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Abstract
This paper presents the results of a doctoral research study aimed at understanding the 
social representations of Early Childhood Educators in Bogotá, Colombia, regarding their 
identity and profession. Using a hermeneutic-interpretive paradigm and both procedural 
and structural approaches informed by Moscovici (1979) and Jodelet (1989, 2011), quali-
tative research was conducted with a purposive sample of educators from two locations in 
the city. The findings reveal an ambivalent identity: an external hegemonic image linked 
to feminized caregiving versus an internal controversial image that claims the teacher as a 
specialized professional and researcher. The paper concludes by highlighting the need for 
collective action to dignify the profession within the regional context.
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Resumen
Este artículo presenta los resultados de la investigación doctoral que tuvo como objetivo 
comprender las representaciones sociales de los educadores infantiles en Bogotá, Colom-
bia, sobre su identidad y profesión. Bajo un paradigma hermenéutico-interpretativo y los 
enfoques procesual y estructural de la teoría de Moscovici (1979) y Jodelet (1989, 2011), 
se realizó un estudio cualitativo con una muestra intencional de educadores de dos locali-
dades. Los hallazgos revelan una identidad ambivalente: una imagen hegemónica externa 
vinculada al cuidado feminizado frente a una imagen polémica interna que lo reivindica 
como docente profesional especializado e investigador. El estudio concluye destacando 
la necesidad de acciones colectivas para la dignificación de la profesión en el contexto 
regional.

Palabras clave: Educador infantil; RS; Campo de información; Representacional y 
dimensión afectiva.

INTRODUCTION 

In the past two decades, the study of social representations (hereafter SR) in Colom-
bia has proliferated in disciplines such as health, politics, education, communication, and 
armed conflict, analyzing common-sense thinking and everyday practices (Aguirre-Dá-
vila, 2023). Particularly in the field of education, research has explored how individuals 
interpret reality through this “practical knowledge” that guides action.

Previous research has explored identity processes of Early Childhood Educators 
(hereafter, ECEs) (González et al., 2021; Hernández-Prados and Ayala-de-la-Peña, 2019; 
Zapata and Ceballos, 2010) and SR constructed about educational objects by these pro-
fessionals (Leão-Maia & Santos da Costa, 2019; Hernández-Cervantes & Pagés-Blanch, 
2014; Silva et al., 2012; Sánchez, 2012). However, despite this academic boom, until 2024, 
in the construction of the literature review of the present study, no studies at the national 
level were found that specifically analyze the SR that ECEs construct about themselves and 
their professional identity. 

In response to this gap, this article, derived from a doctoral thesis, has as its central 
objective to understand the social representations that ECEs in Bogotá construct about 
their identity and their profession. To this end, the research is structured around the fo-
llowing question: What social representations have a group of Early Childhood Educators 
constructed about themselves and their profession?

From the theoretical perspective of Moscovici (1979) and Jodelet (1989, 2011), so-
cial representations are defined as an organized body of knowledge through which indi-
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viduals make their physical and social reality intelligible. Jodelet (2011) emphasizes their 
socially constructed and shared character with experiential roots. These act as an interpre-
tive framework for reality and a practical guide for action, “especially in professional fields 
where they position actors in relation to norms, roles, and peers” (p. 134). This research 
adopts a three-dimensional analysis that integrates:

1. The information field (experiential knowledge and formative/political sources).

2. The representational field (figurative core and meanings).

3. The affective dimension (emotions and dispositions for action).

The novelty of this study lies in its procedural and structural approach to revealing 
an ambiguous identity, in which external hegemonic social representations (which asso-
ciate the teacher with feminized caregiving) are challenged by the internal, controversial 
social representations of Early Childhood Educators, who position themselves as speciali-
zed professionals and researchers.

The educational relevance of this work is fundamental for teacher professionaliza-
tion in Colombia, since it not only seeks to enhance pedagogical discussion but also to 
guide the structuring of regulations and public policies. By highlighting gender tensions, 
job insecurity, and the political resistance of educators, this research provides essential 
elements for dignifying the profession and improving the social recognition of a key pla-
yer in the comprehensive development of childhood.

METHODOLOGY

Paradigm and design
This research was approached from the interpretive paradigm, which is characteri-

zed by the view of the subject as a producer of meaning, a feature in common with social 
representations framed within cognitive and cultural contexts (Sá, 1998; Jodelet, 1989). To 
study the symbolic productions constructed by the ECEs, the study adopts a procedural 
approach without neglecting the structural approach. The focus was on social representa-
tions (SR) as both a process and a product. Qualitative research enabled the identification 
of the meanings this group of professionals attributed to themselves, based on their expe-
riences throughout their professional careers—that is, in the daily practice of their work, 
as materialized in interactions and communication processes (Jodelet, 1989; Moscovici, 
1979). This selection was related to the study’s objectives, which sought to understand the 
participants’ construction of SRs during their professional development from the pers-
pective of diverse knowledge, the affective dimension, and the orientation of their actions.
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The study was structured in the following stages:

Figure 1
Stages of the research process 

Research participants
The sample was purposive, which, according to Maxwell (1996), is a strategy in 

which people, settings, or events are deliberately selected to obtain relevant information 
that could not be obtained as effectively through other methods. Thus, a sample of 61 
ECEs was established in the first phase and 20 in the second. Gender characteristics were 
taken into account (according to one of the gaps identified in the state of the art), as well as 
years of work experience (ECEs with less than 5 years, between 6 and 19 years, and more 
than 20 years in their job). The educational institutions that make up the study sample are 
located in the Bosa and Kennedy districts; these were selected based on the 2023 enro-
llment statistics from the Bogotá Education Secretariat, thereby identifying the districts 
with the highest presence of early childhood education professionals. Likewise, ECEs who 
did not work in school settings, but in foundations, projects, or non-governmental orga-
nizations (NGOs).
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Another criterion for selecting participants was that they be graduates with a bache-
lor’s degree in early childhood education, preschool education, or pedagogy, given that, 
only from 2016 onwards, in Resolution 02041, Chapter 3, Article 2, all bachelor’s degrees 
were designated as early childhood education. This selection maximized the informatio-
nal relevance of self-perceived SRs.

COLLECTION OF EMPIRICAL DATA

Collection techniques and instruments
Data collection techniques included a sociodemographic survey, free word associa-

tion, life stories, discussion groups, and reflective interviews. These tools were validated 
by experts from the International Center for Social Representations of the Carlos Chagas 
Foundation in Brazil during an international internship in March and April of 2024. 

The data collection was carried out in two stages, as presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Data collection phases

Research 
phase Data collection technique Process Number 

of ECEs

Phase 1

Research ethics review process Ethical considerations

61
Sociodemographic survey ECEs complete a multiple-choice survey

Free word association
Free associations to the term Early Childhood Educator. 
Meaning is categorized according to importance range 
criteria.

Phase 2

Discussion group Opportunity to discuss and reflect on the meaning of 
being an ECE

20Life history Written life history about the participants’ professional 
dimension.

Reflective interview Meeting to delve into different aspects of fundamental 
information.

RESULTS

The research employed a three-dimensional analysis based on the postulates of 
Moscovici (1979), categorizing the information into the information field, representatio-
nal field, and affective dimensions, as evidenced in Table 2.
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Social representations of the Early Childhood Educator about themsel-
ves and their profession: a three-dimensional analysis

Table 2 
Three-dimensional analysys from SRs

Representational field Information field Affectivity and tendencies towards 
action

Figurative core

General meaning and relationships

What is known

Information sources for the 
construction of the SR

Emotional burden

Positive or negative experiences and 
reviews

Guidelines for the actions of the subjects

Information field: what is known and the sources of information
The ECEs construct their knowledge from an experiential, practical, and heteroge-

neous dimension, in which social integration and group membership mediate access to 
information (Mireles, 2021; Hernández, 2020). This field of information is structured on 
three levels: self-knowledge, social perception, and political framework. 

Self-knowledge of the Early Childhood Educator: between training and 
practice

The academic knowledge of Early Childhood Educators originates primarily from 
vocation (45%), followed by family influence (25%) and job opportunities (20%) (see Fi-
gure 2). Although authors such as Devalle (2009) define training as a theoretical-practical 
space, the participants (P7, P3) express an SR that prioritizes practice over theory, which 
coincides with the findings of Dalmazo et al. (2012) and Santana (2017).

Figure 2
Career selection criteria for ECEs

Note: The figure shows the selection figures of the participants in their professional decisions.
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Source of information: 
training

Well, for me, the teacher training college gave me the experience of being in context 
with children from the first semester, and that’s an advantage because, by being in 
contact with children, with what a school is like, in various environments—that is, 
they show us the private environment, they lead us to an observation practice, not of 
intervention, but observation of the private sector, the rural sector, the urban sector, 
both in the public and private spheres, so you get the whole picture of what it’s like to 
be a teacher there, in your own experience, and you can say, yes, I am made for this 
or not

Personal communication, reflective interview (P7)

Source of information: 
training

Luego ingrese a la universidad Monserrate donde realice mi formación que fue valio-
sa ya que se me dieron conocimientos de autores, políticos y didácticas, pero lo más 
importante fue luego de sexto semestre al realizar las prácticas en colegios que afian-
zaron mi interés por la educación preescolar, a pesar de que eran momentos difíciles 

Personal communication, life story (P3)

For ECEs, early exposure to diverse educational contexts (public, private, and non-
school-based) validates their professional identity. Regarding postgraduate training (Fi-
gure 3), a pragmatic motivation predominates: salary improvement and promotion in the 
teaching ranks.

Figure 3
Postgraduate studies of the ECEs

Note: The figure shows the numbers for postgraduate studies undertaken by the respondents.

Practical knowledge and tensions in their identity
The ECEs define their work as a “know-how” (Tardif, 2004) and face a constant 

tension with the hegemonic SR (Moscovici, 1979) of caregiving. In the discourses of the 
ECEs:

–	 It is evident that there is a conscious effort to reposition the Early Childhood Edu-
cator as a leader in innovative pedagogical proposals, beyond mere caregiving, be-
yond being seen solely as “recreationists” or “caregivers” (P18). Regarding care, it 
is important to highlight the existing link between education and care (Dal Coleto, 
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2014), both of which are functions assigned to these professionals, as shown by Sou-
sa’s (2019) research.

–	 In addition, the association between early childhood education, motherhood, and 
domesticity (Pinzón, 2016; Dalli, 2002). This traditional view creates specific ba-
rriers for men, who report being stigmatized under suspicion of abuse (P5), re-
flecting a deeply entrenched sexual division of labor. The above is reflected in the 
following fragments:

What is known: Parents and society in general associate us with abuse; they think that because we are men, 
we are abusers. One day, a mother at a children’s home asked me who else the children 
would be with, if only me.

Personal communication, reflective interview (p5)

What is known: We have always been associated with caring, entertaining, and recreation, but we must 
show that we are leaders in innovative and creative pedagogical proposals, and in enhanc-
ing learning and different aspects of the human being; we are the ones who face the great-
est challenges; that is what we do, but what they don’t see.

Personal communication, discussion group (P18)

Social perception of Early Childhood Educators
The SRs held about male students are marked by social and cognitive undervalua-

tion; the testimonies reveal prejudices that associate career choice with “low intellectual 
capacity” (P3, P19), as well as occupational segregation and prejudice against men (P5), 
which Moscovici (1979) identifies as conditioning factors of the information field of SRs. 
These culturally ingrained images act as barriers that condition self-perception and re-
quire strategies for professional visibility. Some of the testimonies of male students are 
presented below:

What is known: As the teacher said, well, she didn’t quite make it as a doctor, so she became a teacher, hon-
ey, because what else could she do? And it’s really sad, isn’t it? Really sad when you meet 
up with so many other colleagues, not just teachers, but also lawyers and doctors, and they 
talk about their jobs. And then you tell them, and it’s like, oh, poor thing, she has to take 
care of children. I mean, it’s a cultural thing, you know. At a cultural level, we are framed 
within that concept

Personal communication, discussion group (P3)

What is known: It was not so acceptable, and many thought it wasn’t for men. Furthermore, it was cultural-
ly and socially believed that people who did so—and they openly expressed this—were not 
suited for preschool education. Many teachers in teacher-training programs at other uni-
versities stated that anyone who entered preschool education did so because their brains 
weren’t capable of anything more. In other words, they were cognitively very weak, so to 
speak, or their cognitive capacity was very low compared to the rest of the population.

Personal communication, reflective interview (P19)

What is known: Parents and society in general associate us with abuse; they think that because we are men, 
we are abusers. One day, a mother at a children’s home asked me who else the children 
would be with, if only me.

Personal communication, reflective interview (P5)
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Influence of policies on social representations
Regarding the political framework, ECEs acknowledge a surge in early childhood 

regulations, but they show an instrumentalization of their role: policies focus on the we-
ll-being of the child, making invisible the needs and profile of the professional who exe-
cutes said policy (P3), highlighting a gap between the legal discourse and the operational 
reality (P13).

Sources of information I think there is indeed a surge in early childhood education policies, but these policies 
don’t specifically address Early Childhood Educators; rather, they focus more on chil-
dren’s general education than on the professionals involved.

Personal communication, reflective interview (P3)

Sources of information I believe there really is a link or a clash because, if we read the policies, the early child-
hood guidelines, the initial cycle—all of this is specified in documents; it’s very nice, 
well detailed—but if we look at reality, the context is quite different.

Personal communication, reflective interview (P13)

Lack of information on studies
Finally, there is a shared epistemological gap: ECE professionals are unaware of pre-

vious studies on their own professional profile in Colombia. This lack of reference points 
was confirmed in the accounts of P5 and P10. The finding aligns with the state of the art in 
studies on the invisibility of their SR and underscores the relevance of this study in provi-
ding empirical data on their identity.

Emotions, feelings, and dispositions for action: an affective dimension in 
social representations

The affective dimension in SRs constitutes a structured field of “shared symbo-
lic-emotional productions” (González, 2008, p. 236) that mediate professional practices. 
The study acknowledges a marked emotional ambivalence. On the one hand, passion and 
vocation predominate (“being in love with the career”); on the other, frustration and bur-
nout arise due to job insecurity, low wages, and the social stigma of being seen as “caregi-
vers.” In men, this is compounded by exhaustion from social prejudices linked to the risk 
of abuse, which shapes their social behaviors and daily action plans (Moscovici, 1979).

Emotional burden: passion and professional burnout
On the one hand, there is this affective charge, driven by pleasure, satisfaction, and 

professional passion, that goes beyond spontaneous reactions to affective information and 
is intended to be incorporated into their dialogues. 

Emotions and feelings Feeling that love, that achievement of saying, well, I did it, I achieved it, here I am, and 
I am here to give my all to keep going, to keep innovating.

Personal communication, reflective interview (P13)
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Emotions and feelings Regarding positive emotions, like that feeling of being in love with the career, I think 
it’s like the state, or it’s one of my states regarding my teaching profession, that feeling 
of being in love with that profession, wanting what I do, that satisfaction of a duty well 
done, of doing things right as they should be done.

Personal communication, reflective interview (P11)

On the other hand, their discourse expresses sadness, disillusionment, burnout, and 
frustration, resulting from social devaluation and poor working conditions. The educa-
tors’ testimonies show that being considered teachers “in a cartoon-covered smock” (P4) 
strips their work of intellectual rigor.

Emotions and feelings It is unpleasant for us teachers who work in the private sector that our contracts are not 
continuous and that the salaries are so low, because that undoubtedly does not provide 
a good quality of life for you as a teacher.

Personal communication, reflective interview (P13)

Emotions and feelings Many colleagues, you see the caregiver side of them, how exhausting it is to work with 
so many children, and how they manage to cope with them. It seems extremely diffi-
cult, they say, they always mention that they couldn’t do it, that they don’t know how 
to handle it, they think it’s just another job of caregiving and having a lot of patience. I 
mean, it really is sad and frustrating.

Personal communication, reflective interview (P2)

Likewise, men who practice this profession face social stigma, which affects their 
feelings and hinders their professional development.

Emotions and feelings So that social burden that exists regarding the stigma of the male teacher, and more 
when these things happen, yes, it’s difficult. Sometimes he vents to you and says things 
like, “Sometimes I don’t know how to handle that closeness, that affection from the 
children, that spontaneity.” Besides, he’s the physical education teacher, so when he gets 
to PE class, it’s a complete avalanche.

Personal communication, discussion group (P8)

Emotions and feelings That stigma of the macho man but also going to the extreme of the man who somehow 
abuses, because let’s say those are those prejudices and those stigmas that exist socially, 
and that somehow generates exhaustion.

Personal communication, discussion group (P20)

Similarly, there is a sense of anguish at the “dehumanization” of educational centers, 
seen by families as “garages or parking lots” (P14, P19), which generates a feeling of aban-
donment and melancholy.

Emotions and feelings Emotions and feelings. Oh no, sadness, melancholy, abandonment, let’s say the negative 
ones, seeing it as abandonment, not from the children, but from the parents, the lack of 
empathy; I feel disappointed in others that we only have 

Personal communication, reflective interview (P19)

Emotions and feelings Parents just want to bring them to school and have them there all day, rather like a 
parking garage.

 Personal communication, reflective interview (P14)
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Experiences and assessments that structure their professional practice
Assessments of professional trajectory are shaped by a dialectic between rewarding 

experiences and formative tensions (Larrosa, 2006). 

In reflective interviews, when inquiring about “a negative experience in their initial 
training and professional life,” narratives emerge that reveal formative tensions and work, 
integrating the affective dimension of SR (Moscovici, 1979).

Some of the answers are presented below.

Positive experiences Negative experiences

Fortunately, there are more positive experiences, memo-
ries, and lessons learned; there’s also a sense of self-chal-
lenge, of reflecting and rethinking, because it’s not just 
about teaching. 
Personal communication, reflective interview (P2)

My colleagues throw me off balance, they really do. They 
don’t do anything, they don’t let others do anything, 
they try to create a bad atmosphere. When I say, well, 
we’re all different personalities, we can’t love each other, 
but we can follow a common path, come on, let’s sup-
port each other. 
Personal communication, reflective interview (P19)

Working in the south of the city through these programs 
with comprehensive attention to children, from the 
coordination of educational projects, in the playroom 
where children attend freely, and at the same time, there 
is an intentionality.
Personal communication, reflective interview (P16)

At university, I couldn’t do an internship in a kindergar-
ten because the work was with very young children, so it 
was unpleasant at that moment.
Personal communication, reflective interview (P8)

Returning to university, but this time as a teacher of 
Early Childhood Educators and guiding their training 
placements, has been one of the most positive and 
pleasant experiences on a professional level, because it 
has meant thinking about myself from a different per-
spective.
Personal communication, life story (P7)

When I started working in the private sector, suddenly. 
they aren’t paid very well, or they are exploited all day. 
That never crossed my mind, because what always mat-
tered to me was being with the students and thinking 
that from there I could do many things.
Personal communication, reflective interview (P6)

Trends towards action: visibility and professional reconstruction
Social representations not only interpret reality, but also guide dispositions to act 

(Moscovici, 1979). In the case of individuals, these predispositions are oriented towards 
the visibility and reconstruction of the role.

What is most frequently repeated in the actors’ discourse is the relevance and re-
construction of their role. There is a clear tendency to want to “redefine the teaching pro-
fession,” “make visible” their work, and “reconstruct and reconceptualize” it. They recog-
nize the importance of “giving value to themselves” and not expecting others to do it.

Despite acknowledging historically low union participation (P11), a declared in-
tention to organize and fight for decent working conditions emerges (P4). This tendency 
towards action translates into a willingness to move from invisible labor towards a politi-
cally situated and dignified pedagogical practice.
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Lines of action: Regarding forming unions or something like that, there is little participation from preschool 
teachers. I’m also referring to what happens at my school; many of my co-workers don’t like 
it either, and secondly, few of them are taken into account.

Personal communication, discussion group (P11)

Struggle We have to organize, no matter what, because we have no other alternative but to fight for a 
decent preschool. And speaking of courage, to conclude, I would like to...to reflect on what 
we are facing with this district government

Personal communication, focus group (P4)

Representational field: core and meanings of Early Childhood Educators
The representational field of the ECEs is organized around a figurative scheme 

(Moscovici, 1979) that gives meaning to its identity. This core is not a passive copy of rea-
lity, but a complex construction that integrates cognitive and affective elements (Jodelet, 
2011). The figurative model was structured and interpreted according to the frequency, 
range of importance, sense, and meaning that the group of professionals assigns to each of 
the terms they use to associate, link, or identify ECEs. In addition to the above, interviews 
inquired about the meaning of being ECEs.

The SRs about ECEs of the subjects were ordered in the figurative scheme, based on 
heterogeneous representations, which are not simply a reflection of the outside world that 
is mechanically incorporated into the individual’s cognitive system as a mere passive re-
production of the external in the internal or an image in the usual concept of copy (Jode-
let, 1986). The image in Social Representations Theory (SRT) is understood, according to 
Jodelet (1986), “...a series of features of a concrete character that bring into play the inter-
vention specifically of the individual or social imaginary or of the imagination.” (p. 477). 

The core of SR is structured under the concept of a “sensitive specialist teacher”.

–	 Professional-intellectual dimension: The ECEs are defined as a leading subject and 
constructor of pedagogical proposals (Curriculum Guidelines, 2010). This is achie-
ved through terms such as research, innovation, critical reflection, and technical 
capacity (P27, P32, P36), which are positioned as central axes in positioning the 
educator as a specialist capable of transforming children’s realities.

–	 Ethical-affective dimension: Identity is nourished by sensitivity and empathetic pe-
dagogical concepts such as love, passion, and accompaniment (P41, P50), which 
are not understood as mere emotions, but as professional skills that allow adapting 
practice to the rhythms and rights of children.
For educators, it is a recurring theme to recognize themselves as subjects who are 

constantly being trained and renewed in order to design and implement their pedagogical 
proposals that, in addition to weaving learning experiences, enable them to guarantee 
children’s rights and enhance different dimensions of the human being.
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“For me, being an early childhood educator is being everything; it is being a person who creates educational experi-
ences for children based on various dimensions and themes.”

Personal communication, reflective interview (P15)

“A person trained to provide care according to their educational background”

Free word association technique (P27)

“General leadership and creating innovative classroom strategies and activities”

Free word association technique (P32)

For educators working in universities and non-school settings, research is a related 
term that allows them to reflect on their professional practice, including the situations and 
needs that must be made visible.

“That person who is always interested in staying informed about issues related to childhood and innovation, in 
order to implement new strategies in the classroom.”
Free word association technique (P36)

Similarly, support, love, and passion for their profession are frequent themes in re-
presentations of ECEs’ professional identity.

“For me, it’s about guiding and supporting the processes of boys and girls.”

Free word association technique (P41)

“Whoever inspires passion and a desire to work with children.”

Free word association technique (P50)

The central elements of the SR, organized around the figurative core, are embodied 
in a field of images that bring together the most prominent aspects expressed by the ECEs.

Figure 4
Figurative scheme of the SR
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Image of the Early Childhood Educator: professional and sensitive
The image that is organized from the figurative core of the SR identifies the ECE as 

a dual compound: a specialized professional, reflective teacher with theoretical-practical 
knowledge, research ethics, and innovation, legitimized by Colombian regulations, and a 
sensitive individual defined by ethical love, pedagogical empathy, and relational passion 
with children, adapting practices to individual rhythms. The resulting image is that of a 
professional who reflects, specializes, and demonstrates ethics and empathy. The ability to 
investigate and the capacity to innovate are considered essential elements in the develop-
ment of this professional’s practice.  

In addition, a sensitive image is structured around love as a source of ethics and 
affectivity that gives meaning and identity to the profession, and is associated with con-
cepts of dedication, passion, and relationship-building with children.

Empathy is established as a meaning of the practice, making it not only an emotion 
but also an essential pedagogical competence for understanding the other, appreciating 
the learning rhythms, and adapting the practice to the particularities of each child.

Regarding teaching, it is carried out by subjects who develop representations and 
identities of the early childhood education profession, which are created and recreated, 
but, above all, nourish professional practice, stimulate teaching activity, and, in many ca-
ses, are a source of commitment to generate learning in students (Buitrago-Bonilla & Cár-
denas-Soler, 2017). 

This complementary ambivalence (empathetic-professional caregiver) nurtures 
the professional identity and guides teaching action (Buitrago-Bonilla & Cárdenas-Soler, 
2017), integrating subjective dimensions shaped by social realities (Mireles, 2011). Thus, 
SRs not only classify the profession but also creatively energize it. In conclusion, the repre-
sentational field of Early Childhood Education in Bogotá is defined by the fusion of peda-
gogical rigor and ethical affectivity, breaking down the false dichotomy between “the one 
who knows” and “the one who cares,” to consolidate an identity of “sensitive specialist.”

DISCUSSION 

The results confirm that SR in ECEs of Bogotá functions as a “practical knowledge” 
that organizes the behavior of professionals. This construction coincides with that propo-
sed by Aguirre-Dávila (2023), who highlights the rise of studies on representations in Co-
lombia to analyze common sense in education. The tension between professional identity 
and the stigma of caregiving reinforces the findings of González-Giraldoet al. (2021) on 
identity crises in early childhood education students.

Likewise, the prevalence of experiential knowledge over theoretical knowledge in 
this study is in dialogue with the research of Leão-Maia and Santos-da-Costa (2019) and 
Hernández-Prados and Ayala de-la-Peña (2021), who emphasize how biographical narra-
tives and daily practices are the primary sources of the educator’s identity, without igno-
ring, as Tobío et al. (2021) state, that the early childhood education profession demands a 
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broad and complex set of knowledge, aimed at guaranteeing the comprehensive care and 
attention of children. 

The ambivalent affective dimension and the impact of gender observed in the Co-
lombian capital are closely related to those reported by Sousa (2019) in Latin American 
contexts. The feminization of early childhood education continues to shape actors’ per-
ceptions, as these professionals also serve functions assigned to them, where the male 
presence remains minimal due to cultural and social stigmas (Martín-Vidaña, 2021). This 
situation highlights an element to be addressed in future studies: How have gender inclu-
sion policies in Colombia impacted, or not impacted, that hegemonic feminized social 
representation of care?

Finally, the recognition of the social representation of work beyond school, as well 
as the importance and versatility of their professional work, is disrupting the associations 
society commonly makes about caregivers and workers who are seen only in kindergar-
tens.

CONCLUSIONS

The research allows us to conclude that the identity of the ECEs lies in a symbolic 
dispute between two types of representations. On the one hand, there is a hegemonic SR, 
external to the professional group, which associates early childhood education exclusively 
with maternal care and recreation. This view, shared by society and families, tends to natu-
ralize the work as an extension of the domestic and private sphere, making its pedagogical 
complexity invisible.

In contrast, a controversial social representation emerges. This type of representa-
tion arises from the educators themselves as a form of resistance and a struggle for pro-
fessional autonomy. The selected group of ECEs attempts to displace the stigma of the 
“caregiver” or “recreationist” to position a figurative core centered on the teacher as a 
specialized professional, researcher, and innovator. It is a conflicted representation that 
seeks to transform social perception through everyday practice.

The representational field of educators is organized around a figurative core in which 
the term “teacher” serves as the central axis, seeking to objectify an image of a speciali-
zed professional, researcher, and innovator. However, this core coexists in a dialectical 
tension with an external hegemonic representation that reduces their work to healthcare 
and maternal care. In addition, a symbolic struggle is identified to shift the image of the 
early childhood educator from that of a “recreationist” or caregiver “in a cartoon-covered 
smock” to that of a pedagogical professional. This resistance seeks to normalize professio-
nalization in the face of a society that still associates early childhood education with the 
welfare sphere.

The attitude dimension reveals an ambivalent affective charge: one observes the 
phenomenon of “falling in love with the career” and passion that sustains the professional 
vocation. However, this same emotional charge generates sadness and frustration derived 
from precariousness. Workplace issues, low wages, and social devaluation are contribu-
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ting factors. In men, this attitude is mediated by a “burnout” stemming from prejudice 
and social fear of abuse, which undermines their pedagogical spontaneity.

Social representations are not just knowledge, but guidelines for action. Sources in-
dicate that the ECEs are moving beyond merely redefining their work as an organization 
and are struggling to demand decent conditions and real political recognition, which, ac-
cording to the teachers, looks “nice in documents” but ignores the realities of the context. 

The information possessed by the ECEs is primarily built from practical and expe-
riential knowledge. The value placed on certain sources is noteworthy. While theoretical 
training is perceived as a conceptual foundation, it is practical training and work expe-
rience that give meaning and make professional reality intelligible. A relevant finding is 
the lack of information that the subjects have about research carried out on themselves in 
the Colombian context, which suggests that the Early Childhood Educator has historically 
been an “object” of study by others and not a “subject” of their own representation until 
recent research, such as this.

The SRs of the ECEs are profoundly mediated by gendered occupational segrega-
tion. The historical feminization of the teaching profession anchors its representation in 
caregiving stereotypes, which particularly affects male educators. For them, this repre-
sentation is tinged with social fear and the stigma of abuse, leading to burnout that limits 
their pedagogical spontaneity and negatively impacts their emotional well-being in the 
classroom.

In summary, the dimension of the SR of Early Childhood Educators in Bogotá, Co-
lombia, is marked by a duality: on the one hand, a social perception that often minimizes 
and feminizes their role, and on the other, the struggle of the professionals themselves to 
redefine their identity, demonstrate their high qualifications and defend the fundamental 
importance of their work; it is a struggle that does not cease and the effort to redefine and 
give visibility to this profession is essential.

NOTE

This article presents the final results of the doctoral thesis entitled “The subject and 
object of their social representations, presented at the Interinstitutional Doctorate in Edu-
cation of the Francisco José de Caldas District University.

ETHICAL COMPLIANCE

Informed consent was obtained from each participant, during which the researcher 
introduced herself and explained the research intent, and participants signed to authorize 
the handling of information for analysis and the protection of their identity. According to 
Resolution 0008430 of 1993, this research is classified as research without any risk to the 
participant.
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