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This issue of ChildLinks considers 
this focus on professionalisation, 
highlighting both the progress that 
has been made in Ireland and the 
existing gaps. It examines the work 
currently underway in the areas 
of qualification and continual 
professional development; the 
establishment of a professional 
body; pay and conditions; the 
naming of the profession; and a 
common Code of Ethics.

The first article in this issue looks 
at the journey towards professional 
status in early years services. It 
proposes the need for an Early 
Years Council, an autonomous 
single agency with responsibility 
for accreditation of education and 
training providers, developing key 
standards for education and training 
programmes, workforce registration 
and fitness to practice criteria. 

Other articles consider the training 
and qualifications pathway for 
those working in ECEC, examining 
very different models. The first of 
these, from Early Childhood Ireland, 
considers the opportunity to develop 
an innovative apprenticeship 
programme that supports high 
quality learning and progression 
within the ECEC sector, which could 
provide a flexible learning route 
for individuals to work towards 
an accredited qualification in 
Early Childhood Education and 
Care. The second article gives 
an overview of the DCU, Institute 

of Education, Bachelor of Early 
Childhood Education programme, 
examining the key elements 
underpinning the programme – the 
principles, processes, pedagogy 
and approaches of professional 
practice. This article considers how 
degree programmes can support 
perspective graduates to become 
leaders in improving practice, 
transforming the sector and 
advocating for children’s rights. 

Professional titles are valued in 
society and the need to balance the 
self-identity of professionals working 
in early childhood education and 
care with one that resonates with 
all stakeholders is the subject of 
another article in this issue.  It is 
essential that the professional title 
used reflects the knowledge and 
expertise of those working with 
children as well as the important 
contribution that they make in 
the lives of children during their 
foundation years. 

Finally, an article from Heino 
Schonfeld, Barnardos Early Years 
Development Manager, highlights 
the work currently underway to 
develop a Code of Ethics that 
outlines the values and ethics 
underpinning the work of early years 
professionals in Ireland and offers a 
set of principles to guide day-to-day 
decision making.

Editorial
The issue of the 
professional status of 
the early childhood 
education and care 
(ECEC) sector in Ireland 
has been the subject 
of much discussion in 
recent years among 
both those working with 
young children and 
Government. There are 
many facets to the term 
‘professionalisation’ 
including recognition 
and value as a 
professional; conditions 
of employment; training 
and qualifications; and 
professional practice. In 
ECEC, professionalisation 
is directly related 
to quality and best 
outcomes for children.

Professionalisation of the  
Early Years Sector



| 2 | 

Dr. Mary Moloney, PLÉ and Mary Immaculate College, 
Limerick, and Ian McKenna, Director, Saint Nicholas 
Montessori College Ireland

The Journey towards 
Professional Status in 
the Early Years Sector

Are We There Yet?  
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Introduction
For one reason or another, the early years sector in 
Ireland seems to be forever in the spotlight, as the issues 
of access, quality and affordability of ‘childcare’ are 
continually debated in the media. Alongside this, a focus 
upon the professionalisation of the sector permeates 
academic publications, social media, pre-service and 
continual professional development, discussions among 
those working with young children, government debate, 
and to a lesser extent, the media at large. Everybody 
calls for it, everybody seems to want it, but what does 
professionalisation actually mean? For many it is about 
terms and conditions of employment, for others it is 
about being recognised and valued as a professional, 
for others, it is about training and qualifications, and for 
others, it is about being professional in our practice with 
children, parents, families and the wider community. In 
reality, it is about all of these things and more. One thing 
is certain, professionalisation, quality and best outcomes 
for children are interrelated. In fact, these concepts, 
professionalisation, quality and best outcomes for 
children, are universal in current economic, social and 
educational policy and discourse. 

Core Elements of 
Professionalisation
The focus on professionalisation is not new, and many 
initiatives have been developed and implemented to both 
enhance quality, and improve the professionalisation of 
the early years sector throughout the past ten to twelve 
years. Seminal initiatives including the introduction 
of the national practice frameworks Síolta (2006) 
and Aistear (2009); the Early Childhood Care and 
Education scheme (2010); the Access and Inclusion 
Model (2016); the introduction of early years education 
focussed inspections (2016); and minimum qualification 
requirements since January 2017 are all directed 
towards these goals. In fact, it could be argued that the 
professionalisation of the early years sector is on an 
upward trajectory. Or is it? Why does the early years 
sector in Ireland continue to struggle for recognition 
as a profession, at a macro level (government, society, 
other pedagogical professions) or at a micro level (local, 
setting) level (Moloney, 2015, 2016, 2017; Moloney & 
Pope, 2013)?

Can the sector legitimately claim to be a profession? 
To answer this question, let us briefly examine the 
core characteristics of a profession, as identified by 
researchers nationally and internationally. 

These are: 

(a) Advanced knowledge and rigorous training 
provided over an extended period of time by 
experts in the field. It combines both theory and 
practice within the early years field throughout the 
training period. Crucially, professionals hold a body 
of specialised knowledge, skills and expertise that 
is generally unknown to the lay public. 

(b) Licensure/fitness to practice, which signifies 
the validity and adequacy of the training, and is 
considered the ‘mark of a professional’ (Uhlmann, 
Schuette & Yashar, 2010, p.48). Essentially, 
fitness to practice ensures a standard of practice, 
education and qualification.

(c) Autonomy and responsibility is associated with 
trust in the profession, and correlated with training 
and education.

(d) Service orientation is strongly associated with 
the establishment and maintenance of positive 
relationships between early years educators and 
their clients (i.e., children, parents, families). This 
is akin to working in the best interests of children 
at all times as set out within a myriad of policy 
documents (e.g., Síolta; Aistear; Aim; Early Years 
Services Regulations).

(e) Professional remuneration leads to professional 
status, especially when educational attainment is 
correlated to remuneration.

(f) Code of Ethics is critical to establishing expected 
standards of behaviour towards the recipients 
of the service (i.e., children, parents, families). It 
assists with setting professional boundaries, and 
introduces elements of a disciplinary code.

(g) Continual Professional Development enhances 
professionalism, as new skills, information and 
knowledge are attained and implemented. 
Members of a profession remain up to date with 
‘current and new information, practices and 
knowledge in order to maintain professionalism’ 
(Madden, 2012, p. 14).

(h) Professional association, which is considered to 
be a key element of socialisation of the members 
of an occupation. It acts to protect the status 
and position of its members within its sphere of 
influence (Adams, 2010; Hakel, Koenig & Elliot, 
2008; Uhlmann et al, 2010; Madden, 2012; 
Moloney, 2015).

Drawing upon this list, it is relatively easy to determine 
how much progress has been made in Ireland in terms 
of professionalising the sector, and also to identify the 
‘gaps’ on the journey towards professionalisation. 
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Towards Professionalisation 
in Ireland
Benchmarks such as service orientation and continuous 
professional development are met, if not surpassed, on 
a daily basis in many early years settings, but gaps are 
also glaring. Some, such as professional remuneration, 
will require a fundamental shift in Government policy 
and funding mechanisms. However, other gaps are 
structural, falling within the scope of existing regulatory 
and administrative structures and capable of short-terms 
actions. One of these relates to training and qualifications. 
A mandatory qualification, requirement has been sought for 
decades. While it is heartening to finally have a mandatory 
training requirement, at Level 5 it falls far short of the 
training associated with being a professional, i.e., advanced 
knowledge and rigorous training over a lengthy period of 
time. Not only that, even though research indicates that 
educator qualifications are one of the critical determinants 
of quality in early years settings, the Government has not 
yet established a target for the number of graduates that 
should work in the sector. Is this linked to the perceived 
lack of autonomy within the sector? 

  While it is heartening to 
finally have a mandatory training 
requirement, at Level 5 it falls far 
short of the training associated 
with being a professional 

Anecdotally at least, those working in the sector, including 
highly qualified graduates, and those with many years of 
experience in the field, feel they are almost regulated 
out of existence, being subject to multiple inspections 
annually (e.g., Department of Education and Skills 
[DES]; TUSLA; POBAL; Environmental Health), that their 
knowledge/expertise is continually under scrutiny, and 
they are not trusted. While the issue of abysmal salaries 
is well documented, and lamented, there is little doubt 
that it too undermines quality and the professionalisation 
of the sector. Settings report that it is increasingly difficult 
to recruit and retain educators in a context where the 
minimum wage prevails. The simple fact is that the 
sector is not accorded appropriate recognition or status, 
and educators, many of whom are qualified to honours 
degree level, are not appropriately remunerated. The 
workforce is dispirited and disenfranchised, leading to 
crisis of mission and confidence within the sector. 

What about fitness to practise? This area receives little 
if any attention in Ireland. Likewise, with the exception of 
the recent ‘Review of Occupational Role Profiles’ in the 
sector in Ireland, which calls for the establishment of a 

‘unified professional body’ (Urban, Robson & Scacchi, 
2017, p.54), there is little concern about the absence 
of an overarching professional association to govern 
and regulate the sector. This contrasts considerably 
with other professions that are characterised by a 
professional association: The Teaching Council in 
the case of teachers; An Bord Altranais in the case 
of Nurses, the Irish Medical Organisation for doctors, 
or CORU which regulates health and social care 
professionals.

The early years workforce, like so many other aspects 
of the sector, is fragmented and includes employers 
and owners of small and large settings, and community 
settings, as well as managers and employees with 
various levels of Early Years qualifications. Their 
interests are multi-faceted and do not always coincide. 
Contrast this position with the State-regulated teaching 
profession, which is overseen by The Teaching Council. 
It determines the entry criteria and licence to practice. 
Recent events illustrate how a professional body such 
as The Teaching Council acts to protect the status 
and professional standing of its members. We are, of 
course, referring to the country’s first fitness-to-teach 
inquiry held by The Teaching Council in November 2017. 
Teachers can now be removed from the register of 
teachers for poor professional performance, being in 
breach of The Teaching Council’s code of professional 
conduct etc. There is no corresponding overarching body 
with decision-making power to determine the suitability 
of training, fitness to practice of early years educators 
in Ireland, and there is no mechanism to effectively deal 
with poor professional performance. When it comes to 
who can work with young children in early years settings, 
it seems that almost anybody can.

  … there is [an] absence 
of an overarching professional 

association to govern and 
regulate the sector.  

Difficulties with 
Professionalisation in an 
Irish Context
The Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) 
maintain and regularly update a recognised list of Early 
Year Qualifications. In 2017, this list indicates that in 
excess of 500 qualifications from across thirty-seven 
countries are acceptable for working in the sector in 
Ireland. Is there another sector where this is the case? We 
think not. The present system is fraught with challenges 
relating to: 



CHILDLINKS Issue 3, 2017  Professionalisation of  the Early Years Sector

| 5 |

(a) Absence of assessment criteria to determine the 
suitability of these 500+ qualifications in the Irish 
context. This is especially important when we 
consider the focus upon implementing the Síolta 
and Aistear practice frameworks. How then, can a 
nursing qualification or qualifications from outside 
Ireland, for example, take account of these critical 
initiatives? 

(b) Absence of Fitness to Practise criteria that 
signifies the validity and the adequacy of the 
training. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, fitness to 
practise is considered the ‘mark of a professional’ 
(Uhlmann Schuette & Yashar, 2010, p. 468). It 
ensures a standard of practice, education and 
qualification.

(c) Lack of criteria relating to the hours of practice 
required prior to entry to the field. An empirical 
study undertaken by PLÉ Ireland (2016/17 
forthcoming), and based upon fourteen Higher 
Education Institutes (HEIs) offering full-time 
degree programmes at Level 7 & 8 in Early 
Childhood Education and Care, found that practice 
in the field during the training period ranged 
from 540 hours to 1,000 hours. Findings from this 
study overall signify the need to establish a set of 
criteria for practicum across the HEIs in Ireland.

As indicated, the early years sector is characterised by 
inordinate fragmentation at other levels also including 
governance, inspection, and resourcing. It is governed by 
both the DCYA and the Department of Education and 
Skills (DES). This dual governance approach perpetuates 
a traditional polarity of care and education within the 
sector, where those providing education and care for 
children under three years of age have been denigrated 
as ‘care’ resulting in a ‘dumbing down’ of their role vis- 
à-vis educational qualifications and lack of investment 
into this particular aspect of the early years (Moloney, 
2016). Furthermore, educators working with older 
children in the ECCE scheme (currently aged 3 plus) 
have had their employability and skills status somewhat 
elevated through the payment of higher capitation to 
early childhood education and care providers, based 
on their Level 7 or higher qualifications (Ibid.). Adding to 
the fragmentation is the issue of inspection. Care and 
education quite rightly reside together within the core 
values of all educators in Ireland. Although the DES 
called for a unitary inspection system as far back as 
1999, the opposite has happened. Today, there are two 
distinct inspection systems which further perpetuates 
the false perception of a care education divide. Settings 
participating in the ECCE scheme are subject to DES 
Early Years Education Focussed Inspections, while 
TUSLA, the Child and Family Agency continue to inspect 
services for younger children. 
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Is it Time to Establish an 
Early Years Council?
Could the establishment of an Early Years Council (EYC) 
address some of the fragmentation within the sector? Is 
the time right for the establishment of such a council? 
What contribution might an EYC make in terms of 
addressing some of the issues arising from policy delivery 
fragmentation? At the outset, it is important to stress 
that an EYC must be an autonomous single agency with 
responsibility for accreditation of education and training 
providers, developing key standards for education and 
training programmes, workforce registration and fitness 
to practise criteria. We suggest that its core functions 
would be to:

(a) Promote the standing of the Early Years 
Professional. This would include regulation to 
support minimum qualifications, promotion of a 
Code of Professional Responsibility and promotion 
of best practice in education and care, innovative 
practice and inspirational leadership in the Sector.

(b) Establish and maintain criteria for Early Years 
Professional registration. This includes maintaining 
and improving standards of learning and care 
through knowledge, skills and competence, 
accrediting programmes in education and care to 
be delivered by competent early years teachers 
and the development of agreed models of 
professional practice placement (e.g., hours spent 
in placement) as part of pre-service training.

(c) Establish and maintain a Code of Professional 
Practice and Responsibility for Early Years 
Professional, through establishing high standards 
of behaviour and professionalism, embedding the 
code within other public policies with education 
and care, and collaborating with other Professional 
Bodies to ensure shared values and codes. 

(d) Establish and maintain a national register of 
Early Years Professionals including development 
of transparent criteria for registration, and 
establishing and maintaining ‘fitness to practise’ 
criteria, in addition to procedures for removal from 
public register.
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The responsibilities outlined underscore the long over-
due development of the Early Years profession and 
could, over time, reduce fragmentation, redress the issue 
relating to 500+ recognised qualifications as an entry 
point to the field, promote a clearer identification of 
the workforce, and establish a more focussed pathway 
towards enabling members of the early years profession 
to remain up to date with current and new information, 
practices and knowledge in order to maintain 
professionalism. 

The establishment of an EYC is vital to the professional 
formation of the Early Years workforce at a critical 
juncture in the ongoing development of the sector 
in Ireland, as evidenced by the many initiatives 
discussed earlier in this article. The creation of arbitrary 
boundaries for the purposes of determining the 
suitability of qualification and competence undermines 
the manifold purposes of the Early Years Professional, 
and ultimately, is directly related to the promotion of 
‘living quality’ in early years settings. Furthermore, wider 
policy developments including the proposed reform of 
the time and structure of the Primary Curriculum, and 
its import for the early years sector, adds urgency to the 
establishment of an EYC.

We expect some stakeholder resistance to the suggestion 
to establish an EYC. People may see it as another layer of 
bureaucracy on top of a highly regulated sector. However, 
the intention is to reduce bureaucracy. Remember, 
what we are proposing is an independent, autonomous, 
statutory body with overarching responsibility for the 
sector into the future. Examples of Councils can be found 
in places like Australia and New Zealand where they 
have been integrated with broader educational councils. 
What is proposed here is a regulatory body specific to 
early years. It is an innovative approach that could be 
unique to Ireland. It is an opportunity for Ireland to lead 
the way in professionalising the early years sector, rather 
than follow what others are doing. It requires vision, 
commitment and daring. Are we ready for the challenge? 
Do we want to promote and support the development 
of an Early Years profession in Ireland? Do we believe 
that every child from birth to 6 years in Ireland has the 
right to access education and care which is delivered 
by a suitably qualified professional? If the answer to 
these questions is yes, then it is time to consider the way 
forward, time to consider new and innovative ways of 
achieving these goals. Time to consider the establishment 
of an Early Years Council. 

For further information on PLÉ see www.ple.ie

For further information on St Nicholas Montessori College Ireland see www.snmci.ie
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Introduction
In 2016, the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs 
established an Early Years Forum to assist with policy 
development and implementation. A sub-group of this 
Forum that included representatives from the main 
stakeholders of the early years sector dedicated itself 
to the issue of professionalisation of the early years 
workforce. 

The main issues facing the group were the following 
pillars of professionalisation:

�� Qualification and continual professional 
development

�� The establishment of a professional body

�� Pay and conditions

�� Naming of the profession

�� A common Code of Ethics

An initial draft of the Code of Ethics went through 
numerous re-drafts following detailed feedback from the 
group members. 

What is a Code of  Ethics?
A simple definition of a code of ethics is that it is a 
standard of values and morals by which a group makes 
decisions about what is right or wrong or a set of rules 
about good and bad behaviour. Some use the phrases 
Code of Ethics and Code of Conduct interchangeably, 
but it may be useful to make a distinction. A Code of 
Ethics will start by setting out the values that underpin 
the code and will describe a profession’s obligation to its 
clients or customers. The code is publicly available and 
addressed to anyone with an interest in the profession’s 
activities and the way it does business. It will include 
details of how the profession intends to implement its 
values and vision, as well as guidance to practitioners 
on ethical standards and how to achieve them. A Code 
of Conduct, on the other hand, generally addresses and 
is intended for employees of one organisation or service 
alone. It usually sets out restrictions on behaviour, and 
will be far more compliance or rules focused than value 
or principle focused.

A New Profession
There are many definitions of a ‘profession’ over the ages. 
Originally, the term was quite restrictive and applied only 
to the so-called ‘learned’ professions: clerics, medicine 

and law. According to the European Union’s Directive on 
Recognition of Professional Qualifications (2005/36/EC), 
professions are ‘those practiced on the basis of relevant 
professional qualifications in a personal, responsible and 
professionally independent capacity by those providing 
intellectual and conceptual services in the interest of the 
client and the public’.

In any case and by any standard, the development of an 
‘early years profession’ in Ireland is only beginning. Some 
progress has been made: Practitioners are complying 
with statutory minimum qualification and minimum 
qualifications (except for the majority of ‘childminders’); 
there is a national quality framework (Síolta) and 
a national curriculum framework (Aistear). But as 
measured against common standards, it is premature 
to speak of a profession of early years teachers in 
Ireland. This is in contrast with the long tradition of early 
years professionals on the European continent: The first 
dedicated training colleges for early years teachers in 
Germany were established in 1836 and 1840 by, among 
others, Friedrich Froebel.

Early years practitioners in Ireland find themselves now 
at the very cusp of becoming a profession with all the 
privileges and challenges that come with it. A national 
and common Code of Ethics, therefore, is both essential 
and timely. While there have been several attempts in 
the past to draft codes of ethics for the early years, 
these were all exclusive to a particular organisation or 
sector and were all very lengthy in an attempt to be 
comprehensive and directive.

The Drafting of  a National 
Code of  Ethics
The drafting of a national Code of Ethics for the early 
years by some members of the sub-group of the Early 
Years Forum was complex as it had to be inclusive of all 
members of the future profession including centre-based 
workers, childminders and others such as lecturers, 
researchers and policy makers. It also had to take account 
of relevant international and national documents in order 
to align with previously agreed principles and values. The 
initial drafting was also cognisant of previous attempts 
to draft codes of ethics in Ireland and examined codes 
of ethics in other jurisdictions. The Irish Code of Ethics 
also had to be short enough to be printed easily on a 
two page sheet and accessible to both practitioners and 
parents. 

 Ethics is nothing else than reverence for life.  

Albert Schweitzer
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The seminal documents consulted for the initial draft 
were the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child, the 
Irish Constitution, Síolta and Aistear. Other documents 
considered were previous attempts at codes of ethics in 
Ireland and similar documents in other jurisdictions.

The first draft of a Code of Ethics for early years teachers 
was submitted to the full professionalisation sub-group 
of the Early Years Forum for consultation and advice. 
Following feedback from members of the group, a revised 
document was presented to the Early Years Forum at the 
end of 2017. This presentation included an invitation for 
further feedback from the Forum.

Next Steps
From here on and subject to further amendments, the 
draft of the Code of Ethics will be brought back to the 
next meeting of the Early Years Forum for approval and 
recommended to the Department of Children and Youth 
Affairs for endorsement. The Code will then be available 
for display in early years settings and for training in 
relevant colleges and universities.

The latest draft of the Code of Ethics, following most recent feedback and amendments, is included below and 
is still open to suggestions and amendments from everyone. Any comments and suggestions should be sent to 
heino.schonfeld@barnardos.ie.

Code of  Ethics for Early Years Teachers1 in 
Ireland

1  The term ‘Early Years Teacher’ as used in this Code refers to the members of the early childhood education and care profession. This term was 
preferred by a majority of practitioners in a recent survey.

2  The term parent is used to include parents, guardians and all persons who act in ‘loco parentis’.

Preamble
This document outlines the values and ethics 
underpinning the work of the Early Years Teacher 
regardless of position. It offers to Early Years Teachers 
a set of principles to provide a reference point in guiding 
day-to-day decision making. 

The Code of Ethics of Early Years Teachers is centred 
on the rights of the child and the rights of the child’s 
parent/guardian as the natural and first educator of 
their children. It is also based on Síolta, the national 
quality framework for early childhood education and 
Aistear, the national curriculum framework for the early 
years.

The early years teachers will use this Code of Ethics as 
a foundation on which to develop policies, procedures 
and practice. It is designed to be applied in working 
with children, parents2, services, or within communities. 
Similarly, in emphasising the professional nature of 
early childhood education, it respects and encourages 
the teacher’s own judgements, which are a fundamental 
part of early years pedagogy. The term ‘Early Years 
Teacher’ as used in this Code refers to the members of 
the early childhood education and care profession. 

Values Statement
The Early Years Teachers acknowledge: 

�� That every child is unique and has inalienable rights 
as set out in the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child;

�� That early childhood is a significant and distinct 
time in life that must be valued, respected, nurtured, 
and supported in its own right;

�� That the young child is innately driven to learn 
and is an active agent in her/his own development 
through her/his interactions with the world. The 
young child is a competent and confident learner.

�� That early childhood education and care takes place 
in the context of family, community and culture;

�� That children thrive best in caring and democratic 
communities;

�� That play is a key means of supporting young 
children’s learning and development. 

Early Years Teachers, in undertaking their roles and tasks 
will seek to promote and maintain these values and 
endeavour to work fairly, with honesty and transparency.  
Early Years Teachers will be caring and responsible for 
their actions, show respect for their colleagues, and 
always work for the benefit of the communities they 
serve.

| 10 | 
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Principles of  Early Years Teaching 

3 Síolta Standard 16, Component 16.4 

1. The child’s individuality, strengths, needs and 
rights are central in the provision of quality early 
childhood early childhood education and care 
settings. Children have the right to be listened to 
and appropriately responded to.

2. Parents are the primary educators of the 
young child and have a pre-eminent role in 
promoting her/his health, well-being, learning 
and development. Open, honest and respectful 
partnership with parents is essential in 
promoting the best interests of the child. Implicit 
to this is the need to support parents and 
families in that role.

3. Positive relationships, which are secure, 
responsive and respectful and which provide 
consistency and continuity over time, are the 
cornerstone of the child’s well-being.

4. Equality, as articulated in Article 2 of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) 
and in the Equal Status Acts 2000 to 2004, is 
a fundamental characteristic of quality early 
childhood care and education provision.

5. Early Years Teachers respect diversity and ensure 
that all children and families have their individual, 
personal, cultural and linguistic identity valued. 

6. The health, well-being, safety, welfare and 
education of all children must be protected and 
promoted in all early childhood environments.

7. Early Years Teachers understand the role of play 
as central to the well-being, development and 
learning of the young child.

8. Throughout childhood, care and education 
are inseparable and Early Years Teachers 
express this by curricula or programmes of 
activities which take a holistic approach to the 
development and learning of the young child.

9. Early Years Teachers value training and 
professional qualifications, and participate in 
continuous professional development. They will 
assist students of early years teaching in their 
learning.

10. In seeking to respond to the needs of young 
children, Early Years Teachers will seek to involve 
other professionals and agencies as appropriate. 

11. Early Years Teachers, having taken into account 
the rights of others, will provide service users 
with full information, including access to records 
pertaining to work on their behalf. 

12. Early Years Teachers will act with responsibility, 
accountability and integrity at all times. Early 
Years Teachers should be prepared to reflect 
on and state the reasons for their practice and 
decisions. 

13. Early Years Teachers will respect a service user’s 
right to confidentiality. It is the duty of the Early 
Years Teacher to ensure that the nature and 
limits of the privacy inherent in their relationship 
are clearly understood and applied. 

14. Early Years Teachers actively promote children’s 
citizenship in their local, regional and national 
communities3.
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The Changing Context 
of  the Early Childhood 
Education and Care Sector
Those who are familiar with the Early Childhood Care 
and Education (ECEC) sector in Ireland are acutely 
aware of its evolving, dynamic and complex nature. In 
the last two decades, there has been a significant drive 
towards quality and professionalisation within the sector. 
This increased interest in quality and professionalisation 
has led to a range of developments at policy level, 
which have been informed by national and international 
research with a corresponding impact on practice in 
ECEC settings. Research has identified that quality 
early years’ provision is strongly linked with experienced, 
knowledgeable and competent educators thereby 
highlighting the need for skilled, qualified professionals 
who can integrate education and care to provide quality 
experiences for children and families (Vanderbroeck, 
Peeters, Van Laere, Urban Lazzari, 2011).

In response to the increased interest and research 
on professionalisation and its links to quality early 
childhood education and care provision there have 
been some initiatives to support the development of a 
competent, professional ECEC workforce. In December 
2016, a minimum mandatory qualification requirement 
was introduced, which constituted a significant policy 
shift towards the development and professionalisation 
of the ECEC sector. The ongoing development of the 
sector has been supported by a range of government 
initiatives, including the introduction of the Learner 
Fund to support up-skilling of early childhood education 
and care professionals. However, the qualification 
requirement, coupled with issues of poor terms and 
conditions, continue to impact on the ability to recruit 
and retain qualified staff within the sector. These issues 
relating to the terms and conditions of employment and 
qualification requirements have directly contributed to 
a significant skills shortage, with evidence suggesting 
that a high percentage of early years’ graduates do not 
take up employment within the sector (Solas, 2016). 
According to the recently published Pobal Early Years 
Sector Profile (2017), only 7% of staff employed in the 
sector in 2016/2017 were new entrants, an indication of 
the challenge of recruitment into the sector. In addition to 
this, those who might previously have entered the sector 
through the ‘earn and learn’ route, where they completed 
their qualification while working in an ECEC setting, can 
no longer do so. Early Childhood Education and Care staff 

are now required under legislation to have the minimum 
mandatory qualification upon entering the sector. This is 
a welcome initiative, in recognition of the importance of 
their role. The recent introduction of the second Free Pre-
School Year (2017) further compounds the skills shortage 
with providers citing difficulties in recruiting and retaining 
suitably qualified staff. These staff shortages present a 
key challenge to ECEC providers and have impacted 
on the number of ECEC places available and children’s 
participation rate.

Research undertaken by Early Childhood Ireland in 2017 
highlights the extent of the staffing crisis and the impact 
it is having on the sustainability of settings. Data from 
500 crèches, pre-schools and other early years’ facilities 
identifies a sector that is experiencing significant difficulty 
in recruiting and retaining staff.

The main findings of the Early Childhood Ireland research 
(2017) indicates that: 

�� 86% of settings said that they were concerned that 
problems recruiting and retaining staff will impact on 
the viability of their setting

�� 36% of those who tried to recruit staff in the last 
twelve months were unable to find a suitably 
qualified person

�� 46% of those who did manage to recruit had to 
settle for someone with lower qualifications than 
they had wanted 

�� Overall, 49% of services were finding it difficult to 
retain staff

Early Childhood Education 
and Care Apprenticeship
It is imperative, therefore, that steps are taken to 
address the skills shortage and support the continuing 
development of the early years’ workforce. Multiple 
pathways to achieving a qualification and flexible 
approaches to learning are required to support the 
development and sustainability of the ECEC sector. It is 
within this context that the concept of an Early Childhood 
Apprenticeship comes to the fore. Apprenticeship is 
characterised by an approach whereby the apprentice 
or learner engages with learning through direct on-
the-job experience and structured off-the-job learning 
activities. While the term apprenticeship may not be one 
that is traditionally associated with the early childhood 
sector, it has recently entered the professionalisation 
discourse. There are ongoing discussions as to 

 Multiple pathways to achieving a qualification and flexible approaches to learning 
are required to support the development and sustainability of the ECEC sector. 
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whether there is a place for an apprenticeship model 
within the ECEC sector and / or if an Early Childhood 
Apprenticeship model might help to address the issues 
around recruitment, retention and quality provision. 
There are also varying perspectives and opinions on 
apprenticeship and how it might work within the Irish 
context. Those in favour of apprenticeship speak to the 
need for a flexible pathway that provides an opportunity 
to work towards a qualification, while earning a wage 
and engaging in the day-to-day practice of an ECEC 
setting. Equally, there is some level of concern that 
the sector is not yet ready for the introduction of an 
apprenticeship model, which is dependent on the 
apprentice experiencing practice of the highest quality 
under the expert guidance of a mentor.

Some individuals retain a traditional view of apprenticeship 
as a skills-based model that is possibly best suited to the 
acquisition and development of technical skills. As the 
professionalisation of the ECEC sector follows a clear 
upwards trajectory, it is important to challenge societal 
perceptions and to view apprenticeship through a new 
lens. This lens presents the apprenticeship model for 
the ECEC sector, not as an alternative to an academic 
qualification, but as a model that provides an innovative 
and flexible route for people to pursue a qualification 
while working in an ECEC setting. The apprenticeship 
model is gaining momentum across Europe featuring 
significantly in the New Skills Agenda for Europe 
(European Commission, 2017), which sets out the 
ambition to improve the ‘quality and relevance of skills 
development’ through apprenticeship.

Within the current Irish context, the opportunity arises 
to develop an innovative apprenticeship programme 
that supports high quality learning and progression 
within the ECEC sector. Such a model could provide a 
flexible learning route for individuals to work towards an 
accredited qualification in Early Childhood Education and 
Care. There is, however, some concern that the complex 
and evolving nature of the early childhood context will 
present significant challenges for the introduction of 
an apprenticeship model that will meet the needs of a 
rapidly developing sector. It is also important to consider 
the scope for an apprenticeship model based on the 
existing qualifications and provision of Professional 
Learning Programmes at various levels on the National 
Qualifications Framework and the legislative and 
contractual requirements that are in place for the early 
childhood education and care sector.

QQI Level 5 Major Award in Early Childhood Care 
and Education – This is the minimum mandatory 
qualification required for all those working with 
children in an ECEC setting. 

QQI Level 6 Major Award in Early Childhood Care 
and Education – This is currently a contractual 
requirement for Room Leaders delivering the ECCE 
Scheme (Free Pre-School Year)

QQI Level 7 BA Degree – There is no current 
requirement, either legislative or contractual, for 
a Level 7 qualification. However, there is higher 
capitation provided in settings where an educator 
holds a Level 7 qualification, combined with three 
years’ experience in an ECEC setting.  

Level 6 Apprenticeship
The requirement for individuals working in ECEC settings 
to hold a minimum mandatory Level 5 qualification under 
the Early Years’ Services Regulations (2016) means that 
it is not possible to introduce an apprenticeship model at 
Level 5 on the National Qualifications Framework. The 
contractual requirement for Room Leaders delivering the 
ECCE Scheme, along with the introduction of a second 
Free Pre-School Year, has resulted in an increased need 
for educators to hold a Level 6 qualification and provides 
a clear rationale to locate an apprentice programme 
at this level. There are widespread benefits in terms 
of building capacity and quality within ECEC settings 
with an apprenticeship programme that upskills early 
childhood educators to Level 6 on the National Quality 
Framework. The upskilling of staff, particularly those 
working with children aged from birth to three years, will 
support quality improvement and give recognition to the 
importance of the quality of the provision for the youngest 
children. The rationale for a Level 6 apprenticeship is 
also underpinned by consultation with key stakeholders 
carried out by Early Childhood Ireland in 2017. This 
research indicates that the sector would benefit greatly 
from a Level 6 apprenticeship that supports the further 
upskilling of existing staff who hold a Level 5 (minimum 
mandatory qualification). This would contribute to 
improving quality provision in ECEC settings, as well as 
impacting positively on recruitment and retention of staff. 

 The upskilling of staff, particularly those working with children aged from 
birth to three years, will support quality improvement and give recognition to the 

importance of the quality of the provision for the youngest children. 
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Therefore, it appears that a Level 6 apprenticeship is the 
model which is most suited to the needs of the sector as 
it currently stands. 

It is important to note that there is currently a wide range 
of provision of training at various levels. In many cases 
those undertaking Professional Learning Programmes 
are required to commit to full-time or part-time study 
and are constrained by both time and cost. A survey of 
Early Years’ Practitioners conducted by the Department 
of Education and Skills in 2016 speaks to the need for 
flexible routes for training and professional development. 
While practitioners indicated a willingness to upskill, a 
significant number of respondents cited high costs and 
time constraints as prohibitive (DES, 2016).

The Apprenticeship Model
This brings us to the question of whether the ECEC sector 
is ready for an apprenticeship model at this time. This 
must be given careful consideration, together with the 
current sectoral requirements and the potential for an 

apprenticeship model to build capacity within the sector. 
There is general agreement that, for an Early Childhood 
Apprenticeship to be successful and effective, meeting 
the needs of the various stakeholders, the apprentice, the 
employer, children and families, it must be underpinned 
by a number of elements. 

  Research identifies that effective 
leadership in ECEC is synonymous with 
quality and the apprenticeship model of 
learning builds capacity and develops 

leadership dispositions, skills and 
competencies. 

A key characteristic of an apprenticeship model is that it 
provides a flexible progression route for educators which 
supports diverse learning needs. The model provides 
a valuable opportunity for the learner to both impact 
and be impacted upon. The learning occurs through 
meaningful experiences in daily practice. The content 
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and structure of the model recognises that learning 
occurs in connection with others and is based around 
peer dialogue and reflection, foregrounded in theory. 
Research identifies that effective leadership in ECEC is 
synonymous with quality and the apprenticeship model 
of learning builds capacity and develops leadership 
dispositions, skills and competencies. It is important, 
however, that any apprenticeship model within the early 
childhood education and care domain be cognisant 
of the highly relational nature of working with young 
children and their families. 

The teaching and learning approach in an apprenticeship 
model needs to be carefully considered in terms of how 
it meets the diverse needs of learners and supports 
critical thinking. The approach to learning is experiential 
in nature and embedded in the context of the ECEC 
setting. Research and experience tells us that adults 
learn best when the programme of study is relevant and 
meaningful and delivered in a way that supports active 
meaning making. The study of early childhood education 
and care lends itself particularly well to this approach.

Innovation in Learning
An apprenticeship model in early childhood education 
and care needs to be inclusive in nature, recognising 
diverse learning needs and providing supports which 
allow learners to participate. In addition to this, it 
should be innovative, progressive and underpinned by 
comprehensive, evidence-based pedagogical research. 
The principles of Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum 
Framework (NCCA, 2009), Siolta, the National Quality 
Framework (CECDE, 2006) and the Early Years Services 
Regulations (DCYA, 2016) would be required to be 
integrated throughout the programme and embedded in 
a broad based programme of learning. This approach to 
teaching and learning constitutes a model that is situated 
in practice and underpinned by research theory and policy.

A key feature of an apprenticeship programme is that the 
apprentice works alongside and under the guidance of a 
knowledgeable mentor who supports their professional 
learning. There are dual benefits associated with the 
apprenticeship model. The ECEC setting gains from 
the upskilling of the apprentice as they develop their 
knowledge and competences and the apprentice 
develops both professionally and personally under the 
guidance of the mentor. In early childhood education and 
care settings, mentoring in an apprenticeship programme 

is a process which seeks to identify and enhance the 
skills, knowledge and competencies of the apprentice 
to provide quality early childhood services through a 
professional relationship with the mentor. Mentoring, 
therefore, constitutes an important element of a quality 
apprenticeship programme (CCUO, 2010). The role 
of the mentor is of key significance in supporting the 
ongoing learning and development of the apprentice. It is 
imperative, therefore, that the mentor holds a qualification 
that is at least one level above that of the apprentice. 
To ensure a quality mentoring experience for both the 
apprentice and the mentor, a professional development 
and learning programme is put in place for the mentor to 
support the mentor in his or her mentoring role.

An apprenticeship model must be characterised by key 
characteristics that are reflected in the programme 
design.

These key characteristics include:

�� Learning on the job and off the job

�� Flexible options for learning (face to face, online, 
blended)

�� A strong mentoring and leadership component

�� Supports for diverse learning needs

�� Early Childhood pedagogy and frameworks 
embedded throughout the programme

�� The integration of continuous reflection throughout 
the apprenticeship

�� Provision for high quality Continuing Professional 
Learning during and following the period of 
apprenticeship

�� Assessment for learning

�� Opportunities for access, transfer and progression 
within the ECEC sector

In combination, these key characteristics constitute an 
innovative model for upskilling and professionalisation of 
the ECEC sector which can directly influence the quality 
of the early childhood education and care experiences 
of Ireland’s youngest citizens. Research identifies that 
an innovative apprenticeship model has the potential 
to address three key areas; recruitment and retention, 
professionalisation of the sector and enhancing the 
quality of Early Childhood Education and Care. In 
conclusion the question remains, is this the time to 
invest in a well-resourced, high-quality apprenticeship 
model that has the potential to contribute positively to 
the professionalisation and future of the Early Childhood 
Education and Care sector in Ireland?

  There are dual benefits associated with the apprenticeship model. The ECEC 
setting gains from the upskilling of the apprentice as they develop their knowledge 
and competences and the apprentice develops both professionally and personally 

under the guidance of the mentor. 
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For more information on Early Childhood Ireland see www.earlychildhoodireland.ie
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Some months ago the National Childhood Network, 
following consultation with members of the National 
Professionalisation Sub Group, conducted a survey of 
the sector to identify the preferred title for those who 
worked directly with children in early years settings. 
Given a choice of three titles – Early Years Educator, 
Early Years Practitioner or Early Years Teacher – the vast 

majority of those who responded to the survey chose 
the title of Early Years Teacher. Following on from the 
survey, Marian Quinn, Chairperson of the Association 
for Childhood Professionals and lecturer on both the 
BA in Early Childhood Education and Care and the BA 
in Montessori Education degree programmes at Cork 
Institute of Technology wrote the following article. 
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Our name defines us. It is one of the first things that people learn about us and so this important piece 
of information forms the basis of the earliest judgements that people will make about us. The same is 
true of our professional title.  How we name our profession will instantly lead to judgements relating to 
the value of our work.

For many years we have identified with a myriad of titles. We are Childcare Workers, Early Years 
Educators, Early Childhood Practitioners, Early Years Teachers and a mix match of each of these. We 
choose our title based on what our colleagues are called and also by how we self-identify. Many wish 
to hold on to the word ‘care’ in their title because they recognise that it is central to their work with 
children. Others emphasise the education element because they recognise the importance of their work 
and want others, outside of their profession, to recognise and respect it too. 

As proud professionals we seek a title that reflects our knowledge and expertise and the importance of 
the contribution that we make in the lives of children during their foundation years. Professional titles 
are valued in our society so we need to balance our self-identity with one that resonates with those 
outside our profession.

The children we work with very often copy their older siblings and call us their teacher. Parents encourage 
the children to ‘say thank you to your teacher’. Yet many in our profession shy away from using the word 
teacher because they see it as being too academic and devoid of caring. The reality is that we create 
the meaning of the word in the context of our profession. When we call ourselves Early Years Teachers 
we identify as someone who supports young children in all areas of development through their natural 
medium of learning, i.e. play. 

Titles confer symbolic power. By adopting a professional title we are taking a step towards claiming 
the status and respect that is due to the work we do and to the children we work with. Choosing a title 
that resonates with those outside our profession makes sense because it allows them to see that our 
work is much more then ‘babysitting’. As Early Years Teachers we observe the children we work with, 
and through our knowledge(s), practices and values we support them to engage with their emerging 
interests in a caring and nurturing manner. We develop strong relationships with children as we interact 
with them in a multitude of ways: changing nappies; engaging in creative arts; managing cuts and 
bruises; supporting conflict resolution; playing games; supporting recognition and naming of feelings; 
singing songs; going on nature walks; encouraging self-feeding; building dens; supporting integration 
into peer group; trying new things; drying tears; playing hide-and-seek; giving hugs; playing with loose 
parts; chatting; conducting experiments; telling stories; exploring; etc. The list is endless. 

As Early Years Teachers we are supporting children emotionally and socially. We also nurture their 
cognitive, spiritual, communicative, physical, adaptive and cultural development. We tend to the whole 
child.

It is important to recognise that this professional title is distinct from the job titles that we hold in our 
individual centres. These are still needed so that we can differentiate between the various roles in early 
years settings, e.g. manager, room leader, playgroup assistant, nursery nurse, team leader, childcare 
worker, playgroup leader, supervisor, stiúrthóir naíonra, practitioner, educator, Montessori teacher, etc. 
However, a professional title is unifying and provides us with a common identity separate to the position 
we hold within our early years setting. A united professional identity is one that parents, policy makers 
and society can understand and value. Hopefully this will allow us to move on from the usual response 
we get when we tell people what we do – you know the one – the tilt of the head followed by Ah!

So let us firmly claim our space at the foundation stage of the care and education continuum and 
declare that as Early Years Teachers we provide vital care and support for children from their first year 
of life until they transition to primary school.
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Introduction 
In September 2015, the then St. Patrick’s College in 
Drumcondra in Dublin welcomed the first cohort of 
students onto the new Bachelor of Early Childhood 
Education (BECE) Level 8 programme. This represented 
a milestone for the teacher training college, which 
previously had focussed almost exclusively on initial 
teacher training and postgraduate studies. Staffed with 
dedicated early childhood lecturers, the roll out of the new 
BECE programme was also a testament to the belief in the 
importance of learning and developing in early childhood 
and signalled a shift to the educative nature of childcare, 
which mirrored increasing government investment in 
early education. The BECE has been developed at a time 
of great change in the early childhood education and 
care (ECEC) sector. The programme has benefitted from 
a new wave of socio-cultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978; 
Rogoff, 1991) and reconceptualist thinking (Cannella, 
1997; Cannella, Swadener & Che, 2007). The timing of 
this new programme coincides with emerging national 
and international perspectives on early education and 
affords great opportunities in influencing and shaping 
the next generation of professionals. 

In the three years since the BECE commenced, St. 
Patrick’s College has been incorporated into the new 
Dublin City University (DCU), which now sees early 
childhood, primary, post-primary and further education 
seamlessly aligned within the Institute of Education 
(IoE). The BECE programme is growing in strength with 
three years of students currently on campus, with the 
recent addition to the team of a fifth dedicated staff 
member and with the support of staff across disciplines 
in the IoE. 

This article contextualises and positions the DCU Institute 
of Education, Bachelor of Early Childhood Education 
programme in light of emerging policy, research and 
practice developments. It examines key elements 
underpinning the programme, namely the principles, 
processes, pedagogy and approaches of professional 
practice, and considers how the BECE can support 
prospective graduates to become leaders in improving 
practice, transforming the sector and advocating for 
children’s rights. 

Principles of  the BECE
The principles of the BECE programme underpin the day-
to-day teaching and learning with students; providing a 
unifying frame for all lecturers and fostering a culture of 
reflection and critical thinking. The image of the child is a 
driving force at the heart of the programme. The child is 
understood as being competent and agentive (Dahlberg, 
Moss & Pence, 1999; Rinaldi, 2006), as having rights, and 

as learning and developing in the context of family and 
community. The programme also respects parents and 
acknowledges their place at the centre of children’s care 
and education. These core tenets establish a respectful 
and strengths-based approach in working with children 
and families, which in turn strongly influences students’ 
developing perspectives and beliefs. 

Drawing predominantly on socio-cultural and critical 
theories of knowledge, the BECE takes a particular 
epistemological stance on learning and knowledge. 
The programme understands knowledge as being 
co-constructed rather than received, as dynamic 
and interactive rather than static, and as social and 
distributed. This impacts on how we work with students 
and influences not only the students’ approaches to their 
own learning but also to their practices in working in the 
sector (Brownlee & Berthelsen, 2004). 

  The programme understands 
knowledge as being co-constructed 

rather than received, as dynamic and 
interactive rather than static, and as 

social and distributed. 

The programme also views educators (or teachers 
or practitioners) and student educators as critical to 
children’s learning and development. The BECE believes 
that educators must be reflexive, open to questioning 
and reflective both in and on their practice (Schön, 1991). 
They should also be competent in terms of knowledge 
regarding the care, development and learning of all 
young children. Finally, we believe that educators and 
prospective educators must have adaptive expertise 
(Hatano & Oura, 2003), that is, a willingness to expand 
and change practice, and the flexibility to respond to 
ever changing environments and to manage uncertainty 
(Urban, 2008). 

Living these principles and embedding them authentically 
into all aspects of the programme is an ongoing 
challenge for the BECE team and has implications for 
time, resources and the processes of teaching. 

About the BECE

�� The BECE is a level 8 programme which 
comprises 240 credits

�� It is a four year full time programme delivered on 
the St. Patrick’s campus

�� Students are out on professional practice/ 
placement each year in the second semester

�� Placement accounts for 25% of the programme
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Processes of  Teaching and 
Learning on the BECE
Espousing principles and aims is really worthwhile but 
how does this translate into everyday teaching and 
learning? The linchpin of working with students on the 
BECE programme holds to Katz’s (1977, p.57) Principle 
of Congruity, which sees the way we teach educators 
as being aligned or congruent with the way we wish 
them to work with children and families. For us in the 
DCU Institute of Education, on a very practical level this 
means ensuring that students have opportunities to learn 
together in large groups (lecture situations) and to work 
in small groups (self-selected and allocated), to engage 
in self-directed learning (Brookfield, 2013) and to work 
experientially.

Small group work can present a real challenge for 
students, who come with preferred learning styles and 
who may have come from a second level system that 
values individual effort. However, having the capacity 
to work as part of a team is a key attribute in the world 
of early childhood education and care. A commitment 
to incorporating experiential learning within the 
programme means that students have ongoing 
opportunities to work concretely with resources and 
situations, marking connections between practice and 
theory, for example, in organising and playing with 
natural materials; in role-playing with peers and using 

puppets; and in engaging in micro-teaching sessions 
where they draw on language, literacy and numeracy 
strategies to support learning. 

Attending to the process of learning and understanding 
it to be holistic is reflected in the tutorial structure, which 
sees each student year group having a dedicated Year 
Head. Individual and group tutorials held each week 
over the academic year value relationships and allow 
students to become confident in voicing opinions and 
sharing feedback. With an average intake of 60-65 
students each year, the BECE team can (over time) get 
to know students, their strengths and personalities. It is 
a privilege to have the structures, time, methodologies 
and supports built into the BECE programme that help in 
preparing students for the complexities of practice and 
pedagogy in working with children and their families. 

Pedagogical Approaches 
on the BECE
The landscape of working with children and families has 
changed dramatically in the past two decades (Urban, 
Robson & Scacchi, 2017). In 1999, Ready to Learn, 
the seminal Report on the National Forum for Early 
Childhood Education (Department of Education and 
Skills, 1999), acknowledged that the ‘system of training 
and qualification for early childhood workers, like the pre-
school system generally, has developed in a somewhat ad 
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hoc manner in Ireland’ (p.52). The Childcare Regulations 
(Department of Health and Children, 1996) of that era 
merely required that a sufficient number of competent 
adults were present to supervise the preschool children.

The Model Framework (DJELR, 2002) began the 
process of conceptualising the range of skills and 
knowledge along with the occupational role typologies 
necessary to work in ECEC. Five levels of practitioner 
(basic; intermediate; experienced; advanced and 
expert) were identified which somewhat addressed 
the issue of qualifications and experience, in an era 
when qualification levels were low and experience was 
frequently the cornerstone of preschool provision. The 
Framework also set out six core areas of knowledge 
and skills (child development; personal, professional 
development; social environment; healthy, hygiene, 
nutrition and safety; education and play; communication, 
administration and management), which guided the 
development of future ECEC programmes across the 
levels now outlined on the National Framework of 
Qualifications (NFQ).

Following two decades of policy development, 
investment in the ECEC infrastructure and the 
exponential growth of education providers offering 
qualifications at NFQ levels 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10, the ECEC 
landscape is very different. There is a broad consensus 
nationally and internationally ‘that the quality of early 
childhood services… depends on well educated, 
experienced and competent staff’(University of East 
London and University of Ghent, 2011, p. 7). There is also 
an acknowledgement that ‘it is not the qualification per 
se that has an impact on child outcomes but the ability 
of better qualified staff members to create a high-quality 
pedagogic environment’ (OECD, 2012, p. 143).

In recent times, the CoRe Report (University of East 
London and University of Ghent, 2011) has visited this 
issue of educators’ (teachers’/practitioners’) competence 
and considered the nature of knowledge, practices and 
values that are required when working with young children 
and families in ECEC. The authors highlight the breadth 
and depth of knowledge required to work in complex and 
changing contexts of diversity, which include: 

�� Knowledge of the holistic developmental aspects 
of young children and their strategies of learning; 
Knowledge of communication with children and their 
participation; 

�� Knowledge of working with parents and local 
communities; 

�� Knowledge of team working and of working in 
contexts of diversity; 

�� Knowledge of ECEC in the broader local, national 
and international context and

�� Knowledge in relation to the care, health and social 
protection of young children.

This deeper examination of the knowledge and 
practices required of the educator speaks to the need 
for high quality professional preparation and continuing 
professional development and also sheds light on 
the possible content of those programmes. Many 
researchers recommend a minimum benchmark of 60 
per cent BA-level practitioners in ECEC, that is at least 
one degree (Level 7/8) staff member in each room (or 
class) (European Childcare Network, 1996; UNICEF, 
2008; European Commission, 2009).  

The emphasis on the need for graduates who are 
highly skilled affirms the direction and content of the 
BECE programme, which encompasses development 
and learning; curriculum and pedagogy; family and 
community and which addresses diversity and social 
justice. The mix and sequencing of modules on the BECE 
draws on the approach of the spiral curriculum (Bruner, 
1960) where there is an iterative revisiting of key topics. 
Concepts such as curriculum and child development 
are re-examined at a deeper level, with each encounter 
facilitating connections between new learning and 
previous learning. 

 It is important that the lecturers on the BECE programme 
connect with each other, ensuring that we do not operate 
in silos but support the students in making links across 
the programme. In a busy third level environment such an 
approach requires discipline in creating opportunities to 
meet up (acknowledging full teaching schedules) and a 
commitment to cross team conversations. It also requires 
an openness to critical reflexivity (Osgood, 2006), which 
involves not just deep consideration of the students but 
also of ourselves. The BECE team understands that 
relationships and reflexivity are at the heart of how we 
work with students and in turn how we wish students to 
work with children, families and professionals in ECEC 
settings. Supporting students to develop habits or 
dispositions of reflexivity is reflected in the pedagogical 
approach to teaching, the allocation of time to reflect 
and the emphasis on professional practice (placement).

Professional Practice 
(Placement) 
The BECE draws on the term ‘Professional Practice’ in 
preference to ‘Placement’ to reflect the complexity of 
what happens when students step into the world of early 

  Relationships and reflexivity are at the heart of how we work with students and in turn 
how we wish students to work with children, families and professionals in ECEC settings. 
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childhood education and care. Students do not merely 
land or are ‘placed’ in settings in any static form; instead 
they are required to quickly engage in the day-to-day 
life of the setting. An unpublished survey with managers 
of ECEC partner settings indicated that one of their 
key requirements is that students are ‘hands on’ from 
the start and that they are willing and enthusiastic in 
engaging directly with the children. 

Professional practice comprises 25 per cent of the overall 
BECE programme, which includes time and experience 
on site, and a weekly analysis of practice seminars. The 
structure of the BECE programme acknowledges the 
complexities, challenges and opportunities of practice 
in settings. A full 5 credit module ‘Issues in Professional 
Practice’ is a core part of years 1, 2 and 3, which supports 
students’ understanding of the sector, its workings and 
systems at a macro level. At a more micro level, the 
modules strive to connect students into concepts of 
uncertainty and professional judgements (Urban, 2008) 
in the context of emergent curriculum and Aistear, 
the National Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009). 
The modules also provide a space to draw together 
learning from across the programme, creating links, 
synergy and hopefully supporting students to integrate 
understandings of content, concepts and processes. 
The analysis of practice seminars are weekly sessions 
that occur in the second semester while the students 
are out on professional practice. The seminars are 
constituted as small groups with a BECE team member 
/lecturer who facilitates and supports the exploration of 

student experiences, learnings and challenges while out 
in practice. The seminars are conceptualised as spaces 
for reflection, as well as personal and professional 
growth.

Being out on professional practice can be a scary prospect 
for the student. Not only do they have to find their feet, 
build relationships with the team, feel secure with their 
co-operating educator (supervisor), get to understand 
the routines and curriculum of the setting, and become 
familiar with the children, they also have to struggle with 
the thorny issue of theory and practice. Urban (2008), in 
highlighting the uncertain nature of pedagogical practice, 
the moment by moment judgements that are made, and 
the interventions that are taken, suggests that dialogue, 
and a stance of constant and critical inquiry supports 
professionalism across the system of ECEC. Students 
step into the dynamic and evolving space of ECEC and 
are expected to learn from and contribute to it. 

  …dialogue, and a stance of 
constant and critical inquiry supports 
professionalism across the system of 

ECEC. 

In 2015/2016, the Department of Education and Skills 
(2016) undertook a survey to begin the process of 
reviewing ECEC qualifications and examining the extent to 
which they meet the requirements of the sector. Findings 
from the survey suggest that the vast majority (89%) 

Preparation for 
Professional  

Practice

Module in  
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Analysis of  
Practice 
Seminars

Supporting  
Reflection

Professional  
Practice in 

ECEC settings
  

Semester 2
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of higher education programmes include a placement 
element (DES, 2016) but the quality of that experience is 
variable. A number of suggestions arose from that survey, 
which offered signposts in considering professional 
practice. First, the survey highlighted the need for greater 
collaboration between the third level institution and 
the ECEC setting. A core element of the BECE is the 
recognition that alone we cannot prepare students for 
the world of practice and we see the ECEC settings as 
an extension of the programme. It is therefore incumbent 
on the Institute of Education to work in partnership 
with settings and this is reflected in the allocation of a 
Placement Co-Ordinator (academic post), who supports 
those involved in the process of professional practice – 
students, settings and placement tutors (those internal 
or external staff who assess and support students out in 
practice). The relationship is also fostered in the provision 
of Continuing Professional Development/learning 
opportunities for those who partner with the IoE.

The survey also reflected a call for a greater variety of 
experiences for students, that is, a possibility to engage 
with parents, and to be involved in paperwork and 
documentation. Finally, there was a call for students 

to have experience in a greater and wider variety of 
settings. These points are well made and within the BECE 
programme we have the opportunity for students to be in 
professional practice across four years. Our commitment 
is for students to gain experience in working across the 
age ranges (infants/toddlers; young children); in diverse 
settings (private; community; statutory) and with a range 
of provision (ECEC settings; Family Support; Special or 
Additional Needs; Policy). While still relatively new, the 
BECE is constantly drawing on emerging reports, surveys 
and broad research to inform the development of the 
professional practice element of the programme. The 
commitment of the settings, the IoE staff and students 
to work together on professional practice highlights a 
willingness to recognise the complexity and embrace the 
‘uncertainty’ of working within a system that is striving to 
be competent.

  Our commitment is for students to 
gain experience in working across the 
age ranges... in diverse settings... and 

with a range of provision 
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Conclusion
The structure, principles, processes of teaching and 
learning, pedagogical stance and the partnership 
approach to professional practice embedded within 
the new BECE programme auger well for the future.  
Ultimately, the aim of the programme is to drive and 
support the quality of young children’s experiences in 
ECEC through the preparation of students.  Our first 
cohort of students is on track to graduate in 2019 and 
we have aspirations that they will enter into a sector 

and society that values the work in early childhood and 
values the contribution and role of graduates. 

Undoubtedly, significant advances have been made in 
terms of policy and government investment over the past 
decades. What is now required is a strengthening of the 
system which would allow for the retention, recompense 
and continuing development of BECE graduates as they 

step into the sector as advocates for children. 

For more information on the Bachelor of Early 
Childhood Education (BECE) Level 8 programme 
in DCU Institute of Education see www.dcu.ie
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All resources on the reference list are available from Barnardos Library and Information Service.

Go to www.barnardos.ie/library or email resources@barnardos.ie for more details.


