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Basic Structures and Education

This is the first of two briefs about the workforce in
centre-based early childhood services and the education1
of its members. This brief is concerned with the structure
of the workforce and how this relates to initial education
for the work. The next will deal with different forms of
continuous education and professional development. The
examples given are drawn from affluent countries, with
per capita GDPs of at least $21,000.
The divided origins of early childhood services
Centre-based early childhood services have two main
origins, dating back to the 19th century: nurseries for the
care of children of poorer working families, and schools or
kindergartens providing part-time education for the
children of middle-class families. These distinctions have
become blurred with time. Today, ‘childcare’ and ‘early
education’ are regarded as being for all families, and
nurseries increasingly emphasise developmental or
educational purposes. But the dual origins have left a
legacy in many countries: divided systems of early
childhood services, with differences in administration,
access, cost to parents, funding, regulation – and in the
structure and education of the workforce. Typically one
system has ‘childcare’ or ‘nursery’ workers, the other
‘teachers’. Typically, too, the latter have higher levels of
basic education, better pay and other employment
conditions and greater social status.
However, a number of countries have moved towards
integrating divided systems. This took place first in the
Nordic countries, around the 1960s, then in a number of
other countries in the late 1980s and 1990s (e.g. New
Zealand, Spain, Slovenia, England, Scotland). In Europe
alone, there are now nine countries where early childhood
services are the responsibility of one government
department: either welfare or education.
But departmental integration does not automatically or
immediately mean full integration of the two systems of
services. This may take time to achieve. One indicator of
how far integration has gone is what happens to the
divided workforce and, in particular, whether the
workforce has been reformed around a ‘core’ profession
whose members work across all centre-based early
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The distinction between ’education’ and ’training’ is not easy to make.
‘Education’ might refer to school, college or university-based courses and
qualifications, including initial or basic qualifications; and ‘training’ to
those based on the workplace and ‘learning by doing’, including
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way of transferring knowledge. For this brief, I have used the term
education throughout but tried to explain to what level and type of
qualification I am referring.
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childhood services, not just in one service for one group of
children.
Teacher and pedagogue: ‘core’ early childhood
professions
Two ‘core’ professions have emerged in countries which
have gone furthest in integrating early childhood services.
Both work across the whole early childhood age spectrum,
from birth to 5 or 6. Both undertake a full range of tasks,
including education (though the understanding of
education may vary from place to place) and care (both
physical and emotional).
One is the early childhood teacher working with children
under and over 3 years; by contrast, teachers in divided
systems typically only work with children from 3 years
upwards in schools. The other is the pedagogue, a
profession working with the theory and practice of
pedagogy. Pedagogy is a long-established tradition in
Continental Europe but virtually unknown in, for example,
the English-language world where ‘pedagogy’ is often
translated, incorrectly, as ‘education’ and the ‘pedagogue’
as ‘teacher’. The approach is relational and holistic: “The
pedagogue sets out to address the whole child, the child
with body, mind, emotions, creativity, history and social
identity” (Moss and Petrie, 2002).2
The teacher has emerged as the ‘core’ profession in New
Zealand, Spain and Sweden; the pedagogue in the other
Nordic countries (England and Scotland, despite
departmental integration, have not yet reformed their
divided workforces). Sweden and Denmark exemplify the
different professions. Following transfer of responsibility
for early childhood and free-time (school-age childcare)
services from welfare to education in 1996, Sweden
introduced major workforce changes in 2001, bringing
together three formerly separate educations and
professions: pre-school teacher, school teacher and freetime pedagogue (school-age childcare worker). The new
education qualifies a new profession: teachers working
with children from birth to 19 and in a range of education
settings (pre-schools, pre-school classes in schools,
schools, free-time services). Teachers qualify with an
individual profile which indicates in which service and
with which age group of children they are best qualified to
work, and this profile is constructed through the
specializations that students opt to take after the 18 months
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general course which all students follow (Johansson,
2003).3
Danish pedagogues are educated to work across a wider
range of occupations and settings. They are the main
workers in early childhood services, school-age childcare,
youth work, residential care for children and young people,
and services for adults with severe disabilities; some work
with elderly people. Pedagogues, however, are not school
teachers; they have a distinct and strong professional
identity (Jensen and Hansen, 2003).4
In all countries with a ‘core’ profession, there is also an
assistant working in early childhood services, though the
balance between the two groups varies. In its 10-year plan
for early childhood services, the New Zealand government
has set an ambitious target of having a wholly teacher
workforce by 2012. In Spain, by contrast, staff working
with children over 3 are mostly teachers while those
working with children under 3 are mostly assistants
(maintaining a divided approach, opposed by many
reformers who wanted the whole workforce trained as
early childhood teachers) (Balaguer, 2003). 5 In countries
like Denmark and Sweden, around half of all workers are
teachers or pedagogues.
Whether teachers or pedagogues, basic education is 3
years or more at a tertiary level, equivalent (or nearly so)
to basic education for school teachers. Assistants in these
systems, and ‘childcare workers’ in still split systems, are
generally educated and qualified at upper secondary or
secondary levels. However, it is possible to enable those
assistants to become ‘core’ professionals.
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researchers: “(the teacher) attempts to become a cocreator, rather than merely a transmitter, of knowledge and
culture. This requires a “powerful” teacher, the only kind
of teacher suitable for our equally “powerful” child.
School thus becomes a place of research, where the
children, along with the teachers, are the primary
researchers” (Rinaldi, in press).6
Second, even with higher levels of education, work in
early childhood services may still be less socially valued
than, for example, teaching older children in school. A
high proportion of students taking the new integrated
Swedish teacher education, in which they need only
choose their area of specialisation after starting their
course, are choosing to specialise in teaching school-age
children. Preferring to work with older children may
reflect the continuing lower status of early childhood
work, and the inferior employment conditions that still
apply to teachers in Swedish early childhood centres
compared to schools.
This leads to the third challenge. Restructuring the
workforce around a ‘core’ profession will increase costs,
both for the education of workers and their employment.
Once early childhood workers are educated at the same
level as school teachers, there is a compelling case for
comparable pay and conditions. The question hanging over
all countries is who will pay for a properly qualified
workforce?
Peter Moss
Thomas Coram Research Unit
Institute of Education University of London

Implications
The workforce in early childhood services in all countries
must respond to two related developments: the divide
between care and education is breaking down; and the
professional role is becoming more complex, with growing
recognition of the importance of working with parents and
other services and of the competence of young children as
learners. These developments produce a number of critical
questions about the future of the workforce in early
childhood services. Will the workforce be divided or
integrated? If integrated, who will be the ‘core’ profession
and what will be the balance between professional and
assistant? What level, type and content of education will
this professional have?
There are three key challenges confronting countries
thinking about moving to an integrated workforce with a
‘core’ profession. The first is overcoming the view that
workers with young children are substitute mothers,
requiring only qualities and experience assumed to be
essentially female, or technicians, requiring only the
competence to apply predefined processes. By contrast, in
Reggio Emilia, they talk about teachers in services for
young children as co-constructors, learners and
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