing dialogue with the different actors of the ECEC community. I 

will address these issues in further publications. For instance, one important 

tension in which professional identities are deeply grounded is the power 

struggle between educators and assistants. Analysing this issue including the 

voices of both parties is critical as it sheds light on the interactions and 

resistances and how they reproduce and shift discourses about professional 

identities in this field. Identities are constructed through the creation of 

boundaries that differentiate oneself from the Other and that allow a sense of 

belonging (Butler, 2006a; O’Connor, 2008). Regarding educators’ professional 

identities, EC assistants but also primary school teachers represent the other 

in different ways. It would be relevant to analyse what these boundaries are, 

how they are (re)created, but also where they encounter aiming to work 

towards a more unified, collaborative, and inclusive education system for all 

children. Similarly, the voices of children are critical in determining new ways 

of doing ECEC. Children are greatly marginalised in the public debate and in 
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the research about professional identities and professionalism. Including their 

voices, especially from the younger ones, is an important challenge 

methodologically and politically but it is primordial for them to be included as 

they are ones who are directly implicated by the policies and practices in 

ECEC.  

Understanding the contexts in which educators work has also been a relevant 

issue that contributes to a better understanding of professionalism in this field. 

While there is an increasing body of research about the organisational cultures 

of schools, there is scarce information about how it is in the ECEC field. I am 

currently working on a piece of exploratory research that looks at this issue 

from the perspective of leaders and stakeholders in different types of ECEC 

provision. I intend to continue researching the different aspects that contribute 

to the construction of professionalism and professional identities in this field, 

and especially today as the social and health crises provide a clear opportunity 

to reconceptualise the ECEC field.  
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Appendix 1. Pilot Interview Schedule 

[Translated from Spanish] 

Opening 
 
Interviewer: Thank you for taking you time for this interview Mrs/Ms 
________. I will give you the information sheet for you to read before we start 
this interview. After you finish reading it if you have any questions, please let 
me know before you sign the consent form for this interview, if you do not 
have any questions you can sign it and we can start. 
As explained in the information sheet and the consent, this interview will be 
audio recorded. Please remember if at any point you prefer not continue with 
the interview or not to answer a question, you are free to do so.  
 
Introduction 
Please introduce yourself. Say your name, where did you study to become 
an EC educator and how long have you worked in the ECEC field. 
 
Motivations to be an EC educator 

• Why did you choose to become an EC educator?  

• Which experiences, or people was significant for you to study a 

bachelor ‘s degree in ECEC?  

Professional Experience 
• Please tell me about your experience as an educator. In which type of 

ECEC services have you worked? How has it been in the different 

settings? 

• What have been the most important lessons learned?  

• What have been the most difficult situations you have had encounter? 

• What were your expectations of your professional role when you 

began to work? 

• How is a “regular” day working here? 

Professional Identity 
• According to your experience, what entails being a professional in the 

ECEC field? 
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• What is that you like the most of being an EC educator? 

• What is the most difficult of being an EC educator? 

• From your perspective, what is the main purpose of the ECEC field? 

Final questions and closing  
Thank you for this conversation. Is there anything that you think it is important 
for me to know about professionalism in ECEC that you want to add?   
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Appendix 2. Interview Schedule 

[Translated from Spanish] 

Opening 
Interviewer: Thank you for taking you time for this interview Mrs/Ms 
________. I will give you the information sheet for you to read before we start 
this interview. After you finish reading it if you have any questions, please let 
me know before you sign the consent form for this interview, if you do not 
have any questions you can sign it and we can start. 
As explained in the information sheet and the consent, this interview will be 
audio recorded. Please remember if at any point you prefer not continue with 
the interview or not to answer a question, you are free to do so.  
 
Introduction 

• How long have you been an EC educator? Can you tell me where did 
you study, and when did you obtained your degree? 

• What is your working experience in the ECEC? How long have you 
been working in this ECEC service? 

• In which level of ECEC do you work? 
Professional Experience 

• Why did you become an EC educator? Why did you choose to pursue 
this career?  

• What were your expectations of your professional role when you 
began to work in this field? have they change over time? How? 

• How is a “regular” working day? 
Being professional in ECEC 

• According to your experience, what entails being a professional in the 
ECEC field? 

• What is that you like the most of being an EC educator? 
• What is the most difficult of being an EC educator? 
• From your perspective, what is the main purpose of the ECEC field? 

 
Final questions and closing  
Thank you for this conversation. Is there anything that you think it is important 
for me to know about professionalism in ECEC that you want to add?   
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Appendix 3. Focus Group Schedule 

[Translated from Spanish] 

Opening 
Interviewer: Thank you all for taking you time for this focus group. I will give 
you the information sheet for you to read before we start this interview. After 
you finish reading it if you have any questions, please let me know before 
you sign the consent form for this interview, if you do not have any questions 
you can sign it and we can start. 
As explained in the information sheet and the consent, this interview will be 
audio recorded. Please remember if at any point you prefer not continue with 
the interview or not to answer a question, you are free to do so.  
 
Introduction 

• How long have you been an EC educator? Can you tell me where did 
you study, and when did you obtained your degree? 

• What is your working experience in the ECEC? How long have you 
been working in this ECEC service? 

• In which level of ECEC do you currently work? 
Being professional in ECEC 
Interviewer: I want to start with a game. I will say something and I want you 
to respond the first thing it comes to your mind. Please do not overthink it, it 
can be anything, a colour, a name, an animal, a characteristic … everything 
counts. Let’s start with an example. When I say “SUN” what is the first thing 
it comes to your mind? 
Great. Now, What comes to you mind when I say “EDUCATOR”? 
Let’s discuss it a bit. (ask about what does it means the most common 
responses and also the more original or less common) 

• Why did you become an EC educator?  

• From your perspective, what is the main purpose of the ECEC field? 
• According to your experience, what entails being a professional in the 

ECEC field? 

• What is that you like the most of being an EC educator? 

• What is the most difficult of being an EC educator? 

• From your perspective, what is the main purpose of the ECEC field? 
• What were your expectations of your professional role when you 

began to work in this field? have they change over time? How? 
Final questions and closing  
Thank you for this conversation. Is there anything that you think it is important 
for me to know about professionalism in ECEC that you want to add?   
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Appendix 4. Presentation of the study 

[Translated from Spanish] 

Information about the research 

Dear Practitioner   

The purpose of this document is to inform you about a research project which 
will be held in the establishment (insert name). 

What is this research about?  

This research aims to understand practitioners make meaning of their own 
experiences, perspectives and expectations about their professional role. 
With this purpose this research will explore what does implies the job of the 
practitioner in the early childhood institution. It also aims to explore how 
different people understand the role of early childhood educators and how it 
affects practitioners’ perspectives. 

Who will participate?   

Early years practitioners from 4 early childhood institutions in Chile will 
participate in this research. Also parents and the principal of the 
establishment will be asked to participate through interviews. 

Concretely, if I want to participate, what should I do? 

In this study the researcher seeks to understand your own experiences as 
an early childhood educator. Therefore, the researcher will ask you to 
participate in one interview or focus group with other educators. The 
interviews or focus groups are expected to have a duration of 1 hour 
approximatively and will be scheduled at a time that is suitable for you. 

Who will be conducting this research? 

The study will be conducted by Ximena Poblete, Educational Psychologist at 
the Pontifical Catholic University of Chile and Master in International 
Education and Development at the University of Sussex. This research is 
part of a doctoral thesis that the researcher is undertaking at the Institute of 
Education, University College London.  

Is participation in this research voluntary? 
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Yes, you can decide not to participate or to withdraw from this research at 
any time, without consequences for you. 

Who will have access to the data? What will be done with the data 
collected? 

All the information collected will be stored anonymously. The names of the 
participants will be replaced by pseudonyms in order to no identify any 
person individually. Nor will the participating establishments be identified. 
The information collected will be kept protected by password in the 
researcher computer. 

The data audio recorded will be transcribed by professional transcribers for 
data analysis purposes.  

The research findings with be used exclusively with academic purposes in 
publications, reports, presentations in congress and other forms of 
dissemination of scientific knowledge. The registers produced as part of the 
research work will be used exclusively for this doctoral study and will be 
deleted after 5 years of the end of the study. 

Can I obtain details about this research?   

Yes. Details of the objectives of this research can be discussed by email or 
in person with the researcher Ximena Poblete at xpoblete@ioe.ac.uk 

How can I meet to the researcher?  

During the months of March to July 2015 you can arrange a meeting with the 
researcher at any time if you would like to know more specific aspects of this 
research. At any other time, you can write to xpoblete@ioe.ac.uk if you want 
to ask some aspect of this study 
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Appendix 5. Informed Consent 

Informed Consent for Practitioners 
1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet dated 

March 2015 explaining the above research project and I have had the 
opportunity to ask questions about the project 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to 
withdraw at any time without giving any reason and without there being 

any negative consequences. In addition, should I not wish to answer 
any particular question or questions I am free to decline. 

3. I understand that my responses will be kept strictly confidential. I give 
permission for members of the research team to have access to my 

responses. I understand that, my name will not be linked with the 
research materials and I will not be identified in the report or reports 

from the research. 
4. I agree that all data collected from me to be used in the future research 

5. I agree to take part in the above research project 

If you have any queries about this consent or about this research please 
contact me at xpoblete@ioe.ac.uk 

If you agree to participate, please sign below. 

Thanks in advance 

__________________ ______________ 

Name of the participant Date 

_____________________ ______________ 

Lead researcher Date 

Copies: 

Once this has been signed by all parties the participant should receive a 
copy of the signed and dated participant consent form, the letter/pre-written 

script/information sheet and any other written information provided to the 
participants. A copy of the signed and dated consent form should be placed 
in the project’s main record (e.g. a site file), which must be kept in a secure 

location. 
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Appendix 6. Ethical considerations approved by UCL Ethical 
Committee 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

This study abides by the BERA ethical principles to minimize harm and risk 
to participants, respect their autonomy, protect their privacy, offer reciprocity, 
and treat them equally (Hammersley & Traianou, 2012). 

Potentially vulnerable participants 

Even though this research focuses on early years practitioners, children’s 
perspectives will be considered as part of the discursive practices that shape 
practitioners’ professional identities. Children are considered potentially 
vulnerable participants of this research, especially pre-verbal children. 
Considering that this research will be conducted in Chile, the researcher 
acknowledges and follows the Chilean regulation. Chilean Civil Code states 
that minors under 18 years old are not able to give consent. Therefore, in 
order to consider the participation of children, active consent from their 
parents will be asked for previous to any activity with them. 

Besides, children are considered potentially vulnerable participants as 
literature has shown that they tend to be situated within a powerless position 
with respect to adults in society, as well as in formal institutions such as 
ECEC establishments (Cannella, 1997; Christensen, 2004). Within this 
context, the study will take the necessary steps to empower children in 
relation to the researcher (Christensen, 2008; Christensen & Prout, 2002). 
For instance, waiting to be invited by children to participate in their activities, 
allowing them to pose questions and ‘interviewing’ the researcher are 
methods that literature has shown as useful to situate children in a more 
powerful position within research (Christensen, 2004). 

Infants and pre-verbal children are more likely to be vulnerable, as they 
cannot express themselves with words. In the case of the work within infants’ 
classrooms, observation to non-verbal communication will be central to this 
research (Clark & Moss, 2011). Any signs of distress will be reported to 
educators, or it will be taken care of by the researcher if possible.  

Risk to participants and researcher 
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This study will take place in early childhood institutions that practitioners and 
children attend every day. Therefore, research does not put them at risk in 
that environment. In the case of the researcher, it will be considered a 
potential risk to attend to certain vulnerable neighbourhoods in which ECEC 
institutions are situated. However, as the research will be conducted during 
office hours it is not expected to be particularly dangerous. In any case 
precautions will be taken for the researcher not to be alone in risky 
neighbourhoods. 

Considering the topic of the research very personal and sensitive aspects of 
educators’ lives could arise. Thus, it is necessary to build a relationship of 
trust with them and to assure them it is safe to share their experiences.  

Piloting research introduction and informed consents, as well as interviews 
with practitioners and research methods with children, will be conducted in 
order to avoid misunderstandings and to minimize any potential distress or 
anxiety for participants. 

Informed consent 

The researcher will look for voluntary informed consent from all the 
participants in this research: administrators, early years practitioners, 
parents and children. This will be required prior to the research start (see 
appendix 3 for the informed consent forms). 

As this study will be conducted in ECEC establishments, consent will be 
firstly asked for from the person in charge of the ECEC establishments. With 
her or his consent, the researcher will seek practitioners’ consent and then 
parents’ consent for their and their children’s participation. 

Adults giving consent will be required to sign a document in which the main 
aspects of research will be introduced, including the research purposes, 
methodology and dissemination of findings. In this document it will be 
highlighted that the participation is voluntary and they may withdraw from the 
study at any moment without any duress. This document will be duplicated 
so that both the participant and the researcher keep a copy. 

With respect to children, even though consent will firstly be asked of their 
parents or guardians, this research considers children as active agents of 
their lives. Therefore, informed consent will also be asked of them. This 
involves explaining to them the purposes of the research, allowing them to 
pose questions about the researcher and the study and explaining to them 
as many times as necessary why the researcher is there and what she is 
doing. When research uses methods that involve engaging children in 
activities –taking pictures, doing tours around their establishment, making 
drawings– the researcher will ask children whether they would like to 
participate and remind them that they are free to withdraw at any time they 
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want. The researcher will make sure that there will be no pressure for 
children to engage in research activities. Christensen (2004) has argued that 
working with children requires paying attention to their activities and 
interests. The author recommends a researcher should not only propose 
activities for children but she should wait to be invited by children to 
participate in activities led by them. Even though this author worked with 
older children (between 6 and 10 years old), this recommendation seems 
useful for this research with children between 3 and 5 years old, as it is a 
less invasive method that allows to look at their discursive practices in their 
own routines, where children may feel empowered in the situation. 

In the case of infants, consent will be asked only of parents and the study 
with them will only consist in observation of their body language and their 
interaction with the professionals. 

In the case a parent does not allow their children to participate in the 
research, the researcher will not include her/him in the fieldwork notes or 
register her/his participation from the audio records. However, the researcher 
will make sure that this has no consequences for children’s daily activities 
and they do not feel excluded. 

Confidentiality and anonymity 

Measures will be taken to assure the confidentiality of the information shared 
by the participants. These measures will include that only the researcher 
handle and manage the information shared with practitioners, including audio 
recordings, fieldwork notes and transcriptions of interviews. The researcher 
will share her analysis and reflections about this information with her 
supervisors for academic purposes. Pseudonyms will replace participants’ 
names and the names of the establishments in order to not individualise 
people and to ensure the anonymity of participants and the institutions. In 
the case of institutions any details specific to the area where they are situated 
will be disclosed that may serve to identify the establishment. 

It may be necessary to repeat this several times with different people. 
Sharing information requires great trust, especially if it is personal or 
sensitive information, which is expected to arise within this research since it 
looks at constructs such as identity and issues of power. Furthermore, it is 
expected that there will be alliances and power issues across different actors 
or groups in the schools, as there tend to be within organizations (CITA). 
Therefore, some actors may suspect the researcher’s purposes. For 
instance, it is highly possible that practitioners or employers would think that 
the researcher is related to a supervision team from the Ministry of Education 
that is not working directly within the establishment, as they tend to be the 
only people who visit early childhood institutions as outsiders. Likewise, 
teachers may be suspicious of the observations assuming an alliance 
between the researcher and their employers or children’s parents. 
Considering these different situations this research has considered a 
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fieldwork of six months in order to build trust with practitioners and 
administrators, as well as parents and children that would participate in this 
research. 

Storage and use of the data 

The information shared by research participants will be stored within a 
password secured folder in the researcher’s personal computer and backed 
up within an external hard-drive and field notebooks. This information will use 
pseudonyms as a way to ensure the anonymity of participants. Aware of the 
necessity of sharing information with the researcher’s supervisors, 
pseudonyms will be used at all times.  

Participants of the research will be informed about how and where their 
information will be stored and how it will be disseminated. This measure 
complies with the legal requirements in relation to storage and use of 
personal data as set by the Data Protection Act (1998).  

Reporting and dissemination of findings 

The findings of this research will be used mainly for academic purposes. 
They will be reported to supervisors and will be disclosed in the doctoral 
thesis. Moreover, it is expected that the researcher may publish the findings 
in academic journals and in educational policy documents. In any scenario 
personal information about a particular participant will be included. No 
pictures of children or adults will be disclosed without their active consent. 
The researcher will make sure that any publication will not directly or 
indirectly lead to a breach of agreed confidentiality and anonymity. 


