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Abstract: Partnerships with parents in early childhood education and care services are a hallmark of
quality education. Educators in Western countries work within a highly regulated environment, where
government documents, such as frameworks, standards, and curricula, direct most of their work,
time, and energy. Despite this, data from our mixed methods online survey from Australia, Canada,
Denmark, Georgia, and Italy revealed a strong resistance to the homogeneity these documents
prescribe. For the quantitative data, we used cross-tabulation and descriptive statistics. For the
qualitative data, we used deductive thematic analysis using a parent–educator partnership framework.
Educators described parents in their service as partners in their child’s education. This included
efforts to share information, consult, negotiate, and build partnerships; problem solve; and monitor,
report and manage the partnership. The educators talked about the uniqueness of their approaches
to parents and families within their contextualised services. They then revealed how these unique
features impacted their notions of quality and practice in these services. This will be of interest to
policymakers, educators, and teacher educators.

Keywords: early childhood education; early childhood educators; neoliberalism; parents; partner-
ships; quality; family involvement in ECE; parent/EC educator relationships; families in ECE

1. Introduction

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) educators generally work closely with
parents and carers (hereafter parents) due to the benefits it can bring to children’s learning
(Barnett et al. 2020; Goodall and Montgomery 2023; Tan et al. 2020). Partnerships with
parents are integral to fostering children’s development and creating a foundation for
mutual respect and shared responsibility. This paper begins by exploring these partner-
ships and offers an adapted framework to analyse their dynamics. It then examines the
influence of neoliberal-inspired policies that have standardised much of educators’ work
in Western countries. Despite this push toward homogenisation, educators in our mixed
methods study—spanning Australia, Canada, Denmark, Georgia, and Italy—articulated
the contextual strategies they use to build meaningful partnerships with families. These
localised practices highlight the complexity and diversity of family and educator collabora-
tion, underscoring how educators maintain relational approaches despite the constraints of
prescriptive frameworks.

The existing literature critiques how neoliberal policies in ECEC emphasise standard-
isation, market-driven principles, and compliance, which often undermine professional
agency and holistic, child-centred practices. For instance, Brown (2014) observes that
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neoliberal reforms pressure educators to prepare students for standardised outcomes,
reducing opportunities to address the individual, cultural, and social needs of children.
Similarly, Sims (2017) critiques the Australian National Quality Agenda as a mechanism
that fosters compliance over professional agency, stifling the ability of educators to critique
or challenge imposed standards. This issue extends globally, as neoliberal discourses are
often portrayed as inevitable and universally applicable, further marginalising alternative
approaches (Pacini-Ketchabaw 2014). The commodification of ECEC, as highlighted by
Vandenbroeck et al. (2022), risks transforming education into a market product, reducing
children, parents, and educators to the roles of consumer, supplier, and service provider,
respectively.

Despite these challenges, research addressing how educators across diverse cultural
and policy contexts navigate these pressures while preserving professional discretion and
relational practices remains limited. Our study aims to fill this gap by analysing how
educators resist neoliberal homogenisation through localised, family-centric strategies
tailored to their unique environments. For example, Rogers et al. (2020) emphasise the role
of professional identity in empowering educators to innovate within restrictive systems,
maintaining high standards of care while fostering meaningful engagement with families.
These strategies align with broader calls for resistance to neoliberal discourses in ECEC,
including advocacy for decommodification and community-based approaches (Moloney
et al. 2019; Sims 2017).

By revealing the experiences of educators across Australia, Canada, Denmark, Georgia,
and Italy, this paper highlights the interplay between global policy mandates and the
relational, context-specific nature of ECEC. It underscores the need for policies that prioritise
equity, diversity, and professionalism rooted in local contexts, as well as the agency of
educators to challenge neoliberal constraints. This work contributes to ongoing efforts to
resist the commodification of ECEC and reimagine education systems that value relational
care, community engagement, and democratic practices.

1.1. Parents as Partners in ECEC Education

High-quality partnerships, characterised by shared responsibilities, family-centred
professionalism, and active parental involvement, are essential to enhancing children’s
educational experiences in ECEC services. These partnerships create a foundation for
mutual respect and trust, allowing parents and educators to work together effectively for
the benefit of children’s development (Hujala et al. 2009; Tan et al. 2020). ECEC services in-
creasingly recognise the importance of involving parents as partners in children’s education.
Research emphasises that strong collaboration between parents and educators is associated
with improved educational outcomes, as both groups bring unique insights that support
children’s learning and well-being. Effective collaboration benefits not only children’s
academic progress but also their social and emotional development, resulting in a more
holistic and meaningful educational experience. Parents contribute valuable information
about their child’s family background, culture, and specific needs, enabling educators
to adopt more individualised and responsive teaching approaches. This involvement is
particularly crucial during early childhood when children are developing essential skills
and neural pathways (Spiteri 2022; Warren et al. 2017; World Health Organisation 2018).

Studies from various contexts also support the importance of these partnerships. In
Finnish ECEC settings, educators emphasise the role of parental involvement in fostering
both children’s learning and their overall development, noting that strong parent–educator
collaboration leads to better educational outcomes and helps meet the diverse needs of
families (Hakyemez-Paul et al. 2020). This aligns with the findings of Hujala et al. (2009),
who propose that family-centred professionalism and shared responsibilities between
parents and educators are essential components of quality ECEC. Furthermore, Hakyemez-
Paul and colleagues highlight how mutual trust and respect within these partnerships
can empower both parents and educators, creating a dynamic and supportive learning
environment for children.
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1.2. A Framework for Examining Parent–Educator Partnerships

To explore partnerships with parents, we have adapted the categories proposed by
Hujala et al. (2009), which propose a theoretical model alternative to developmental learn-
ing theories, conceptualising the parent–educator partnership as a mediating factor for
constructing educational alliances in ECEC through dialogue. Developmental theories,
such as those put forward by Piaget (2005), Bandura (1977), and Bowlby (1969), suggest that
development takes place in specific stages, under the right conditions. However, in recent
years, questions have arisen over the simplification of how development occurs according
to these theories (Miller 2022). Also, questions have arisen about whose worldview is rep-
resented and whose is absent within developmental theories. In contrast to these theories,
research by Hujala et al. (2009) highlights four main dimensions of parent–educator part-
nerships: parent involvement in ECEC services, family-centred professionalism, parenting
competence, and shared educational responsibilities. The framework helps examine the
dimensions with reference to their (a) structure (whether formal or informal), (b) distribu-
tion (vertical or horizontal), and (c) level of progression (static or dynamic). The outcomes
of these partnerships can be seen along two axes: from top-down to empowering, and
from opaque to transparent (Figure 1). The aim of this investigation was to understand
whether, from the educators’ perspective, the partnership with parents was transparent
and how it was positioned in terms of power balance in a spectrum ranging from top-down
to empowering relationships. While research has highlighted the benefits of such partner-
ships, there is limited understanding of how transparent communication and balanced
power dynamics impact the effectiveness of these collaborations. By focusing on educators’
perspectives regarding the transparency of interactions with parents and the balance of
power in decision-making processes, this research aims to identify the main barriers that
hinder equitable and empowering partnerships in ECEC services (Oke et al. 2021).
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Figure 1. Parent–educator partnership framework (Source: Adapted from Hujala et al. 2009).

High-quality partnerships, characterised by shared responsibilities, family-centred
professionalism, and active parental involvement, tend to be empowering and transparent.
They promote mutual respect and trust, ultimately enhancing the educational experience
for children. Conversely, low-quality partnerships are more top-down and opaque, where
communication is limited, and parents may feel disengaged or undervalued. By under-
standing these dimensions and categories, educators and policymakers can create more
effective, high-quality parent–educator partnerships that truly benefit children’s growth
and learning.
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We used this framework to analyse participants’ reports on their partnerships with
parents and their notions of quality ECEC.

1.3. Neoliberalism in ECEC Education

Similarly to other caring and education sectors, ECEC has been reformed using
neoliberal-inspired managerial policies (Sims 2017). This has resulted in stringent regula-
tions that establish frameworks, standards, and curricula grounded in performance metrics,
effectively treating children as investments in future economic productivity and reducing
educators to technicians, thereby sidelining their ability to exercise professional judgment
within their specific local contexts (Rogers 2021). As a result, educators face increased
workloads tied to prescriptive documentation, assessments, and reporting systems that are
primarily designed to ensure compliance rather than to support individualised learning
(Fielding and Moss 2012). Neoliberalism significantly impacts parental involvement by re-
shaping the relationship between families and educational institutions (Geinger et al. 2014).
Neoliberal policies often position parents as consumers rather than active participants in
their children’s learning journey (Devlieghere et al. 2020). This consumerist perspective
limits parents’ engagement and diminishes their influence on educational decision making,
making them feel more like the passive recipients of services rather than co-creators of
their children’s educational experiences (Roberts-Holmes 2015; Roberts-Holmes and Moss
2021). Furthermore, the professionalisation of early childhood education specialists is
also adversely affected by neoliberal ideologies (Rogers 2021). This focus on measurable
outcomes can shift the priorities of early childhood educators towards meeting specific
economic objectives rather than fostering children’s development. Children’s development
is holistic, meaning the cognitive, language, physical, and social–emotional domains of
development occur simultaneously. Accordingly, these domains must all work together to
enable progress through each step (UNESCO 2014). Progress (or lack of progress) in one
domain spurs or hinders development in other domains in a dynamic process. Maintaining
strong connections with families is pivotal to promoting this process (Farris and Marchetti
2017). However, an environment where parents are pushed to embrace a “consumer
mentality” can hinder meaningful collaboration with families, reducing the emphasis on
family-centred practices that are essential for nurturing children’s growth and learning
(Moloney et al. 2019).

The neoliberal paradigm has profound implications for ECEC educators and the
families they serve. It calls into question the purpose of education—whether it is to foster
holistic human development or to meet economic imperatives driven by neoliberal policies.

In the current study, we aimed to explore the work of educators in highly regulated
environments due to neoliberal-inspired policies. In previous papers, we have explored job
satisfaction (Rogers et al. 2024b), professional identity (Rogers et al. 2024a), and notions of
quality (Rogers et al. Forthcoming). In this paper, we aimed to explore educators’ work
with families, and how it was impacted by government-prescribed standards, frameworks
and curricula. The educators were asked a number of closed- and open-ended questions
about their work, including what they thought the government perceived, and what they
perceived as quality learning and quality services. They were also asked, “What is unique
about the service/program where you work? (e.g., setting, families, diversity, curricula, the
way learning is facilitated, cultural context, community etc.)”. These questions provided
much of the qualitative data discussed in this study.

The data reveal how neoliberal policies have reshaped the dynamics of early childhood
education, shifting the focus toward compliance, documentation, and measurable outcomes.
Educators, however, expressed a desire to preserve the individuality of their relationships
with parents and families, striving for quality that transcends standardised metrics. As
our findings illustrate, educators across multiple countries continue to navigate these
tensions by developing personalised, empowering approaches to family partnerships. This
echoes broader concerns in the sector, where the professionalisation of ECEC must contend
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with the balance between policy compliance and maintaining meaningful, family-centred
educational experiences.

1.4. ECEC and Parent’s Roles in Education in the Participant’s Countries

ECEC is organised differently in the five different participant countries, and so are the
type and level of family involvement in the services.

In Australia, the federal agency Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality
Authority (ACECQA) created the National Quality Framework (ACECQA 2018) and ac-
companying National Quality Standards, while the Australian Government Department
of Education created the curriculum Belonging, Being, Becoming: The Early Years Learning
Framework [EYLF] (AGDE 2022). Despite these federal initiatives for ECEC services for
birth to 5 years, each state and territory is responsible for accrediting, assessing and rat-
ing services against the standards. This means each level of government can blame the
other when educators, services, unions, and advocacy organisations complain about the
overwork and administrative burden caused by these prescriptive requirements.

The framework, standards, and curricula outline the importance of the involvement of
parents as children’s first teachers and advocates. For example, the EYLF states “Educators
recognise that families are children’s first and most influential teachers and that the views
of parents should be respected” (AGDE 2022, Element 6.1.2). While ECEC attendance is
not compulsory, 48.3% of children from birth to 5 years old attend a service at any given
time (AGDE 2023), more so for preschool-aged children with around 90% attending a
pre-school programme before they start school (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare
2017). Attendance is subsidised, although access to services in regional, rural, remote
and low-income metropolitan suburbs is poor and some families cannot afford the fees.
Australia has one of the highest levels of privatisation of services globally.

In Canada, the early childhood education system is regulated at the provincial and
territorial levels, not at the federal level. This results in a “patchwork quilt” of standards,
regulations, and ways of operating. Most provinces have their own early learning frame-
works, and at the federal level, there is an Indigenous Early Learning and Child Care
Framework (Government of Canada 2018). In British Columbia (where this study was
situated), ECEs work with children aged birth to five. The BC Early Learning Framework
is connected to the BC curriculum for teachers in the school system. It is meant to be a tool
to inspire educators working with children from birth to grade three (age eight).

The BC Early Learning Framework draws on the First Peoples Principles of Learning,
and this includes several references to family: “Learning ultimately supports the well-
being of the self, the family, the community, the land, the spirits, and the ancestors”
(Government of British Columbia 2019, p. 14). The Indigenous Early Learning and Child
Care Framework places emphasis on the importance of building relationships with families
and the prioritisation of family involvement (Government of Canada 2018, p. 7).

In Denmark, the ECEC system covers children aged 0–6 and follows a unitary ed-
ucation and care approach, integrating care and learning. Governed by the Ministry of
Social Affairs and implemented at the municipal level, institutions create their own cur-
ricula based on the Daycare Act. Nearly all children aged 1–5 (94%) attend ECEC. Public
providers dominate, and learning through play is central.

Danish law ensures parents are key partners in daycare. Institutions must collaborate
with parents on children’s well-being, learning, and transitions. Curricula must outline
this cooperation, and municipalities must involve parents in language development efforts.
Parents also have the legal right to establish parent boards (Ministry of Children and
Education 2024).

In Georgia, the ECE system has undergone significant reforms in recent decades, char-
acterised by an increased emphasis on accountability and standardisation. The Georgian
ECE standards and curriculum emphasise holistic development and support the notion
that parents are crucial partners in the education process. However, practices vary signifi-
cantly depending on local leadership, educator training, and available resources. ECEC
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interactions with parents in Georgia are not heavily standardised, allowing flexibility but
also leading to inconsistencies in practice.

In Italy, ECEC for children under the age of three is provided through various educa-
tional services, including nurseries, playgrounds, family and child centres, and home-based
care. These services are managed at the municipal level and typically involve high direct
costs for families. For children aged 3 to 6, ECEC is offered at pre-primary schools. Public
preschools are managed at the national level and have low direct costs for families, whereas
private preschools are organised locally and tend to involve higher direct costs. The part-
nership between ECEC services and families in Italy reflects “unsupported familism”,
shaped by historical resistance to pronatalist policies, ideological divisions, and limited
modernisation (Jurado-Guerrero and Naldini 2018). Women’s labour market participation
is constrained, placing them at the centre of informal care. Resources prioritise pensions
and universal services over family-oriented policies despite low fertility rates. The Catholic
Church’s emphasis on subsidiarity and strong intergenerational ties rooted in rural norms
fill gaps in state support, with the informal economy and family businesses reinforcing
these networks.

2. Methods
2.1. Participants

The participants in the research were educators working in the ECEC sector in Aus-
tralia, Canada, Denmark, Georgia, and Italy. The Australian, Canadian, and Danish educa-
tors were surveyed in 2021, and then the Georgian and Italian educators were given the
survey in 2022. These differences were due to variations in the researchers’ and educators’
availability and ethics approvals.

2.2. Recruitment

We recruited the educators using various methods, including email, online learning
platforms and social media. The educators had access to the information sheet and consent
form and were surveyed through the SurveyXact or Qualtrics software depending on
the country, as shown in Table 1. These variations were due to the availability of the
software in various universities and the need for a contextualised approach due to language
and protocols.

Table 1. Participants and recruitment in different countries.

Australia Canada Denmark Georgia Italy
Number of

participants (n) 82 145 228 568 251

Recruitment
Via email and
student online

learning platforms

Via email and
social media Via social media Via social media Via social media

Survey
administration Qualtrics Qualtrics SurveyXact SurveyXact SurveyXact

Participant
terminology

Early Childhood
Educators

Early Childhood
Educators

Pre-primary school:
“børnehave.” Educators

“pædagog” (Eng.
“pedagog”) resp.

“pædagogmedhjælper.”

Caregivers:

“

Soc. Sci. 2025, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 22 

survey in 2022. These differences were due to variations in the researchers’ and educators’ 
availability and ethics approvals. 

2.2. Recruitment 

We recruited the educators using various methods, including email, online learning 
platforms and social media. The educators had access to the information sheet and consent 
form and were surveyed through the SurveyXact or Qualtrics software depending on the 
country, as shown in Table 1. These variations were due to the availability of the software 
in various universities and the need for a contextualised approach due to language and 
protocols. 

Table 1. Participants and recruitment in different countries. 

Australia Canada Denmark Georgia Italy 
Number of 

participants (n) 82 145 228 568 251 

Recruitment 

Via email and 
student online 

learning 
platforms 

Via email and 
social media 

Via social media Via social media Via social media 

Survey 
administration 

Qualtrics Qualtrics SurveyXact SurveyXact SurveyXact 

Participant 
terminology 

Early Childhood 
Educators 

Early Childhood 
Educators 

Pre-primary school: 
“børnehave.” 

Educators 
“pædagog” (Eng. 
“pedagog”) resp. 

“pædagogmedhjæl
per.” 

Caregivers: 
“ აღმზრდელი 
”, Methodists 

(education 
coordinator) 

Preschool special 
teachers 

Preschool 
psychologists 

“Scuola d’infanzia” 
(pre-primary 

school), 
“Educatrici” 
(teachers and 

nursery 
childminder) 

2.3. Ethics and Validity 

We gained ethics approval from the University of New England’s Human Research 
Ethics Committee. Subsequently, each researcher used this approval to apply for ac-
ceptance from their respective universities. Additionally, the following guidelines were 
adopted to ensure that the questionnaire was non-intrusive and free from bias: 

• Collecting informed consent;
• Ensuring rights to withdraw at any stage or not to complete particular items in the

questionnaire;
• Guaranteeing that the research would not harm participants;
• Ensuring confidentiality, anonymity and the guarantee of non-traceability;
• Assessing the degree of threat or sensitivity of the questions; and
• Revising wording to avoid biased and leading questions.

2.4. Analysis 

Our project used a mixed methods approach (Bryman et al. 2021) with an online sur-
vey that contained closed and open-ended questions. We used descriptive statistics to an-
alyse the quantitative data and deductive thematic analysis to analyse the qualitative data 
(Braun and Clarke 2006). 

”,
Methodists (education

coordinator)
Preschool special teachers

Preschool psychologists
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2.3. Ethics and Validity

We gained ethics approval from the University of New England’s Human Research
Ethics Committee. Subsequently, each researcher used this approval to apply for acceptance
from their respective universities. Additionally, the following guidelines were adopted to
ensure that the questionnaire was non-intrusive and free from bias:
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• Collecting informed consent;
• Ensuring rights to withdraw at any stage or not to complete particular items in the

questionnaire;
• Guaranteeing that the research would not harm participants;
• Ensuring confidentiality, anonymity and the guarantee of non-traceability;
• Assessing the degree of threat or sensitivity of the questions; and
• Revising wording to avoid biased and leading questions.

2.4. Analysis

Our project used a mixed methods approach (Bryman et al. 2021) with an online
survey that contained closed and open-ended questions. We used descriptive statistics to
analyse the quantitative data and deductive thematic analysis to analyse the qualitative
data (Braun and Clarke 2006).

The quantitative analysis illustrates the educators’ demographic data, location, service
type, qualifications, professional development, work experience in the sector, and their
intention to remain in the ECEC sector for the next 5 years.

The qualitative analysis investigated the three dimensions of parent–teacher partner-
ships, focusing on their structure (formal/informal), distribution (vertical/horizontal), and
progression level (static/dynamic) as depicted in Figure 1. Through a deductive approach,
the analysis utilised four main components: 1. parents’ involvement in ECEC services; 2.
family-centred professionalism; 3. parenting competence; and 4. shared responsibilities in
education (Hujala et al. 2009). The objective was to determine, from the educators’ view-
point, the outcomes of the partnership with parents in terms of both the degree of opacity
or transparency of the relationships, and how they aligned within a spectrum of potential
power dynamics, ranging from top-down approaches to consultative, participatory, and
empowering models (Figure 1).

3. Results
3.1. Quantitative Data

The quantitative data reveals the lack of gender diversity in ECEC sectors. Those
who identified as female varied from less than 82% in Denmark to greater than 98% in
Georgia and Australia. A more mature workforce was prevalent in Georgia, Italy, and
Denmark with greater than 30% aged over 49 years. Conversely, Australian educators
were, on the whole, younger, with greater than 62% between 18 and 39 years. Canada
had a more even representation of age groups. Italy had the most experienced educators
with over 59% having worked for more than 10 years. Georgia had the least experienced
educators with greater than 54% working for less than 10 years. Over half of the Georgian
educators taught in rural towns, whereas a third of the Australian educators did. Most
Canadian educators reported working in metropolitan services, while the Italian educators
were fairly evenly distributed in metropolitan, regional, and rural locations. Four-fifths of
the Australian educators want to continue their studies, as almost the same number were
diploma-qualified. Conversely, over a quarter of the Italian educators and a third of the
Georgian educators had degree qualifications.

Most participants have a diploma qualification (e.g., Australia 79%). Notably, 33% of
the Georgian educators are degree-qualified, whereas masters-qualified educators were 26%
of the Italian educators. This would explain why about 80% of the educators in Australia
want to increase their qualifications, while a large percentage of Italian educators are not
interested in further study in this field. Over 34% of the Danish educators said they were
currently studying or intend to at a later date. Australians had the highest rate of educators
saying they did not intend to stay in the sector in the next five years (over 14%), whereas
Danish (over 9%) and Georgians (over 5%) had far fewer indicating their desire to leave
the sector.
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3.2. Qualitative Data

The educators were asked about the role of educator–parent partnerships in ECEC
quality. Using the adapted parent–educator partnership framework (Hujala et al. 2009), we
present their data in this section. The educators revealed they had unique philosophies and
strategies to partner with parents in various ways that suited their particular setting. These
are outlined in Table 2, with the first column identifying the framework components, the
second column explaining each component, and the third column reporting the educators’
comments about partnerships with parents and their role in developing quality.

The Australian educators spoke of the importance of using a responsive approach with
children, families, and communities. They described working “collaboratively to create
an environment that is rich in experiences that promote curiosity, connection to each other
and country, wonder, and self-esteem”. They also mentioned keeping an open invitation
for parents to spend time in centres.

The educators from Canada describe their relationships with families as being collabo-
rative, where co-creation happens, and where “every voice is valued and everyone has a
seat at the table”. The Canadian early childhood educators in this study view the parents
as “experts” and are eager to work with parents, recognising the importance of building
trust and belonging. Open and timely communication is noted as effective.

The Danish educators spoke of the importance of relationships between parents
and educators that are based on mutual trust and respect. One educator shared, “Good
relationships and cooperation between parents and pedagogical staff support the children’s
wellbeing, development, and learning”. Further, Danish educators wrote about the value
of having support from parents.

The Georgian educators value the involvement of parents in the programmes, believ-
ing the parents are “key to a child’s development”. One educator wrote the following:
“Parents actively collaborate with kindergartens, sharing information about their child’s
unique characteristics and family cultural diversity, and collaborate with teachers to sup-
port children’s learning”. There is a desire to keep families informed about what is being
explored in the programmes.

The educators from Italy speak of the importance of meeting the needs of children
and families, including being flexible in terms of hours of service, as well as the modes of
hearing feedback from parents. The Italian educators speak of the importance of having a
mutual agreement about the purpose of the early learning programme, as well as having
the necessary materials to equip the programme. One educator shared, “In my preschool,
collaboration with families is based on an educational pact that we ask them to sign. We
offer regular individual meetings during which we discuss the educational goals that both
teachers and parents can work on together with the child”.

The analysis of the educators’ responses, based on the framework for parent–educator
partnerships, highlights some interesting elements. The dimension of structure in parent–
educator partnerships across the five countries ranges from formal to informal, reflecting
different collaboration models as shown in Figure 1.

Structure Dimensions: In Australia, the structure leans toward an informal approach.
Educators promote open invitations for parents to visit, fostering flexible, family-centred
collaboration that respects the agency of both children and parents. For instance, one
educator noted that they develop positive relations with the children and families so the
children can learn within a trusting and comfortable environment. While formal meetings
are in place, the overall approach remains responsive and relational. Similarly, Canada
adopts an informal structure characterised by co-creation with parents. Communication
is open and timely, focusing on building mutual trust and ensuring that “every voice is
valued”, reflecting shared authority.
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Table 2. Educators’ notions of quality matching the components of the parent–educator partnership framework (Hujala et al. 2009).

Examples of Parent–Educator Partnership in Relation to the Educators’ Notions of QualityComponent of
Parent–Educator

Partnership Framework

Explanation of
Component Australia Canada Denmark Georgia Italy

Parents’ involvement in
ECEC services

Parents contribute to the
activities of the centre.

Parents invest energy in
cooperation with ECEC
staff.

Parents are active in
their participation in the
ECEC centre.

Education that is both child
led and child family
informed.

Programs are designed to
suit families’
social-cultural contexts.

Services that cater to the
holistic development of the
children and work
collaboratively with
families and the
community.

When children’s sense of
agency is respected and
children, their families, our
community and staff work
collaboratively to create an
environment that is rich in
experiences that promote
curiosity, connection to
each other and country,
wonder and self-esteem.

These educators also
respect parents as the main
teacher for their child and
builds relationships with
the parents.

We have an open and
timely communication with
the families.

Assisting parents in
understanding the needs of
their children to develop to
the fullest not only
strengthens the
parent-child bond, but it
provides sustainable
understanding and
perception of caring for
their children outside of
providing the basic human
needs.

When you as an educator
feel comfortable, you feel
respected for your work, get
a good response from
parents when the children
are thriving and a good
development is seen. Of
course it gives job
satisfaction and then the
ideas come pouring in, so
yes it has a big impact on
practice in relation to
learning.

The parents who with their
trust believe that I will
react if it’s necessary.

A group of parents who
understand the
institution’s conditions and
support the collaboration.

We are a municipality with
surplus parents. They
support us a lot, are
participatory, curious,
inquisitive.

What makes our program
unique is the active
involvement of parents

Parents actively collaborate
with kindergartens,
sharing information about
their children’s unique
characteristics and family
cultural diversity, and
collaborate with teachers to
support their children’s
learning

For us, collaboration with
families is based on flexible
hours, meaning the
possibility of keeping the
service open from 8 AM to
5 PM upon parents’
request, as well as during
the summer (in July).

In my preschool,
collaboration with families
is based on an educational
pact that we ask them to
sign. We offer regular
individual meetings,
during which we discuss
the educational goals that
both teachers and parents
can work on together with
the child. In general,
families are open and
trusting of this approach.
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Table 2. Cont.

Examples of Parent–Educator Partnership in Relation to the Educators’ Notions of QualityComponent of
Parent–Educator

Partnership Framework

Explanation of
Component Australia Canada Denmark Georgia Italy

We embody the phrase “It
Takes a Village to Raise a
Child”. We are truly part
of a community effort to
bring our small rural
village and surrounding
county high quality,
accessible, affordable, and
flexible early learning and
child care as well as family
support.

At our daycare institution,
parents are the most
important partners we have
in ensuring the children’s
wellbeing. We have always
attached great importance
to parental involvement in
our pedagogical work. We
recognize that the home is
the primary base of the
children and that the
daycare institution is the
secondary base. Humility
is an important factor for
our pedagogical knowledge
when we are to ensure the
best well-being and
development for the
children = Parental
involvement, co-creation
and co-responsibility

The good quality of the
service depends on the
synergy of all
actors—teachers, parents,
and, of course, children.
The most important factors
for the quality of work are
parents and colleagues.

The quality of the service is
primarily assessed through
feedback from families via
questionnaires for parents,
along with those for
teachers and children.
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Table 2. Cont.

Examples of Parent–Educator Partnership in Relation to the Educators’ Notions of QualityComponent of
Parent–Educator

Partnership Framework

Explanation of
Component Australia Canada Denmark Georgia Italy

Family-centred
professionalism

Educators and parents
discuss childrearing and
children’s learning and
development.

Educators need different
skills to work with
various families.

Educators regularly
support parents with
their parenting tasks,
offering information and
advice.

Educators encourage
parents to visit the centre
whenever it is possible.

A responsive approach
stems from quality
communications and
interacts with all
stakeholders.

Being responsive to your
children’s families and
community.

Builds a sense of
community. Incorporates
families and their strengths.

One that retains and values
their educators as well as
children and families
through community
partnerships.

Play based, immersive,
holistic. Stemming from
child’s interests, family
values and culture as well
as community culture

We have incredibly
dedicated staff who are
eager to learn and work
with children and families.

In a non-profit settlement
organization, I witness
daily how the immigration
experience provides a sense
of connection and comfort
for the newcomer families
that come into our care.
ECEs that have the ability
to speak and communicate
to families in their first
language immediately
builds a sense of trust and
belonging for these parents.

Have experts, possibly
paid. . ., talk about a theme
at parent meetings, it will
create a common language
in the daycare centres.
Through intra and Aula,
the manager communicates
in relation to guidelines
both to staff and parents.
Development interviews
are held, 4 times in the
child’s institutional life.
Here you talk about what
the child has learned, what
it should practice in the
future and how we should
support the child’s learning
and development.

We are guided by a
curriculum that values
family involvement

Families are involved in
developing individual
developmental plans for
their children (special
teacher about her work
with SEN child)

We keep families informed
about the topics we are
exploring and the activities
we have planned; we invite
them to join us and learn
from their insights

We mainly work through
workshops that we often
organize in collaboration
with families. This
approach requires the staff
to systematically engage in
continuous professional
development.

Collaborating with families
certainly requires more
effort from us, as it
demands ongoing and
systematic communication.
However, by doing so, the
quality of the service is
undoubtedly better.

The pace of work in
preschool is very fast. In
particular, relationships
with colleagues and
families are often a source
of stress.

The administration should
listen more to those who
work in preschools every
day and understand the
real conditions and needs of
the children and families,
in order to implement
appropriate solutions.
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Table 2. Cont.

Examples of Parent–Educator Partnership in Relation to the Educators’ Notions of QualityComponent of
Parent–Educator

Partnership Framework

Explanation of
Component Australia Canada Denmark Georgia Italy

Parenting competence

Support parents to
manage their parenting
tasks.

Support parents to
invest energy in the
welfare of their family.

Support parents to take
an interest in their
child’s life at the ECEC
centre.

The children should be your
number one priority as well
as supporting the families
attending the service.

Knowledgeable, passionate
and caring educators who
are working with families
to provide an adaptive
curriculum to meet the
developmental needs of all
the children in their care.

A service that puts the
children, educators and
families first.

Parents are the experts
about their children, and
we need to work together as
we educate their children.

Quality ECEC learning is
an environment in which
the educator, children, and
their families are viewed as
capable, competent,
intelligent, creative, and
curious. . .a place where
every voice is valued and
everyone is included to
have a seat at the table.

I have just started a parent
café and parental guidance.
In the parent café, topics
that the parents are
challenged on are discussed.
Here, the parents get a few
hours together to share
experiences and form
networks. Parental
guidance/counselling is an
open offer for the individual
parent. It is my experience
that it can be difficult to
call the open counselling
for fear that a case will
come out of it.

We have a good
opportunity to support and
guide both the children and
their families. We can have
more conversations with
the parents.

The support of families is
what motivates me.

We work in a small-town
setting. It’s a small
environment with children
from various nationalities,
where exchanging
information and
suggestions to and from
parents is the most
important point.

Parent-educator
collaboration should be one
of the foundational
principles. In Italy, this is
no longer the case, as
parents view preschools as
places to ‘park’ their
children, and their
involvement is minimal.

I believe in collaboration
and sharing educational
moments with parents.
However, maintaining
respect for roles is
fundamental. The family
and preschool should not be
interchangeable.
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Table 2. Cont.

Examples of Parent–Educator Partnership in Relation to the Educators’ Notions of QualityComponent of
Parent–Educator

Partnership Framework

Explanation of
Component Australia Canada Denmark Georgia Italy

Shared responsibilities
in education

Parents support the
children’s education in
cooperation with ECEC
teachers.

Parents support their
children’s learning at
home.

Holistic learning that is a
partnership with child,
their family and
community.

Developing positive
relationships with the
children and families so
they can learn within a
trusting and comfortable
environment.

Working in collaboration
with parents, families, and
community.

We bring land-based
learning into our
curriculum as well as focus
on co-creating curriculum
and meaning-making with
children, families, and the
more than human.

That we use our knowledge
of the child’s development
and talk to the parents
about their child’s
development, both when
things are going well and
when we need to react to
something.
Good relationships and
cooperation between
parents and pedagogical
staff support the children’s
well-being, development
and learning. It does this
by creating coherence
between the child’s learning
arenas in the daycare centre
and the home. In fact,
research shows that the
more parents are involved
in their children’s learning,
the more children develop
their cognitive and social
skills. High-quality
parental cooperation is
characterised by
trust-based communication,
which is characterised by
openness, dialogue and
reciprocity.

Family is key to a child’s
development.

Our priority is to build a
relationship with families
that helps us accommodate
the different learning paces
of each child.

We strive to create a
positive partnership with
families through a
relationship of trust,
valuing the respective roles
to foster the child’s growth
and enhance all of their
abilities.

To ensure quality, preschool
attendance should be made
mandatory nationwide,
with clear guidelines and a
coherent curriculum for
both teachers and families.

Quality means providing
preschools with the
teaching materials they
need, viewing them as
essential educational
services and not as places
to “leave children because
parents don’t know where
else to take them while they
go to work.”
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In contrast, Denmark follows a more formalised structure with clear roles in parent–
educator interactions. Regular development interviews and formal cooperation reinforce
the partnership, though relationships remain respectful and supportive. “We use our
knowledge of the child’s development and talk to the parents about their child’s develop-
ment, both when things are going well and when we need to react to something”, explained
a Danish educator. Georgia also follows a formal model, where parents actively contribute
to their child’s learning. There is a strong emphasis on cultural context and structured col-
laboration, supported by regular updates. “Parents actively collaborate with kindergartens,
sharing information about their children’s unique characteristics and family cultural diver-
sity, and collaborate with teachers to support their children’s learning”, says one Georgian
educator. Italy exhibits the most formal structure, with educational pacts defining the rela-
tionship. Regular meetings align both parties on educational goals, reinforcing a structured
partnership complemented by flexible service hours. One Italian educator emphasised
that the formal agreements “ensure clarity and consistency in communication”. Thus,
informal partnerships dominate in Australia and Canada, while formal partnerships are
more prevalent in Denmark, Georgia, and Italy, where structured communication and
agreements are central.

Distribution Dimension: The dimension of distribution addresses the balance of
power between educators and parents, ranging from vertical (educator-driven) to hori-
zontal (shared authority). In Australia, the distribution of power is horizontal, with equal
contributions from parents and educators. Parents’ input is welcomed, fostering collab-
orative decision making. For example, an educator remarked that “parents’ suggestions
are directly incorporated into the curriculum, and decisions are made jointly”. Similarly,
in Canada, the distribution is strongly horizontal, with parents recognised as experts and
decision making as a shared responsibility. This approach is evident in statements such
as “These educators also respect parents as the main teacher for their child and builds
relationships with the parents”.

Denmark’s model blends the vertical and horizontal approaches. While structured
interactions like development interviews suggest a more vertical distribution of power,
mutual respect and parental input reduce this imbalance. A Danish educator explained,
“We have a good opportunity to support and guide both the children and their families. We
can have more conversations with the parents”. In Georgia, the model leans more toward a
vertical distribution, where educators guide the process, though parents are still considered
valuable collaborators. A Georgian educator noted, “We keep families informed about
the topics we are exploring and the activities we have planned”; Italy follows a vertical
model, where formal agreements and scheduled meetings give educators more control
over decision making. An Italian educator says, “We offer regular individual meetings,
during which we discuss the educational goals that both teachers and parents can work on
together with the child”. Overall, horizontal partnerships are prominent in Australia and
Canada, while vertical models dominate in Denmark, Georgia, and Italy.

Progression Dimension: The dimension of progression examines how these partner-
ships evolve, ranging from static (unchanging) to dynamic (continuously developing). In
Australia, partnerships are highly dynamic, with educators emphasising adaptability and
continuous interaction with families, fostering growth for both children and parents. One
educator shared: “the children should be your number one priority as well as supporting
the families attending the service”. Similarly, in Canada, partnerships are dynamic, with
educators working closely with parents to co-create and refine educational practices based
on mutual feedback. A Canadian educator mentioned, “(we) . . . focus on co-creating
curriculum and meaning-making with children [and] families”. Denmark’s model tends
to be more static, with structured processes like development interviews occurring at set
intervals. “We use our knowledge of the child’s development and talk to the parents
. . ., both when things are going well and when we need to react to something”, noted a
Danish educator, indicating a preference for stable engagement. However, mutual respect
introduces some flexibility, preventing the model from being entirely static. In Georgia,
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partnerships are largely static, with educators guiding the process in a structured, less flexi-
ble manner. A Georgian educator mentioned, “We are guided by a curriculum that values
family involvement”. Italy’s partnerships are also static, driven by formal agreements and
scheduled meetings that limit spontaneous changes throughout the year. Thus, dynamic
partnerships are evident in Australia and Canada, where relationships evolve based on
feedback, while static partnerships are more prevalent in Georgia and Italy.

Our analysis shows that the different combinations of variables that make up the
three dimensions produce outcomes where the interplay between structure, distribution,
and progression determines the overall quality of parent–educator partnerships in the
five countries. Australia, Canada and Denmark, with informal, horizontal, and dynamic
models, tend to foster high-quality partnerships. These relationships are characterised by
empowering and transparent communication, where mutual respect and co-responsibility
thrive, creating an inclusive and responsive environment for children’s growth. Conversely,
Italy and Georgia, with more formal, vertical, and static models, lean closer to low-quality
partnerships. The emphasis on top-down communication and structured interactions may
limit parental involvement and restrict the partnership’s potential for growth.

In conclusion, high-quality partnerships are marked by informal structures, shared
power, and evolving relationships, while low-quality partnerships feature formal, educator-
led models with limited flexibility, which may hinder family engagement and collaboration.

In the next sections, we discuss the findings in relation to the literature and draw our
conclusions.

4. Discussion

The results from this study demonstrate that early childhood educators across diverse
national contexts highly value the relationships they have with parents and family mem-
bers. These partnerships vary in how they are formed and maintained, reflecting the unique
cultural and systemic influences of each country. Educators universally view parents as
having an integral role in the life of their child, and some educators described parents as
“experts”. This shared understanding of partnerships, where educators and family mem-
bers work hand-in-hand, appears across countries but takes on different forms depending
on local expectations and values. For example, a Canadian educator highlighted the shared
responsibility of education by “focusing on co-creating curriculum and meaning-making
with children, families, and the more-than-human”.

The educators in this study, regardless of national context, seem to be resisting
neoliberal-inspired policy approaches, such as a top-down approach, where educators
determine how parents and family members will be involved. Thus, educators in this study
articulated a vision of partnership with parents and family members, where each voice
matters and everyone is valued. We see linkages to codes of ethics; for example, Canadian
educators align with the Early Childhood Educators of British Columbia Code of Ethics,
Principle 4: “We work in partnership with families, supporting them in meeting their
responsibilities for their children” (Early Childhood Educators of British Columbia 2021).
Further, the educators’ approaches in this study align well with the European Early Child-
hood Education Research Association Code of Ethics for Researchers, including “having an
ethic of respect for: the child, family, community and society; democratic values; justice
and equity; and knowing from multiple perspectives” (EECERA 2015). As one Australian
educator shared, “Education that is both child led and . . . family informed”. This fits well
with the Early Childhood Australia (2016) Code of Ethics that states “Partnerships with
families and communities support shared responsibility for children’s learning, develop-
ment and wellbeing” and educators need to “develop respectful relationships based on
open communication with the aim of encouraging families’ engagement and to build a
strong sense of belonging”.

Educators also acknowledged the support received from the parents and family mem-
bers, recognising the dynamic relationship between educators and family. Parents are
highly valued, and educators in this study recognise the impact that family members have
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on the educators themselves. An educator from Denmark remarked, “When you as an
educator feel comfortable, you feel respected for your work, get a good response from
parents when the children are thriving. . .it gives job satisfaction. . .it has a big impact on
practice”. This fits well with an educator in Italy who described the importance of the “syn-
ergy” between teachers, parents, and children. This educator noted, “The most important
factors for the quality of work are the parents and colleagues”. What is interesting to note
here is that educators see and value the importance of the relationships between family
members and educators.

An educator in Georgia acknowledged, “The support of families is what motivates
me”. In Georgia, where traditional family structures and community connections remain
strong, educators place a significant emphasis on the motivational role of families. Again, it
is important to recognise that educators’ motivation is not the paperwork but the connection
with families and the impact of that relationship on their practice. An Australian educator
described family-centred professionalism as one that “retains and values their educators as
well as children and families through community partnerships”. Bronfenbrenner asserted
the importance of educators and parents working together within the mesosystem as it
has a significant impact on children (Bronfenbrenner 2005). This fits well with the results
from our study, which show a deep appreciation and recognition of parents on the part of
educators, as well as a desire to work together as collaborative partners.

At the beginning of this study, we observed that over the past 30 years, neoliberal
narratives have gained prominence in ECEC, emphasising children as human capital,
parents’ “consumer mentality”, and marginalising the workforce. Today, the sector is
dominated by discussions of children’s outcomes, parental choice, and staff cost reduction,
which limit the potential of children, parents, and educators.

The results of our study show that, despite this, the fragmented and rhizomatic forms
of subaltern knowledge highlight the possibility for agency within structural constraints,
with civil society emerging as a space for transformative counter-discourses. Accounts
from teachers participating in our survey vividly illustrate resistance to neoliberal dogma.
Counter-discourses can refer to the way migrant children’s education can be supported
(“ECEs that have the ability to speak and communicate to families in their first language
immediately builds a sense of trust and belonging for these parents”, Canada); and pro-
fessional development is provided (“We mainly work through workshops that we often
organise in collaboration with families. This approach requires the staff to systematically
engage in continuous professional development”, Italy); and new collaborative approaches
with parents are created (“I have just started a parent café and parental guidance. In the
parent café, topics that the parents are challenged on are discussed”, Denmark). These
accounts show how ECEC staff can actively resist narratives that reduce their work and
relationships with families to mere commodities. They demonstrate the ability to navigate
and challenge policies that undermine their professionalism while identifying opportunities
to advocate for social transformation by acting as agents of change.

In countries with a strong tradition of social welfare and community engagement,
like Denmark and Italy, quality is often linked to relational factors such as mutual re-
spect, emotional well-being, and synergy between the affected community and partners
(stakeholders). In more neoliberal-influenced contexts, like Canada and Australia, quality
may still include relational aspects but is more likely to be assessed alongside measurable
outcomes and accountability standards. This raises implications for how the international
educational frameworks, which often adopt a standardised view of quality, might need
to adapt to incorporate diverse cultural understandings of what constitutes high-quality
ECEC. The study highlights the tension between local practices and global policy trends,
particularly neoliberal approaches that emphasise accountability and standardisation. In
countries that resist these trends, there is a risk that the local definitions of quality may
not align with national or international metrics, leading to potential conflicts in policy
implementation and evaluation. For countries such as Georgia, which are in the process
of educational reform, there is an opportunity to shape policies that acknowledge the
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importance of familial involvement while considering the need for professionalisation and
accountability.

These findings underscore the need for policymakers to consider cultural and national
differences when designing early childhood education policies. Understanding the reasons
behind the diverse patterns of parent–educator partnerships can lead to more culturally
responsive policies that honour the unique strengths of each context. This could potentially
improve both the perceived quality and the effectiveness of early childhood education
globally. Additionally, it is important to note that educators do not have a problem with
the curriculum frameworks themselves, for in theory, they can be beneficial for children
and families, and they can be a guide for educators. However, it is how the frameworks
are enacted: the top-down approach, which devalues educator knowledge, wisdom, and
experience, as well as the lack of time educators are allocated to engage with the edu-
cational frameworks. We agree with Edwards (2021) that the factors related to quality
are “contextually defined” and should “operate in the best interests of young children,
including the use of curriculum as a lever for process quality” (p. 40). Further to this, we
concur that educators should be given time “to understand and interpret the relationship
between curriculum and pedagogy in ECEC, including that of the approach used in their
own cultural context” (Edwards 2021, p. 41).

5. Limitations

A number of limitations should be noted regarding this study. It was conducted
during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2021 and 2022, although the study did not specifically
ask questions about this event. Each country involved was affected differently by the
pandemic at various times. Also, as different software was used to deliver the survey, there
were variations in compulsory questions that should be considered when interpreting the
results. Additionally, the educator participants of particular countries may not necessarily
represent the view of all the educators in that country, so generalisability is limited.

Follow-up studies might include interviews and observations to further our under-
standing. Interviews offer valuable insights into the specific qualities that define an open,
curious, and communicative relationship, as well as the concrete steps educators take to
build and maintain such connections with parents, including what special considerations
they take in relation to socio-culturally vulnerable families. Additionally, observations ex-
amining how these collaborative intentions are put into practice in the busy context of daily
routines, along with exploring parents’ perspectives on these efforts, would enrich the field.
Further research might also investigate the factors that influence educators’ commitment to
parental collaboration, such as their educational background, professional experience, or
other contextual elements.

6. Conclusions

In all five countries studied, educators address the four essential dimensions—parent
involvement, family-centred professionalism, parenting competence, and shared educa-
tional responsibilities—in their work. Across these nations, educators emphasise collabo-
rative engagement with parents in areas such as upbringing, well-being, education, and
child development. They value open, curious, and communicative relationships with
parents, fostered through regular parent meetings and effective communication, as well
as active support from parents. Socio-cultural considerations are also highlighted as vital
in building inclusive and respectful partnerships with families. Furthermore, educators
view the key elements of children’s well-being, education, and development as a shared
responsibility. Their role, they note, includes keeping parents informed about activities,
sharing observations on individual children, and providing guidance and support.

Despite the challenges introduced by neoliberal policies in early childhood education,
such as increased demands for regulation, documentation, and assessment that reduce di-
rect interaction time with children and families, the educators in these five countries largely
agree that strong partnerships with parents are crucial to the quality of early childhood pro-
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grammes. These collaborations are considered essential for fostering children’s well-being,
development, and learning. However, while educators prioritise parental engagement, they
are also aware of the pressures imposed by regulatory requirements. Nevertheless, they
work to uphold these partnerships through practical strategies that help them maintain
supportive and respectful relationships with parents, reinforcing both job satisfaction and
adherence to professional ethical standards. By analysing the accounts of teachers from
five countries, we identified common strategies they use to resist the neoliberal model
dominating the ECEC sector. These examples reveal the teachers’ remarkable creativity in
developing alternative approaches that challenge neoliberal constraints while fostering and
strengthening collaborative relationships with families as partners in ECEC services.

While these accounts should not be seen as definitive “solutions” to the issues created
by the neoliberal agenda, they represent potential “lines of flight” that can support advocacy
efforts and, over time, significantly influence local and national ECEC policies. However,
while educators’ resistance to neoliberal policies and practices is heartening, such efforts
add to the overall challenges and emotional burdens of their work at a time when there
are high levels of educator burnout and attrition in some countries (Ng et al. 2023; Rogers
et al. 2023). It would be wise for policymakers to listen to the voices of educators to reverse
these trends.
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