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ABSTRACT

Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) is essential for children's growth and development. International organizations,
such as UNESCO, UNICEF, and the OECD, emphasize the importance of providing high-quality ECCE. This aligns with
Sustainable Development Goal Target 4, which aims to ensure that all children, regardless of gender, have access to quality early
childhood care and education. When assessing the quality of ECCE, two key factors must be considered: structural quality and
process quality. Structural quality includes physical elements such as the facilities, classroom setup, child-to-adult ratio, teacher
qualifications, and curriculum. Teacher qualifications are particularly crucial because they directly impact the learning
environment and the overall effectiveness of early childhood education. In Malaysia, the government recognizes the importance
of teacher professionalism in ECCE and has mandated that all preschool teachers hold at least a Diploma in Early Childhood
Education by 2020. However, many ECCE workers still lack the necessary qualifications. This study investigates teacher
qualifications and professionalism issues in various ECCE settings, specifically childcare centers and preschools. It employs a
qualitative approach, including focus group discussions with private ECCE centers in Negeri Sembilan, Selangor, and Kuala
Lumpur. The findings reveal contrasting perspectives on the roles of teachers in these two settings: preschool teachers are
generally viewed as educators requiring specialized training, while childcare workers are often perceived as caretakers. This
perception gap affects the quality of ECCE, as better-qualified teachers are more likely to provide high-quality education and
care. The study highlights the relationship between teacher qualifications and ECCE quality, contributing to policy
recommendations to raise professional standards in the field. Additionally, this research aligns with Malaysia's Twelfth Malaysia
Plan, which focuses on improving children's well-being.
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INTRODUCTION

Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) is the period from birth until the child enters formal primary school (UNESCO,
2022). The early years of life are essential as they shape the growth and development of children, highlighting the need for high-
quality ECCE settings. This is aligned with the United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals, which, under Target 4.2, aim to
ensure that by 2030, all children, boys and girls, have access to high-quality ECCE programs. Thus, this highlights the importance
of providing a high-quality ECCE, as according to the European Commission, children can only benefit from ECCE if'it is delivered
in a high-quality setting. Quality programs are anticipated to produce favorable results. Nonetheless, the issue lies in identifying
the indicators that measure the criteria of a quality program. Previous research indicates that identifying the determinants of a
universal quality program is challenging (Mamat et al., 2022). Quality ECCE indicators are critical for measuring ECCE programs'
effectiveness and efficiency. Among the indicators are the ratio of staff to children, the qualification of the teachers, and the
characteristics of the center's location, which are critical prerequisites for promoting child development in early childhood
education environments (Mamat et al., 2022). The quality of educators significantly influences the quality of preschool education
and profoundly affects children's literacy and social development (Lewis, 2001).

ECCE in Malaysia is separated into two groups: childcare and preschool. The distinction is because of the age group
where childcare caters to children from birth to four years old, while preschool caters to children from four to six years old. The
Malaysian Government recognizes the importance of high-quality ECCE and its connection to teacher professionalism in Malaysia.
The Ministry of Women, Family, and Community Development regulates childcare under the Child Care Centre Act 1984 and
Child Care Regulations 2012, while the Ministry of Education oversees preschool education and regulation under the Education
Act 1996. These specified acts outline various indicators related to providing and delivering childcare and preschool education,
including the mandatory completion of the Kursus Asuhan dan Didikan Awal Kanak-Kanak for childcare workers. The
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Government also introduced the minimum qualification requirement for all preschool teachers in Malaysia. By 2020, all preschool
teachers must hold a Diploma in Early Childhood Education. These regulatory frameworks strive to improve the quality of ECCE
by ensuring that ECCE professionals are appropriately trained and qualified.

The talent gap refers to the disparity between job seekers' abilities and employers' requirements, resulting from
technological improvements, evolving employment demands, and talent shortages in particular sectors (World Economic Forum,
2023). In the context of ECCE in Malaysia, the talent gap refers to the mismatch between the regulatory standards and the reality
where a significant portion of the workforce lacks these qualifications. Significant gaps still need to be addressed despite Malaysia's
efforts to regulate the ECCE sector, including the mandatory qualification requirement. For instance, according to the Malaysia
Education Blueprint Report 2018, 99.78% of private preschool teachers do not meet the basic academic requirements, while the
figures for KEMAS and Perpaduan preschools are 64.53% and 50.06%, respectively. Abdul Hamid et al. (2020) supported this,
which revealed that a significant percentage of the ECCE workforce lacks qualifications pertinent to ECCE. This issue has also
been highlighted by Mamat et al. (2022), where all Malaysian preschool agencies fall short of the highest quality standards
regarding teachers' qualifications. Childcare centers encounter similar issues and challenges, as some officers at the Department of
Social Welfare indicate that they set aside requirements such as workforce qualifications and teacher-to-child ratios due to their
sympathy for the operators (Yoke-Yean et al., 2021). This shows significant differences between regulatory standards and ground
realities, which lead to the challenges in implementing and monitoring the ECCE services in Malaysia.

As mentioned above, teachers' quality significantly impacts ECCE services' quality. The lack of qualified teachers has
profound implications for the quality of ECCE since teachers may struggle to implement the best pedagogical practices to enhance
children's literacy and developmental outcomes (Lewis, 2001). On top of that, the historical perception between care and education
also contributes to the downgrading of the teachers in the care services. This factor, along with the low salary and limited career
opportunities, has discouraged individuals from pursuing this qualification and being committed to long-term careers in ECCE,
perpetuating a cycle of non-professionalization. Furthermore, the split governance structure of childcare and preschool in Malaysia
further complicates the situation as it leads to inconsistencies in quality standards. All of these challenges need to be addressed in
order for Malaysia to achieve the Sustainable Development Goal by 2030.

This study focuses on the private ECCE operators, as the private sector is pivotal in providing ECCE services in Malaysia.
Over the past decade, private preschools have consistently surpassed public preschools in enrolment rates. In 2020, the proportion
of enrolled students in the public sector was merely 48%, while the private sector accounted for 52% of enrolments (Rajaendram,
2023). Given the dominance of the private sector in ECCE services, this paper aims to examine the issues and challenges faced by
private ECCE operators in meeting the mandatory qualification requirement. Understanding these challenges helps to give a deep
understanding of the issues that hinder the professionalization of the ECCE workforce and contribute to the gap between policy
goals and implementation. Secondly, this study also aims to examine the impact of teacher qualifications on the quality of ECCE
services. This objective highlights the key role of teacher professionalism in fostering nurturing and educating the children. Based
on these findings, this study proposes recommendations to enhance teacher professionalism and the overall quality of ECCE in
Malaysia. This closes the gap between the regulatory requirements and reality practices, ensuring access to high-quality ECCE
services for all children.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE)

UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation) emphasizes that early childhood encompasses birth
until age eight (UNESCO, 2022). This is recognized as a phase of significant growth and critical development in young children.
It comprises a child's social, emotional, and physical needs to establish a strong foundation for lifetime learning. ECCE prioritizes
a child's comprehensive development rather than solely concentrating on pre-primary education or preparation for formal schooling
(Rahmatullah et al., 2021). UNESCO indicates that children who fall behind in their early years are more likely to discontinue
their education because they struggle to keep pace with their peers. This results in underachievement or underperformance, causing
youngsters to lag and abandon their education. The importance and increased demand for ECCE services have attracted the
Government's attention to ensuring their high-quality ECCE services. Currently, ECCE emphasizes achieving Sustainable
Development Goals objective 4.2, which aims to guarantee that all boys and girls have access to quality early childhood education
by 2030.

Care and education are separated due to their differing functions and roles. According to Kamerman (2007), in the initial
years, the term 'care' predominantly pertains to daycares or nurseries offering services for young children, whereas 'education’
refers to preschool, which focuses on learning. The system categorizes and differentiates based on age groupings. In Malaysia,
childcare services are provided for children from birth to four years old, and a preschool program for children from four to six
years old. The agencies engaged in ECCE in Malaysia include the Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development, the
Ministry of Education, the Department of National Unity and Integration (JPNIN), and the Ministry of Rural and Regional
Development (KEMAS). ECCE services are also offered by private entities and non-governmental organizations. The separation
in ECCE governance has resulted in various challenges, particularly with ECCE implementation. This is due to the differences in
responsibility and oversight of ECCE services in a split governance structure.

Quality Early Childhood Care and Education

While the significance of ECCE and its advantages for children have been addressed, it is as essential to focus on delivering high-
quality ECCE programs. According to Cheng et al. (1997), in the context of education, quality is defined by student outcomes,
stakeholder satisfaction (parents, children, and policymakers), the adequacy of educational facilities, or adherence to regulatory
norms and criteria. The 2011 European Commission on ECCE study indicates that poor quality ECCE services can result in
concerning or adverse results, as young children are particularly vulnerable during this critical developmental phase. Early infancy
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is a rapid brain development phase, reaching 80% by age three and 90% by age five, as ASEAN Early Infancy Care, Development
and Education (ASEAN ECCDE) reported. Therefore, it is crucial to guarantee that the brain achieves a positive outcome
throughout this critical period. Children are perpetually at risk when subjected to detrimental environmental influences, particularly
from poor quality ECCE. Given the increasing demand for ECCE services, it is essential to establish standards to guarantee the
safety and development of children. Consequently, quality standards must serve as a framework for ensuring the effectiveness and
efficiency of high-quality ECCE delivery. This standard will guarantee that ECCE services fulfill the minimal requisite standards
for ECCE services.

Two critical dimensions in evaluating the quality of ECCE are structural quality and process quality (Megalonidou,
2020). Structural quality pertains to physical elements, including building infrastructure, classroom arrangement, and measurable
components such as child-to-adult ratios, teacher qualifications, and the used curriculum. Process quality concerns elements that
must be evaluated through interactions or relationships, including those between children and teachers, centers and parents, and
management and leadership within the centers. Considering these quality components, specific characteristics or criteria must be
incorporated when evaluating the quality of ECCE. These criteria are essential and will determine success in achieving high-quality
ECCE. The OECD has identified five major policy levers that enhance quality in ECCE (Yesil¢mar et al., 2020). Firstly,
establishing quality objectives and regulations, accompanied by public funding and oversight, is essential to attain quality goals,
such as improvement in education facilities. Second, the creation and implementation of a curriculum are essential. Thirdly,
enhancing teacher professionalism through training could potentially facilitate the achievement of comprehensive education and
care quality objectives. Fourthly, engage with stakeholders, including families and communities, and advocate their significant
contribution towards enhancing children's development and, finally, enhancing initiatives in monitoring to ensure high-quality
ECCE delivery.

Teacher Professionalism with Quality ECCE

Based on the discussion above, teacher professionalism is one of the main criteria for enhancing quality in ECCE. This aligns with
Lewis (2001), in which it was discovered that the quality of teachers has the most significant influence on the quality of preschool
education and has a significant impact on the literacy and social development of children, particularly between the ages of two and
five. This includes teachers' qualifications, professional development training, and experience related to ECCE (Mamat et al.,
2022). When evaluating teachers' qualifications, the presence or percentage of teachers who possess an appropriate degree level or
an equivalent qualification related to ECCE is considered. It is commonly believed to be the best practice to have qualified teachers
at this level (Blanden et al., 2022). Early childhood educators participating in professional development training are associated
with good quality in enhancing student learning and development opportunities. Mamat et al. (2022) explained that preschool
children with highly trained teachers demonstrated significantly superior performance and achievement compared to their peers in
standard preschool programs. In addition, parents highly value experienced teachers, who consider their experience and education
an essential indicator of the quality of care they provide. Because parents link experience with reliability, capacity, and higher
levels of early childhood education, the more experienced a teacher is, the more likely they are to reward them (Gordon et al.,
2021).

Enhancing knowledge and abilities through continuous professional development, including training and in-service
courses, is a significant predictor of the quality of teachers' professionalism. The split system ECCE also differs significantly
regarding staff or teachers' qualifications. According to Bennet (2008), in childcare services, mainly female staff have fewer
educational qualifications, resulting in reduced remuneration. In Malaysia, the minimum academic qualification for childcare
service professionals is a Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM), whereas the minimum academic need for preschool education is a
Diploma. However, all childcare workers must undergo training named Kursus Asuhan dan Didikan Awal Kanak-Kanak under
PERMATA. As a result, childcare workers typically earn less compensation and may occasionally violate employment laws.
Although a Diploma is the minimum academic requirement for preschool education, there is still a problem with teacher education
and qualifications, particularly in private preschools (Ying et al., 2018; Foong et al., 2018). The 2019 Malaysia Education Blueprint
Report indicates that over 80% of private educators fail to achieve minimal academic qualifications. This occurred because of
insufficient oversight and regulation regarding teacher hiring in the private sector (Ying et al., 2018). The division between
childcare services and preschool education has resulted in ambiguous procedures and processes since certain operators lack
awareness of the differences in academic requirements between the two sectors.

METHODOLOGY
Research Design

The UiTM Research Ethics Committee has approved this qualitative study (REC/01/2024 (PG/MR/2)), which employs focus group
discussions to investigate the study comprehensively. As Merriam et al. (2015) articulated, qualitative research thoroughly
examines an individual's experiences and perceptions. Creswell (2015) elucidated that qualitative studies are investigative
processes in which researchers methodically evaluate and understand social phenomena by studying, contrasting, comparing,
replicating, and categorizing the subject of study. This article utilizes an inductive approach to examine teacher qualifications and
concerns about professionalism in different ECCE settings, specifically in childcare centers and preschools. This study is derived
from a focus group discussion with representatives of private childcare and preschool operators in Central Malaysia. Barbour
(2005) asserts that the primary difference between a focus group and other interview formats lies in the capacity to closely observe
and manage the interaction and responses, thus preserving the subject's concentration.
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Informants and Data Collection

This research undertook three focus group discussions in Kuala Lumpur, Selangor, and Negeri Sembilan. The informants were
chosen from the ECCE operators in Malaysia, specifically private childcare and preschool operators. Each focus group discussion
had 4 to 6 participants from ECCE facilities, explicitly including two categories: private childcare centers registered with the
Department of Social Welfare and private preschool centers registered with the Ministry of Education. The study locations (Kuala
Lumpur, Selangor, and Negeri Sembilan) were chosen due to their substantial number of ECCE registered centers, a high number
of work prospects, and a high number of child populations.

Table 1: Numbers of the ECCE Centers Registered

Region Number of the ECCE Centers Registered
Central Malaysia 4504

(Selangor, Kuala Lumpur, Negeri Sembilan)

East Malaysia 974

(Sabah, Sarawak, Labuan)

East Coast Malaysia 1087

(Kelantan, Terengganu, Pahang)

Southern Malaysia 2088

(Malacca, Johor)

Northern Malaysia 2190

(Perlis, Kedah, Penang, Perak)
Source: Ministry of Education & Department of Social Welfare, 2022

Table 2: Number of Employment by Regions in Malaysia

Region Number of Employment (%)
Central Malaysia 36

(Selangor, Kuala Lumpur, Negeri Sembilan)

East Malaysia 10

(Sabah, Sarawak, Labuan)

East Coast Malaysia 14

(Kelantan, Terengganu, Pahang)

Southern Malaysia 17

(Malacca, Johor)

Northern Malaysia 23

(Perlis, Kedah, Penang, Perak)

Source: Statistics Department, 2021

Regarding the high employment numbers, Table 2 depicts the distribution of employment figures across several regions in
Malaysia. Central Malaysia accounted for 36% of employment, surpassing other regions. The increasing number of employed
women in Malaysia amplifies the demand for ECCE (Chiam, 2008). Consequently, Central Malaysia was selected due to its higher
employment rates than other regions. Next, the number of children was critical in assessing the Central Region. Table 3
demonstrates that the proportion of the children's population in Central Malaysia was 41%, nearly half of Malaysia's total children's
population. The substantial population of children in this region has resulted in an elevated demand for ECCE services, explaining
the rise in ECCE facilities in the Central region of Malaysia, as depicted in Table 1.

Table 3: Children’s Population by States in Malaysia

Region Children’s Population (%)
Central Malaysia 41

(Selangor, Kuala Lumpur, Negeri Sembilan)

East Malaysia 10

(Sabah, Sarawak, Labuan)

East Coast Malaysia 17

(Kelantan, Terengganu, Pahang)

Southern Malaysia 14

(Malacca, Johor)

Northern Malaysia 18

(Perlis, Kedah, Penang, Perak)

Source: Statistics Department, 2021

Following permission from the UiTM Research Ethics Committee, invitations were issued to ECCE operators through telephone
communication. The respondents who submitted their replies were evaluated according to specific criteria: the center is registered
with the relevant ministry or agency, the respondent is a member of the management team, has over two years of experience in the
ECCE sector, and expressed a willingness to participate in the discussion. Each group discussion comprises four to six informants
from each state. Saunders et al. (2019) state that focus group conversations generally consist of four to eight participants or more,
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facilitating clear and precise discourse on a particular topic. Moreover, numerous textbooks propose varying sample sizes for
phenomenological research; however, Guest et al. (2020) assert that a sample size of 6 to 20 individuals is adequate, as it is

unnecessary to examine the entire population to understand the response to a question.

FINDINGS

Profile of Informants

14 out of 18 informants were interviewed during the data collection for this study. The list included both daycare facilities and
preschools. Of the 14 informants, five handled preschool centers, four managed childcare centers, and the others oversaw both

facilities. Table 4 provides detailed information for all informants.

Table 4: Demographic Profile of Informants (N=18)

Pseudo Gender  Years ofStates Type Of ECCE
Experience

NS1 Female 4 Years Negeri Sembilan Preschool

NS2 Female 8 Years Negeri Sembilan Childcare & Preschool
NS3 Female 15 Years Negeri Sembilan Childcare & Preschool
NS4 Female 11 Years Negeri Sembilan Childcare & Preschool
NS5 Female 12 Years Negeri Sembilan Childcare & Preschool
NS6 Female 6 Years Negeri Sembilan Preschool

SG1 Female 9 Years Selangor Childcare

SG2 Female 6 Years Selangor Childcare & Preschool
SG3 Male 7 Years Selangor Preschool

SG4 Female 7 Years Selangor Preschool

SGS5 Female 5 Years Selangor Preschool

SG6 Female 7 Years Selangor Childcare

KL1 Female 6 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare & Preschool
KL2 Female 10 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare & Preschool
KL3 Female 25 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare & Preschool
KL4 Female 4 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare

KL5 Female 6 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare

KL6 Female 28 Years Kuala Lumpur Childcare & Preschool

ISSUES REGARDING TEACHER QUALIFICATIONS AND PROFESSIONALISM

During the Focus Group discussions, the informants were asked about issues regarding teacher qualifications and professionalism
in the ECCE setting. The informants highlighted several challenges regarding teacher qualifications and professionalism. Among
the issues are difficulties in hiring qualified teachers, differing perspectives regarding teachers’ professionalism in childcare versus
preschool, salary constraints, and training and professional development challenges.

Teachers’ Qualifications

During the focus group discussions, informants raised concerns about teachers' qualifications in ECCE. One of the informants
highlighted a gap in standards when discussing qualifications: "Many operators don't follow the requirement for having early
childhood education qualifications, so they don't meet the standards.” (SG2). This points to a concern, as many childcare centers
and preschools fail to hire teachers with the necessary qualifications in ECCE.

She further explained, "Some are from fields like Computer Science or Human Resources, so that's one of the limitations
[...] So, one of the reasons operators don't hire is because there's no demand." This reveals a mismatch between potential teachers'
backgrounds and the perceived lack of demand for qualified teachers in ECCE.

NS3 echoed this challenge: "Our difficulty lies in finding teachers with the qualifications and quality. It's hard to find
those who can truly commit to the role.”

Similarly, KL.4 emphasized the shortage of qualified teachers, saying, "It's hard to find teachers with a Diploma in Early
Childhood Education.” These statements reflect a recurring challenge in the ECCE, which is the struggle to attract and retain
qualified teachers.
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Perspectives Regarding Teachers’ Professionalism in Childcare Versus Preschool

Furthermore, the focus group discussions revealed a significant difference in how childcare and preschool roles are perceived.
Informants pointed out how these perceptions impact the value placed on educators in each setting, influencing expectations and
standards.

KL3 highlighted this gap: "Childcare teachers aren't seen at the same level as university students. University students
don't want to work at a childcare center.” This reflects a common belief that childcare is less notable, which makes it challenging
to attract qualified candidates.

NS2 emphasized the importance of higher qualifications in preschool settings, explaining, "To work in a kindergarten,
an SPM alone isn't sufficient, at least an STPM is needed because we want quality teachers."

However, for childcare centers, NS2 noted, "It's still acceptable to work as a caregiver with lower qualifications, but
professionalism must still be maintained.” This shows that the perceived qualifications may be more flexible in childcare than
preschool.

NS4 added, "This way, people won't see us as mere caregivers [...] at the very least, they should see us as educators."

SG1 noted that parents have a similar perception of childcare centers and preschools: "There's a difference in how
childcare and preschool are viewed. Many parents are willing to pay more for preschool, but we don't see the same standards
being applied to childcare. Childcare is often regarded as a babysitting service.”

SG1 explained, "Because childcare centres fall under the Department of Welfare, they're often seen as less professional.
If, for example, they were overseen by the Education Department, they would probably be viewed as more professional.” This
reflects the perception that childcare is seen more as daycare and informal learning, in contrast to preschools, which are associated
with formal education and higher standards.

Salary Constraints

Salary constraints were another concern addressed throughout the discussion. Several informants said that salary is a significant
factor in the retention and recruitment of teachers.

NS3 pointed out this challenge: "Salary also plays an important role in how long a teacher can last in the job." This
highlights the challenge of retaining excellent teachers without attractive compensation, as financial incentives are essential for
employee retention.

SG3 further explained the dilemma faced by operators: "The challenge for operators when trying to offer higher salaries
to attract teachers is the increasing costs. To cover these costs, we need to raise annual and monthly fees. But we can't raise fees
easily, as they're subject to the student-to-teacher ratio. We can't increase it beyond the set limit."”

SG2 also shared the same frustration, saying, "We would love to give teachers a salary of RM3000 if possible. However,
when we charge fees of RM1500, who would want to send their children to us?" This reflects the operator's dilemma between
providing attractive remuneration and sustaining affordable fees for parents, a prevalent issue for ECCE centers.

NS2 added, “Most of those with Diplomas demand high salaries, but they have not necessarily proven they can perform
the job yet." This suggests that operators may find it challenging to balance actual performance with salary expectations, as some
teachers may possess the necessary qualifications but lack the required experience or skills to justify the higher pay.

Training and Professional Development

Another critical issue during the discussions was teachers' training and professional development. Several informants emphasized
the financial constraints and the impact these limitations have on the ability to invest in teachers' development.

NS4 explained, "When we send teachers for training, we consider how long they've been with us because many tend to
leave early." It reflects the challenge of investing in training when high turnover rates make it harder to justify the costs if teachers
do not stay long enough to benefit from the training.

KL1 pointed out many centers' financial limitations: "If fees are low, how can we invest in our teachers? Sending them
for training and other programs costs money."

NS3 added, "The cost of external training is high, so we might as well conduct the training ourselves.” Thus, this
illustrates that some centers find another alternative to managing teacher training and development costs.

Some operators face a dilemma in setting high standards for teachers, as KL3 pointed out: "When teachers' salaries are
higher, we can encourage them to undergo training and set higher expectations. However, we can't afford to put too much pressure
on them with lower salaries because we rely on their presence. It puts us in a tough spot.”

When asked for suggestions, SG1 proposed, "The government could provide a fund for registered childcare centres and
kindergartens."

SG3 echoed a similar sentiment, "We want to raise the professionalism of teachers. For example, if we want to send
teachers for training, the government could provide some funding to support this." This further emphasizes the need for government
assistance supporting salary increases and professional development efforts.

DISCUSSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The three focus group discussions highlighted the issues of teacher qualification and professionalism in the ECCE in Malaysia.
The first issue is the gaps in teacher qualifications. In Malaysia, the minimum mandatory qualification for preschool teachers is a
Diploma in Early Childhood Education, while childcare workers must have a certificate in Kursus Asuhan dan Didikan Awal
Kanak-Kanak. However, it was revealed that the ECCE operators face challenges in hiring qualified staff according to the
regulation's requirements, as highlighted in Mamat et al. (2022), where almost 50% of preschool teachers had no professional
qualification in ECCE, reflecting gaps in the sector. These gaps are often attributed to a lack of interest in the field and a high
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turnover rate, where some teachers only stay short on the job or are not fully committed to the profession. This led to a shortage of
educators, a primary obstacle in Malaysian ECCE as such shortage directly impacts the ability of operators to maintain compliance
with regulatory requirements and provide high-quality settings (Rahmatullah et al., 2021).

Secondly, the issue of teacher professionalism is due to the differing perspectives regarding teachers' professionalism in
childcare versus preschool. McMullen et al. (2020) highlight that teachers' professional views and values are usually influenced
by their working surroundings and expectations. As mentioned by the informants, childcare teachers are often viewed as caregivers
in Malaysia. This is different for preschool teachers since it is associated with education. This distinction is reinforced by split
governance, with childcare centers regulated by the Department of Social Welfare and preschools under the Ministry of Education.
Bennet (2008) identified similar challenges in split governance systems, where differing groups lead to different perspectives. The
primary objective of childcare centers is to provide daycare services for children while the parents are working. Compared to
preschool, the primary objective is to educate children before they enter primary school. Furthermore, the different qualification
requirements between childcare and preschool led to a different perspective since many operators preferred hiring childcare
workers with a lower level of qualification than preschool teachers. Thus, this leads to a struggle with low professional recognition
and career growth opportunities for childcare teachers. This distinction suggests a need to redefine and raise professional standards
across both sectors, ensuring that childcare workers are recognized as educators rather than mere caregivers.

On top of'that, salary plays a significant role in teachers' professionalism. In this discussion, the informants highlight the
interconnected salary issues with teacher retention and the operational challenges in ECCE centers. Salary is regarded as the
primary factor in augmenting employee job satisfaction. Moreover, numerous studies have explained that job satisfaction is
significantly connected with establishing a positive and direct relationship between job satisfaction and promotions while
enhancing the employee's knowledge and skills (Ainy et al., 2023). Thus, the low salaries may lead teachers to leave ECCE for
better-paying opportunities. This suggests that adequate salaries attract qualified candidates and help retain them, ensuring stability
in the ECCE. This is crucial in ECCE, as children thrive in consistent interactions with teachers who can more effectively
comprehend and address their developmental needs over time (Mamat et al., 2022).

However, on the operators' side, higher salaries, training, and professional development lead to increased operational
costs. Attracting and keeping qualified teachers requires attractive remuneration. Since there is a limit in the student-to-teacher
ratio regulation, the operators must raise the fees rather than increase the number of students. However, the higher tuition fees
would discourage parents from enrolling their children, which could affect the sustainability of the ECCE center (Ngadni et al.,
2024). Thus, balancing these operational costs while concurrently providing high-quality, affordable, and accessible services to
parents necessitates a complex financial balance that requires further investigation (Kong, 2023). This illustrates a pervasive
challenge in ECCE finance. Given the existing fee structure and regulatory constraints, numerous centers have limited budgets and
need help to provide competitive salaries.

This paper provides significant findings as it contributes to understanding teacher professionalism issues within the
unique context of the Malaysian ECCE system. This study highlights how the split governance in the ECCE system (childcare and
preschool) leads to different perceptions regarding teachers' professionalism. The regulatory qualification requirement, for
example, differs between childcare teachers and preschool teachers. These differences not only affect the teacher's growth and
professionalism but could also affect society's perception of the ECCE roles. Since many studies focus on the ECCE educators as
a similar group, this paper highlights the differences between educators in these two groups, highlighting the need for standardized
qualification requirements across childcare and preschool sectors under a unified ECCE framework. This would enhance the
professional standards and recognition for all teachers, bridging the gap between "caregiver" and "teacher" roles.

On top of that, this paper also addressed the operator's dilemma of providing attractive salaries and training for the
teachers since it requires additional costs and faces a high turnover rate among the teachers. Despite their financial burden, this
provides significant insight highlighting the regulatory pressures that operators must comply with, such as student-to-teacher ratio
regulation. Thus, the government could provide targeted funding or subsidies for ECCE centers to help ease operators' financial
burden, particularly salary increases and professional development. This would attract and retain qualified teachers, making ECCE
a more appealing and sustainable career path.

CONCLUSION

In summary, addressing the challenges related to teacher qualifications and professionalism in Malaysian Early Childhood Care
and Education (ECCE) requires collaborative efforts among stakeholders to improve quality and sustainability. It is essential that
all teachers meet the government's qualification requirements to ensure high-quality ECCE. Government support through subsidies
and standardized regulatory frameworks can ease financial burdens on ECCE operators, allowing them to offer competitive salaries
and promote ongoing professional development. Ultimately, these changes will benefit educators and the children they serve,
leading to an overall enhancement in the quality of ECCE in Malaysia. A limitation of this study is that it focuses solely on the
perspectives of ECCE operators, potentially overlooking the experiences and viewpoints of the teachers themselves. Including
ECCE educators from both childcare and preschool settings in future research would provide a more comprehensive understanding
of'the issues related to qualifications, professionalism, and compensation from the perspective of those directly involved in teaching
and caregiving. Such insights further enrich the findings and may lead to more tailored recommendations for advancing the ECCE
sector.
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