
 
Summary in English 
 
A synopsis of the thesis: 
 
Care for socially endangered children 
– An analysis of the professional persons’ competences and pedagogical work with socially 
endangered children in the day-care institutions 
 
The topic and purpose of the PhD-project 
In this PhD-project the professional persons’ competences, as they are used and ways how the 
pedagogical work is organized in pedagogical work with socially endangered children in the day-
care institution, are researched. 
 
The project has followed two central analysis-strategically research questions: 
 
1. In which ways is the practical pedagogical work organized in relation to socially endangered 

children in the day-care institution? 
2. How are the professional competences used in the work with socially endangered children in 

the day-care institution? 

The problem formulation of the project puts a focus on: 
 
“Which problems and challenges do the professional persons estimate are present in the 
pedagogical work with socially endangered children in the day-care institution?” 
 
The background of this project is based on a theory that there, among other things, as a result of the 
economical development inside the area of the day-care institution and the modernization of the 
public sector increasingly are made demands on the pedagogical staff in the work with endangered 
children’s well-being and development. 
 
The societal movements have caused that the development of the day-care institution points towards 
two characteristic changes which, in later years, stand out and reach into the pedagogical practice 
(also look at Petersen, 2007, 2008). One change is social-political with The Service-law (1998) and 
then the introduction of the law about learning plans (2004) for children before attending school and 
the Day-offer law (2007) which latest has been adopted in the Danish Parliament. 
 
The second change follows, so to speak, in the wake of the first one but has a more practical 
pedagogical consequence as the day-care institution, through social-political laws and adoptions, 
are changed from being a predominantly offer for children at the age of 0-6 years to in the future to 
include a more explicit described social-pedagogical character which has to imply preventive as 
well as supporting efforts towards socially endangered children (Langager & Vonsild, 2007). 
 
However earlier research inside the day-care institution area has increased important problems 
connected to the possibilities of the day-care institution to work with this group of children in the 
common pedagogical practice, so the children’s well-being and development possibilities can be 
improved – or actually we can talk about a break with a childhood affected of a negative social 
inheritance (Christensen, 1996; Jensen et al., 2003; Jensen, 2005; Ploug, 2003, 2007a, 2007b, also 

 1



look at HPA-project description from Jensen et al., 2006). Particularly the problems have been 
concentrated around a research perspective, that is how does the day-care institution look like, and 
which conditions are present while working with the children in the current presentation of the day-
care institution. From this perspective earlier studies have identified essential problems which, 
among other things, refer to social segregation, that is a so-called accumulation of socially 
endangered children in some day-care institutions while other day-care institutions do not know of 
this group of children at all, lack of time and enough professional resources, as well as the 
professional persons’ own appraisal of having a lack of professional knowledge to be able to handle 
the tasks. 
 
Starting from the existing research inside the area of the day-care institution this thesis, however, 
has taken a basis in the lack of research knowledge, looked upon from the professional persons’ 
understandings and actions connected to their work in the practice of the day-care institution with 
this group of children. While we have gradually gathered a wide research knowledge form a 
research perspective, we however are short of knowledge which directly is connected to the 
professional persons’ competences to be able to handle the social-professional tasks which the 
community demands in relation to socially endangered children, looked upon from the professional 
persons’ perspective and where the context of the day-care institution at the same time is involved 
in a total analysis. 
 
This basis puts a claim for focusing on the professional persons’ actions as situated in specific 
contextual social connections (Nygren, 2004; Lave, 2002; Lave & Wenger, 2004; Wenger, 2004). 
With this the fundamental assumption of the thesis emphasizes that research connected to socially 
endangered children’s lives and development in the day-care institution has to involve the 
professional persons’ ways of understanding and acting towards the children, as the professional 
persons’ actions and understandings have a vital importance for the socially endangered children’s 
participate- and development- conditions in the social practice of the day-care institution as earlier 
critical psychological research has identified connected to children generally (Højholt, 1996; 
Højholt & Witt, 1996; Højholt, 2001; Schwartz, 2007). 
 
At the same time earlier research inside the area also shows that we still are short of research 
knowledge about the professional persons’ professional competences working with this group of 
children in the common pedagogical practice of the day-care institution. From this perspective the 
thesis is based on an assumption that the professional persons’ reasons of acting and competences 
are connected to their working conditions and in this way the thesis throws a light on how the 
professional persons’ estimations of problems and possibilities assist in using specific competences 
located in a concrete practice. The professional persons’ practice is just exactly always situated in a 
specific practice and can’t be analysed detached from there. 
 
 
The theoretical basis of the PhD-project 
Superior the PhD-project is placed inside the Danish profession research which includes the 
tradition of not scholastic learning – which has a focus on learning in working-life and which is 
developed with inspiration from, among other things, organization theory and the critical 
psychology. 
Concretely this means that the thesis partly is based on a critical psychological theory (Holzkamp, 
1985, 1998, 2005), especially as it has developed in Denmark in the last decades (Dreir, 1979, 1997, 
1998, 2001, 2004; Højholt, 1996, 2001, 2005; Schwartz, 2007) with a special inspiration from the 
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socio-cultural learning theory (Lave, 2002; Lave & Wenger, 2004; Wenger 2004; Nielsen & Kvale, 
2002; Wackerhausen, 2002; Nygren, 2002). 
 
The essence of the reply of the analysis- strategic  research-questions of the project has, from a 
theoretical perspective, been focused on theories which could capture understandings from a 
practician-perspective, that is a theory which could help analyzing the professional persons’ actions 
in the pedagogical work, because just exactly the professional persons’ work , in this context, is 
characterized by  being action-orientated and situation-tied as well as relation-orientated (Gleerup & 
Buur Hansen, 2004). 
 
The critical psychological perspective causes that the day-care institution as well as the professional 
persons are placed inside a specific theoretical comprehension where the focus is people’s actions 
in specific contextual social connections. The critical psychological perspective is at the same time 
an individual-perspective because theoretical we , as a basis, look at understanding of the 
professional practician as an individual who all the time acts in his/her working practice in relation 
to the all existing actual societal conditions (Holzkamp, 1985; Dreier, 2001). 
 
At the same time we theoretically start from a profession-perspective which opens up for an 
analysis of how the societal conditions all the time make demands on the professional persons in 
their pedagogical work as especially Brante (1988, 1997, 2005) Bourdieu (2004) and Nygren (2004) 
argue for. Inside this profession-perspective we look keenly at how the objective material 
conditions have an importance for the professional persons work and very highly we ask which 
demands these conditions has to the professional persons work and development of competences 
than the more classical profession-perspectives which predominantly have a basis in the 
professional persons specific marks (Abbot, 1988; Parson, 1954). 
 
Just the changes in the daily work are specific characteristic about the working conditions of the 
professions of the Welfare State which in this connection are analyzed in connection to later years 
social-political laws and adoptions which make new and changed demands on the professional 
persons in the pedagogical work, especially in the work with socially endangered children in the 
day-care institution (The Service Law, 1998, The Law about Learning-plans, 2004, The Day-offer 
Law, 2007). 
 
One of the analysis strategic research-questions of the thesis has put a focus on catching the 
professional persons’ competences as they are used in working with socially endangered children in 
the pedagogical work of the day-care institution. 
 
As a theoretical analysis for the competences of the profession is used Nygren’s (2004) acting-
competence concept which is defined as: 
 
“a human resource which, among other things, makes the single person and the actual professional 
practice-community able to solve certain tasks in certain socio-cultural and material surroundings” 
(Nygren, 2004, p. 28). 
 
The second analysis strategic research-question of the thesis tries to increase in which ways the 
pedagogical work is organized in relation to socially endangered children. This question leads to a 
focus to research into how and in which ways the day-care institution is organized and which 
pedagogical efforts which are used in the daily work. 
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The empirical grounding of the PhD-project 
This thesis belongs under the practice-research (Markard et al., 2004; Bechmann Jensen, 2005; 
Schwartz, 2005; Højholt, 2005) as a methodical approach to research and uses the practice-research 
as a method to research into the professional persons’ pedagogical work with socially endangered 
children. 
 
The concept practice-research contains altogether a lot of different theoretical approaches and 
empirical methods which summarizing are united by, in different ways, researching practice. Thus 
generally inside practice-research a lot of different methods are used, for example focus-group 
interviews or participating observation, like the practice-research also contains of many different 
theory-traditions. Like this we do not talk about that a clear theoretical and methodical presentation 
of the concept practice-research can be introduced. 
 
In this context the concept practice-research is used in two contemporary senses. First of all in a 
concrete form because practice is the object of research, that is the pedagogical practice-field. 
Secondly with a reference to the use of critical psychology of practice-research as a method as it is 
particularly developed of Markard, Holzkamp and Dreier (2004) in the development as the 
“practice-portrait” as a method for research in practice. 
 
The empirical basis of the project is based methodically on interview and observations of- and with 
the professional persons in four day-care institutions, divided among two different municipalities in 
Denmark. Interviews with all the professional persons in the four day-care institutions have been 
made. 
 
The design of the project is built up so that the empirical basis falls into two rounds with an interval 
of about 1 year. The first period of gathering data-material has taken place in the period of January 
to March 2007 while the second data-gathering has taken place in the period of January to March 
2008. Altogether the research design consists of three types of research-methods placed inside the 
qualitative research-tradition (Somekh & Lewin, 2006). 
 
The first research-method consists of semi-structured interviews built up from the practice-portrait 
(Makard et al., 2004; Bechmann Jensen, 2005; Petersen in prepp) where there is a special focus on 
gathering knowledge which contains the professional persons’ appraisals and reflections on 
organizational conditions and the object of the work. 
 
The second research-method follows, as to say, directly the first one in the form of observations of 
the professional persons in their pedagogical work. Here the basis of the time between the first and 
the second data-gathering is also identified because the focus-areas of the observations have been 
made on the background of analysis of the semi-structured interviews. 
 
The third research-method is focus-group interviews with professional persons in the four day-care 
institutions with a basis in a case about a child. Here this method makes demands on the 
professional persons about, for one thing, to work with increasing and evaluation of the child’s 
specific difficulties, for the other to put up action-suggestions with a starting point in their 
pedagogical work with the child. 
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The main conclusions of the PhD-project 
The main discovery of the project in relation to the first analysis-strategically research-question, 
which puts a focus on increasing in which ways the pedagogical work is organized in relation to 
socially endangered children, shows that superior three types of day-care institutions could be 
identified; 
 
Type A: which includes two day-care institutions where the professional persons do not experience 
having any socially endangered children in their pedagogical practice. 
 
Type B: which includes a day-care institution where the professional persons experience having “ 
children who function well”, a large group of socially endangered children, and a group of 
children who all the time are in a so-called “grey zone”, that is children who at different times 
attract the professional persons’ worries. 
 
Type C: which includes a day-care institution where the professional persons experience that they 
primary have socially endangered children in their practice and where the pedagogical work is 
built up and organized from these conditions. 
 
In several ways this discovery differs from earlier research inside the area because the classification 
of types shows that when the objective societal conditions are analyzed in relation to the 
pedagogical work, then the pedagogical work with socially endangered children is predominantly 
estimated as difficult if the working conditions are influenced of complexity and several working 
tasks at the same time, as it is especially showed in institution-type B.  
 
On the other side is especially the type C institution where the tasks from the professional persons 
are estimated to be clearly defined and the working-day is structured and planned in relation to this. 
These conditions mean that the socially endangered children are not, to the same extent, estimated 
being difficult to work with in the day-care institution.  Apparently there is not any difference in the 
professional persons’ theoretical understandings of socially endangered children but on the other 
hand there is a difference in the professional persons’ descriptions of the children, situated in the 
specific practice. The more difficult the working conditions are estimated the more highly 
descriptions of children, who take up much space in the everyday, children who wait for supporting 
pedagogical arrangements, and children who are estimated not to belong in the day-care institution, 
and children who are experienced as being very difficult in their behavior, appear. 
 
Further the main results of the project also show that the professional persons differentiate between 
that normal children in their lives in the day-care institution have to learn something about playing, 
learning, and good relations to other children and grown-ups while the socially endangered children 
are children who often live under different difficult life-conditions, affected by sacrifice of care, 
which makes special demands for the professional persons about giving care in the everyday of the 
day-care institution. This “lack of care” in relation to the child’s life-conditions can, in many ways, 
be characterized as “a vessel with many holes”, because no matter how much you put in it then it is 
almost as if it is never enough and it has a tendency to leak out again. In this way it is difficult to 
find time enough and space enough to give the single child what the professional persons estimate is 
needed. That’s the reason why lack of time and the feeling of not doing the job good enough are 
prominent in the professional persons’ descriptions. 
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With the classification of the three superior types of day-care institutions the analysis also shows 
that we can identify a number of differences connected to the co-operation with the parents in the 
concrete pedagogical practice. The analysis of the thesis points, in this context, out that like the 
children we can also identify contours of a hidden learning-plan in relation to the co-operation with 
socially endangered children’s parents, and that this co-operation between the professional persons 
and the children’s parents also create different conditions for the parents’ possibilities of 
participation in the day-care institution in relation to their child. We haven’t identified earlier 
researches with this concrete parent-perspective in a Danish context why this analysis now has to 
appear alone, but the limited results from here show the necessity of further need of research. 
 
However the work with socially endangered children’s parents has not been the focus for this thesis 
but attracted attention during the analysis of the empirical material and showed that also in this 
context there are significant differences between the three types of day-care institutions. Most 
strikingly it shows that parents in institution-type A are experienced by the professional persons as 
equal collaborators around the practice of the day-care institution and the children’s lives in the 
day-care institution, while the two other day-care institutions do not at all use these descriptions of 
the children’s parents. 
 
In day-care institution type A the parents are the ones who are in the parents’ board of governors 
and who, at the same time, have a pointing out function in relation to the everyday life. Thus the 
parents can draw attention to too much illness among the staff, noise in the cloakroom, or the 
dislike of handing over their children to many different substitutes in a period. In this connection we 
talk about an equal relation between the professional persons and the parents, while in the two other 
types of day-care institutions to a higher extend we can identify essential different relations of being 
together which are affected of more complexity and more unequal relations of co-operation. Like 
this the analysis of the material identified different groups of parents categorized from the 
professional persons’ understandings of the parents’ ability of co-operation in relation to their child 
and to the family’s social endangered life-conditions. 
 
What is very essential in this context is that, apparently, there are quite different professional 
mechanisms in the co-operation as soon as we talk about a child who is estimated as being socially 
endangered. Inside the research area there is a primary focus on the relation of power between the 
welfare-instances and the recipient of these services in relation to social work, Järvinen et al. 
(2003), Järvinen & Mik-Meyer have as well as Villadsen (2004) assisted in putting a concept on 
interactions between the employees (the staff) and the recipients of different social services (the 
clients) which can identify complex sorts of powers and understandings of the clients which are not 
necessary in accordance with the clients’ own experience of themselves. In this research perspective 
the focus is especially on how and in which ways the contextual conditions influence in creating 
certain ways of how the employees understand the clients, that means which sorts of social 
interactions are distinct in specific contexts (Mik-Meyer, 2004). 
 
The analysis of the thesis of the organization of pedagogical work with socially endangered children 
showed that we can distinguish between so-called visible efforts or invisible efforts. The visible 
efforts are, in particular, the efforts which the professional persons have to make from organized 
social-political laws and adoptions (The Law about Learning-plans, The Law about Early Language 
Stimulation, application of remedial teachers, involving PPR, etc) and with the tools which are 
connected for example organization of learning-plans for children and the use of Trads-table as 
examples which are drawn out. These visible efforts , especially language tests, are used by the 
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professional persons as tools in their work and assist in giving the professional persons a knowledge 
about the children, among these the children who in different ways have a difficult time. 
 
Opposite are the so-called invisible efforts, not understood as you’re not able to see them, but that 
they refer to that the professional persons, in different ways, organize their pedagogical work 
around the socially endangered children with a direct starting point in the contextual conditions and 
possibilities in the social practice of the day-care institution. 
 
Here the pedagogical efforts or methods cover a lot of different ways of taking care of the children. 
It can be everything from one of the professional persons spending a lot of time together with a 
child who has a difficult time in the afternoon till helping the child to take part in playing, eating 
situations and different activities throughout  the day. It can also be ways in which the professional 
persons have agreed on observing a child in a period and how the child’s situation is discussed at 
staff-meetings. 
 
In this way there is a connection between the extent of the visible efforts or the methods and the 
extent of the invisible efforts. Or with other words, as more socially endangered children who are in 
the day-care institution as more the professional persons have organized efforts and methods they 
can use when working with this group of children. 
 
Concerning the second analysis- strategical research question which has a focus on how the 
professional persons’ competences are used in the pedagogical work with socially endangered 
children the analysis of the project show that professional persons’ competences are situated in a 
concrete claim-structure where the professional persons working in day-care institutions have 
developed specific competences especially connected to the significance of control of working 
conditions, and acting-readiness in connection to socially endangered children’s life-conditions and 
to the work with socially endangered children’s parents. When the professional persons estimate 
that there are many socially endangered children in their pedagogical practice also work-relevant 
skills are developed so they can assess and observe the children’s well-being and development, 
report and describe the child’s difficulties and include the parents in the problematic circumstances. 
 
However the professional persons’ assessments of socially endangered children and the extent of 
the children’s difficulties contrast with the pedagogical efforts which the professional persons tell 
that they organize while the child is in the day-care institution. Giving care is a skill which clearly 
stands out in the professional persons’ descriptions of their efforts aimed towards socially 
endangered children. Caring is about “looking at the child” and “helping the child”. In many ways 
this skill can be described as the professional persons’ “answer” about the work with socially 
endangered children – an answer which, in many ways, contrast with the socially endangered 
children’s problems and life-conditions. 
 
The figure below illustrates the professional persons’ work with children with a focus on care: 
 
Figure 4. 
 
  
 The professional 

persons 
The socially 

endangered child 
Care  
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One of the empirical explanations of the above can to a certain extent be identified through the 
professional persons’ theoretical knowledge about socially endangered children which, very highly, 
draw on the classical developmental-psychological and clinical descriptions of children’s 
development. In this connection the interaction between mother and child, alternative child and 
parents, are emphasized as being vital for the child’s development while the family’s socio-
economical conditions, including a childhood in poverty, at the very most can be included as a sign 
of the family’s social vulnerable position. 
 
One of the central conclusions of the thesis refers to set out explicitly that the professional persons’ 
knowledge about children, also including socially endangered children, is connected to and 
developed through the professional persons participation in practice. Concretely this means that the 
professional persons to a great extent in their stories and descriptions of socially endangered 
children (and their parents) connect understandings of children with the children’s behavior in the 
specific pedagogical practice where different demand-structures and institutional conditions are 
present. At first this conclusion can seem very obvious, so obvious that it really should not be 
emphasized explicit in the final part of the thesis. When this is done, anyway, it is because we 
connect the professional persons with the day-care institution and with socially endangered 
children we get a special knowledge. 
 
This special knowledge can be outlined in a model where connections and movements can be 
clarified. 
 
Figure 1. 
 
 The socially 

endangered child 
The day-care 

institution 
The professional 

persons  
 
 
 
For the first box in the figure, the professional persons, certainly their opinions, understandings and 
actions connected to their work have been the object for theoretical and empirical analysis through a 
critical psychological practice research-perspective (Markard et al., 2004, Bechmann Jensen, 2005, 
Petersen in prepp). By this we have found knowledge, exactly connected to practice and not 
detached from here looked upon from the professional persons’ perspective. The professional 
persons’ perspective has meant that knowledge about problems, challenges, dilemmas and 
possibilities have been uncovered as the professional persons have been occupied with it, connected 
to their participation in specific social practice-communities. 
 
To look upon the day-care institution as a social practice-community has also meant to look at the 
day-care institution as a special action-coherence which is movable and under a constant change 
and development rather than a static figure under which children and grown-ups are placed as a part 
of the organization of the society. 
 
The day-care institution as a special action-coherence has created a basis of empirically to be able to 
find different action-coherences in different day-care institutions which otherwise superior through 
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social-political laws and adoptions rather appear identical and which, in this thesis has been 
identified as types of institutions, respectively type A,B, and C. 
 
This identification of different action-coherences has on the one hand created analytical basis of 
being able to connect the professional persons’ understandings and actions to concrete demand-
structures and through that connect the professional persons’ competences to conditions and 
possibilities in the social practice. On the other hand, and at least as important, this analysis 
perspective has lead to the possibility of creating knowledge about that socially endangered 
children, their problems and difficulties, equally are connected to the professional persons’ 
understandings as well as to the special action-coherence which the children are the participants 
in. 
 
“Children’s activities, when they are learning, is for example often described as being located in 
teaching-environments and like so of mething which take place in connection with pedagogical 
intentions whose context are not the object of analysis” (Lave & Wenger, 2004, p. 50). 
 
With the quotation above, even if the criticism is connected to the children’s learning in connection 
with the school, the problem is just exactly illustrated as the research field especially in the clinical 
and development-psychological tradition as well as general research in socially endangered children 
is still fighting with, that is to connect the child’s actions to the context where the child is and to 
make this context a subject for analysis. 
 
When we, like this think about the three areas being together in a mutual connected action-
connection, it is distinct how the part of the research which points out beforehand determined risk 
development-progresses connected to socially endangered children are put under an empirical and 
analytical pressure. Knowledge about socially endangered children, that is knowledge which the 
professional persons can use in their continued pedagogical work with this group of children, has to 
be captured and developed through practice so that the risk of the socially endangered children’s 
difficult life-condition are analyzed detached from the social practices where the children 
participate is reduced. 
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