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Unnoticed professional competence in day care work and the challenge of neoliberalism
New Public Management and neoliberalism has had a huge impact on care and health work imposing demands for documentation, standardization and evaluation. These demands seem to be in contrast with core aspects of the professional competence that are unnoticed. The paper explores how social educator’s work in day care centers can be explored, developed and potentially democratized acknowledging the unnoticed aspects of daily work practices and professional competence. The paper draws on empirical examples from two research projects (Ahrenkiel et al. 2009, 2011) and discuss how noticing and developing the professional competences of pedagogues holds the potential to develop alternatives to neoliberal regulation.

NPM and neoliberalism in the day care sector
The neoliberal governance and New Public Management in the Danish welfare state has developed over the past 20 years (Campbell 2001). Several key reforms have had both structural consequences as well as implications for the everyday work life in the public sector. Two of the major reforms were the Quality Reform and the Structural Reform, both dating from 2007. The Quality Reform was launched in the desire to allow employees and management freedom to choose how they would live up to key government targets. In this way the Quality Reform further developed contract management as a tool to create quality, implying also that quality is identified as a target which can be quantified. The reform has been met with criticism because bureaucratic governance simply assumed new forms involving standards, benchmarking, accreditation, etc. It has been considered a paradox that the rhetorical liberation has been wrapped up in powerful governance and control. 

In the day care sector, various statutory requirements have been introduced and the redefinition by the Government’s Day Care Services Act of day care centres from day care institutions to day care supplies is symptomatic of the growing market-, service- and customer-oriented thinking that characterises welfare services (Pedersen 2006). Among the new requirements are: Language assessments of 3-year-olds and language stimulation programmes for children with insufficient language skills, and the child’s benefit from such programmes must be documented. The children's environment will be evaluated, with a review at least every three years. Educational curricula for young children in six specified areas will be developed. The day care centres will set targets and define methods and activities for the curricula, and the outcomes of working with the six themes will be documented and be subject to an annual evaluation, including an indication of how to follow up the results. There will be status and development talks with parents with the aim of creating a dialogue on the child’s development in relation to the six specified learning objectives. Local councils and day care centres will be required to document the overall effort, goal achievement and resource use in day care. These are all measures which remove the authority for determining everyday work in day care away from the employees (to the leaders) and away from the institutions (to administrative and political bodies).
The change from societal institutions to service supplies has effects on all involved. Both the social educators and the parents know that a large amount of the quality of work is much broader than what is officially being evaluated. But both end up focusing more on the measurable steering technologies because the parents are being encouraged to act as consumers ‘buying’ a product: the day care service for their child. And the social educators are encouraged to act as producers of goods because the legitimate definition of being a professional goes through acting according to the regulation of steering technologies. 

Behind the concrete regulations there is an overall paradigmatic change moving towards a strong emphasis on children’s competence development and learning. The effect of this is a tendency to separate certain “learning” activities from other activities in day care and to classify them as more important than others. But the professional competences (In Danish: “faglighed”) of the pedagogues are expressed in many other activities and situations in everyday life in day care institutions, such as putting children to sleep, eating with children etc. These unnoticed professional competences are important for all activities in day care centres, also the formal ‘learning’ activities. 

The response of social educators 

In our projects, we have encountered a great variety of attitudes from social educators to the increased demands for documentation, regulation etc. Some view the initiatives positively, believing they can help to give their work a boost and a more clear professional profile. Others emphasise the possible increased recognition of social educators’ status as professionals who, like other professional groups, are capable of planning, implementing and documenting work in accordance with regulations. Yet others are positive in principle about some of the initiatives, but stress the matter of resources - there is already too little time for the actual work with children. Finally there is a group that is generally critical of the initiatives. Some criticise the element of learning- and competence-based thinking which they find implicit in some of the initiatives. Others’ criticism is based on a perception that the actions are driven by control and distrust of the ability of social educators to work in a professionally responsible manner. 

The often positive attitude in principle of social educators and their unions towards increased formal requirements for documentation and evaluation may be based on a belief that this could help to enhance their status and thus eventually also improve working conditions and salaries. The focus on documentation can also be seen as a reflection of the increasing service orientation towards the public and not least the parents. An example is when a social educator tell us how they, when they take pictures of a social activity planned in accordance with the learning curricula (as documentation), are more inclined to make sure all children are in the picture so no parent (or child) feels neglected than they are of showing the intentions and the gain of the activity. Or that they are more focused on actually taking pictures and getting the right angle than they are on socializing with the children. So the demand for documentation turns into an urge to make their work ‘visible’ in order to ensure the immediate recognition from parents and other important actors during their day, and the collective recognition based on professionally qualified activities in the association with the children they are responsible for fades away. 

The consequences of the market oriented regulations made by national authorities are well known and are documented in many aspects of research on professions (Hjort 2009). This means that the question of whether the development of professional knowledge is threatened by state and market regulations should immediately be followed by the question of ‘how we change this tendency and bring the development of professional knowledge closer to practice and to the professionals themselves’? In the process, however, there may be a danger of professionalism submitting to goal rationality, so that in fact de-qualification may take place if professional assessments previously based on everyday practice are instead based on standards, filling in forms, etc. The development away from a higher degree of professional autonomy in day care centres towards greater regulation of content can be described as a development from high trust to low trust. Seen from this perspective there is anything but recognition of the professional competence of social educators in the new management systems and requirements for evaluation and documentation. One of the employee representatives in our study described it in this way: "I think it's insulting, it's as if the only thing that counts now is the few hours a week I’m obviously working on the curriculum goals. Then I start to think like this: What about before we got the curriculum, didn’t I do anything important then? "  

Unnoticed professional competencies

The development towards greater demands for documentation and evaluation, set learning objectives, centrally determined procedures, etc. means that these aspects of day care work are more time-consuming and tends to steal the attention of professional competence. When accompanied by diminished resources because of cuts, a particular pressure emerges on the "unnoticed" part of professionalism. The “unnoticed” refers to every aspect of the work which according to the narrow service logic of “day care supplies” cannot easily be described, documented or included in a learning perspective; this is the professional competence and knowledge often disregarded as insignificant since it is connected to everyday activities, routines and habits. The fact that this knowledge is unnoticed is not an effect of NPM, but the ongoing reorganisation of institutions increases the structural pressure on it. The significance of this may be that it is not only the formal documentation and evaluation system which has difficulty in seeing and recognising this aspect of professionalism; the social educators themselves also find it hard to uphold its value and develop it as the central and essential part of professional competence, without which the "noticed" part cannot function properly. 

The "unnoticed" professionalism is reflected in welcoming the children in the morning, mealtimes, bedtime, changing nappies, dressing and undressing, clearing up, etc. These activities clearly express continuity in daily routines and have great significance for the day-to-day structure. Such activities are obviously not in themselves unnoticed. But they are as professional activities. It is a fatal misunderstanding if, for example, one considers putting nursery children to bed after lunch as a routine activity that is not particularly pedagogical, but perhaps requires a special skill and feeling for the situation. The whole situation involved in putting children to bed is an excellent professional situation where the social educator's work differs substantially from the parents' putting children to bed at home, and therefore cannot simply be understood as "experience-based", but precisely as a professional activity.

It is a general trend among the institutions and social educators we have been in contact with during the two projects that the number of staff meetings and professional development days have been sharply reduced, and the few forums for collective reflection that are left are increasingly filled with extraneous agendas and documentation requirements. This entails limited opportunities for social educators to develop their professional competence based on their everyday work in the institutions. This strongly detracts from the "unnoticed" element, and consequently also professionalism in all its concrete aspects. The particular focus on the unnoticed part of professional competence requires a space free from pressing performance requirements, otherwise the result will be that the unnoticed can no longer take place as "unnoticed", but (as it cannot just be taken out) starts to become embedded and instrumentalised in specific goals and plans.
An example of this occurred in one of our projects we at a day care centre when we were presenting some of our preliminary findings and discussed the ordinary everyday situation of getting the children clothed before going out to the playground. We tried to show how the situation involved unnoticed professional competence and the manager of the day care centre responded: “This is a very good example I will take to the parents, the board and the local authorities. It involves 5 of the 6 learning goals in the learning curriculum” (and she went then on to exemplify what she meant). In itself there is nothing ‘wrong’ with this, you can argue that she is able to show the importance of a common, practical everyday activity in a professional learning perspective. But it can give a hint about the emphasis on interpreting everything in learning outcomes which narrows in the end the perspective of having day care centres. And for the social educators it appraises only the professional competence and knowledge that is aimed at fulfilling the learning agenda.

Gestural knowledge, Coherence and Rhythm in everyday work

In theoretical approaches discussing practice-based knowledge and competence there is a shared view that important aspects of professional competence is embedded in daily practices, routines, experiences, shared repertoire, etc. Discussions on tacit knowledge (Polanyi), modus 1 and 2 knowledge (Gibbons 1994), intuitive expertise (Dreyfus 1986), reflective practice (Schön 1983), practical knowledge (Bourdieu 1990), communities of practice (Wenger 1999) have been influencing the discussion on professional development. Also in the specific theorization of professional development the discussions of different types of knowledge is broadly acknowledged (Eraut 1994). 
Also in day care work various forms of knowledge go hand in hand. There is theoretical academic knowledge, collectively embedded knowledge and personal knowledge. In practice, the forms of knowledge are closely intertwined, and overall we can use the concept of "gestural knowledge" to describe a significant dimension of day care work. This concept, as we use it here, has been developed from the theory of "sensory awareness" of the German social philosopher Rudolf zur Lippe (Lippe 1990). Sensory awareness is a concept that, as the word suggests, is intended to overcome the polarisation or division of body and spirit without letting the two sides flow into each other. Sensory awareness is the result of a creative process centred on a bodily aesthetic experience whose essential medium is gestural. 
Human gesture is a significant and communicative form of expression, and gestures are not simply bodily movements, but bodily movements that combine into gestalts or rhythms. Further, being communicative, they are never merely individual movements, but elements of social interaction. They are therefore an essential part of creating a coherent context. Gestures can be closely connected to the performance of certain tasks or more freely linked to social exchanges. They will always be part of the situations where they themselves are the responses. What matters in a work perspective is that they also possess a knowledge dimension: a "gestural knowledge" that develops over time and is continuously activated, restored and renewed in new situations. Gestural knowledge is inherently bodily experiential knowledge that can be learned, practiced and developed. However, it must not be understood as something exclusively bodily, nor indeed something bodily in isolation, but it is created and used in a close relationship with discursive forms of knowledge.

Generally speaking, gesture is at one and the same time the expression of an experience and the imparting of information. Thus, gestural knowledge has a communicative and interactional dimension, which is a prerequisite for its potential to "gestalt" contexts. Gestural knowledge is personal, bodily embedded, practical experiential knowledge about how to deal with certain (work) tasks and master certain situations, and also inter-personal, situation-related knowledge. In concrete situations, the gestures of individuals are attuned - more or less successfully, of course - to others' gestures to form an overarching pattern or interaction. In this way, the concept of gestural knowledge matches the strong physical element and personal "embedding" of pedagogical work connected to the fact that it is work with children, as well as its strong collective element linked to the fact that several people are working together in relation to a group of children.

Our observations highlighted for us the importance of creating coherence in day care work. In many situations, the social educators were successful in creating an organic coherence, leading to smooth transitions from one situation to another, so that they are not perceived as disruptive. These include the transition from the home to the institution where the social educators’ way of dealing with it is important for the child. They also include transitions between different kinds of activities in the course of the day. Creating coherence is important for children, for the parents and for the social educators themselves because a substantial part of the overall meaning of the work derives from its ability to link aspects of everyday life. In this way, the work of social educators has a specific dimension that connects different spheres of everyday life.

The creation of coherence as a professional competence implies certain rhythmic qualities. Lefebvre (Lefebvre 2005) has developed a concept of rhythm that draws inspiration from such diverse dimensions as our bodily-gestural movements, (cooperative) work processes and music. In rhythm, different and transient elements are integrated into a fluid whole, which both follows certain patterns and continuously improvises. The reference to this concept of rhythm is important because it suggests that the creation of continuity is not just a question of a person being able to move between and function in different spheres or systems, only needing to note how life is lived in those spheres or systems. If we take walking or a melody as models of rhythm, it becomes clear that rhythm only manifests itself as a quality in connection with what is happening now, what precedes and what follows. What precedes is something we have with us, it determines what is happening now and it also derives its quality (as a step in walking or a bar of a song) from what follows, retrospectively, so to speak. And what then follows is anticipated as a direction of movement or orientation; it is certainly not fixed, but neither can it assume just any form. If that were so, we would fall down, or the tune would go to pieces. Relating this to the work of the social educator it underlines the importance of different types of knowledge involved simultaneously. Knowing what creates rhythm and coherence function together with theoretically informed knowledge of social and psychological dimensions of children’s development.

These dimensions of the work of social educators – the unnoticed professional competencies, the gestural knowledge and the ability to create coherence and rhythm in everyday life – are dimensions that hold the potential to be further developed and not least acknowledged as important. Also the social educators themselves collectively can gain from focusing on these aspects, not least because they encompass the potential of developing new perspectives on day care work.
Collective reflection and development of alternatives

In the research workshops in our projects (workshops where the social educators created ideas for development of day care centres and their own professional competences), social educators dealt with examples of successful and difficult situations from their everyday work. The time and space they were given to freely and exhaustively work through such examples and collectively reflect on them gave rise to some key questions about maintaining and developing professionalism. The examples were based on situations that are otherwise "unnoticed", such as eating, washing hands, going for walks, putting to bed, etc. Working through the problems in this way allowed for a common realisation of the particular qualities of professional competence. For example, the staff at one institution discussed how they jointly dealt with a conflict with a child on the way home from rhythmic gymnastics. By considering this difficult situation in detail, it was clear that this seemingly purely practical task - the trip back from the professionally verifiable activity - also contained numerous professional perspectives, such as understanding the situation from the point of view of the child and other people and joint proposals for action. 
This point to another important aspect of day care work which is increasingly under pressure, namely its collective character. It is generally recognised that day care work is highly collective. But our projects have revealed to us that the collective character of such work is the focal point for an essentially continuous development of professionalism that is an integral part of day care work and vital to its quality. We observed the first hints of this in the day-to-day activities of the institutions, but its potential became much more prominent in the free space for examination and reflection offered by the research workshops. Day care work is performed and developed through the social educators’ ongoing mutual cooperation and reflection on their practice. But in the current day-to-day environment in institutions, social educators find that the already very limited time for collective professional reflection is under further pressure from the flow of new requirements defining the content of their work and the ongoing reduction in resources. 
It is a widespread prejudice that "ordinary social educators" are only interested in the immediate, concrete tasks of the institutions. But this is not correct. In our research workshops we asked the social educators: Why do we have day care centres, and the answers unfolded in the form of differentiated discussions about the role of day care centres in society, the meaning of a good childhood, social inequality, etc. The professional competence and knowledge of social educators is closely linked to such reflections and the arguments are based on their own everyday experiences from the institutions. Like other types of work there is a clear social and societal orientation (Sennett 2008) in day care work, and the subjective meaning of the work is interwoven with what the work does for others, and is related to the role of the work in the development of society.
The social and societal orientation in work shares a fate with the unnoticed aspects of work and professional competence: Neither is acknowledged as important for neoliberal steering mechanisms. 

Neoliberalism has two connected problems. It produces a democratic deficit and injustice seen in relation to the opportunities that has been produced historically in society (Honneth 2011). Also, it produces less welfare because the focus on measurable effects, centralized steering technologies and market oriented regulation undermines the potential to maintain and not least develop welfare.

A fight for democratic influence in institutions and a fight for maintaining and developing welfare go hand in hand. In day care centers this means that democratic influence for social educators and development of professional competence is interrelated. Securing democratic influence is a central task for unions, and unions have over the years developed strategies for professionalisation. This gives them a key role in challenging the neoliberal interconnected undermining of democracy and professionalisation.
Trade unions for the caring professions, including social educators, have in different ways and with changing emphasis over time shown an interest in developing and discussing professionalism alongside the traditional interests with an emphasis on pay and working conditions. The strategies for professionalisation are aimed both at ensuring influence on the development in central and local government policies and at helping to develop awareness among members of the strength and identity of the professional field. 

However, the unions can unintendedly form an ‘unholy alliance’ with the de-democratizing steering technologies if the unions don’t challenge the whole fundament for the view on professional competences based on neoliberal logics. Union strategies for professionalization can go two ways: They can either mirror the neoliberal steering technologies and follow the argument that ‘we are indeed capable to live up to the needs required’, or they can focus more on developing the professional competencies on the basis of everyday practices embedded in the unnoticed. 
The social educators and their unions have an opportunity to develop a perspectives and concrete initiatives in everyday practice where all aspects of social educators’ professionalism come into play. By linking pedagogical professionalism in all its various and unnoticed forms to a strategy for increased influence on everyday situations in day care, they might create a basis for formulating alternatives that break with the neoliberal logics.
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