
Introduction

The qualifications and training of personnel
in after-school programs vary across Eu-
rope (European Foundation for the Improve-
ment of Living and Working Conditions
(EFILWC) 2006). There is a range of job titles
used for after-school personnel, for ex-
ample child minder, after-school service teac-
her, nanny, social worker, and leisure-time
teacher (EFILWC 2006). In this article, the
term recreation personnel means unqualif-
ied personnel, and recreation pedagogue
means a person that has finished a tertiary
education in recreation pedagogy. There is
debate as to whether care for school-age
children falls within the same category as
early education or if it should be seen as
related more to the work of the school; si-
milarly there is debate as to what type of
professionals should be employed in after-

school services (Moss 2006). The main aim
of this article is to understand how recrea-
tion personnel from two after-school cent-
res in Iceland perceive their professional
identity and location in the educational
 sector. The goal is to present findings which,
it is hoped, will shed light on the unclear
connection between school-age care and
the work of the school, and may be of benefit
to professionals and policy makers within
school-age care and education.

In some countries, such as Iceland, no
specific requirements are mandated by the
government other than having some
 experience with children and no criminal
record (Youth Act no. 70/2007). A 2006 report
about after-school programs in the
 European Union countries showed that in
general there is little investment in such
services (EFILWC 2006). Personnel are often
underpaid and have poor working condi-
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Abstract
The European qualifications and training of personnel in after-school programs for young school chil-
dren vary (EFILWC 2006). Iceland mandates no specific requirements other than having some experi-
ence with children and having no criminal record. The main aim of this article is to understand how
recreation personnel perceive their professional identity and location in the educational sector. Quali-
tative data from two after-school centres was analysed using the model of social ecology of identity
(Wenger 1998). The main findings indicated that the personnel considered it their role to provide physical
and emotional care; to support social development of children and provide opportunities for informal
learning. Nevertheless, the majority of the personnel held unclear professional identities, and did not
perceive themselves as active participants within the educational system. I argue that an alternative
pedagogical approach is needed that sees recreation personnel as active participants and members of
a shared educational practice within schools.
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tions. The majority of the personnel in the
after-school centres in Reykjavik have not
completed tertiary education, although a
high percentage of them are university
 students. Some, for example, are currently
pursuing studies for a degree in social stud-
ies, pedagogy or teaching (Pálsdóttir 2012).
The salary is rather low and the jobs are
mostly part-time, which contributes to the
difficulties of attracting professionals, such
as teachers or pedagogues, into the work-
force. Furthermore, in Iceland a profession
of recreation pedagogues, as can be found
for example in Denmark (Danish: fritidsped-
agog) and Sweden (Swedish: fritidslærer),
has not developed. 

Nevertheless, the municipalities in Reyk-
javik have made an effort to increase the
quality of the services by setting forth a pol-
icy specifying their purpose and rules of
daily practice. In those documents the cen-
tres are defined as a part of the child’s
leisure time and, as such, areas of free play
and places where children can take part in
creative activities, under adult supervision
(Reykjavik 2006). I have previously discussed
the importance of the services for the chil-
dren (Pálsdóttir 2010; 2012). A city ordinance
was issued in 2010 that stated that schools
and after-school centres should aim for an
integrated work-day for children (Reykjavik
2010). Research has shown that the after-
school centres are indeed on the periphery
of the educational system and that there is
a gap between the practice of the school and
the after-school centre (Pálsdóttir 2012). As

a professional sector, recreational pedagogy
is, thus, still in its infancy. It will rely on both
external conditions, such as public invest-
ment and recognition, and internal condi-
tions, such as increased professional
knowledge and experience, in order to de-
velop and sustain itself. 

Professional identity of
recreation personnel –
Previous research
For those working in after-school services it
has been a challenge to develop a strong
professional identity. The main reasons for
this are twofold: firstly, a lack of public in-
vestment (see for example Cartmel 2007;
EFILWC 2006; Pálsdóttir 2012) and secondly,
a lack of a clearly defined societal role. Re-
cent international research has shown that
there are similarities in the roles that rec-
reation personnel assume in their work with
children in after-school centres. 

Evidence for lack of public investment is
obvious by the same token that in a majority
of countries there does not exist a profes-
sional body that is responsible for these
services. In the few countries where such a
professional body exists, a high staff
turnover makes it difficult to develop and
stick to pedagogical plans (EFILWC 2006).
There are undoubtedly many reasons for a
high turnover, including, in some cases, low
salaries, poor working conditions, work-re-
lated stress, and a lack of possibilities for
developing one’s competence (EFILWC 2006;
Højholt 2001; Petrie, Egharevba, Oliver and
Poland 2000). Cartmel (2007) reported how
after-school leaders in two Australian
schools had to fight for the existence of their
programs within the schools in which they
operated. An analysis of the dialogue be-
tween school leaders and after-school lead-
ers showed that the after-school sector was
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not being recognized as a valid member
within the school community.

Secondly, there are indicators that the
work of recreation personnel is poorly de-
fined and that their work is in many cases
unstructured, at least from an outsider’s
perspective. Petrie et al. (2000) found out
that personnel in after-school programs in
the United Kingdom faced complex and im-
portant circumstances of work but were
under-paid and that their conditions of em-
ployment left much to be desired. Staff
members were expected to perform a vari-
ety of tasks, including cooperating with the
school and the social services, maintaining
contact with parents, writing brochures,
purchasing and maintaining equipment, and
preparing and planning daily activities. This
concurs with research from other countries
(Cartmel 2007; Foss 2011; Højholt 2001;
Haglund 2004; Pálsdóttir 2012). Recreation
pedaguges and personnel seem to share a
traditional base of providing care and oppor-
tunities for play activities. For example,
when describing their work, recreation ped-
agogues in a Danish study (Højholt 2001)
emphasized (a) the social development of the
children, (b) creating a quality time together
with the children (doing something to-
gether/talking together), (c) providing care,
and (d) encouraging creativity and free play.
But the professional work of recreation ped-
agogues, such as assessment of individual
or group progress, is often tacit and mainly
informal (Andersson 2013), making it diffi-
cult to establish an understanding of their
work in the outer community.

The unclear definition of the work of
recreation personnel that work in after-
school services for young school children,
undermines the formation of a clear profes-
sional identity. This becomes more evident
when recreation personnel work in schools
alongside teachers, such as in Denmark and

Sweden, where after-school services are in-
tegrated in schools. In most countries, for-
mal cooperation between recreation
personnel and teachers is limited (EFILWC
2006). However, in Denmark and Sweden
cooperation between teachers and recre-
ation pedagogues is quite formalized. In
these countries recreation pedagogues ad-
ministrate and work in the after-school cen-
tres, but they also work in schools in the
mornings, making it possible to have full-
time employment (see for example, Haglund
2004; Stanek 2012). Nordic research indi-
cates that school-directed practices tend to
override the traditional goals of the recre-
ation tradition (Calander 2000; Haglund
2004; Stanek 2012). Calander (2000) main-
tains that in Sweden recreation pedagogues
who work in collaboration with teachers in
schools soon become “the teacher’s assis-
tant.” His research confirms that occupa-
tional groups with more resources and
symbolic power in society tend to dominate
groups that have fewer resources. This is in
line with international research that shows
the marginalisation of these services in the
educational sector (Cartmel 2007; Foss
2011; Pálsdóttir 2012; Smith and Barker
2002).

The challenge of bringing after-school
care into schools relates not least to coop-
eration between different professionals and
how they take part in creating a professional
community that allows a variety of perspec-
tives on children’s lives and development
(Højholt 2004). The tension between school
and leisure-time centres relates to a well-
known and ongoing debate about the rela-
tionship between education and care that
has characterized discussions in early edu-
cation (Bennett 2003).We have seen that ed-
ucated recreation pedagogues aspire to
provide care and to support the overall de-
velopment of children, with an emphasis on
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social skills. According to Stanek (2012),
Danish recreational pedagogues feel that
their input is valuable in providing a different
way of working with the children during the
otherwise structured school-day, specifically
regarding children with special needs, or
children with emotional or behavioural prob-
lems. At the same time, the main challenge
they face when working within the school is
maintaining the informal nature of their pro-
fessional identity. 

Thus, the role of recreation pedagogues
in the educational system is unclear, leading
to a weak professional identity, more so in
countries where the majority of personnel
has no specific qualifications. Previous re-
search indicates that the qualifications of
personnel in after-school care vary greatly;
their backgrounds, previous experiences and
social status affect how they engage in, and
identify with, their work (EFILWC 2006).
Whether they make a long-term commit-
ment to the practice or are simply transient
members for a short period of time, may be
seen as influencing the level of their mem-
bership in the professional community and
their identification with the work.

Theoretical framework
This research uses Wenger’s (1998) theory of
communities of practices to explore the pro-
fessional identity of the recreation personnel
that participated in the study. Unlike previous
Nordic research that has focused more on
pedagogy (see Haglund 2004; Stanek 2012)
or on organisational development (see Tor-
stenson-Ed and Johansson 2000), the cur-
rent study applied Wenger’s analytical model
to examine how various workplace particip-
ants identify at different levels, professio-
nally, with the community of practice.
Learning within the workplace is a situated
activity that involves staff members engaging

in practices and exchanging ideas, experien-
ces, tools and histories, so that the activity
can be perceived as a community of practice
[CoP] (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998).
For Wenger, identity has to do with modes of
belonging, how individuals perceive themsel-
ves as members or non-members of diffe-
rent communities. Individuals gradually
learn how to act and what is important to
know within the particular community of
practice. Thus they move from the periphery
to the core of membership. They develop
modes of belonging within those communi-
ties of practice that they enter and the roles
they identify with. They also bring their own
knowledge and experience to the community
and take part in producing the collective
identity of that community. 

Wenger uses the term ‘social ecology of
identity’ to demonstrate how identity within
a specific community of practice is con-
structed by different modes of belonging: en-
gagement (what people do), imagination
(what people think they can do) and align-
ment (how they situate themselves). Firstly,
Wenger proposes that the process of identi-
fication is an essential element of our very
being and determines how we understand
and define or classify ourselves and how oth-
ers define or classify us, in term of national-
ity, gender, age, occupation, attitudes, etc.
Identification is an integral part of ourselves
and can be both positive and negative, as it
shapes both what we are and what we are
not (Wenger 1998: 191). Negotiability is the
second process that takes part in shaping
our identities. This concept “refers to the
ability, facility, and legitimacy to contribute
to, take responsibility for, and shape the
meanings that matter within a social config-
uration” (Wenger 1998: 197). Levels of nego-
tiability determine whether the individual is
located outside the community, at the pe-
riphery, or at the core. This is particularly in-

BARN nr3-2014_innm_Layout 1  21.10.14  11:31  Side 78



teresting with regard to the placement of
after-school centres in schools. In a sense,
school and after-school centre can be seen
as two separate communities of practices,
that are intrinsically linked as they share
members and locals to some extent. Ac-
cording to Wenger, human beings take part
in a constellation of CoP’s, and often individ-
uals work as brokers as they mediate infor-
mation and connect different practices
(Wenger 1998). 

CoP’s are created and sustained through
shared meanings, stories and tools. For
Wenger, involvement in negotiating shared
meanings is reflected in both participation
and non-participation. Participation is an ac-
tive process “which is both personal and so-
cial. It is a complex process which combines
doing, talking, thinking, feeling and belong-
ing. It involves our whole person, including
our bodies, minds, emotions, and social re-
lations” (Wenger 1998: 56). Participation al-
ways involves mutual recognition, as
“participants shape each other’s experi-
ences of meaning” (ibid). This process does
not intrinsically entail mutual respect or
equality, only that individuals engage in a
process of negotiation. The concepts of par-
ticipation and non-participation are vital to
understanding how individuals adapt and are
accepted (or not) into a community of prac-
tice. This is because “[w]e not only produce
our identities through the practices we en-
gage in, but we also define ourselves
through practices we do not engage in”
(Wenger 1998: 164). Non-participation is an
integral part of our lives, as we cannot pos-
sibly identify with every possible social con-
text we come across in our lives. Moreover,
non-participation in some areas allows for
participation in other areas: in this sense,
non-participation is not necessarily a nega-
tive term. People care about things that are
within their range of negotiability and their

desire to participate diminishes if they do not
have a voice (Wenger 1998). Thus, the social
ecology of identity provides a useful frame-
work to analyse the professional identity of
recreation personnel and create practical
knowledge on how they perceive their pro-
fessional role within the educational system.

Methods
The present study on the professional iden-
tity of recreation personnel was part of a lar-
ger research on the organisational identity
of after-school centres (Pálsdóttir 2012).
The overall research was a qualitative multi-
case study of two after-school centres for 6–
9 year old children in Reykjavik. The
after-school centres were located on school
sites, but were operated by the city’s sport
and recreation department. The after-
school centres were chosen specifically be-
cause their leaders were experienced and
recognized as strong leaders who had
managed to build up a good work place-et-
hics and provide good care to children.

Participants. The participants in this part of
the study were the leaders of two after-
school centres and seven recreation person-
nel. The majority of the recreation personnel
were people in their twenties, with no ter-
tiary education. Pseudonyms were used to
enable the participants to talk freely about
their work and workplace, and some in-
formation altered to ensure anonymity.

Interviews. Human beings share experien-
ces and histories of learning and meaning
through conversation: by talking, listening,
exchanging opinions, and even arguing
(Wenger 1998). In the present case study, a
semi-structured interview was an important
tool for gathering information on how diffe-
rent stakeholders described their involve-
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ment in the after-school centre and their
views on the practice and organisational
framework (Stake 2005). The participants
were asked about their daily work, activities,
collaboration, and asked to discuss both the
challenges and advantages to be found in
their work. Each interview lasted from 30–
60 minutes. In all, 14 interviews were recor-
ded and transcribed.

Observations. Observations were used to
collect background data both before and
after the interviews, to enable the re-
searcher to connect to the stories and de-
scriptions given in interviews. Fieldwork is
“... the form of inquiry in which one is im-
mersed personally in the ongoing social ac-
tivities of some individual or a group for the
purpose of research” (Wolcott 1995: 66). In
Wenger’s terms, in entering the field, the re-
searcher becomes an “unconventional”
member of the communities of practices
(Wenger 1998: xv). In this study, the re-
searcher made approximately twenty visits
to the centres over an 18 month period.
These visits made it possible to create an in-
formal relationship with the personnel and
to observe their work first hand. 

Data analysis. Wenger’s concept of the so-
cial ecology of identity was used to analyse
how the personnel conceived their roles
within the after-school centres but also to
identify their ‘sources of belonging’. It was
important to examine how personnel took
part (or not) in creating the institutional set-
ting and the level at which they engaged in,
and identified with, the activities in the
after-school centre. Non-participation is re-
flected in experiences of not being heard, of
individuals or groups being marginalised,
and in not having  access to the validation of
meaning. Furthermore, it was essential to
be able to identify what constituted modes

of belonging. There fore, the study analysed
how participants engaged in the practices
of the after-school centres, how they inter-
preted their participation, and where they
situated themselves subjectively within
these practices. 

Findings
The main findings of this study indicate that
the professional identity of recreation per-
sonnel was shaped by various sources of
both participation and non-participation.
The importance of leadership and the work
of the leaders in each centre was crucial and
a determining factor in creating a comm-
unity of practice. Although the service was
placed in schools, the personnel did not per-
ceive themselves as active members in the
educational sector. The first section introdu-
ces the different roles of leaders and recrea-
tion personnel, and the daily assignments
they undertook. In the following sections,
the main themes that analysis of data
produced, are presented. 

Engagement of leaders and 
recreation personnel
The leaders were responsible for taking key-
decisions in regard to the agenda and org-
anisation of the work within the centres.
Anna and Helen showed a strong commit-
ment to the work of the after-school cent-
res, and visualized themselves working in
this setting for a long time. Their commit-
ment to their work, in fact, seemed to be
much higher than that of the other person-
nel. They were the persons holding everyt-
hing together, visiting almost every station
in the after-school centre daily, making sure
staff was informed of practical matters and
that everything was going well. As they were
the only staff members having regular
meetings with school they provided inform-
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ation about students and school schedule (if
necessary) to the staff, acting as brokers in
Wenger’s sense of the word.

However, decision-making was gener-
ally not done in a top-down manner. Anna
and Helen both emphasized that decision-
making was collaborative, and they encour-
aged peer-support within the group. In staff
meetings, the leaders would direct the dis-
course by asking questions: How can we
control the noise in this area? What can we
do to make transitions go faster so children
don’t have to wait before activities start?
They would promote discussions about how
to cope with various problems that arose,
such as behavioural issues or support for in-
dividual children. They would encourage the
personnel to work together to find solutions
to the practices of the centre. In talking
about staff, the majority of whom were uni-
versity students and had limited experience
working with children, Anna said:

This is in fact only their extra job. They
are students, and that is number one.
They are here and they do well, but you
can also sense that sometimes they are
lacking in passion. But maybe you
should not expect too much, I don’t
know. And I think that if we were to get
more educational programs, and they
were to receive education in child devel-
opment [they would be more inter-
ested], because these kids do not
generally have children. So there is a lot
for them to learn, and many things
make them insecure. Therefore it would
be extremely useful if they would get
more guidance. But as I say, this is a
very good group that I have, and they are
extremely kind to the children. 

There is an ambiguity in Anna’s words. On
the one hand, she said that the personnel

needed more training and education; on the
other hand, she maintained that she had a
“very good group”. Anna acknowledged that
her personnel considered the job secondary
to their university studies and that most of
them did not have experience of child rear-
ing and needed guidance to develop their
practices in this area. But she strives hard
to make the best out of the lack of educated
and experienced workers. Instead, Anna
emphasizes that being friendly and able to
connect to the children is a valuable quality
which she found in many of her current per-
sonnel. Providing support to personnel was
an essential part of the work of the leaders
and took considerable time from other proj-
ects. Helen explained how she interviewed
each staff member in the fall, and that she
talked regularly about their practice with
children and ways to improve their skills. 

The majority of the other recreation per-
sonnel said that working in the after-school
centre was convenient for the time being but
that they had other aspirations for their fu-
ture careers, thus confirming Anna’s words
above. The personnel had a variety of roles
in the after-school centres, including that of
ensuring that the children felt cared for and
were safe. The personnel took part in vari-
ous activities, such as collecting children
from the school and bringing them to the
after-school centre, doing outdoor supervi-
sion, helping out in the canteen, and over-
seeing various play-areas. They also
undertook more specific work, for example,
organizing group-work that would continue
over a period of a few weeks, working with
children in arts and crafts projects, going on
fieldtrips, directing plays in which children
took part, and preparing exhibitions with the
children for parents to view. In both centres,
the daily schedule consisted of a mixture of
free play and group work with children. Dur-
ing opening hours between 1:30 pm to 5:15
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pm the after-school centres were buzzing
with activity, and the personnel were preoc-
cupied with the children.

Preparation. The personnel had about 30
minutes of preparation time each day. This
time was not very formal, with staff member
showing up at different times, sometimes
bringing their own lunch with them. Prepa-
ration time was used in various ways, such
as in discussions about the activities to be
offered to the children, getting resources for
group work, and prepare the afternoon re-
freshment. On a normal day, there was little
time for personnel to consult with each
other or to prepare activities. Staff meet-
ings, held every other week in both centres
after opening hours, were opportunities to
discuss various practi calities. Each member
of staff was responsible for overseeing spe-
cific play area(s), and the general division of
work had sometimes been planned one
week ahead. However, often the arrange-
ment of the work was decided in the few
minutes before the children arrived.

Play time. The majority of the time in both
after-school centres was play time, which
was a time that the children would have for
free play. A variety of play areas had been
set up in both centres, such as areas for
Lego construction, role-playing, and draw-
ing. The children from both centres could
use the outdoor area daily, even on snowy
and rainy days. The role of personnel
seemed to be to observe rather than engage
in the play activities of children, unless the
children needed assistance.

Group work. In both after-school centres,
the personnel organised group-work, so
called ‘clubs’. They invited children in
grades 2–4 to participate in a variety of
 activities, each with a specific focus and and

individual adult group leader. The children
signed up to these groups, although they
were not obligated to do so. 

However, organizing and maintaining
the group-work could be challenging. Dur-
ing the fall of 2009, no specific clubs were
running in one of the centres, because the
majority of the personnel were new, and it
took time for the leader to train the person-
nel to be able to take on added responsibil-
ities.

Flexibility. Personnel had considerable free-
dom to decide what they wanted to do with
the children, as shown by Sólveig’s words:

You have a lot of freedom. If you are in-
terested in something then you can use
that with the children, like, there is one
singer here, and she has a choir, and
there are art clubs, and sometimes I
offer dance, because I am taking danc-
ing lessons. You have a lot of freedom in
the work. This I find a huge benefit. 

Their level of negotiability was relatively
high with regard to influencing their daily
work. Most of the personnel interviewed
said that the flexibility in the work and posi-
tive atmosphere were among the things that
they valued and that motivated them to keep
working in the after-school centre. The flex-
ibility at work allowed them to engage in ac-
tivities on their own terms. The fact that the
personnel could easily take part in deciding
in which activities to participate enhanced
their sense of belonging, fostered a sense of
participation and being a valued member of
the community.

However, some personnel assumed
more responsibility than others. Christie
had a masters degree in fine arts. She had
responsibilities in the arts and crafts area
and guided both children and other person-
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nel when working with paints and various
other media. On a regular basis, the centre
held exhibitions of the artwork which the
children produced in the after-school cen-
tre. Christie was in charge of the overall
preparation. She worked independently on
organizing these projects, deciding which
materials to use and how to explore the cre-
ative process with the children. She involved
the other recreation personnel who were
working with the children in the arts and
crafts area. From time to time, she would
tell Anna what resources were needed, and
Anna would purchase paint and obtain other
necessary materials.

As the majority of the personnel had not
made long-term commitments, they did not
spend much time in reflection. They were
not very critical about their work but enjoyed
the relaxed and playful atmosphere. In many
ways the personnel did not have to assume
responsibility for the work provided in the
after-school centre. Instead, the majority of
them simply felt that the leaders knew best,
and preferred to follow directives rather
than initiate activities: “Helen is on top of
things, so she has worked out the frame-
work, and you kind of just fit into it, so it is
very, very simple.” The general ‘laissez-
faire’ attitude of the recreation personnel
and their lack of involvement in the organi-
sation of their work stems from the fact that
they do not perceive themselves as full-
members of the community. They did not
identify themselves as professionals but as
part-time personnel under the supervision
and guidance of more experienced workers,
such as the leaders, Anna and Helen.

Aiming for care, social learning and leisure
The personnel seemed to share an affinity
to provide care to the children, and they
identified with the policy emphasis to pro-
vide children with opportunities to take part
in leisure activities and play. Both centres
had a playful atmosphere and many staff
members talked about that work was fun.
Firstly, all of the participants found it imp-
ortant to create a safe and caring environ-
ment. The concept of care was twofold: (a)
physical care and (b) care for the emotional
well-being of children. Firstly, the personnel
said that it was important to provide physical
security and physical well-being. Veiga un-
derlined the issues of security and physical
safety of the children in her statement:

It is our job to take care of them while
their parents work. We have to make
sure that all children have arrived, reg-
ister them when they come, and if
somebody is missing we have to find
him or her. We observe the children
throughout the day and guide them,
making sure that they are secure. 

The role of the personnel, from the physical
care perspective, is first and foremost to su-
pervise the children and to intervene only
when there is the possibility of harm. Howe-
ver, the personnel perceived that one of
their roles was to care for the emotional
well-being of children, not only to provide
physical security. Margrét said that she con-
sidered it important to “create a home away
from home” for the children. In her view it
was important that:

The children feel warmth and feel that
they are coming to a place which is fun
and welcoming, that they can trust the
people that work here and know what
they can and cannot do. [...] I don’t want
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this to be just a “storage” but rather like
a home, where they come and feel good,
they are fed, and get the help they need.
You know, that this is like mom and dad,
without being mom and dad, or as close
to it as possible.

However, there were several obstacles in
the provision of care, amongst those were
the lack of facilities, the workload and,
sometimes, inexperience. For example, the
facility for the 30 robust and energetic 1st
graders that started in 2008 in one of the
after-school centres was a medium-sized
classroom which during school hours would
accommodate 18–22 students. On most
days, a number of children would choose
outdoor activities, and the hallway was also
used as a play-area. On rainy days the room
could get crowded, with children playing and
chatting in every corner. Under such circum-
stances, it could be difficult to get peace and
quiet; consequently, if a child was tired or
not feeling well there was in fact no place to
go. Thus, providing the effective care to
which many of the personnel aspired could
be challenging, and the setting was in many
cases nothing like home. 

Secondly, the majority of the recreation
personnel interviewed expressed the view
that the after-school centre should enhance
children’s social learning. There were differ-
ences in the descriptions given by the per-
sonnel of the social learning, as some had
more extensive ideas than others. However,
everyone emphasized the importance of the
peer-group. They considered it important
that every child was connected with the
group and not excluded from activities.
There was a fundamental view that children
were active participants in the practice.
Sólveig said that the children “develop their
social capabilities by being around their
peers and, yes, interacting with them.” Cu-

riously, the personnel did not make connec-
tions between the activities of the children
during the school-day and their activities
during after-school hours. In this sense, the
pedagogy of the recreation personnel with
regard to the enhancing social learning was
limited and focused on creating a setting in
the after-school hours for social activities.
By and large, the recreation personnel did
not intervene in the social activities of the
children during the play-time unless there
was a specific need, which exemplifies
the importance of the peer-group. The
 organised group-work was sporadic and,
sometimes, there was a lack of continuity as
there was a high turnover of personnel, and
the membership of the group of children
changed.

The third major understanding that the
personnel had of their role related to the in-
formal character of the activities in the
after-school centre; that they should be
leisure activities rather than organized learn-
ing activities. Thus, the recreation personnel
emphasized the informal character of the
social learning that took place in the after-
school centres in contrast with the formal
learning of the schools. They made a clear
distinction between their work in the after-
school centres and teachers work in the
schools: “We do not teach in the after-
school centres. We do not want this to be an
extended school day”, Heiða said. For those
reasons, the majority of the activities in the
after-school centre were not obligatory for
the children, but optional. “This is their free-
time and it is important that they experience
a certain amount of freedom and that they
have a choice of activities, but not that they
simply can do whatever they want.”Although
it may be controversial to define the time
children spend in the after-school centre as
their ‘free-time’ – since they are placed in
this setting by their parents and their activ-
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ities are constrained by the framework the
recreation personnel in both centres regu-
larly stated that the after-school centre was
different from the school because it oper-
ated in the children’s ‘free-time’. The
 informal character of the learning in the
after-school centres was also reflected in
the way the recreation personnel generally
situated themselves in the background,
rather then in the foreground of the various
activities.

Marginalisation
In many ways, the recreation personnel felt
marginalised and powerless with regard to
their location in the educational sector. Their
general feeling was that their work was
often seen by school staff as not belonging
in the school. Their use of facilities within
the school depended on what was available
as school operations took priority. Someti-
mes plans needed to be changed, even on
short notice, to adapt to the needs of the
school. School activities took priority over
the daily program of the after-school cent-
res, including sporadic events, such as when
a school principal decided to use the school
canteen for a staff meeting, or a teacher
decided to have a play rehearsal in the can-
teen at the same time as the scheduled
after-school centre afternoon snack.
Monthly meetings between school princi-
pals and leaders of the after-school centres
did not seem to prevent such conflicts from
ccurring.

Sólveig said, when asked about the
 cooperation with the school:

Sometimes if there is something going
on in the school we are not informed
until the time we show up. It is quite un-
comfortable not to be informed with
some notice, if there are changes. But,
well... there is this facilities manager

who sometimes interferes with what we
are doing. It can be annoying, like if we
have something going and we have a
group of children in the school. And he
shows up and turns off the lights and
says that the lights should be turned off
at 16:00. 

It seems as if the school authorities some-
times forgot that there was another form of
practice going on in the school buildings.
This forgetfulness is a part of the lack of
recognition experienced by the personnel in
the after-school centres. Being forgotten
can be perceived as similar to being told that
you are not important or that you do not
count. As a result, the personnel did not feel
that the school community at large showed
any special interest in the work they were
doing with the children, eventhough these
same children were pupils in the school. The
recreation personnel did not feel that they
could influence or affect the organisational
framework that had been set for the after-
school centres, and thus they situated
themselves as outsiders in the school. 

Even though the two leaders had
monthly meetings with school principals, in-
formation did not always appear through the
right channels. Often they would get impor-
tant information through parents about
school activities, such as when certain
classes were having a get-together with
teachers and parents in after school-hours,
or the class could be taking a field trip and
returning back later than usual, impacting
attendance at after-school care. It was ob-
vious that the leaders felt that their expert-
ise was not recognized or valued in their
co-operation with the school. “We are at-
tending to the same children”, Helen said,
“and we ought to share more information”.
Occasional consultations between recre-
ation personnel and teachers or experts
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from the school usually involved instructions
or advice being given to the recreation per-
sonnel, not vice-versa. 

It was a challenge for the personnel to
define their (professional) roles within the
school and within the educational system at
large. They did not engage in the overall
project of the educational system as they
limited their participation mainly to the
centres’ daily activities. They also did not
feel a need to cooperate with the teachers
or the school in general. Their idea of what

teachers did in school was that teachers
taught children to read and write, ignoring
the fact the teachers do in fact work with
children on both formal and informal activ-
ities throughout the school-day. The major-
ity of the staff did not imagine that their
input to children�s education made a big dif-
ference in the broader sense, beyond the
hours children spent in the centre. The
school community did not seem to recog-
nize the importance of the practice within
the after-school centre, or at least, school
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Figure 1. The identity of the recreation personnel within the after-school centre (model adapted from
Wenger 1998).
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activities had priority over any after-school
activities. The findings show that the prac-
tice in the after-school centres had differ-
ent purposes than school practices, and
was related to care, social learning and
leisure. Hence, recreation personnel was
struggling to create a professional identity,
and define their areas of participation and
non-participation.

Identities of participation and   
non-participation
Figure 1 presents an overview of the layers
of identity of recreation personnel within
their workplace, the after-school centre, in
light of Wenger’s theory of the social ecology
of identity. The professional identity of the
personnel is compounded by layers of parti-
cipation as well as non-participation as they
both engage actively on some levels as well
submit to authority. Their backgrounds, pre-
vious experiences and social status affect
how they engage in, and identify with their
work. Whether they make a long-term com-
mitment to the practice or are simply transi-
ent members for a short period of time,
influences their level of membership and
identification with the work. The examples
of participation recorded above indicate a
shared professional identity, as they enga-
ged in activities as members and as owners
of meaning within the after-school centre.
However, the examples of lack of members-
hip and ownership of meaning can be traced
both to internal and external sources, which
needs to be explored further. One important
source of non-participation, evident above,
is the marginalisation of their work within
the school, as the personnel perceived that
their work was not recognized as a part of
the educational endeavour. However, in a
sense they themselves did not recognize
their own potential influence on the child-
ren’s educational progress and wellbeing,

and therefore, did not connect their work
with that of the school.

Conclusion
The data presented here from Iceland show,
that as their counterparts in other countries,
recreation personnel are struggling to de-
velop a professional identity within the edu-
cational sector (EFILWC 2006; Foss 2011;
Haglund 2004). The findings of this study
show that it is important to explore how per-
sonnel engage in creating a community of
practice within the after-school centre. Al-
though the after-school centres in Reykjavik
seem to be primarily designed to care for
children in the absence of parents, recre-
ation personnel also aim to provide oppor-
tunities for social learning through informal
leisure activities. These aims which are gen-
erally shared with recreation personnel in
the Nordic countries explain the passive
roles that recreation personnel seem to take
when compared with school teachers
(Stanek 2012; Ackesjö 2011). An alternative
pedagogical approach is needed that sees
recreation personnal as active participants
and members of a shared educational prac-
tice within schools.

Wenger’s model of the social ecology of
identity helps us to understand why the ma-
jority of the recreation personnel had diffi-
culties in assuming control over the task
domain, even though it was left in their
charge. Their membership in the educa-
tional endevour was limited, both by the or-
ganisational design and by their own inner
constraints. In many cases, they relied on
the initiative of, and advice from, more ex-
perienced personnel, as well as from the
leaders of the centres. The results indicate
that part-time staff had difficulties in be-
coming full members in a professional prac-
tice, and that until more qualified staff
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members are employed it will be difficult to
establish a clearer professional identity of
recreation personnel within the educational
system. Furthermore, the more qualified
personnel, such as the two leaders, played
an extremely vital role and did everything in
their power to counterbalance the lack of
structure and input. Two years after data
gathering, Helen returned to her former job
as a teacher, whereas Anna is still working
as leader.

The roles, values, and responsibilities of
the recreation personnel were unclear. Al-
though the recreation personnel in this
study adopted the general view that social
learning was the primary focus of the work
in the after-school centres, few of them had
articulated views on how they were support-
ing social learning. Nor did they connect
their work with the lives of children during
regular school-hours or in the pre-schools,
as they felt that their work did not relate to
that of the school. A comprehensive dis-
course about the professional underpin-

nings of this service for children is lacking,
and this is not unique to the centres in Reyk-
javik. There are serious indications that the
recreation pedagogy of after-school care for
school-aged children in the Western hemi-
sphere seems to be in a state of crisis,
largely because of the dominance of aca-
demic or school-based discourses. The dis-
course is largely directed from within the
school community, the source of authority
from which validity of meaning seems to
emanate (Cartmel 2007; Haglund 2004;
Smith and Barker 2002). Even in Denmark
and Sweden, where the professional training
is most developed, research shows that
recreation pedagogues feel pressured by
teachers to work in accordance with the
school culture and rules (Calander 2000,
Haglund 2004; Højholt 2001; Stanek 2012).
The location of this service in schools calls
for a thorough exploration of the role of free
play and leisure in the education of children
within schools, and the roles of profession-
als who organize the services.
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