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Abstract
This article focuses on the importance of the daycare institution as part of the overall educational
program for all children and adolescents in
Denmark. In Denmark, as well as the other Nordic
countries, virtually all children attend day-care,
before starting school. However, it is still relatively
new to explore the importance of the pedagogical
efforts in the day-care institution as early
intervention that may help to support socially
vulnerable children and their social, emotional and
cognitive development in order to increase this
group of children’s chances in relation to schooling
and education. The article is based on empirical data
from a recently completed research study that has
explored the day-care institution’s interventions and
impact on socially vulnerable children and parents,
and thus identified how the pedagogical work helps
to improve socially vulnerable children’s life
chances.

1. Introduction
In recent years, a significant focus on the daycare institution’s pedagogical work, function and
impact on children’s learning and development prior
to schooling has increased. Pedagogues, politicians
as well as researchers are all engaged in how the
day-care institution may serve in relation to
children’s learning, socialization and development
before school in a Danish as well as Nordic context
[5] [35] [36] [37].1
It is not new knowledge either in an international
or Danish context that the day-care institution has an
impact on children’s learning and development.
Additionally, the day-care institution is considered as
(first) part of the overall Danish educational
programme within sociological research of education
and thus to a great extent important for creating
opportunities for children’s learning,
1

In Denmark virtually all children attend day-care facilities before
starting school. Recent statistical data show that 96 percent of all
Danish children attend day-care facilities before starting school. In
Denmark we have two types of ECEC-services, respectively
family day-care or nursery for the youngest children and
kindergarten for children aged 3-5 years both administrated by
local municipalities. Most ECEC-services in Denmark are
currently organized as age-integrated institutions holding children
of different age groups, e.g. 0-2-year-old, 3-5-year-old. Children
age 6 years or more are often in after school care.
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development and socialization in relation to school
and also for acquiring social norms and values [5]
[13] [24] [25] [39] [41].
A significant focus on the day-care institution’s
impact on socially vulnerable children and their
development has occured in recent years. And
through the day-care institution’s pedagogical efforts
opportunities are explored in order to increase the
children’s school readiness, language development
and to prevent a childhood affected by vulnerability.
A number of social political laws and adoptions,
especially the Law about Learning Plans and Law on
Day-Care Offers, indicate just how important the
day-care institution has become as early preventive
intervention in relation to socially vulnerable
children [34] [50] [51].
Thus, for the first time writing a distinctive
change in relation to the day-care institutions societal
tasks that work through early pedagogical
interventions in order to prevent children from
growing up affected by negative social heritage.
Thus, the Law on Day-Care Offers §1, section 3
emphasize; ‘to prevent a negative social heritage and
exclusion by integrating the pedagogical offers as a
part of the total offers from the local authorities for
children and adolescents and part of the preventive
and supportive intervention aimed at children and
adolescent in need of special effort…’ [50].
However, the day-care institutions in Denmark
do not have the same working conditions to perform
the daily pedagogical work, on the contrary, the
differences between institutions distributed on the
Danish map are significant. One explanation for
these differences focuses in particular on the
pedagogues’ perception of whether they have
socially vulnerable children in the day-care
institution or not [41] [43]. When looking at the
Danish map and the existing day-care institutions,
extensive differences between them appear and it
turns out that not all day-care institutions work with
socially vulnerable children in their daily work.
Thus, the differences are identified on the basis of
whether the pedagogues consider the day-care
institution to have socially vulnerable children, first
identified by Christensen, who elucidates that some
day-care institutions consider themselves having
several socially vulnerable children, while others
never encounter a socially vulnerable child [8].
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The concept of social segregation covers in this
context the unequal distribution of socially
vulnerable children which is justified in the way
municipalities distribute children in the day-care
institutions; if the child lives in a socially deprived
residential area, it automatically belongs to the daycare institution nearby. An important aspect in this
context is the fact that Christensen points out that the
day-care institutions which hold several socially
vulnerable children not necessarily have been
provided extra resources [8].
This division between the day-care insitutions
that have socially vulnerable children and those who
have not, has been extended by Petersen who has
examined the day-care institution’s work with
socially vulnerable children, and in this connection
identified three types of day-care institutions: type A,
B and C which in no way refers to A being better
than B or C, but is merely letter categories,
emphasizing the differences in the types of
institutions on the basis of the pedagogues
experiences and assessments of their tasks and
working conditions [41] [43].
A type A institution is an institution located in
areas with single-family houses, and where the
pedagogues estimate that there often are no socially
vulnerable children.
A type B institution is an institution which is
typically located on the border between the areas of
single-family houses and areas with social housing,
and thus receives children from both areas. This type
of institution holds children assessed as socially
vulnerable as well as normal, well-functioning
children. Also identified in this type B institution is a
group of children, a grey area group, who are
children whom the pedagogues periodically may be
concerned about and thus watch carefully.
Type C institution is on the other hand the type of
day-care institution, which is located in the center of
social housing, and in some cases also in the socalled ghetto areas2, and mainly comprises children
who in various ways are estimated to be socially
vulnerable. In this type of institution, the majority of
the children are also children with different ethnic
backgrounds than Danish3 [24] [25] [41] [43].

The government’s ghetto report clarifies the following categories
for the term ghetto: a residential area that has a population of at
least 1,000 and at least 40 percent of the inhabitants aged 18-64
years are outside the labor market. Or has a population of a least
5,000 and at least 30 percent of the inhabitants aged 18-64 years
are outside the labor market. Often these areas have an
overrepresentation of inhabitants with immigrant background, but
it is not a condition for getting listed. Source: the website for the
Ministry of Social Affairs.
3
The ‘government’s strategy against ghettos’ [18] in particular
emphasizes the importance of children and adolescents growing
up in these environments and the implicated exclusion
mechanisms – merely from growing up in these residential areas
which in general are affected by many transits (change of
residence), parents lack of affiliation to the education and labor
2
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From a recently completed research project4 type
C day-care institutions located in ghetto-like
residential areas have participated in order to develop
new and research-based knowledge about the daycare institution’s importance for socially vulnerable
children and families in general and in particular the
importance of early pedagogical interventions in
relation
to
socially
vulnerable
children’s
development [24] [28].
A number of factors in the day-care instititution
are explicit, as the majority of the children in the
day-care institution has a different ethnic background
than Danish, and are primarily refugees or children
of immigrants from Arab or Middle Eastern
countries. Several of the children do not yet speak or
only insufficiently the Danish language, and several
of the parents do not speak Danish at all, and they
have no knowledge of how to contact the doctor
when their child is ill, or how and where to get help
with other practical everyday problems. Nowhere
else in Denmark than in these ghetto areas one will
find such a concentration of children and families
with different ethnic background than Danish why
these conditions are quite unique for the day-care
institutions physically located in ghetto areas [1] [2]
[6] [7] [16] [26] [30] [31] [38]. Through the period
from September 2011 to September 2012 and the
period 2012-2014 the research project has followed
children and adults in four day-care institutions
located in ghetto areas in Denmark. Methodically,
the project has collected data from observations of
pedagogues and children in their everyday life,
interview with the pedagogical personnel and
parents, and parts of the project’s results are
presented in the following and help to illuminate the
day-care institution’s importance for increasing
socially vulnerable children’s life chances.

1.1. Who
Children?

are

the

Socially

Vulnerable

In Danish research within the pedagogical and
social political area a variety of concepts are used
that seek to analyze, understand and implement
interventions targeting a particular group of children.
Concepts such as children at risk, children with
special needs, socially vulnerable children and
children in and/or with difficulties are often
mentioned. These concepts provide a great ambiguity
market, poverty as well as a high concetration of inhabitants with
different ethnic background than Danish.
4
The research project consists of two processes. One project has
elapsed in the period from September 2011 to September 2012
and has been financially funded by the PUF, FOA’s Development
Fund. A report of the project’s theoretical and empirical results
has been published [24]. The second project has elapsed in the
period 2012-2014 and has been financially funded by BUPL’s
Research Fund. The project has recently been completed. A report
stating the theoretical and empirical results of the project is about
to be published.
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in relation to determine when a child is at risk or
have special needs. It is quite difficult to clarify
regardless of whether the presentation comes from
research, the pedagogical practice or the political
area. Thus, important to bear in mind that the
interpretations of this group of children are
constantly changing in response to political,
historical, economic and cultural changes.
Within the research field related to socially
vulnerable children an account for why one concept
is chosen over the other is often met. In Denmark the
term children at risk is often used, which points to
the risk research, with focus on the fact that children
who live with a number of risk factors in their
upbringing in particular are socially vulnerable in
their lives in various areas [46] [47]. Rutter
emphasizes the way in which childhood life may
come across a number of risk factors and a number
of protective factors [46] [47]. These factors have an
impact on each other in very complex interactions, in
which it is difficult to specify the factors leading to
assist the child in life, and the factors that impede the
child’s development. The complex interaction refers
to the fact that it is difficult to illustrate exactly how
the interaction between the number of risks and
number of protective factors helps some children to
succeed in life despite numerous risk factors. In other
words: why do some children manage their
childhood and adolescence despite a difficult
upbringing, while others do not?
The risk research is engaged in capturing the
causes and symptoms of difficult and stressful
childhood conditions. At the same time the
consequences of the difficult childhood conditions
are analysized – and not less important – the risk
research also engage in resilience [46]. Resilience is
translated from the English word resilience and is a
concept that attempts to explain why some children
and adolescents in spite of their difficult upbringing
still manage to cope with their lives. Resilience is a
concept that includes the child or young person’s
positive self-image. Resistance to stress is associated
in particular with the following three conditions:
1) The child’s confidence in his own abilities –
both cognitively and socially
2) The ability to assess and predict the situation
and make strategic choices
3) Support in your network [49].
In recent decades research abroad and in
Denmark has used this risk perspective in theoretical
and empirical analyses of socially vulnerable
children and adolescents – also known as risk
studies. In practice this perspective identifies a list of
stress factors such as stressful living conditions,
parents with mental illness and addiction problems,
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and that these stress factors may be followed over
time, e.g. in longitudinal studies such as the study of
children placed in care [11] [12].
In recent years extensive research in relation to
the day-care institution’s interventions and
importance aimed at socially vulnerable children in
Denmark has also been conducted, and this has
contributed to several definitions of the concept of
socially vulnerable children, among others Jensen et
al. [22] [23]. Within this research the concept of
socially vulnerable children is defined as children
who ‘are or likely to be at risk in the institution,
school, education, and later in the society as a result
of growing up in socially stressful conditions, i.e.
conditions
reflected
by
poverty,
parent’s
unemployment, low or no education or parents on
transfer income and/or difficult divorces’ [23].
Jensen et al. emphasizes that children, who grow
up under socially deprived conditions, are at risk of
being socially vulnerable or marginalized, and this
marginalization process points out that this group of
children and adolescents find it harder to acquire the
skills required in order to handle their childhood and
youth in relation to the day-care institution, school
and education [23].
When the concept of socially vulnerable children
are identified, it is also important to clarify how and
in what ways the childhood life of this group of
children seems to emerge. A number of Danish
research studies have identified the causes as well as
signs of severely difficult childhood conditions and
in this context these can be used to display how
vulnerability emerges in childhood life. Thus,
Christensen clarifies a number of difficulties which
can be identified in relation to socially vulnerable
children [9]:


Children who have conflicts with peers



Children in families with separation and divorce,
where the mother has been abused



Children in families where the mother says that
she feels depressed



Children who speak the language of Danish
poorly, including children who are not happy to
go to school.

On a general level the international research on
socially vulnerable children also points out that signs
of vulnerability are illustrated through problem
descriptions; emotional difficulties, problems with
behavior, cognitive difficulties and delays in
development related to language, comprehension and
concentration. In addition, socially vulnerable
children so to speak enter the school life with social,
emotional and cognitive problems.
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In the international research children's
vulnerability is described in three main
psychological areas:5


Social and emotional signs referring to problems
such as low self-esteem, aggressive behavior
and low impulse control [14] [29] [32] [45].



Signs related to learning involving delayed
language development, cognitive problems in
general as well as problems related to schooling
for socially vulnerable children. Thus, a number
of studies identifies a correlation between the
child’s vulnerability and learning difficulties
[10] [53] [55].



Signs of interaction refer to the interaction
between the child and parents and include signs
of vulnerability in relation to the child’s
interaction with parents/other children/other
adults. Thus, a number of studies identify a
connection between parents’ social and
economic status in relation to the child’s
difficulties which presumably are crucial to the
child’s development [3] [15] [17] [33] [44].

These difficulties in relation to socially
vulnerable children which move within the socioemotional area, the learning area and in relation to
the child’s interactions with its environment, are all
signs of vulnerability identified through studies with
a focus on the day-care institution’s work with
socially vulnerable children in an international
perspective. In this context they help to identify how
this group of children seems to emerge in the
institutional contexts in which young children find
themselves before starting school.

1.2. What do we Know about the Day-Care
Institution’s Impact on Socially Vulnerable
Children?
The fact that the day-care institution holds
socially vulnerable children is certainly not new
knowledge in a Danish context. However, it is only
within the last 10 years that the field of research has
had a focus on how and in what ways the day-care
institution and the professional pedagogues are
conducting the work with this group of children [40].
The reason why this research focus has only existed
witin the last 10 years is difficult to explain
precisely. However, in recent years a number of
research studies have emerged which in various ways
5

The three main psychological areas was first identified through
international research studies in the review ‘The day-care
institutions’ importance for socially vulnerabe children – a
research review’ [40], in which the psychological understandings
and main areas are elaborated.
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and with different theoretical and methodological
perspectives have had a focus on the day-care
institution’s work and opportunities to support
socially vulnerable children’s development [19] [20]
[21] [23] [24] [25] [26] [27].
Broadly viewed across the research field in a
Danish context, the research studies of the day-care
institution and work with socially vulnerable
children can be divided into a functional and a
societal approach [41] [43]. The functional approach
compiles all studies that in various ways explore how
the day-care institution in its current pedagogical
form may function as a tool to break a childhood
reflected by negative social heritage or otherwise to
assist socially vulnerable children. In general the
results from these studies point out the fact that the
day-care institution possess opportunities to support
socially vulnerable children, but also that there are
some limitations in relation to economic and
personnel resources, but also limitations in relation
to pedagogy, which to a greater extent is organized
to serve most children, but not necessarily has the
capacity for children with difficulties – quite the
contrary [8] [19] [20] [21] [22] [23].
The societal approach holds a number of research
studies which do not necessarily have an explicit
focus on socially vulnerable children, but a focus on
children’s childhood life in the day-care institution’s
everyday life in a modern society, often on the basis
of sociological theories. Through a study of the lives
of children in day-care on the basis of Bourdieu’s
theory, Palludan has illuminated socio-cultural
differences and similarities, which are assumed to
take place through the socialization scene of the daycare institution [4] [39]. These studies indicate that
ethnic Danish girls who comes from a middle class
background handle the kindergarten’s requirements
best, while boys with different ethnic background
than Danish, and whose parents are unemployed, is
the group of children who find the day-care
institution most difficult: “The hierarchical structures
of domineering of society can, in a complex form, be
recognized in the patterns of hierarchy which are
established and maintained in the pedagogical
landscape….” [39].
Common to the studies within the societal
perspective are the fact that they engage in children
who in different ways fail to be heard or can not
handle the requirements and norms of the everyday
life in the day-care institution. The fact that some
children are unable to meet these requirements and
norms do not necessarily involve children at risk, but
in usage of different theoretical perspectives it is
possible to identify that the day-care institution in the
current form does increase some children’s skills,
while other children find it far more difficult to
handle the settings, rules and norms of their
everyday.
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If we turn to international research we find a
number of interesting studies through the last
decades that have explored the day-care institution’s
impact on socially vulnerable children. However,
these study results are difficult to apply to a Danish
context because of several differences between
countries both politically, socially, culturally, but
most certainly also in the way the day-care
institution is constructed and how the pedagogy is
performed. However, this should not put a limitation
to the possibility of inspiration, especially in relation
to regarding the day-care institution as an extremely
important area of children’s lives, and as the first
part of children’s encounter with the overall schooland education system.
A study from England have through recent years
been exploring the day-care institution’s impact on
socially vulnerable children [48] [52]. The results
from this survey show a difference in children’s
cognitive and social development in relation to
whether the children attend day-care before
schooling, or whether they are taken care of at home.
Children who attend a day-care institution show
significant better test results in term of social and
cognitive development, while the children who were
taken care of at home also mainly appeared to have
domestic relations reflected by the mother’s
unemployment, lack of education, low income and
with a different ethnic origin than English
Another interesting study is a Dutch study which
has organized pedagogical efforts in the day-care
institution, specifically in relation to socially
vulnerable children [54]. The purpose of the
pedagogical efforts in the day-care institution and
preschool is to support socially vulnerable children’s
development, and thus try to improve children’s
chances in the long run. The planned learning
program includes a very detailed process that
includes games as well as learning activities based
on specific stages of development in the children.
The study results indicate that early intervention
based on participation in the day-care institution with
a planned learning program is important for socially
vulnerable children, particularly in relation to their
linguistic and cognitive development. In addition, the
importance of a low pedagogue-child ratio as well as
an organized "tutor program” to support the most
socially vulnerable children are pointed out. The
tutor program consists of intensive support from an
adult throughout the day-care process for those
children who are considered to have the most
difficulties.
In conclusion, Danish as well as international
studies all emphasize however in different ways the
day-care institution’s impact on children’s
development and school readiness, and several of the
studies also point out the day-care institution’s
challenges in relation to socially vulnerable children
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and raise factors of importance as well as factors
which hold difficulties.

2. Distinctive Focus Areas in the DayCare Institution to Prevent Vulnerability
First of all, the location of a day-care institution
in a socially deprived residential area, called a type C
institution, strongly suggest that the pedagogical
personnel has a wide range of very specific tasks,
which to a great extent differ from the day-care
institutions located in other types of residential areas
in Denmark [41]. These tasks have focus on specific
tasks in relation to care for socially vulnerable
children as well as a comprehensive family work,
where the aim is to help parents in exposed situations
and to support in relation to upbringing and
development of the children [24] [28].
These two findings; the specific care tasks and
family work is the most significant results from the
recently completed research project. These results
were revealed significantly in the data, and it is these
data which to a great extent contribute to distinguish
the day-care institutions located in ghetto-like
residential areas from other day-care institutions,
which are not located in these areas. These results
also help to maintain the assumption that the daycare institution has a very specific impact and
function in relation to socially vulnerable children’s
lives and can contribute to promoting children’s
development.
The specific care tasks relate especially to the
pedagogues’ understanding of the children and the
knowledge they have acquired about the children’s
family circumstances. On this basis a number of
pedagogical interventions are initiated with a focus
on providing care for the children in their everyday
lives.
The
understandings
of
the
children’s
vulnerability and their particular difficulties are
indeed consistent with the research-based knowledge
as illustrated earlier in this article. Thus, we are
dealing with children who are socially vulnerable in
several social, emotional and cognitive areas, but
also children who are considered to be exposed to
neglect, who lack solid food and clothes that fit the
season and who are left to their own devices much
too early.
The care work in the pedagogical everyday are
presented as many of the children need a little extra
help before they can even begin to play. This extra
may be comfort, food, clean clothes, or to be with an
adult most of the day and sit on your lap or hold your
hand. It may also be tasks that focus on helping the
individual child to enter into play with other
children, or to play in ways that are far more
appropriate for the individual child.
Naturally, many of these care tasks can be found
in several day-care institutions across the country,
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but the decisive factor is the pedagogues’ emphasis
on the extent and significance of caring, often an
extent that at the same time are considered to
consume time from the general pedagogical work in
relation to learning plans and school preparation.
Among the pedagogical personnel a general
experience show that the care work in relation to
children’s physical and mental well-being takes up
so much time that it is difficult to manage the other
tasks during the day, and that this is quite difficult to
change, given that many of the children have a hard
time.
The family work in the day-care institution is to a
great extent also about the pedagogues’
understanding and knowledge of the families who
live in the local area. Often the families have had
children in the day-care institution for several years,
and several of the pedagogues explain how they have
known families who have had 4 and 5 children in
their particular day-care institution. This results in an
intensive knowledge of these families, as the period
between the first and last child attending the
institution may be between 6 and 10 years.
In a type C day-care institution parents play a big
part of the everyday life in the institution, and the
pedagogical personnel emphasize that they spent just
as much time on parents as the children. The work is
not always unproblematic and the pedagogues
explain that in the professional work it is important
to bear with parents, that one must be prepared for
outbreaks or inappropriate reactions from parents,
that it may be difficult to communicate with parents,
and that one can feel powerless when you can not
help stressful parents. The pedagogical personnel
also emphasizes that the problems with parental
relationship especially relates to the fact that the
parents find it difficult to put themselves in the place
of others, that they have different views on how to
set limits for children, that parents are not demanding
enough or need extra contact, that they may become
angry or extra worried.
But the work in relation to parents is also about a
number of social initiatives conducted by the
pedagogues, i.e. assistance to socially vulnerable
families in many areas, that lies significantly beyond
the traditional understanding of the general
pedagogical work in the day-care institution. This
may be evening activities with the mothers in the
day-care institution, in order for them to have a place
to be with their children and the pedagogical
personnel. It may be home visits to the families and
assistance to a number of practical tasks such as
contacting the Immigration Service, doctor, social
worker, etc., when parents are unable to manage this.
It may also be an invitation to visit and stay in the
day-care institution in order to create a comfortable
place for parents and a place where they can get
advice and guidance in relation to upbringing and
everyday issues.
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3. Concluding Remarks
The fact that a day-care institution is located in a
socially deprived residential area seems to have a
particular task and function in relation to socially
vulnerable children and families who live in these
residential areas. The specific tasks and functions
relate to a number of additional tasks which concern
support and help to socially vulnerable families in
their everyday lives. These tasks will have a crucial
impact on the opportunities that are present in the
day-care institution in relation to the general
pedagogical efforts conducted in a Danish day-care
institution.
Several of these additional tasks concern a
special focus on family work and caring for socially
vulnerable children.
These findings indicate that it is important to
develop knowledge about the significance of the daycare institution’s work in the socially deprived
residential areas, including developing early
preventive intervetions in working with socially
vulnerable children and families.
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