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Towards a systemic approach to workforce professionalisation: Sustaining ECEC quality 
through ongoing professional development and team pedagogical guidance 
Arianna Lazzari PhD, University of Bologna 
 
The findings from TALIS Starting Strong Survey (2018) highlight that ECEC workforce’s 
working conditions, in particular continuing professional development can contribute to 
the quality of staff-child interactions consistently across 0-3 and preschool settings. At the 
same time, it is acknowledged that opportunities for team collaboration and networking 
affect the extent to which staff feel supported and valued in pursuing a joint vision of the 
centre which, in turn, contributes to enhancing the quality of their enacted practices. 
Whereas the importance of investing in staff’s working conditions, especially professional 
development approaches which simultaneously combine the components of training and 
team reflection in ECEC qualification processes is increasingly acknowledged, there is no 
consensus on how these goals can be achieved.  
Against this background, the presentation will draw on existing research focusing on the 
systemic aspects of ECEC workforce professionalisation pathways (Vandenbroeck, Urban 
& Peeters, 2016) and on the systematic analysis of professional development initiatives 
carried out across EU Member States (Eurofound, 2015) in order to outline key-factors and 
conditions which can contribute to enhance the quality of pedagogical practice enacted in 
early childhood settings and to make it sustainable over time across a variety of contexts. 
In particular, the construct of Professional Learning Communities will be examined as a 
method for sustaining the ongoing professionalisation of ECEC staff by supporting teams 
in the process of critically reflecting on their own practices in the light of the (constantly 
changing) needs and potentialities of children, families and local communities (Sharmahd 
et al., 2017). In addition, the professional role of pedagogical coordinators/  leaders/ 
coaches will be explored as key system-figures whose function is to connect the process 
of ECEC quality improvement within individual settings to the process of upscaling good 
practices by connecting networking and policy advocacy initiatives at local level.  
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Arianna Lazzari is senior researcher at the Department of Education Science of Bologna 
University, Italy. She has been working in the field of early childhood education for over 
15 years, gaining professional and academic experience both in Italy and abroad (Sweden, 
Ireland, UK). Her research focuses on professionalism and professional development of 
practitioners working in early childhood settings across Europe and ECEC policy develop-
ments in cross-national perspective. She has been involved in several studies fundend by 
the DG EAC of the European Commission and by Eurofound, while more recently she (co-
)authored analytical reports commissioned by the NESET II network (The current state of 
ECEC quality frameworks in EU Member States, 2017; Governing quality ECEC in a global 
crisis: first lessons learned from the Covid-19 pandemic, forthcoming).  
 
Working conditions and needs of ECEC professionals - Results from the OECD TALIS Start-
ing Strong Survey with a focus on Germany 
Samuel Bader, Carolyn Seybel, Daniel Turani 
International Centre Early Childhood Education and Care (ICEC), German Youth Institute, 
Munich 
 
The system of early childhood education and care (ECEC) in Germany is experiencing an 
enormous growth. Both the expansion of (legal) entitlements to a place in ECEC and the 
growing needs of parents and guardians have led to an immense quantitative expansion 
in recent years, which is continuing at a strong pace (e.g. Alt et al. 2018, Autorengruppe 
Fachkräftebarometer 2019, 2021). Even though the labour market sector "ECEC" is contin-
uously growing, there is still a large additional need for qualified professionals to ensure 
high quality in ECEC (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung 2020). For this reason, the 
German debate on ECEC staff has focused on the topic "Lack of qualified ECEC staff" for 
some years now (Rauschenbach/Schilling 2018).  
 
In Germany, it is often discussed that the shortage of staff in ECEC centres also increases 
the workload for pedagogical and administrative staff (Bertelsmann Stiftung 2019). How-
ever, only if the pedagogical staff is satisfied with their work and the profession is attrac-
tive, it will be possible to attract new professionals and to keep existing ones in their job. 
For these reasons, the question of how to promote the well-being of ECEC staff has moved 
to the centre of attention. 
Many countries face the same challenge of attracting and retaining well -qualified ECEC 
staff. The OECD TALIS Starting Strong Survey 2018 for the first time makes it possible to 
examine the question of how this can be achieved. The results confirm the phenomenon 
known from Germany, namely that ECEC professionals and leaders are very motivated and 
highly satisfied with their work - but at the same time suffer from stressful working con-
ditions such as staff shortages or insufficient social and financial recognition (e.g. Nürn-
berg 2018). Many measures have been taken to increase the attractiveness of ECEC cen-
tres as a workplace for staff (e.g. Geiger 2019). Leaders also play an important role in 
shaping staff’s working conditions (e.g., Vannebo & Gotvassli 2014 or Douglass 2019).  
 
The presentation will begin with a general introduction to the OECD TALIS Starting Strong 
Survey, followed by some of the study's key findings on ECEC staff’s  working conditions. 
Subsequently, the question of how the satisfaction of the ECEC professionals can be pro-
moted, will be explored. What influence do contractual and personal factors, as well as 
continuing professional development opportunities, have on well -being? How does the 
shortage of skilled workers relate to satisfaction? And finally: How does the centre-leader 
shape the working conditions of his/her pedagogical staff? The results show that  leader-
ship in particular can play a key role in the satisfaction of the pedagogical staff. For this 
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reason, the tasks of the centre leader will be examined more closely. Which challenges 
and needs do centre leaders express and in what way can leaders be supported in their 
work? These questions will be examined on the basis of the OECD TALIS Starting Strong 
data, mainly with a specific focus on the German data.  
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Daniel Turani, Dipl.-Soz., has been working as a research associate at the International 
Centre Early Childhood Education and Care (ICEC) in the Department of Children and Child-
care at the German Youth Institute in Munich since 2017. Since that time, he has been part 
of the national project team of the TALIS Starting Strong Survey and a member of the 
international OECD ECEC Network. Previously, he worked at the University of Bamberg as 
a research associate involved in the evaluation of the federal program "Schwerpunkt -Kitas 
Sprache & Integration". One focus of his research is leadership in ECEC settings. 
 
 
ECEC pedagogical leadership in Finland - Teachers’ and centre leaders’ distributed lead-
ership 
Prof Dr Elina Fonsén, University of Helsinki 
 
In the recent past within and across countries, a growing demand for high quality ECEC 
leadership can be observed. Increased diversification, increased expectations and attract-
ing well-trained centre leaders and staff are just a few reasons why discussions about how 
leadership in ECEC centres can be further developed are ongoing.   
The Finnish ECEC system itself has gone through multiple changes during the 2010s, and 
it is crucial to reconceptualise the leadership concept in general and pedagogical leader-
ship in particular. Both the national core curriculum for early childhood education and 
care (FNAE 2018) and the Act on early childhood education and care (Act 540/2018) are 
aimed at giving structure and clear objectives for pedagogy and care provided by pub lic 
and private ECEC centres. These changes emphasise ECEC pedagogy and pedagogical lead-
ership, and leadership as a concept has been connected to both ECEC centre leaders and 
teachers in the process of realising the curriculum (Soukainen 2019).  
According to our research (Fonsén et al., 2020) pedagogical leadership supports teachers' 
pedagogical work and the well-being of children. In this research, the methods include 
systematic observation of children, educators’ evaluation of leadership and directors’ 
evaluation of their leadership. The results indicate a connection between the pedagogical 
leadership of the director and observed activities of children, including involved learning, 
positive emotion, physical activity and participation. The pedagogical leadership evaluated 
by the staff was also connected with leadership evaluated by the director, highlighting the 
need for the director to focus on pedagogical leadership and staff involvement. At the 
level of the ECEC centre, distributed pedagogical leadership can be seen as a shared un-
derstanding concerning the purpose of the work and pedagogy between all members of 
the work community (Heikka, Halttunen & Waniganayake 2016).  
ECEC teachers have an important role in pedagogical leadership at the child group leve l 
(FNAE 2018). Being the highest educated staff members, teachers can absorb the role of 
a “teacher leader” and be significant actors in distributed pedagogical leadership. Evi-
dently, being a teacher leader has positive effects on teachers themselves, their colleagues 
and the community as it improves the atmosphere, democracy, and organisational com-
mitment (Ahtiainen, Fonsén & Kiuru 2021; Nguyen, Harris & Ng 2020). In addition, teacher 
leadership can form a part of teacher professional development (Fonsén & Ukkonen-Mik-
kola 2019).  
Still, the roles and responsibilities shared between teachers and leaders are unclear due 
to the recent changes within the Finnish ECEC system. The new research findings on ECEC 
leadership are introduced in this presentation as well as recent developments and their 
implications in the Finnish ECEC system. In the context of ECEC centres as a workplace, the 
presentation will provide insights into research on pedagogical and distributed leadership 
in Finland and discuss the mentioned reconceptualization. 
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Professional development and collaboration from the perspective of different ECEC staff 
groups in Norway  
Maria Bakke Orvik, Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training 
Cay Gjerustad, Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and Education 
 
In Norway, ECEC teams consist of staff with varying qualifications ranging from an aca-
demic degree to staff with no formal qualification to work with children. Against this back-
ground, there have been discussions on how staff composition influences the ped agogical 
work and collaboration among team members. This presentation addresses the Norwegian 
ECEC system, with a particular focus on how different staff groups experience their work. 
In the first part we focus on legislation and the organization of Norwegian ECEC, and in 
the second part we present empirical findings from TALIS Starting Strong Survey.  
Norway has an integrated system where ECEC centers enroll children 1-5 years old. The 
national Curriculum Framework Plan covers the whole age group and emphas ize a holistic 
view of education, care, play and formative development (Bildung).  
As a measure to achieve the goal of high quality ECEC for all children, a national strategy 
for professional development for all ECEC staff was launched in 2015 and further revised 
in 2018. 
In Norway, in addition to the center leader who has the day-to-day responsibility for ped-
agogical practices, staff and administration, there are mainly four groups of staff working 
in ECEC:  

 Pedagogical leaders (tertiary education, ECEC teachers, oversees the process of plan-
ning, implementing, documenting, assessing and developing the work taking place 
amongst the group of children or in the areas he/she is tasked with supervising and 
offers guidance to additional staff) 

 ECEC teachers (tertiary education, not working as pedagogical leaders) 

 Childcare and youth workers (vocationally trained) 

 Assistants (no formal qualifications to work with children, heterogeneous group)  

41 percent of core staff in Norway are qualified ECEC teachers, whereas 20 percent are 
qualified childcare and youth workers. 
Through analyses of TALIS Starting Strong Survey data for Norway we compare how these 
groups experience different aspects of their work. The analyses cover areas such as pro-
fessional development, collaboration at work and well-being.  
The findings reveal that differences primarily occur between pedagogical leaders and ECEC 
teachers on the one hand and childcare and youth workers and assistants on the other. 
The analyses also show substantial similarities between the staff groups, suggesting that 
even though they differ in qualifications and responsibility, the staff groups share some 
common experiences from working in ECEC centers. 
 
Maria Bakke Orvik is a political scientist. She has been working for the Norwegian Direc-
torate for Education and Training since 2012 and before that she worked for the Norwe-
gian Ministry of Education and Research in the department for ECEC. She is senior adviser 
and has worked with quality in and research on ECEC in different projects. She has fol-
lowed the Norwegian participation in TALIS Starting Strong Survey closely since 2015.  
 
Cay Gjerustad is senior researcher/deputy head of research at NIFU (Nordic Institute for 
Studies in innovation, research and education), and has a Ph.D. in sociology. He specializes 
in quantitative methods and analyses, and mainly use surveys for collecting data.  
Cay Gjerustad has been involved in TALIS Starting Strong Survey since 2016, as data - and 
project manager.  


