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Abstract
The focus of this small scale research was grounded in my experience of teaching and assessing the Early Years Professional Status Graduate Entry Pathway. This pathway is a full time one year route to graduate leadership in the Early Years with children aged birth to five. However, students taking this route will have had limited professional practice experience prior to commencing their training. This research explored the student experience whilst studying at University and takes into consideration their diverse backgrounds and limited professional practice experience. It consisted of 12 participants, 7 of these took part in semi-structured interviews and 5 completed written narratives. The resultant data was analysed using a constant comparative methods (Thomas, 2013) which allowed for the construction of key themes arising from the data. There were four overarching themes emerging from the data which supported students to develop their professional identity. These being the attending weekly university lectures which had space for group discussions, the tutor’s role in promoting critical reflection, the development of formal and informal communities of practice to support reflection on critical incidents and the transition to employment post accreditation. The aim of the research was to ascertain whether transformative learning could support professional identity formation and the work of Mezirow (2006, 2009), Freire (1996, 2004, 2007) and Lave and Wenger (1991) were used to conceptualise the analysis. There is a body of work which already considers the impact of communities of practice on the experience of Early Years practitioners (Sachs, 2001; McGillivray, 2011; Payler and Locke, 2013) and this research will provide an additional lens with which to view student experiences and communities of practice.
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Introduction
The professionalisation agenda (DfES, 2006) in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) has been cited as a way to benefit children’s learning and development (Sylva, et al., 2004). There was a long held view that those working in ECEC were deficient in key skills and that this deficit was the reason for low pay and low status (Cameron, et al., 2002; Vincent and Braun, 2011; Osgood, 2012). The implementation of the Early Years Foundation Stage curriculum (EYFS) (DCSF, 2008) focussed policy makers to ensure ECEC practitioners received greater levels of training to deliver the curriculum and support children (Calder, 2008). The Labour Government tasked the Children’s Workforce Development Council (CWDC) to develop an integrated professional qualifications framework with the Early Years Professional (EYP) as the graduate leader of practice across early years settings (Miller, 2008a)
. A core part of the Labour Government’s strategy was to mandate that every ECEC setting had an EYP in place by 2015 (Mathers et al., 2011). Following the election of the Coalition Government in 2010 the requirement to have an EYP leading practice in all settings was removed and a new professionalisation agenda was promoted (DfE, 2013).
Early Years Professional Status (EYPS) was rolled out from 2006 and consisted of a number of training pathways depending on the educational and employment status of the prospective student. One of the pathways included an opportunity for graduates without a background of working in ECEC to participate in training (See Appendix A). It could be argued that this decision represented a chance for widening participation (HEFCE, 2014) and the engagement of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) to deliver training pathways at postgraduate level was an opportunity for promoting lifelong learning. It was envisioned that HEIs and private training providers, such as Best Practice and Tribal, would deliver courses to support participants to develop and extend their knowledge and understanding of ECEC practice and encourage them to become a critically reflective practitioner (Schön, 1984; CWDC, 2008). The development of these dispositions would allow the EYP to become a transformative leader and support the upskilling of the existing ECEC workforce.
This small scale research project investigates the experiences of students undertaking the EYPS training pathway entitled full/GEP (See Appendix A). By using the framework of transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000, 2006) it will investigate how HEIs can support participants to develop their frames of reference via critical reflexivity. As participants engage in practice placements during their training there will be an evaluation of the role of communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1988) and how critical incidents can disrupt participants frames of reference (Cunningham, 2008). Its aim is to deconstruct the resultant data (MacLure, 2003) obtained from full/GEP students to gain a better understanding of the formation of their own professional identities.
Literature Review 
Defining and Supporting Learning
There are multiple definitions of the term learning. An open definition of learning is ‘any process that in living organisms leads to permanent capacity change and which is not solely due to biological maturation or aging’ (Illeris, 2007: 3). Illeris recognised the need for this openness as he acknowledged the multiplicity of learning based on internal and external conditions and how these are applied to produce a learning experience (Illeris, 2009).  Barriers to learning include misunderstandings of the purpose of the training, personal defence mechanisms, ambivalence and mental resistance. Illeris (2007; 2009) and would suggest that learning must be related to the perception of the self allowing the participant to conceptualise the benefits of learning to allow for and produce an appropriate level of challenge.
Learning as a social experience
The influence of social constructs in which learning occurs has been considered. Jarvis (2009) argues that Kolb’s learning cycle (1984) can be used when reflecting on experiential learning. He recognised that this cycle did not always accurately reflect the complexity of learning which led him to refine the model to consider the social experiences undertaken within the learning process (Jarvis, 1987). The influence of disjuncture’s and the social context in which these occurs allows for reflection and action resulting in a change in the whole person. He argued that learning must start with the whole person and his construction allows for the link between the psychological and sociological notions of learning (Jarvis, 2009).
The notion of a social learning theory was first considered by Lave and Wenger (1991) and was extended by Wenger (1998). This theory considered experiential learning in professional practice and reflected the model of the apprentice and their journey to the more knowledgeable experienced practitioner. Lave and Wenger (1991) described learning as more than a process and built on the theories of cognitive learning. They consider that changing levels of participation in everyday experiences promote a changing understanding of practice which leads to learning. 
This reconceptualization of learning as a cultural and social practice was known as ‘Legitimate Peripheral Participation’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991) which identified that learning was not as simple as first thought. Wenger (1998) developed this theory further when he considered the notion of communities of practice. Here learning as a social practice enables the learners to take on professional identities in relation to those within the community. Wenger (1998) viewed communities of practice as part of everyday life sometimes being so informal they rarely had an explicit focus, some have a core membership whereas others are on the periphery. 
Defining Transformative Learning
Mezirow (2006, 2009) developed his concept of transformative learning to describe how adults create meaning in their lives. He defines the term ‘meaning’ with respect to how adults understand themselves. Transformative learning describes the emancipatory process where individuals are able to change their frames of reference using techniques such as critical reflection. These frames have three dimensions; changes in understanding of self, revision on belief systems and changes in behaviour. His theoretical inspirations came from the work on three previous critical theorists; Freire (1996), Habermas (1971) and Gould (1978, citied in Illeris, 2014). Transformations occur once the individual has undergone consciousness raising, facilitated by the educator, and Mezirow (2006, 2009) argued this mechanism produced a critical and political process where emancipation led to cognitive and emotional learning.  
There are challenges to the notion of transformative learning and Mezirow (2006, 2009) acknowledges that learning in organisations, such as HEIs, work better when students have a coherent link between theory and practice placements, he also reflects that transformative learning can exist in the workplaces but it is more challenging. Situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991) can describe how learning occurs in the workplace, however the impact of habitus (Bourdieu, 1979, 1998) on professional identity formation can limit transformative learning as the culture of the community of practice becomes overwhelming. 
Disrupting Experiential Learning
Educators currently work in a neoliberal environment where the learner becomes the ‘consumer’ and the educator the ‘producer’. Within this discourse the consumer is the more powerful entity (Usher, 2009; Ball, 2012). Using this lens learning, in particular experiential learning, can be seen as a site of struggle. Usher (2009) argued that experiential learning allows for meaning to be constantly reconstructed and contested based on the perceived value to the learner. This tension results in experiential learning having a transformative potential and challenges the ideas that adult education can only be found within a University context. Usher (2009) argued the academic does not always choose what is to be learned, consequently access can be broadened and the curriculum democratised.
Vocational learning forms a significant part of EYPS training pathways as students enter professional practice placements to help them conceptualise the link between theory and practice. Usher (2009) argued that vocational learning does not always allow for experimentation as learners will pre-access certain forms of mediated knowledge based on the placement ethos and philosophy. I would agree with this sentiment and question whether aspects of vocational assessments represent a form of social control where regimes of truth (Foucault, 1974) allow for the reproduction of common sense notions of practice. This could perpetuate the notions of technical practitioners and reproduce the deficit discourse already applied to ECEC (Cameron, et al., 2002; Vincent and Braun, 2011; Osgood, 2012).
However, Usher (2009) does caution that transformative practice can occur when critical reflection becomes the preferred pedagogical strategy. This reconceptualization allows for pedagogy to become a political practice and the use of critical pedagogy can be the vehicle for this (Gore, 1993). Educators should help students to problematise and interrogate their practice placements as this can lead to students critically reflecting on their experiences. Here an alternative focus for experiential learning would include an:-
‘.....attempt to triangulate experience though an investigation of personal meanings alongside the meanings of engaged others and the presence and influence of different contexts and different discourses’ (Usher, 2009: 183).

Methodology
Theorising learning and the Early Years Professional
This small scale research projects fits into the critical inquiry paradigm where research is conducted for ‘the emancipation of individuals and groups in an egalitarian society’ (Cohen et al, 2007:26). The notion of critical inquiry is intrinsically liked with critical pedagogy (Freire, 1996, 2004, 2007) which allows for pedagogy to be examined and problematised through the lens of power in order to explore structural injustices for marginalised groups. Critical pedagogy draws on the teachers and students lived experiences and creates a forum for them to analyse the world around them (Giroux, 2005). Freire (1996, 2004, 2007) argues that using the framework of critical pedagogy allows for the consciousness raising of teachers and students to support the notion of ‘praxis’ leading to transformational change at both individual and societal level. 
The full/GEP EYP (See Appendix A) in training has been constructed as the ‘other’ in educational research (Miller, 2008b; Osgood, 2010; Payler and Locke, 2013) due to the perception of the existing workforce that participants lack key practice experience and skills. By using the conceptual frameworks of Mezirow (2006, 2009), Freire (1996, 1998, 2004, 2007), Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998) this research will examine the experiences of full/GEP EYPs in training and will provide a framework for supporting their emergent professional identity.
The analysis and findings for this research form part of a wider project which explores professional identity formation for full/GEP students in training. This report will reflect experiences had by students as part of their University pathway and will consider the sessions attended, the role of the tutor and how communities of practice can support learning. Participants attended pathways in the South and North West of England and their names have been anonymised, using pseudonyms, as part of the ethical framework for this research.  
Method
The choice of methods for this research reflected the qualitative paradigm and the desire to understand the perspectives of the participants. There were two methods selected the first being a semi-structured interview. Silverman (2011) describes the semi-structured interview as a tool to probe the understanding of an individual’s perspective of certain events. He argues that interviews are a common form of gaining information and are present in every social aspect of life; their use should not shock or be a concern to participants. Punch (2014) agrees and goes further to suggest that interviews are situational, context specific and not a neutral tool where the co-construction between researcher and interviewee can demonstrate bias and call to question the accuracy of the memory of the interviewee. Mindful of the potential for bias, a number of participants were asked to complete written narratives detailing their experiences. The justification for this chosen method was to allow the practitioners to be able to reflect on the questions and tell their story without co-construction with the interviewer (Andrews et al., 2013).

Ethics are an important consideration in any research project and the University of Chichester ethical approval was granted for this research. The research adhered to the ethical principals of BERA (2011) and informed consent and the ethical reporting of data were paramount considerations. The participants were selected using purposive sampling (Bryman, 2008) as all the participants needed to have undertaken a full/GEP pathway to EYPS. Initially invitations to participate in the project were issued to 19 EYPs who had attended training at Universities in the South and North West of England. This produced 12 participants, 7 of these took part in semi-structured interviews and 5 completed written narratives. 
Analysis
This report is concerned with the impact of EYPS training on the participants and the interview questions allowed for the exploration of aspects of training including University sessions and practice placements. The University sessions took the form of weekly three hours lectures which incorporated time for discussions on key aspects of theory and how this could be linked to the practice placements the students were attending. 
Demographics
The demographic data for the participants highlighted that there were 10 female and 2 males, which equates to 17% of the sample being male. The national average for males in the workforce is 2% and a higher representation in the research is likely to be due to the small sample size. There were 11 responses from the South of England University and 1 response from the North West University; all responses have been included as this research did not set out to compare courses from differing geographical locations.

The age and ethnicity of the participants are detailed below:-

Table 1 – Age of the research participants

	Age
	Number

	16-25
	3

	26-35
	4

	36-45
	2

	46-55
	1

	55+
	1

	Not disclosed
	1

	Total
	12


Table 2 – Ethnicity of the research participants
	Ethnicity
	Number

	White British
	9

	White European
	1

	Asian
	1

	Not disclosed
	1

	Total
	12


These demographics tend to fit the profile for EYPS courses where the majority of attendees on the full/GEP pathways are students returning to learning after a break in their study, this group are the target for widening participation. In addition the limited diversity in ethnicity could reflect the geographical location of the participants.

Participants were asked to indicate their job role post accreditation and the types of ECEC setting they were working in:-

Table 3 – Job roles post accreditation

	Role after training
	Number

	Deputy Manager
	4

	Nursery Teacher
	1

	Volunteer
	2

	Nursery Manager
	1

	EYP
	1

	Not in ECEC
	1

	Not disclosed
	2

	Total
	12


Table 4 – Types of ECEC Setting

	Type of setting
	Number

	Private
	6

	Local Authority
	1

	School Nursery
	1

	Children and Family Centre
	2

	None
	1

	Not disclosed
	1

	Total
	12


This data indicates that many participants were able to take up leadership positions in ECEC post accreditation and were gaining employment at more senior levels. The diversity of the settings in which participants worked represents the national trend of a higher proportion of private settings seen in the ECEC market.

Data Analysis
The data was analysed using a constant comparative methods (Thomas, 2013) which allowed for the construction of key themes arising from the data. There were four overarching themes which became apparent from both the semi-structured interviews and the narratives; these were:-
· Attending University sessions

· Role of the tutors

· The formation of  communities of practice

· Transition to employment

Within two of the overarching theme there were a number of sub-themes which are discussed in more details below.
Findings
Attending University sessions
The participants attended sessions at their respective Universities where they were offered a place to develop their knowledge and understanding of ECEC practice. Students spent extended periods on practice placement and the sessions encouraged them to engage in critical reflection on their time in placement and make the conceptual links between theory and practice (Mezirow, 2006, 2009). 
Starting point for further reading

The crucial element to these sessions was that students saw them as a starting point for further reading around topics of interest as the following suggest:-
‘I enjoyed having the opportunity to learn about the topics on the course in the teaching sessions……the ideas and research we were all learning about together. I read a lot and the teaching sessions directed me to new reading or consolidated the reading I had done.’ Sophie - narrative.

‘Most of this was new information and was beneficial, getting the references allowed me to look in the library. Having the initial topic then allowed me to investigate further.’ Isabella - interview.

The taught sessions did not always provide students with the information they felt they needed. However, even though this was the case students did identify that the sessions were a starting point for further investigation:-

‘We had a few topics about EY maths and literacy but didn’t have a huge amount about what they learned. Not a lot which related specifically to teaching specific subjects, we talked about play every now and then but even then it was quite limited……..(the sessions were) the starting point for me that I had to do self-study and learn about it’ Poppy- interview.
Engaging in critical reflection during lectures
They were also able to engage in critical reflection and make links to the practice elements of the training:-

‘I loved them (the sessions).A lot of it was the sharing element, that coming with your scenarios and being able to discuss what you had seen and how you could apply them to the taught sessions…..we were having….very heavy theoretical content based and then that side of it eased off and it became much more the reflective side of it where we would learn from each other.’ Ava – interview.
These critical reflections would have been facilitated during the space for group discussions and the ongoing dialogue between the tutor and students with respect to linking theory and practice.

Role of the tutors
The role of the tutor is important as they act as a catalyst between theory, practice and critical reflection. The tutor can scaffold learning and be seen as the more knowledgeable peer (Vygotsky, 1978), or as a facilitator of critical reflection to support transformative learning (Mezirow, 2006, 2009). The participants felt their tutors:-

‘…..accepted me as a GEP and has encouraged me to pursue my dream of finding my ‘niche’ ever since. Her non-judgemental encouragement of all of us has been inspiring. She was the ‘heart’ of the GEP course for me and made me and my fellow GEP student feel safe and valued right from the start.’ Sophie – narrative.

‘I don’t think we were ever told what was right or wrong we were encouraged to look at thinks in a different way or from a different perspective.’ Isabella – interview.

‘I though the lectures were well presented and the lecturers were well informed and approachable and very supportive throughout the course.’ Jack – narrative.

The formation of communities of practice
From the research it became clear that there were multiple examples of communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). The students were able to explore communities of practice within their placement settings. There were examples where students faced challenges being accepted in the setting and these tensions are acknowledged by Lave and Wenger (1991) when they consider the dynamics involved when newcomers arrive. Students also reported positive placement experiences where acceptance had been facilitated by managers or practice leaders who had already gained EYPS. Whilst at University trainees describe both formal and informal communities of practice. 
Formal communities of practice
The formal groups generally occurred during taught sessions when the tutor encouraged group discussions promoting the social aspect of learning. These sessions allowed participants to reflect on how the discussions helped with the theory/practice link:-

‘I had some very experienced colleagues there as a lot of them were managers and they were very happy to share. I learnt an awful lot from them actually.’ Mia – interview.

There were situations where aspects of the community of practice became overwhelming particularly if students from different cohorts with a variety of academic and experience based were taught in mixed groups:-

‘My only issue was as the beginning of the course being on the graduate path way with people who were already working in placements, I found it a bit hard to join in discussions and relate experiences as I didn’t have any recent work experience in settings so I felt a bit removed from it.’ Jack – narrative.

In these instances gaining feedback can allow tutors to recognise these situations and can allow for a dialogue with students to mitigate against this. Students themselves can use their growing resilience to their own advantage. Jack also goes on to discuss:-
‘In the University I tried to engage with all the people who were already working in the sector to be able to find out their experiences and advice about working in early years.’

By negotiating the formal community of practice Jack is able to demonstrate his growing professional identity as he engages with other more experienced professionals to broaden his own conceptualisations of working in ECEC.
Informal communities of practice
More informally students made their own communities of practice to support them during the course and afterwards:-

‘We all come from different backgrounds and we gelled…..we have our own private Facebook page so if we want to share ideas we can’ Emily – interview.

Many of the students experienced a critical incident (Cunningham, 2008) as part of their practice placement. In these cases the informal communities of practice were an important forum to discuss the incidents and critically reflect and make sense of what had happened:-
‘…..but in our smaller group to be able to talk about the trials and tribulations we were going through because it was very hard. We were aware we were all kind of new to it – we would say ‘is this normal’, we agreed we would not take it any further due to confidentiality but we would talk about it and reflect on it – because it was normal but wasn’t  always OK’ Isabella – interview.
‘I appreciated the intimacy of the smaller groups where you could really tackle an issue and get everything off your chest……..I think that the GEP course gives you lots of time to get to grips with what is expected from you as an EYP. It introduces you slowly, learning from the other more experienced group and then it lets you go and figure it out for yourself during your placements. Then you re-group collect more ideas and go back out again.’ Olivia – narrative.
Transition to employment
As the demographic data details many students were able to gain employment in more senior positions post accreditation. Students reflect on their employment potential (see Table 3 and 4):-
‘During my EYPS course I was promoted to Room Leader and shortly after finishing my EYPS I was accepted in the role of Deputy Manager at another nursery within the same City Council.’ Harry – narrative.

‘I gained employment…….my role here is EYP and Deputy Manager, and INCO and positive behaviour champion. (EYPS) ….. gave me confidence, the background knowledge to do it, I know about all the policies, the government and the new EYFS and that did help.’ Jessica – interview.

‘I was extremely fortunate and because of my previous experience and successful placements I was given the role of Pre-School Room Leader in a nursery……almost immediately. I was then promoted to Deputy Manager within three months.’ Olivia – narrative.

Some students were more explicit about the link between EYPS training and their employment:-

‘I go a job as an EYP at ……nursery to cover deputy managers maternity leave. They took me on because I had the EYP. It was definitely why I go it…. Afterwards I go the job here as manager and I definitely would not have got that if I had not done the EYP…it was a good business plan for me to work from. I knew what I had to do and if I didn’t know I knew where to look for it. It was quite amazing how much I learnt because when you think I didn’t know a lot at all and I was a manager of a nursery really quickly.’ Mia – interview.
Impact of EYPS training

The participants were asked to reflect on the outcome of their training and what being an EYP meant to them. This gave a clear indication of how transformative the taught sessions, tutor facilitation and development of communities of practice had been for them:-
‘Most of all being an EYP reminds me of my duty to improve nurseries, to stay reflective and to stay current…… It has made me a reflective practitioner and a reflective person outside the workplace and within it.’ Olivia – narrative.

‘Change agents are a fact of life, everyone needs to change and drive forward…..to reflect evaluate improve, reflect evaluate improve and this is a fact of life…..and that is what I try to be every day for the children and the families.’ Ava – interview.

‘I am very grateful for this course, it has delivered me back to myself..… I totally agree that it changes you for life and it make you really strong for life’ Emma – interview.

‘Being knowledgeable and being able to make changes and for the better outcomes of the children, staff parents and being able to lead them and the different strategies to do that. The course gave me the basis for that and then coming into practice it helped me build in that. It has given me better prospects.’ Jessica - interview
These comments are a strong indication of the impact of EYP training on both their personal and professional identities.

Discussion
This group of students face a number of challenges, both before and after training. They are entering a workforce where the dominant training method is the apprenticeship model. This type of vocational training has become embedded within the sector and has been the accepted route to workforce progression. Within the apprentice model experiential learning is a key feature and the majority of the training is completed in the workplace or on practice placements. Apprentices follow the traditional notions of Limited Peripheral Participation (Lave and Wenger, 1991) and gain knowledge and understanding within a community of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) which is intrinsic to the ECEC setting in which they work. Tensions also arise as the statutory requirement for a manager in ECEC is an NVQ level 3 (DfE 2012) and the role of graduate’s have been contested (Payler and Locke, 2013). These tensions leave the full/GEP EYP students in situations where they may need to negotiate dominant views and develop their own counter discourse as they construct their professional identity. 

Attending University Sessions
The University sessions are a key component of the EYP training. Students on this pathway have limited experience of working in the Early Years and for many, these sessions are their first engagement with the theory of ECEC. The programme is 12 months in length and is an opportunity for students to explore a range of theoretical perspectives which may inspire them to complete further personal study on topics which interest them. The taught sessions covered the basis of their assessment against the required professional standards, but the data demonstrates students felt the need to engage more deeply and critically with ECEC theory. This additional engagement could have been a product of the critical incidents they witnessed in their practice placement or could have stemmed from the notions of their limited practice experience when comparing themselves with ECEC practitioners met on placement.
I would argue that enabling participants to direct their own learning and to critically reflect on the link between theory and practice can result in praxis which offers transformative potential (Usher, 2009). The sessions enabled students to develop their underpinning knowledge and understanding and potentially change their belief systems (Mezirow, 2006, 2009) as they start to develop their professional identity. Freire concurs when he suggests ‘Teacher preparation should never be reduced to a form of training. Rather teacher preparation should go beyond the technical and be rooted in the ethical formation both of selves and of history’ (Op. cit, 1998:23).

Role of the tutors

Within the EYPS courses tutors need to ensure that they do more than impart knowledge, which has been described as the ‘banking style’ of education (Freire, 1996). By adopting a critical pedagogic approach tutors can support students to explore and question critical incidents that occur in practice placement. I would argue that tutors must build strong authentic relationships with students, this is turn can support open and honest discussions where students can problematise what they have seen (Usher, 2009). 
The demographics of this research broadly represent the full/GEP EYP students nationally. The majority of these students are mature students (see Table 1) who are the target group for the widening participation agenda (HEFCE, 2014). This group of students face their own particular challenges when attending HEI’s and a supportive and authentic relationship with tutors can mediate for some of these challenges. I would argue the key role of the tutors is to engender critical reflective practice and dialogue with students. By encouraging the link between theory and practice and supporting students to raise their levels of consciousness it can be demonstrated that transformations can occur.

Formations of communities of practice

Communities of practice occur naturally and are the mainstay of vocational and experiential learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). The students are negotiating membership of a variety of communities of practice both on practice placement and whilst at University. The data suggested that they many of the participants experienced a critical incident which, interestingly, they felt more comfortable discussing in the small informal communities of practice which sometimes fell outside of the group discussions in the taught sessions.
I would argue tutors who support the formation of communities of practice allow for a dialogue to begin between tutor and student ‘to create the possibilities for the production and construction of knowledge’ (Freire, 1998:30). When critical reflection occurs students can provide a counter discourse to the common sense notions of practice and can disrupt aspects of experiential learning. It is only by having a safe space for reflection that students can consider new possibilities and encouraging these discussions can promote transformative learning and helps students develop their professional identities.

Transitions to employment and impact of EYPS training
The data details how students can draw on both the taught sessions and the communities of practice at University and on placement to support their future employment potential. Post accreditation students are able to make the conceptual leap to seeing themselves as a professional in ECEC able to take on leadership roles. Even though current literature suggests they are seen as the ‘other’ (Miller, 2008b; Osgood, 2010; Payler and Locke, 2013) it is clear from the participants comments that they have transcended this view and have been recognised by the workforce as a peer. They have been able to reflect on critical incidents and understand how to negotiate ECEC practice during training and this has supported their transition to employment. This notion is supported by the job roles they describe post accreditation (table 3) which reflect their growing leadership potential.
Conclusions 
The purpose of this research was to explore the experiences of a group of EYPs in training to identify the extent transformative learning can have on their professional identities. It needs to be acknowledged that this is a small scale research project, the results of which cannot form a grand narrative on professional identity formation for all EYPs in training. However, reviewing localised experiences can allow for reflection on how tutors can support future students.
This research has indicated that the three main elements to support students. These are:-

1. the university sessions as a starting point for further reading;

2. the tutor’s role in promoting critical reflection;

3. the development of formal and informal communities of practice to support discussions of critical incidents. 
Tutors facilitating the time and space to talk within a safe environment allows students to deconstruct aspects of practice they may have experienced and reconceptualise them to take back into placement. This in turn supports professional identity formation and smooth’s the transition to employment post accreditation.
Although it is not possible to generalise what all EYP trainees might experience from their training it provides an opportunity for tutors to reflect on how they can promote these types of experiences for their students. When linking these comments to the transition to employment it is possible to reflect how those completing the course have taken their first steps to define their own professional identities and have joined the wider ECEC community of practice and embarked on the next stage of their professional development.
Future research could investigate the teaching experiences of alternative training pathways to EYPS, for example the pathway suitable for experienced Early Years practitioners. Alternatively the researched could be focussed on the new Early Years Initial Teacher Training pathways which commenced in September 2014 (see footnote i).
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Appendix A – EYPS Pathways
Universities have been involved in EYPS training since its inception in 2006. There were four EYPS Pathways available (CWDC, 2008; CWDC, 2011). These were:
At inception in 2006 (CWDC, 2008)

· Validation Pathway – part-time, four months and aimed at those holding a relevant degree with practice experience.

· Short Extended Professional Development Pathway – part-time, six months and aimed at those with a relevant degree but in need of additional training to develop their knowledge and skill base.

· Long Extended Professional Development Pathway – part-time, 15 months and aimed at those who already have a foundation degree in early years or a relevant area and need to obtain an ordinary degree before completing EYPS.

· Full Training Pathway – full-time, 12 months and aimed at those with a non- relevant degree to undertake intensive training over a year. (this pathway was involved in the research project).
Changes made in 2012 (CWDC, 2011)

· Graduate Practitioner Pathway (GPP) – a six month part time pathway for graduates who are employed in an Early Years setting.
· Undergraduate Practitioner Pathway (UPP) – a twelve month part time pathway for students who are working in a setting and hold a level 5 Foundation degree. This pathway offers a top up to a BA (ordinary) degree plus EYPS.
· Graduate Entry Pathway (GEP) – a twelve month full time pathway for students who hold an unrelated degree and limited experience of the Early Years. (this pathway was involved in the research project).
· Undergraduate Entry Pathway (UEP) – a twelve month full time pathway for students who are in their final year of a degree in Early Childhood Studies. 

The delivery of these pathways was managed by the Department for Education. In the past students needed to meet 39 professional standards as a requirement of accreditation, this was amended to 8 standards and from September 2013 was aligned to other Initial Teacher Training pathways. 

Since September 2013 the status has evolved to Early Years Teacher Status which is now delivered as Early Years Initial Teacher Training. These revised pathways mirror Initial Teacher Training for primary and secondary education and involves Universities delivering as sole providers, in partnership with Private Training providers or Early Years Settings as part of a School Direct approach.
� The delivery of EYPS programmes has changed significantly since its inception in 2006. Following the election of the Coalition Government in 2010 the standards by which EYPs were assessed were amended in 2011 and 2012. Subsequently there has been an alignment with Initial Teacher Training (ITT) (See Appendix A). This change has crystalised Early Years Teacher Status as equivalent to QTS and represents a move to promote ‘teaching’ in the Early Years. There is a growing body of literature which seeks to explore and problematise this change. This research has been concerned with EYPs in training and includes students who became accredited by the end of August 2013.
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