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Introduction

Strong Foundations is study, funded by YHELLN,  in which a random selection of early years graduates from the research project, A Degree Talks, were interviewed in October and November 2009  investigate the universal rise in personal and professional confidence of those who responded to the survey questionnaire. By analysing the case histories of the graduates, the main forces which affect the graduates’ sense of personal and professional confidence were isolated and classified into political and androgogical themes. 

 This information will be used in two ways: firstly to inform the design process of Doncaster University Centre’s new three year degree programme in Early Childhood Studies starting in October 2010 and secondly to use features of the case histories and the mini autobiographies to encourage early years practitioners to begin or to continue their learning in this field. 

Discussions with employers have indicated that support is needed for practitioners to gain academic and vocational qualifications in the increasingly professionalised world of the early years. The knowledge gained from A degree talks, Strong Foundations and my colleague, Janine Ryan’s study, The impact of graduates on the early years care workforce, will be instrumental in shaping the approach to this support for mainly non traditional learners. refs
Within the introduction of A degree talks (Ibbotson, M. 2009) p3 the conclusion is drawn that human capital is present in the process of gaining an honours degree in early childhood studies and that this achievement has significant consequence on the personal and professional lives of the graduates.

“In the context of this study, completing a degree could be seen as a life changing experience that allows the degree holder a greater degree of personal and professional confidence.” (Ibbotson, M. 2009)

The result of the above small scale, qualitative study indicate conclusively that the respondents felt that a development of a wider understanding of their own role in the early years sector

“had led to a greater degree of both intrinsic and extrinsic confidence in their ability to deal competently with professional issues which they met.” (Op Cit.)  

This ? further study, in which a random selection of graduates from A degree talks  were interviewed, was undertaken in October and November 2009 to, in part, investigate the universal rise in personal and professional confidence of those who responded to the survey questionnaire.

 This rise in confidence can be in part attributed to greater professional understanding gained by completing the course but also to the dynamic which exists between this personal professional understanding and the sense of institutional acceptance that being a graduate of a university will give. As Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argue:

“The idea of pedagogic action exercised without pedagogic authority is a logical contradiction and a sociological impossibility.” (Bourdieu,P and Passeron.J-C, 1977  p 12)
The increase in confidence of the graduates interviewed in this study may also be attributed to the symbiotic meshing of the factors that affect the graduates’ personal and professional identity. These factors are: the social class (in terms of the low incidence of previous family history of higher education), the graduates’ experience in the professional world of the early years, and the complex ideological profile of both the HND and the BA (Hons) courses in early childhood studies. Bourdieu and Passeron’s analysis of the agents of pedagogy, the educational system and class structure seem relevant in this case.

“the objective structures produce class habitus and in particular the dispositions and predispositions, which, in generating practices adapted to these structures enable the structure to function and be perpetuated.” (Bourdieu, P. and Passeron, J.-C. 1977 p24).

Discussion of the social class and cultural difference factors cannot be included within this study because the graduates have differences of experiences but the professional world of English early years and the ideology of the courses followed can be included in the discussion because of shared experience.

The professional world of the early years professional 

The fragmentary nature of  the English early years provision is extensively documented and is an important influence on the professional confidence of the graduates surveyed and interviewed. This can be seen clearly within the concept of pedagogy. Brian Simon in the 1980s “believed that pedagogy - the act and discourse of teaching - was in England neither coherent nor systematic, and that English educators had developed nothing comparable to the continental European ‘science of teaching’ “ Alexander, R. (2003) – how does this relate to Brian Simon?
In Versions of primary education (1995) Alexander uses the metaphor of a jungle rather than a garden to describe the complexities within the system of early years education, where hidden pathways, conflicting forces and the use of shibboleth were needed to survive in this hostile environment. Put in about children’s workforce reforms
 Over the last fifteen years in England the early years system has been the subject of intense political, fiscal and pedagogical remedial action, cutting highways through the jungle and allowing the light of a unified pedagogy to begin to shine through the canopy. The graduates have experienced and are still experiencing change on an Amazonian scale. Their role in affecting this change is paradoxical.  They are the children’s workforce specialists, with a raft of legislation to direct and advise them but at the same time recipients of often critical and authoritarian  intervention  by the Office for Standards in education (Ofsted). Christine Gilbert, HM Chief inspector, for Education, Children’s Services and Skills underlines the separation between the performance of the inspected and the role of Ofsted in an interview commenting on Ofsted's annual report;

“Weak regulation serves no one’s real interest, not even vested interests. Ofsted must not pull its punches - our job is to speak up for children and learners. My job is not to defend vested interests.” Guardian (2009)

The vested interests here are also the means by which high quality early years provision is developed.

The expectations generated by Government legislation and policy and the inspection and reporting process of Ofsted have resulted in a corresponding high parental and employer expectation of the early years professional:

McGillivray suggests that these pressures are not beneficial,

“How early years practitioners see themselves, their colleagues, their collective or individual identity or both may be unsettled by being the centre of discussion and reform.” Mc Gilliivray (2008) p 242 

 The graduate responses in the interviews indicate that the rise in their professional and personal confidence and their ability to analyse and rationalise has been extremely beneficial in coping with these pressures.  Add quote from interviewed

The radical change process that accelerated after the election of the New Labour  Government in 1997 and the subsequent publication of the National Childcare Strategy in 1998 ( DfEE 1998) began to define and shape the nature of the early years provision in England and to begin the change towards a professionalised early years workforce. The nature of this professionalism is still in a process of crystallisation. Mcgillivray (2008) lists the  job titles that are given to early years workers as an indication of the legacy that the fragmentary nature of early years has left us.  From my own memory I can recall these : practitioner, nursery nurse, early years worker, early years workforce professional, nursery teacher, infant teacher, reception teacher, nanny, teaching assistant, play leader and play worker.

 The fluidity of the identity of early years professionalism can be illustrated by the unhandy portmanteau word, educare, once ubiquitous in the literature of the 1990s less so now. The word educare points to the separation of professionals into carers and educators. During Terri’s interview she expresses the ambition to be a teacher to access a higher salary, and the resentment of the lower pay that employees in non school based early years settings receive.

The career paths that the interviewed graduates have followed may reflect this separation of care and education, the higher status and pay going to the education component, 

“ A tension arises from the dichotomy between a workforce that is caring, maternal, gendered as opposed to professional, degree educated and highly trained.” McGillivray( 2008) 

The graduates interviewed may have all responded to this dichotomy by ascending the career ladder, to some extent away from directly caring for young children. Lisa, who has achieved the recently introduced level 6 qualification early Years Professional Status is working as a truancy care worker for Chesterfield Social Services and in youth work, Terri who is beginning a new position as an assistant manager in a private nursery and Maria who is currently an HE lecturer and course leader in the early years and education at a further education college. 

 Terri’s expressed ambition to eventually become a teacher can be seen as a response to the increasing centralisation of control of pedagogy and management of early years provision following the publication of The National Childcare Strategy in 1998. The recent introduction of the statutory EYFS, the expansion of Sure start, and the introduction of Early Years Professional Status, has led to a welcome development of structure, the creation of qualifications and an emerging career path. However this credentialisation is this a word? within the early years, the hierarchical nature of many early years organisations, and the professionalization and regulation of practitioners has had the effect of adding value to some roles and leaving others rewarded by the minimum wage. Lisa describes how managers in her setting have relied on her professional confidence to direct and assist colleagues in their practice, mirroring the top down approach favoured by the DfEE. Lisa also describes how she uses her personal confidence to encourage others to increase their set of qualifications, using herself as a model of lifelong learning and career development.

 Giving an owner/ managers perspective, Lesley describes how her decision to continue her education beyond the degree and onto the EYPS course was made because  the workforce reforms would mean that her setting would need a qualified early years professional to fulfil statutory regulations.

As the first intake of EYPs I felt sure that they  …?
 The androgogy used and the ideological profile of the BA ECS
A major contributor to professional confidence is the knowledge and understanding that the graduates gain through the process of learning both on the HND and the BA ECS. Both Terri and Lisa stated that active learning activities like presentations were of great help when faced with a similar task in their jobs. Lisa also states that she is confident when dealing with other professionals during multi agency working. Maria commented on the reciprocity of support given and received to by her undergraduate colleagues on the two courses. 

 The link between practice and theory may be the cause of this professional confidence. Dawn mentions gaining new skills and knowledge from the HND and the BA ECS.  She then describes how she is including reflection in her work as a child minder and mentor by “constantly reviewing and adapting my childcare practice.”

She also articulates the holistic nature of the early years practitioner in her description of the link between herself, the child and the family.

The experience of reflective practice that the graduates completed as a requirement of both the HND and the BA ECS is a core feature of both. In the Rationale, Aims and Distinctive Features of module one of the BA ECS; the students are required to: 

“develop knowledge and understanding of early years’ learning and development and their own professional studies, previously undertaken at level 5, towards a more holistic approach to early childhood. Examination of major teaching and learning theories will reveal the rationale embedded in their practice.”

 The learning outcomes of both courses encourage a critical analysis and evaluation of their practice by engaging in theoretical discourse  on the pedagogy and care in their settings. This process of becoming a reflective practitioner is supported by The British Association for Early Childhood  Education:

          “these adults need to have the ability to tune into the children they are with. They should respond to and not restrict or limit their potential. To do this they need a thorough understanding of how children learn and develop and how to put this into practice.” Cited in Alexander,R. (2010)

Terri reveals in her interview that  she uses theoretical insight in a utilitarian way, she thought the theory studied on the courses undertaken only had partial relevance to her practice. Today, particularly with behaviour management, she uses theoretical ideas in a way that Louise Porter defines as technical eclecticism, a pragmatic approach that uses one organising theory and will borrow ideas from other theories if they have been effective. 
