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How to Define the Professionalism of Kindergarten-
Teachers
: Research on Childcare Practices that Encourage
Reflection among Novice Kindergarten-Teachers

Min-jee Kim

1. Introduction

Recent attempts to improve the quality of childcare have prompted a re-
evaluation of professionalism in kindergarten teachers. Regarding this matter,
it is important to understand the characteristics of professionalism, as well as
when research on the professionalism of kindergarten teachers became the
subject of controversy in Japan. The Kindergarten Education Curriculum has
been revised for the first time in 25 years to cover rapid social changes in early
childhood environments, such as low birthrate, aging society, changes in the
nuclear family structure and the entry of women in public affairs. According
to the revision, it has become more important for teachers to give priority to the
children themselves, rather than to the conventional mass-childcare method.
Under the new paradigm, kindergarten teachers have been asked to guide
children's progress while integrating themselves with independent play in order
to allow children to show their own capabilities (Kindergarten Education
Curriculum Guidance, 1989). Thus, kindergarten teachers are expected to
create childcare environments which can ensure children's independent
activities and respond appropriately to children's individual demands. It has
therefore become possible for childcare to be carried out on the basis of the

kindergarten teachers' educational will. Childcare training and conferences are



now being held with the aim of improving kindergarten teacher performance
by deepening their understanding of young-children (Aruga et.al. 1990, Toda.
1999, Tashiro et.al. 1996). Moreover, kindergarten teachers can now
objectively deepen their own conceptions on childcare through meetings at
which they are able to record their own ideas and experiences, as well as
children's thought (Okuyama et.al. 2006, Okahana et.al. 2009). It has become
more and more important to observe, record and discuss childcare.
Furthermore, there have been new attempts to understand children more
objectively through observation of daily activities and play at childcare
facilities through the utilization of media technologies (Tsuzuki. 2009).
However, because the focus of each record is guided by each kindergarten
teacher's (subconscious or conscious) will, it is difficult for new kindergarten
teachers to distinguish which parts to select and record, and how to make the
result useful for the next stage of childcare (Kawabe. 1995).

Therefore, the purpose of this research is to examine studies on childcare
practices that can promote novice kindergarten teachers' reflections regarding
childcare, through a thorough review of research trends in childcare

professionalism.

2. Kindergarten-Teacher's Professionalism as Demanded in Kindergarten

The 4th revision of the Kindergarten Education Curriculum (1998)
involved partial changes to the previous curriculum (1988) with emphasis on
“educating young children through their environment”. Although the “make
up of environment and plan” is often misunderstood at childcare institutions,
the following are considered to be basic principles during the creation of a
childcare environment and the application of childcare procedures: childcare
rotation through anticipating the needs of individual children and self-

examination and evaluation after completing childcare. In particular, the new



curriculum stresses the improvement of professionalism in kindergarten
teachers through teaching practices that emphasize the support of children,
rather than one-sided teaching, and encourage independent activities with
supportive interaction (Kindergarten Education Curriculum Guidance, 1999).
According to the Educational Judging Committee's response (2005), in ‘New
Kindergarten Education with Environmental Changes Surrounding Children’,
the report underlines the importance of the improvement of professionalism as
well as the quality of kindergarten education. Another chapter of the report,
‘Proposals to Reform Teacher Training and Certificates,” emphasizes that as
one of the conditions of being a good teacher or educational expert, one should
have not only professional knowledge concerning technical matters in regard to
kindergarten education, but also much higher professionalism. Until now, the
professionalism of kindergarten teachers has not been extensively evaluated
and the recognition of childcare has been poor because of the emphasis on its
practical performance. Professionalism was seen as involving only practical
skills, and only nursing and protecting young-children were seen as the unique
role of kindergarten teachers. However, the revision of the Kindergarten
Education Curriculum of 1998 clearly defines the roles of a kindergarten
teacher. Under this revision, kindergarten teachers are asked to create an
educational environment and plan with professional knowledge and expertise,
as well as to encourage proper experiences in childhood development. Thus,
the importance of both the quality of childcare and the roles of kindergarten
teachers are emphasized by this revision. It is necessary for kindergarten
teachers to understand children's individual behavior as well as their inner side
and perform their job in response to children's inner movement, in order to help
them create necessary experiences in a nurturing environment. The preamble
of Chapter 3, ‘Points for Consideration in the Formulation of Instructions,’
emphasizes the “delivery of an education which is flexible and child-centered.”

Further, “(6) In view of the fact that it is important for teachers to encourage



children's voluntary activities in various ways, teacher's roles should include
understanding the children and acting as a do-worker. They should also carry
out instructions appropriate to each activity so that children can acquire the
enriched experiences necessary for their development.” This confirms that the
professionalism of a kindergarten teacher is defined as a quality in a teacher
who can flexibly educate individual children. Moreover, the new (5t)
Kindergarten Education Curriculum of 2008 defines the education of young
children, following the partial changes of the School Education Law, as
follows: “Education during early childhood is extremely important in
cultivating a foundation for lifelong character building, and the fundamental
aim of kindergarten education is to educate young children through their
environment, taking into consideration their specific needs at this age, in order
to achieve the objectives stipulated in Article 22 of the School Education
Law.” This means that kindergarten education should create a solid foundation
enabling children to live and learn successfully in the years following
childhood. It also means that a kindergarten teacher in charge of kindergarten
education should have expertise as a coordinator in dealing with forming the
basic steps of children's lives. Furthermore, it becomes clear in ‘Chapter 3.
Section 2. Points for Consideration for Educational Activities Provided during
Extracurricular Hours’ that “[2.] Kindergarten administrative functions and
facilities should be accessible to parents and the community to provide support
for child rearing. They should function as centers for early childhood
education in the local community and offer various activities such as
consultation services related to early childhood education, information
provision, kindergarten registration for children and parents, and opportunities
for exchange among parents, while at the same time trying to maintain
kindergarten systems and cooperation and collaboration with relevant
institutions.” According to this, a kindergarten should be an education center

which creates information and builds a cooperative system of kindergarten



teachers while taking into account regional circumstances and differences.
Therefore, kindergarten teachers need to open their facilities to nurture not only
their children but also all children from its region. Furthermore, they are also
expected to become counselors and experts in child rearing.

From the discussion above, through the review of the modification of
kindergarten curriculum, it is clear that the professionalism of kindergarten
teachers is being stressed in childcare centers. In that case, what methods can a
kindergarten teacher use as an integrative method to guide the ‘education of
young children through their environment’? In the next section, research on
different approaches to boost the professionalism of novice kindergarten
teachers will be reviewed by studying research trends of methods to improve

kindergarten teachers expertise.

3. Research Trends for Understanding the Professionalism of

Kindergarten-Teachers

Kurahashi (1976) defines a kindergarten teacher as a person who
accompanies children without overlooking the subtle changes that children go
through. As understood from Kujiraoka (2000), “Child nurturing practice can
only be debated as something which is carried out through the human nature of
a kindergarten teacher;” it can thus be said that the professionalism of
kindergarten teachers is understood to be something that reflexively responds
to a child's present state while it is revealed by the inspired kindergarten
teacher's human nature. However, Moriue (2000) points out that human
nature, which does not possess a profound understanding of young children,
cannot be considered to be professionalism of childcare. Therefore, it is
necessary for kindergarten teachers to deepen their knowledge of young
children through the daily process of childcare. Thus, self-reflection after

childcare sheds light upon a kindergarten teacher's professionalism, and it can



be said to be employed as a means to strengthen childcare practices.

Kurahashi (1976) points out that only people who reflect upon their day
after the children have gone home can become true kindergarten teachers.
Furthermore, Tsumori (1997) stresses that interaction with children in
everyday life, acceptance of a child's ‘present’ ever-changing form, and
analysis and reflection upon one's experience through this interaction are all
part of childcare. In other words, from earlier generations of childcare
environments in Japan, kindergarten teachers connected with the everyday
lives of their pupils; and as a method of supporting the children's development,
it can be seen that self-reflection after childcare practices has been strongly
emphasized. Moreover, after the revision of the Kindergarten Education
Curriculum in 1989, in order to promote a harmonic growth period where
children use play as a means to experience many things, kindergarten teachers
record the actions of the children in a group and also each child's individual
actions and use this to understand the children's thoughts and create a childcare
environment for the future (Aruga et.al. 1990). Also, defining present day
childcare as subject matter for the creation of future childcare environments,
research concerning ‘records’ and ‘conferences’ which utilize those records has
been carried out (Porter. 1994, Kawabe. 1995, 2008, Hirayama. 1995, Tashiro
et.al. 1996). In particular, through research regarding ‘records’ on events
following childcare and the objective reanalysis of one's interaction with
children (Kawabe et.al. 1995, Yuta et.al 1995), it became clear that the
reexamination of records from many different angles goes beyond the records
itself and becomes an opportunity for the creation of new childcare practicum
ideas; thus, ‘conferences’ with this objective in mind became a common
practice (Matsunaga. 1994, Tashiro et.al. 1996, Yoshimura. 1995). In other
words, if kindergarten teachers reflect upon their interaction with the children
when the day ends in order to gain a deeper understanding of their own

childcare practices, it is possible to create a personal guidance in accordance



with each child. In addition, discussion, which is based on childcare records, is
a means through which a kindergarten teacher can understand one's own
childcare practices from many different points of view. Thus, they are able to
deepen their understanding of young children. Therefore, it can be said that
these methods, where kindergarten teachers reanalyze and subjectively change
their own childcare practices, will generate new definitions of childcare. In
other words, the process of self-reflection after childcare practices is a method
that will elevate the kindergarten teacher's professionalism.

Next, from Scon's (1983) analysis of up-coming practitioners learning
about practicum with support from veteran practitioners, the development of
knowledge is tacit within everyday life ‘in-action’, where everybody is not
conscious about their own actions. However, talented practitioners rely on
their skilled conduct everyday and from their tacit decisions, and have the
ability to ‘reflect-in-action’. In other words, according to Scon (1983), the
self-reflection of talented practitioners is based upon not just self-analysis after
a certain action has occurred, ‘reflecting-on-action’, but also includes self-
reflection when a specific action is occurring ‘reflecting-in-action’. Thus, it
can be said that Scon's analysis of ‘reflecting-in-action’ is exactly what is seen
within the childcare conduct which is characteristic of the manner of veteran
kindergarten teachers.

From the discussion above, as a method to understand the professionalism
of kindergarten teachers within the childcare environment, it can be seen that
research concerning the connection of deepening the understanding of young-
children through self-reflection based on ‘records’ and ‘conferences’ and the
reanalysis of one's own childcare practices has been conducted. Also, the self-
reflection of veteran kindergarten teachers contains self-reflection of
‘reflecting-on-action’, which concerns self-reflection after child rearing
practices, and ‘reflecting-in-action’, which refers to self-reflection that is

carried out during child rearing practices. Therefore, in the following section, I



will explore from the research based on ‘records’ and ‘conferences’, which is
based on the self-reflection method for understanding the professionalism of
kindergarten teachers, and focus on the practicum research of novice

kindergarten teachers.

4. Research Focused on Novice Kindergarten-Teachers

In recent years, a time where various research that has been focused on the
practicum of kindergarten-teachers has been conducted, there are many
examples of research concerning the professionalism of kindergarten teachers
and the understanding of young-children. However, research focused on
novice kindergarten teachers is extremely limited. The research carried out by
Nakano, Hayashi, and Nonomura (1994) is focused on novice kindergarten
teachers, but is limited to the comparison of the students of training schools
and the awareness of childcare. It also does not have any analysis of specific
childcare practices of novice kindergarten teachers. Moreover, according to
Kobayashi, and Yoshida (1999), because new kindergarten teachers lack the
confidence and doubt their capacity to become professional kindergarten
teachers, they are apprehensive when interacting with a child they are
concerned about. However, this research lacks the specific support of any
method to cope with this problem. On the other hand, Hoashi's (1995) research
suggests that the existence or nonexistence of a forum for which novice
kindergarten teachers can talk about their concerns highly influences the
growth and development of kindergarten teachers; thus, as a place where
novice kindergarten teachers can talk about their experiences, holding
conferences is very important. However, concrete analysis of the process to
solve their concerns about childcare was not carried out. Also, Irie (1998)
analyzed the records of a novice kindergarten teacher and their interaction with

a pupil they were concerned about, but from the analysis of the novice



kindergarten teacher childcare period records, it cannot be referred to as
research concerning novice kindergarten teachers. Thus, since the revision of
the Kindergarten Education Curriculum in 1989, research regarding novice
kindergarten teachers has slowly been conducted. Issues that novice
kindergarten-teacher are concerned about (surveys of childcare awareness,
interaction with children, and the reaction of a child's guardian) and ways to
resolve these issues have become mainstream; however, research concerning
the childcare practices of novice kindergarten teachers has not yet been carried
out.

Following the above research, the Kindergarten Education Curriculum
revision of 1998, researchers began to focus on the concerns and difficulties
concerning childcare practices of novice kindergarten teachers (Nakano et.al.
2009, 2010, Ogawa. 2010), and the importance of records, conferences, and
training concerning self-reflection has also been mentioned. According to
Mizuno and Tokuda (2008), over half of novice kindergarten teachers quit their
jobs within three months after being appointed because of difficulties between
them and the working-environment, children, and the children's guardians.
Moreover, according to Nakano and Tanaka's (2009) survey of a novice
kindergarten teacher in their first year of employment, the fact that the first
year was an opportunity to develop as a kindergarten teacher because of their
interaction with the children, colleagues, and friends was made clear.
According to Ogawa's (2010) research, novice kindergarten teachers often
experience some distress about a child they are concerned about and interaction
with that child's parents. Ogawa shows this encounter to be a chance for the
novice kindergarten teacher to actualize their authentic childcare practices and
gain confidence. Also, Nakano, Kanetake, and Tanaka's (2010) OJT (on the
job training) over the span of one year elevated the interest in novice
kindergarten teacher education. From being aware about interaction with a

child, Nakano, et.al. suggested that there is a necessity for putting the training



within this period into practice. In other words, the personal relationships that
envelop a novice kindergarten teacher encourage their inquiries into (sug.
interest in) childcare, and become an opportunity for them to develop as
kindergarten teachers. Furthermore, it became clear that guaranteeing learning
environments based on personal records and training elevates the practices of
novice kindergarten teachers. However, definite analysis concerning the
guidance that novice kindergarten teachers receive from colleagues and the
employment self-reflection process of recording and training is not currently
available.

Thus, the following contents will explore the foundation of the methods
that are used to help encourage the self-reflection of novice kindergarten

teachers after childcare practices are conducted.

5. Ways to Promote Novice Kindergarten-Teachers' Reflection of
Childcare

Recently, meetings for talking about participants' own experiences are
becoming a tool of reflecting childcare practices for deepening the
understanding of children. Especially, it is being attempted to apply their
findings on childcare practices by carrying out a research that utilizes the
records of concreted episodes since it is not always true that long experience in
childcare means they can understand children more sufficiently (Okayama
et.al. 2006, Okahana et.al. 2009, Nkatsubo et.al. 2010). Kujiraoka (1999)
indicated that kindergarten teachers may narrate only what they feel impressive
after performing childcare although recording of episodes can offer clarity
when projects or theories are applied as a form of childcare research. After
conducting a survey of records of teaching practices of a training school,
Koyama (2007) pointed out that the quality of the reflection depends on

students' (pre- kindergarten-teachers') capability of writing what they observe



even though recording of episodes is effective for understanding a child and
their work. Therefore, if novice kindergarten teachers don't have enough
writing skills, the process of repeated reflections of childcare can be focused on
just their impressions without questioning of the fundamentals of childcare.
Also, Okahana et.al. (2009) from his research of a conference based on
recording of episodes found out that rewriting their first depiction of childcare
after the first term can renew their own concept of childcare. Consequently, if
novice kindergarten teachers don't make an initiative to rewrite records of their

reflection after the first term, the records will become redundant.

6. Conclusion

Through this discussion, the trends of research on the development of
kindergarten teachers' professionalism were reviewed as a research of childcare
practices that can deepen understanding of children and make childcare
meaningful, following the revision of Kindergarten Education Curriculum
which emphasizes the professionalism of kindergarten teachers. Further,
discussion and the recording of information based on repeated reflection is
necessary in childcare in order to raise the professionalism of kindergarten
teachers. Particularly, as Scon showed, it can start from ‘reflecting-on-action’
to record or talk about the childcare. Creating an opportunity for discussion
can mean that ‘reflecting-on-action’ is increased. Through the discussion,
educators can reconstruct their experiences of childcare and ‘reflecting-in-
action’ can be realized when follow-up practice is carried out. However, this is
not easy for novice kindergarten teachers. For this reason, novice kindergarten
teachers need their colleagues' assistance and are required to maintain good
relationships with them so that they may offer objective evaluation regarding
their actions in childcare as a means to facilitate their reflection. To keep

records that can be indispensable for their repeated reflection, they need to get



information or advices on how to do it as well as find someone who feels
sympathy for their ideas. Moreover, opportunities of being able to review their

recordings should be given to them.
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