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Abstract 
Shelter is a last resort in cases of suspected or threatened violation of rights in 
the Statute of the Child and Adolescent. The literature suggests that quality of 
care offered to children is one of the factors necessary to ensure the protective 
nature of the institutional care. This study aimed to investigate the profile and 
care practices of educators in the state of Pará, comparing two contexts, the 
metropolitan region of Belém (RMB) and the interior region of the state (IE). 
Data were collected by semi-structured interviews with 110 educators from 11 
shelters in the state of Pará. The results show that the RMB educators have 
higher average service time than IE group, and significant differences were 
detected in 14 care practices between the groups. Our findings corroborate the 
literature on the importance of training and valuing the educator in order to 
provide a higher quality service. 
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1. Introduction 

The practice of housing young people and children in care institutions dates 
back to Colonial Brazil and brings in its scope caregiving traditions and educa-
tional practices to the poor and the deprived of society (Rizzini & Rizzini, 2004). 
With the Statute of the Child and Adolescent-ECA, Law 8069 (Brazil, 1990), 
shelter programs were defined as a temporary and exceptional protection meas-
ure in situations where the child or adolescent is at personal and social risk, and 
established as principles adopted, the preservation of family ties and participa-
tion in the life of the local community. 

In 2006, the National Council for the Rights of Children and Adolescents 
(CONANDA), together with the National Council of Social Assistance (CNAS), 
prepared the National Plan for the Promotion, Protection and Defense of the 
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Right of Children and Adolescents to Family and Community Living (Brazil, 
2006), which brought discussions about ensuring the rights of children and ado-
lescents under state custody. In this document, the term Institutional Shelter was 
used for the so-called shelter programs, later consolidated by the National 
Adoption Law (Law 12010/2009). From this document, it was established the 
different institutional arrangements offered to children and adolescents, namely: 
Institutional shelter for small groups, Household and Halfway House. These 
should provide assistance to the child and adolescent regarding the reception, 
care and space for socialization and development, as well as the possibility of a 
positive and stable relationship with the caregiver, guaranteeing spaces for 
keeping personal objects and recording the life history and development of each 
child and adolescent (Brazil, 2006). 

Subsequently, the Ministry of Development and Fight against Hunger pub-
lished the guide “Technical Guidelines: Shelter Service for Children and Adoles-
cents” (Orientações Técnicas: Serviço de Acolhimento Para Crianças e Adoles-
centes-Brazil, 2009), which sets guidelines for the modalities of shelter services. 
In this document, the Institutional Shelter is defined as a home-like service for a 
maximum of 20 children and adolescents, located in residential areas and in-
serted in the community, offering a warm environment and conditions for care 
with dignity, respect to individuality, favoring family and community living. It is 
important to highlight the figure of the educator/caregiver, person responsible 
for basic care such as food, hygiene, protection and educating the users of the 
host institutions, with minimum schooling level (high school) and preferably 
with experience in attending children and adolescents (Brazil, 2009). The role of 
professionals who assist children and adolescents is to educate and care, so that 
the educator works as the figure that will meet the immediate needs of children, 
as well as serve as models for a healthy socialization. 

The national and international literature discuss the impacts of distancing 
from the family and child development in host institutions, especially in the 
context of cognitive, social and emotional development in early childhood 
(Calheiros, Garrido, Lopes, & Patrício, 2015; Cavalcante, 2008; Golin & Benetti, 
2013; Lima & Lima, 2012; Müller, 2014), considering that this stage of life is 
marked by the need for care that ensure survival and promote the biopsychoso-
cial development of children. In a more recent discussion, the literature (Cou- 
tinho & Sani, 2010; Quiroga & Hamilton-Giachritsis, 2016) sustains that the in-
stitutional shelter process may or may not present a risk to children’s develop-
ment, so it should be considered their life history, the institutional environment 
and the quality of care provided. 

Corrêa and Cavalcante (2012) point out that the manifestation of pro-social 
behaviors by young children in host institutions may be related to direct care-
givers, since they can play the role of strengthening the internal motivations of 
helping others when their actions serve as examples of generosity and empathy, 
there is the development of a secure attachment pattern, and the care provided is 
attentive and responsive to the demands of the child. In this sense, an educator 
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who provides relational models of healthy social and emotional functioning can 
provide a development environment with protection and support for the child to 
deal with the shelter process (Calheiros et al., 2015; Coutinho & Sani, 2010; 
Golin & Benetti, 2013; Lima & Lima, 2012). 

However, the care work in institutional shelter is marked by the demands of 
technical training courses, emotional and material support by the educators 
(Corrêa & Cavalcante, 2012; Nogueira & Costa, 2005; Pereira, Pereira, & John- 
son, 2010; Tinoco & Franco, 2011). The availability of these resources to profes-
sionals is pointed out in the literature as an important factor for the provision of 
a quality service (Moré & Sperancetta, 2010; Nelson, Fox, & Zeanah, 2014; Quir- 
oga & Hamilton-Giachritsis, 2016). 

In this sense, the professionals who provide care for children represent aline 
of research in institutional shelter that can be considered recent and provides an 
understanding of the quality of care and relationships established between the 
educator and the children. Literature reviews emphasize the importance of stu-
dies on the profile, activities, roles and relationships that characterize the institu-
tional shelter, considering also the cultural characteristics of the institutions in 
order to subsidize permanent training programs with professionals, and ensure 
the children’s and adolescents’ well-being (Corrêa,Cavalcante, Magalhães & Reis, 
2016; Moré & Sperancetta, 2010; Quiroga & Hamilton-Giachritsis, 2016).  

These studies show that the presence of educators who are sensitive to child-
ren’s needs can provide positive emotions (for example, well-being and safety), 
as well as providing models and stimulating the formation of new affective 
bonds and the development of autonomy in caring for their bodies and conflict 
resolution, allowing the maintenance of the physical, psychological and social 
development of children away from family life (Calheiros et al., 2015; Caval- 
cante, 2008; Lima & Lima, 2012). However, the same works present the host in-
stitution and their elements from the perspective of few host institutions or in 
units located near the capital cities or metropolitan regions. Quiroga and 
Hamilton-Giachritsis (2016) question whether the same dynamics is representa-
tive of institutions located in a context different from metropolitan regions. 
Nevertheless, considering that a community located in the metropolitan region 
and another one away from urban centers correspond to the same reality can 
neglect differences underlying the adaptive practices and the availability of en-
vironmental resources. 

It is thus considered that the quality of care practices offered to young child-
ren can directly influence their development, and therefore when they are re-
moved from their family environment for reasons of violation or threat to their 
rights (for example, food, health, safety and leisure), they are sent to host institu-
tions under the care of professionals. These places will be responsible for meet-
ing the basic care needs and immediate emotional, social gaps left by families. 
Thus, the present study aimed to explore the profile and practices of care from 
educators in institutional shelters considering two contexts: the Metropolitan 
Region of Belém and Interior of the state of Pará. 
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2. Method 
2.1. Participants 

The sample consisted of 110 educators from institutional shelters that were re-
sponsible for the daily care of children. These professionals were of both sexes, 
aged between 19 and 63 years, of which 91.8% were from the state of Pará. This 
was a non-probabilistic convenience sample whose selection criteria were exer-
cising the function of educator for at least one month, being caregiver of child 
from zero to six years and accepting to participate in the research. Educators 
who worked in an institutional shelter exclusive for children with special needs 
were not included. 

2.2. Environment 

The institutions provided services for children from zero to six years old and 
worked at the mode of Institutional Shelter. They were located in four regions of 
the state of Pará (Metropolitan region of Belém, Caetés, Guamá and Tocantins), 
totaling 11 institutions. 

2.3. Instruments 

Data were collected through a semi-structured questionnaire (Cavalcante, 2008), 
composed of open and closed sub-items, grouped into four thematic axes, 
namely: (a) personal data, (b) professional data, (c) data on satisfaction with the 
profession and (d) data on care conceptions and practices. Regarding the survey 
of care practices, the instrument has a five-point likert scale, in which the edu-
cator judged the frequency with which he/she practiced, through the options “1 
= never”, “2 = rarely”,“3 = sometimes”, “4 = often” and “5 = always”. The scale 
had 55 practices aimed at the care of children and adolescents, grouped in 16 as-
sertions about the routine in an institutional environment, to mention: the ar-
rival and preparation for the dismissal, the use of the moment of the meal for 
learning, how is the moment of preparation for sleep, promotion of indepen-
dence in personal hygiene situations, educator/child social interaction, encour-
aging the development of children with limited mobility, conflict mediation, 
positive social interactions, encouragement and maintenance of family ties 
and/or bonds with foster family and talk about sexuality. 

2.4. Procedures 

The present study is a cross-sectional survey and is part of a larger study that 
investigated the profile, routine and care practices of shelter institutions in four 
regions of the state of Pará. Initially, all ethical procedures were performed, such 
as judicial authorization, approval by the social assistance secretariat of the mu-
nicipalities and the management of the institution, and a favorable opinion was 
obtained from the ethics committee on research with human being, Health 
Sciences Institute, Federal University of Pará, record number 568265. 

Data collection took place through a semi-structured interview preceded by 
the presentation of the project to the educator and consent in a Free and In-
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formed Consent. The interview occurred in the shelter institution, from October 
2013 to March 2014, during the educator’s work shift, and could be interrupted 
at any time at the request of the participant, guaranteeing the continuity of the 
service to the children. 

After collection, the data were revised, categorized and converted into analysis 
variables in a spreadsheet for statistical analysis. With the completed database, it 
was decided to investigate educators and care practices aimed at children up to 
six years of age, since the early years are key to a person’s biopsychosocial devel-
opment. 

For the analysis, the sample was divided into two groups, Metropolitan region 
of Belém (RMB), composed of educators from five shelters in the municipalities 
of Belém and Ananindeua and Interior of the State (IE) with educators from six 
units of the municipalities Castanhal, São Miguel do Guamá, Abaetetuba, Barca-
rena, Capanema and Tocantins. In this way, the sociodemographic profile of the 
educators in the RMB and IE were drawn, based on the information of the axes 
personal data and professional data. Care practices were investigated from the 
scale described above, from which 47 items directed to the care of children were 
selected. In order to check for possible differences between sociodemographic 
characteristics and care practices in the RMB and IE groups, it was used descrip-
tive and inferential statistics, using Student’s t-test and the non-parametric 
Mann-Whitney U test, and adopted α ≤ 0.05 as a significance value. 

3. Results 

Regarding the profile of the RMB educators (n = 77), all participants were 
women, 68.8% had children, the mean age was 39.58 years (SD = 9.5), and 48.1% 
had higher education. With respect to the professional data, the mean service 
time found was 6.19 years (SD = 5.99), 63.6% were part of the board of em-
ployees admitted by public selection, 63.2% had professional experience working 
with children and 31.2% attended some training course in the two years. 

In the IE group (n = 33), the majority were women, 84.8% had children, the 
mean age was 35.7 years (SD = 8.4) and 24.2% had higher education. The pro-
fessional data indicated that the mean service time was 2.5 years (SD = 2.32), 
21.2% were employees admitted by public selection, 78.8% had experience 
working with child care and 63.6% had attended training courses in the last two 
years (See Table 1). 

There were significant differences for the age group (t = 2.365, p = 0.020), 
time of service at the shelter institution (t = 2.845, p = 0.005) and participation 
in training courses (t = −3.00, p = 0.001) between RMB and IE groups, based on 
the Student’s t-test for independent samples, considering a significance level of p 
≤ 0.05. 

Table 2 lists the values of Mean rank, Mann-Whitney U-test and significance 
values of the care practices that presented significant differences between the 
RMB and IE groups. It is noteworthy that out of the 47 practices directed to the 
care of children, 14 presented significant differences between the groups. 
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Table 1. Socio-demographic variables of educators from RMB and IE (N = 110). 

Variables 

Metropolitan 
Region (n = 77) 

Interior of the 
State (n = 33) t p 

N % N % 

Sex       

Female 77 100 30 90.9 
−2.75 0.007 

Male 0 0 3 9.9 

Age group       

≤35 26 33.8 19 57.6 
2.365 0.02 

≥35 51 66.2 14 42.4 

Schooling level       

Basic Education 4 5.2 2 6.1 

2.061 0.42 High School 36 46.8 23 69.7 

High Education 37 48.1 8 24.2 

Have children       

Yes 53 68.8 28 84.8 
−1.75 0.82 

No 24 31.2 5 15.2 

Time of Service       

≤12 25 32.5 16 48.5 
2.845 0.005 

≥12 52 67.5 17 51.5 

Work regime       

Public selection 49 63.6 7 21.2 
−4.38 0.000 

Temporary 28 36.4 26 78.8 

Capacitation course       

Yes 24 31.2 21 63.6 
−3.30 0.001 

No 53 68.8 12 36.4 

Experience with children       

Yes 51 66.2 26 78.8 
1.315 0.191 

No 26 33.8 7 21.2 

Note: Student’s t-test (*p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.0005). 
 

From the frequency data, it is suggested that IE educators tend to perform 
care practices more frequently than those in the RMB group, except for the prac-
tice “intervening in situations of physical, verbal and gestural aggression” in 
conflict situations. 

4. Discussion 

Considering the profile of the educators, in the two groups, IE educators are 
younger, have lower service time, and are in a temporary work situation, with a 
higher prevalence of education linked to high school and the presence of men 
working in the care function of children under seven years. Some of these varia- 
bles are suggested by the Technical Guidelines (Brazil, 2009) as basic require- 
ments, related to the role of educator. In contrast, the most recent literature in 
the area indicates the predominance of complete high school and/or high educa-
tion and experience with the care for small children both in maternity and in the  
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Table 2. Care practices that presented significant differences between the RMB and IE 
groups (N = 110). 

Care practices 
Mean Rank 

U p 
RMB IE 

Receive the children and/or adolescents upon arrival 
at the institution in a warm and affectionate manner 

52.0 63.7 999.5 .054* 

Prepare (accompany, encourage, organize) children 
and/or adolescents to leave the shelter in a warm and 
affectionate way 

51.1 65.9 928.0 .017* 

Sit with the children and use the meal time for 
learning 

    

Try and/or meet new foods 51.1 65.8 932.0 .019* 

Question about food preferences 50.6 66.8 896.0 .012* 

Help children relax and sleep     
Encourage the child and/or adolescent to make their 
bed 

51.2 65.4 943.0 .012* 

Use the time for hygiene to promote independence 
among young children 

    

Button the clothes 51.9 63.8 996.5 .050* 

Diaper change 51.2 65.5 940.5 .023* 

Usually know how to appease conflict interactions     

Intervenes in physical, verbal and gestural aggressions 60.2 44.6 911.5 .002* 

Talk and teach children about sexuality     

Sexual relationship 47.6 73.8 665.5 .000** 

Affective relationship 50.5 67.2 885.5 .009* 

Body transformation 48.2 72.5 710.0 .000** 

Masturbation 49.3 70.0 793.5 .000** 

Sexual violence 47.1 75.0 626.0 .000** 

DST 43.8 82.7 373.0 .000** 

Note: Mann-Whitney U-test (*p ≤0.05; **p ≤ 0.0005). 

 
time of service (Cavalcante, 2008; Corrêa et al., 2016; Magalhães, Costa, & 
Cavalcante, 2011; Pereira et al., 2010; Tinoco & Franco, 2011). It should be noted 
that the presence of the male figure in care may result in differentiated models 
for the development of the child, according to Bueno, Gomes and Crepaldi 
(2015). Thus, the presence of male caregivers could become a policy to be en-
couraged in the institutions, considering the roles they play in the development 
of children. 

Data from the comparison of care practices indicate that there was no signifi-
cant difference in more than 50% of the practices investigated which points to 
homogeneity of care practices in shelter institutions in the state of Pará. Howev-
er, there were 14 practices with significant differences between RMB and IE 
groups. When analyzing the Mean Rank scores of the Mann-Whitney U-test and 
descriptive inferential statistics, it is noted that IE educators most often perform 
care practices aimed at: “reception at the institution”, “preparation for the dis-
missal”, “uses the moment of the meal to know the preferences of the children 
and encourages them to try new foods”, “encourages children to make their own 
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beds”, “uses the time to button and close clothes, and diaper change to promote 
children’s independence”, and “talk and teach about sexuality”. In relation to 
this last practice, the result is in agreement with the literature, which points out 
the difficulty of the educator in talking with the child about themes that can mo-
bilize pain and suffering (Pereira et al., 2010; Tinoco & Franco, 2011), once a 
portion of the children were referred to the institution for reasons of sexual vi-
olence. 

The practice “intervened in situations of conflict, physical and verbal aggres-
sion” was used with higher frequency by the caregivers of the RMB group. Per-
haps, the combination of variables, higher education and longer time of service 
tends to offer better intervention conditions in aggressive episodes and practice 
of quality care. 

The fact that IE participants had more specific training courses in the area, 
may have contributed to a greater frequency of practices directed to daily care, 
aimed at the independence and autonomy of children. Nevertheless, the low sta-
bility in the function, considering that the contracts are provisional, puts at risk 
the execution of these practices in a stable way. In addition to the human and fi-
nancial resources used to train educators. 

The literature emphasizes that the process of housing in shelters can be a risk 
and protection factor for children away from family life, and the importance of 
investigations regarding the characteristics of educators and care practices to 
subsidize intervention and training plans (Cavalcante, 2008; Corrêa et al., 2016; 
Nelson et al., 2014; Nogueira & Costa, 2005). Thus, the present study brings 
contributions to the area by exploring the profile and practices of care in the 
Metropolitan Region of Belém and interior of the state, revealing points of simi-
larities and differences in the two groups. 

During the collection, it was possible to experience situations of risk, these 
focused on the difficulty of accessing the institutions. The decentralization of 
services, on the one hand, is beneficial, since it shelters children from the locali-
ty, on the other; it hinders the agility of the visits, of the sectors responsible for 
monitoring and operation of the institutions and researchers in the area. 

The results may contribute to the promotion of professional development 
courses aimed at the specific demands of educators, such as the training of RMB 
professionals to deal with issues related to children’s sexuality, and in IE, to in-
tervene in situations of physical and verbal aggression. It is also identified the 
possibility of appropriation of the instrument used in this study by the technical 
team and/or managers, so as to periodically apply it to evaluate and improve the 
care practices adopted in the educators’ routine. 

At last, the results of this study suggest investigating the influence of culture 
on the care practices adopted in the institutional shelter routine, taking into ac-
count the role of the male educator during early childhood at the institutions. 
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