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Quality in Early Childhood Education should be a process rather than a product, an
ongoing conversation rather than a document
(Joseph Tobin)
Things about children and for children are only learned from children
(Loris Malaguzzi)
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Resumen
La presente tesis doctoral supone una aportación situada y democrática al debate
sobre la calidad docente en Educación Infantil, que surge del diálogo entre la literatura
científica especializada y las perspectivas de niños españoles y estadounidenses cuyas
docentes han sido seleccionadas como casos objeto de estudio por su trayectoria
profesional de excelencia y por su posicionamiento educativo progresista. La tesis
constituye una contribución de naturaleza teórica, con la propuesta del modelo
teórico integrado sobre excelencia docente en Educación Infantil (MEDEI), compuesto
por cinco dimensiones interrelacionadas que responden a la naturaleza compleja e
indisociable del rol docente. Asimismo, la tesis realiza una importante contribución
metodológica, pues ha significado la puesta en marcha de un proceso auténtico y ético
de investigación con la infancia, concretado en el desarrollo y la implementación de la
estrategia de entrevista auto administrada a través del dibujo. Se ha recabado la mirada
de un total de 80 niños estadounidenses y españoles sobre la calidad del rol ejercido
por sus docentes, quienes participaban, durante el tiempo en que tuvo lugar el trabajo
de campo, en proyectos de innovación impulsados desde la Universidad de Harvard y
la Universidad de Córdoba, respectivamente, centrados en promover una educación
para la ciudadanía desde edades tempranas. El estudio español se ha llevado a cabo
en colaboración estrecha con las docentes a quienes la infancia participante se refiere,
dada la imposibilidad de acceder presencialmente a los centros educativos por causa
de la pandemia por COVID-19, dificultad que se ha tornado en un valor para el proceso
y los resultados de la investigación. La infancia estadounidense y española participante
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coinciden al resaltar rasgos y prácticas docentes directamente relacionados con la
imagen o concepción de infancia que sus docentes albergan. En concreto, se refieren
a las buenas docentes de Educación Infantil como aquellas que aprovechan
pedagógicamente el potencial imaginativo de la infancia, que juegan con la infancia en
calidad de iguales, que se interesan por conocer sus circunstancias personales y, en
consecuencia, están atentas a sus necesidades y les brindan apoyo individualizado, y
que tienen en cuenta la voz de la infancia a la hora de diseñar el proceso de enseñanzaaprendizaje. El diálogo entre la voz de la infancia participante y el modelo MEDEI ha
permitido no solo democratizar la aportación teórica que este supone, sino también
mejorarla, dado que el modelo MEDEI no exploraba los beneficios de una pedagogía
basada en el juego o, más específicamente, de los beneficios pedagógicos que entraña
la participación docente en los momentos de juego iniciados por la infancia. Las
implicaciones de la tesis, a todos los niveles (teoría, práctica y política educativas, así
como para la propia práctica docente e investigadora de la doctoranda), tienen que
ver 1) con el impacto que las imágenes de infancia que alberga el profesorado ejercen
en la conceptualización y el ejercicio de un rol docente de calidad, y 2) con la
consideración de la voz de la infancia como la mejor plataforma de autoevaluación y
desarrollo profesional docente.
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Abstract
This doctoral research represents a situated and democratic contribution to the debate
on quality ECEC teaching, which arises from the dialogue between the specialized
scientific literature and the perspectives of Spanish and U.S. children whose teachers
have been selected as case studies on account of their outstanding professional careers
and their progressive educational positioning. The doctoral research provides a
theoretical contribution, with the proposal of the integrated theoretical model on highquality ECEC teaching (MEDEI), consisting of five interrelated dimensions that
acknowledge the complex and integral nature of the teaching role. Likewise, the
doctoral research represents an important methodological contribution, since an
authentic and ethical process of research with children has been implemented,
materialized in the development and application of the strategy drawing-elicitation
self-driven interview. A total of 80 U.S. and Spanish children have been invited to share
their views on the quality of the role played by their teachers, who were participating,
during the time the fieldwork took place, in innovation projects launched by Harvard
University and the University of Cordoba, respectively, focused on in fostering
citizenship in childhood. The Spanish study was carried out in close collaboration with
the teachers to whom the participating children referred, given the impossibility of
accessing schools due to the COVID-19 pandemic, a difficulty that has become an added
value for both the research process and outcomes. The participating U.S. and Spanish
children agree in highlighting features and teaching practices directly related to the
image or conception of children and childhood that their teachers hold. Specifically,
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they refer to good ECEC teachers as those who pedagogically take advantage of the
imaginative potential of children, who play with children as equals, who show interest
in learning about their personal circumstances and, consequently, are attentive to
their needs and provide them with individualized support, and who take children's
voices into account when designing the teaching-learning process. The dialogue
between the voice of the participating children and the MEDEI model has not only
democratized its theoretical contribution, but also improved it, since the MEDEI model
did not explore the benefits of play-based pedagogy or, more specifically, the
pedagogical benefits of teacher participation in child-initiated play. The implications
of the doctoral research, at all levels (educational theory, practice, and policy, as well
as for the doctoral candidate's own teaching and research practice), are related to 1)
the impact that teachers' images of children and childhood have on the
conceptualization and exercise of a quality teaching role, and 2) the acknowledgement
of children's voices as the best platform for teacher self-assessment and professional
development.
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Foreword: A glimpse into what is to come
This doctoral dissertation1 presents a comparative research, following a case study
design, and framed in an interpretative approach to educational research. It offers an
insight into the construct of quality in Early Childhood Education (ECEC) teaching
through a dialogue between the scientific literature on the subject matter and the
children whose teachers have been selected as case studies given their outstanding
professional trajectory and positioning. With the launching of this doctoral thesis
research, the aim is to: 1) Identify the essential components (knowledge, skills,
emotions, attitudes and values) of high-quality ECEC teaching, by analyzing the most
relevant scientific research on the national and international landscapes, in order to
develop a theoretical model of high-quality ECEC teaching; 2) Design methodologically
and ethically appropriate research strategies to learn from children's perspectives on
their teachers' high-quality role; and 3) Provide a theoretical-empirical approach to the
construct of high-quality ECEC teaching by comparing the discourses of Spanish and
U.S. participating children to the scientific literature inputs that inform our own
theoretical model.
The present doctoral research is intended to address certain current
weaknesses in research on quality ECEC teaching. On one hand, the proposal of an
integrated theoretical model on high-quality ECEC teaching contributes to the

This work has been supported by the Ministerio de Ciencia, Innovación y Universidades
(Gobierno de España), under grant #FPU17/03170; the Universidad de Córdoba under grant
‘Contratos Predoctorales UCO 2017’; and the Universidad de Córdoba under grant ‘Becas de
Movilidad Internacional 2017/2018’.
1
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international debate on the differential nature of teaching in a stage of the educational
system that, sadly, continues to be undervalued and, therefore, under-researched. On
the other hand, the inclusion of the voice of children in the debate on quality ECEC
teaching implies a methodological contribution (the need to continue deepening in
what should define an authentic research process with children) and an
epistemological contribution (there is a lack of research that seeks to gain access to the
perspective of children on the quality of their teachers' daily practice). In short, the
motivation for the present doctoral research is the hope that it will provide the
different educational stakeholders with evidence of what works or, in other words, of
quality ECEC experiences (in this case, quality ECEC teaching practices), so that they
can become inspirational examples.
The doctoral dissertation is structured in four parts, according to the nature
and purposes addressed in the chapters that comprise each of them. The first part
refers to the theoretical contribution of the doctoral research. In this regard, it is worth
mentioning that the literature review has led, as a specific research outcome, to the
formulation of the integrated theoretical model of high-quality ECEC teaching
(MEDEI), and that a comprehensive literature review on the methodology for research
with children has also been undertaken, which has preceded the proposal and
consequent implementation of the drawing-elicitation self-driven interview strategy.
However, the dialogue with the literature has been a transversal practice in the
development of the research, which is reflected in this doctoral dissertation. The
authors whom I have read and, in whose discourse, and findings I support my own,
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have indirectly exerted a tutoring and guidance that has been key in my learning
during the doctoral studies, complementing the direct and devoted tutoring work
exerted by my supervisors. It could be said that the solid theoretical framework is a
distinctive value of the doctoral research carried out, which is evidenced by the large
number of quality bibliographical references consulted. For this reason, and to
facilitate the reading of the document, each chapter has been accompanied by its
corresponding references, instead of placing them all at the end of the dissertation.
The first chapter, which serves as an introduction, develops our position on
ECEC quality, so that it may serve to legitimize the ontology, epistemology and
methodology adopted in the doctoral research. It provides a definition of ECEC quality
whereby access to the perspectives on ECEC quality of each stakeholder in the
educational community is considered to be essential, since we believe that no single
source of information will ever be sufficient or provide sufficient knowledge to unravel
the inherent complexity of the study of ECEC quality. Likewise, the debate on ECEC
quality is framed within the nature of ECEC policies in Spain and the U.S., as these are
the two macro contexts where the doctoral research has been carried out. The second
chapter develops the integrated theoretical model MEDEI, which is the result of an
extensive and purposeful review of the specialized literature, and which is intended as
a theoretical framework comprised of five interrelated dimensions that refer to the set
of knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and emotions that ECEC teachers need to
articulate to effectively respond to the demands of the educational context of the
classroom and the school. The intention is for the MEDEI model to be regarded by
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ECEC teachers, whether pre-service or in-service, as a useful resource to get to know
and recognize themselves as an essential professional group with its own identity.
The second part addresses the empirical contribution of the doctoral research,
which is the result of the collaborative ties established between two research teams
from the University of Cordoba and Harvard University, based on their common
interests in fostering citizenship in childhood. The order in which the partial studies
are presented, first the U.S. and then the Spanish one, obeys to the chronological order
in which they have been carried out. The writing of the chapters that develop the U.S.
and Spanish studies, respectively, has been undertaken following the logic of a
research paper (IMRyD). On the other hand, the lack of reference to the MEDEI model
in the chapter dealing with the U.S. study is due to the fact that this was not yet fully
developed and, therefore, not yet published when the paper on the partial U.S. study,
which constitutes the chapter to which we refer, was prepared. The third chapter,
therefore, focuses on the perspective of U.S. children (42 children between four and
six years of age living in Washington DC) on the quality of the role played by their
teachers. The theoretical framework, composed of five dimensions, which guided the
analysis of U.S. children's voices, a precursor of the MEDEI model, had as a reference
the EU report (2014) Proposal for Key Principles of a Quality Framework for Early
Childhood Education and Care. Those dimensions, in accordance with grounded theory
principles, were enriched with themes and categories that emerged during the
interpretive analysis of children's voices, i.e., data-driven themes and categories. The
U.S. participating children mostly referred to teaching practices that indicate an
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acknowledgement of children's culture on the part of their teachers and their teachers'
attentiveness to individual diversity. Specifically, they referred to teaching practices
that draw on children's imaginative potential, to teacher participation in child-initiated
play, to the implementation of a pedagogy of care that enables the establishment of
trusting teacher-child relationships, to a pedagogy of participation whereby children's
contributions are taken seriously, and to moments of individualized support or
scaffolding on the part of their teachers.
The fourth chapter reports on the partial study carried out in Córdoba,
southern Spain, in close collaboration with the teachers to whom the 38 participating
four- and five-year-old children refer in their contributions on the quality of the
teaching role exercised by these teachers. This collaboration, initially circumstantial
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, has been turned into an opportunity to add value to
the research as a whole and to enrich all the parties involved (children, teachers, and
the researcher). The analysis was undertaken together with the teachers, which
promoted teachers’ reflection on their own practice based on their students' opinions
about their own professional role. For the researcher, the analysis of children's voices
was informed by the theoretical framework provided by the MEDEI model, while the
teachers relied upon their practical and experiential knowledge. Concurring with U.S.
children, Spanish children also referred mostly to teaching traits and practices that
reflect the teacher's acknowledgement of children's own culture. Spanish children,
broadly speaking, referred to moments in which they had actively participated in the
design and planning of daily classroom experiences, to moments in which their
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teachers had actively participated in their play, to learning experiences that took
advantage of children's imaginative potential, as well as to the importance of their
teachers always being attentive to their individual needs to provide them with the
necessary assistance. Spanish children have also highlighted the importance of feeling
individually recognized and valued by their teachers, building on the in-depth
knowledge that their teachers have about each of their lives and personal histories.
The third of the four parts of the dissertation is devoted to the dialogue between
the scientific literature and the participating children, this being one of the main
purposes of the research that has been carried out. In the fifth chapter of this part, the
dialogue between U.S. and Spanish children regarding the quality of the professional
role played by their teachers is presented. This dialogue, given the ontological and
epistemological nature that permeates the doctoral research, is contextualized in the
concrete dynamics of the classroom and the school where the participating children
live, learn, and develop, or rather, in the idiosyncrasy of the teaching role to which
they are exposed daily, and to which they refer in their accounts. Therefore, what the
fifth chapter provides is a rich dialogue between the voice of children, that of their
teachers, to whom the participating children refer, and the theoretical evidence from
the scientific literature that has been reviewed to develop the MEDEI model. The
intention at this point has been to identify the aspects of quality ECEC teaching that
are deemed important by children but are not mentioned in the MEDEI model, to
contribute to reconcile the priorities of children with those of the academia. As a result
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of this chapter, the MEDEI model has been democratized by including the perspectives
of the participating children on the quality of the role exerted by their teachers.
The fourth part of the thesis, and the associated sixth chapter in which it is
materialized, provides a reflection on the main lessons to be drawn from the present
doctoral research. Thus, each main conclusion is accompanied by its corresponding
macro (educational theory, practice, and policy) and micro (my own recently initiated
work as an ECEC teacher educator and researcher) implications. In addition,
additional information is provided to support certain decisions made during the
research process to help determine the overall quality of the research, as well as the
scope and contribution of its findings. On one hand, we reflect on the impact that
teachers' beliefs and images of children and childhood have on the exercise and
conceptualization of their professional role. Given the central role that beliefs play in
the construction of teachers' professional identity, and in the subsequent quality of
their practice, we encourage, on one hand, launching research processes that continue
to deepen the relationship between the images of children and childhood held by
ECEC teachers and the quality of their professional practice, to which the findings of
this doctoral research point, and, on the other hand, to develop further research that
sheds light on how initial and in-service teacher training should be in order to have a
real impact on teachers' beliefs and images, considering the central role they play in
shaping quality teaching identities and thus in the quality of the teaching practices.
The second conclusion has to do with a teacher professional development
process focused on the voice of children, which can only take place if teachers have
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such a rich and capable image of children that they regard it as the most authoritative
and capable voice to encourage reflection on their own practice, aiming at its
improvement and transformation. While teacher education should first invest its
efforts in transforming teachers' images of children so that they come to see their voice
as the best platform for professional development, teachers should also be provided
with strategies to enable them to be authentic listeners and, therefore, to promote the
authentic participation of their students. Consequently, the doctoral research suggests
an approach to teacher evaluation conceived as a process of self-questioning about
one's own practice, which should be initiated by the teachers themselves, but which
cannot take place in isolation, but rather in collaboration with the main recipients of
their daily professional work: children.

23

PART I. THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION OF THE DOCTORAL RESEARCH
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Chapter 1. Our positioning on quality in ECEC and that underlying ECEC
policies in Spain and the United States
This is a modest but fully aware and convinced attempt to faithfully follow the
recommendations of Formosinho and Oliveira-Formosinho (2012), who state that in
praxeological research, that is, in such research as the one undertaken in this doctoral
thesis, which aims to generate applied knowledge, with potential for educational
improvement and transformation, the researcher is the main research instrument.
That is why these expert authors insist: rigor in this kind of research is achieved from
the proximity to practice and from the reflective attitude adopted by the person who
investigates. Thus, the actions undertaken to ensure that the research carried out is,
above all, an ethical enterprise, begin with the declaration of the place from which one
speaks, with the explicit statement of the philosophy underlying the research or, more
technically, of the locus of enunciation. The ultimate aspiration is that this
introductory chapter, in which our position on quality in ECEC is stated, serves as an
argument to legitimate the ontology, epistemology and methodology adopted, and
accounts for the coherence that has been pursued, all along, among these three pillars
that support this and any research that intends to be of quality.

Quality in ECEC: What, why, what for and with whom?
Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015), due to their multidimensional
nature, aiming at human wellbeing from a holistic approach, justify the launching of
all kinds of research, on an almost infinite number of topics and from a wide range of
angles. Therefore, we also refer to them at the beginning of this conversation,
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specifically to objective 4.2., which deals with the importance of access to and quality
of ECEC services as the best way to achieve social equity. It is important not to overlook
two key words in the statement of this objective: access and quality. That is, access to
ECEC is not enough; it has to be quality ECEC (Bruckauf & Hayes, 2017). And this
nuance is not incidental: children in vulnerable situations, due to various
circumstances, are especially benefited from receiving quality ECEC. In this sense,
European policies on ECEC have changed substantially in the last decade, previously
focused on the supply of seats in ECEC services, to now focus on the quality of these
services and the role they play in achieving social inclusion (Eurofound, 2015). As
claimed by Nobel Laureate Heckman's team (Elango et al., 2016), the investment of
public funds to provide quality ECEC environments for the most disadvantaged
children leads to countless short- and long-term social and economic returns. Thus, if
we take into account the current scenario in which this doctoral research takes place,
where huge uncertainties exist (how to ensure the survival of humanity on a finite
planet, how to face the climate crisis or how to overcome a global pandemic, among
others), quality ECEC should be concerned with making a significant contribution to
the achievement of such crucial aspirations as sustainability or social and economic
justice and, therefore, shift its attention towards pedagogies of uncertainty and
exploration, whose ultimate purpose is far from assessing the achievement of
predetermined and narrowly defined learning and development goals (Moss & Urban,
2020). A conceptualization of quality in ECEC that prioritizes children's cognitive
development and, therefore, regards ECEC settings as places where children are
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merely getting ready to enter school, ignores countless potentialities such as, for
example, a conception of ECEC settings as places that promote equity and social
justice, places where children feel welcomed and loved, or places where children
develop as ethical individuals (Fenech, 2011). Roberts-Holmes (2015) warns, in this
sense, that there is a growing tendency to transfer, in a decontextualized manner, to
early years settings the evaluative practices that are commonly used in later
educational stages, which are focused on the production of data, leading to a
phenomenon known as schoolification, and which is being legitimized by externally
imposed requirements, from the higher spheres, for accountability by means of the
production of "good" data.
It seems evident that talking about quality in ECEC is a controversial issue. In
our opinion, which agrees with that of Edwards (2021), there are two main positions
on the subject. One of them values ECEC from the point of view of its socioeconomic
impact, more economic than social, understanding that the participation of children
in quality ECEC programs will have a positive impact on their future development and
academic results. The other position, which is ours, considers that children have the
right to benefit from quality ECEC experiences in the immediacy of their present life.
In other words, we consider access to quality ECEC as a fundamental children's right,
which contributes to guaranteeing their participation in the here and now of society.
It is therefore a matter of broadening the perspective from which the issue of quality
is approached, to see beyond results and effectiveness, and thus enter into the
complexity of the everyday practices that take place in ECEC environments (Fenech,
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2011). It is, therefore, a matter of ECEC settings and their professionals firmly resisting
the powerful discourses that dominate the ways of being and doing in later educational
stages, and that lead to the hegemony of results over processes, of numerical data over
experiences, of procedures over ideas, of productivity over creativity (Ball, 2013), and
that threaten the rich and competent image of children and their teachers, which is
the foundation for quality ECEC experiences. In other words, as expressed by Pianta
et al. (2016), it is a matter of redirecting attention to the daily classroom experiences
of children and their teachers and placing these experiences at the center of the debate
on quality in ECEC.
As can be inferred, of the two commonly referred to variables when talking
about quality in ECEC, structural quality and processual quality, we are particularly
interested in the latter. Processual quality (which involves aspects such as teaching
practice, or the nature of the relationships that take place in ECEC settings —
structures—) has been shown to be determinant for children's development and
learning (OECD, 2018). In other words, everything that has to do with processual
quality is essential to assess the overall quality of ECEC programs and services (Cassidy
et al., 2005). However, the processes that occur daily in ECEC settings, and which
involve children and their teachers, are not easily measurable by means of parameters
set by national and regional governments through laws and other regulations. As
Eisner (2006) reminds us, not everything that can be easily measured matters, and not
everything that matters can be easily measured. Thus, along with Adamson (2008), we
emphasize that quality in ECEC depends, essentially, on the mastery of teachers to
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bond with children and provide them with safe, responsive, and stimulating learning
and development environments. In other words, if we had to choose the variable that
most critically determines the quality of ECEC experiences, we should choose teachers
and their ability to engage in sensitive and stimulating interactions with every child
(Rhodes & Huston, 2012).
We would like to emphasize at this point, despite having expressed our
agreement with the previous authors and their focus on the processual approach, that
defining and monitoring quality in ECEC is a complex endeavor, which is evidenced
by the fact that, over the years, what is considered essential for assessing the quality
of ECEC settings has changed (Ceglowski & Bacigalupa, 2002). Quality, therefore, is a
concept that is subjective and relative in nature, or, in other words, its definition will
differ depending on who defines it, where it is defined, and when it is defined (Fenech,
2011). The work of Dahlberg et al. (2005) constituted a turning point in the debate on
quality in ECEC since, from a postmodern perspective, they refer to it as a subjective,
value-based, relative, and dynamic concept, about which it is possible to have multiple
perspectives or interpretations. This position should not lead us to confusion and
discouragement in our attempt to shed light on the debate on quality in ECEC. On the
contrary, it makes perfect sense for those of us who understand that education is not
a technical enterprise (of standards and indicators), but a political enterprise (of
meanings, purposes, values, and ethics) (Moss & Urban, 2020).
Therefore, the definition of quality in ECEC will vary depending on specific
circumstances, and this has to do with the fact that the needs and priorities of children,
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families, teachers, and many other stakeholders in the educational community are
different and, consequently, will conceptualize quality in ECEC in different ways
(Ceglowski & Bacigalupa, 2002). Gathering what each collective perceives as important
to achieve quality in ECEC will allow us to offer alternative, but complementary, views
on this issue, bearing in mind, moreover, that no single source of information will
provide us with the necessary knowledge to understand the complexity involved in
the study of quality in ECEC (Fenech, 2011; Rentzou & Sakellariou, 2013). What we
mean is that, although the opinion that families hold about what the quality of the
educational programs that serve their children implies is important, their opinion is
not enough if it is not complemented with that of the children themselves, the
teachers, etc. We could say it in a few words: being a relative concept, the definition
and evaluation of quality in ECEC depends on one's perspective, that is, on the
perspective of the one who defines and evaluates it (Ceglowski & Bacigalupa, 2002;
Dahlberg et al., 2005).
These insights lead us to a conceptualization of quality in ECEC from a
negotiated perspective (Arrillaga & Martínez, 2020). Similarly, Oliveira-Formosinho
and Brito da Cunha-Lino (2009) advocate for conceptualizing quality in a situated,
democratic, and interactive way, incorporating multiple perspectives and bringing
them into dialogue since, in their opinion and ours, the mere consideration of diverse
but isolated perspectives is not enough. In Urban's (2014) opinion this approach is
precisely the greatest strength of the recognized OECD study Starting Strong,
especially in its first editions, which proposes a multidimensional approach to
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understanding, achieving, and evaluating the quality of ECEC environments,
considering the perspectives of all stakeholders. And when talking about stakeholders,
Ionescu et al. (2018) point out that it is not only about gathering the opinions of
academics, administrators, or policymakers but, most importantly, of children and
their families, and of teachers. This emphasis, on the part of very diverse authors as
has been shown, on the recognition of the importance of incorporating all voices in
the debate on quality in ECEC, once again demonstrates that the relational and
processual aspects of quality are the most critical when attempting to understand it
(Moss, 2016; Urban et al., 2011).
Given that the pedagogical practice is anything but a decontextualized
abstraction that can be easily measured and categorized, we advocate for an approach
to the debate on quality in ECEC that, instead of trying to determine what pedagogical
practices are “good” and what pedagogical practices are “bad”, is held in a
communicative context of encounter and dialogue with others, where the priority is
to create meaning and deepen the understanding of the educational experience and
then try to make judgments, which will never be free of contradictions and
uncertainties, given that the concrete human experience is inevitably complex
(Dahlberg et al. , 2005). This doctoral research aims to be, primarily, a forum for the
exchange of meanings, dialogue, and reflection, where the issue of quality in ECEC is
addressed in a contextualized manner, based on the premise that quality is not
something that is achieved or not, but rather a project in progress (Urban et al., 2011).
Similarly, Arrillaga and Martinez (2020) state that the definition of quality should be
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seen as a dynamic and ongoing process, involving regular review, and never coming
to an absolute and objective final declaration.
From an educational research perspective that aims to be genuinely
participatory, we provide an approach to quality in ECEC as the result of a continuous
process of negotiation between different stakeholders as we believe, together with
Dalhberg et al. (2005), that if more stakeholders are engaged, it will be possible to
reach a more inclusive and consensus-based understanding of quality from a shared
vision of what it means and entails.

A bottom-up perspective in research on quality ECEC or why children’s voices
count the most
For Tobin (2005), as for us, attempting to articulate universal, decontextualized, and
external quality standards is conceptually wrong, politically dangerous and, very
often, counterproductive. Yet, as Ceglowski and Bacigalupa (2002) and Dahlberg et al.
(2005) report, the debate on quality in ECEC, its conceptualization and evaluation, has
been dominated by a small group of experts from high governmental and academic
spheres to the detriment of the participation of the real experts. For quality assessment
of ECEC services to be both valid and meaningful, it should seek to achieve a deep
understanding of what it means and what contributes to achieving it. In this sense, the
OECD's Starting Strong IV report (2015) emphasizes the idea that gathering the
perspectives of diverse stakeholders is important to ensure that quality assessment
systems consider diverse viewpoints on what quality means. Throughout the
aforementioned publication, children are systematically excluded from the
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enumerations of stakeholders that should be included in the discussion on defining
and assessing quality in ECEC, though their families and teachers are mentioned.
In the current global educational landscape, where learning outcomes matter
so much, the experiential knowledge of teachers and the specific situation of each
child as indispensable variables when designing learning experiences are blurred, and
what prevails is not the process by which learning outcomes are achieved, but how
these are going to be measured, even if they have been achieved in quite undesirable
circumstances (Delaney, 2018a). In this context, it is not surprising, although it is
disheartening, that the most current definitions and approaches that have been made
on quality in ECEC come mostly from research launched from a positivist approach,
based on quantitative methodologies, and addressing the priorities and perspectives
of academics. In addition, these contributions on quality in ECEC have been published
in high-impact journals that include psychology as the main discipline of study
(Fenech, 2011), and come from the use of standardized instruments in the form of
scales. Although these measures are often praised for being highly scientific and
meeting the requirements of validity and reliability, they have also been and continue
to be highly criticized because they reduce the meaning of quality in ECEC to
environmental issues, because they do not capture the complexity of children's
learning and development processes, and because they do not consider the more
social and relational aspects of what happens in ECEC settings, nor the perspectives of
children on their experiences in school (Urban et al., 2011). In short, this paradigm
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emphasizes what should be, rather than what is actually happening (Harrist et al.,
2007).
An approach to quality assessment in ECEC that relies on observation scales
comprised of predetermined indicators is inadequate to address the many interrelated
dimensions of quality in ECEC settings. Practices and processes in ECEC require a more
introspective, reflective, and in-depth analysis that affords opportunities to explore
the perspectives and priorities of all those involved in the educational process
(Goodfellow, 2001). We insist: no standardized measure has the potential to capture
the essence of what happens daily in the ECEC setting, which demands instead a lot of
research, a lot of time and, consequently, a research methodology that allows paying
attention to the nuances, that is, to those essential issues that go unnoticed when the
educational reality is studied "from afar" (Fenech, 2011). A negative consequence of
placing the emphasis, from high educational spheres, on the results of the application
of standardized measures in the school environment, is that teachers and other agents
of the educational community mistakenly conceive quality in ECEC as the achievement
of certain standards or regulations, instead of understanding it as an unfinished
process of improvement and enhancement of the experiences provided to children in
those formal settings that serve them (Goodfellow, 2001). In this context in which what
matters most are the results of external and decontextualized evaluations, those
practices that teachers implement and that really elicit authentic participation and
learning on the part of children are invisibilized or undervalued, because the
standardized measures to which we have been referring arise from a very poor image
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of quality in ECEC, in general, and of quality teaching in ECEC, specifically (Delaney,
2018a).
What is most common in this paradigm of a finalistic rather than processual
nature is that, when assessing the overall quality of ECEC settings, children's opinions
about their daily experiences in school are not directly sought (Wiltz & Klein, 2001).
Therefore, we subscribe to Katz's (1992) bottom-up approach to quality assessment in
ECEC, which implies an authentic approach to children's subjective experience, which
can only be accessed through participation in the natural context of the classroom and
school, extended contact, frequent observation, and direct but non-intrusive
collection of their perspectives. This is consistent with the ecological paradigm of
human development of Bronfenbrenner (1979), who considered that what most
influences behavior and learning is the environment as it is perceived (in this case, as
children perceive it), rather than as it may exist in the "objective" reality.
We support the complaint of Arndt et al. (2018), by which they stress that,
although there is a growing number of authors who advocate for a conceptualization
of quality in ECEC that emerges from contextualized negotiations and dialogues,
children, as stakeholders, continue to be systematically excluded from research on
quality. Thus, children's perspective on their care and education would bridge the gap
between what children consider important to ensure their well-being in the
educational environments that serve them, and what most of the research developed
so far, without including children's perspective, has shown to be essential to achieve
quality in ECEC (Wiltz & Klein, 2001). The undertaking of this doctoral research aims
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to be a meeting place between the scientific literature, most of which has been
produced without attending to children's priorities, and the voice of children or, in the
words of Fenech (2011), those whose voices are not usually heard. Rather than
understanding quality in ECEC as a product, which requires the investment of many
resources in perfecting the system in order to achieve great benefits, we conceive it as
a dynamic and multidimensional process, influenced by countless factors and
conditioned by the perspectives of the stakeholders accessed. Therefore, we listen to
children not for the purpose of collecting "consumer approval", but as an ethical and
democratic enterprise of constructing meanings (about quality in ECEC) based on a
sound knowledge about children’s daily experiences in school (Matsui, 2021).
Children's views on their experience in the educational environments that
serve them are valuable for many reasons, among which stand out their situated
nature, since their opinions are developed during the direct experience of educational
and care practices, and their phenomenologically unique nature, because children
have a way of being in the world that is very different from that of adults (Farrell et al.,
2002). The latter means that children are the most expert in their own lives or, in other
words, that the experience of children cannot be replaced by that of adults, given that
we possess limited knowledge about children's lives and experiences, due to our
inability to fully participate in their social and imaginary worlds (Argos et al., 2011;
Perry & Dockett, 2011; Taylor et al., 2004). Recognizing the uniqueness of children's
voice and competencies (Oliveira-Formosinho & Brito da Cunha-Lino, 2009) leads us
to simultaneously acknowledge that, although as adults we can investigate numerous
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aspects of children's lives, unless we truly interact with them, the knowledge we
generate will always remain incomplete (Canosa et al., 2018). In short, if children are
excluded from conversations about quality in ECEC, society and, therefore, the
agencies and institutions responsible for making decisions in this regard will be
provided with incomplete and biased information, having been gathered from an
adult-centric paradigm (Dockett & Perry, 2004).

ECEC in Spain and the United States: A glance to the macro-level quality influencing
our micro-approach to quality
The research developed in this doctoral dissertation is a research in context, assuming
that, unless educational knowledge is generated according to the specific coordinates
where the educational experiences of children take place, its potential for educational
improvement and transformation is significantly diminished. We understand context
holistically, as Bronfenbrenner (1979) did. Thus, it is assumed that the context refers
to the specific educational environments where the participating children grow, learn,
and develop, but also to the time and space in which the educational action takes place
or, in other words, to the broader historical, social, political, cultural, and economic
context, where the ECEC environments in which the fieldwork has been carried out
are inserted. In other words, although this research focuses on the nature and quality
of the immediate experiences of children in the educational environments that serve
them (specifically, on the quality of the role exerted by their teachers), it is developed
from the conviction that there are influential variables that, despite being much more
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distant, are equally relevant, among which educational policies at the state and
regional levels stand out.
Considering the different levels of Bronfenbrenner's ecological model of human
development, we will now offer keys to understanding the first level, that is,
everything related to the design, policies, financing, and normative regulation of ECEC
in Spain and the U.S. This first level influences the work carried out in the different
ECEC settings in both countries and this, in turn, influences the daily practices of the
teachers who work in them and their interaction with children. The child is thus at the
center of the model, so that everything directly related to him or her has the most
decisive influence on his or her development. If we are interested in constructing
meaning about the quality of the educational experiences of which the Spanish and
U.S. children involved are the beneficiaries, it is necessary to have a panoramic view
of the nature and quality of ECEC policies in Spain and the U.S.

Spain: Education Vs. Care. Achieving in practice the importance that the
legislation is gradually granting to 0-3 level
Along with other European countries, such as Sweden, Spain has adopted an inclusive
approach to the planning and provision of ECEC, which is evidenced by the existence
of settings specifically devoted to it, with the understanding that ECEC is the first step
in the country's schooling trajectory. By adopting this approach, the responsible
education authorities offer public seats to encourage the schooling of children from a
very early age (which usually matches the age of the children when their parents'
parental leave ends), although this does not mean that the supply and demand for

38

seats are always aligned, as there are considerable variations between autonomous
communities in terms of the need or demand for places, and the related supply of
public seats (Ancheta Arrabal, 2015).
In Spain, ECEC, as a stage of the educational system, is voluntary and its
purpose is to contribute to the overall development of children. This is stated in the
current educational act (Ley Orgánica 3/2020). The new educational legislation in
Spain emphasizes the role to be played by ECEC in compensating for the effects that
adverse background situations, due to cultural, social, or economic reasons, may have
on children's learning and development. Likewise, the early detection, and
consequent early attention, of possible specific educational support needs is deemed
a priority (Eurydice, 2021).
ECEC in Spain is set up as an educational stage with its own identity, i.e., with
its own structural and curricular framework. It is organized in two levels: the first up
to the age of three, and the second up to the age of six, when children enter
compulsory education, with the beginning of Primary Education (Llorent, 2013).
Despite the emphasis in the current education act (Ley Orgánica 3/2020) on the
educational nature of both levels (therefore, of their equal importance for the
development and learning of children), currently only the second level of ECEC is free
of charge in Spain. This implies that families with children between three and six years
of age only have to cover the costs related to school materials, textbooks (if necessary)
and other complementary services such as school meals and transportation.
Consequently, the major access barriers are found in the first level of the stage. In this

39

sense, the supply of ECEC services for children under the age of three varies depending
on where we are in Spain. This results in a situation of inequality (in access and quality)
between autonomous communities and municipalities (cities and towns) in terms of
ECEC services for the youngest children or, in other words, depending on where one
lives, there may be no socio-educational provision for children under three, or it may
exist but be inaccessible to families for economic reasons (expensive enrolment fees)
or logistical reasons (the setting may be very far from home) (Ancheta & Zang, 2016).
For this reason, and with the aim of achieving greater equity in the education system,
the Ley Orgánica 3/2020 sets as one of its main priorities the universalization of
schooling for children from birth to two years of age, always ensuring the quality of
services and their educational nature. Thus, all newly opened ECEC centers must be
authorized by the applicable educational administration (national or regional) and
regularly monitored by it.
As has been stated, in Spain, compulsory schooling begins with Primary
Education, when children are between six and seven years old. This too often leads to
a blurring of the very identity of the ECEC stage, conceiving it, especially regarding its
second level, as a preparatory period for the one that comes after it. Thus, all the
pedagogical and educational emphasis is placed on the second level of the stage, often
characterized by excessive cognitive instruction, to the detriment of the
comprehensive development of children, which is at the basis of the normative
formulations that regulate ECEC policies in the country (Batres, 2016). What is positive
and is promoted by the competent educational authorities (Ley Orgánica 3/2020) is
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the continuity between ECEC and Primary Education, encouraging coordination
between the pedagogical teams of the different stages (if the center has both stages)
and/or of the different educational settings (if children have attended ECEC in a setting
other than the one where they will attend Primary Education). This inter-level
cooperation is fostered by concrete actions, such as the emission of a report on the
development of each child at the end of the ECEC stage (Eurydice, 2021).
The financing of ECEC services and programs in Spain can be public, private,
or subsidized. Public ECEC is financed by public funds (from the Government, the
autonomous communities, or the municipalities, responding to a decentralizing logic).
Municipalities, as the ultimate extension of the central government influence, do not
have authority for the formulation and implementation of educational policies at the
local level, so their main responsibility has to do with the planning, building and
maintenance of publicly owned educational centers (facilities). On the other hand,
although educational administrations try to guarantee, as a priority, a sufficient supply
of seats in public schools, they also establish agreements with private schools. In other
words, in Spain we find publicly funded ECEC services, but whose ownership can be
public or private (Ancheta Arrabal & Zhang, 2016; Ley Orgánica 3/2020).
Spain is a country that, in educational (and other) matters, emphasizes
decentralization, in this case, regarding the development and application of the
curriculum of each educational stage, so that it can be tailored to the various social
and cultural contexts that comprise the national landscape (Llorent, 2013). For
example, the Autonomous Community of Andalusia, which is the region where the
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Spanish partial research has been carried out, has the shared competence (along with
the national Government) for the establishment of the study plans, which includes the
curricular organization (Orden del 5 de agosto de 2008). At the same time, each setting
providing ECEC in the Autonomous Community of Andalusia, as in the rest of the
regions of the country, has pedagogical and organizational autonomy to implement its
own functioning methods, formalized in an educational project (Decreto 428/2008).
Although decentralization has proven to be a good model to ensure that the population
is provided with an educational offer adjusted to the idiosyncrasies of each context, it
also proves inefficient when it comes to guaranteeing equal opportunities among
children in different territories, given that the quality of ECEC services varies greatly
among regions of the same country (Ancheta Arrabal & Zhang, 2016). To address this
situation, current regulations stipulate that all settings offering the ECEC stage must be
accredited by the pertinent educational authorities to start functioning (Ley Orgánica
3/2020).
Regarding the scope of ECEC in Spain, current legislation states the following:
Las Administraciones educativas fomentarán el desarrollo de todos los lenguajes y
modos de percepción específicos de estas edades para desarrollar el conjunto de sus
potencialidades, respetando la específica cultura de la infancia que definen la
Convención sobre los derechos del Niño y las Observaciones Generales de su Comité.
Con esta finalidad, y sin que resulte exigible para afrontar la educación primaria,
podrán favorecer una primera aproximación a la lectura y a la escritura, así como
experiencias de iniciación temprana en habilidades numéricas básicas, en las
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tecnologías de la información y la comunicación y en la expresión visual y musical y en
cualesquiera otras que las administraciones educativas autonómicas determinen.
Corresponde asimismo a las Administraciones educativas fomentar una primera
aproximación a la lengua extranjera en los aprendizajes del segundo ciclo de la
educación infantil, especialmente en el último año [Educational authorities shall
encourage the development of all languages and ways of expressing specific to these
ages in order to develop their full potential, respecting the specific culture of childhood
as defined by the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the General Comments of
the Committee on the Rights of the Child. For this purpose, and without it being
required to start Primary Education, they may favor a first approximation to reading
and writing, as well as early initiation experiences in basic numeracy skills, in
information and communication technologies and in visual and musical expression,
and in any others that the autonomous educational authorities may determine. It also
corresponds to the educational authorities to promote a first approximation to a
foreign language in the second level of early childhood education, especially in its last
year] (Ley Orgánica 3/2020, p. 19).

Likewise, and as differentiating elements of the current regulation as compared
to previous educational acts, the Ley Orgánica 3/2020 stresses the importance of
initiating children in emotional management, health education and responsible
consumption, as well as undertaking early actions that promote gender equality. As
for the pedagogical approach in both levels, these should be based on emotionally
positive learning experiences, on play as the core of all the activities carried out, as
well as on the creation of an atmosphere of affection and trust in the classroom. In
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addition, the Government will not only oversee the regulation of everything related to
the curriculum and the minimum learning and development standards for each of the
levels of this stage, but also of what concerns the qualifications and the initial and
continuous training of ECEC practitioners (Eurydice, 2021). Thus, at present, the
training required to work in the first level is of a vocational nature, which lasts two
years, while the training required to become a teacher in the complete stage or, more
precisely, to work in the second level, is a university degree, which lasts four years
(Batres, 2016). This is further evidence of the differential importance that in practice
continues to be given to one and the other level of the stage, as well as the
predominantly "custodial" nature that continues to be given to the first, as opposed to
the educational nature of the second. Among the competencies established (Orden
ECI/3854/2007) that future ECEC teachers must acquire during their initial university
preparation, the following stand out:
•

Promoting learning from a comprehensive perspective.

•

Designing inclusive learning environments.

•

Promoting positive relationships in the school environment.

•

Contributing to the socioemotional development of children.

•

Exercising guidance for the establishment of an authentic family-school
partnership.

•

Reflecting on one's own practice to improve it and acquire lifelong learning
skills.
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The U.S.: In search of an ECEC that is valuable in its own right while high stakes
testing Kindergarten is becoming widespread
In a briefing paper recently issued by the White House (2021) on the American Families
Plan to be implemented by the Biden Administration, which includes, among others,
a number of actions related to ECEC, it is stated that the main purpose of it, and
therefore of everything this plan envisages for ECEC, is the strengthening of the middle
class, an increase in benefits for all Americans derived from economic growth, as well
as a more competitive country. All these purposes seem detached from a
conceptualization of ECEC as a fundamental right of children to ensure their present
well-being.
In the U.S., ECEC policies are aimed at children from birth to the age
determined by each state for entry into compulsory schooling, which ranges from five
to eight years of age. Primary or elementary education is compulsory for the entire
U.S. child population, although each state can decide whether kindergarten, that is,
the educational program for those children who enter elementary school within one
year, is compulsory (Kamerman & Gatenio-Gabel, 2007). However, preparing children
to successfully complete kindergarten is often identified as a major goal of the
prekindergarten stage (for three- and four-year-olds) in U.S. public schools (Coelho et
al., 2021). Thus, kindergarten has become, informally, the "new first grade" because it
seems to be meant to prepare children for their imminent entry into elementary
school, and thus ensure their academic success, through practices focused on teaching
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increasingly academic content through instruction, the widespread use of textbooks,
and the assessment of learning through standardized tests (Brown et al., 2020).
Head Start and Early Head Start programs are also key to understanding how
U.S. ECEC is structured, targeting children under the age of three (Early Head Start)
and between the ages of three and four (Head Start) who have a socioeconomically
disadvantaged situation at home. These programs are federally funded but delivered
through local publicly or privately owned institutions (McCabe & Sipple, 2011). In the
brief on Biden's American Families Plan issued by the White House (2021), the value of
investing in quality ECEC for the most disadvantaged children is justified with
economic claims for the future. Specifically, it states that every dollar invested will
result in up to 7 times more benefits, since those disadvantaged children, by
participating in quality ECEC programs, will grow up healthier, will be more likely to
complete High School and obtain a college degree, which will position them for higher
earnings when they enter the job market. Again, the value of ECEC seems to rest on
future returns rather than on what it means for children in the here and now.
The rate of young children enrolled in ECEC programs in the U.S. is lower than
that of countries with comparable levels of prosperity. Moreover, public funding for
ECEC services varies considerably across states, as do the criteria for eligibility for
these public services. This leads us to assert, along with Coelho et al. (2021), that each
state in the U.S. operates like a European country, in the sense that each has its own
policies and practices in the field of ECEC. The schooling rate of 5-year-olds in the U.S.
has increased exponentially in recent years, which is positively influenced by
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increased public funding for kindergarten and prekindergarten programs (Cascio,
2021). However, there are considerable differences in schooling rates across states. For
example, for the year 2019, the schooling rate for children aged three to five in North
Dakota was 45%, while in the District of Columbia, where the U.S. research was
conducted, the schooling rate was up to 88% (National Center for Education Statistics,
2021). In this regard, Washington D.C. stands out as a historic leader in the provision
of ECEC and, specifically, in the provision of prekindergarten programs for three- and
four-year-olds, which does not necessarily mean that all ECEC settings in the District
of Columbia offer high quality experiences to the children they serve. Only five states,
including the District of Columbia, currently allocate a sufficient percentage of public
funding to ensure quality ECEC, which would mean paying ECEC teachers salaries
comparable to those paid to teachers at higher levels of education. These five states
currently meet most of the quality standards set by the National Institute for Early
Education Research (2021), except for charter schools in the District of Columbia,
which is of interest considering that some of the U.S. children participating in the study
attend a charter school.
Furthermore, experts continue to point out that the U.S. ECEC system is
fragmented, supported primarily by private funding, and is very inconsistent in terms
of the quality of services. In addition, the debate is still open regarding the apparently
unbridgeable division, as is also the case in Spain, between the caring and/or
educational nature of the stage (Kamerman & Gatenio-Gabel, 2007). ECEC programs
in the U.S. vary according to their funding, as well as to the state and local context to
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which we refer. In addition, this variability may be a consequence of the lack of
national goals, curricula, or guiding principles for ECEC (Coelho et al., 2021). In this
regard, however, the Biden Administration, in its American Families Plan (The White
House, 2021), refers to quality ECEC as one that is based on a developmentally
appropriate curriculum, delivered in classrooms with appropriate ratios, and that
provides inclusive learning environments. This briefing also shows that the Biden
Administration considers that ensuring the quality of ECEC implies investing in its
professionals, improving their salaries, promoting access to quality initial teacher
training, considering it a prerequisite for practicing the profession, as well as
continuous training adapted to the specific context in which ECEC professionals work.
As has been shown, ECEC in the U.S. is an array of programs funded by different
sources, regulated by different government agencies, and implemented in practice by
different public and private institutions (McCabe & Sipple, 2011). Thus, depending on
the state and local approach, prekindergarten programs may be offered by
community-based preschools, private schools, charter schools and/or public
elementary schools; and they may serve children in multiage classrooms (including
three-, four- and five-year-olds), or only serve four-year-olds. This diversity accounts
for the myriad understandings, across the U.S., of the approach that best work in ECEC
(Delaney, 2018b).
Another trend observed in the U.S. ECEC field is the use of standardized
measures to assess the quality of the experiences provided to children, which has
displaced the child from the focus of interest and attention, to place the results of these
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tests at the center of the educational efforts (Reinke et al., 2019). It is worth bearing in
mind that public funding depends, on most occasions, on the results obtained by ECEC
settings after the application of such standardized measures (Coelho et al., 2021). What
this causes, as we have been pointing out, is that teaching practices be subject to these
decontextualized standards and that the curriculum be planned and developed
considering where children should be, instead of where they currently are (their
interests, needs, aspirations, etc.) (Delaney, 2018b).
The renowned (from positivist approaches) CLASS (Pianta et al., 2008) is the
most widely used instrument in the whole country to evaluate the quality of ECEC
programs. Of the ten quality standards established by the National Institute for Early
Education Research (2021), the District of Columbia meets only 4, of which we are
mainly interested in the one that has to do with its Early Learning Standards (Office of
the State Superintendent of Education, 2019). This document provides the following
principles for D.C. educators to inform their daily practice in early childhood settings:
•

Providing a safe environment.

•

Designing learning opportunities from an inclusive education paradigm.

•

Establishing partnerships with children's families.

•

Implementing a pedagogy of care.

•

Addressing children's linguistic and cultural diversity.

•

Establishing connections with the community.

•

Adopting a strong image of children.

•

Engaging in processes of collaborative reflection.
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•

Designing a stimulating environment for learning and development.

•

Devoting quality time to documentation, reflection, and planning.

···
To what extent the normative landscape in Spain and the U.S. matches our positioning
on quality in ECEC? We raise this question to conclude this preliminary chapter of the
thesis, in which we adopt a reflective stance to make clear what we mean by quality in
ECEC, as the first evidence of the ethical commitment adopted with the
implementation of this research, always seeking coherence between its ontology,
epistemology and methodology.
Although the doctoral research that has been carried out focuses on the nature
and quality of the immediate experiences that participating children have in the
educational environments that serve them and, more specifically, on the quality of the
role played by their teachers, we are fully aware that there are variables, although a
priori very distant, that have a great influence on the daily practices in ECEC
environments. Therefore, we have attempted to make an approximation, as accurate
as possible, to the ECEC policies of Spain and the U.S., although it should be noted that
the teachers referred to by the participating children, who stand out for an outstanding
professional career (an aspect that will be addressed in detail later), have a conception
of quality in ECEC that coincides with ours and that, consequently, differs from the
weaknesses that, in our opinion, the current legislation on ECEC in both countries has.
A key remark in this sense (and which becomes a transversal issue of the doctoral
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research, as will be shown) is the following: our position on quality in ECEC, which
matches that of the teachers to whom the participating children refer, is based on a
rich, strong and capable image of children; on the other hand, we believe that the
weaknesses identified, and which will be discussed below, in the regulations
applicable to ECEC in Spain and the U.S. can be explained by a poor image of children
and, therefore, by a poor image of what quality in ECEC entails.
First, from our positioning, access to and quality of ECEC services is the best
way to achieve social equity. For us, both aspects, access, and quality, jointly
guarantee the well-being of children, especially the most vulnerable children. In Spain,
however, although current legislation emphasizes that ECEC compensates for unequal
circumstances, it does not explicitly state that what makes the difference is its quality,
implying that the most vulnerable children benefit from merely participating in ECEC
settings. In the U.S., the compensatory nature of ECEC is evidenced by the existence
of the Head Start and Early Head Start programs, which are federally funded and
specifically aimed at socioeconomically vulnerable children.
Of the two positions we have referred to in the approach to quality in ECEC,
U.S. legislation appears to adhere to the first, that is, the one that emphasizes its
socioeconomic impact and focuses on the results and effectiveness of the system.
Thus, the Biden Administration's American Families Plan, broadly speaking, links the
quality of ECEC with the country's potential to be more competitive, which is far from
our conceptualization of quality ECEC as a fundamental right of children to contribute
to their present well-being.
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Throughout this chapter we have positioned ourselves alongside those authors
who have opposed themselves to an approach to quality in ECEC based on universal
and decontextualized standards, among other reasons because they are set by the
academic and political elite, and exclude the viewpoint of the most expert, specifically,
those who in our opinion are the most expert: children. However, the most recent
Spanish regulations on ECEC indicate, as a noteworthy novelty, that the quality of
services for young children will be certified by the competent authorities, who will
monitor it regularly, thus exercising an external evaluation with little potential for
authentic transformation and improvement. Similarly, in the U.S. there are national
institutions (high spheres), in this case, the National Institute for Early Education
Research, which issues annual reports on the state of ECEC in the country, globally,
and in each state and which are based on externally formulated quality standards, to
universalize the quality construct.
We have also warned against a globally widespread trend to give excessive
importance to learning outcomes over the processes by which these outcomes are
achieved, with special attention to the tools used to measure them. This trend has
reached Spain, where the last year of ECEC, when children are five years old, is clearly
preparatory for the next stage, this one compulsory, Primary Education. Although
current Spanish legislation states that ECEC should aim to contribute to the overall
development of children, respecting their culture, without the intention of preparing
them for Primary Education, in practice the emphasis is placed on what children can
do at the end of ECEC (learning outcomes), which leads to it losing its own entity and
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blurring its differentiating identity with respect to the rest of the stages of the
educational system. Likewise, in the U.S., there has been a trend in recent years
whereby the kindergarten year has become, informally, the “new first grade”,
regarded as a merely preparatory period for children to successfully face their
imminent entry into Elementary School. In addition, standardized tests have been
widely introduced to evaluate the learning acquired during kindergarten, with such
importance that, on many occasions, the financing of public ECEC depends on the
results obtained after the application of such tests. An immediate consequence of this
trend is that teaching practices are conditioned by the dictates of these standardized
measures, which emphasize what children should be or where they should be, to the
detriment of educational experiences adjusted to where children actually are or, in
other words, to what actually happens in the everyday life of ECEC environments.
Finally, we find evidence that U.S. legislation regards quality ECEC as a product,
and therefore invests whatever resources it deems necessary to improve the system
with the goal of achieving large gains at various societal levels. Specifically, Biden's
American Families Plan recognizes that the value of investing in quality ECEC for the
most disadvantaged children lies in the future economic gains that the country will
experience: every dollar invested is multiplied by seven. This conception is far from
the one that is at the basis of the research undertaken in this thesis, which understands
that quality in ECEC is not a product, but a dynamic and multidimensional process
and, consequently, that its value does not depend on future gains, but on what it
means for the well-being of children in the here and now.
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Chapter 2. MEDEI2, a theoretical model for high-quality ECEC teaching
This chapter3 develops MEDEI, a theoretical model for high-quality ECEC teaching
(Figure 1). It derives from a comprehensive review of the specialized literature,
including research and official reports at the international level, and is conceived as a
theoretical framework composed of five interdependent dimensions that refer to the
set of knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and emotions that teachers should articulate
to effectively respond to the demands of a given educational context (Mérida, 2006 &
2013). The MEDEI model's approach to high-quality ECEC teaching adheres to the
contributions of Press et al. (2020), who define teaching in ECEC as the interrelation
between teachers' modes of action (doings), forms of understanding (sayings), and
ways of relating to others and the world (relatings). Likewise, the MEDEI model reflects
the opinion of Goodfellow (2001), who states that ECEC teachers are expected to
integrate diverse personal and professional qualities (including images, beliefs, and
dispositions) and specialized theoretical and practical knowledge. Finally, the MEDEI
model embraces the reflections of Urban et al. (2011), who state that the
professionalism of teachers depends on their constant ability to connect, through
critical reflection, the knowledge, practice, and values implied in their role, regarding
them as inseparable in the daily practice of teaching or, in other words, that the

MEDEI is the acronym of the Spanish name for the model: Modelo de Excelencia Docente en
Educación Infantil.
3
This chapter draws on the publication: González Alfaya, Mª.E., Mérida Serrano, R., &
Rodríguez Carrillo, J. (Coords.) (2021). Teoría y práctica de la excelencia docente en Educación
Infantil. Una mirada compartida entre España y Estados Unidos [Theory and practice of highquality Early Childhood Education teaching. A joint approach from Spain and the United States].
Madrid: Ediciones Pirámide.
2
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knowing, doing, and being of teachers indivisibly shape and condition their practice
in ECEC settings.
Our ultimate aim is for the MEDEI model to move away from approaches based
on the mere (as if it were a laboratory situation, exempt from the influences that the
multiple or almost infinite contextual variables exert on teachers' role) acquisition of
competencies by teachers, that leads to a technocratic evaluation of their professional
performance, but rather to become a framework that stimulates teachers' reflection
on their professional identity and on the foundations underpinning their daily work
with children (Georgeson & Campbell-Barr, 2015). We hope the MEDEI model to be
perceived by ECEC teachers as a useful resource to better get to know and recognize
themselves as professionals with a differential and valuable identity. In terms of inservice training, we wish the MEDEI model to help practitioners to self-assess and
rethink their own practice, and in terms of initial training, to help guide the design of
ECEC Teacher Education programs that contribute to the preparation of high-quality
ECEC professionals.
It should be pointed out that the MEDEI is a theoretically based model, i.e., it
has been developed prior to the beginning of the fieldwork, in order for it to be as
"neutral" as possible, although, according to our stance, socio-educational research
may never be completely objective and, for this reason, in our case, it should be noted
that the theoretical formulation of the MEDEI model reveals our positioning on the
construct under study (quality in ECEC teaching), which conditions the choice,
analysis and subsequent interpretation of the consulted bibliographical sources.
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However, this clarification is intended to inform the reader that the development of
the MEDEI model has been exempt from the influences naturally exerted by the
immersion in the classroom context and the interaction with children and their
teachers. Thus, we can state that the MEDEI model before access to the field (only
theoretically grounded), that is, the one that follows, is different from the MEDEI
model that will result after the inclusion of the participating children's understandings
about high-quality ECEC teaching (theoretically and empirically grounded).
Figure 1
MEDEI, a model for high-quality teaching in Early Childhood Education

Note. Author’s own.

Rationale behind the model
Throughout the years, many authors have argued about the great value of education.
More recently, Lacambra and Gracia (2019) have eloquently stated that the main
heritage that humanity can count on is education. For Freire (1973), education was “an
act of love, thus an act of courage” (p. 38). The beautiful words from this reference
pedagogue reveal the laudable work of those who choose to devote their lives to
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educating the new generations. For De Moya and Madrid (2015), good teachers make
good schools. Along the same line, Santos Guerra (2012) and Marina et al. (2015) place
teachers as the cornerstone of any education system, and insist that only the best
people, the most competent and committed, should devote themselves to this
profession of incomparable social value. The Spanish educational neuroscience
expert, Mora (2018), has also expressed himself on several occasions in this regard by
asserting that the teacher is the gem of a country's crown.
Barber and Mourshed (2007) have analyzed the characteristics of the
educational systems ranked highest in the PISA ranking, concluding that the quality of
any educational system can never be greater than the quality of its teachers. Following
Mathers et al. (2012) and the OECD (2005) it could be inferred that the success of any
educational reform depends on the quality of teachers and their daily practice at
school and classroom levels and that, therefore, the factors that determine teacher
quality are the most influential in children’s learning and development. In this sense,
Aparicio and Rodríguez (2016) have argued that the difference between having good or
bad teachers can mean, for some children, a year or more of delay in their
development with respect to their peers, and that the consequences of having
experienced a bad teacher during an academic year are not reversed simply by having
a good teacher the following year (Aparicio & Rodríguez, 2016).
Undoubtedly, the above arguments lead us to subscribe to the reasoning of Day
and Gu (2015), who point out that teachers who remain in the profession despite the
challenges and uncertainties associated with it, conceive teaching as something more
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than a job. For Santos Guerra (2012), teaching is more of a moral work than a technical
exercise, and Trueba (2015) regards teaching as the complex craft of synchronizing
what is done, what is said, what is thought and what is felt. Tonucci's (1975) reflections
also account for the authenticity and vital integrity of the teacher that children need
today, as he claims that nowadays the teacher has not to be someone who knows more
(intellectually speaking) than children, but instead someone who lives the problems of
his/her time, who knows how to reflect and take positions, i.e., a person whose actions
show what (s)he knows and what (s)he believes in.
Research on teaching agrees in portraying it as a path of growth and
improvement without a goal known beforehand. Gabilondo (2009) describes teaching
as a journey in which one becomes a teacher, without ever becoming a teacher
entirely, and Ayers (2010, cited in Day & Gu, 2015), as a life-long affair. For Bara and
Vinagre (2016), good teachers are professionals who embark on a permanent journey
towards knowledge. Similarly, Goodfellow (2001) advocates the idea of best teaching
practices as something transitory rather than a destination, or, in other words, as a
permanent state in which the teacher commit himself/herself to offer quality
educational experiences, and to maintain that quality over time.
As noted in the previous chapter, the notion of quality, also when linked to
teaching, is a vague and relative construct since, as we have been pointing out, in
education there are no magic formulas applicable to any circumstance (Boardman,
2020). In fact, it is often the case that simple and elegant solutions are also the most
likely to be wrong (Dahlberg et al., 2005). Following Gorard et al. (2006), the
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characteristics of a good teacher are unclear and any list that is formulated will always
lack comprehensiveness. Grant (2015) expresses herself in the same terms, stating that
something as complex, ambiguous, contingent and relational as teaching does not
admit a simple definition that can be operationalized by means of lists of traits that, on
one hand, contribute to oversimplify the profession (everything you need to do to be
a good teacher is contained in this list) and, on the other hand, to overcomplicate the
profession (good teachers are those who possess everything that is contained in this
list, with no exception).
For Goodfellow (2001), talking about good teaching practice in general is an
inappropriate approach, because ECEC has its own identity and the personal and
professional competencies needed to work with young children are very different from
those needed to work at later stages of the educational system. However, research
tends to focus on teachers from Primary or Elementary School onwards. For example,
much research has been done to unravel the characteristics of excellent university
teachers, but there is little on the traits of ECEC teachers, which would help to
characterize them as a professional group with its own identity (Colker, 2008).
Oliveira-Formosinho (2001) also stresses the need to characterize the professional
nature of teaching in ECEC and to highlight its differentiating features in order to
confirm the uniqueness of the work at this stage, and proposes a framework for
analyzing the specific characteristics of teaching in ECEC, composed of three
dimensions: 1) the characteristics of the young child; 2) the characteristics of the socioeducational settings for young children and their associated purposes; and 3) the
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characteristics of the processes and tasks performed by teachers. The words of Katz
and Goffin (1990) who stated that "the younger the child is, the wider the range of
responsibilities the adult has" (p. 197) are revealing in this sense.
In their study, Lacambra and Gracia (2019) shed light on the components of
best teaching practice in ECEC: it emerges from the initiative of children, it provides
individualized attention, children manipulate by bringing all their senses into play, it
respects children's rhythms, it offers diverse, aesthetic and versatile educational
materials, it relies upon documentation of the learning processes in order to reflect on
the teaching practice and improve it, and it carries out continuous and formative
assessments that is open to the community. In this regard, for Urban et al. (2011),
competent ECEC teachers should develop and implement skills for reflection, since
they work in very complex, diverse, and changing contexts. Goodfellow (2001), who
prefers to speak of wise practice rather than of best practice, refers to it as reflective and
integrative, in the sense that a wise teacher is one who integrates his/her intellectual,
affective, and reflective skills in a creative way to process the information that comes
from the context, and who consequently offers an appropriate and adjusted
educational response. Good teaching practices, according to Lacambra and Gracia
(2019), also refer to the diverse ways of responding effectively to the changing
circumstances of the context. Biesta (2015) is quite eloquent in this sense, expressing
that the fundamental difference between a good teacher and a high-quality teacher is
the skill to reflect in and on the educational action.
Likewise, Arnaiz and Díez Navarro (2017) argue that the task of educating
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children has more to do with infusing than with telling, more to do with trusting than
with lecturing, with loving and letting oneself be loved, and with educating oneself,
because educating means transferring the best that one is and that one has. In other
words, ECEC teachers must walk the paths they want children to walk, and they must
find ways to remain loving, joyful, cheerful, calm, available and trusting. In fact, Katz
(2003) believes that the most effective way to ensure quality ECEC environments is for
teachers and other professionals in the school community to invest their individual
and collective efforts in the quality of their daily interactions with children so that these
interactions are as rich, interesting, stimulating, satisfying, and meaningful as possible.

First dimension: The teacher’s personal traits and professional attitudes
The first dimension of the MEDEI model is rooted in such powerful arguments as those
of Rassam (1979), who is certain that one teaches by who one is rather than by what
one says; one also teaches who one is rather than what one knows. This means that
the teacher is the very core of the act of teaching (Tickles, 1999, cited in Korthagen,
2004) or, in other words, that the teacher exerts such a decisive influence on children
that it touches them to the very essence of who they are (Jordán & Alcántara, 2019).

The teacher’s passionate commitment to teaching
There is no high-quality teaching without vocation, which goes beyond the
professional life of the teacher, revealing itself as a trait inherent to his/her personal
identity (Muñoz-Repiso, 2010). Those who feel the calling to be teachers respond with
passion, defined by Carbonneau et al. (2008) as a strong inclination towards their work
that leads them to consider it sufficiently valuable to invest considerable time and
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energy. In his study, Colker (2008) also places passion as one of the twelve
characteristics that, according to him, define the best ECEC teachers and refers to it as
a feeling of a higher order than mere enthusiasm for what one does. Passionate ECEC
teachers are characterized by dedicating themselves to their profession with the hope
of those who know that they can contribute to the realization of a great ideal: the
comprehensive education of responsible and caring individuals (Korthagen, 2004).
There is no doubt, then, that vocation, intimately linked to passion, leads high-quality
ECEC teachers to work both harder and better (commitment, perseverance,
dedication), but also to enjoy their daily work at school more intensely (Colker, 2008;
Muñoz-Repiso, 2010).

The teacher’s reflective disposition
Unamuno4's reference to Giner de los Ríos, the great representative of the Institución
Libre de Enseñanza5, is very inspiring to characterize good ECEC teachers as reflective
professionals:
He was so much a teacher, and so little a professor (the one who professes something),
that his thought was in permanent progress, better yet, in knowledge. He did not write
what he had already thought, but he would think while writing as he would think while
speaking, he would think while living, his life was to think and feel and to make people

Miguel de Unamuno was a Spanish writer and philosopher who belonged to the so-called
Generation of 1898.
5
The Institución Libre de Enseñanza or ILE was a pedagogical project implemented in Spain for
more than half a century (1876-1939), and which had an important impact on the education of
the Spanish people, playing an essential role in the renewal of the nation's sociocultural life.
4
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think and feel (Unamuno, 1917, cited in Esteve, 2006).

Arnaiz, in his prologue for Díez Navarro (2002), states in this regard that
education takes place through communication; a communication that begins when the
teacher dialogues with him/herself. To improve their personal and professional being,
it is necessary that ECEC teachers devote quality time to unlearn what they have
learned, to undo the road they have walked, to learn again, to walk and to create from
a renewed perspective (Domènech, 2009). Mérida (2018a) maintains that teaching
practice must be based on the ongoing reflection on the educational process, which
assists in interpreting problems of practice from theory and in overcoming routine and
the lack of self-criticism. Likewise, Hoyuelos and Riera (2015) argue that only when the
educational process itself is open to public debate (the school community as a whole)
is it possible to undertake authentic innovation initiatives. High-quality ECEC teachers
continue to learn throughout their professional life, because they are aware that the
needs of society and, therefore, of children, are ever-changing (Santos Guerra, 2012).
If, as Bauman (2008) warns, the culture of the present urges continuous reinvention,
the purposes of the school likewise have to be constantly updated to meet the new
demands of the so-called liquid modernity.

The teacher’s self-awareness
Among the intrapersonal competencies that Vaello (2009) identifies as being essential
for teaching, self-awareness stands out. The ground floor referred to by Díez Navarro
(2012) is a synonym of the knowledge that ECEC teachers should possess about their
affective background and their personal life story. Self-awareness is linked to
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authenticity. Authentic professionals know who they are and what matters to them
and, therefore, are confident about the appropriateness of their decisions (without this
meaning immobility) (Colker, 2008). Self-awareness, which leads to authenticity, ends
up manifesting itself as professional confidence. As asserted by Freire (1994), teachers
cannot be sure of what they do if they do not know how to scientifically ground their
practice or if they do not have at least some understanding of what they do, why they
do it and what they do it for.

The teacher’s caring disposition
The ability to establish warm, positive, and trusting relationships is a core attribute of
quality ECEC professionals (Warren, 2014) and, regardless of the gender of the
teachers or the age of children, displays of care are inseparable from quality teaching.
Muñoz-Repiso (2010) expresses that long-lasting learning only comes from affection. It
can be deduced, therefore, that high-quality ECEC teachers strive to establish bonds of
authentic relationship (Díez Navarro, 2012). To achieve this, teachers need to create
the best enabling conditions for a close relationship with each child and his/her family,
which allows for shared meanings to emerge. In their study, Quan-McGimpsey et al.
(2011) found that this closeness took place when the teacher and the child shared
moments of enjoyment, interdependence, as well as one-to-one communications (all
which project to the child the idea of being unique and special for his/her teacher).
The bond between the teacher and the child acts as an emotional foundation for the
future (Medina et al. 2017) and as a safe platform from which the child will explore the
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world by means of the learning experiences provided by the teacher (Commodari,
2013).

The teacher’s optimistic outlook
According to Díez Navarro (2002), good ECEC teachers are enthusiastic dreamers,
professionals who are eager to realize what, initially, may seem like an out-of-reach
horizon. Trueba (2015) also portrays ECEC professionals as being passionate about
traveling unexplored roads, and Freire (1994) encourages teachers to contribute to the
creation of school environments that resist immobility. Cabanellas et al. (2008)
disclose the meaning of the verb to await, i.e., to hope for someone, and it is that good
ECEC teachers are characterized by an authentic waiting linked to the optimism of
regarding children as capable of achieving everything, in due time. This optimism
leads high-quality ECEC teachers to be amazed and marvel every day and, naturally,
to enjoy being together with children and the rest of the school community (Hoyuelos
and Riera, 2015). Thus, Colker (2008) highlights the sense of humor as a trait of good
ECEC teachers, stating that when there is room for laughter, pleasure and movement
in the classroom, children feel that learning is a satisfying experience.

The creative teacher
The daily work with young children demands from practitioners a readiness to deal
effectively with the unknown and unpredictable (Colker, 2008). In Rubio's (2014)
interview with Mª Carmen Díez Navarro6, she states that in ECEC teaching there is no

Mª Carmen Díez Navarro is a Spanish ECEC teacher renowned for her writings on poetry and
pedagogy focused on listening to children, the child-teacher relationship, the importance of
6
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room for uniformity, repetition, or standardization. Schleicher (2019), in his report for
the OECD Helping our youngest to learn and grow. Policies for early learning, refers to
educational innovation as teachers' effective response to ever-changing educational
scenarios. Tafuri and Saracho (2003) think of creative teachers as risk-taking explorers.
As for Graue et al. (2015), they introduce the notion of improvisational or intuitive
teaching, which would take place when ECEC teachers, through the application of their
accumulated theoretical and practical knowledge, respond in an original way to the
diversity of experiences and intellectual, social, and emotional needs of each child in
their classrooms.

Second dimension: The teacher’s image of children and childhood
Regarding the second dimension of the MEDEI model, the contributions of McNally
and Slutsky (2017) are worth mentioning. They have delved into the distinctive
elements of the internationally acclaimed Reggio Emilia pedagogy, concluding that the
image of children and childhood hold by educators is the basis from which all decisions
are made in Reggio schools. Similarly, Graue et al. (2015) argue that, at the ECEC stage,
unlike what is the case at higher educational levels, where subjects to be taught
become teachers' main concern, everything that is done has the child at its core. As Gil
et al. (2013) state, ECEC teachers' role is inextricably aligned with the notion of the
child that they hold. Historically, two antagonistic positions on children and childhood

attending to children's emotional dimension at school, the value of the group for learning, and
a hands-on and creative approach to learning.
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have been confronted. On one hand, that which places children as vulnerable beings
in need of protection by their caregivers. On the other hand, the one that considers
children as capable beings, with rights to exercise, with infinite capacities and as coconstructors of knowledge and culture (Dockett, 2019). Consistently, the teacher who
regards children as empty vessels to be filled will be concerned, above all, with
complying with the schedule and imposing limits on disruptive behaviors derived from
children's unconsciousness. On the contrary, the teacher who considers children as
wise and competent individuals becomes a partner who waits, observes, investigates,
and introduces appropriate stimuli for learning and development (Hoyuelos & Riera,
2015). So, everything is threaded together: who is the child, what is meant by teaching
or how teachers conceptualize their professional role.

The teacher who admires children
To admire means contemplating with special esteem something or someone who is
considered to possess extraordinary qualities. For Ritscher (2012), children deserve to
be admired for their immediate worth and not for what they may become in the future.
Trueba (2015) also advocates the stance of admiring children for having their own
identity, personality, and ideas, for being intelligent, equipped with autonomy and
freedom, with a natural inclination to discover the secrets of the surrounding world
and an infinite number of capacities that they develop in the interaction with their
environment. For optimal development, children need their primary caregivers to
trust in their outstanding abilities (Díez Navarro, 2012). This is so important that Van
Manen (1998) stated that it is this unconditional trust in them that makes children
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capable. It is therefore a matter of holding an image of children rooted in the
willingness to be amazed by them every day, and which translates into a commitment
to publicly assert children's abilities (Hoyuelos & Riera, 2015).
On the contrary, when children are forbidden all the time, are given immovable
instructions, or are constantly criticized for what they do, say, or think, they come to
believe that they are incapable of achieving anything good on their own. In these cases,
adults' attitudes hinder or even inhibit the development of children's potential, as
children are deprived of the necessary opportunities to bring their personal resources
and skills into play (Tafuri & Saracho, 2003). Similarly, there are adults, in this case,
teachers, who think that young children, as they are in supposedly lower
developmental stages, are unable to learn about issues deemed to be of a higher
cognitive order (Aparicio & Rodriguez, 2016). However, and following Rinaldi (1998),
when teachers firmly believe that children are bearers of theories, interpretations,
questions and, above all, co-protagonists in the process of constructing their own
thinking, their educational action translates into active listening. Teachers who admire
children believe that growth does not go in only one direction but that adults can also
learn in the encounter with children (Ritscher, 2012). Good ECEC teachers are attuned
to children's thinking and allow themselves to be transformed by it, becoming learners
(Bebchuk, 2011) and tireless researchers of children's learning and development
(González et al., 2016). In the words of Gabilondo (2009), the good teacher enables the
best of someone to emerge, encourages their qualities, opening expectations and
shifting horizons.
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The teacher who respects children
Santos Guerra (2012) complains about the lack of participation of children in
educational environments that, theoretically, have been designed for them but that,
de facto, do not take them seriously. There is a lack of schools not for children, but
schools of children, in which children actively participate in making decisions about
what is learned, about how spaces and materials are organized, about the relationships
that are established or about the peaceful coexistence agreements that are adopted.
Malaguzzi (2001) advocated the recognition of children's own identity and
commissioned adults with the task of providing children with the means to ensure that
they are not ignored. Thus, high-quality ECEC practitioners do not succumb to the
temptation to dogmatize, but rather endeavor to make children's participation a
reality, encouraging them to think, explain and act in their own way, which is as valid
as that of adults (Domínguez Chillón, 2003). In this sense, Le Gal (2005) claims the
right of children to be considered individuals with the same degree of respectability
and dignity as adults and, in return, the responsibility of adults to overcome their usual
practices of appropriation and control over decision-making processes that concern
children in one way or another.
In this framework of respect for children, there is the so-called pedagogy of
listening. Vila Merino (2019) defines it as a genuine openness to children, empowering
them with a voice and recognizing childhood as a stage of life with its own value. In
Reggio Emilia (McNally & Slutsky, 2017), listening is bidirectional and is the usual way
of working and being with children, gathering their ideas and designing learning
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experiences based on them. The educators in Reggio schools, in particular, and highquality ECEC teachers, in general, view the child as a collaborator with whom ideas
and theories are negotiated and generated through interaction with the environment
and the establishment of authentic relationships with people from the proximal
surroundings (Sorin, 2005).

The teacher who acknowledges the culture of childhood
Hoyuelos (2015) refers to children's particular way of being when he states that he has
always felt that no one looks at him the way a child does. Likewise, a beautiful quote
is attributed to Rousseau, which certainly entails a revolutionary empowerment of
children if we consider their second- or third-class status at the time it was delivered:
"children have their own way of seeing, thinking and feeling, and it would be very
stupid for us adults to try to replace theirs with ours". However, nowadays, there is a
widespread belief among many ECEC educators that one of their professional
responsibilities is to acculturate children, which in the words of Ritscher (2012) means
an increasing knowledge on the part of children about adult cultural schemes, at the
expense of children's own. There is, therefore, an adult ethnocentrism that must be
overcome to recognize and acknowledge children as a human group with a
differentiated identity and its own ways of behaving and communicating (Trueba,
2015). In fact, children relate to reality in a rich, fresh, and intelligent way, which could
serve as a permanent stimulus for adults (Ritscher, 2012). Hoyuelos (2004) is certain
that by gathering children's ideas, adults can transform their own culture stemming
from children's values or perspectives on society and culture. Consequently, high-
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quality ECEC professionals should be concerned with finding out about children's
questions, their interests, preferences and needs, their way of seeing and living in the
world and their ways of feeling. González Hueso (2018), for example, speaks of the
tempo of childhood as the speed through which children express themselves in life, and
warns that, as adults go at far more revolutions per minute, we anticipate and push
them, reproducing in the early years settings the hectic rhythms that prevail in higher
stages of the educational system (Domènech, 2009).
There is a need of ECEC teachers who can look at the world through the eyes
of children because, in children's actions there is theory, in their thinking there is
utopia, and in their faith, there is hope for a better world (Ritscher, 2012). Rachel
Carson

(2012),

universally

renowned

for

being

the

inspirer

of

modern

environmentalism, believes that children have an innate sense of wonder and that, to
preserve it, children need the company of at least one adult with whom to share it,
rediscovering with them the joy, the expectation, and the mystery of the world in
which we live. Therefore, there is a need for ECEC teachers to resist the inertia that
results in seeking to communicate "the truth" to children and transmitting adult
knowledge to them; and to interact with children in such an automaton-like manner
that results in being completely unaware of children's interests, desires, preferences,
strengths, and potentialities (Bebchuk, 2011). Only active listening will enable us adults
to authentically understand how children think, what they want, their theories or their
emotional life. Active listening becomes an ethical commitment to make children's
ideas a reality without betraying their unique ways of seeing, loving, experiencing, and
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feeling, and thus becomes an essential condition for respecting children's culture and
for not destroying it (Hoyuelos, 2004; Hoyuelos & Riera, 2015).

The teacher who acknowledges and responds to children’s diversity
Referring to childhood in singular form is inaccurate and implies an idealized and
rather unrealistic image of it. Thus, instead of considering childhood as if it were a
universal phenomenon, it would be better to change the approach to include the very
diverse experiences that each child has during childhood, depending on the specific
context in which (s)he grows up and develops (Morrow, 2011). Relevant authors such
as Malaguzzi (2001), who referred to children's hundred or thousand languages, or
Gardner (2011), with his theory of multiple intelligences, agree in advocating the right
of each child to have his/her individuality acknowledged and met. In other words,
children need to be looked at one by one (Díez Navarro, 2012). Santos Guerra (2006)
expresses himself in the same terms, claiming that there is no one child exactly like
another, considering that if a single square centimeter of skin (fingerprints) makes us
different from billions of other individuals, what about the whole skin? With
everything it has inside, with the history and the experiences and the emotions and
the expectations?
It can be inferred, therefore, that attending to the almost infinite diversity
among children makes the educational task of ECEC teachers enormously complex.
But only if the teaching practice is adjusted and readjusted to the individuality of each
child, we may talk about quality ECEC, that is, the kind of education that seeks the
participation, presence, and progress of every child without exception (Santos Guerra,
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2011). In this sense, high-quality ECEC professionals not only acknowledge and
welcome diversity as an inherent feature of human beings, but they go beyond it,
experiencing what Colker (2008) defines as an inclination towards diversity. In other
words, the best ECEC teachers regard individual diversity as a collective enrichment.
As Oliveira-Formosinho and Barros (2011) express, teachers who honor children's
diversity also honor diversity in general terms, regardless of an individual's age,
gender, or any other differentiating attribute. Although they continue to be the
exception in many school teams around the world, as Moss (2010) emphasizes, ECEC
teachers who value difference and respond to diversity believe that the education
system fails when learning and development experiences in the early years settings do
not incorporate and accommodate children's diverse interests and personal identities
(Souto-Manning, 2014).
Therefore, differentiated educational intervention is an ethical commitment
adopted by high-quality ECEC teachers since, as Santos Guerra (2006) states, it would
be extremely unfair to provide the same stimuli and support to children who
inherently are very different. It is therefore a matter of gaining in-depth knowledge
about each child in the classroom, about his/her context and personal history. Highquality ECEC teachers do not condemn children's diverse pace and rhythms, but rather
encourage them, because they understand that from this diversity children are
communicating who they are (Cabanellas et al., 2008). For Domènech (2009), each
child's unique learning and development rhythms, which must be acknowledged and
respected, derive from different backgrounds, interests, and individual skills. When
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children's diversity is not only incorporated into the school' s daily life, but also
encouraged, teachers contribute, on an intrapersonal level, to each child's self-esteem
development and, on an interpersonal level, to the fostering of attitudes for peaceful
coexistence, since the classroom's diversity is, on a small scale, just a mirror of society's
diversity (Robinson & Jones, 2006).

Third dimension: The teacher’s positioning on teaching and learning
Regarding the third dimension of the MEDEI model we need to consider that the
teachers' attitude towards the way in which knowledge is acquired or constructed has
a determining influence on the nature of the learning and development experiences
offered to children in ECEC environments (Tafuri & Saracho, 2003). In other words, to
awaken children's love for learning, teachers should appear to their students as lifelong learners, conveying a powerful message: learning about everything around us is
an exciting adventure to embark on during our lifetime (Colker, 2008). It is, therefore,
about inquiring teachers, who encourage critical thinking, practiced with
responsibility, who strive to help children develop their lifelong learning skills, who
spark children's curiosity through observation and experimentation with the
environment, who devote the time children need to walk the path to learning, and
who, above all, they themselves learn alongside children and other members of the
school community (Trueba, 2015).
Consistent with the second dimension, which concerns the teacher's image of
children and childhood, given that the MEDEI is aimed to provide an integrated
approach to the conceptualization of quality in ECEC teaching, in which the
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dimensions are closely connected and interrelated, the pedagogical processes
implemented by high-quality ECEC teachers rely on children's initiative, their creative
potential, and their participation (Blanco, 2008). The teaching-learning process,
therefore, takes place through the implementation of pedagogical strategies in which
the teacher adopts a guiding role so that children learn independently. In other words,
the teacher, as if (s)he was a stage director, arranges the environment so that the child,
interacting with a carefully designed physical and social setting, learns autonomously
(Aparicio & Rodriguez, 2016).

The teacher who designs inclusive learning environments
If it is acknowledged that children are, inherently, diverse and that, therefore, this
diversity leads to each child's unique interests, motivations, rhythms, and ways of
behaving, ECEC teachers should plan for differentiated and personalized pedagogical
proposals (Balongo & Mérida, 2016). Learning is certainly an idiosyncratic process that
requires teachers to diversify their proposals to provide children with stimulating
development contexts that adapt to the diversity of their abilities, rhythms,
expectations and needs (Mérida, 2018b). An inclusive school for children would then
be an institution that discards uniformity and homogenization, and which is strongly
committed to responding to the many different individualities of those who are part of
it (Ruiz & Mérida, 2015). The ultimate aspiration of the inclusion movement is to adapt
the educational system and the curriculum to the needs of each child, and not the
other way around, thus guaranteeing every child's full participation and progress
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(Blanco, 2008). As Gesualdi (1975) eloquently states in Cartas a una maestra7, there is
just one problem with the system: the children it leaves behind. High-quality ECEC
teachers do not blame school dropout on certain attributes of children and their
families (López Melero, 2012), but their main concern lies in identifying and
overcoming the barriers set up by the education system, preventing many children
from accessing a quality and equitable education (Blanco, 2008).
This means that plurality becomes the principle that guides the planning and
implementation of versatile teaching-learning experiences in terms of resources,
times, spaces and groupings, since only open and flexible activities enable the
inclusion of children's different levels of development, experiences and ideas, and
allow for different levels of elaboration and complexity, thus responding to the
different backgrounds of each child in the classroom (Balongo & Mérida, 2016 & 2017;
González et al., 2016). As we pointed out earlier, when ECEC teachers devote
themselves to a genuine education for diversity, they contribute, in one hand, to the
development of children's emerging personal and academic self-esteem, by avoiding
the implementation of activities that may result in early frustration experiences (Ruiz
& Mérida, 2015); and, at the same time, they favor the development of attitudes of
respect towards difference and new patterns of peaceful coexistence rooted in
pluralism, mutual understanding and democratic relations (Balongo & Mérida, 2016;

Barbiana school students collectively wrote this book so that their half-literate parents could
act against the mainstream school. Rural children, at first underachievers, but brought together
in an inspiring school, that of the priest Lorenzo Milani in Barbiana, located 55 kilometers from
Florence. Cartas a una maestra is a protest against a failing educational system.
7
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Blanco, 2008).

The teacher who designs intellectually engaging learning environments
The various challenges that society faces today demand unique and original solutions,
resulting from creative processes in search of answers to specific problems (Tafuri &
Saracho, 2003). Bauman (2008) clearly states that we need unusual ideas, exceptional
plans that have never been previously suggested by others and, above all, the wild
inclination towards walking alone down one's own road. It is a matter, in the words of
Hoyuelos (2004), of helping children to create images and words that do not appear
in the dictionary; of encouraging children to think and create, so that they become
increasingly curious, open-minded, active, inquiring, and innovative (Díez Navarro,
2012).
High-quality ECEC teachers are skilled in posing enigmatic questions to which
answers can only be obtained by creating, imagining, and finding alternative paths
using resourcefulness and divergent thinking (González et al., 2016). For Esteve
(2006), it makes no sense to give answers to those who have not asked questions and,
therefore, he insists that teachers' primary task is to spark children's curiosity, helping
them to discover the relevance of what they are learning. According to Tafuri and
Saracho (2003), the likelihood that children will develop creative and divergent
thinking skills depends on the type of interactions they establish with their teachers
(opportunities to answer and discuss, the complexity of the questions posed, or the
nature of the feedback provided in response to a given child's answer). High-quality
ECEC teachers convey to children their passion for discovering, exploring, and
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inquiring. In fact, in terms of learning, research projects have great pedagogical
potential. This way, children begin with their own questions and initial hypotheses,
and search for answers by means of scientific evidence gathered from interaction with
their social and natural environment (Pozuelos & García, 2017).
For the learning environment to be intellectually stimulating, spaces and
materials need to be interesting and chosen with a certain intentionality: to encourage
reflection, thinking, action, to enable play and fantasy, to foster communication, to
“do science” and to create art (Medina et al., 2017). Santos Guerra (2012), in this sense,
is concerned about the architecture of educational spaces, and claims the right of
children to a school that is not only functional, but also beautiful and suggestive
because, he argues, people, to develop healthy and happy, need human spaces, not
impersonal places.

The teacher who fosters children’s meaningful learning
As an essential part of their professional work, high-quality ECEC teachers are
committed to making room in the teaching-learning process for the interests and
concerns of their students (Sträng, 2008). If the aim is to help children in building
relevant and meaningful learning, its content, following Santos Guerra (2012), needs
to meet a two-fold rationale: on the one hand, internal, that is, new information should
have coherence, structure and meaning; on the other hand, external, that is, it has to
be aligned with each child's prior knowledge. It is not a matter, then, of planning an
endless number of activities, but rather that these activities make sense, being carried
out in a meaningful context for all the people involved in the teaching-learning process
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(Trueba, 2015). This is possible when daily life becomes the source of learning and the
core of the educational project (Azkona & Hoyuelos, 2011). The meaningfulness of the
learning is achieved, therefore, by embracing everything that interests, appeals, and
concerns everyone, both children and adults, without overlooking the importance of
the ground floor to which Díez Navarro (1999) refers, since this is the symbolic place
that contains the affects and emotions, which drive the knowledge about ourselves,
about others and about life.
The fostering of meaningful learning is consistent with an understanding of
children as co-constructors of knowledge, identity, and culture, and relies on the
active listening on the part of teachers, who design educational experiences from
children's ideas and interests and from their preferred expressive languages (Sorin,
2005). To place children as the protagonists of their own learning, ECEC teachers
should move towards participatory pedagogical approaches and avoid textbooks or
other standardized approaches that require children to learn the same thing, in the
same way and at the same time (Domènech, 2009; Mitchell et al., 2009).

The teacher who promotes children’s active learning
If, as L' Ecuyer (2012) claims, children are curious, explorers, inventors, able to wonder
yet remaining confident, to formulate hypotheses and to test their validity through
observation, it is discouraging to realize that, overwhelmingly, being seated is the
quintessential attitude in school, as Santos Guerra (2006) denounces, even though
children are all about movement and activity. Learning, on the contrary, occurs when
we become actively involved in a variety of experiences. Cognition, then, is intimately
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connected to perception and, in this sense, children gradually develop a more
comprehensive understanding of the reality in which they live through their
participation, and subsequent reflection, in activities that involve direct interaction
with objects, spaces and/or people (Zollinger & Atencio, 2007). In their research on
the ingredients for a good praxis in ECEC, Mendioroz and Rivero (2019) refer to those
rich and real experiences through which children build their own learning via openended investigations in which they manipulate and observe with all their senses.
In active or hands-on learning experiences, children are provided with the
necessary resources for independent information search, exploration, and hypothesis
testing. Thus, learning activities resemble the scientific method. Montanero (2019)
argues that, in these learning environments, outcomes are better not in terms of the
amount of the acquired knowledge, but in terms of its comprehensiveness and
meaningfulness. When asked directly, children report enjoying experiences at school
in which they are granted some control over the learning process, that is, experiences
of exploration, experimentation, inquiry, as well as those in which they can
collaborate with their peers in solving some sort of challenge. Specifically, the 200
children who participated in Flückiger et al. (2018) research on children's conceptions
about learning seemed excited when describing activities such as scientific
experiments,

solving

mathematical

enigmas,

developing

research

projects,

interviewing different agents of the school community, building demos, or creating
artistic products. All these learning proposals favor the development of higher order
cognitive skills, such as the formulation of questions and the search for answers
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through processes of observation, communication, prediction, planning and
experimentation that conclude, like any scientific enterprise, in the generation of
theories (Bulunuz, 2013; Lonka et al., 2000).

The teacher who fosters children’s reflective learning
The previously described inquiry-based active learning, emphasizes, among other
aspects, the communication and discussion of evidence-based findings (Montanero,
2019). In other words, active learning, far from favoring the passive assimilation of
contents selected and presented by the teacher, encourages children to exchange
ideas through dialogue and argumentation (Kim & Darling, 2009). Some authors, such
as Goh et al. (2012), refer to this approach as conversational learning, defining it as an
authentic and equal dialogue that takes advantage of the diversity of positions of each
learner, including the teacher. Within this approach, teachers become facilitators who
1) guarantee every learner's participation, 2) exhibit, when appropriate, a lack of
knowledge to enhance child participation, 3) redirect the discussion if a sterile
conversation occurs, 4) regulate and connect the interventions, and 5) contribute to
the creation of a classroom climate in which children feel that all their contributions
are acknowledged and valued (Mérida et al., 2017).
To enable learning through generative conversations that motivate reflection,
ECEC teachers need to be skilled in the art of asking authentic questions, i.e., those for
which the teacher does not yet have the answers and seeks to find them with the help
of children and the wider school community. It is therefore a challenge, since it is a
matter of posing questions that spark curiosity and lead to the launching of a joint
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research process (Bebchuk, 2011). In addition to questions of a generative nature,
Ritchhart (2009) introduces the so-called facilitating questions, which are intended to
request more and better evidence from students to support their answers, as well as
to contribute to the setting up of large group discussions so that individual perspectives
can be listened to and considered. These processes are implemented only by teachers
who are comfortable with uncertainty and ambiguity and who are therefore more
concerned with the process that leads to the answer than with whether the answer
itself is right or wrong (Kim & Darling, 2009). It is precisely the controversies and
contradictions that emerge in the argumentation process that guarantee the quality of
the learning that is achieved (Mérida et al., 2017; Turner & Krechevsky, 2003). When
the hypotheses of each group member are submitted to public debate, ideas evolve,
and the result is collectively generated learning (Kim & Darling, 2009). ECEC is a
perfect time to advance in the use of an increasingly socialized language, i.e., one that
is used to make one's own thinking explicit while incorporating the contributions of
others (Mérida et al., 2017). High-quality ECEC teachers establish in the classroom a
learning environment in which learning depends on each other's contribution
(Bebchuk, 2011).

The teacher who aims comprehensiveness in learning
It is still the case that school learning is promoted in a fragmented way, although life is
an organic and integrated whole. Anyone who observes children during free play will
notice that, in their playful proposals, logical-mathematical, linguistic, relational, etc.,
skills are simultaneously employed. That is, when activities are suggested or initiated
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by children, these have a comprehensive character because, by embodying a research
approach, they require the convergence of various learning areas (Balongo & Mérida,
2017; Domènech, 2009). Zhbanova et al. (2010) give sound reasons for implementing
a comprehensive approach in ECEC: 1) learning experiences in which children can
make connections with their prior knowledge and, especially, with their daily lives,
are deeply meaningful; and 2) solving everyday problems calls for different skills and
the use of different kinds of knowledge. Therefore, the ECEC curriculum should
primarily provide learning and development opportunities that equip children to take
part competently and ethically in society.
As stated in the European Commission report (2014), Proposal for Key Principles
of a Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education and Care, the cognitive
development of young children does not fit into a traditional curricular approach, that
is, based on disciplines. On the contrary, from birth to approximately six years of age,
children try to make sense of the experiences that occur in their immediate
environment: their place in their family, the role of their reference adults, the
development of their personal identity, the communication of needs and desires, the
implementation of social interaction strategies that help them forge lasting
relationships, the mechanism by which ordinary objects operate, seasonal events, etc.
Zabalza (2016b) insists on this idea: intellectual development in childhood occurs in
parallel to affective and motor development; cognitive processes do not take place if
the relational and emotional dimension is not attended to simultaneously. Therefore,
ECEC should be characterized by the comprehensiveness and interdependence of the
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content that is addressed in the different learning proposals (Molina & López, 2017).
The most appropriate is, consequently, to offer meaningful experiences, which
respond to children's interests, and from which interdisciplinary learning is built,
favoring the integrated development of the physical, social, affective, and intellectual
dimensions (Adams, 1996).
As a result, pedagogical proposals in ECEC should be flexibly planned within
the framework of a comprehensive and interdisciplinary understanding of knowledge,
avoiding discipline-based curricular approaches with rigid boundaries (Balongo &
Mérida, 2017; Mérida et al., 2018), and placing children and their genuine way of
approaching and understanding the world at the center of the learning process
(Azkona & Hoyuelos, 2011). At this point, and following Zabalza (2016a), although
children's growth is a global and interconnected process, and that the different skills
are interrelated, each area of development requires differentiated teaching
interventions for its consolidation and for laying the foundations for a balanced global
progress.

The teacher who regards assessment as an ongoing and formative process
In the international landscape, as has been thoroughly described in the previous
chapter, ECEC is becoming less and less valuable in its own. In this context, the
importance of ECEC policies and practices lies in their preparatory role for compulsory
schooling, which is materialized in a concern for young children to acquire basic
literacy, numeracy, and scientific skills from an early age (Sims & Waniganayake, 2015).
To ensure the acquisition of these skills during ECEC, early years institutions and their

94

professionals are widely adopting teaching-learning approaches that have little or no
connection with the way in which children make sense of their everyday lives. Thus,
the same objectives and standards are set for all children, as well as predetermined
indicators to assess learning outcomes (Van Laere et al., 2012). As a result, assessment
turns into grading, thus reducing it to a control process that is summative and final in
nature (García & López-Pastor, 2015). In other words, what matters is to score products
rather than to assess processes (Buldu, 2010).
However, the kind of ECEC that we are aiming to characterize in the MEDEI
model and, more specifically, the ECEC professionals that we have been referring to
as high-quality, regard assessment as the process by which they acquire exhaustive
knowledge about how each child learns and how they give meaning to their daily
experiences (Domènech, 2009). In other words, high-quality ECEC teachers assess to
compare processes with objectives and to enhance the conditions in which children's
learning and development take place (Martín & Thió de Pol, 2007). It is carried out,
therefore, what has been agreed to be referred to as formative assessment or assessment
for learning. Buldu (2010) has defined it as the process by which evidence is gathered
and interpreted so that, together, both children and teachers can identify where they
are in their learning process, where they want to go and, most importantly, what is the
best approach to achieve this common objective. García and López-Pastor (2015) refer
to formative assessment as a two-fold process: 1) for children to learn better; and 2) for
teachers to improve their practice.
At this point, it is worth emphasizing the interrelation between the nature of
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the learning proposals and the nature of the assessment strategies. Santos Guerra
(2003) refers to this interdependence when he states that the way a teacher assesses
tells a great deal about the way (s)he teaches. For instance, if what matters is to rate
eminently cognitive learning outcomes, it can be inferred that pedagogical proposals
do not invite children to put into practice their natural ways of learning (playing,
exploring, freely moving, interacting, and communicating with adults and peers) (Van
Laere et al., 2012). Similarly, if all children are asked to draw the same picture, with
the same materials, on the same topic, at the same time and in the same way, it can be
inferred that the assessment (or, in this case, scoring) strategies to be employed will
also conform to the same pattern of uniformity (Katz & Chard, 1996). In a completely
opposite approach, Reggio Emilia, as a paradigm of quality ECEC, assessment is
ongoing and permeates everything: it begins with flexible planning, is embedded in
the development of the learning projects, and is made visible through pedagogical
documentation (McNally & Slutsky, 2017).
Pedagogical documentation, as defined by Ritscher (2012), is an evaluative
instrument that conveys to the different stakeholders in the school community the
value not only of the tangible results or learning products of the activities but, most
importantly, of the processes. It is, therefore, a strategy intended to make visible and
democratize what happens daily in children's learning environments: activities,
routines, difficulties, opportunities, ideas, etc... (Rintakorpi, 2016). Usually,
pedagogical documentation is understood as the set of evidence of children's work at
different levels of development, photographs, drawings, written comments,
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transcripts of conversations with children, clarifications about the goals pursued with
a given activity, contributions from families in different formats, etc. (Katz & Chard,
1996). Pedagogical documentation, together with observation (which contributes to
developing in teachers the necessary sensitivity to move from action to repose and
from speaking to listening [Hoyuelos & Riera, 2015]) and ongoing dialogue with other
stakeholders involved in the learning process, allows teachers to investigate each
child's learning process, as well as to draw valuable conclusions to inform practice and
improve or enrich the intended pedagogical experiences (Buldu, 2010; Katz & Chard,
1996; McNally & Slutsky, 2017). Therefore, Azkona and Hoyuelos (2011) consider that
pedagogical documentation allows teachers to perform a self-assessment of their own
practice and depict it as an essential platform for educational improvement and
innovation.

Fourth dimension: The teacher’s role in the classroom’s socio-emotional
functioning
The fourth dimension of the MEDEI model builds on the premise that children's
development is holistic and comprehensive, meaning that cognitive progress depends
on socioemotional progress and vice versa (De-Damas-González & Gomariz-Vicente,
2020; Ribes et al., 2005). The Delors Report (1996), similarly, advocated a four-pillar
integrated vision of education: to know, to do, to be, and to live together. Certainly,
the last two pillars support us in arguing the importance of introducing socioemotional
education practices in early years settings, through which teachers contribute to
children's harmonizing the three key elements that give integrity to the individual, that
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is, thought, emotion and action, thus contributing to children's overall (present and
future) well-being (Darder & Bach, 2006; Medina et al., 2017). Given the impact of the
socioemotional dimension in the overall development of children, high-quality ECEC
teachers acknowledge its importance and value and, consequently, allocate the
necessary space and time to this area (Toro, 2010).

The teacher who contributes to children’s emotional development
There is a certain degree of agreement in the literature regarding the core purposes of
a pedagogical intervention regarding young children's emotional development. Cepa
et al. (2017) state that it is about helping children appraise their own and others'
emotions and initiating them in emotional regulation. Morris et al. (2013) refer to
emotional competence as the skill to identify, control and express one's own emotions,
and to identify and interpret others' emotions. Likewise, Marina (2005) refers to the
skills that emotional competence encompasses, among which stand out the
understanding and control of one's own emotions, the appropriate interpretation of
others' emotions, the ability to effectively deal with unpleasant emotions, as well as
the management of emotional impulses. In this sense, setting clear and consistent
limits helps children to revert inappropriate emotional expressions that result in
behaviors that threaten their own well-being and that of others (Toro, 2010). Thus,
among the purposes of the pedagogical intervention regarding children's emotional
development stands out the fostering of emotional self-awareness, i.e., the
consciousness of one's own emotional state as a prerequisite for the perception of
other people's emotions (López, 2005; Toro, 2010). Equally relevant is the notion of
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emotional regulation, or the ability to control emotional impulses, to manage
unpleasant emotions, to cope with frustration and to postpone rewards (Ribes et al.,
2005). Indirectly, helping children to develop strategies to prevent the harmful effects
of unpleasant emotions, or to overcome unpleasant emotional states, also contributes
to the development of children's ability to "generate" positive emotions, to selfmotivate and, broadly speaking, to have a positive disposition towards life.
It is worth pointing out the pivotal role of warm, reciprocal and trusting adultchild relationships, as they provide a safe platform from which children develop socioemotionally (Papadopoulou et al., 2014). Regarding emotional socialization (Morris et
al., 2013), the concept of modeling refers to how adults' emotional expression
indirectly teaches children which emotions are considered acceptable in each social
context and how the experience of certain situations is linked to specific emotional
states. Contingent reinforcement, emotionally speaking, refers to how adult responses
can encourage or inhibit children's emotional expression. In this regard, Toro (2010)
insists on the importance of showing deep respect for children's emotions and an
honest acknowledgement of the rightness and validity of any emotion experienced by
anyone at any given time.

The teacher who contributes to children’s self-image and self-esteem
development
As Johnson (1980) wisely stated, how children think and feel about themselves
determines who they are, how they learn, how they relate to others, and ultimately
who they will become. The perception of one's own worth depends on past
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experiences in which one has been successful (regardless of the life domain to which
we refer) and able to develop new skills (Sheridan, 1991). Based on these premises,
high-quality ECEC teachers try to create a classroom environment in which individual
identities are recognized, welcomed, valued, made visible and respected (Medina et
al., 2017). Research has been evidencing that there are certain pedagogical strategies
and, often, certain teaching attitudes that contribute to the development of children's
positive self-image (Aldridge, 1989; Feldman, 2005; Johnson, 1980; Määttä & Järvelä,
2013; Miller & Moran, 2006; Murillo et al., 2011; Sheridan, 1991):
•

Projecting a positive and realistic self-image in children so that they
think of themselves as capable of achieving what they set out to do, with
the necessary effort and enthusiasm.

•

Acknowledging individual achievements and helping children to regard
mistakes as an opportunity for improvement.

•

Providing all children with the same opportunities to exhibit their skills
and knowledge, and to share their ideas and points of view, so that they
feel they are taken seriously and that what they can do or willing to say
is valuable to everybody's learning.

•

Affording children with opportunities to make decisions and to take on
responsibilities and consequences when being autonomous in their
actions. For the development of self-awareness and self-esteem, it is
beneficial for children to have a sense of ownership and fulfillment
when they successfully complete a project that they themselves have
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decided to engage in.
•

Planning for diverse learning experiences and offering developmentally
appropriate learning resources for each child, so that they can feel
comfortable engaging in the activities or interacting with the materials,
thus preventing them from early frustration.

•

Replacing assessment methods that rank and compare children to each
other (a child should only be confronted with an earlier version of
himself or herself) with formative assessment that provides meaningful
insights about each child's development.

•

Engaging in an authentic relationship with each child in the classroom
by investing quality time in one-on-one encounters and exhibiting
genuine interest in their lives both in and out of school.

The teacher who enacts a pedagogy of care
Teaching is, primarily, a relational endeavor whose ultimate purpose transcends
children's mere academic readiness (Mérida, 2018a). In fact, there is a movement (Dolz
& Rogero, 2012) by which public education should be meant to focus on supporting
children in developing three kinds of affective attitudes: (1) towards themselves; (2)
towards the closest ones; and (3) towards the whole humankind. The ethic of care has
been advocated, among other authors, by Nel Noddings (1984), who considered it to
be the very basis of the teaching act, defining it as an ethic grounded in individuals and
in the quality of the relationships they form. Care at the early years setting is aimed at
ensuring the well-being of everyone who is part of it (Lastra et al., 2010):
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•

Attention to individual needs (physiological, psychological, social,
emotional, and those related to autonomy and participation).

•

Respect for every stakeholder's rights.

•

Establishment of authentic relationship and communication bonds.

A quality ECEC setting is a development and learning environment full of
affection, in which there is a sense of safety, trust and participation (Medina et al.,
2017; Murillo et al., 2011). The pedagogy of care begins, in the words of Toro (2010),
with the warmth the teacher displays to children by means of a certain way of
interacting with them, looking at them, and in the tone and intentionality of the
teacher's words and actions. It is therefore a matter of implementing learning
processes that, grounded on love and care as key elements, foster in children attitudes
of attention, concern, responsibility and commitment to others (Dolz & Rogero, 2012).
In this regard, Salminen et al. (2014) distinguish between conventional norms and
moral norms, and advocate giving a preferential place in school to the latter, as these
are the ones that deal with balancing one' s own and others' well-being based on the
basic principles of justice and equity. The pedagogy of care aims, in short, to establish
in the early years setting the necessary conditions for the emergence of a sense of
community, a "we" where there are no "others", so that relationships are based on
gratitude, empathy, generosity, attention and mutual respect, and actions are aimed
at achieving the common good (Dolz & Rogero, 2012; Rogero, 2010; Rogero & Rogero,
2013).
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The teacher who invests in relationship-building within a community of learners
Schools are, in essence, a place for establishing relationships between children, their
families, teachers, and other school stakeholders (Martín & Thió de Pol, 2007).
Likewise, learning is also a social process. In this sense, children daily participate in a
wide range of situations that involve dialogue with others, observation of what others
do, as well as opportunities to explore and reflect with others. In short, learning comes
as a result of collaborative experiences between children themselves and between
children and those with whom they interact on a daily basis (Zollinger & Atencio,
2007).
Considering the globalized world in which we live, ECEC professionals should
be concerned, primarily, with helping children to develop the necessary skills to
efficiently join and participate in diverse social groups (Broekhuizen et al., 2017;
Turner & Krechevsky, 2003). Likewise, ECEC practitioners should introduce their
students to the practice of essential skills for life in a democratic society: assertively
expressing one's own point of view, as well as understanding and respecting the point
of view of others, accepting any differences; bringing together different positions,
interests and needs; implementing strategies for peacefully resolving conflicts or
disagreements; and taking part in the formulation of community agreements to guide
the group' s life (Salminen et al., 2014). In this sense, ECEC teachers, as Trueba (2015)
points out, should support children to become increasingly autonomous not only in
the physical but also in the intellectual and ethical domains, for which the internalized
definition of norms and their corresponding follow-up play a fundamental role. When
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children actively participate in the process of establishing classroom and school
norms, these are no longer regarded as precepts to be complied with, but rather as
essential agreements to be respected. In this context, the norms or community
agreements contribute to create and sustain a feeling of togetherness in the classroom,
regardless of the problematic situations that may arise during the school day
(Rodríguez et al., 2019).
At any stage of life, we humans need to feel that we belong to one or more social
groups, made up of people who care about each other; we need to feel attached to and
valued by a larger or smaller group of people, and to feel that whether we are a part of
that group or not makes a significant difference (Kim et al., 1995). Therefore, ECEC
professionals should establish a classroom environment that favors the transition from
the self to the “we” or, in other words, the emergence of a collective identity rooted in
a sense of belonging to the classroom (Medina et al., 2017). Thus, the classroom
becomes a source of mutual support (López Melero, 2012).
Following Kim et al. (1995) and Rodriguez et al. (2019), the classroom becomes
a community of learners when: (1) there is a shared feeling whereby each member of
the group cares about the well-being of others and works together to achieve common
purposes; and (2) each member of the group feels that his/her individual contribution
to achieving overall advancement and well-being is recognized and valued. Under
these conditions, what Hong et al. (2017) define as a learning group may be established
in the classroom, i.e., a group of individuals who, brought together emotionally and
intellectually to solve problems, create products, and make sense of their everyday
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experiences, learn on their own and, at the same time, benefit from the unique way in
which the rest of the group members learn. Consequently, as everyone learns from
and with others, the learning opportunities are exponentially multiplied, and the
group, unlike what would happen if each member operated independently, is able to
learn more and learn better (Krechevsky, 2012).

Fifth dimension: The teacher’s role in establishing partnerships with the
community
The fifth dimension of the MEDEI model is grounded on the understanding that the
school is not the only learning environment for children, nor are teachers the only
educational stakeholders in children's learning. On one hand, teachers' contributions
to children's learning and development will depend to a large extent on the more or
less favorable conditions provided by the environment in which the school is located
(Bolívar, 2006) but, fundamentally, on teachers’ predisposition and ability to take
advantage of them. On the other hand, and given the diversity of social contexts in
which children take part on a daily basis, collaboration with families, primarily, and
with the wider community, becomes an integral part of contemporary teachers' role.
Gifre and Esteban (2012) point out that, to contribute to harmonious development, the
different scenarios of life and activity for children need to mutually recognize, value,
and accept each other, as well as engage in joint actions. Of relevance here is
Bronfenbrenner's ecological theory of development, which highlights the powerful
influence exerted on the child by the multiple social ecosystems in which (s)he is
simultaneously inserted. Specifically, we are interested in the notion of mesosystem,
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as it is the result of the relationships established between different microsystems
(specifically, the family and the school) (Iruka et al., 2020). Thus, the potential for
development of the environments or microsystems that constitute the mesosystem is
exponentially multiplied depending on the number and quality of the connections
established between them, which can take the form of shared activities, bidirectional
communication and exchange of knowledge and experiences between each specific
context, as they are all learning and development environments for children
(Comellas, 2014).

The teacher who invests in relationship-building with each child’s family
From its inception, the school, as a social institution, has complemented and assisted
parental education at home. In this sense, we refer to the complementary nature of
education at school and the principle of subsidiarity, given that, in no case, can or
should the school replace the primary educational role of parents and/or legal
custodians (Rivas, 2007). However, both contexts, school, and home, should invest
the necessary efforts to cooperate and ensure the alignment of their educational
practices, which will have a very beneficial impact on the harmonious and integrated
development of children: the school's efforts will be consistent with family’s efforts,
and vice versa (Kinkead-Clark, 2018). The educational co-responsibility to which family
and school should aspire implies, following Parra et al. (2017), the creation of an
educational community with shared goals, the broadening and strengthening of
communication channels and forms of participation, as well as the increase of the
sense of belonging. For the establishment of trusting relationships with children's
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families and to ensure the compliance that will give coherence to the educational
intervention, aspects such as mutual respect, cooperation or a shared sense of
responsibility are essential (Intxausti, 2014; Shivers, 2004).
As noted in previous sections, high-quality ECEC teachers work hard to acquire
a thorough knowledge of each child in their classrooms. To this end, it is also essential
to acquire a thorough knowledge of the children's families, since, following Medina et
al. (2017), each family is a breeding ground where the identity of each child unfolds.
Likewise, during the first months after the child enters the early years setting for the
first time, teachers and families will have to work on what Díez Navarro (2012) refers
to as the affective transition. At first, the continued presence of families in the school
will be essential, which is favored by the creation of welcoming spaces that make
families feel comfortable and, consequently, to spend longer and better time in the
school together with their children (Equipo de la Escola Bressol Municipal Bellmunt8,
2017). Children will only be able to get the most out of the development and learning
experiences at school from the confidence resulting from the new relationships
established in the school environment.
Family involvement in school should be encouraged because of its great
potential to enrich the teaching-learning processes that take place there (González et
al., 2016) or, in other words, family involvement in school implies the inclusion and

These are municipal (public) early years settings around Barcelona, which serve children from
0 to 3 years of age, and which are renowned for the quality of the learning and development
experiences they provide, resulting from high-quality organizational conditions and an equally
outstanding pedagogical work.
8
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use of different knowledge, experiences and points of view, thus enriching children's
learning and developmental achievements. Taking, once again, the Italian Reggio
Emilia schools as an inspiring example (McNally & Slutsky, 2017), family involvement
in the early years can adopt very diverse forms: (1) exchange of information about the
classroom work being carried out; (2) meetings with small groups of families to address
common children's issues or needs; (3) meetings with specialized professionals to
address family's training needs; (4) workshops in which teachers and families
participate on equal terms to learn and/or improve some of their child-rearing and
educating skills.

The teacher who promotes children’s learning in-and-from the community and
who advocates for community improvement
According to Molina (2007), ECEC teachers should provide their students with the best
and most meaningful learning experiences, which entails distinguishing between those
contents that are best addressed in the classroom and those that are best learned
through direct contact with the surrounding environment. If the school promotes the
establishment of partnerships with the community, the benefits for all stakeholders
are many: on one hand, children will participate in meaningful learning experiences
and, on the other hand, adults will start looking at everyday life from a renewed and
excited perspective, i.e., children's perspective (Krechevsky et al., 2014). Communitybased learning shares many of the features that define experiential learning, since it is
learning that emerges from concrete situations, that is committed to the elements,
people and events of a given context and that, ultimately, is socially shared. Following
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Martínez-Odría (2007), opening the early years setting to the community implies: (1)
raising children's awareness of the needs of their community; (2) fostering children's
learning about the social context; and (3) involving children in the life of their
community.
To take advantage of the educational potential of the community, there is a
need for a certain degree of curricular flexibility (Mayor & Rodríguez, 2015), so that it
is possible to connect the objectives and contents of the stage with the social, cultural,
natural, and political idiosyncrasies of the community, taking advantage of the
educational opportunities offered by museums, cultural organizations, public and
private agencies, as well as other schools. In other words, ECEC teachers who promote
children's learning in-and-from the community design the learning process
considering local, regional, national, or even global events, and reflect on how these
could enrich classroom-and- school-level learning opportunities (Krechevsky, 2012).
The educational relationship with the community should be a reciprocal one.
The commitment with the community leads high-quality ECEC teachers not only to
take advantage of the educational resources available in the local context, but also to
contribute to its improvement and development by making classroom and school
potential available to the community. In this sense, we should bear in mind that the
ultimate goal of the school is the comprehensive education of children, which implies
the learning of citizenship and social participation skills. Such skills and dispositions,
however obvious the clarification may seem, are not developed through the passive
transmission of theoretical knowledge about what it means, for example, by solidarity
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or gratitude (Martínez-Odría, 2007). A caring disposition towards oneself, others and
the environment should be developed at an early age and, for this reason, ECEC
teachers should offer children countless opportunities to develop attitudes such as
compassion or empathy, which are particularly relevant in the current societies where
individualistic behaviors underpinned by unrestrained materialism and consumerism
prevail (Freeman & King, 2001).
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Chapter 3. ‘A teacher’s hug can make you feel better’: Listening to U.S.
children’s voices on high-quality early childhood teaching9
Abstract
Shown to be the single most influential factor in children’s early learning and
development experiences, quality in early childhood education and care (ECEC)
teaching has attracted increasing interest in research and policy globally. Yet almost
all definitions of quality ECEC teaching to date reflect only adults’ notions of the
features that should define a good early-years professional. The present study captures
children’s (four-to-six-year-olds’) voices on the knowledge, skills, and attitudes they
believe a high-quality ECEC teacher should have. Two major categories emerge from
the children’s drawings and narratives, which illustrate children’s perspectives on the
quality of their teachers’ role: (1) a teacher who adapts to the culture of childhood, and
(2) a teacher who attends to individual diversity. Findings provide alternative
measures of quality ECEC teaching grounded in children’s thoughtful ideas about the
ways they believe their teachers can have a positive impact on their school lives.

Keywords
Early childhood education and care, high-quality teaching, teachers’ role, research
with children, participatory research methods, children’s voices

The present chapter corresponds to the following publication: Rodríguez-Carrillo, J., MéridaSerrano, R., & González-Alfaya, M. E. (2020). ‘A teacher’s hug can make you feel better’:
Listening to U.S. children’s voices on high-quality early childhood teaching. European Early
Childhood
Education
Research
Journal,
28(4),
504–518.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1350293X.2020.1783925
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Chapter 4. While we can’t hug… Collaborating with teachers in pandemic
times to listen to Spanish children’s voices on high-quality early childhood
teaching10
Introduction
Research with children: A paradigm shift
For a long time, the attributes granted to children (innocence, immaturity, passivity,
or dependence, among others), were used as arguments to justify the passive role
exerted by them in the research process. It was thought that their contributions would
not be relevant (Blaisdell et al., 2018), and that they could not be able to efficiently
participate in the research process, due to their inability to understand or express their
opinion about complex matters (Mayne & Howitt, 2019). However, age is no longer
regarded as an appropriate indicator when it comes to assess children’s abilities for an
active participation in research (Arnott & Wall, 2021). Together with many other
educational researchers (Castro et al., 2016; Harcourt & Einarsdóttir, 2011), we adopt a
sociological positioning that acknowledges children’s potential and encourages the
overcoming of an image that regard children as a passive collective, whose value in
itself is rooted in what they will become when they are no longer children, to take them
into account for what they currently are, that is, individuals with intentions, interests
and potential, and as subjects with the ability to take actions and make decisions, who

This chapter draws on the publication: González Alfaya, Mª.E., Mérida Serrano, R., &
Rodríguez Carrillo, J. (Coords.) (2021). Teoría y práctica de la excelencia docente en Educación
Infantil. Una mirada compartida entre España y Estados Unidos [Theory and practice of highquality Early Childhood Education teaching. A joint approach from Spain and the United States].
Madrid: Ediciones Pirámide.
10
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have the right that their contributions and proposals about matters that concern their
lives be listened to and considered.
The promulgation of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations,
1989) inaugurated the so-called children’s rights discourse, embraced by the present
study as it regards young children as social actors (Gómez-Montoya et al., 2018), with
the ability to pose reasoned judgements, wisely use their rights and exercise power to
make decisions (Sandberg et al., 2017), as well as to have a position on matters that
concern them (Rodríguez-Carrillo et al., 2020). For this reason, and as obvious as this
could seem, it is necessary to insist on this idea: children are experts on their own lives
(Argos et al., 2011). This means that the experience of children cannot be replaced by
that of the adults or, in other words, although we can remember certain aspects or
moments from our childhood, we adults should recognize our inability to fully
participate in the social and imaginary worlds of children, as we can never go back to
childhood (Argos et al., 2011; Perry & Dockett, 2011). Despite children being the main
beneficiaries of the education system, there is an evident lack of research whose aim
is to understand children’s perspective about the quality of the daily learning and
development experiences provided to them in formal educational environments
(Robson & Mastrangelo, 2018). This is the point of departure for the piece of research
to which the present chapter refers.
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Figure 1
Reasons for doing research with children

Note. Author’s own based on Rogers and Boyd (2020).

Research with children: A methodological revolution
The lack of educational research in which children are actively involved is largely due
to the methodological difficulties encountered by researchers to overcome the power
imbalance between children (especially the younger ones) and adults. However, in
Dockett’s (2021) words, what truly matters when conducting authentic research with
children is not the selection of methods but rather the research team’s attitude,
particularly their theoretical stance and image of children and childhood. If we wager
for researching with children, instead of researching on children, it is recognized that
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the knowledge that children possess is not less valuable than the one possessed by
adults but rather a different kind of knowledge, since children have their own way of
being in the world (Canosa et al., 2018).
As derived from the Convention on the Rights of the Child, it is the responsibility
of adults, and in this case, of researchers, to select methods that place the child in the
center of the research process, thus children becoming protagonists (Argos et al.,
2011). In this sense, Murray (2021) claims that only if they are no longer interpreted in
adults’ terms, children’s ideas and actions will no longer be inexplicable by adults. In
other words: it would be a huge mistake to expect children to have to demonstrate
their abilities by responding to the same instruments that are meant for adults (Rogers
& Boyd, 2020).
The trend among researchers with a long trajectory in incorporating children’s
perspectives in their studies, is the use of various methods simultaneously and
complementarily, which has been referred to as multi-method approach. The intention
here is to acknowledge and respond to the diversity of languages with which children
express themselves (Castro et al., 2016). In the multi-method approach, art-oriented
techniques feature prominently as children, before starting to read and write with a
certain degree of mastery, efficiently express themselves through, for example,
painting and drawing, dance, and movement, among others art forms. The defining
features of the most used techniques in research with children (see Figure 2) have
guided our selection of strategies for data-collection-and-production.
•

The techniques foster participating children’s free expression, and
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active listening on the behalf of the adults who conduct the field work
(Einarsdóttir, 2007).
•

The techniques are meaningful and compelling for children, which is
achieved when planning for research strategies and methods that
aligned children’s preferred ways of being and communicating (Barton,
2015; Castro et al., 2016; Duncan, 2021; Lipponen et al., 2016).

•

The techniques are playful (Castro et al., 2016), imaginative and
practical in nature, which means that they invite children to use their
creative abilities to make something (Barton, 2015; Lipponen et al.,
2016). In this sense, incorporating the interpretations that children
make of their own creations and considering them as first-hand
information to achieve the research objectives, prevents us from falling
into the temptation of analyzing the collected data by exclusively relying
on our adult perspective (Pascal & Bertram, 2009).
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Figure 2
Features of techniques for research with children

Note. Author’s own

Children’s expert knowledge on high-quality ECEC teaching
This study is committed to a sort of educational research that does not reject the adult
vision, but rather complements it, triangulating perspectives by incorporating the
viewpoint of children on different educational issues (Argos et al., 2011; GómezMontoya et al., 2018). If young children are excluded from conversations on the quality
of early years settings, incomplete and biased information, gathered from an adultcentric paradigm, will be offered to society and, therefore, to the agencies and
institutions in charge of making decisions in this regard (Dockett & Perry, 2004). In
other words, we subscribe, along with Castro et al. (2016), to an authentically
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participatory approach to educational research, where children and adults (families,
teachers, and other agents of the school community) engage in a dialogue based on
mutual respect, active listening, and negotiation, resulting in the construction of
shared meanings that enrich the understanding of the educational reality.
The research with children that has been carried out places children as social
agents who must be listened to in those issues that affect them, as is undoubtedly the
quality of the experiences that are provided to them from the ECEC environments, and
considered, since they are the main beneficiaries (Argos et al., 2011). The ultimate goal
of the present study is to ensure that children's perspectives, concerns, needs and
interests become priorities when initiating school improvement and transformation
processes (Dockett & Perry, 2005; Taylor et al., 2004). In the specific case of improving
teaching practices, which is the subject of this study, a sincere approach to the
perspective of children, and an authentic listening to their voice, can help teachers to
gather invaluable advice provided, without intermediaries, by those in whom their
professional role begins and ends: children themselves (Ferreira et al., 2018; Martin &
Buckley, 2020).

Methodology
Premises
We opt for a phenomenological stance since the aim is to conduct research with
children as they are the participants who have the most direct experiences of the
phenomenon under study: quality ECEC teaching. Besides, phenomenology has a
major interest in what is essentially irreplaceable (Van Manen, 2003) as it is the
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educational experience as lived by each one of the participant children. With the
purpose of collaboratively building knowledge and meaning on each participant
child’s lived educational experience, the research has been planned and carried out in
a way that allows access to how children interpret and understand their educational
experience and, specifically, to their perceptions about their teachers’ ways of being,
thinking, communicating, and relating. The research conducted is consequently
ethnographic too: only when having in-depth knowledge (even if this knowledge had
to be indirectly obtained due to unforeseen global circumstances, as explained below)
about the natural context where the educational experience referred to by children
occurs it is possible to gain an authentic insight into each child’s lived educational
experience (Nergaard, 2020).

Context of research and participants
This chapter refers to the second study of the two that integrate the doctoral
dissertation, which have been carried out in the Spanish and U.S. context (RodríguezCarrillo et al., 2020), and have aimed at gathering children's views on the quality of
ECEC teachers. Specifically, the study conducted in early years settings in Córdoba
(Spain) is reported here. The teachers referred to by the participating children, as well
as

the

researcher,

are

active

members

of

the

(http://www.uco.es/investigacion/proyectos/riecu/index.html),

RIECU
a

network

community

of

practice integrated by ECEC teachers from Córdoba city and province, advisors from
the Teacher Training Center of Córdoba and professors from the University of
Córdoba, which was created more than ten years ago with the aim of strengthening
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the partnership relations between initial and continuous teacher training, and
overcoming the gap between educational theory and practice through the
implementation of collaborative action-research processes. Prior to the present
doctoral research, the researcher had carried out another research process within
RIECU, this one focused on the study of the interactions that take place among ECEC
children in the pedagogical approach of Project-Based Learning (PBL) (Rodríguez et
al., 2019). This previous research experience, together with the very diverse formal
and informal exchanges as part of the network's annual activities and projects, have
laid the foundations for a genuine collaboration between the teachers and the
researcher, essential to design and implement the participatory research hereby
discussed.
A total of 38 children aged four and five years who attend public schools located
in the city of Córdoba participated in this partial study (see Table 1). The three settings,
two of them offering both pre-school and primary education, and the third being a 06 nursery school, serve families with very diverse socioeconomic and cultural
backgrounds. Setting 1, which is in the old part of the city, is known for serving families
who are very involved in the education of their children. In the words of Marta11, the
teacher at this school with whom we have collaborated, these are “families with an
idea of education that fits with our pedagogical approach to ECEC, that is, they can
relate to it”. Setting 2, located in a neighborhood nearby one of the city's main avenues,

11

Pseudonyms have been used to preserve the collaborator teachers’ identity.
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serves, mostly, children who come from large families settled in this neighborhood for
several generations, which is reflected in a wide family participation in the activities
proposed by the school. Carla, our teacher-researcher of this second school, referred
in the following terms to the families of her students: “they are a heterogeneous group
of families, but they all give great importance to public education, plural, with values
(coeducation, environment, care ethics, etc.). They are families who have chosen this
school for its educational project, which is well known in the neighborhood”. Finally,
Nati, the teacher at setting 3, a nursery school located in an area where neighborhoods
of different socioeconomic and cultural levels converge, refers to the families of her
students as a “hodgepodge”. Nati talks about how the diversity (social, economic,
cultural, educational styles, etc.) of the families has an impact on the very different
development and learning starting points of the children in her classroom, and about
her pedagogical strategies to turn diversity into an opportunity: “I focus on knowing
where each child is coming from, and I always take advantage of what motivates them
the most, their most developed skills and competencies, and from there, I develop and
strengthen everything else. I like to make them aware that we are all good at
something... I try to make us all feel good in class”.
Data collection was undertaken during the second quarter of the 20-21 school
year. The teachers in settings 2 and 3 were able to get all their students to participate.
On the other hand, the teacher in setting 1, with a total of 26 children in her classroom,
carried out the research with only 11. This decision was motivated, in the first place,
by logistical reasons, because it is very difficult for a single teacher, with such a large
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group of children, to be able to have quality encounters with each participating child.
Secondly, Marta, the teacher in setting 1 to whom we are referring, made the most of
a circumstantial situation. In Spanish public schools, students can take the subject of
Religión, taught by specialist teachers, or the subject of Alternativa (in some schools it
is called Valores), for which the teacher-tutor is usually in charge. In this sense, Marta
decided to carry out the research activities with her Alternativa students, whom she
refers as being “very familiar with this kind of activities”. Her intention was to find a
quiet time during the school day and, if possible, to work with a smaller group with
whom it would be easier to establish better rapport.
Table 1
Demographics of the children participating

N=38 children
Age
Gender

Setting 1
3 year of the 2nd
level
5-year-olds
(n = 11)
♀
♂
(n = 7)
(n = 4)
rd

Setting 2
2 year of the 2nd
level
4-year-olds
(n = 14)
♀
♂
(n = 4)
(n = 10)
nd

Setting 3
2 year of the 2nd
level
4-year-olds
(n = 13)
♀
♂
(n = 8)
(n = 5)
nd

Note. The ECEC stage in Spain is structured in two levels. The first serves children from
0 to 3 years of age, and the second serves children from 3 to 6 years of age. The
participating Spanish children are enrolled in the second level, which lasts three
school years.

Every cloud has a silver lining: Ethnographic educational research amid a
pandemic
The fieldwork was able to be carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic thanks to the
close bonds of collaboration existing between the researcher and the teachers
responsible for the children participating in the study, as mentioned above. The
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situation caused by the pandemic, characterized by social distance, has made it very
difficult to conduct research of a qualitative, ethnographic, and participatory nature,
such as the one reported here (Abdul Rashid et al., 2021). Specifically, at the end of the
lockdown and with the return to schools in September 2020, various measures were
established to contain the virus in the school environment, such as the suspension of
visits from people outside the school, which prevented the fieldwork from being
undertaken under conventional terms. The uncertain scenario resulting from the
pandemic demanded a flexible, possibility-oriented, and even imaginative attitude in
the search for alternative solutions that would allow the research to proceed (Hall et
al., 2021). In the words of Arnott and Wall (2021), when children play, they embark on
an enthusiastic exploration of what was initially unknown; for this reason, if the
intention is to engage in research with children and, therefore, to place play at the
basis of the methods and strategies employed, we, the adult researchers, should also
embrace the uncertain from a purposeful and reflective exploration of the possibilities
on hand. As children would do, we have tried to turn uncertainty into an opportunity
for enrichment, not only of the process and the results of the study, but also of the
experience of everyone who has been part of it.

Teacher-researcher collaboration as a founding principle of the RIECU network
Participatory research approaches, such as the one adopted in the present study,
depend, to a large extent, on the establishment of close and trusting collaborative ties,
which is now particularly difficult in a pandemic context defined, among other
aspects, by social distance. However, as mentioned briefly above, the researcher and
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the collaborating teachers already had a close relationship, nurtured over the years,
prior to undertaking the research to which this study refers. The common ground is
the RIECU network, a professional context in which collaborative research-action
processes have been developing, led by hybrid teams made up of teachers, advisors,
and university professors (Mérida-Serrano et al., 2020). RIECU rethinks the role of
educational research, conceiving it as a hinge between theory and practice, as a
generation of knowledge that emerges from the action itself, and regarding teachers
as knowledge producers (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999). In other words, the ECEC
teachers who are part of the network position themselves as experienced researchers
of their own practice, by documenting and interpreting daily all the nuances enclosed
in the learning and development processes of their students (Wall et al., 2021). Among
the members of RIECU, including the researcher and the collaborating teachers, there
is a shared interest in PBL, conceptualized as an alternative way of understanding
ECEC instead of a specific methodological approach. The existence of a shared
understanding of various aspects of ECEC (image of childhood, teaching role, etc.),
although each person brings different but complementary perspectives derived from
different previous experiences and backgrounds, has favored the creation of an
excellent context for the implementation of collaborative research processes
(Herrenkohl et al., 2010).
All the circumstances mentioned above made it possible for the researcher to
feel that she had actually visited the schools and spent time getting to know the context
well enough to better understand the meaning of what was expressed by the
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participating children. The ongoing exchanges with the collaborating teachers, in the
form of messages, phone calls, video calls or e-mails, have acted as a window through
which the researcher has been able to look out, thus ensuring the same depth and
richness of information as that achieved in the US case study, conducted before the
pandemic.

Benefits linked to teachers’ role as co-researchers
The active involvement of teachers in carrying out the research becomes both a
strength and a challenge: there is a close connection between practice and research
since the teachers take an insider position in the reality under investigation. However,
the collaborative critical reflection that has taken place between the teachers and the
researcher has been regarded as something not only useful but, most importantly,
beneficial for teachers’ professional learning (Olin et al., 2021). As the research has
been undertaken by practitioners themselves, children have been given the
opportunity to advance their teachers’ practice or, in other words, children’s opinions
on their teachers’ professional role have become the source for teachers’ exploration
of their own practice and understanding of processes and outcomes in their classroom
(Leggett & Newman, 2019; Rodríguez-Carrillo et al., 2020; Wall et al., 2021), as Carla
expresses:
It’s so cool that I’ve got to know this about my students… I thought I knew them very
well, but now I really know what each one of them values more… I’m realizing that they
actually enjoy learning in this open and flexible way, since each one is allowed to decide
what to learn and how to approach it (…) I’m realizing that they are perfectly capable
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of saying what they like best about what we do… they are such experienced observers!

Co-producing data with children. An ethical endeavour
When conducting research with children, the power imbalance between the child and
the adult in terms of different positions, competences and experiences becomes a
constant challenge that permeates all stages of the study (Einarsdóttir, 2007). Our
ethical positioning relies on our conceptualization of children and childhood in
general which is enacted by our recognition of the participating children’s
competences and the nature of the relationships that are developed along the process
(Harcourt & Sargeant, 2011). The following ethical considerations, inspired by a recent
Dockett’s (2021) proposal, have assisted us in being aware of the importance of
gathering data in an exchange with children that makes them feel empowered, and of
interpreting the generated data being sure that our adult’s understanding reflect
children’s ideas, actions, and experiences.
The image of the child. Our research is informed by both a rights framework and a
sociological framework that recognize children’s competence. This has guided the
design and implementation of the research in a way that prioritizes children’s
perspectives rather than adult expectations or assumptions. As explained in the
upcoming sections, the research has been developed in partnership with the ECEC
teachers to whom the children participating refer. These teachers share with the
researcher a competent and rich image of the child. Marta, a collaborator teacher, after
exchanging with the researcher some of her children’s drawings, told us a quite
revealing anecdote: “Maybe we are carrying out a project about our classroom. Today
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a girl told me that they would like to investigate about us, about teachers”. They locate
children’s voices at the heart of their pedagogy in a daily basis (PBL) and,
consequently, they have located children’s voices at the heart of every research step
they have been involved in. Specifically, teachers have provided us with valuable
narrations of the classroom context which has prevented us from guessing or drawing
wrong conclusions from children’s voices.
Being informed. Children participating were informed about the research by their
teachers in ways that made sense to them. When engaging teachers in planning the
field work, they were encouraged to adapt the research activities so that they could
naturally fit into the classroom routine. Thus, from the very beginning, i.e., from
informing children about the research, collaborator teachers remained faithful to their
educational philosophy. Since their pedagogy relies upon a symmetrical stance when
talking and listening to children, they mostly drew on the circle time to collectively
reflect on children’s role and valuable contribution for the research outcomes. Aligned
to the way she uses to awake children’s curiosity towards a new topic of research
(Project), Nati came up with the idea of giving children the following letter (see Figure
2) on the researcher’s behalf: “Dear children, I’m Julia. I’d like to know what I should
do to be the best teacher ever. Because of the coronavirus, I’m not allowed into your
classroom to ask you in person. Would you help me then?”.
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Figure 2
Researcher’s letter to children to inform them about the research

Note. Reproduced with permission from Nati, one of the collaborator teachers.
Seeking consent. Children’s consent, which is often referred to as assent, was sought
throughout the entire data-collection-and-production process by attending to
children’s expressions, actions and other signals that provided teachers with some
indications of children’s preferences. As the researchers in charge of carrying out the
field work were children’s teachers, who enact and perform attentive listening, and
real interest in understanding children’s experiences and views as part of their
professional role, and who have acquired an extensive knowledge over the years about
each one of their students, the communicative qualities that are the keys to engaging
children in research were guaranteed. Teachers are in a privileged position to notice
each child’s emotional state and, thus, to respect individual rhythms when involving
children in research activities. In relation to this, Marta sent me the following message
after conducting an initial brainstorming circle time for introducing the research topic:
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“(…) If it is OK, I can ask them to do the drawing on a different day (…) today I felt they
were a bit tired, and I didn't want to force them to do something they no longer wanted
to”.
Role of the adult/researcher. When agreeing on the conditions to carry out the
research process with children, both the researcher and the collaborator teachers
emphasized that the methods should be appropriate to the pedagogy of an ECEC
setting. More precisely, if the aim was for the research activities to align with children’s
natural lived experiences, they should resemble play and playfulness (Arnott & Wall,
2021). The only direction was ensuring that the activities were meaningful for children
(and play undoubtedly is), but consistent with the phenomenological approach, we
attempted to minimize the imposition of structure, hoping that play would allow
research to flourish in unexpected yet fruitful ways. Two of the three collaborator
teachers refer to playing as a synonym of carrying out the research activities and stress
how the playful character of the moments helped in inadvertently inserting the datacollection-and-production process into the daily classroom flow:
Carla: They [the children] are used to play with me and that I sit next to them… that’s
why they didn’t feel observed or watched, since the activity was part of the centers’
time. It wasn’t difficult to fit the activity into the classroom routine (…).
Nati: Data collection took place during centers’ time (…) We set up the Teacher Julia’s
center where we played the games you proposed. We didn’t play at the Teacher Julia’s
center every day, but we did twice a week at least (…).

Teachers’ active involvement in research also helped in establishing an
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atmosphere for children to feel valued, respected, and comfortable enough to manifest
their ideas, opinions, perspectives, wonderings, feelings… with honesty and
spontaneity (Perry & Dockett, 2011). Teachers, as it is the case of Marta, approached
the encounters with children as if they were informal or daily conversations (Taylor et
al., 2004). This atmosphere is particularly relevant for the purposes of the research,
since what is intended is that children add details to their answers by extensively
explaining or providing context to their drawings (Määttä & Järvelä, 2013).
Marta: (…) we work a lot in small groups (…) my students are very used to
collaboratively reflect on important issues (…) as we’ve been together for three years
now, there is trust, honesty, and openness between us (…) I let them [the children]
know very often how I feel about them, and they also tell me what they think and feel
about me or about their peers (…) We talk very often about what we feel and how we
feel. That’s why they [the children] felt comfortable when I posed the research
questions, since they are the type of questions that we constantly ask ourselves.
Children didn’t experience it as something artificial nor unnatural.

The rationale behind the method: A talk-and-draw session
Although teachers were encouraged to adapt the data-collection-and-production
process to the natural flow of their classrooms, prior to the field work, conversations
were held to be sure about the fundamentals of the chosen strategy: a talk-and-draw
session or a drawing elicitation self-driven interview (Rodríguez-Carrillo et al., 2020).
The only direction then was to establish the necessary conditions for a child-led
drawing encounter inserted within the daily classroom playful proposals. Drawing was
conceived as a vehicle to explore what children liked about their teachers, and how
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they may conceptualize teaching in early childhood. Children were given two prompts
in the form of open-ended questions:
•

What would you do with children if you became a teacher in the future?

•

What do you like most about your teacher?

The analysis of the drawings was done in partnership with the children,
allowing a free-ranging dialogue about the teaching act. Both teachers and children
were used to talk-and-draw encounters since one typical activity when carrying out a
Project on any topic of interest to children is the so-called prior knowledge drawing
survey, where children would freely draw their earlier ideas on any given topic and,
afterwards, teachers would ask children to tell them about the content of their
drawings.
As it is shown in upcoming sections, research outcomes include a combination
of children’s drawings and interpretations of their own creations, together with
teachers’ further explanations regarding the classroom daily functioning which have
helped in gaining good insight into the meaning that each child attributed to his/her
production. Drawings are seen as “semiotic vehicles where messages are created
through representation and signification and are always embedded in the social”
(Duncan, 2021, p. 118). Thus, since the pandemic has impeded an extended stay in the
field, an ongoing dialogue with teachers has provided us with in-depth knowledge
about the context where the experiences to which children’s accounts refer take place.
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An analytical process grounded in children’s voice and assisted by teachers’
thinking-about-action
Children’s perspectives have been the focus of analysis in the present study. An
analysis that has been performed in partnership with children’s teachers by relying on
their thinking-about-action that children’s accounts have fostered. The active
involvement (due to the pandemic) of school-based researchers, i.e., teachers, in both
collecting and analyzing the data that has emerged from symmetrical and playful
encounters with children, has brought invaluable expertise to the study: teachers
know children over extended periods of time, understand the school setting, know a
great deal about children’s experiences inside and outside school and, overall,
participate in the classroom and school culture in an integral way (Reimer & Bruce,
1994). Teachers’ position as insiders in the context, which provide them with in-depth
knowledge of local situations, has strengthened research data by adding some framing
to children’s accounts (Arnott & Wall, 2021; Nutbrown, 2021; Wall et al., 2021).
Research conversations between the researcher and the collaborator teachers
have resulted in an inductive-deductive analysis which has both depth and meaning,
as expressed by Marta, one of the teachers: “(…) in fact, as we’re undertaking this
careful analysis together, I’m realizing everything that was going on in the circle time
moments to which children refer”. On the researcher’s behalf, the analytical process
was informed by MEDEI (Figure 3), an integrated theoretical model for high-quality
teaching in ECEC (González et al., 2021), previously developed by the researcher and
her supervisors after conducting a comprehensive literature review on the topic
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(specialized knowledge or descriptive codes), while teachers relied upon their
practical knowledge (narrations of the heart of the practice or in vivo codes). The
integration of different but complementary perspectives has resulted in “an insight
which is rich in narrative, exploratory in nature and pedagogy-developing in practice”
(Wall et al., 2021, p. 65). Quality time has been devoted to collaborative reflection and
dialogue on children’s opinions about their teachers’ role. Consequently, by sharing
their students’ accounts on their professional dispositions, teachers allowed the
researcher to (indirectly) observe their work and to discuss it with openness and
honesty (Leggett & Newman, 2019).
Figure 3
Dimensions of the MEDEI model

Note. Author’s own

Results
When analyzing data from children’s discourse in partnership with their teachers, a
significantly higher number of items of empirical evidence related to the second (image
of children and childhood) and third (positioning on teaching and learning) dimensions
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of the MEDEI model. Our reporting of findings focuses on Spanish children’s accounts
on their teachers’ image of children and childhood mainly for comparison reasons,
since the U.S. participating children also overwhelmingly referred to their teachers’
commitment to childhood itself when reflecting about what constitutes a good ECEC
teacher (Rodríguez-Carrillo et al., 2020). Moreover, among the several key themes that
integrate the second dimension, teachers’ acknowledgment of the culture of childhood is
the most referred to by both the U.S. and the Spanish participating children. As shown
in Table 2, each key theme is composed by several categories, which are data-driven
more specific subtopics, some of which also coincide (and others differ, providing new
different nuances to the dimension globally and to the key theme specifically) with the
ones that emerged from U.S. children’s discourse. Quotes were selected to illustrate
the categories in the participating children’s own words, and to support the
interpretation of data in the collaborating teachers’ own words.
Table 2
Key themes and categories in children’s discourse related to the second dimension of the
MEDEI model
Key themes

Admiring
children (1)*

Categories

Examples
Children’s voice
“Teachers must trust them
Unconditional trust in children’s [the children]; teachers
extraordinary abilities
must let them know they
are trusted”
Children’s right to be listened

Respecting
children (6)

“When I grow up, I’ll be a
teacher, and I’ll listen to
everyone in the circle
time”
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“I like when we find things
Children’s right to have their voice and then we tell you [the
taken seriously
teacher] and we bring
them into the classroom”
“We’re playing together
The teacher as a partner in play
[the child and her teacher]
with the cars and the
dolls”
Fun and happiness as conditions “We like jokes!”
Acknowledging
for learning
the culture of Learning
in
a
beautiful “My classroom’s going to
childhood (16)
environment
be very colorful”
Children’s need for freedom of “In my school we’re going
movement
to
have
a
huge
playground”
Fantasy-based pedagogy
“I like searching for pirate
treasures
with
my
teacher”
“When
I
do
my
Acknowledging
assignment and you help
and responding Individual provision of support
me, I am very happy
to
children’s
because you are by my
diversity (6)
side”
Acknowledgment of each child’s “My favorite thing to do is
individuality
to jump and run around
with my teacher”
Note. * = Evidence assigned to the key theme.

Admiring children
The first data-driven category within the key theme admiring children has to do with
teachers’ recognition of children’s potential or, in other words, with teachers’
unconditional trust in children’s extraordinary abilities. Most of the times, as it is the
case with Ana12, there is a tight connection between teachers’ demonstration of
appreciation of children’s skills and a healthy development of children’s personal

12

Pseudonyms have been used to preserve the participating children’s identity.
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identity, most specifically, children’s self-esteem. Marta, who is Ana’s teacher, when
reflecting on the child’s statement, expressed: “(…) she’s so insecure and trusts her
abilities so little… She thinks she doesn’t know anything. She’s not aware of her
personal worth (…) I’m praising her all day… She’s such a creative young girl! (…)
During the three years that we’ve spent together, I’ve focused primarily on
strengthening her self-confidence. That’s why she values so much that teachers trust
children, value them, admire them (…).”
Ana (five): Teachers must trust them [the children]; teachers must let them know they
are trusted.

Respecting children
In terms of respecting children, careful attention should be paid to their fundamental
rights. In this sense, children are perfectly capable to distinguish between teachers
who truly and actively listen to them, and those who exert a directive and authoritative
role in the classroom. David, as his teacher Carla explained when interpreting the
child’s drawing and words, was new to the school and the classroom by the time data
collection was taking place, and one of the things that most caught his attention was
the circle time, as everybody, both the teacher and the children, were participating in
equal terms. Reflecting on David’s statement was a meaningful and rewarding moment
for his teacher: “For me it’s been amazing to discover how the kid has been able to
confront two very different pedagogical positionings and he himself has realized how
enriching is the circle time when we all can talk, share, listen...”.
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Figure 4
David’s drawing

Note. David’s (four) narration about his drawing: “When I grow up, I’ll be a teacher
and I’ll do circle time with everybody”
The following account by Juan gave Carla, his teacher, more reasons for
continuing to approach the circle time in the way she currently does. For Juan, a
participatory circle time where the teacher encourages children to openly talk about
themselves, makes all the difference, since there is a lack of communication at home
due to a very tragic family situation. No doubt, high-quality ECEC environments are
particularly beneficial for children with difficult personal backgrounds.
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Figure 5
Juan’s drawing

Note. Juan’s (four) narration about his drawing: “I like my teacher in the circle time”.
Not only children have the right to be actively listened, but also for their voice
to be taken seriously, which emerges as a new category within the key theme respecting
children. However, Natalia’s account and her teacher Marta’s further contextualization
serve as a warning against confusing children’s right to have their voice taken seriously
with an extreme child-centered pedagogy where teachers’ knowledge and experience
is systematically replaced by a sort of “children’s desires tyranny”. Therefore, Marta
expresses herself in these terms:
She tries to always do what she wants, whether we have reached an agreement or not
(…) If working autonomously, Natalia would choose to make an artistic product. But if
I provided them with directions to follow, she would try to impose her will (…) When
she refused to do certain types of activities, I would tell her that it was important to do
a bit of everything (…).
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Figure 6
Natalia’s drawing

Note. Natalia’s (five) narration about her drawing: “I’d like to be a teacher who makes
cool stuff with the kids, like crafts”.
Children, but also every person no matter their age, need tangible
demonstrations of others, in the case of children, their teachers, taking their voice
seriously. What Javier (five) expresses is just that: “I like when we find things and then
we tell you [the teacher] and we bring them into the classroom”. As Marta told the
researcher later in greater depth, Javier referred to the times when children ask her to
look for little boxes to store the different natural elements that they find when playing
in the playground. Marta always agrees on taking children’s discoveries into the
classroom, under the condition of removing the elements every three days so that the
classroom is always organized and tidy, and for other children to be able to contribute
with brand new and interesting natural elements. Once again, it is about all the voices
in the classroom, both adults’ and children’s voice, to be acted upon.
Sometimes, as it is the case in Carla’s classroom, taking children’s voice
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seriously adopts the form of involving them in planning for the activities. From the
beginning of the school year, Carla lets children know about the rationale behind
certain types of learning moments and, therefore, children are in an empowered and
privileged (given their experiential knowledge about classroom’s ways of functioning)
position to decide when it is the best time to do, in the case of Gonzalo’s account, some
sports. As the following citation shows, the image of the child held by the teacher lies
at the core of her pedagogical actions and decisions: “As they [the children] accurately
know what is intended with a particular activity and are very aware of the time needed
for each type of activity, they are able to decide about our classroom schedule” (Carla).
Figure 7
Gonzalo’s drawing

Note. Gonzalo’s (four) narration about his drawing: “(…) No sports today because we
won't have time for it”.
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Acknowledging the culture of childhood
Among the several categories that integrate the present key theme, the teacher as a
partner in play stands out. When Nati asked her student Alba what she enjoys the most
from everything they do together at school, the child answered with conviction:
Figure 8
Alba’s drawing

Note. Alba’s (four) narration about her drawing: “We’re playing together [she and her
teacher] with the cars and the dolls. I also like playing with my friends”.
Some children from Marta’s classroom also expressed themselves in the same
way: “[If we were teachers in the future], we’d like to play with our students” (Ana and
Blanca, five). Marta explained that she has realized throughout the years that although
the type of activity is important for children, it is paramount if the activity means
spending time with their teacher. Too many often thought to be an “adult-free”
activity, in the present study play reveals to be a more joyful moment if done in
partnership with a beloved adult such as one own’s teacher: “Children don’t like
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feeling observed while doing something; on the other hand, they love when you as
their teacher actively take part in whatever they’re up to” (Marta).
A happy and joyful attitude has been widely regarded as a defining feature of
childhood as a stage of life. In our study, the category fun and happiness as conditions
for learning emerges from children’s discourse regarding teachers’ acknowledgment
of the culture of childhood. Children in Marta’s classroom value how much fun they
have together:
Pablo (five): We like jokes!

When interpreting data from her students, Marta shared an anecdote about a
cuddly toy they have in the classroom and all the funny stories about it they all come
up with in a daily basis. But the most relevant note from Marta’s narration is the fact
that she truly believes that only if teachers feel good when spending time with their
students, they are going to be able, without noticing, to create a happy and joyful
classroom atmosphere.
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Figure 9
Victoria’s drawing

Note. Victoria’s (four) narration about her drawing: “I love dancing with you [her
teacher] in the circle time”.
When collaboratively reflecting with Nati on her student’s, Victoria, drawing
and subsequent caption, she emphasized the natural disposition of the child and the
fact that it was connected to what she liked the most about school: “Victoria is a very
cheerful girl, she always has a smile on her face. That's why she particularly enjoys
these kinds of moments and activities, she likes them very much”. Assuming that an
always-happy child would particularly enjoys happy and joyful moments at school,
together with Nati we reflected on the features of the moment to which Victoria
referred (dancing in the circle time), and came to the following conclusions: (1) Nati
loves dancing and, therefore, has passed her passion to her students; (2) when
deciding what to dance, Nati always asks children to tell her their favorite songs and
(3) although it is usually free dance, sometimes the whole classroom come together,
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holding hands and going round in a circle which. In Nati’s own words, “(…) is a
teambuilding experience”.
Almudena’s account empirically supports one more category related to
teachers’ acknowledgment of the culture of childhood, and it has to do with children’s
natural inclination towards beauty, particularly it emphasizes how the aesthetics of
any given place influences people’s dispositions towards anything that takes place
there: learning in a beautiful environment. Almudena, as recounted by her teacher
Carla, when noticing any minor change in the classroom arrangement or decoration,
would approach her and tell: “Hey, Ms. Carla, I think our classroom is the most
beautiful in the whole school”. It sometimes happens that young children are very
excited to grow up and, therefore, they often overestimate anything that has to do with
grown-ups. Almudena, at first excited for visiting her older sister’s classroom,
approached her teacher Carla rather disappointed: “(…) she told me that she didn't
like her sister's classroom at all and that she used to think that the older children’s
classrooms were beautiful”.
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Figure 9
Almudena’s drawing

Note. Almudena’s (four) narration about her drawing: “My classroom’s going to be
very colorful”.
Another defining feature of childhood to which participating children refer is
their need for freedom of movement.
Almudena (four): In my school we’re going to have a huge playground.

When collaboratively analyzing the rationale behind Almudena’s statement,
her teacher Carla was pretty sure about its meaning. Carla explained that she had
already discussed this issue with Almudena before collecting data for research, and
that the child was truly longing for how everything was done at school before COVID19 pandemic:
What she says about the playground is closely related to the coronavirus… Because of
the pandemic, we’ve stopped using some school facilities… it’s as nonsense as trying to
stem the tide… And Almudena is clear that she liked everything much more when we
had a huge playground, than the one we have now, which is delimited by ropes... It’s
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sad… It looks more like a farmyard than a playground.

We now move to the last, but not least, of the data-driven categories that
integrate acknowledging the culture of childhood as a key theme. Several pieces of
empirical evidence refer to participating children’s praising of learning experiences
that echo a fantasy-based pedagogy positioning on the part of their teachers. It is the
case of Antonio (five), from Marta’s classroom, who states: “I like searching for pirate
treasures with my teacher”. Marta recalls that a very popular activity among their
students is completing a gymkhana by solving riddles which are the clues for
discovering a final treasure: “(…) They love the sense of mystery of finding out
something”.
Figure 10
Luis’s drawing

Note. Luis’s (four) narration about his drawing: “I like to make potions with the sticks
and stones I find in the playground”.
Luis’s teacher, Nati, enrichened the analytical and interpretative stage by
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providing some contextual information to the child’s highlighting. As such, she
explained that they had recently carried out a Project on magical creatures, based on
children’s interests. When researching about this fantastic topic, they used to collect
natural elements from the playground and to make potions out of those elements.
Once children brought their potions into the classroom, they would rely into their
imagination to explain their peers what the potions were for: “(…) they would always
use magical words to tell us about their potions (…) potions could make us invisible,
run very fast, fly…”.

Acknowledging and responding to children’s diversity
The last key theme that will be discussed is made up of two more specific categories
that emerge directly from children's discourses, in the form of drawings and words.
The first category, individual provision of support, refers to children's need to find in
their teacher a person who is always attentive and willing to provide the assistance
they need. Sometimes the support will be tangible and sometimes, as in the case of
Emilia, who refers to her teacher as a good person, the support will be intangible, of
an emotional and affective nature. Marta, Emilia's teacher, gets moved when talking
about this student: “(...) during the three years we've been together, she's gone
through some difficult situations, and I've always been by her side. She's leaned on me
a lot. We've shared a lot. We've been very close (...) The last day of school she even told
me that she didn't want to grow up so that we can always be together”.
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Figure 11
Emilia’s drawing

Note. Emilia’s (five) narration about her drawing: “[Referring to her teacher] You’re a
good person”.
Other of Marta's students also highlight the individualized support they receive
from their teacher, but, on this occasion, on a more academic or school-related level:
Martina (five): When I do my assignment and you help me, I am very happy because
you are by my side.

Reflecting with Marta on this quote, she stressed the child's emphasis on feeling
physically close to her: "(...) when they work independently, I approach them, I help
them, I sit with them... But what I basically do is to encourage them, to tell them that
they are capable, that they can do it (...)". In another of her reflections in this regard,
Marta reveals once again her image of a capable child, and refers to the equal role that
all, students, and teachers, have in the daily dynamics of the classroom: "(...) there are
times when the children ask me for help, just as there are times when I ask them for
help when I want to do something. They always provide me with good ideas”.
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The second and last category of the key theme at hand, acknowledgment of each
child's individuality, is undoubtedly a prerequisite for adequately responding to the
diversity of the children in the classroom. It is about recognizing that each child is
unique and different from the rest for a myriad of reasons. The empirical evidence
supporting this category, which has been analyzed and interpreted in depth with the
contextualizing narratives of the teachers who have collaborated in the research,
refers to intimate and individualized moments in which both, teacher, and child, share
a pleasant activity that takes place essentially because the teacher perfectly knows the
situation of that child. Mario highlights the moments when he jumps and runs with his
teacher, and what makes those moments special is that it is one-on-one time with his
teacher, in other words, time of exclusiveness. His teacher does not jump and run with
other children, she does it with him because of his situation. Nati, his teacher, tells us
in this regard: "(...) Mario has been out of school for a month and a half... he has
respiratory problems due to his obesity. I always help him up and down the stairs and
take the opportunity to do some running with him".
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Figure 12
Mario’s drawing

Note. Mario’s (four) narration about his drawing: “My favorite thing to do is to jump
and run around with my teacher”.
Figure 13
Mar’s drawing

Note. Mar’s (five) narration about her drawing: “I like to sing with my teacher”.
The interpretative conversations with the collaborating teachers, as has been
mentioned throughout this work, are an added value for the research as a whole and
for the quality of the results obtained and the implications derived from them. In the

175

specific case of Mar's contributions, the comments of her teacher Marta were especially
relevant for the accurate categorization of the evidence, as she provided first-hand and
in-depth information on the actual meaning of the child's drawing and her description
of it:
(...) I enjoy establishing personal relationships with each of my students, based on their
interests (...) As a teacher, I know each one of my children's interests... With this
knowledge I can have a closer relationship with each one (...) With each one you share
something personal (...) You share something that is yours and no one else's, it does not
belong to the whole class group. Then there is the whole class... then the small group
(...) Each child needs something specific from you... Each one likes something from
you.

Discussion
This partial study, conducted in the south of Spain and in close collaboration with
ECEC teachers with excellent professional careers, explores their students' views on
the quality of the role exerted by these teachers themselves. Specifically, we examine
in depth the opinions of the participating children on those teaching practices and
attitudes that are directly determined by the image of children and childhood held by
their teachers.
First, the results indicate that when teachers recognize children's potential or,
in other words, unconditionally trust in children's extraordinary abilities, children's
personal identity, more specifically their self-esteem, benefits. In this regard,
Malaguzzi (1994) stated that when a child's worth is recognized, the self-perception of
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his/her personal qualities becomes an unlimited source of emotional well-being.
Similarly, Díez Navarro (2012) points out that, to develop at their best, children need
their many capabilities to be recognized by their reference adults. Van Manen (1998)
was quite eloquent in this sense, claiming that it is this unconditional trust in children
that makes them capable.
The value of respecting children or, in other words, respecting their
fundamental rights, is also highlighted. In this sense, the right of children to have their
voice actively listened to stands out, and it is revealed how children can distinguish
between those teachers who are authentic listeners and those who, on the contrary,
occupy a central and authoritarian role in the classroom dynamics. According to
McNally and Slutsky (2017), those teachers who respect their students are giving them
a much more important gift than even love, because respect implies recognizing the
value, the potential of the person and, consequently, these teachers regard the child
as someone to negotiate with, as a natural collaborator. Respect, following Rinaldi
(1998), is preceded by admiration for the innumerable capacities of children, which
makes teachers see children as bearers of theories, interpretations, questions, and as
co-protagonists of the processes of construction of their own learning, exercising their
role through active listening. The results, in this sense, draw attention to the
educational and empowering potential of the circle time when it is participatory in
nature. Sheridan and Samuelsson (2001) also reached similar results, since most of the
children who participated in their study, when providing examples of children's
participation in decision-making processes, referred to the circle time. According to
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the contributions of the children participating in this study, their classrooms are
shaped as learning environments where everyone has equal opportunities to share
their points of view and to demonstrate their knowledge and skills, which helps them
feel that they are taken seriously and that what they know how to do or want to say
can be valuable for the group' s learning (Rodríguez et al., 2021).
As noted in the methodological section, the situation caused by the pandemic,
which impeded face-to-face access to the educational settings to gather children's
views in first-person, has favored, on the other hand, a close collaboration with
children's teachers for carrying out the fieldwork and for data analysis. In fact, the
contextualizing view of the teachers has provided essential nuances for a correct
understanding of the children's positions. In this sense, although children, as we have
been pointing out, not only have the right to be actively listened to, but also to have
their voice duly considered, this should not be mistaken with the implementation of a
pedagogy that focuses exclusively on children and systematically ignores teachers'
experiential knowledge in favor of a kind of “children's desires tyranny”. Of interest
on this matter are the findings by Wiltz and Klein (2001), who found that what the
participating children liked the least were the required activities, i.e., those that the
children had not freely chosen. Our position in this regard is the same as that of
Langford (2010), who introduces the concept of democratic pedagogy as one that
understands the teaching-learning process as a shared enterprise, to bridge the
distance that child-centered pedagogy has established between children and adults. In
the framework of democratic pedagogy, children enjoy the freedom to choose and
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take the initiative, although children's freedom is exercised without ignoring the
freedom and choices of others. Teachers, likewise, are free to exercise their
professional role which is conditioned by the processes of change and improvement
that result from documentation, dialogue, reflection, and deconstruction.
In the present study, there is evidence drawn from children's discourses that
allows us to establish a direct relationship between taking children's voices seriously
and their active involvement in the planning and organization of the daily dynamics of
the classroom. Similarly, the children participating in Powell et al. (2018) research
expressed that, to feel good at school, they considered it essential that their right to
participate in decision-making processes be respected. Drawing once again on the
defining principles of Langford's (2010) democracy-centered pedagogy, in which
children and teachers both enjoy an equal role in the learning process, it can be
assumed that the classroom environment, dynamics, and routines have been
collaboratively established.
From the results of this research, it can be inferred that children enjoy playing
time more if they do so in the active presence of their teachers. As in Pyle and Alaca's
(2018) study, when children learn in the context of a play-based pedagogy, whereby
play is understood as a platform for learning, as is the case in the present research,
children often emphasize participation or collaboration with their teachers during play
as something positive. However, in Kernan's (2011) study, the participating children
regarded the classroom and other indoor spaces of the school as sites for work, where
adults "ruled" and, on the contrary, the playground and other outdoor spaces of the
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school as sites for play where children have more freedom and are allowed to "lead
the way". The participating children in Pálmadóttir and Einarsdóttir's (2015) study
highlighted as characteristic behaviors of good ECEC teachers the fact that they
provided them with help when they played and that they were actively involved in the
playful proposals that children themselves initiated. In this sense, PramlingSamuelsson and Johansson (2009) have found five reasons why children might want
to invite teachers to participate in play that children themselves have initiated: 1) to
ask for and receive help; 2) to be praised for their achievements during play; 3) to
complain that other children break the rules; and 4) to involve the teacher in the
dynamics of the play by giving him or her a task or role as an equal.
The results of the study account for the inherently joyful and optimistic nature
of childhood as a stage in life and its implications for the teaching profession and the
type of experiences provided in ECEC. In their study, Farrell et al. (2002) found that
the participating children viewed the school as a place where they go to have a good
time. In our research, there are several pieces of evidence extracted from children's
discourses that refer to moments in the classroom characterized by a good climate, in
other words, happy moments where everyone enjoys and has a good time. Together
with the collaborating teachers, we concluded that there are factors that are
particularly beneficial to the creation of a positive atmosphere in the classroom: 1)
experiences that meet the interests and motivations of both children and teachers, and
2) experiences that contribute to the creation of a sense of community. However, in
the words of one of the collaborating teachers, when teachers simply enjoy spending
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time with their students, the creation of a good classroom climate is a natural and
spontaneous outcome, and not an objective to be achieved through well-planned
teaching interventions. At this point, it seems appropriate to incorporate the
reflections of Colker (2008) and Muñoz-Repiso (2010), who state that when teachers
have a strong vocation, often linked to passion, they not only work more and better
but also, and this is of particular interest according to the results in the present partial
study, enjoy more intensely their daily work at school, which involves spending a lot
of time with young children.
Also emerging from the data is the appreciation of beauty, and the related need
to grow and develop in beautiful environments, as a characteristic feature of
childhood. Santos Guerra (2012) has stated in this regard, claiming the right of children
to a beautiful and suggestive school environment, because for children to develop
healthily and happily, they need spaces that not only meet the requirements of
functionality and safety. An inspiring example here is the one provided by the Reggio
Emilia schools, internationally known for favoring children's learning in environments
that are both aesthetically and intellectually stimulating (Robson & Mastrangelo, 2018).
The findings of Norðdahl and Einarsdóttir's (2015) study are noteworthy: they found
that, in relation to the outdoor spaces of the school, the participating children
preferred places that were interesting, colorful, and beautiful.
The opinions of the children participating in this study were gathered during
the COVID-19 pandemic, more specifically after the return to the schools at the end of
the lockdown. This circumstance has disrupted the school dynamics, which is
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reflected in the children's discourse. Some of their drawings and narratives refer to a
basic developmental characteristic of children, i.e., their need to move freely and in
large spaces, which has been seriously undermined by the sanitary measures
established to control the spread of the virus in the school environment. The World
Organisation for Early Childhood Education (OMEP, 2020) issued a statement to orient
ECEC professionals in the design of the educational environment and in the planning
of learning and development experiences in pandemic times. Its recommendations
point in several directions, although the one that is of interest to us now is the one that
stresses that children learn through direct contact, free movement and play,
experiences that, if they do not take place, would compromise children's wellbeing.
As the collaborating teachers have stated, the situation caused by the pandemic is
making the exercise of their professional role extremely challenging, because they
must continue to meet the needs of their young students in an uncertain scenario that
has turned school life upside down.
In the children's discourses that have been collected, it is possible to note
numerous references to learning experiences that take advantage of the children's
imaginative potential. This indicates, in the words of Cagliari et al. (2016), that the
teachers referred to by the participating children possess a rich image of the child and
are aware that children need to be accompanied by intellectually curious adults, who
have their creative capacity, their imagination and fantasy intact. Frabboni (2018)
warns that current practices in too many early years settings force children to the early
abandonment of the developmental stage to which they belong, full of imagination,
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dreams, and utopias, and that a great number of teachers call upon creativity as if it
was a buffoon, simply to entertain, for a short period of time, the students from the
contents stipulated by the official curriculum.
Ultimately, the contributions of some participating children refer to the actions
and attitudes of their teachers in response to children's diversity in the classroom. We
found children's contributions that emphasize the importance of finding in teachers
someone who is attentive to the needs of each child and willing to provide the support
that each child needs. In this sense, Malaguzzi (1994) reminded educators that children
need to be certain that their teachers are on their side, that they can count on them
unconditionally. In the present research, there are children who emphasize the
emotional and affective support, of an intangible nature, that they receive from their
teachers. In Murray and Harrison's (2005) study, there were children who eloquently
expressed the importance of their teachers knowing how they felt and were sure that
if they were sad about something, their teachers would care and do everything they
could to make them feel good. Other children participating in the present study also
referred to the individualized support they receive from their teachers, but on a more
academic or school level. Along the same lines, children participating in the research
of Sandberg et al. (2017), and Määttä and Järvelä (2013) stated that when learning
something complex or simply to successfully complete school activities, the support
of their teachers was essential, thus greatly appreciating their willingness to help them
in case it was needed.
There are children's contributions that refer to the sense of well-being
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experienced when working autonomously but feeling the teacher physically close by.
This presence can be silent or, as one of the collaborating teachers explained to us, it
can be expressed in the form of words of encouragement so that the children have
confidence in their own abilities and feel that they are capable of successfully
completing the work at hand. Rodgers and Raider-Roth (2006) note that a teacher who
is present becomes a true learning partner for children. But they point out that, to be
present and to accompany children's learning, teachers need to be free to observe or,
in other words, to be freed from other responsibilities, so that they can be very
attentive to the children while they are involved in autonomous and active learning
experiences.
Finally, the importance of teachers recognizing the individuality of each child
in the classroom, making them feel special because they are different from the rest for
a myriad of reasons, stands out from the children's discourses. On this point, the
reflection of Díez Navarro (2012) is very suitable, when she states that children need to
be looked at one by one. The data collected in the present research point to a
recognition of the individuality of each child through personal encounters in which a
time of teacher-child exclusivity is shared based on common interests, which is
achieved when the teacher perfectly knows each of their students' lives, both inside
and outside the school. In the words of Quan-McGimpsey et al. (2011), it is a matter, as
teachers, of seeking complicity with each child in the classroom, which will allow the
construction of shared meanings, with the purpose of establishing bonds of authentic
relationship that will allow each child to perceive him or herself as unique and special
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to the teacher.

Conclusions
The research outlined above contributes to enriching the notion of teaching quality in
ECEC by incorporating what children think about it. We understand children as
experts in school life and, consequently, they are considered an authorized voice in
the debate on the quality of their experiences at school. In exploring what children
consider important to ensure their well-being in the educational settings that serve
them, the aspiration has been to provide an alternative approach to what a good ECEC
teacher looks like and does, moving away from standardized approaches and
exploring the complex and situated nature of the teaching practice. In addition, the
collaboration with the teachers referred to by the participating children, at first
circumstantial due to the COVID-19 pandemic, has turned into an opportunity and
entails an added value for the study as a whole and for the professional development
of the teachers themselves. Thus, a three-voice debate has taken place (children,
teachers, and researcher) which has adopted the form of a democratic process of
interpretation regarding the quality of the teaching role.
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Chapter 5. Dialogues between the scientific literature and children with
high-quality ECEC teachers from Spain and the United States
Why a three-way conversation?
After having addressed the empirical part of this doctoral research and having devoted
two chapters to deepen the voices of U.S. and Spanish children, respectively, about
the quality of the role exerted by their teachers, it is now time to bring them into
dialogue, to reflect on those issues in which they agree, as well as those in which they
provide distinctive nuances. Given the epistemological and methodological
positioning that permeates the research, the intention is for the participating U.S. and
Spanish children to engage in dialogue but placing the conversation in the specific
dynamics of their classrooms and in the idiosyncrasies of the teaching role to which
they are confronted daily. In other words, the intention is to offer a reflection that
enriches the debate on teaching quality in ECEC, but, in the specific case of this
research, from a situated perspective, attached to the context and the everyday
situation in which the participating children live. As Formosinho (2020) points out,
educational research should always adhere to the good practice of clarifying the nature
of the pedagogical approach that characterizes the educational setting in which the
study is conducted. In our case, it would not make sense to interpret or reflect on the
significance of what the participating children have expressed about the quality of the
role of their teachers without providing information on the concrete ways of being,
thinking and acting of the teachers to whom the participating children referred.
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Consequently, it is important to stress that the intention has never been to carry
out a comprehensive study representative of what the entire population of U.S. and
Spanish children think about the quality of ECEC teachers. On the contrary, our
interest has been to gain access to the opinions of U.S. and Spanish children tutored
by ECEC teachers with outstanding professional careers. In agreement with Urban
(2008), we were not interested in the entire population of ECEC practitioners, but
rather in the practices of those who are authentic agents of change. Thus, what follows
is not a definition of high-quality ECEC teaching in absolute terms, but an identification
and visibility of best practices from a more inductive and situated perspective since
what is good is that which works, that which is valued by its stakeholders (Zabalza,
2012). And, in this sense, we strongly believe that children are the main stakeholders
in the educational endeavor.
From the empirical studies conducted, it is possible to draw the conclusion that
the participating U.S. and Spanish children mostly refer to attitudes and behaviors of
their teachers that are intimately influenced by their teachers’ image or conception of
children and childhood. Thus, to contextualize the dialogue between the participating
children on both sides of the Atlantic, we will include, in some cases, excerpts from
conversations with their teachers where they refer to issues that children have also
highlighted in their discourse and, in other cases, excerpts from conversations with
their teachers where, at least, the image or conception of children and childhood that
they have is revealed. During the fieldwork, extensive information was collected about
the context, mainly about the teachers to whom the participating children were going
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to refer during the research activities. For this purpose, more or fewer formal meetings
were held to learn more about the teachers, specifically, their personal traits and
professional attitudes, their image of children and childhood, their approach to
teaching and learning, the socio-emotional classroom environment, and their
relationships with the community, all of which are theoretically addressed in the
MEDEI model.
As has been stated in previous chapters, the analysis of children's voices has
been of a mixed nature, that is, guided by the interrelated dimensions of the MEDEI
theoretical model, but open to include children's unique way of understanding life. In
other words, the theoretical contribution on the construct of high-quality ECEC
teaching that the MEDEI model represents has been completed, extended, and made
more complex by incorporating the viewpoint that the participating children have in
this regard. The intention, at this point, is to identify which aspects of high-quality
ECEC teaching are highlighted by the participating children and which, in contrast, are
not mentioned in the MEDEI model. This is exactly what Galinsky (1999) is referring to
when she states that gathering children's perceptions about their care and education
helps to bridge the gap that often exists between children's priorities and those of the
researchers.

Let the conversation begin!
Although all the macro categories (theoretically oriented) and the micro categories
(emerging from the discourse of the participating children) related to those attitudes
and behaviors that reveal a certain conception or image of children and childhood on

200

the part of teachers will be addressed, since this is the dimension of the MEDEI model
most empirically grounded (i.e., with the highest number of evidences from the
discourse of the participating children) both in the U.S. and in Spain, it should be
pointed out that this agreement between children in both contexts arises mainly in the
statements that have to do with their teachers' acknowledgement of the culture of
childhood, as well as in those related to their teachers' acknowledgement of, and
response to, diversity.

Kids can say things that are important for the other kids and for the teacher
We shall begin with the micro categories that are part of the macro category admiring
children, and we shall focus on the evidence from children's discourses that refer to
the awareness or, in other words, to the unconditional trust that children expect their
teachers to have in their potential and in their extraordinary abilities. We stress that
the reasoning that emerges from the children's discourses will be accompanied (to be
contextualized) by excerpts from conversations with the U.S. and Spanish teachers, as
appropriate, to whom the participating children refer. At the same time, whenever
possible (and this is particularly significant if we intend to identify the weaknesses of
the MEDEI theoretical model), references to what has been said in this regard in the
reviewed scientific literature will be provided. It should be noted that the theoretical
references used in this three-way dialogue, of those that have been used to develop
the MEDEI model, belong to the different dimensions that make up the model (and not
only to the second dimension, as it is the most empirically supported by the discourse
of participating children), given that the MEDEI is a comprehensive (and not
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fragmented) approach to quality teaching in ECEC. For instance, a teaching trait or
attitude that reveals a certain image of the child on the part of the teacher (dimension
2) may have implications (and, in fact, it does) for the approach that the teacher adopts
when designing the learning experiences (dimension 3).
The U.S. participating children acknowledge their personal worth, which in
their opinion has nothing to do with their age (both older and younger children are
worthy) or their role in the classroom (students or teachers). Lucía13, a first grade
teacher in the U.S., strives to project to her students' families the same competent
image of childhood that she has: "some parents are surprised when I tell them that
their children are very talented". Likewise, the U.S. participating children refer to
learning experiences where "complex" contents are addressed, some of them related
to the natural and social environment, and others of an ethical-moral nature, but
which are not perceived as inappropriate to be approached with children at an early
age. Children also refer to classroom conversations that result from open and
suggestive questions, in which all ideas are welcomed and respected, because they are
considered valid and interesting. In this regard, Aparicio and Rodríguez (2016) claim
that there are still teachers who think that young students, because they are in earlier
developmental stages, are incapable of learning about issues that are regarded as being
of a more advanced cognitive nature. However, the teachers referred to by the U.S.
participating children see themselves as equals, i.e., learners, and not as infallible

13

Pseudonyms have been used to preserve teachers’ identity.
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experts. Lucía expresses herself in this way: "No, I don't know anything. We are
learning together...". In this sense, Ritscher (2012) refers to teachers who admire
children as those who think that growth does not go in only one direction as adults can
also learn in the encounter with children. Finally, the U.S. participating children refer
to moments when their teachers, having full confidence in children's ability to grow
and learn, encourage them to do their best and push children a little further than they
had originally intended. Marila, a Kindergarten teacher in the U.S., had a moment of
individual reading with a student, to whom she said: "come on, I know you know, you
can do it... come on sweetheart... I push you and I push you because I know you can".
For Gabilondo (2009), a good teacher enables the best of someone to emerge,
encourages their qualities, opens expectations, and shifts horizons. Also relevant at
this point are the reflections of Toro (2010), who argues that the pedagogy of care
begins with the tenderness that the teacher shows to children in the tone and
intentionality of their words, or those of Cabanellas et al. (2008), who refer to good
teachers as those who truly await; an awaiting that is linked to the optimism of
regarding children as able to achieve everything, in due time.
In the case of the Spanish participating children, it is observed how self-esteem
benefits when teachers explicitly recognize the worth of each one of their students. In
the words of Medina et al. (2017), it is about creating an environment in the classroom
in which all the individual identities are recognized, welcomed, valued, made visible
and respected. For Marta, a teacher of 5-year-olds in Spain, "every day can be that day
when you discover an extraordinary ability in one of your students; every day they
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may surprise you". The image of childhood that this teacher has is exactly what
Hoyuelos and Riera (2015) refer to, because it is rooted in the willingness to be amazed
by children daily, which translates into a professional commitment, such as the one
adopted by Carla, a teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain, to assert children's potential:
Given my conception of children, I regard them as capable of creating. Children are natural
creators. That's why I offer them open and flexible experiences to let them truly create... which
will enable me to get to know better who they are, how they live, what they want...

This quote is closely related to the ideas of Blanco (2008), who states that the
pedagogical processes initiated by high-quality teachers are triggered by children's
initiative, their creative potential, and their participation. Díez Navarro (2012) also
expresses herself in this regard, as in her opinion, teaching in ECEC should be about
encouraging children to think, to create, and about guiding children to become
increasingly curious, awake, active, investigative, and creative.

When I grow up, I’ll be a teacher and I’ll do circle time with everybody
Within the macro category respecting children, we shall begin with those references,
extracted from the discourses of the participating children, to teaching behaviors that
imply a deep respect for children's right to be actively listened to. The U.S.
participating children explicitly refer to their right to voice their opinions in the school
environment and to be actively listened to by their teachers, and they also give
importance to having daily opportunities to communicate formally and informally
with their teachers. Likewise, the participating U.S. children emphasize a teaching
attitude of genuine interest in any issue they wish to express. Malaguzzi (2001) urged
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teachers to acknowledge children's unique way of being in the world and to provide
them with the necessary means to ensure that they are not made invisible. This is
exactly what Marila, a kindergarten teacher in the U.S., refers to in her comments, in
which she recalls how her students, at the beginning of the school year, had such a
poor self-image that they were not able to exercise their right to free expression or to
use their communicative skills:
(...) They didn't talk at all either. That's why I have been trying hard to give them many
opportunities to talk and share who they are and what they know. At the beginning of
the school year, they would even say to me: "You ask a lot of questions!", because they
were not at all used to having a say or being listened to by their teacher.

This is what Domínguez Chillón (2003) refers to when she states that highquality ECEC teachers strive not to dogmatize, but to make children's participation
possible, encouraging them to think, explain and act in their own way, because they
consider it to be as valid as that of adults. The participating Spanish children are shown
to be perfectly capable of differentiating between those teachers who listen to them
sincerely and actively, and those who, on the contrary, exercise a directive and
authoritative role. Besides, in their discourse, there are explicit and positive references
to moments of assembly, circle time or morning meeting, in which students and
teachers participate on equal terms; an assembly of a participatory nature in which
teachers encourage children to express themselves openly. Goh et al. (2012) refer to
conversational teaching as a teaching practice that is based on authentic dialogue that
takes advantage of the diversity of positionings of each learner, including the teacher.
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Carla, a teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain, demonstrates that she has an image of
childhood for which she regards the child as a bearer of theories, interpretations, and
questions (Rinaldi, 1998) and, for this reason, her teaching practice consists of active
listening to children:
(...) the approach I have chosen, which is PBL, is based on listening to the children. We
ask the children questions, we talk a lot in the assembly, a moment that is of children
and for children, and not for the teacher to “plug her homilies”.

I like when the teachers let us change the center when we play in centers
Another micro category related to respecting children that emerges directly from
children's discourses is the right of children to decide about their own learning or,
more broadly, the right of children to have their voices not only listened to but, much
more importantly, to be taken seriously. The U.S. participating children highlight
moments in the school day when they have the last word on what is done or, at least,
can participate in the decision-making process on what is done and how it is done. In
this sense, centers time stands out, because the children can decide which center they
will go to that day, and they also emphasize group learning moments where they
discuss how to jointly approach the execution of a certain learning product. Marila, a
kindergarten teacher in the U.S., commenting on a typical day in her classroom, recalls
the following passage:
(...) they change the course of what happens in our class (...) I asked them if they wanted
to change anything and one of them told me that some drawings could not be seen very
well. I thanked him and told him that I would check it again so that the drawings could
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be clearly seen (...).

Inés, a first grade teacher in the U.S., also expresses herself similarly, and her
words show that the pedagogical strategies she implements do not comply with any
standard of uniformity: "(...) Let them decide! Whoever wants to continue working on
his book, can work on his book, and whoever wants to write a...", quite the opposite
of those teachers who ask children to do the same thing, with the same resources, at
the same time and in the same way, as Katz and Chard (1996) complain. There are also
comments from U.S. children that refer, broadly, to a teaching attitude that allows
children to always do what they want to do in school. These views coincide with those
of some of the Spanish participating children and are a wake-up call to avoid confusing
a pedagogy that listens to and takes the voice of children seriously with one that is
more like a "tyrannical regime of children's desires" that silences and imposes itself on
teachers' experiential knowledge. It is not about listening to some voices over others,
but about listening to and incorporating all voices. In the case of Spanish children,
their opinions also refer to tangible demonstrations that their voice is valued and
respected, such as, for example, involving them in the design and planning of learning
experiences. Carla, a teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain, exhibits a way of being a teacher
very similar to that of Reggio Emilia educators (McNally & Slutsky, 2017; Sorin, 2005),
where listening is a two-way process and become the regular way of working and being
with children, gathering their ideas and designing learning experiences from them,
conceiving the child as a collaborator with whom to negotiate. It also seems that Carla
is certain, like Hoyuelos (2004), that by gathering children's ideas, adults can
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transform their own culture based on the values or the children's point of view about
society and culture:
It is about looking at reality through the eyes of children. We can ask them: "What could
we do in a museum?", "Where could we go to learn more about this topic?" ... In short,
if we listen to what the children have to say, we will have all the work done, or most of
the work done. Their enthusiasm, their energy, and their desire to learn will do the
rest.

We’re having a popcorn party!
The following reflection of one of the teachers, in this case a teacher in Spain referred
to by the participating children, is very appropriate to start addressing the micro
categories that are part of the macro category teachers’ acknowledgment of the culture
of childhood: "I believe that children have a unique way of perceiving the world, and
that is why I try to create the conditions to get to know the way they perceive the
world" (Carla, teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain). According to the reviewed scientific
literature, good ECEC teachers are attuned to children's logic, allowing themselves to
be transformed by it (Bebchuk, 2011). We now move on to one of the micro categories,
fun and happiness as conditions for learning, in which the discourses of the participating
U.S. and Spanish children clearly converge, and which have the most empirical
support (number of pieces of evidence). U.S. participating children connect their
wellbeing with experiences at school in which they spend a pleasant time with their
friends and teachers. They also refer to a good teacher as someone with whom
children share joyful moments, and personal hobbies. Inma, a prekindergarten
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teacher in the U.S., among her personal virtues, highlights her cheerful disposition:
"My strengths... I think that, in general, I am very cheerful, and I bring that here.
There's always a lot of joy in my classroom." Among the traits that Colker (2008) notes
as characteristic of good ECEC teachers, humor stands out because, when there is
room for laughter, pleasure and movement in the classroom, children perceive that
learning is a satisfying experience. U.S. participating children, likewise, describe
experiences in which learning is an enjoyable activity and is linked, above all, to
outdoor moments, on the one hand, and to having their family involved, on the other.
In this regard, it has been widely evidenced that the participation of families in school
enriches the teaching-learning processes, by taking advantage of their very diverse
knowledge, experiences, and points of view (González et al., 2016). In addition, ECEC
professionals should ensure that the transfer of affection, referred to by Díez Navarro
(2012), between the family and the school occurs under the best circumstances, giving
importance to treasuring a deep knowledge about the families of their students, as
these are a sort of nest where the identity of each child begins to unfold (Medina et al.,
2017).
From the discourses of the Spanish participating children, and from the
contextualizing information provided by their teachers, given the pandemic situation
in which the fieldwork took place, it is possible to draw out the features that
characterize happy and fun moments at school. On the one hand, they are activities or
experiences in which everyone, including the teacher, has a good time. They are also
learning experiences that incorporate the voice, opinion, and perspective of children.
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And last, Spanish participating children mention joyful moments that contribute to the
emergence of a community feeling in the classroom. Marta, a teacher of 5-year-olds in
Spain, is aware that the classroom climate influences the quality of the learning
experiences provided to children at school, and that her own disposition greatly
determines the creation of a certain learning atmosphere:
(...) this personality rubs off on the children and helps them to be excited about every
learning experience (...) my group is very chatty, very jolly, very talkative, because I
make a lot of jokes (...) I like to make jokes, tell funny stories and be playful (...) and
they (the children) do the same as I do.

I like searching for pirate treasures with my teacher
We are addressing here all that relates to the macro category teachers’ acknowledgment
of the culture of childhood. In this regard, both the Spanish and the U.S. participating
children concur in mentioning learning experiences that, bringing in a new micro
category, reveal a pedagogical stance, on the part of their teachers, that takes
advantage of children's fantasy and imagination. However, in the conversations held
with the U.S. teachers, no reference to this issue was found. Nor did the Spanish
teachers themselves mention this characteristic of childhood and how or whether they
take advantage of it pedagogically. However, and given the pandemic nature of the
Spanish study, the close collaboration with the teachers to delve into the meaning of
children's discourses and to know the context or scope of many of the children's
accounts, has indirectly revealed many features of their pedagogy. In this sense, Marta,
a teacher of 5-year-olds in Spain, reflecting on the opinions of some of her students,
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referred to how children greatly enjoy learning experiences that spark a sense of
mystery or intrigue to discover something hidden. Carson (2012) talks about the innate
sense of wonder that children have and the benefits of sharing with an adult the joy,
excitement, and mystery of the world we live in. Nati, a teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain,
upon the discourse of one of her students, told us a little more about a project on
magical creatures that emerged, of course, from the most genuine interests of
children. In the words of Hoyuelos and Riera (2015), active listening on the part of the
teacher turns into an ethical commitment to respect children's culture and not destroy
it or, in other words, to bring children's ideas to life without betraying their unique
ways of seeing, loving, experiencing, and feeling. It is, therefore, about placing
children and their genuine way of approaching and understanding reality at the center
of the educational process (Azkona & Hoyuelos, 2011).

Even the teachers climbed the hill!
The micro category the teacher as partner in play emerges prominently in the
discourses of both the U.S. and the Spanish participating children. The U.S. children
referred, overwhelmingly, to the involvement of their teachers in moments of free
play, which they considered to be their favorite teaching behavior or, in other words,
for the U.S. participating children, a good teacher is one who plays with children as if
they were equals. Inma, a prekindergarten teacher in the U.S., claimed that when
children are 3-6 years old, most learning takes place during play and, for this reason,
she stated clearly: "As a teacher, you have to be part of the play, don't you?". Similarly
to their U.S. counterparts, evidence from the Spanish participating children's

211

discourses allows us to claim that play is a much more pleasurable experience if it is
done in the company of a beloved adult, such as one' s own teacher. The contribution
of Marta, a teacher of 5-year-olds in Spain, allows us to argue that, although the type
of activity is important for children, the fact that the activity involves sharing time with
their teachers is paramount: "they (the children) love it when you are involved in
whatever they are up to".
Although the MEDEI model mentions that learning experiences during
childhood should be playful in nature, it does not address the features and benefits of
play-based learning or play-based pedagogy and, for this reason, it does not delve into
the role or roles that the teacher adopts when play is central to his/her professional
being and doing. But, specifically, the definition of high-quality ECEC teaching offered
by the MEDEI model does not refer to the teacher as a playmate of children, and for
children this fact is key when defining a good teacher. To strengthen this weakness in
the theoretical proposal of the MEDEI model, we draw on the insights from relevant
research in this regard.
Many studies around the world (Aras, 2016; Devi et al., 2018; Einarsdóttir, 1998;
Karlsen & Lekhal, 2019; Loizou, 2017; Pyle & Danniels, 2017) have found that teacher
participation in child-initiated moments of play is minimal, with teachers opting to
adopt a passive observer role or to engage in other tasks during this time. Pyle and
Alaca (2018) have found that children's views on their teachers' participation in
moments of play are conditioned, to a large extent, by the pedagogical approach
adopted by their teachers. Thus, those children whose teachers implement
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pedagogical approaches based on socio-constructivism, whereby children enjoy a
more autonomous role and exercise their right to make decisions about the learning
process, do not make an irreconcilable division between playtime and learning time
and, consequently, consider that the participation or collaboration with their teachers
during play is a very positive thing (Goodhall & Atkinson, 2019). Baker and Ryan (2021)
also shed light in this regard by collecting teachers' opinions after their participation
in what they have come to define as playful participatory research, which allowed
teachers to experience firsthand the benefits of learning in a playful context. The
teachers participating in this study were enthusiastic about providing their students
with learning experiences that resembled play, i.e., learning experiences where
students felt relaxed, motivated, and challenged, with the opportunity to experiment
and, ultimately, to make decisions about their own learning. However, in classrooms
where a completely different rationale prevails, children define play as an activity in
which their teachers are not present or, in other words, if their teachers are actively
involved, then it is not play (McInnes, 2019).
The children participating in Pálmadóttir and Einarsdóttir's (2015) study
highlighted as a trait of good ECEC teachers the fact that they would assist them while
they were playing and that they would be actively involved in the play proposals that
children themselves had initiated. The children participating in Nergaard's study
(2020), similarly, demanded a greater presence of their teachers during play, mainly
to help them solve disagreements with their peers. Taylor and Boyer (2020) encourage
teachers to become more actively involved in child-initiated play moments, because
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guided or collaborative play is regarded as the best platform for contributing to
children's overall development. This does not undermine children's ownership, nor
does it diminish their agency over what they do. It is about adopting, as teachers, a
role that stimulates communication among children, raising questions that enable
children to consider other perspectives; a role that is far from being passive because,
while children are engaged in play-based learning experiences, teachers observe,
assess, and take advantage of any opportunity to extend children's learning. Similarly,
Broström (2017) argues that play, by itself, does not contribute to children's learning
and development; the key lies in the teacher's mastery for creating a play environment
in the classroom characterized by adult-child interaction, where the adult adopts an
active role, introducing challenges and encouraging the child in the construction of
new meanings and understandings or, in other words, accompanying the child as
he/she crosses the zone of proximal development. However, the author also warns
that if the teacher adopts an overly central role in the play, there is a risk that the child's
initiative, interest, and motivation will be undermined.

My favourite thing to do is to jump and run around with my teacher
And finally, the participating children's opinions, in the context of the attitudes and
daily practices of their teachers, enter into dialogue with the theoretical evidence used
to formulate the MEDEI model, on the last macro-category related to the image or
conception of children and childhood: acknowledging and responding to children's
diversity. A comment by Marta, a teacher of 5-year-olds in Spain, who spontaneously
and frankly stated that all the children in her classroom spend individual moments
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with her, for which it was essential for her to know each one very well or, in her own
words, to know perfectly well “which foot each one has a limp”. The words of Díez
Navarro (2012) fit perfectly here: children need to be looked at one by one by their
teachers. We therefore address the micro category acknowledgment of each child's
individuality.
The participating U.S. children, in this sense, expected their teachers to have a
thorough knowledge of their preferences, of their emotional states, and of those
moments when they needed their basic needs to be met. In this regard, Marila, a
kindergarten teacher in the U.S., reported that her classroom routines consider and
adapt to all individualities: "(...) this does not mean that I do not acknowledge that
there are children who have particular needs in this regard. For example, Ophelia14,
who needs to go to the bathroom all the time. Richard also goes to the bathroom a lot
(...)". The evidence of Spanish children discourse referring to this micro category
alludes to one-to-one, individualized moments, in which both parts, teacher and child,
share some pleasant activity that takes place mainly because the teacher knows each
child very well: what (s)he needs, what (s)he likes the most, etc. It is the case of the
quote that serves as the title of this section, said by a child who, because of his physical
condition, benefited from a bit of movement, and his teacher would run and jump with
him, and only with him, at any opportunity she could find to do so. In order to
establish bonds of authentic relationship with each child in their classroom, teachers

14

Pseudonyms have been used to preserve children’s identity.
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should create the appropriate conditions for intimate encounters and the construction
of shared meanings; moments of complicity that take place, following QuanMcGimpsey et al. (2011), when the teacher shares with each child moments of joy,
mutual dependence, as well as individual communications, thus projecting in the child
the feeling of being someone unique for his/her teacher. Marta, a teacher of 5-yearolds in Spain, considers that the best part of her daily work is being able to delve into
the lives of each of her students, because each one is different from the rest, and whom
she defines as "a world in themselves". As noted in the MEDEI model, good ECEC
teachers strive to acquire a deep understanding of the context and personal history of
each child in their classroom, and to build a genuine relationship with each child,
investing quality time in individual encounters, and demonstrating an interest in their
lives inside and outside of school. As can be seen, in this category there is a fairly high
degree of agreement between the voices of the children, those of their teachers, and
also in what is provided by the MEDEI model from a theoretical point of view.

If you’re hurt, a teacher’s hug can make you feel better
The second micro category, which emerges directly from the children's discourses,
and which integrates the macro category acknowledging and responding to children's
diversity, refers to the individualized support that children claim to need from their
teachers. In the case of the participating U.S. children, this individualized support
sometimes adopts the form of affection. Zabalza's (2016) reflections are aligned, as he
stresses that intellectual development in childhood occurs simultaneously with
affective and motor development or, in other words, progress on the cognitive level
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does not take place if the relational and emotional dimension is not attended to at the
same time. The U.S. participating children also refer, although they do not use this
term explicitly, to a pedagogy of care implemented by their teachers and which
alleviates them when they feel physically and emotionally unwell. Toro (2010) in this
regard reminds ECEC teachers that it is important to respect all emotional states of
children, showing honest acknowledgement, which projects in children the idea that,
depending on the situation in which they find themselves, it is both legitimate and
valid to feel in a certain way. As can be noted, this micro category is one of the most
empirically grounded in the U.S. case study. While there are many pieces of evidence
that fall into this micro category, each brings differentiating and enriching nuances.
Thus, the U.S. participating children also emphasized moments in which their teachers
paid attention to them when they asked for or wanted something, and reported
enjoying individual conversations in which their teachers answered their questions,
gave them advice on how to successfully complete an individual task, or gave them
positive feedback for having achieved something. Finally, regarding this micro
category, the U.S. participating children emphasized that the help of their teachers was
a must in their learning, and recalled moments when collaboratively, children and
teachers worked or learned together, thus becoming a team. All the above makes sense
if we quote a comment from one of the teachers in the U.S. to whom the participating
children referred: "(...) I told him not to worry, that if he was not able to do it alone, I
would sit down with him later and we would do it together (...)" (Marila, a kindergarten
teacher in the U.S.). It is worth recalling at this point the insights of Ruiz and Mérida
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(2015), who state that teaching for diversity means, among many other things, to avoid
proposing activities that lead to experiences of early frustration in childhood,
therefore contributing to the development of an emerging personal and academic selfesteem.
Spanish participating children, in their discourse, suggest that they need their
teachers to be always attentive to their needs and willing to provide them with the
support they may need. Some Spanish participating children refer to tangible support
and others to support of an immaterial, emotional, and affective nature. There are also
references in the Spanish participating children's discourses to individualized support
from their teachers in more academic or school-related matters. Particularly
noteworthy are the Spanish participating children's allusions to the comfort they
experience when they are physically close to their teachers, although they may not be
interacting with them, but they do feel their attentive and supportive presence. The
words of Carla, a teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain, are inspiring in this sense: "I believe
in respecting each child's rhythm to learn, to progress... what is essential for me as a
teacher is to know the rhythm of each child, to understand it, to respect it, and to
implement my teaching practice accordingly". Cabanellas et al. (2008) define good
ECEC teachers as those who do not hinder the diverse rhythms of children, but rather,
very much to the contrary, encourage them, because they know that it is through this
diversity that children are communicating who they are. That is, good ECEC teachers
acknowledge that children are inherently diverse, which is reflected in unique
interests, motivations, rhythms, and ways of behaving and, for this reason, they
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propose individualized and differentiating educational experiences, to provide
children with stimulating learning contexts that respond to their diversity of abilities,
rhythms, expectations and needs (Balongo & Mérida, 2016; Mérida, 2018).
Undoubtedly, attending to the almost infinite diversity of children makes the
educational task of teachers very complex, but, as teacher Carla stated, only if the
teaching practice is adapted and re-adapted to the individuality of each child, it will be
appropriate to speak of quality ECEC, that which is ethical and promotes equity in
society (Santos Guerra, 2011).

Remarks on a three-way conversation
In this chapter, we have aimed to promote a fruitful dialogue between the voices of
the participating children, those of their teachers, to whom children's opinions refer
and, finally, the theoretical pieces of evidence from the scientific literature reviewed
to develop the MEDEI model. On one hand, the intention has been to place the
participating children's discourses in the context of the daily dynamics of their
classrooms and, specifically, in the idiosyncrasy of the professional role exercised by
the teachers to whom children refer in their contributions. On the other hand, we have
sought to identify whether there are discrepancies between the empirical discourse
(that of children, contextualized in the nature of their teachers’ role, to whom they
refer) and the theoretical discourse (that of the MEDEI model) on high-quality ECEC
teaching or, in other words, whether there are issues that children highlight in their
accounts that, however, have not been taken into account in the definition of highquality ECEC teaching offered by the MEDEI model. The aim, in this sense, has been
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to complete, extend, make more complex and, fundamentally, democratize and make
more inclusive the theoretical contribution on the construct of high-quality ECEC
teaching provided with the MEDEI model, by incorporating the opinions of the
participating children in this regard.
A comparative analysis of the findings from the Spanish and U.S. studies shows
that the participating children in both contexts agree in referring mostly to those
attitudes and actions of their teachers which reveal that their teaching role is strongly
influenced by the image or conception of childhood they hold. For this reason, to
promote dialogue between the participating children and their teachers, we have
included extracts from conversations held with teachers during the fieldwork, which
clearly reveal how they regard children and childhood. This coincidence in the
discourse of both U.S. and Spanish children is mainly related to their teachers’
acknowledgment of the culture of childhood, as well as to their teachers'
acknowledgement, and consequent adjusted pedagogical intervention, of the inherent
diversity of children.
Throughout the passionate three-way conversation that has taken place in this
chapter, there have been disagreements; or rather, there have been issues on which
the three parties have not expressed themselves in the same terms, nor with the same
emphasis. It has even happened that, in dealing with certain topics, some of the parties
have remained completely silent. Thus, with regard to the macro category teachers’
acknowledgment of the culture of childhood and, more specifically, to the micro
category that refers to the pedagogical benefit of the imagination and fantasy that
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characterize children's thinking, teachers, both in Spain and the U.S., have remained
silent, although the idiosyncrasy of the Spanish study, which was carried out once the
COVID-19 pandemic broke, has played in favor of the teachers in Spain, who, reflecting
a posteriori and together with the researcher on the opinions expressed by their
students, have revealed some features of their way of working that allow us to affirm
that in their classrooms there is room for children's imagination and fantasy: learning
experiences that awaken a sense of intrigue and mystery in the students, who have to
discover something hidden, as well as learning processes that unfold from the most
genuine children's interests, such as magical creatures.
Regarding one of the micro categories most frequently mentioned by both the
Spanish and the U.S. children in their discourse and, therefore, the one on which there
is the greatest degree of agreement between both groups of children, that is, the
teacher as a partner in play, it is the MEDEI model the one that has not participated
when it has been its turn to take part in the conversation. In other words, the definition
of a high-quality ECEC teacher offered by the MEDEI model does not describe him/her
as a partner in children's play, even though for the participating children this trait is
shown to be essential to characterize a good teacher. The theoretical references
consulted and incorporated to reinforce this weakness in the MEDEI model shed light
on the conditions in which children do not perceive play and learning as being
different experiences and in which, for the same reasons, they enjoy the active
participation of teachers in their play. These are pedagogical approaches in which
children learn in a relaxed and motivated way, face challenges and, most importantly,
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enjoy an autonomous role exercising their right to make decisions about their own
learning. In this context, the teacher's participation in children’s-initiated play, i.e.,
guided, or collaborative play, becomes an extraordinary platform for the teacher to
contribute to children's overall development, by observing children while they are
immersed in a playful learning proposal, and consequently taking advantage of any
opportunity that naturally emerges to extend children's learning.
Finally, it should be noted that, in relation to the topic or micro category
acknowledgment of each child's individuality, the three parties in the conversation were
very coordinated and unanimous, expressing almost the same ideas, although with
different words and expressions, which correspond to either children's, teachers' or
academics' particular ways of being in and relating to the educational reality.
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Chapter 6. Coming to an end... or rather a beginning?
This chapter is intended as an opportunity to look back and recap, reflecting on the
major lessons learned from the doctoral research carried out, enabling us to take a
step back, envision new horizons, and set out on our way again. Therefore, what
follows are not achieved goals, but rather platforms from which to take off towards
new, important, and exciting destinations. First, the main conclusions and the
implications derived from them are described, both at the macro level (theory,
practice and/or educational policy), and at the micro level (my own work as a teacher
educator and educational researcher, recently initiated). Finally, we provide
additional notes on certain decisions adopted in the development of the research and
that should not be overlooked when interpreting the findings and determining the
contribution and scope of the research.

Teachers’ image of the child as a major determinant of their professional role
The first conclusion of the doctoral research refers to the determining influence of the
teachers' image of children on their conceptualization of and, therefore, on the
exercise of their professional role. We focus, as the participating children do, on the
second dimension of the MEDEI model, the image of children held by teachers, as the
foundation underpinning the rest of the dimensions, or rather, on which the teaching
role, its nature and quality entirely depend. In their discourse on teaching quality,
Spanish and U.S. participating children have mostly referred to teaching attitudes and
behaviors that reveal the image or conception of children held by their teachers, which
means that the second dimension of the MEDEI model is the most empirically
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grounded of all, or, in other words, the one to which the greatest amount of evidence
from children's discourse has been assigned. More specifically, the largest amount of
empirical evidence extracted from the discourses of participating children in both
Spain and the U.S. refers to the attitudes and behaviors of their teachers in relation to
the acknowledgement of children's own culture and to the acknowledgement of and
appropriate response to children's diversity.
As has been mentioned in previous chapters, the extensive knowledge that has
been gained about the teachers referred to by participating children (in the U.S. study,
as a result of the extended stay in the field and the more or less formal conversations
that were held with the teachers to get to know them in depth; in the Spanish study,
as a result of the personal and professional relationships previously established with
the teachers as we are all part of the RIECU network), leads us to state that they all
hold a similar image of children. This image of children is the foundation of their
educational practice. As will be explained in more detail below, this convergence
between the teachers in Spain and the U.S., i.e., a very similar understanding or image
of children, is one of the teaching traits or selection criteria that were considered in
the selection of the target cases.
Luciano (2017) refers to childhood images as the ideas, conceptions or
interpretations held by adults, in our case, ECEC teachers, about who children are or,
rather, about what children can do, be and become. Woodrow (1999), similarly,
pointed out that teachers' images of children condition the development of children's
personal identity, because they project to children their place in their world and in the
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"big" world. What this idea means is that the teacher's image of children projects on
children a myriad of meanings about themselves, which can contribute positively or
negatively to the process by which each child constructs his/her own identity. The
construction of children's identity, therefore, is closely linked to the views of children
in the environments where they live and develop daily. This evidences the need to
understand the teaching role and its quality from an integrating perspective, as has
been attempted with the proposal of the MEDEI model. In this case, the image of
children held by teachers (dimension 2) is closely related to their interventions in
relation to children's socioemotional development (dimension 4). In the doctoral
research carried out, the voices of Spanish children show that their self-esteem and
personal identity benefit when their teacher recognizes their personal worth. The
voices of U.S. children, on the other hand, speak of a teaching role that attends to the
individual differences among the children in the classroom, which contributes to
creating a learning and development context in which everyone feels valued and
included. Furthermore, it is clear from the U.S. study that recognition of individual
worth is only possible if the teacher has a thorough knowledge of each child's personal
history, which in turn helps to ensure that the teacher's educational and care provision
is as tailored and appropriate as possible, according to each child's particular
circumstances. Following Hall et al. (2010), teachers' conceptions of children become
a determining factor in the construction of children's ethical and social identity, as well
as in the definition of their rights and, consequently, in the design of the educational
experiences provided to them. We recall at this point what Marila, a kindergarten
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teacher in the U.S., told us about her students at the beginning of the first school year
they spent together, who had such a poor self-image that it prevented them from
exercising their communicative skills to assert their right to free expression, due to
experiences with teachers in previous school years who did not allow them to express
themselves and, of course, did not listen to them.
In their research, Formosinho and Barros Araújo (2004) found that the beliefs
and attitudes of the participating teachers were explained by the different images of
children they held. Bredekamp (1993) stated in this sense that the teaching role
"derives from and cannot be separated from the image of the child" (p. 16). Malaguzzi
(1994) also expressed that it is impossible for ECEC professionals to act against the
internal images they have constructed about children. Avgitidou et al. (2013) and
Urban (2010) have also made their views known in this regard, stating that the way we
view children conditions what we understand by ECEC and by being an ECEC teacher.
In short, the nature and quality of the role played by ECEC teachers will always be
consistent with their concept of the child. Consequently, it can be argued that the
beliefs and images that teachers hold about children have a determinant impact on the
conceptualization and exercise of their professional role in several ways, namely, in
how they interact with children, how they respond to their ideas and behaviors, and,
most fundamentally, in the choices they make about the curriculum they develop and
the pedagogical approach they adopt (Woodrow, 1999). We recall here how the U.S.
participant children emphasized a disposition in their teachers of genuine interest in
anything they wanted to communicate. The relationships that teachers establish with
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children are intimately conditioned by their conceptions and images of children, and
the nature of teacher-student relationships largely determines children's development
and learning. In this sense, Spanish participant children reported feeling special when
their teachers acknowledged the individuality of each child in the classroom; an
acknowledgement that resulted from personal encounters in which teachers spent
time exclusively with each child on the basis of common interests, which favored the
construction of shared meanings based on teacher-student compliance, resulting in
bonds of authentic relationship, which projected in each child the idea of being unique
and special for his/her teacher.
The images of children held by teachers determine, in turn, their conceptions
about the abilities that children possess at an early age and these, in turn, have
important implications for the educational experiences provided to children in the
environments that serve them (Salamon & Harrison, 2015). This is the same idea
expressed by Dahlberg et al. (2005) when they state that images of children engender
particular educational practices, that is, the constructions that teachers make of the
child are productive, because they determine the pedagogical work that children and
adults jointly embark on in ECEC institutions. In short, the daily life in the ECEC
classroom, and the learning and development experiences provided to children,
depend on many factors, among which stand out, following Oliveira-Formosinho and
Brito da Cunha Lino (2009), the conceptions of children held by the educators.
Recalling Carla, a teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain, her competent conception of
children is reflected in her professional commitment to assert children's potential
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daily, revealing it through a pedagogical approach based on open and flexible learning
proposals that promote children's independent creation. After his in-depth study of
the life and work of Loris Malaguzzi, Moss (2018) concludes that in Reggio Emilia the
rich image of children matches a rich teaching role, because a rich child demands from
adults a lot of intelligence, a lot of curiosity, and a lot of fantasy and imagination. It
should be recalled that the Spanish and U.S. participating children concur in referring
to learning experiences that reveal a pedagogical positioning on the part of their
teachers by which the educational potential of fantasy and imagination, which
characterize children's thinking, is drawn upon.
We continue talking about Reggio Emilia and so we turn to Hoyuelos (2013),
another expert in this educational philosophy, who encourages teachers to challenge
their notion of children as the foundation of their work. In Reggio Emilia schools, the
image of the child lies behind all decisions made (McNally & Slutsky, 2017) or, in other
words, the image of the child is at the very heart of this internationally acclaimed
educational philosophy. The question about the image of the child is given the highest
priority in Reggio Emilia because it is considered as the foundation of educational
action, and what gives internal coherence to educational theory and practice
(Hoyuelos, 2014). The image of the child in Reggio Emilia is, in the form of a metaphor,
the fountain from which the teaching and learning process springs, and to which all
those involved in the educational action come to refresh themselves and recover their
strengths (Neugebauer, 1994). As can be inferred, the quality of the pedagogical
experience in Reggio Emilia is intimately linked to the image of the child to which we
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have been referring: a competent child, with rights to exercise, instead of an incapable
child with only needs to be met (Hoyuelos, 2010). In Reggio, everyone is important in
the educational relationship, i.e., both the child and the teacher are considered to be
bearers of knowledge and skills, different knowledge and skills, but equally important
and valid. The daily challenge in Reggio schools, because it means challenging the
inertia of contemporary societies, is to not give more importance to adult knowledge
than to children's knowledge (Bredekamp, 1993).
As Dahlberg et al. (2005) reflect, the idea of the rich child adopted in Reggio
Emilia leads to more richness: if the teacher has a rich child in front of him/her, (s)he
becomes a rich teacher, and with him/her the families and the rest of the school
community. As Lucía, a first grade teacher in the U.S., told us, every academic year
she strives to project onto the families of her students the same competent image of
children that she holds. This powerful definition and notion of children is also behind
the organizational aspects of Reggio schools (Hall et al., 2010). It is important not to
ignore this fact because, although it is true that the organizational conditions of Reggio
Emilia schools are very favorable when compared to most early years settings
internationally, the organization derives from a particular way of looking at children
(Hoyuelos, 2009). The Spanish study suggests that for the teacher to become an
authentic learning partner for children, and to document the child's performance as
(s)he engages autonomously in active learning experiences, a school culture and
organization that promotes a reflective attitude on the part of the teacher is essential.
In other words, and reiterating our position on quality in ECEC, if the school structure
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and organization emphasizes the results from the application of standardized
measures, it is very unlikely that teachers will invest their time and efforts in
documenting and investigating children's learning processes. Therefore, as is the case
in the Reggio Emilia schools, it is essential to review and, if necessary, reformulate
educational policies, unraveling the idea of quality, children, and teachers that they
indirectly subscribe to, because educational policies ultimately translate into concrete
ways of being with children in the educational environments that serve them.
Regarding Reggio Emilia's legacy on the image of the child and its decisive influence
on the school's educational project and on the exercise of the teaching role, the
reflections of Kennedy (1996) are particularly revealing, since the basis of everything
that happens in Reggio Emilia schools is the child, he understands that, in Reggio
Emilia, the image of the child reflects the image of the teacher, and vice versa. In this
regard, Carla, a teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain, told us that, since she thinks of children
as bearers of theories, interpretations, and questions, she has adopted the PBL
approach, which is centered on listening to children.
The adoption of a rich image of the child by teachers entails countless benefits
for the quality of the care and learning experiences provided in ECEC settings. Rhodes
and Huston (2012) have found that non-authoritative beliefs about child rearing and
education are directly related to the quality of interactions with children (supportive
interactions), are typical of teachers with higher initial and continuous training, and
account for the higher quality of the educational experiences they provide to children.
These non-authoritative beliefs are revealed, for example, in the empowerment of
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children to be actively involved in decision-making in the classroom and school. The
Spanish participating children have highlighted the well-being they experience when
they feel close to their teachers or, rather, when they feel their presence is always
attentive and willing to provide them with tangible support in more academic matters,
but also, and equally important, with intangible, emotional or affective support. In
turn, the U.S. participating children have emphasized moments in the school day when
they can participate in decision-making processes about what is done at school and
how to approach it. The anecdote of Marila, a kindergarten teacher in the U.S. goes
along these lines, as she told us how she daily asks her students for advice so that they
can assist her in the execution of some task that concerns both teachers and children.
When teachers hold a capable image of children, they find the balance between
their own initiative and between children's initiative and interests (Õun et al., 2018),
and what results is a negotiated curriculum that favors the development in children of
competencies for a very changing and uncertain 21st century: curiosity, critical thinking
and problem solving. In this sense, it is worth recalling the contributions of Lucia, a
first grade teacher in the U.S., from which it can be deduced that she conceives
children and teachers as equals, as learning partners, and not teachers as infallible
experts. According to this conception of children, the teacher becomes a mediator
who organizes and coordinates the proposals and invitations that come from children,
and who designs experiences that, on one hand, respect children's own pace and, on
the other hand, do not neglect the complexity and richness of children's potential
(Hoyuelos, 2011). For Urban (2010) it is precisely the right of each child to be supported
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while realizing his/her full potential that serves as the best starting point to begin any
conversation about the very diverse conceptualizations concerning the identity and
work of ECEC professionals.
An image of a rich and capable child also leads teachers to search for
pedagogical formulas based on intersubjectivity, which allow for an authentic
approach to the ways of being, thinking and relating to children and, therefore,
contribute to the creation of shared meanings between adults and children (Johansson,
2004). Recalling ideas expressed when stating our position on quality in ECEC, how to
achieve it and how to evaluate it, we insist that children's view of the educational
reality cannot be replaced by that of adults. Therefore, unless we truly interact with
children, as we have tried to do in this doctoral research, the knowledge generated
about quality in ECEC, specifically about the quality of ECEC teachers, will always be
incomplete and biased, and therefore decisions at the practical, theoretical, or political
level to guarantee or contribute to the quality of ECEC services will be adopted from
an adult-centric standpoint, being irrelevant for children's actual wellbeing. To
recognize, respect and embrace the genuine perspective of children, it is important to
consider its benefits for learning, since when there is an authentic exchange between
different cultures (adult culture and child culture), there is room for authentic and
meaningful learning. In the Spanish study, children referred to learning experiences
that tapped into the imaginative potential in childhood, revealing that their teachers
possessed a rich image of children that made them intellectually curious and creative,
with their imaginations and fantasies still vibrant despite their adulthood. Similarly,
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the participating children in the U.S. study expressed a desire for teachers to
implement a fantasy-based pedagogy, that is, to participate in the exuberant
imagination that characterizes children's thinking at an early age. When teachers
authentically approach children's culture, they actively participate in child-initiated
experiences, that is, they let their culture merge with that of children bodily,
emotionally, and cognitively. What naturally comes out of this situation is a genuine
enjoyment on both sides, as Marta, a teacher of 5-year-olds in Spain, said that she let
herself be touched by the joyful and optimistic nature of children, which allowed her
to intensely enjoy her work, which she referred to, broadly speaking, as "spending a
lot of time in the company of children". Teachers with this image of children adopt the
professional commitment to preserve children's culture from silence, that is, their
unique way of seeing the world and, therefore, in the company of these teachers, who
do not intend to colonize children's thinking from the arrogance of the adult world,
children feel listened to from their otherness (Hoyuelos, 2009). This is the case of
Carla, a teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain, who strives every day to create in the
classroom and in the school the ideal conditions to approach the unique and special
way in which her students perceive what is happening around them.
However, a poor image of the child leads teachers to view their students as
deficient and lacking, and to consider them in urgent need of intervention, which is
constrained by external standards that have been created regardless of the unique and
differentiating nature of the relationship that the teacher is meant to establish with
each child. From this conception of children, quality, teaching, and evaluation are
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conceived from extremely simplifying and reductionist perspectives (Gleim et al.,
2020). Likewise, this poor image of childhood is subscribed to by research and policies
such as those that were criticized at the beginning of the dissertation when we
positioned ourselves on the construct of quality in ECEC, which give preponderant
importance to learning outcomes to the detriment of teachers' experiential knowledge
and the specific situation of each child, and which emphasize how learning outcomes
are measured over what the learning process has been like. This approach, which
reveals a particular view of children, is not concerned with the complexity of children's
learning and development processes, nor with the more social or relational aspects of
what happens in the early years setting nor, of course, with what the children
themselves think about their experiences in the socio-educational environments that
serve them, because what matters, from this paradigm, is to emphasize what should
be, rather than to know the nature of what is really happening. That is why the results
of this doctoral research are encouraging, because the view of participating children
places us in front of a teaching role concerned with contributing in a significant way to
alleviate the major problems of today, which implements a pedagogy of uncertainty
and exploration, far removed from the achievement of predetermined and
reductionist learning outcomes.

Macro and micro implications
The implications stemming from the first conclusion of the thesis research, that is,
teachers’ image of the child as a major determinant of their professional role, point to the
pivotal role of beliefs in the formation of teachers' professional identity and in their
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professional role and practice. What follows, therefore, is a set of reflections that have
important implications for future research (in general terms, but also in relation to my
future research career), as well as for initial and continuing teacher education policy
and practice (again, in general terms, but also in relation to my own recently initiated
practice as an ECEC teacher educator).
Addressing teachers' images of children and childhood: The cornerstone
of initial and in-service teacher training. Although it is widely recognized that
teachers’ beliefs are a determining factor in explaining differences in teaching
practices (Perren et al., 2017), the images or representations that teachers hold about
children have not been analyzed either in research or in teacher training, to a large
extent (Woodrow, 1999). Specifically, Avgitidou et al. (2013) report a lack of empirical
research that accounts for the beliefs that pre-service ECEC teachers hold about
children. However, we should be very aware, especially those of us involved in teacher
training, of the fact that student teachers begin their higher education programs with
a given image of children, their behavior, characteristics, potential and/or needs; that
is, before being formally exposed to theories about children and childhood, students
already attach certain characteristics to them, and are able to make judgments about
their abilities, on the basis of the beliefs about children with which they enter the
university. Likewise, it is worth noting that changing teachers' beliefs about children,
about learning, and about their professional role, is a complex process, because
beliefs, by definition, are deeply rooted (Santo et al., 2017). The aim, therefore, is to
build on our previous research (Mérida et al., 2012), so that its findings are embodied
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in my own practice as an ECEC teacher educator, since this research was developed
out of the understanding that the beliefs and prior knowledge about teaching held by
student teachers play a key role in their initial training as teachers. Then, learning
about the beliefs about children held by either pre-service or in-service ECEC teachers,
is the necessary first step to change them (if necessary) (Avci et al., 2014). This is what
Oliveira-Formosinho and Aráujo (2011), following Freire, call awareness-raising
(concientização), referring to it as the process that needs to precede any change (in
this case, a change in beliefs about children) that is intended to be authentic and
lasting.
It is necessary to deepen this conclusion derived from the present doctoral
research by carrying out new research, from different points of view and positions, to
shed light on the relationship that has been shown to exist between the beliefs or
images that ECEC teachers have about children, and the subsequent nature and quality
of their practice (in our case, from the participating children's perspective in dialogue
with the theory that constitutes the MEDEI model). Regarding teacher training
experiences, teachers should be provided with the appropriate context to reflect on
their implicit beliefs about children and to relate them to the nature of their practices,
because there are often significant discrepancies between them (Vartuli, 2005). In
other words, reflection on one's own practice is a sine qua non condition for a
successful transformation of teachers' beliefs to take place (Santo et al., 2017), so
teacher training experiences, in order to have a real impact on the identity and the
teaching role, should focus on the awareness of one's own beliefs, on the identification

244

of inconsistencies between beliefs and practices and, finally, on rethinking one's own
practice as a result of the self-reflective processes that have taken place (CochranSmith & Lytle, 1999).
Therefore, we would like to encourage (also, a self-encouragement) for teacher
training to promote in teachers, as a priority, the reexamination of their beliefs about
children (Woodrow, 1999). Let us look to our own past reflections (Mérida et al., 2012),
to recommit ourselves to them from our daily practice in teacher education programs
at the university, in which we referred to a teacher training process that promotes in
teachers an awareness of what they do and why they do it, giving reasons and arguing
about the foundations and, much more importantly, about the consequences that their
beliefs and subsequent teaching practices entail for children's wellbeing and learning.
Sorin (2005) has similarly encouraged teachers to critically examine how their beliefs
and conceptions about children may be conditioning their classroom practice and,
therefore, to introduce changes, if necessary, in their way of regarding and relating to
children. Following Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999), it is a matter of assisting teachers
as they think and rethink what they believe in and, above all, as they think and rethink
what their beliefs entail in practice. Those of us responsible for initial and continuing
teacher training should contemplate teachers' beliefs not as problematic or
unsophisticated, but as the source for a productive dialogue fostering meaningful
teacher learning. This means that, as teacher educators, we should invest the
necessary efforts to access our students' belief system and take advantage of it for the
design and provision of meaningful formative experiences. This accumulated
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knowledge about the place from which our students come from will allow us to delve
into mistaken or incomplete beliefs and, from there, to implement the most
appropriate approaches and strategies to help them develop a richer and more
complex notion of children and childhood (Goldstein & Lake, 2000).
Best practices in transforming teachers’ beliefs, i.e., best teacher
training formulas. Consequently, it is necessary to launch rigorous research
processes to shed light on how initial and continuous teacher training should be to
have a real impact on teachers' beliefs, considering the key role that beliefs play in
shaping a high-quality teaching identity and the subsequent high quality teaching
practices in ECEC. Avci et al. (2014) advocate for a training of ECEC teachers focused
on the Convention on the Rights of the Child, claiming there is a widespread
unawareness of the content and implications of this reference document which,
undoubtedly, should be regarded as a guiding text for all ECEC professionals. In their
research, these authors report that teacher training programs tend to adopt a
protectionist approach, which privileges children's needs for protection and care,
rather than an emancipatory approach whereby children are understood as having the
same dignity and rights as adults (the right to life is obviously considered the most
fundamental of all, but the right to participation is not even mentioned). However, the
participating children in this doctoral research, both in Spain and in the U.S., draw our
attention so as not to underestimate or undervalue the caring responsibilities that
constitute one of the two pillars on which the teaching role in ECEC should be built,
and which should be wisely integrated with those of the second pillar, which is
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education. The participating children portrayed good ECEC teachers as those who
provide them with individualized support and who tangibly show them affection, in
short, teachers who implement an authentic pedagogy of care.
Likewise, initial and in-service teacher training experiences should provide
teachers with an overview of contemporary ideas about childhood, whereby children
are seen as current citizens, capable and having rights to exercise, and childhood as a
stage of life with value in itself; and should focus on the principles of socioconstructivism, which regards children as autonomous and active learners, who learn
together with other children and adults, and the teacher as a guide and support for
children's learning, with whom they embark on a shared journey in which they build
knowledge, identity and culture (Einarsdottir, 2014; Haring et al. , 2019). Exactly this
teaching role emerges from the discourses of the children participating in the present
doctoral research. Specifically, U.S. children refer to their teachers as learning
partners, emphasizing that individualized teacher support is essential for their
personal well-being and learning. In short, it is a matter of ensuring that teacher
education is evidence-based (Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional, 2022)
or, in other words, that the conceptualization (policies), planning (training programs)
and formal development of teacher education (practices and experiences in initial and
continuing teacher education environments) are articulated with the most recent
findings of educational research (including those derived from this doctoral research),
as has been the case for decades in other disciplines and fields of knowledge. As
teacher educators, we should be committed to transferring the contributions of recent
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research to the contents on which our practice is based either at the university or in
continuing teacher education institutions, thus connecting educational theory with
practice. Thus, students (pre-service or in-service teachers) will be provided with
relevant and updated learning content to support the process of analysis and
questioning of their beliefs and practices (Santo et al., 2017).
Participation in action research processes has also proven to be a promising
practice in changing teachers' previous ideas and beliefs. Earlier (Mérida-Serrano et
al., 2019) we have highlighted the benefits of action research for teacher education,
specifically, with regard to fostering reflection in and on educational practice and,
therefore, the questioning of beliefs held about teaching. Therefore, we advocate and
commit ourselves to providing teachers with a training that favors the rethinking of
their teaching role, which goes hand in hand, as we have been claiming, with a
rethinking of the image they hold about children. According to Peleman et al. (2018),
participation in an action research process contributes to a change in the teachers'
view of children: from a spectator child to a participant child. This derives, as proven
by these authors, in a change in the way teachers plan and develop their professional
practice,

adopting

an

approach

of

listening

to

children,

and

in

their

reconceptualization of play, from considering it as something that children do
naturally and without the need for their intervention, to an extraordinary pedagogical
opportunity to contribute to children's development and learning. In relation to play
and, specifically, to the role of teachers during play, the children participating in this
doctoral research, especially the U.S. children, have explicitly referred to the

248

involvement of their teachers in free play as typical of the best teachers, that is, they
have referred to good teachers as playmates. Likewise, it is important to point out, as
shown in the preceding chapter, where the voice of children, contextualized in the
nature of the teaching role to which they refer (extracts from conversations with their
teachers), has engaged in dialogue with the MEDEI model, that the pedagogical
approach of teachers largely explains the difference that children make, or do not
make, between moments of learning and moments of play and, consequently,
children's (positive or negative) perception of teachers' involvement in their play. In
the case of the present doctoral research, given the pedagogical approach adopted by
the teachers to whom the participating children refer, there is no distinction between
play and learning (play is learning and learning is play) and, therefore, teacher
involvement in play is seen by the participating children as something both natural
and positive.
In their research with prospective teachers, Goldstein and Lake (2000) found
that collaborative reflection, grounded in professional dialogue, helped students to
rethink the foundations on which they built their first teaching practices in actual
educational contexts. Lynn and Smith-Maddox (2007) also assert that change in beliefs
and values that lead to particular pedagogical practices is possible from a collaborative
approach of dialogue and critical reflection. Therefore, to contribute to challenging
teachers' beliefs, values, and practices, two essential strategies should be incorporated
into pre-service and in-service teacher education: dialogue and reflection. As Freire
(1972) said: an authentic change in pedagogical practice requires teachers to be
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involved in a cyclical and ongoing process of learning, implementation, and critical
discussion/reflection. In other words, quality teacher training, whether initial or
continuous, takes the form of an iterative process of encounter with theory, critical
dialogue, and reflective action (Riojas-Cortez et al., 2013). This position regarding the
nature of ECEC teacher training derives from a certain position regarding the quality
of ECEC, in general, which was stated at the beginning of this dissertation: quality is
not something that is achieved or not but rather a project in permanent progress. For
this reason, we advocated a conceptualization of quality in ECEC as a dynamic and
ongoing process, which requires periodic review. Lesson Study (Pérez Gómez et al.,
2015), conceived as a long-term and regular teacher training approach, structured in
sequential cycles, has proven to be very successful in helping teachers to both unlearn
and relearn tacit components (images, beliefs, attitudes) resistant to change, which is
not achieved through mere theoretical transmission or clarification, but which
requires an experimentation of that theory, sustained over time, in the daily contexts
of practice. As we have claimed in previous works (Mérida Serrano et al., 2018), the
construction of teachers' practical thinking demands from us teacher educators the
planning of experiences that enable us to access teachers' implicit theories and beliefs
because, as we have been emphasizing throughout this chapter, these provide
meaning to their professional practice. All this leads us to praise the benefits of actionresearch groups, communities of practice, or teachers' networks, such as the RIECU
network (http://www.uco.es/investigacion/proyectos/riecu/), to which the teachers
referred to by the Spanish children participating in this doctoral research belong, as
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well

as

the

DC-Project

Zero

(DCPZ)

network

(https://www.pdcollaborative.org/initiatives/dc-pz/), integrated by educators from
the District of Columbia who implement Project Zero15 ideas in their daily practice, and
to which the teachers referred to by the participating U.S. children belong, because
these networks provide teachers with a social and intellectual context, ideally for their
entire professional career, that allows them to adopt a critical perspective regarding
their own beliefs and practice, and those of other colleagues, and to develop applied
knowledge that results from connecting theory (research-based) with the
idiosyncrasies of the actual educational contexts in which they work (Cochran-Smith
& Lytle, 1999).
Practicum experiences are shown to be a highly beneficial context for the
transformation of student teachers' prior beliefs, especially when the practical
experiences are paired with reflection on action sessions, that is, when there is a
critical dialogue based on the knowledge and beliefs that the students have developed
in their encounter with actual educational situations (Recchia et al., 2009). Although
we have been repeatedly stating that the transformation of the pedagogical beliefs of
pre-service teachers is a complex endeavor, the formative context afforded by the
Practicum is helpful, given that students can apply, through purposeful reflection and
professional dialogue, the theory they learn in the program courses to actual

Project Zero is a research group at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, founded in
1967 by Harvard Professor Nelson Goodman, internationally renowned for its research
contributions in areas such as the nature of intelligence, understanding, thinking, creativity,
cross-disciplinary and cross-cultural thinking, global competence, and ethics.
15
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classroom situations (Santo et al., 2017). In terms of images about children, the
Practicum provides student teachers with the opportunity to enrich their
understanding about children's skills and abilities and, consequently, to adopt an
attitude of greater respect and appreciation for children at an early age. In the present
doctoral research, Carla, a teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain, advocated for the right of
children to have their teachers know and respect their individual rhythms of learning
and growth and, consequently, for the teachers' responsibility to implement their
pedagogical practice according to the individuality of each child.
The Practicum, ideally, promotes the establishment in the ECEC classroom of
a close teaching community, or teaching partnership, between novice and
experienced teachers, with benefits for both: an alternative viewpoint on one's own
teaching role provided by fellow teachers (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999). Vartuli
(2005), in this regard, has advocated a deliberate and careful selection of the
educational settings where pre-service teachers will do their placements. Specifically,
the author refers to the critical influence that future teachers' contact with in-service
teachers who play an exemplary role has on the incipient construction of pre-service
teachers' professional identity and on the transformation of their initial beliefs. As we
have referred to in previous works (Mérida-Serrano et al., 2019; Mérida Serrano et al.,
2018), this is learning by modeling (osmosis of strategies, attitudes and teaching roles,
from situated, contextualized and meaningful learning experiences) that arises from
the interaction with quality professional models, that is, teachers who demonstrate to
student teachers how to design child-centered learning environments, where the
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teaching role is decentralized and learning becomes a democratic process. Over the
years, those of us who are part of the RIECU network have witnessed the great benefits
of completing the Practicum alongside high-quality teachers. In my own case, the
completion of my last placement, as a student of the ECEC Degree at the University of
Córdoba, alongside high-quality teachers from the RIECU network, was such a
revealing and transforming experience, that it lies behind my professional choice to
devote myself to the preparation of future ECEC teachers, thus providing them with
meaningful learning experiences in quality ECEC settings, and my present and future
commitment to carry out educational research that seeks to understand the secrets of
high-quality ECEC teaching, from a situated and participatory perspective. The present
doctoral research is meant to be the beginning of a professional career that is expected
to be exciting.
Therefore, from the position that the first experiences as teachers decisively
influence the subsequent development of professional identity, and that laying a good
foundation is the best way to contribute to a teaching career, which begins with
university preparation, leading to committed and quality professionals, I commit
myself, together with a great team of ECEC advocator teacher educators, to invest the
necessary efforts so that the ECEC Practicum of the Faculty of Education of the
University of Cordoba will always try to provide future ECEC teachers with practical
experiences under the guidance of high-quality teachers who provide them with an
alternative way of teaching, overcoming the conventional role of a teacher who
transmits knowledge, a different kind of teaching role that places children at the center
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of the learning process and, therefore, that actively listens to them, developing the
curriculum based on children's contributions, and a different kind of ECEC
environment where there is a welcoming, warm, safe, motivating, love for learning
and stimulating atmosphere. It is encouraging, in this sense, to realize that the
implications derived from this doctoral research are consistent with the recent 24
Reform Proposals for the Improvement of the Teaching Profession issued by the
Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional (2022) of the Government of Spain.
Specifically, the document discusses the need to improve the system of teacher
training placements; an improvement that must take into consideration a fundamental
aspect, that is, the mentors or practicing teachers with whom the student teachers
complete the Practicum, and therefore, it urges the pertinent educational authorities
to identify high-quality in-service teachers so that they can provide guidance to future
teachers.
We could conclude the debate on the quality of teacher training and its
contribution to the shaping of a quality professional teaching identity and, specifically,
to the change of beliefs and images of children due to their central role in the teaching
role, with a brief comment on the quality of the role played by those who are "teachers
of teachers", i.e., those responsible for teacher training. On one hand, specialized
research points to the benefits associated with a well-balanced professional profile
among teacher educators. That is, having teacher educators who have previous
teaching experience in the school context has been found to be beneficial for the
exercise of their new role in training teachers (Goodwin et al., 2014). The mutual
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enrichment between teacher educators with different professional backgrounds has
also been highlighted: on the one hand, those who enter the field of teacher education
after accumulating a lot of experience as teachers in school and, on the other hand,
those who have been engaged in academia from the very beginning and, therefore,
have a more established research career (Czerniawski et al., 2018). In this sense, it is
worth considering, following Murray and Male (2005), that becoming a "teacher of
teachers" does not mean transferring, from one formative context to another, the
teaching skills acquired after years of work in the school context but, rather,
reinterpreting the teaching role exercised in the school in the light of the new
responsibilities as a teacher educator. It has also been argued (Qing-li et al., 2019) about
the role that university teacher educators should play in strengthening the relationship
between Practicum mentors (in-service teachers) and prospective teachers, especially
when the former exerts a rigid and traditional teaching role. In this sense, the work of
teacher educators is crucial, as they can prevent future teachers from or even reverse
the negative effects that could derive from a prolonged exposure to a low-quality
teaching role.

Children’s voice as a stimulus for teacher development
This conclusion is intimately related to the previous one, since only from a rich
and capable image of children will teachers be able to place children's voice at the
heart of the process of self-assessment and improvement of their own teaching
practice. We may say that this is the ultimate evidence of a rich and capable image of
children on the part of teachers or, in other words, that it represents the last stage of
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a continuum that begins with the recognition of children's potential, is evidenced
through a pedagogical approach focused on listening to children and culminates in
allowing oneself to be influenced by the children's perspective on the teaching
practice. To clarify: not all teachers who listen to children take them seriously and act
upon children's views (which indicates that this is not authentic listening), but all
teachers who take children's opinions seriously and act upon their views engage in
authentic listening to children's voices.
It should be emphasized, once again, that the ultimate aim of this doctoral
research is for the voice of children to help improve the teaching practice in ECEC
settings or, in other words, to contribute to children occupying a central position in
the learning process and in the teaching profession (Martin & Buckley, 2020). The aim
is, therefore, that the perspective of children, their concerns, needs and interests, are
considered as a priority when undertaking processes of school improvement and
change, in particular, of the teaching practice. Similarly to Ceballos López and Susinos
Rada (2014), we are committed to finding a way to incorporate the voice of children in
initial and continuous teacher training processes, considering it as the best tool for
learning about, and for the improvement and change of, teaching. The aim is,
therefore, to help teachers gather feedback from their students regarding teachers'
pedagogical practice (Shaw, 2019), so that they can use it as a stimulus for their
professional development by challenging both their practices and beliefs (Messiou &
Ainscow, 2015). The nature of the research activities in which the children
participating in this doctoral investigation have been involved, where they have
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dialogued about the qualities that, in their opinion, a good ECEC teacher should have,
could serve as an inspiration to implement school initiatives in which children's
participation is encouraged aiming at teacher professional development (Susinos-Rada
& Ceballos-López, 2012).
Lundy's (2007) insights urge us to commit ourselves to finding ways to ensure
that the children's perspectives gathered in this doctoral research are not only listened
to by adults but, rather, that they are properly acted upon. We commit ourselves, in
other words, to share with the participating children the ways in which their voice has
been considered, because it happens, quite often, that, after accessing children's
opinions, they are not made aware of what has been achieved from them, that is,
whether or not they have had any influence on the reality that has been investigated
together with the children, in our case, quality teaching in ECEC. For this reason, the
next necessary step is to design, together with the participating children, a plan to
transfer their voices, so that they have the impact they deserve. Among the proposals
that we would bring to these dialogue meetings with children, the one that stands out
is that of sharing children's opinions with their teachers and with other teachers of
children their age, so that teachers can do their job better, considering what children
think is most important to be a good teacher.
It is a moral responsibility of teachers, and of the rest of the educational
stakeholders, to genuinely consider children's opinions, points of view and
suggestions, so that these are not relegated to the world of ideas and good intentions,
but, on the contrary, are incorporated into teaching practice, transforming, and
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improving it (Einarsdottir, 2010). As an example, and given the nature of the Spanish
study due to the pandemic, the reflective analysis of the children's productions
together with the teachers made them aware of the importance of meeting the needs
of their students, conveyed through children's drawings and narratives. This is the case
of Carla, a teacher of 4-year-old children in Spain, who became aware, as a result of
the shared reflection on the drawings of one of her students, that the new school
measures adopted to contain the spread of COVID-19 in the school environment were
compromising children's well-being by significantly reducing the size of the play areas
and, therefore, limiting their opportunities for movement. Carla was concerned and
determined to try to harmonize health measures with the nature that should
characterize young children's learning and development environments.
As we have been repeatedly pointing out, the image of children that teachers
have determines their participatory conceptualization, or not, of teacher quality, as
well as of teacher professional development centered, or not, on the voice of children.
Consequently, a teacher professional development process centered on children will
only be possible if the teacher's conception or image of children is such that (s)he
considers the voice of children to be the most authorized and capable of assisting
him/her in reviewing, rethinking, and improving his/her professional practice. In
other words, for the voice of children to become a driving force for change and
improvement in teaching, it must be listened to by adults that, by admiring it,
respecting it, and recognizing its full potential, take it into due consideration. As Lundy
(2007) says in the title of her article, voice is not enough. Article 12 of the Convention on
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the Rights of the Child, which advocates the right of children to express their opinion
in matters that concern them, and to have their views taken into account in accordance
with their age and maturity, implies value judgments by adults in relation to the degree
of maturity of children, which can negatively impact the opportunities provided to
children to have their voice listened to, if they are not considered mature enough by
their reference adults (Wall et al., 2019). Lundy (2007) reports in this sense the
skepticism of many adults in relation to children's capacities (or, rather, the absence
of such capacities) to be able to contribute effectively to decision-making processes,
together with a concern about giving children too much control, and that this
compromises their authority and disrupts the normal functioning of the school.
Similarly, Sheridan and Samuelsson (2001) note that many ECEC teachers may
experience difficulties in promoting children's participation in classroom and school
life, and that their concerns have to do often with the limits they believe should be
placed on children's right to participate in decision making, and what the
consequences (in negative terms) of children's participation in decision making
processes will be. As an inspiring example, the words of Inés, a first grade teacher of
the U.S. children participating in this research, reveal that she is not afraid of losing
control over the teaching-learning process or, rather, that she does not want to be the
one to have the last word on what happens in the classroom, advocating for a shared
power with her students: "(...) Let them decide! Whoever wants to continue working
on his book, can work on his book, and whoever wants to write a ....".
We support the views of Forde et al. (2018), who consider that, in order to
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ensure that children fully enjoy the rights set out in Article 12 of the Convention on the
Rights of the Child at school, on which also depends a school organization designed in
such a way that it monitors, promotes and reinforces the rights fulfillment, it is
necessary to provide all adult stakeholders in the school community with relevant
training in children's rights and participation. Although, in line with the arguments
provided in the previous conclusion, contributing to changing the image of children
held by teachers needs to be the first step for the voice of children to become a
platform for change and teacher development, we insist on the need to train teachers
so that they can promote the authentic participation of their children. Lodge (2005)
has reported, in this regard, that although it is essential to seek children's opinions on
basic school issues, as well as on issues directly related to their learning, many teachers
do not do so because they believe that children's knowledge on these issues is poorly
developed or even wrong, or because they consider them as not mature enough to
contribute meaningfully to the debate on these issues (poor image of children), but
also because many teachers do not know how to promote an equal dialogue in the
classroom (lack of training in children's rights and participation). Matsui (2020) also
makes a statement in this sense, advocating the need to strengthen teaching skills for
authentic listening to children, which will increase the levels of child participation in
the classroom and in the school, since children will be encouraged to contribute their
ideas and opinions, considered to be very valuable. If in relation to the previous
conclusion we committed ourselves to provide teacher training experiences that
promote a change in the beliefs and images that teachers have about children, now we
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commit ourselves to initial and continuous teacher training that helps teachers to
implement processes of self-assessment and improvement of their own practice based
on children's participation and authentic listening to their voice.
It is important not to overlook the fact that, however interesting (they are
always original and relevant) children's contributions may be, it is ultimately up to
teachers to ensure that children's suggestions transform and improve the school life.
For this reason, following McIntyre et al. (2005), research on teaching, as well as initial
and continuous teacher training, should invest the necessary efforts so that teachers
know strategies that help them to include their students in the planning, development
and evaluation of the teaching-learning process and, equally important, so that they
have empirical evidence (including inspiring practices of other fellow teachers) of the
benefits associated with the processes of child consultation and participation for the
improvement of the teaching practice, and of the educational activity of the school as
a whole. Muela et al. (2019) go a step further, advocating not only the benefits of
consulting children, but of actively involving them in the process of implementing the
changes they suggest, as well as in the process of assessing the improvements
introduced. These experiences contribute to children's initiation in genuine
democratic processes by exercising their capacity for thinking and reflection, by
participating in decision-making processes, by arguing their points of view and, finally,
by witnessing how their opinions are considered in various aspects of school life
(Sheridan & Samuelsson, 2001). When the school adopts an organizational approach
focused on children's rights, whereby children's contributions have a real impact on
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any school decision, a climate is generated in which the entire school community,
children, and adults, engage in collaborative and egalitarian processes, based on
critical dialogue, to discuss goals, practices, or the curriculum (Rosen, 2010). Authentic
child participation in the school environment, therefore, does not depend exclusively
on the individual efforts of teachers, but requires measures at the institutional level,
based on an approach centered on children's rights and participation (Forde et al.,
2018).
Sinclair (2004) advocates for children's participation as a constitutive feature
of the school's organizational culture and decision-making structures, so that
children's participation moves away from one-off or isolated consultations to become
an integral part of the way adults, and the school institution, relate to children. This
shift in school culture, whereby the child's perspective is not only valued and
respected, but becomes an integral part of decision-making processes, implies a reexamination of school policies and practices (Lundy, 2007). It is a matter of the ECEC
institution adopting a dialogical way of being and doing, and of everyday life being
permeated by an authentic listening to children, which is not a selective process
whereby adults only listen to what interests them, but an inclusive process, which is
deemed essential for being, simultaneously, challenging, and ethical (OliveiraFormosinho & Brito da Cunha Lino, 2009). Therefore, the right of children to express
their voice will only become effective if they are provided with opportunities for their
views to transform their daily lives, i.e., the voice of children needs to be heard by an
adult audience that empowers them and takes them into account when making
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decisions on matters that concern them, thus children becoming active agents of
change and school improvement (Forde et al., 2018). In summary, as is the case with
the nature of strategies recommended in research with children, such as those
employed in this doctoral research, school and classroom culture should be childempowering rather than opportunity-restricting; participatory, child-sensitive, and
inclusive.
Teacher evaluation and development focused on the voice of children will only
take place, following Dahlberg et al. (2005), when adult stakeholders in the school
context are able to approach children's ideas with respect, curiosity, and appreciation,
attuning to children's unique ways of knowing, feeling, and thinking (Raimondo, 2017).
As Carla, a teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain, mentioned, it is about looking at reality,
specifically, teaching practice, through the eyes of children, because children's
experiences and knowledge in relation to the teaching role cannot and should not be
substituted by those of adults. As Bredekamp (1993) pointed out, quality ECEC
programs are characterized by being a true learning community, in the sense that
teachers teach, but also learn, just as children learn, but also teach. This dialogic
approach enables all members of the school community, children, and adults, to reach
together a deeper understanding of what learning and teaching entails (Lodge, 2005).
Oliveira-Formosinho and Brito da Cunha Lino (2009) express themselves almost
identically, referring to the classroom as a learning community where the voice of
children is listened to in order to construct shared meanings, bringing children's
genuine perspective to life through concrete teaching practices.
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Saiz-Linares et al. (2016) conducted an action research project to incorporate
the voice of children in school improvement and change processes. The participating
teachers changed the image they had of their students, considering them as competent
agents from whose perspective it is possible and desirable to learn, and recognized
that devaluing children's knowledge and concerns in favor of those of adults
represents an invaluable loss. If the school challenges the dominant constructions of
children and, with them, the widespread belief that children are incapable, dependent
and naïve, and, on the contrary, embraces an image of children as active and valuable
current citizens, recognizing their potential to act as competent social actors, it will be
projected to society as a whole the idea that not only adults can exert a positive
influence on children, but that children can also exert a positive influence on adults
and, specifically, on the pedagogical practice of their teachers (Barnikis, 2015). We
insist on this idea: considering children as citizens with rights, capable of having an
opinion and expressing it properly, demands from adults the commitment to take
children's voice seriously and to consider it when reviewing and reformulating
educational policies and practices (Einarsdóttir, 2014). More specifically (Robertson,
2017), children's perspectives on the learning process should be considered to inform
teaching practice. In the classroom of Carla, a teacher of 4-year-olds in Spain, the
capable image of children that she holds accounts for all her pedagogical decisions and
actions. In particular, she values children's expert knowledge of classroom dynamics
and considers them in a privileged position to decide on the teaching-learning process.
As for Marta, a teacher of 5-year-olds in Spain, she also implements a participatory
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pedagogy in her classroom whereby the perspective of her students is acted upon.
Thus, her capable image of children places them all on the same position when it
comes to taking part in the daily classroom dynamics: "(...) I ask them for help when I
want to do something. They always provide me with good ideas".
Our participatory proposal for teacher evaluation and development is aligned
with the epistemological and methodological positioning of the doctoral research
carried out, whose ultimate goal is to contribute to the debate on teacher quality in
ECEC from a situated perspective, embedded in the daily context of the ECEC setting,
hence the voice of children is considered to be the best platform to promote teachers'
professional development. The aspiration is that, from this doctoral research, which
offers an alternative view of teacher quality in ECEC, approaches to teacher evaluation
and development will be derived that are less standardized and more in tune with the
complex and situated nature of teaching. We agree with Martin and Buckley (2020),
who advocate making room for the voice of children into educational assessment
processes, thus challenging adult-centric models that rely on the application of
external and standardized measures. The voice of children does have the potential to
capture and provide evidence of what happens daily in ECEC settings, because the
child's perspective does pay attention to those essential aspects that go unnoticed
when the educational reality is evaluated aseptically and from afar. From the present
doctoral research it is intended that an approach to evaluation and fostering of teacher
professional development is derived that, far from seeking to determine which
pedagogical practices are good, and which pedagogical practices are bad, promotes
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the encounter and dialogue between different voices of the school community, since
what matters is not to judge, but to negotiate in order to build meaning and deepen
the understanding of the educational reality (Ionescu et al., 2018).
All the above points to a democratic educational paradigm, of which the
practice of listening to and incorporating the children's perspective is constitutive, and
whereby teacher development is conceived as a collaborative effort that involves
children (Ferguson et al., 2011). From this paradigm, the voice of children is considered
to offer a valuable contribution to a discussion on teacher quality that has been, and
continues to be, predominantly dominated by the adult voice (Mashford-Scott et al.,
2012). We thus advocate a conceptualization of teacher development in the way Muela
et al. (2019) conceptualize educational innovation, i.e., as a collaborative process in
which adults and children in the school community exchange ideas and opinions,
construct new meanings, engage in shared decision making, and work together for
change. Similarly, Oliveira-Formosinho and Brito da Cunha Lino (2009) understand
that observing children, listening to them, and negotiating with them as part of the
teaching practice inevitably leads to pedagogical change and innovation.
The approach to teacher evaluation and development that is intended to derive
from this doctoral research is also consistent with our position on quality in ECEC and
our focus on the processual aspects of quality in ECEC. Thus, children's perspective on
their daily experiences in the educational settings that serve them will give us valuable
information about the quality of the processes that take place there (Pihlainen et al.,
2020). According to Bredekamp (1993), only through dialogue with all the stakeholders
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in the school community, giving priority to the voice of children, so often silenced, can
we obtain valuable information on the quality of the processes that take place there,
which cannot be measured by parameters and standards. The pedagogical
intervention of the teacher, a processual variable of quality in ECEC, has been
identified as an area in which the child’s perspective should be given priority
(Formosinho & Araújo, 2006), which would support the focus of research in this
doctoral research. When teachers listen to and take into account the voice of their
students to enrich the process of self-assessment of their own practice aiming at
improvement and change, they are taking advantage of the potential of "training from
within" (Ceballos López & Susinos Rada, 2014), since the child’s perspective, with its
unique view and its expert knowledge accumulated from everyday experience, can
help teachers to understand more deeply the life of the classroom and the
appropriateness of the learning experiences. Flutter (2007), accordingly, suggests that
teachers should not rely exclusively on the recommendations of outside experts for
making changes and improvements in their practice, ignoring the value of the
recommendations that come from the daily life of the classroom, i.e., those of their
students, and insists that children's perspectives on the teaching practice are highly
valuable because they are the most authentic source of information, since children are
the main recipients of the actions and decisions of their teachers. Children are,
therefore, the only stakeholder group in the school community (apart from the selfassessment that teachers can perform on their own practice) that can provide firsthand information on the nature and quality of their teachers' pedagogical practices
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(OECD, 2015). Ionescu et al. (2018) also express themselves in similar terms since, in
their opinion, the unpredictable and changing context of the early years setting
demands from teachers a versatile and critical thinking style regarding their daily
practice, and the consideration of children and their families as the best possible
partners when it comes to rethinking their daily work in the classroom.

Macro and micro implications
The implications of the second conclusion, that is, children’s voice as a stimulus for
teacher development, stem from the premise that an image of children as competent,
capable of forming an opinion and expressing it appropriately, should translate into
the commitment of adults to consider the voice of children when it comes to evaluating
educational policies and practices (teaching practice) for improvement. Drawing on
this conclusion and its implications, we advocate that children's perspectives should
be prioritized when initiating processes of change and development in the teaching
profession. We regard teacher development, therefore, as a collaborative process in
which adults and children in the school community engage in an exchange of ideas
and opinions, the construction of meanings, decision-making and working together for
change. Ultimately, we hope this doctoral research will be helpful when attempting to
develop a participatory approach to teacher evaluation and development, thus
embedded in the everyday context of the ECEC setting, with the voice of the child
regarded as the best platform for promoting teacher professional development.
In terms of implications for research in general, and for my own research on
teacher quality in ECEC, we commit to 1) Designing a plan with the children
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participating in the research to transfer their voices, which can be initiated by sharing
the views of the participating children with their own teachers and with other ECEC
teachers, so that their suggestions about what a good teacher should do and how a
good teacher should be will help them in doing their job better, and 2) To implement
participatory action-research processes that contribute to a change in the image of
children held by teachers, so that they come to consider them as an authorized voice
from which it is possible and desirable to learn, and that take advantage of the
strengths of "training from within" by promoting active listening on the part of teachers
to the voice of children to help them enhance the process of self-assessment of their
own practice, acknowledging children's unique perspective and valuing their expert
knowledge gained from daily experience.
In terms of the implications for initial and continuous teacher training and,
specifically, for my own work as a teacher educator, we are committed 1) To offer
teacher training experiences, as we have already mentioned at some point in this
chapter, that are based on evidence (research results, inspiring teaching practices), so
that teachers (pre-service and in-service) can learn about the benefits of including the
voice of children for the improvement of the teaching profession, and 2) To contribute
to the acquisition or strengthening of teaching attitudes and skills for authentic
listening to children, providing strategies to promote the authentic participation of
students in the classroom and school context and, in particular, to involve children in
the design, development and evaluation of the teaching-learning process.
Characteristics and benefits of child-voice centered teacher professional
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development. Experiences such as the one that has taken place with the
implementation of the Spanish study of this doctoral research, due to the
circumstances caused by the pandemic, contribute to the professional development of
teachers by placing at the center of the teacher self-assessment process the children's
unique perspective on the construct of teaching quality. The collaborative analysis of
children's productions between the teachers and their students yielded interesting
conversations about teaching. In the Spanish study, due to the nature of its unfolding,
it has been possible to promote reflection on the teachers' actions based on their
students' drawings and narratives. The teachers and the researcher spent quality time
collaboratively reflecting and dialoguing on the children's opinions about the role
played by the teachers themselves. By sharing what their students thought about their
professional attitudes and actions, on the basis of the trusting relationship that exists
between the teachers and the researcher, the teachers (indirectly) opened a window
for the researcher to investigate their daily practice, and together we deepened it in
an atmosphere of deep respect and honesty. Therefore, the idiosyncrasy of the
Spanish study has fostered the collaborating teachers' reflection on their own practice
based on the voices of their students. Participatory research, in which teachers actively
participate, contributes to their professional development, even more so if its purpose,
as in the case of this doctoral research, is to gather children's views on the teaching
role. In this way, as we have experienced firsthand with the implementation of the
Spanish study, taking advantage of the children's perspective on the role played by
their teachers to promote in teachers an in-depth analysis of their own practice and of
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the teaching-learning process in the classroom is an extraordinary strategy for
teachers' professional development. The words of Carla, one of the ECEC teachers in
Spain, show that the opportunity provided by participating in the doctoral research,
allowing her to learn about her students' perspective on the nature and quality of her
professional role, and to reflect on her daily work by placing the voices of her students
at the center of the reflective process, has contributed to reinforce the rich and capable
image of children that she undoubtedly already held: "(...) I'm realizing that they are
perfectly capable of saying what they like best about what we do... they are such
experienced observers! ".
We would like to continue the focus and approach to educational research
adopted in this doctoral research, particularly those that, for circumstantial reasons,
have been employed in the Spanish study, in order to help teachers rethink their
practice based on what their students think about it, combining them with actionresearch processes to determine the extent to which children's contributions are taken
into account and to what extent they are considered when reformulating or
introducing improvements in the teaching practice. Likewise, it would be very
beneficial to organize formative sessions in both initial and continuous teacher training
contexts to communicate and reflect on the results of this doctoral research, and also
to present its findings to children in different early years settings, both in Spain and in
the U.S., to organize assemblies and conversations between children and their
teachers about the quality of the teaching role, on the basis of what the children who
have participated in this study have expressed. In this way, the benefits derived from
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this doctoral research can be multiplied significantly, both in terms of its object of
study (contributing to a situated and participatory debate on teacher quality in ECEC),
and those related to the methodological approach adopted (implementing
participatory action-research processes alongside ECEC teachers). In conclusion,
following Dalhberg et al. (2005), we hope that this doctoral research will contribute to
a necessary reconceptualization of educational research, in such a way that it focuses
fundamentally on helping professionals, in our specific case, ECEC teachers, to selfimprove the rationality of their own practice.
The very nature of the Spanish study also takes advantage of the potential of
pedagogical documentation because the collaborating teachers, from the drawings
and narratives of their students, have been able to acquire a greater understanding of
their perspective on the teaching role. Therefore, we emphasize the value of
pedagogical documentation to promote teachers' professional development, to the
extent that it includes evidence of children's thinking, such as the drawings and
narratives collected in this research, because it helps to incorporate the children's
perspective into everyday classroom pedagogy (Matsui, 2020). To contribute to their
professional development, therefore, teachers should see documenting as central to
their daily classroom practice; a practice that focuses on valuing, respecting, and
trusting children with unlimited potential (Maldonado-Ruiz et al., 2020). Pedagogical
documentation is a tool for teacher professional development because it provides the
means for teachers and other agents of the school community to engage in dialogue
and negotiation about pedagogical work. In other words, pedagogical documentation
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makes pedagogical work visible and makes it the subject of open and democratic
debate; a debate in which the voice of children should be at the heart of it (Dahlberg
et al., 2005). As we have intended with the undertaking of the present doctoral
research, and as has been especially evidenced in the Spanish study due to the
circumstances in which it has been carried out, pedagogical documentation, when
properly used, can contribute to looking at the teaching role through the eyes of
children, and to teachers' professional development, since the voice of children, which
always brings a renewing perspective, makes all the difference (Einarsdóttir, 2014).
Pedagogical documentation, ultimately, should instill in teachers the desire to find
ways in which the observation and interpretation of children's actions and points of
view can be translated into a readjustment and improvement of their own practice
with children (Fernández García & Soto Gómez, 2019). As evidenced in the Spanish
study, pedagogical documentation, in our case, children's drawings and narratives
about the nature and quality of their teachers' role, creates a space for dialogue
between teachers and students that, ideally, can become a driving force for training
and improvement processes that allow teachers to question their own practice, and
children to become critical partners that help teachers to investigate and improve their
professional role (Ceballos López & Susinos Rada, 2014).
Teacher professional development focused on the voice of children benefits
teachers, since the knowledge and experiences of students promote reflection on
certain inertias in the regular teaching practice and, from that reflection, motivate
teacher improvement based on children's own concerns and interests (Saiz-Linares et
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al., 2019). Likewise, by authentically listening to children, teachers could rethink and
collaboratively build the learning process from what children themselves value
(Ruscoe et al., 2018). Recently, the OECD (2021) has highlighted that only by directly
accessing children's opinions will it be possible to provide them with quality
developmental and learning environments in early years settings, because this is the
most reliable way to know what children value and enjoy most in relation to their own
learning. The children participating in the present doctoral research have expressed
that they enjoy their time at school when they have fun with their teachers, when they
share a hobby or personal taste with their teachers, when they learn outdoors, and
when their family takes part in school activities. The voice of children, therefore,
provides teachers with an extraordinary opportunity to redirect their attention to what
really matters: the students and how they learn best (Flutter, 2007). Teacher
professional development programs, as we and Daniels et al. (2001) have been insisting
on, should take the child's perspective very seriously, encouraging teachers to
investigate what each student thinks about his/her experience in school, and to think
about and try to find discrepancies between their perspectives and those of the child.
These discrepancies can act as a catalyst for teachers to introduce the necessary
improvements in their practice.
With the undertaking of the present doctoral research, we intend to echo
children's perspectives on the characteristics of quality teaching practices in ECEC.
Following Kragh-Müller and Isbell (2017), knowing what children think and feel about
their ECEC experience is important as we seek to align children's perspectives with the
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nature of teaching practices, and because the knowledge that teachers can treasure
about what interests and motivates children is vital for providing meaningful learning
and developmental experiences. For example, the U.S. children participating in the
present doctoral research expected their teachers to have a thorough knowledge of
what they preferred, what they felt, and to know how to recognize those moments
when they needed to have their basic needs met. Marila, a kindergarten teacher in the
U.S., demonstrated a flexible teaching approach, as she tried to adapt classroom
routines to the individuality of each of her students. The Spanish participating children
mentioned individualized moments with their teachers that revealed an in-depth
knowledge on the part of their teachers of the individuality of each child: what they
need, what they like the most, etc. Marta, a teacher of 5-year-olds in Spain, remarked
that the most exciting part of her profession is having the opportunity to delve into the
lives of each of her students, whom she considered to be a world in themselves.
In terms of the benefits to children of considering their perspective to promote
teacher professional development, the very act of being consulted already conveys to
them the idea that their decisions may have an impact, positive or negative, on others.
Moreover, only through authentic participation can children develop the skills
necessary for democratic decision-making. Through their daily participation in the life
of the school, children will learn that their opinions and perspectives are respected
and valued. When adults communicate with children on equal terms, ask them
questions eagerly for their point of view, and listen to them in an authentic way, they
not only help children develop the skills and willingness to stand up for and argue their
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perspectives, but also project to them the image of being fully capable of actively
participating in decision-making processes (Sheridan & Samuelsson, 2001).
A

participatory

approach

to

teacher

self-assessment

aimed

at

professional development. This implication derived from the second conclusion has
to do with the positioning on quality and teaching quality in ECEC that permeates the
thesis, and which is addressed at the beginning of the dissertation. An approach to the
construct of teaching quality in ECEC from a situated and participatory or democratic
perspective, which incorporates all the perspectives of the school community, giving
priority to the voice of children, since they are the least listened to, implies a related
teaching evaluation paradigm. Thus, the teaching evaluation approach derived from
this doctoral research should be formative, aiming mainly at helping teachers to
improve their professional practice through empirical evidence and optimal feedback
that encourages reflection on the quality of their daily professional work, on the
assumption that the essence of teaching lies largely in the daily work at the school and
classroom levels (Ministerio de Educación y Formación Profesional, 2022). According
to the findings and conclusions of the present doctoral research, teacher evaluation
should be conceived and implemented as a process of self-assessment and selfquestioning about one's own practice, consequently initiated by the teachers
themselves, but not alone, rather in collaboration with the main recipients of their
professional work: their students (Dahlberg et al., 2005). However, as Román and
Murillo (2016) report, this approach to teacher evaluation is far from being common,
neither in the national nor in the international landscape. These authors complain that
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the most widespread teacher evaluation approaches do not consider the elements
underpinning the evaluation of teachers by the students themselves, who are the main
recipients of their professional work, nor the students’ expectations of the "good
teacher", even though these are often far removed from the competencies that the
educational system and policy demand of teachers. In the European Union (Eurydice,
2019), only 15 education systems include explicit guidelines for including children in
teacher evaluation processes and practices, although it is most common that when
children are younger, their opinions are not sought, but those of their families. The
perspectives of younger children are only considered in the Nordic countries, in
Catalonia and the Valencian Community, two Spanish Autonomous Communities, and
in Scotland. In 2015, the OECD gave an account of the practices of assessing the quality
of children's educational environments in Finland, where they had started to involve
children. As part of the process, the Finnish government sought the views of 48
children, with whom they talked based on photographs and drawings they produced
showing what they liked best about their early years setting, as well as what they liked
least and would therefore like for it to change.
The situation in Spain and, therefore, in Andalusia, the region where the
Spanish study has been carried out, is quite different, because there is no systematic
assessment or evaluation of the teaching performance, which would contribute to
teachers' professional development. In a recent document with 24 reform proposals
for the improvement of the teaching profession, the Ministerio de Educación y
Formación Profesional (2022) of the Spanish Government has stated the need to
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promote teacher performance evaluation procedures, whose purpose is primarily
formative and accrediting, which in turn allows the identification of teachers'
formative needs for a meaningful planning of their continuous training. Furthermore,
it is added that the evaluation of the teaching profession should be based on a
framework of teaching competencies, which will serve, in the words of the Ministry,
as a cohesive element of all its proposals for the reform of the teaching profession.
In response to the rather unfavorable situation for the professional
development of teachers in the national panorama that aims to be addressed with the
reform proposals recently issued by the Ministerio de Educación y Formación
Profesional (2022) of the Government of Spain, it is quite relevant to mention the R+D+i
project, granted by the Ministry of Science and Innovation of the Government of Spain,
which is being conducted by the INCIDE research group (http://www.uco.es/incide/),
to which the doctoral candidate belong: (Ref. PID2019-109986GB-I00) Design of a
Digital System of International Standards to Evaluate Early Childhood Education
Teachers (SIDOI). The SIDOI project, closely related to the doctoral research presented
here, seeks an approach to teacher self-assessment for improvement that, in addition
to including the most relevant contributions of research on teaching quality in ECEC
(MEDEI model), also includes all the voices of the school community, with special
attention to the voices that have been traditionally silenced in the approaches and
proposals for teacher evaluation: those of the children. It is also interesting to highlight
the similarity between the Framework of Teaching Competences referred to by the
Ministry and our proposal of the MEDEI model. In this sense, the Education
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Administration agrees with us in advocating for a theoretically based approach to
teacher evaluation, although this doctoral research, and also the SIDOI R+D+i project,
we advocate for a mixed evaluation approach, resulting from the dialogue between the
MEDEI model and all the stakeholders of the school community (in this doctoral
research, we focus on the voice of children). From the research group that is carrying
out the SIDOI project, coinciding with one of the implications that we aspire to derive
from this doctoral research, it is aimed to provide an evaluation system based on an
integrated conceptualization of teaching quality in ECEC: the theoretical contribution
of the MEDEI model is completed, extended, and enhanced by incorporating the
perspective of the different stakeholders of the school community. The aim of the
SIDOI project is to provide a theoretically and empirically grounded teaching selfassessment tool that fosters reflection to improve the professional development of inservice ECEC teachers, to help them rethink their own practice and adopt the
appropriate decisions to continue progressing in their professional careers.

Further notes
Additional details are provided below on the logic behind certain decisions adopted
while undertaking the doctoral research, to help in appraising the quality of the
research process that has been conducted, as well as to ascertain the relevance of the
findings that derive from it.

Two different contexts, two different field works, and one global pandemic
The social distancing measures adopted for controlling the COVID-19 pandemic have
conditioned the field work in the Spanish context, given that outsiders were not
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allowed to visit schools. While in the U.S. context the researcher was able to personally
take charge, through an extended stay in the field, of collecting and producing the
information together with the participating children, in the Spanish context, the
teachers have carried out the research activities together with their students. As has
been shown in the chapter describing the Spanish study, the difficulty that the
outbreak of the pandemic meant for the progress of the research has been transformed
into a value for the research. This has been possible, essentially, because there existed
the necessary conditions to carry out participatory research such as the one that has
taken place in the Spanish context: a close and trusting relationship between the
collaborating teachers and the researchers derived from years of collaboration in the
RIECU network.
The involvement of the teachers to whom the participating Spanish children
refer has brought numerous benefits to the process of producing and collecting
information with children, to the quality of the process of analyzing the information
collected, as well as to the professional growth of the teachers themselves, who have
had the opportunity to reflect on their practice, and to my own professional growth as
an educational researcher and teacher educator, by dialoguing with the teachers about
their own practice, in light of my own experiences, knowledge and beliefs about ECEC
teaching. As the ECEC teachers who participated in the Spanish study were the ones
who undertook the fieldwork, many of the measures taken to ensure the quality of the
fieldwork in the U.S. context were not necessary:
•

No familiarization period was necessary to carry out the fieldwork in the
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Spanish context, given the insider role played by the teacherresearchers, who had extensive knowledge of the classroom context,
the school, and the situation of each participating child. In other words,
the privileged information provided by the collaborating teachers about
the context to which the participating children referred prevented us
from drawing wrong conclusions from their voices. This contextualizing
view of the teacher-researchers has provided us with essential details to
understand the scope of what the children have communicated through
their drawings and narratives. All this has ensured that the information
gathered in the Spanish context, as well as its subsequent analysis,
meets the same quality requirements that were pursued during the U.S.
fieldwork.
•

It was not necessary to invest efforts to establish horizontal adult-child
relationships, nor to prevent the adult power dynamics that are
common in the school context and that can lead children to behave in a
way that sacrifices their own viewpoint to satisfy adult interests. The
collaboration of the teachers to whom the participating children
referred has contributed to create, in a natural way, an atmosphere in
which children feel valued, respected, and comfortable to express
themselves freely and openly. The teachers approached the encounters
with each participating child as if they were informal, everyday
conversations. In fact, which has been very beneficial for the purposes
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of the research, both participating children and collaborating teachers
are very familiar with narrated drawing, since a typical PBL activity is to
access students' prior ideas about the topic under study by means of a
drawing and a conversation about it. Horizontal relationships have not
only taken place between the participating children and their teachers,
but also between two related but different contexts, that is, the school
and the university, thanks to the participation of the teachers and the
researcher in the RIECU network, which represents an added value for
both the process and the results of the research.
•

In relation to the structural conditions (time, space, resources...) in
which the research activities were carried out with the participating
children in the Spanish context, the teachers were able to draw on their
experiential knowledge and their extensive knowledge of each child
and of the classroom and center context to adapt the process of
producing and collecting information in such a way that it was inserted
into the daily dynamics of the classroom. In other words, the teachers
held child-led drawing encounters inserted in the daily playful learning
proposals. Likewise, the teachers were concerned with informing the
children about their participation in the research in ways that made
sense to them. The teachers' communication skills also contributed to
ensuring the children's motivation to participate in the research
activities. In addition, the teachers were in a privileged position to
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perceive the emotional state of each child and, therefore, always
ensured the children's well-being by respecting their individual
rhythms.

Two international contexts, six cases under study: The high-quality ECEC
teachers referred to by the participating children
The doctoral research carried out, adopting the terminology used by OliveiraFormosinho and Araújo (2011), could be defined as a qualitative multi-context case
study, focused on an in-depth investigation of the quality of the teaching role exercised
by six ECEC teachers in Spain and the U.S., to describe, interpret and understand it
through the eyes of their students. According to these authors, the doctoral research
is aimed to address the need to develop educational research processes that focus on
what works, that is, on quality ECEC experiences and environments (in our case,
teaching practices in ECEC), so that they can serve as inspiring examples.
Given that the cases under study are the six ECEC teachers to whom the
participating children refer, we have endeavored to choose teachers in the Spanish
and U.S. context with comparable professional positionings and careers. Therefore, to
contextualize the voices of the participating children, we were not interested in
sociodemographic information about their teachers, such as age, gender (although
they are all women), their nationality or their work experience. We were rather
interested in identifying similar stances on children, teaching, learning and the social
responsibilities of ECEC among all the selected teachers. In fact, these shared
viewpoints, which are the criteria for the selection of the case studies (teachers), are
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not only a meeting point between them, but also between them and the researcher
Thus, this shared image of children, of teachers, of learning... permeates their teaching
role and my role as a researcher and, therefore, the design and undertaking of the
research process that constitutes the present doctoral dissertation.
Both the selected teachers in Spain and those selected in the U.S. belong to
professional networks (RIECU and DCPZ, respectively) that have a shared
understanding of children, teaching, learning and the social responsibilities of ECEC.
Specifically, the six teachers selected as case studies have participated in innovation
and research projects, developed within these professional networks, with a shared
interest in fostering citizenship in childhood (which already reveals the same rich and
capable image of children): Córdoba through Children’s Eyes (Córdoba con Ojos de
Infancia is its original name in Spanish) and Children are Citizens, respectively. The
teachers to whom the Spanish children participating in the present doctoral research
refer, have been actively involved in the Córdoba through Children’s Eyes project
(Olivares-García et al., 2019), which embraces the following core principles:
•

To develop research projects (PBL) on the city of Córdoba in each
classroom based on the voice and interests of children and taking
advantage of their innate curiosity.

•

To focus the research process on the activity proposals made by
children.

•

To promote research, discovery, and recreation of the heritage of the
city of Córdoba from the unique viewpoint of children.
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•

To favor children's learning through direct observation, exploration,
and experimentation.

The teachers to whom the U.S. children referred have participated in the
Children are Citizens project (Krechevsky et al., 2016; Krechevsky et al., 2014), which is
defined by the following features:
•

It is based on the potential of children to contribute to the improvement
and enrichment of their community.

•

Children are conceived as current citizens.

•

It promotes adult enrichment from the unique perspective that children
bring to cultural, social, political, and civic-moral issues.

•

It promotes the development of research projects in which children's
interests play a central role.

•

Collaborative learning is promoted, based on peer support, and on the
enrichment that an authentic approach to children's culture provides to
teachers.

•

The classroom is conceived as an agora, where children share their
points of view, are interested in those of others, and provide and accept
feedback on their contributions.

Although the common stances shared by teachers in Spain and the U.S. have
been the criteria followed for their selection as case studies, there are also certain
similarities in the characteristics of the most immediate contexts in which they
exercise their professional role. Thus, although the city of Washington D.C. is much
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larger in size and population density than Cordoba, both are urban areas. On the other
hand, as shown in the chapters that report the Spanish and U.S. studies, respectively,
the schools where the teachers work are similar in that they serve a diverse population
of students and families. Of the more distant contextual variables (educational policies
in Spain and the U.S.), which were discussed at the beginning of the dissertation
because they have a more or less direct influence on the professional role of the
teachers selected as case studies, we focus on the U.S. context and, specifically, on the
trend in recent years whereby kindergarten is becoming the” new first grade”, since,
during the fieldwork, we witnessed first-hand the negative effects that this trend has
on the exercise of a quality teaching role in ECEC and, therefore, on the quality of the
learning and development experiences provided to the children who attend this
educational stage. In this sense, Marila, the kindergarten teacher in the U.S., tried to
overcome, from her daily practice in the classroom with her students, the challenges
imposed by an educational policy whereby the value of kindergarten seems to lie in its
preparatory character for children to successfully face their imminent entry into
Elementary School. Marila felt that her experiential knowledge and the diversity of
interests and learning rhythms of her students were relegated to an almost marginal
importance, since she was required to focus primarily on getting her students ready to
take standardized tests at the end of the kindergarten year.

Slow research: Crafting a concrete subject matter for the PhD thesis
The PhD research project has undergone changes, all of them deeply thought through
and motivated, from its inception and first drafts to the writing of these last pages of
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the final thesis report. At the beginning, and for a long time, it was conceived and
developed as large-scale research, with an international perspective (which has been
maintained) and a community perspective (with the intention of gathering the voices
of different stakeholders in the school community on teaching quality in ECEC). This
initial approach oriented much of the development of the research during the first
years of the doctoral studies, thus meeting many of its objectives, both of a theoretical
and empirical nature. The undertaking of this initial PhD research project, of a great
scope, has not only led us to the specific place from where these lines are currently
being written, but has also allowed us to launch an interesting and important avenue
for research, focused on promoting a high-quality professional development among
ECEC teachers. This research activity relies on institutional funding (Ministry of
Science and Innovation of the Government of Spain), and it is materialized in the R+D+i
SIDOI project, mentioned above. Therefore, although during the field work, both in
the U.S. and in Spain, we have gathered the views of different stakeholders in addition
to children, this effort is not useless because, as we have already stated, the
conception, planning and development of this doctoral research has meant the
launching of a promising avenue for research which, we insist, continues beyond the
thesis. This makes us feel both proud and satisfied.
The doctoral research, being understood as a dynamic and changing process,
has been adapting to internal circumstances (my learning and growth both in
epistemological and methodological terms), as well as to external circumstances. Thus,
considering the national and international panorama of the topic under research,
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quality teaching in ECEC, some of the objectives initially proposed were seen as more
relevant than others, resulting in a new and more concrete proposal of objectives,
whose addressing has resulted in the present doctoral dissertation. Thus, the thesis, in
its final version, meets more adequately the needs of current research on quality
teaching in ECEC. On the one hand, the theoretical and integrative proposal of the
MEDEI model contributes to the international debate on the distinctive nature of
teaching in ECEC, a stage of the educational system that should cease to be
undervalued and, therefore, under-researched. On the other hand, incorporating the
voice of children into the debate on teaching quality in ECEC is a methodological
contribution (the process of research with children) and an empirical contribution
(although children are the main beneficiaries of the teaching role and, therefore, the
ones who should be listened to first, there is still a lack of research focused on accessing
their opinions on the quality of the daily teaching practice of their teachers).
The ultimate intention of our research has been the implementation of an
ethnographic and phenomenological research process, whose methodological and
ethical requirements demand sufficiently broad time frames. In particular, the
planning and carrying out of fieldwork are processes that, to meet all the quality
requirements, take time. When the research is carried out in the natural context of the
school (U.S. study), or in direct contact with it (Spanish study), variables that are
difficult or impossible to control emerge and have a decisive impact on the pace at
which the research progresses. In addition, this doctoral research has been a major
personal and professional venture. Specifically, for the development of the U.S. study,
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institutional networks were established (which, in the end, have resulted in close
collaboration and mutual admiration ties) with a research team from Harvard
University, the stay in U.S. schools was planned and, finally, the fieldwork took place
to gather the necessary information to respond to the research objectives. The Spanish
case study was carried out during the 19-20 and 20-21 school years, at the height of the
pandemic. The measures to combat COVID-19 have conditioned (prevented) face-toface access to the schools and the consequent normal carrying out of the fieldwork.
The alternative procedures for data collection that have been implemented, of which
we give an ample account throughout this doctoral dissertation, with the aim of not
compromising the quality of the process nor of the results, and of respecting as much
as possible the requirements of authentic research with children, have also demanded
a wide enough time span.
The study of the concrete educational experience, which in Formosinho's
opinion (2020), should be the focus of most research in the educational field, in our
case, the study of the quality of the concrete educational experiences provided by
teachers to Spanish and U.S. participating children, requires a research process that
escapes from the logic of fast food (a lot, of poor quality, and cheap). We like the
metaphor of cooking because this doctoral research is a slow-cooked meal. Our way of
generating educational knowledge has used quality ingredients and has respected the
timing, thus preventing the rush from ruining any of the steps of the recipe. We have
been interested not only in the exquisiteness of the result, but also in the quality of the
cooking. The knowledge generated or, we could say, the resulting meal, has just the
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right amount, so that the consumers are not stuffed, and enjoy every spoonful; it has
demanded a lot of investment (material and personal resources), and we hope that
those who taste it, perceive the quality of the flavors, the textures... In short, we hope
that the knowledge generated will be valuable (in cooking terms, delicious), that is,
that it will be relevant for the actual improvement of the learning and development
experiences provided to children in the early years settings that serve them.
Bon appétit!
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