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Professional development opportunities for early years’ 
practitioners in disadvantaged communities 
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Abstract: This paper aims to increase understanding of the professional 
development opportunities available to support the transformative capacity-building 
of early years practitioners. The context of this study was South Africa’s 
underprivileged Motheo district municipalities in the Free State province. The 
convergent mixed-methods design facilitated the collection of both quantitative and 
qualitative data. The sample size was n = 211; the participants were recruited through 
convenience sampling. The researcher tested two hypotheses to determine whether 
significant relationships existed between educational qualifications and years of 
teaching experience, and whether early childhood practitioners were aware of 
professional development opportunities available to them. Qualitative data were 
analysed thematically, and SPSS Version 25 was used for quantitative data analysis. 
Quantitative and qualitative data reveal that the practitioners were aware of 
professional development opportunities, though they did not take them up. 
Hypothesis testing revealed that the professional development opportunities 
available to practitioners were independent of their education qualifications and years 
of experience. The practitioners who participated in the research study seemed 
underprepared to deliver quality early childhood education services. This situation 
could change if they participate in relevant professional development opportunities. 
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Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to provide insight into the professional development opportunities 
available to practitioners providing early childhood care and education (ECCE) services to children and 
their families in underprivileged contexts. Specifically, the paper emphasizes the need for professional 
development opportunities that enable the effective capacity-building of the ECCE workforce. The 
researcher provides thought-provoking insights and reflections on how feelings of regret over missed 
opportunities led to distressing emotional experiences with long-term implications for the well-being and 
careers of practitioners who participated in the study. Mezirow’s (1981) disorienting dilemma, embodied 
in transformative learning and the theory of regret intensity (Beike et al., 2009; d’Avelar, 2022; Feeney et 
al., 2018; Papé & Martinez, 2017), provide insight into how ECCE practitioners felt about unexplored 
professional development opportunities. 

Studies report ongoing attempts to provide an accurate understanding of what professional 
development entails (Bicaj & Buza, 2020; Ingleby, 2018). Generally, scholars acknowledge that professional 
development can be interpreted differently across contexts. Participants in Russell’s (2021) study in 
Australia perceived professional development as a continuous learning process that sustained and 
supported existing knowledge and enabled the acquisition of new skills. The Ghanaian study by Dzamesi 
and Van Heerden (2020) suggests that a shared understanding of professional development in ECCE could 
facilitate the unified and effective development of comparable programs that could benefit practitioners 
across different contexts. Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) describe professional development as organized 
professional learning that leads to positive developments in practitioner practices that could improve the 
learning outcomes for learners. The National Childhood Network (2021)  in Dublin defines professional 
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development as a range of learning activities undertaken by teachers to improve their skills. 

But there is a need for a common, global understanding of the term. Pinchas (2019) in Australia, 
Jensen et al. (2017) in Denmark, Ingleby (2018) in England, and Bicaj and Buza (2020) in Kosovo agree on 
the need for a common understanding of what constitutes professional development in the ECCE context. 
In China, Yang et al. (2024) argue that professional development in the ECCE sector encompasses all 
planned activities aimed at developing educators’ expertise in service delivery. In the South African 
context, Van der Westhuizen and Hannaway (2024) agree that it is imperative to develop a common 
understanding of what professional development in ECCE entails, so that practitioners understand what 
they should do to remain relevant in their roles. 

The National Professional Development Center on Inclusion in the United States (NPDCI) (2008) 
identified five guiding principles, namely i) Incorporating various types of learning opportunities for ECCE 
practitioners, ii) Acknowledging the expansive and diverse nature of the early years’ teaching workforce, 
iii) Acknowledging the central role of the family as an essential partner in ECCE, iv) Acknowledging 
learners’ preferences when providing professional development for the ECCE workforce, and v) 
Recognizing three interconnecting components: the who, the what and the how of professional 
development. Consequently, the NPDCI (2008, p. 3) asserts that professional development in ECCE refers 
to the totality of assisted teaching and learning competencies acquired through planned interactions within 
a community of practice. 

The researcher adopted the NPDCI (2008) definition because it aligns with Mezirow’s (1981) notion 
of a disorienting dilemma, which refers to a combination of crises through which earlier ways of knowing 
or doing something no longer make sense to the people involved. This situation creates an urgency for 
change that energizes individuals to critically reflect on their assumptions and to enact change. In this 
study, the disorienting dilemma entailed the practitioners’ assessment of their practices in delivering ECCE 
services in their communities, and their views on how effective need-based professional development 
programs could improve their ability to mitigate challenging situations. For instance, living in an 
underprivileged community that lacks essential infrastructure can be a source of a disorienting dilemma 
involving dissatisfaction and regret that are exacerbated by the notion that they selected the wrong career, 
lived in the wrong place, and missed out on professional development opportunities; thus causing 
frustration, job dissatisfaction, and work-related stress (Macharaga, 2021). 

The dilemma and its concomitant disorientation vary across individuals and contexts (Macharaga, 
2021). In this study, the researcher assumed that the dilemmas and disorientations confronting ECCE 
practitioners in disadvantaged communities would differ from those confronting their counterparts in 
affluent communities, where professional development opportunities were more readily available. It is, 
therefore, plausible to argue that the congruence between Mezirow’s (1981) disorienting dilemma and the 
theory of regret intensity emanates from practitioners’ feelings of regret, which were informed by their 
decision to live in a particular community to pursue careers as ECCE practitioners. Beike et al. (2009) and 
Feeney et al. (2018) argue that regret stems from a human tendency to self-blame when individuals hold 
themselves responsible for their current situation and believe it results from imprudent choices in the past. 
For instance, if individuals who live in disadvantaged communities had not chosen to live there but had 
relocated to a city, this regret would not have arisen. This feeling appears to be intensified by the awareness 
of untapped opportunities to change their situation. Because regret helps people learn from their mistakes, 
d’Avelar (2022) contends that, owing to its productive power, regret can prompt people to recognize the 
need for change, which, in turn, persuades them to engage in critical self-reflection (Mezirow, 1981). 

To ensure more balanced interpretive outcomes, the researcher examined practitioners’ 
demographic variables and their relationship to professional development opportunities. Hürsen (2012) 
and Mahdi and Al-Dera (2013) found that educators’ work experience and education levels influenced their 
approach to professional development. Therefore, the researcher formulated and tested two hypotheses to 
establish if significant relationships existed between these demographic variables and the PD opportunities 
available to early years’ education practitioners in underprivileged communities. 
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Figure 1 
A Graphical Presentation of the Theoretical Framework 

 

The theoretical framework linking a Disorienting Dilemma (Mezirow, 1981) and the Theory of Regret 
Intensity (Beike et al., 2009) to professional development shows that intense professional discomfort or 
regret can lead to deep learning and behavioural change. The central thesis is that a disorienting dilemma, 
which is a circumstance that calls into question preexisting professional presumptions (such as a job loss, 
a poor performance assessment, or an interdisciplinary issue), creates a "lost opportunity" or "neglected 
opportunity" that causes deep regret. This level of emotion serves as a trigger for critical thought and, in 
turn, professional growth, which often takes the form of learning new skills to close the observed capability 
gap. 

The emerging empirical knowledge gaps this study intended to fill were, i) The absence of a context-
based, systematic needs assessment exploring the views of early years’ education practitioners on the 
professional development opportunities available to them, ii) The conceptual novelty emerging from the 
combination of education and psychology theories to facilitate the understanding of practitioners on the 
implications of missed opportunities, and iii) The absence of a clear understanding of professional 
development opportunities for practitioners in disadvantaged communities, which implies that the needs 
of this workforce will continue to be unfulfilled. The study was guided by a sole research question and two 
null hypotheses, which were tested at a 0.05 significance level (p-value) (Di Leo & Sardanelli, 2020). 

What professional development opportunities are available to practitioners in the Motheo district, 
Free State province, South Africa? 

H01: Education qualifications of ECCE practitioners have no significant influence on the professional 
development opportunities available to them. 

H02: Years of teaching experience of ECCE practitioners have no significant influence on the 
professional development opportunities available to them. 

What Disadvantaged Communities Entail 

The study was situated in disadvantaged communities in the Motheo district, Free State province, 
South Africa. A disadvantaged community is characterised by very limited or no amenities, a chronic lack 
of basic resources, and often a shortage of the skills necessary to improve residents’ own lives (Barnes, 
1994). The population often comprises mainly illiterate, unskilled, and unemployed people, and those still 
affected by the lingering effects of the previous Apartheid regime (Buys et al., 2020). During visits to the 
communities where the study was conducted, the researcher spent long hours driving over long stretches 
of gravel roads that were unimaginably difficult to navigate. The residential buildings in the communities 
were mainly made of zinc roofing sheets – popularly known as shacks – that appeared to house an 
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incredibly large population, ranging from infants to elderly persons. As the fieldwork took place during 
the summer, travelling on the gravel roads was almost nightmarish, as the dust kicked up by moving 
vehicles was so thick it was beyond human imagination. Quite notable was the number of both high- and 
low-voltage electrical cables that crisscrossed each other in no planned order. Some of these electrical cables 
were suspended from rickety poles, some of which seemed almost at breaking point. The National 
Development Agency (2012) notes that ECCE centres in such communities are likely to operate in 
multipurpose spaces, such as abandoned garages, inhabited homes, shipping containers, prefabricated 
rooms, or wood or iron structures. In addition, practitioners in centres within such communities are likely 
to have received little or no training, while the children’s learning activities may or may not be linked to 
regular quality education programs. Given the above scenario, it is obvious that, if practitioners are to 
contribute to the transformation agenda as popularized by Mezirow’s (1981) transformation theory, they 
must be transformed.  

Literature Review 

Different types of professional development offer opportunities to effectively build the ECCE 
workforce's capacity. Below are descriptions of some of these professional development types. 

In-Service Training 

According to Adika and Mung’ala (2018), in-service training involves all relevant, deliberately 
planned, and executed learning activities intended to upgrade workers' professional knowledge and skills. 
The training could take the form of conferences, workshops, and seminars; enrolling in correspondence 
courses; engaging in professional readings; and delivering presentations (Michael, 2017; Osamwonyi, 
2016;). If effectively planned and managed, in-service training can be a major source of professional 
development for teachers. A study in Singapore explored the effects of in-service training on educators and 
found that it was enriching, providing an avenue for learning how to select relevant and rich information 
that could broaden learners' knowledge base (Cheung, 2013). In Tanzania, Michael (2017) and in Ghana, 
Banki (2017) explored the influence of in-service programs and found a strong association between 
teachers’ job performance and practical in-service training. In Limpopo, South Africa, Mbuvha (2018) found 
that in-service training enhanced the professional and personal competencies of participating teachers in a 
special-needs school. 

Empirical evidence aligns with Mezirow’s (1981) transformative learning theory, which suggests 
that in-service professional development training can be a valuable resource for advancing the professional 
development of teachers. However, practitioners’ awareness of the benefits of in-service training may lead 
to feelings of disillusionment and disorientation when they fail to take up the opportunities and reap those 
benefits. d’Avelar (2022, p. 2) asserts that the extent of individuals’ regret regarding missed opportunities 
is extreme, such that the individual may become consumed by overthinking. Papé and Martinez (2017) 
suggest that individuals experiencing emotional distress over missed opportunities may be assisted in 
regaining or achieving what they thought they had lost. 

Professional Learning Communities 

Literature across contexts affirms that practitioners’ conversations and collaborations within 
professional learning communities (PLCs) improve the quality of their teaching through professional 
development opportunities. Spencer-Johnson (2018) examined teachers' perspectives on the effectiveness 
of PLCs for improving learners’ learning in Connecticut, United States, and found that PLCs improved 
mutual relationships among participants, a critical benefit of working in PLCs. Dampson’s (2021) study 
examined the efficacy of PLCs in primary schools in Ghana and found that PLCs play a significant role in 
improving primary school teachers' basic-level knowledge and skills. Ndunda (2022) explored the 
influence of PLCs on elementary school teachers (n = 42) in Tanzania and found that PLCs were sustainable 
agents of professional development, in part because of their affordability. 

While PLCs could provide valuable opportunities for teachers’ professional development, it is 
essential that relevant agencies create enabling environments that motivate individuals to participate; if 
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this is not done, individuals could develop negative feelings and believe that their services are not seen as 
relevant, which would hamper their professional growth. According to Brewster and Miller (2020), such 
feelings could result in an unhealthy emotional state of regret because of anxiety caused by a feeling of 
failure. This could lead individuals to engage in self-blame and feel they failed to serve their communities 
because they missed opportunities to equip themselves. 

Individual and Group Coaching 

Coaching in the teaching and learning context refers to job-specific professional development 
activities in which a coach works with an individual or a group of teachers in their classrooms to support 
best-practice pedagogical strategies and build capacity (Daniels, 2020). A study by Anchunda (2021, p. 932) 
in Thailand aimed to determine teachers' level of satisfaction with the application of a professional 
development coaching model. The study found that a suitable teacher development coaching program was 
effective in improving teachers’ motivation to teach and resulted in high-quality learner performance. 
Upon reviewing the literature, I found that in South Africa, there is a notable lack of research on the impact 
of coaching. Only a few studies briefly mention coaching in their broad literature reviews (Gomba, 2019; 
Zulu & Mukeredzi, 2021). The coaching model of professional development has the potential to become a 
promising, transformative model that can inspire teachers (Daniels, 2020). 

Mentoring 

A mentoring model is generally described as a relationship between an expert and a novice. Context-
specific experts utilize their expertise and communication skills to provide support to a teacher or a group 
of teachers (Harrison, 2019). Mentoring could be a crucial element of the professional development model 
for teacher capacitation (Li, 2018). In Kenya, a study by Muraya and Wairimu (2020) investigated the effect 
of mentoring and found that educator mentoring is an effective professional development model for 
improving educators’ classroom practices. In South Africa, Nel and Luneta (2017) investigated the efficacy 
of mentoring as a professional development strategy to equip struggling mathematics teachers at rural 
schools. They found that mentoring provides relevant support for mathematics educators in both content 
and teaching. 

While the above professional development typologies are the traditional types mostly in use, the 
recent COVID-19 pandemic underscores the urgent need for an expert-driven, innovative approach to 
teacher professional development for pandemic preparedness. Studies like those of Perry (2023) and Anis 
(2024) note that the pandemic triggered major shifts in teachers’ and schools’ practices, necessitating 
momentous and widespread changes to teacher preparation and professional development programs 
worldwide. Ajani and Govender (2025) note that this paradigm shift has disrupted education systems 
worldwide, highlighting the need for technology-driven professional development for teachers to adapt 
rapidly to remote and mixed learning environments. It is crucial to note that the pandemic led to the total 
lockdown of schools, necessitating a shift to online learning and exposing the crisis of teachers’ 
unpreparedness for new ways of practicing their profession. Teachers are required to prepare for remote 
teaching, underscoring the urgency of learning the necessary instructional technology and digital literacy 
skills, with significant professional development consequences for practitioners and children in 
underprivileged communities like those reported in the current paper. Hence, there is a need for 
technology-driven professional development. Ajani and Govender (2025) note that with the rise of virtual 
learning platforms and various online educational tools, including digital resources, it becomes imperative 
for teachers to engage in continuous professional learning to remain relevant. Kalman et al. (2022) argue 
that technology-driven professional learning can help teachers effectively use relevant digital tools to 
improve instruction and learner achievement. In the concluding part of this paper, the implications of this 
post-COVID-19 paradigm shift for practitioners and children in underprivileged communities will be 
highlighted. 
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Influence of Qualification and Years of Teaching on Attitudes to Professional Development 

Studies report that education qualifications and years of experience appear to affect teachers’ 
approaches to professional development (Irvine, 2019). A study of Indonesian teachers found that focused 
training significantly improved teacher competence (Redjeki & Santoso, 2020). These authors suggest that 
giving teachers the opportunity to train and improve their capacity enhances their competence; hence, 
educational institutions should provide ongoing professional development to facilitate the acquisition of 
new knowledge. An earlier study by Liakopoulou (2011), which lists the qualifications Greek teachers must 
demonstrate to fulfil their core duties, argues that teachers lacking these qualifications struggle to fulfil 
them. 

In the Netherlands, Louws et al. (2017, p. 491) interviewed teachers and found various associations 
between the teachers’ professional learning objectives and their teaching experience. By classifying teachers 
as either early, mid, or late-career educators, Louws et al. (2017) found that educators who were in the early 
or middle stages of their careers were more interested in professional development programs that assisted 
them with curriculum-related matters and teaching approaches. Teachers late in their careers were more 
interested in professional development programs that created opportunities for them to engage in 
extracurricular activities and innovative tasks. It was evident that early- and mid-career teachers needed 
exposure to skills related to teaching and learning, because they required more experience in these aspects, 
which were less important to late-career teachers (Louws et al., 2017). 

When professional development is well planned and effectively executed, it addresses the 
knowledge gaps that remain after initial pre-service training programs. There is a substantial knowledge 
gap regarding the professional development of ECCE practitioners, as no systematic needs assessment has 
been conducted to explore their views on the professional development opportunities available to them. 
The lack of clear knowledge of professional development opportunities for ECCE practitioners in 
disadvantaged communities suggests that the capacity-building needs of these teachers are likely to remain 
unfulfilled in the long run. If ECCE practitioners are to make a significant contribution to transforming 
their communities, research exploring available professional development opportunities is imperative. 

Method 

Study Design 

The convergent mixed-methods research design was suitable for the study because it enhances data 
complementarity, completeness, confirmability, compensation, and diversity, thereby increasing the 
richness of the findings and results (Hafsa, 2019). Furthermore, the strategy enabled the researcher to collect 
both qualitative and quantitative data concurrently (Ngulube & Ngulube, 2022). 

Sample and Data Collection 

A non-probability sampling technique (Etikan et al., 2016) was employed to select five communities, 
45 ECCE centers, and 211 practitioners to participate in the study. Semi-structured, in-depth interviews (n 
= 20) and a self-constructed early years’ practitioner professional development needs questionnaire were 
utilized to collect data. The face and content validity of the questionnaire were confirmed by two experts. 
The experts’ suggestions helped refine the final version of the instrument. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
(Bonett & Wright, 2014; Creswell & Creswell, 2018) was used to determine the questionnaire instrument’s 
reliability; it yielded a score of 0.94. Bonett and Wright (2014) state that an instrument is reliable when a 
Cronbach's alpha coefficient is at least 0.70. 

Methodological triangulation and data trustworthiness measures enabled the researcher to remain 
transparent while aiming to achieve the necessary credibility. Using a mixed-methods research approach 
comprising a questionnaire and a semi-structured interview guide, the researcher deliberately sought 
methodological triangulation. Data credibility was achieved through peer debriefing, which involved 
sharing the research questions, data collection instruments, and the results with peers. Through member 
checking, the researcher returned to the study participants to review the findings and assess whether the 
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content accurately reflected their own consciousness and contexts. 

Once all the ethical requirements had been met (Ref: HSD2022/0990/22), the researcher started 
collecting quantitative and qualitative data. The researcher approached all relevant gatekeepers to obtain 
permission to access the research sites, using a list of registered ECCE centers in the participating district. 
To access the research sites, the researcher enlisted an ad hoc guide to communicate with individuals at the 
centers. All participating sites were visited at a time convenient to the 211 practitioners, who provided their 
informed, voluntary, and signed consent. It is essential to note that participants were informed about 
potential emotional risks that may arise during data collection and about available support services. 

Data Analysis 

Qualitative data obtained through one-on-one interviews were recorded, transcribed, coded, 
categorized, and labelled; these processes culminated in the identification of themes aligned with the 
study's specific objective (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). A Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was used to capture 
responses to the questionnaire items, and SPSS Version 25 was used to analyze the data. Means and 
standard deviations were calculated, and the information obtained was utilized to answer the relevant 
research sub-question. Additionally, ANOVA (analysis of variance) was used to test research hypotheses. 
Before conducting the ANOVA, Shapiro-Wilk and Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests were performed on the data 
to assess normality. The null hypothesis was tested at 5% probability level. 

Results 

The results of the quantitative analyses, informed by both the research question and the two 
hypotheses, are presented in Table 1. The findings from the semi-structured interviews are then presented, 
followed by an integrated discussion of both results and findings. 

What professional development opportunities are available to ECCE practitioners in the Motheo district, Free 
State province, South Africa? 

Table 1 
Percentage and Means Analysis of the Practitioners’ Responses Regarding the professional development Opportunities Available to Them 

S/No Item Statement SA 
n (%) 

A 
n (%) 

D 
n (%) 

SD 
n (%) Mean SD Remark 

1 Training on getting ready for preschool centers 181(85.8) 30(14.2) 0(0) 0(0) 3.86 .35 Agree 
2 Being trained on how to develop new ideas for 

learning activities 
183(86.7) 28(13.3) 0(0) 0(0) 3.87 .34 Agree 

3 Being trained in measuring children’s progress 176(83.4) 34(16.1) 1(.5) 0(0) 3.83 .39 Agree 
4 Training on building character or social 

development 
181(85.8) 29(13.7) 1(.5) 0(0) 3.85 .37 Agree 

5 Training on children’s mental health 185(87.7) 26(12.3) 0(0) 0(0) 3.88 .33 Agree 
6 Training on children’s discipline and guidance 176(83.4) 34(16.1) 1(.5) 0(0) 3.83 .39 Agree 
7 Training on practitioner and program evaluation 161(76.3) 49(23.2) 1(.5) 0(0) 3.76 .44 Agree 
8 Training on stress management for practitioners 177(83.9) 32(15.2) 2(.9) 0(0) 3.83 .40 Agree 
9 Training on child nutrition 172(81.5) 37(17.5) 1(.5) 1(.5) 3.80 .45 Agree 

10 Training on children’s health issues 173(82.0) 37(17.5) 0(0) 1(.5) 3.81 .43 Agree 
11 Training on dealing with emotions 175(82.9) 34(16.1) 1(.5) 1(.5) 3.82 .44 Agree 
12 Training on early childhood professionalism 183(86.7) 26(12.3) 1(.5) 1(.5) 3.85 .41 Agree 
13 Training on practitioner health and wellness 175(82.9) 33(15.6) 3(1.4) 0(0) 3.82 .42 Agree 
14 Training on keeping records of children 174(82.5) 35(16.6) 2(.9) 0(0) 3.82 .41 Agree 
15 Training in managing one’s temperament 171(81.0) 40(19.0) 0(0) 0(0) 3.81 .39 Agree 
 Cluster mean     3.83 .30 Agree 

Table 1 presents the percentage and means analyses of participants’ responses regarding the 
professional development opportunities available to them. It shows that most participants strongly agreed 
with all items (1-15), with percentages ranging from 76.3% to 87.7%. Analysis reveals that practitioners' 
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mean responses to items 1–15 exceeded the criterion mean of 2.50. The overall mean is 3.83, with a standard 
deviation of 0.03. This implies that the statements in items 1–15 of Table 1 accurately reflect the professional 
development opportunities available to the practitioners who participated in the fieldwork. 

H01: Education qualifications of ECCE practitioners have no significant influence on the professional 
development opportunities available to them 

Table 2 
Analysis of Variance of the Influence of ECCE Practitioners’ Education Qualifications on the PD Opportunities Available to Them 

Education qualification N Mean SD 
95% CI for means 

Lower bound Upper bound 
Below Bachelor's degree 200 3.85 .30 3.80 3.88 
Bachelor's degree 10 3.62 .35 3.37 3.87 
Master's degree 1 4.00 .00 .00 .00 
Total 211 3.83 .30 3.79 3.87 
 Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig. 
Between groups .481 2 .240 2.632 .074 
Within groups 19.001 208 .091   
Total 19.482 210    

Table 2 indicates that the practitioners who had education qualifications below a Bachelor’s degree 
had a mean response of (Mean = 3.85, SD = .30), those who had Bachelor’s degrees had a mean response of 
(Mean = 3.62, SD = .35), while those who had Master’s degrees had a mean response of (Mean = 4.00, 
SD = .30). Analysis reveals that education qualifications of ECCE practitioners had no significant influence 
on the PD opportunities available to them (F (2, 208) = 2.632, p = .074). This implies that the practitioners' 
responses to statements on the PD opportunities available are independent of their educational 
qualifications. 

H02: Years of teaching experience of ECCE practitioners have no significant influence on the professional 
development opportunities available to them 

Table 3 
Analysis of Variance of the Influence of Years of Teaching Experience of ECCE Practitioners on the Professional Development Opportunities 
Available to Them 

Age N Mean SD 
95% CI for means 

Lower bound Upper bound 
1–10 Years 118 3.83 .28 3.78 3.89 
11–20 Years 62 3.81 .33 3.72 3.89 
More than 20 Years 31 3.85 .33 3.73 3.97 
Total 211 3.83 .30 3.79 3.87 

 Sum of Squares df Mean square F Sig. 
Between Groups .047 2 .024 .252 .777 
Within Groups 19.435 208 .093   
Total 19.482 210    

Table 3 indicates that the practitioners who had 1–10 years of teaching experience had a mean 
response of (Mean = 3.83, SD = .28), those with 11–20 years of teaching experience had a mean response of 
(Mean = 3.81, SD = .33), while those who had more than 20 years of teaching experience had a mean response 
of (Mean = 3.85, SD = .33). The data, thus, reveals that years of teaching experience of ECCE practitioners 
had no significant influence on the professional development opportunities available to them 
(F (2, 208) = .252, p = .777). This suggests that practitioners’ responses to statements about the professional 
development opportunities available to them are independent of their years of teaching experience. 

This section presents the findings derived from the analysis of data collected through interviews 
with practitioners. Practitioners were aware of various opportunities to upskill and deliver quality service, 
but they failed to take advantage of them. The findings resonate through five dominant themes: 1) Training 
in child development, 2) Opportunity for child-specific pedagogical training, 3) Training in dealing with 
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special education needs, 4) Training in partnering with parents, and 5) Regret about pursuing a career in 
the ECCE sector. 

Theme 1: Training in Child Development 

Practitioners’ lack of knowledge of child development presents a clear and valuable opportunity for 
planned, focused professional development. Consistent with the quantitative data analysis, the interviews 
provided explicit evidence of the urgent need to equip practitioners to meet the standards of best practices. 
Practitioners’ frustration about their lack of training was conveyed by three practitioners: 

P1: Difficult to deal with a child with no training. So, we need training in early childhood development. 

P4: If we can be trained on how to develop the ECD [early childhood development] centers’ children … child 
development … I think it will be better. 

P5: We need to be qualified as practitioners. For now, we only have NQF [National Qualifications Framework] level 
4. If we can further educate ourselves about our children, so we can teach them in a way that is appropriate for their 
age, it would be much better. 

It is obvious that untrained practitioners pose risks, not only to the children but also to the other 
practitioners at the center. This is because untrained practitioners often rely on trial-and-error, which can 
cause irreparable cognitive and socio-emotional harm to children. 

Theme 2: Opportunity for Child-Specific Pedagogical Training 

Participants were unanimous in declaring that they were unprepared for ECCE service delivery and 
thus expressed their readiness for targeted professional development. They were aware of existing 
opportunities to engage in professional development, develop teaching-learning skills, learn how children 
engage in play activities, and thoroughly prepare lessons, but did not take them up. Practitioners also 
expressed a desire to learn how to manage their classrooms, receive training on assessment practices, and 
interpret assessment feedback reports. Four practitioners confirmed these needs:  

P1: Yes, if the practitioners have been trained on how to play with the children, that can do a lot for us because learning 
is based on play. 

P9: There are so many things, like maybe we have trained on how to write the lesson plan, how to prepare yourself 
before you go to class, how to manage a class, and then how to make a progress report. And then to evaluate the child 
periodically. 

P18: We don’t know how to start with a lesson plan. We don’t know how to teach the new lesson plan they gave us. 
In our classes, we have daily programs like art corners. Sometimes, we need those pieces of training to get things 
right. 

Undoubtedly, the practitioners’ desire to undergo training makes the planning and execution of such 
training sessions easier for the relevant experts (facilitators). The practitioners’ responses clarified their 
readiness to and genuine interest in attending training sessions focused on planned teaching and learning 
areas. This drive should motivate planners and funders to realize the value of investing in professional 
development. The practitioners themselves helped identify the training opportunities available to them, 
which they should seize. Doing so could make meaningful contributions to foster sustainability in the 
community-based ECCE sector. 

Theme 3: Training in dealing with special education needs 

The growing number of children with special education needs presents unique opportunities to 
equip ECCE practitioners. The practitioners expressed deep concern about the lack of professional 
development workshops that could equip them with the skills to support children with special education 
needs. The practitioners requested training on how to detect conditions of physical, intellectual, emotional, 
or sensory impairments or disabilities, as well as learning difficulties. Three practitioners expressed their 
training needs as follows: 

P3: I don’t know how to put it. Children with autism. We don’t understand how you look after that. 
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P14: These days, we deal with kids with difficulties. Yes, special needs. Knowing how to differentiate them from others 
is important. We require training on identifying specific characteristics and assisting them going forward. 

P18: We need workshops to prepare us to deal with them. How to teach these children, such as how to identify if they 
have a problem. How do you see the signs and symptoms? So, we need that training. 

It is difficult to argue against providing training opportunities to help practitioners work with 
children with special education needs. The researcher was aware of the increasing number of children with 
special education needs at the centers participating in the study. This type of training is important because 
even some of the affected children's parents were unaware of the difficulties their children faced. Given the 
special roles practitioners are expected to play in supporting children with special education needs, it is 
imperative to take urgent action to train them in the necessary skills and knowledge. 

Theme 4: Training in partnering with parents 

Parents are important stakeholders in the delivery of childcare services at the community level or at 
ECCE centers. The practitioners recognized the benefits of structured professional development training 
programs to equip them with the relevant skills, as expressed by three practitioners: 

P3: Oh, right, some of us are not friendly with parents, and some parents complain. Last year, one of the parents said 
to me, you must learn how to smile at us. Give us a workshop on how to deal with parents. 

P7: I want the skills to work with the community … different types of parents come here and have different attitudes. 
It is important to train on how to work with them. 

P8: Some parents think we are lacking. It can be frustrating to some when parents tell you these things. Someone must 
teach us the right way to work with parents. 

This finding corroborates that of Råde (2020), who acknowledges the importance of the family and 
parents in ECCE, as well as the need to prepare teachers to engage effectively with family members. Given 
that children of different age groups (birth to four years) attend these centers, there is obviously a likelihood 
that diverse categories of parents will be involved. Given the location of these centers – mostly in 
disadvantaged communities – practitioners working at ECCE centers require adequate and specialized 
training in partnering with parents. The practitioners appeared ill-prepared to communicate harmoniously 
and effectively with this important stakeholder group. 

Theme 5: Feelings of Regret About Pursuing Careers in the ECCE Sector 

Although this theme did not emanate from an intentional search for such regret in practitioners, the 
researcher believed it necessary to include it in this paper. These feelings are significant because they 
require a focus on the well-being of everyone who works with children. Hence, it would be unwise for 
ECCE centers to continue employing practitioners who are unhappy in their jobs. In this study, feelings of 
regret about embarking on careers as ECCE practitioners in a disadvantaged community emerged from the 
interviews. The following three practitioners responded in this regard: 

P3: Some do not even love the job. But how can we love this job when no one seems to care about our own future? If 
you don’t have love with children, that means you have come to the wrong place. 

P12: But we have been waiting for this training for over 13 years. No one thinks that the job we do is important. 
However, we recognize the importance we hold for the children. And sometimes you wonder if you made the correct 
choice to be a practitioner. 

P15: Now, it is like this job is not for me. But I need to survive, too. I met my friend who took a chance and moved to 
the city. She is now fine. How can I remain in this job? It would be better for me to quit and consider doing something 
else to help myself. 

The regret evident in participants’ utterances about their career decisions should be taken seriously, 
as this stress-inducing emotional state can have devastating consequences for the well-being and health of 
individuals experiencing it. The seriousness of this condition, as articulated by the participants, should 
prompt all relevant stakeholders to act with urgency and provide opportunities for focused, expert training 
to mitigate its effects. 



Professional development opportunities for early years’ practitioners… 

303 

Discussion and Conclusion 

In this paper, the researcher explored professional development opportunities to build 
transformative capacity among ECCE practitioners in disadvantaged communities. The decision to apply 
a convergent mixed methods design (Creswell & Creswell, 2018) ensured data complementarity. The 
researcher employed a questionnaire and semi-structured interviews as data collection instruments to 
generate a comprehensive dataset that would support the study objectives. Additionally, in alignment with 
the study's research question and the two hypotheses, the results confirm the availability of numerous 
unexplored professional development opportunities for practitioners. The researcher had noted above that 
the practitioners were aware of existing opportunities to engage in professional development, develop 
teaching-learning skills, learn how children engage in play activities, and thoroughly prepare lessons, yet 
they did not take them up. Studies have highlighted factors that could prevent practitioners from taking 
up professional development opportunities to improve their skills. In China, Guo (2025) mentioned a lack 
of motivation, limited time due to work commitments, non-formalization of professional training, and the 
absence of a logical professional training framework as some of the preventative factors. The absence of a 
needs-based approach and support structure was also mentioned in a Nigerian study by Edu (2025).  

In addition to the above, a study in Turkey by Zengin (2025) revealed that, despite knowledge of 
various professional development opportunities, teachers still could not participate due to family 
responsibilities, which are mainly shaped by one’s marital status and parenting. Zengin (2025) concluded 
that participation in professional development is shaped by a combination of factors, including the 
individual’s circumstances, environmental conditions and workplace preferences and policies. Dyosini’s 
(2024) study of foundation phase teachers in South Africa found that the lack of a formal mentoring 
structure within the school environment played a major role in teachers’ failure to utilize available 
opportunities. When the relevant authorities become insensitive to practitioners’ professional development 
needs, children’s learning and development will suffer. It is therefore essential that relevant agencies create 
enabling environments that motivate individual practitioners to take full advantage of professional 
development opportunities within their communities.  

Within the framework of sustainable transformation of disadvantaged communities through 
changes in the ECCE workforce, Mezirow’s (1981) transformative theory of learning was the most suitable 
for this study. Mezirow’s (1981) describes how people develop and use critical self-reflection to analyze 
their beliefs and experiences, thereby dispelling dysfunctional ways of seeing the world over time. Sanchez 
(2018) describes transformative learning as adult learning that aims to transform problematic frames of 
reference while fostering individuals to become more inclusive, reflective, open, and emotionally capable 
to change. Mezirow (1981) believes that for people to change their worldviews, they must experience a 
disorienting dilemma that conflicts with their current beliefs. The dilemma compels them to reconsider 
their beliefs, to ensure that their thinking aligns with the rest of their worldview. This transformation often 
occurs through critical reflection during interaction with others. An example of such contextual dialogue 
is the discussions on PLCs (Mogren, 2019; Núñez-Donnelly, 2019). During one-on-one interviews with 
practitioners, the researcher discovered that practitioners encountered serious disorienting dilemmas as a 
result of their working conditions, especially their self-confessed lack of skills, their awareness of the 
availability of numerous untapped professional development opportunities, the Department of 
Education’s apparent lack of concern about practitioners’ professional development needs, and their 
feelings of regret about choosing this career, especially in the context of an under-resourced community.  

The quantitative results and qualitative findings on the availability of professional development 
opportunities reveal the urgent need for thorough training to prepare ECCE practitioners to teach at ECCE 
centers, the need for innovative ideas and new knowledge concerning lesson planning, methods of 
evaluating children’s progress, and how to write reports (Cheung, 2013; Michael, 2017; Osamwonyi, 2016). 
Other findings that corroborate that of other studies include the need for training to learn about children’s 
mental health, child development, children’s discipline and guidance, practitioner and program 
evaluation, stress management for practitioners, children’s nutrition, children’s health issues, dealing with 
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emotions, early childhood professionalism, practitioner health and management of one’s temperament 
(Visković & Jevtić, 2018; Yurtseven-Yılmaz & Sever, 2021). Studies by Hürsen (2012) and Mahdi and Al-
Dera (2013) report that educators’ years of experience in ECCE and level of education influence their 
attitudes toward professional development activities. In contrast to findings reported in the literature, this 
study found that practitioners’ responses to the availability of professional development opportunities 
were independent of both their education qualifications and years of service. 

The findings of this study on practitioners’ feelings of regret may have positive outcomes. Beike et 
al. (2009) contend that the positive side of regret, when it is inspired by available opportunities, can 
motivate practitioners to pursue professional development; hence, the experience of regret might well be 
worth the accompanying emotional pain. Ironically, practitioners’ feelings of regret were accompanied by 
eagerness to receive assistance through professional development programs. To address practitioners' 
dissatisfaction with their jobs, employers, non-governmental organizations, and the government can 
establish support structures to enhance practitioners’ job satisfaction, professionalism, expertise, and 
capability in developing an appropriate professional identity. Depending on resource availability, 
employers can support practitioners in attending relevant, targeted professional development training, 
including sponsored short learning programs, workshops, and conferences, and in assisting practitioners 
in establishing professional learning communities in the centers. The practitioners were hopeful that the 
relevant institutions would provide opportunities to improve their capabilities, thereby engendering the 
much-needed change in their practice that would benefit children in their care and the broader community. 
The researcher believes that this positive side of regret drives the transformative agenda for practitioners 
and their communities, as well as other disadvantaged areas in South Africa and beyond. 

The early years’ practitioners who participated in the fieldwork were underprepared to deliver 
quality service in their classrooms. This situation could change if relevant and available professional 
development opportunities were rolled out. The analysis of data and the reporting of the findings and 
results of this research are intended to enable a deeper understanding of ECCE professional development 
opportunities for practitioners that support their much-needed capacity-building. The study provided 
specific background information to facilitate the transformation of the ECCE workforce in deprived 
communities in South Africa, which, in turn, could transform the ECCE sector. Consequently, this research 
provides timely, new, and relevant information, with the hope of prompting government and policy 
responses to strengthen the ECCE workforce and transform disadvantaged communities. The researcher 
contends that current interventions are ineffective and cannot achieve the much-needed transformation to 
ensure the sustainability of the communities involved in the research.  

Moreover, the paradigm shift caused by the recent COVID-19 pandemic necessitates a much deeper 
reflection on practitioner professional development to ensure capacity-building geared towards the 
generation of skills and knowledge relevant to the post-COVID era. As highlighted above, the advent of 
the COVID-19 pandemic led to a period of total lockdown, further isolating ECCE centers and all other 
educational institutions and their personnel. Given the peculiar characteristics of disadvantaged 
communities highlighted above, the need has therefore arisen for deeper thinking on ways to equip the 
practitioners in such communities to remain relevant in their service. For instance, although the 
practitioners in the study did not explicitly mention the COVID-19 pandemic and its overwhelming effects, 
the forced closure of ECCE centers and the need to continue providing learning to children remotely further 
accentuated the dynamics of living and working in underprivileged communities for the practitioners as 
well as the children and their families.      

In summary, the results and findings of the current research highlight the need for targeted 
professional development responses that effectively address the capacity and regret of ECCE practitioners, 
by providing much-needed information on ECCE knowledge and skills, and motivating practitioners to 
make informed decisions about their profession. If these needs are not met, the ECCE sector would be 
severely weakened, thereby affecting children’s academic progress. 
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Recommendations 

Firstly, the author recommends that all relevant stakeholders urgently acknowledge the roles and 
place of community-based ECCE practitioners in the much-discussed transformation of rural and 
disadvantaged communities in South Africa and other countries. 

Secondly, the author also recommends that the Department of Basic Education and all other relevant 
non-government organizations prioritize the provision of relevant professional development programs for 
the ECCE workforce in disadvantaged communities. The author suggests establishing a specialized unit at 
the district level to mandate workable modalities to promote effective professional development in the 
ECCE sector in disadvantaged communities. 

Moreover, given the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, as evidenced by lockdowns and 
isolation measures that further isolated disadvantaged communities, it becomes imperative for the 
government and NGOs to increase resources to equip such communities and support the professional 
development of ECCE practitioners. The COVID-19 pandemic made it imperative to develop professional 
development programs suitable for practitioners to work in the post-COVID-19 era.   

Limitations 

The research sampled only practitioners employed at registered ECCE centers in the Motheo district. 
Practitioners at unregistered centers in the district did not participate in the study. This limitation leads to 
a suggestion that upcoming researchers endeavor to expand the geographical scope of this study by 
including practitioners from unregistered centers, to strengthen the generalizability of results and findings. 
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