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EDITORIAL

Agency in Practice
After a hiatus in 2025, we are delighted that 

ChildLinks is back in publication. With this 

issue, as with all past and future issues, we 

aim to inspire and engage all those dedicated 

professionals working with children in early 

childhood and school-age settings in Ireland, 

as well as those working in support agencies 

and organisations, and working and studying 

in higher education institutions. 

A key focus of updated Aistear, the Early Childhood 
Curriculum Framework, is the concept of the agentic child 
and the agentic educator. In this issue, we consider what 
agency means for both, and what it looks like in practice.

The first article in this issue from the National Council 
for Curriculum and Assessment explores agency in 
the lives of babies, toddlers and young children, and 
for their educators, as presented in Aistear, examining 
how responsive, inclusive and meaningful learning 
experiences can realise rights and agency during early 
childhood. Later in this issue, there is an exploration of 
how the universal and targeted supports of the Access 
and Inclusion model (AIM), and the mentoring offered by 
Better Start Early Years Specialists, enhance agency for 
both children and educators in settings in Ireland.

Other articles in this issue focus specifically on agency 
for children, with Lorraine Farrell, National Aistear 
Development Officer, highlighting how, when educators 
hold a strengths-based view of children as agentic, 
competent and confident from birth, opportunities to 
realise agency are supported. Dr Sharon Skehill then 
looks at agency through the lens of the United Nations 
Convention of the Rights of the Child, highlighting that 
when adults focus on children’s rights, they create 
opportunities for babies, toddlers and young children to 
negotiate and develop their agency. Later, in an article 
from Kristianstad University, Sweden, we are introduced 

to an exploration of the promotion of children’s agency 
in activities that integrate play and teaching (in this case 
science-play), identifying agency not as something that 
individuals possess in isolation, but something that is 
continuously negotiated and supported in interaction.

Aistear also presents the educator as agentic, with the 
freedom to use their knowledge and skills to support 
learning and development. In two further articles, 
owners of Irish settings outline how they intentionally 
support agency by ensuring that educators recognise 
the significance of their role in a culture where they feel 
respected, capable, and valued. This sense of being 
valued as an agentic professional is seen to impact on 
educators’ sense of professional purpose and satisfaction 
in an article by Dr Jessica Ciuciu from Deakin University, 
Australia, and is shown to connect to workforce retention, 
one of the most pressing challenges facing the early 
childhood sector, not only in Ireland, but internationally.

We are sure this issue will give you plenty to reflect on in 
terms of both your own agency and the agency of the 
children in your care as you support them to have a voice, 
make choices, actively participate in their own learning 
and development, and influence the relationships, 
decisions and the workings of their social worlds.

1



Exploring agency in Aistear: the 
Early Childhood Curriculum 
Framework (2024)
Dr Mary Daly, Education Officer, National Council for Curriculum 
and Assessment (NCCA) and Donna Carolan, Acting Director, 
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) 

Introduction 
This article explores agency in the lives of babies, toddlers 
and young children and for their educators as presented 
in the updated Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum  
Framework (Government of Ireland [GoI],2024a). It 
synthesises and interprets Aistear’s statements in relation 
to agency, drawing on supporting guidance (GoI, 2024b) 
and research (French and McKenna, 2022; NCCA, 
2025; Guard, 2025) that reinforces the importance 
of positioning of rights and agency at the centre of 
early childhood education and care. Summarising key 
research underpinning the strengthened focus on 
rights and agency in the updated Framework, the article 
examines how responsive, inclusive and meaningful 
learning experiences as articulated in Aistear can realise 
rights and agency during early childhood. It ends by 
highlighting supports available for educators who are 
realising these rights-based approaches in practice. In 
doing so, the article strengthens understanding of rights 
and agency and reinforces Aistear’s commitment to a 
rightsbased approach to support the holistic learning and 
development of Ireland’s youngest citizens.

Aistear’s Vision 
Aistear presents an image of babies, toddlers and young 
children as ‘agentic, competent and confident’ (GoI, 
2024a, p.10), reflecting the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC] (1989) and the rights 
of children from birth, including the right to express their 
views (Article 12). For babies, toddlers and young children, 
Aistear presents agency as the ability to make choices, 
influence decisions and participate meaningfully in their 
learning and daily experiences.

Aistear describes educators as ‘agentic, competent, 
confident and reflective’ (GoI, 2024a, p.11). Within this 
vision, educators genuinely believe in the competencies 
of babies, toddlers and young children, holding them in a 
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respectful and protective space. For educators, agency 
means having the freedom to use their knowledge 
and skills to engage with and interpret Aistear in ways 
that are responsive to their unique context. Educators 
notice, nurture, respond and reflect to consolidate, 
support and extend early learning and development, 
empowering each baby, toddler and young child to 
reach their individual potential. Recognising agency 
involves educators actively listening to, and for, the many 
different forms of communication that babies, toddlers 
and young children use to share their views.  Educators 
support decision-making by creating inclusive learning 
environments where all babies, toddlers and young 
children have voice, choice and influence. This is 
enacted daily by considering how the voices and views 
of babies, toddlers and young children can be included 
in, and responded to, through everyday routines and 
experiences (Figure 1).

Having Having 
opportunityopportunity

to make to make 
changeschanges

FeelingFeeling
capable of capable of 
influencing influencing 
my learningmy learning

FeelingFeeling
capable of capable of 
achievingachieving

goalsgoals

Being able Being able 
to maketo make
choiceschoices

FeelingFeeling
able to able to 
impactimpact

my worldmy world

Having Having 
the rightthe right

to expressto express
my viewsmy views

Having aHaving a
sense ofsense of

ownershipownership

Having aHaving a
sense ofsense of

control overcontrol over
my lifemy life

Being
agentic

Figure 1: The agentic baby, toddler and young child  
(GoI, 2024b, p.6)

NCCA (2025) emphasises that Aistear’s image of babies, 
toddlers and young children supports the fundamental 
rights set out in the UNCRC (1989), including the rights 
to participation, non-discrimination and to have their 
best interests upheld. Guard (2025) reiterates that 
rights exist from birth and outlines the importance of 
understanding the multimodality of voice including but 
not limited to gaze, gesture, vocalisations and emotions 
to understand the views and interests of babies, 
toddlers and young children. Underpinned by Lundy’s 
participation model (2007), which emphasises the 
importance of space, voice, audience and influence, 

Aistear supports educators in ensuring that all forms of 
communication are recognised, respected and have 
influence. This focus on interpreting the multiple ways in 
which babies, toddlers and young children communicate 
and express themselves commits educators to creating 
inclusive learning environments where identities are 
respected, and babies, toddlers and young children are 
consulted, heard and able to influence decisions that 
affect them.

Positioning agency as a right in Aistear ensures that it is 
fundamental to early childhood education and care in 
Ireland. A rightsbased perspective is woven throughout 
the Framework’s Vision, Principles and Themes, ensuring 
that everyday experiences, including care routines, 
play, transitions, relationships and interactions, support 
babies, toddlers and young children to thrive and flourish. 
In collaboration with babies, toddlers and young children, 
educators can develop an emergent and inquiry-based 
curriculum that supports their holistic learning and 
development.

This shared agency foregrounds a dynamic and respectful 
partnership in which babies, toddlers and young children, 
together with their educators, shape their environments 
and learning experiences to co-construct responsive 
curricula within their unique context.

Aistear’s Principles of Early 
Learning and Development 
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Figure 2: Aistear’s Principles of Early Learning and 
Development (GoI, 2024a, p.15)
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Aistear is based on nine Principles of early learning and 
development (Figure 2). These are the foundation of the 
Framework, bringing the curriculum vision to life. The child 
voice statements in the Principles present the rights of 
each baby, toddler and young child, while simultaneously 
drawing attention to role of the educator in supporting 
and nurturing early learning and development.

Aistear’s Principles affirm babies, toddlers and young 
children as citizens with rights to care, participation and 
influence from birth. French and McKenna (2022) highlight 
that relational, inquirybased approaches empower 
babies, toddlers and young children to lead learning, 
express identity and participate fully. Routines and play 
provide opportunities for voice, choice and influence, 
supporting babies, toddlers and young children to enact 
their rights and agency in daily experiences (NCCA, 2025). 
Guard (2025) provides examples of how to interpret 
rights and agency from birth - listening to, and for, babies, 
toddlers and young children voices through a variety of 
ways to elicit preferences, understand decisions, and 
interpret interactions. Similar to Aistear, Guard (2025) 
also emphasises the educator’s responsibility to notice, 
nurture, respond and reflect when consolidating and 
extending early learning and development.

Together, these perspectives demonstrate that when 
educators intentionally listen, respond and create space 
for the choices and views of babies, toddlers and young 
children within everyday routines and play, they actively 
uphold rights from birth and foster genuine agency in early 
learning and development.

Aistear’s Themes 
Aistear presents babies, toddlers and young children’s 
holistic learning and development using four 
interconnected Themes (Figure 3). The Themes are 
Wellbeing, Identity and Belonging, Communicating and 
Exploring and Thinking. Each Theme describes what 
babies, toddlers and young children should learn with 
a focus on important dispositions, attitudes and values 
along with skills, knowledge and understanding. The 
Themes, Aims and Learning Goals of Aistear provide the 
basis for planning and assessing to develop an emergent 
and inquiry-based curriculum.

Figure 3: Aistear’s Themes (GoI, 2024a, p. 21)

Wellbeing
The Theme of Wellbeing is about babies, toddlers and 
young children being confident, sona (happy) and healthy. 
It focuses on psychological wellbeing (feeling and 
thinking) and physical wellbeing and includes a focus on 
rights and agency. This focus is supported by research 
with French and McKenna (2022) emphasising that 
warm, compassionate caregiving, sustainable living and 
coregulation are key to supporting wellbeing, rights and 
agency. Building on this, NCCA (2025) frames wellbeing as 
a rightsbased entitlement linked to protection, provision 
and participation rights. Guard (2025) discusses how 
subtle cues signal preferences and needs from birth, 
and how attuned, responsive relationships promote 
emotional security. Overall, these perspectives highlight 
how nurturing, responsive relationships that honour rights 
and agency from birth, along with careful attention to 
emotional and physical development, lay the groundwork 
for confident, happy and healthy babies, toddlers and 
young children.
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Identity and Belonging
The Theme of Identity and Belonging is about babies, 
toddlers and young children having a positive sense of who 
they are. It involves knowing they are valued and respected 
as part of their family and community. It emphasises 
respect for cultural, linguistic and social identities, 
empowering babies, toddlers and young children to 
express their rights and to be supported in developing 
an understanding of the rights of others. French and 
McKenna (2022) highlight the role of inclusion, empathy 
and culturally responsive pedagogy in supporting a 
sense of identity and belonging. NCCA (2025) considers 
identity and belonging from a rights-based perspective 
and emphasises participation rights. Guard (2025) shows 
that identity forms from birth through early expressions of 
agency, which educators must notice and affirm. Overall, 
these perspectives show that identity and belonging are 
strengthened from birth when educators honour each 
baby, toddler and young child’s rights. By affirming and 
responding to early expressions of voice and agency, and 
by creating inclusive, culturally responsive environments, 
educators help ensure everyone feels recognised and 
valued. Together, these papers reinforce the importance 
of responsive relationships as presented in Aistear to 
ensure babies, toddlers and young children feel valued, 
included and heard.

Communicating
The Theme of Communicating is about babies, 
toddlers and young children sharing their experiences, 
thoughts, ideas, feelings, needs, rights and interests 
with others in a variety of ways and for a variety of 
purposes. It emphasises multimodal communication, 
including but not limited to talking, silences, facial 
expressions, gestures, behaviours, body movement, 
crying and babbling. French and McKenna (2022) 
highlight communication as relational, emphasising 
the importance of meaningmaking experiences for 
babies, toddlers and young children. NCCA (2025) 
frames the valuing and interpretation of multimodality 
as a participation right. Guard (2025) emphasises the 
importance of recognising subtle signals of agency 
and voice from birth and the need for sensitive, 
responsive interactions from educators. Together, these 
perspectives collectively show that communication 
is fostered from birth when educators recognise and 
respond to the many different and valuable ways babies, 
toddlers and young children express themselves. By 
upholding their participation rights, and building attuned 
relationships, educators honour their voice and agency.

Exploring and Thinking
The Theme of Exploring and Thinking is about babies, 
toddlers and young children being curious and making 
sense of the world around them through interactions, play, 
investigations and problemsolving. Providing babies, 
toddlers and young children with hands-on, inquiry-based 
learning experiences supports their ability to express their 
rights and agency. Through inquiry, problem-solving and 
reflection they enact these rights in play and everyday 
experiences as curious and resilient explorers and creative 
thinkers, driven by an innate desire to know the workings 
of their world. French and McKenna (2022) describe 
exploration as active and relational. NCCA (2025) frames 
exploration as a participation right, emphasising babies, 
toddlers and young children’s right to influence the 
curriculum that they experience. Guard (2025) notes that 
early inquiry and problemsolving begin from birth and that 
inquiry-based learning is a way of ensuring meaningful 
participation and active decision-making in play and 
everyday routines. Together, these perspectives highlight 
that exploration and thinking flourish from birth when 
educators recognise babies, toddlers and young children 
as active meaningmakers, honour their participation 
rights, and create inclusive environments where curiosity, 
inquiry and decisionmaking genuinely shape their learning.

Holistic Learning and 
Development 
Early learning and development is holistic as babies, 
toddlers and young children learn many different things 
at the same time. When educators uphold the rights and 
agency of babies, toddlers and young children in their 
care, they bring Aistear’s vision of agentic, competent 
and confident learners to life. Babies, toddlers and young 
children thrive in warm, inclusive and attuned environments 
where educators respect who they are, provide emotional 
security, listen and respond to their communications and 
create space for exploration and inquiry. Through subtle 
cues, playful investigations and active expressions of 
interest, babies, toddlers and young children continuously 
show how they understand and engage with the world 
around them.

The four Themes of Aistear, underpinned by the nine 
Principles of early learning and development, inform 
planning for babies, toddlers and young children’s learning 
and support the documenting and assessing of their 
progress and achievements. Aistear promotes planning 
for and developing the curriculum in practice through 
a continuous cycle of noticing, nurturing, responding 
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and reflecting (Figure 4). The cycle is founded on an 
understanding of slow relational pedagogy. Opportunities 
to document learning at each stage support meaningful 
assessment of and for learning, while recognising and 
enacting the rights and agency in practice for babies, 
toddlers and young children.

Figure 4: The reflective cycle of planning and assessing 
(GoI, 2024b, p. 27)

Being attuned to the many ways that babies, toddlers 
and young children communicate empowers educators 
to respond in ways that affirm their perspectives and 
consolidate, support and extend learning. The reflective 
cycle of planning and assessing supports educators to 
interpret cues and ideas, plan responsively, and document 
learning using a rightsbased approach. Through their 
engagement with the cycle, educators provide materials, 
interactions, routines, supports and environments that 
promote agency, competence, confidence, exploration, 
sensory engagement, safe risktaking, collaboration and 
sustained shared thinking.

The Agentic Educator
Aistear positions educators as central to empowering 
babies, toddlers and young children as agentic, 
competent and confident learners. Agency flourishes 
when educators intentionally create environments 
where each baby, toddler and young child can express 
preferences, make decisions and influence their learning. 
Educators are described as agentic professionals who 
coconstruct learning through respectful, reciprocal 

relationships and through the key person approach and 
slow relational pedagogy (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Being an agentic educator (GoI, 2024b, p.15)

When educators uphold participation rights (Article 12, 
UNCRC) and ensure that babies, toddlers and young 
children’s perspectives shape daily decisions, experiences 
and planning, they simultaneously support the realisation 
of other rights—including identity, protection, education, 
best interests and play. Enacting these rights requires 
agentic educators to advocate for each baby, toddler 
and young child, to interpret and respond to the different 
ways they communicate their views, to create inclusive 
environments and act in their best interests through 
reflective, informed practice based on their interpretation 
of Aistear for their particular context.

Supports for Embedding 
Rights and Agency in 
Practice in Early Childhood 
Education and Care 
The updated Aistear is supported by a growing set of 
resources designed to help educators embed rights 
and agency meaningfully in the everyday lives of babies, 
toddlers and young children. The National Síolta Aistear 
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Initiative (NSAI), established in 2016 to co-ordinate the 
national rollout of Síolta and Aistear, offers a range of 
resources including professional development and 
mentoring by Better Start and the County and City 
Childcare Committees. 

A key part of this initiative is the online Aistear Síolta 
Practice Guide. The Practice Guide draws Síolta and 
Aistear together in a practical way and offers suggestions, 
ideas and examples of how they can be used together to 
inform the learning and development of babies, toddlers 
and young children. The updated Practice Guide retains 
the structure of the original, with key updates to the 
names of the Pillars of Practice to better reflect the 
updated Aistear. The Practice Guide includes: Curriculum 
Foundations and, six interconnected Pillars of Practice:

	} Partnerships and Connections 
	} Learning Environments 
	} Learning through Play 
	} Relationships and Interactions 
	} Planning and Assessing 
	} Supporting Transitions 

Available resources include educator guides, videos and 
self-reflection tools across a range of topics including 
those that support rights and agency in everyday practice. 

Continuing Professional Development (CPD), protected 
time to notice, nurture, respond and reflect, and 
supportive organisational conditions all serve to 
strengthen educators’ agency. Leadership that fosters 
trust, shared decision making and collaborative planning 
further enhances collective agency. When these 
supports are aligned, educators experience themselves 

as confident, supported professionals within a shared 
culture of continuous improvement. This empowers them 
to tune into babies, toddlers and young children’s cues, 
create inclusive environments where all voices matter, and 
reflect on their own agency in practice.

Conclusion
Aistear, its Guidance for Good Practice and research 
discussed in this article present early years settings 
as democratic spaces where babies, toddlers and 
young children shape their learning in collaboration 
with agentic educators. The article positions agency 
as present from birth and emphasises the importance 
of educators drawing on their professional knowledge 
to create the conditions in which babies, toddlers and 
young children can flourish as agentic global citizens. At 
the same time, it also acknowledges that the realisation 
of such practice is shaped by broader system and policy 
conditions within which educators operate, including 
workforce capacity, regulation, funding, and time for 
professional learning.

Recognising babies, toddlers and young children as 
agentic, competent and confident from birth, and viewing 
educators as agentic, competent, confident, reflective 
partners, the Framework provides a strong foundation for 
meaningful, participatory early childhood education and 
care in Ireland. Through everyday moments, responsive 
interactions, attuned relationships and inclusive 
environments, educators can help ensure every baby, 
toddler and young child experiences agency and have 
their rights realised in practice, supported by Aistear.
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How our image of the baby, 
toddler and young child 
informs the curriculum: 
Realising agency in 
everyday practice
Lorraine Farrell, National Aistear Development Officer

Introduction: Seeing Babies, Toddlers and Young Children 
through a Strengths-based Lens
The beliefs that educators hold about babies, toddlers and young children shape almost every 

aspect of practice in early childhood. When an educator sees a baby as capable of participating, 

interprets a toddler’s exploration as meaningmaking, or recognises a young child’s idea as a 

contribution with value, this profoundly influences the opportunities for agency to be realised 

throughout the day. Research (Salamon & Harrison, 2015; Peters & Kelly, 2015) demonstrates that 

educators’ underlying images of babies, toddlers and young children guide their momenttomoment 

professional decisions, interactions and interpretations, ultimately shaping how Aistear, the early 

childhood curriculum framework (Government of Ireland [GoI], 2024), is enacted in practice. 

When educators hold a strengths-based view of babies, toddlers and young children as agentic, 

competent and confident from birth, opportunities to realise agency are supported. 

How Our Interpretations Shape Babies’, Toddlers’ and 
Young Children’s Experiences
Decades of early childhood research position the ‘image 
of the child’ as historically, culturally and politically 
constructed (Tulloch & Stuart, 2020; Sorin, 2005). 
Ideas such as the innocent child, the developing child, 
or the schoolready child emerged from broader social 
movements and became embedded in early childhood 
discourse over time (Sorin, 2005). These historical images 
continue to influence educators’ expectations of what 
babies, toddlers and young children can do, what is seen 
as appropriate learning, and what kinds of experiences 
‘count’ as meaningful (Karim et al., 2025). Sorin’s (2005) 
research helps educators to recognise that the way 

they view babies, toddlers and young children is never 
neutral. Instead, each image carries implications for how 
educators interpret babies, toddlers and young children’s 
communications, behaviour and interests, and this in turn 
impacts on the types of opportunities they are afforded in 
their early learning and development. 

A fundamental thread across research is that educators’ 
views directly shape the recognition, interpretation and 
response to babies, toddlers and young children’s cues. 
Salamon and Harrison (2015), for example, found that 
educators working with babies often underestimated 
their competence and agency, limiting opportunities 
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for exploration and impacting on their ability to share, 
participate, choose or initiate learning experiences. 
Similarly, Peters and Kelly (2015) show how toddlers’ and 
young children’s problemsolving, creative thinking and 
relational interactions are frequently filtered through 
adult assumptions about what learning ‘should’ look like. 
Adults may unintentionally reframe or overlook children’s 
ideas, limiting the expression of their agency. Fitzpatrick 
and Halpenny (2025) further emphasise that young 
children’s participation is mediated by the educator’s 
responsiveness. Even when children express interests and 
intentions clearly, these may be missed if educators are 
not attuned to subtle communication cues.

Aistear’s Vision of the 
Agentic, Competent and 
Confident child
Against this backdrop, Aistear offers a clear and powerful 
image of babies, toddlers and young children as agentic, 
competent and confident learners who are rights holders 
from birth. This strengths-based, participatory view aligns 
with sociocultural understandings of learning as relational, 
interactive and coconstructed. The Vision, Principles and 
Themes of Aistear provide the conceptual grounding for 
seeing babies, toddlers and young children as agentic, 
competent and confident learners, capable of shaping 
their experiences when given space, time and meaningful 
opportunities to do so. 

The next section explores what this might look like in 
practice. 

A Rights-based, Emergent 
and Inquiry-based 
Curriculum 
A rights-based, emergent and inquiry-based curriculum 
is grounded in children’s rights and recognises them as 
active participants in their own learning. It is described 
as emergent because it responds to the interests, ideas, 
experiences and connections that babies, toddlers 
and young children make as they explore their world 
through play. Guided by Aistear’s Themes and Learning 
Goals, this approach values curiosity, experimentation, 
questioning, problem-solving and relationships, with 
learning developing through meaningful interactions, 
conversations and experiences. Early years educators 
play a reflective and agentic role by noticing and nurturing 

children’s interests, using these, along with their own 
observations and professional knowledge, as starting 
points for curriculum planning, ensuring learning is relevant, 
responsive and holistic. This understanding of a rights-
based, emergent and inquiry-based curriculum naturally 
leads to reflecting on how we view and respond to babies, 
toddlers and young children as agentic, competent and 
confident learners. 

Reflecting on our Image of 
Babies, Toddlers and Young 
Children in Practice 
Agency is about babies, toddlers and young children being 
empowered to act independently and make choices 
about, and in, their learning (GoI, 2024). Agency is often 
expressed through subtle but meaningful cues. 

Some examples from practice: 

	} Babies demonstrate agency when they look towards 
an object that interests them, turn away to signal 
‘stop’, reach out to initiate interaction, or pause 
expectantly for an educator’s response. These subtle 
actions show intention, preference and participation. 
When educators slow down and attune to babies’ 
cues – pausing during routines so babies can lift their 
legs, offering two objects for the baby to choose 
from, responding with warmth and presence to a 
baby’s vocalisation – babies experience themselves 
as active partners.
	} Toddlers express agency in energetic, exploratory 

and often messy ways. Their actions empower them 
to make sense of their world as they test ideas, push 
boundaries, combine materials, and pursue curiosity 
with determination. When toddlers choose between 
outdoor spaces, select tools for mark making, decide 
how high to climb, or initiate pretend-play scenarios, 
they are expressing agency. Educators support this 
by designing inclusive learning environments that 
offer freedom within safe boundaries – low shelves 
with accessible materials, clearly defined play 
areas, and flexible spaces that invite exploration. For 
instance, a toddler investigating how a stick makes 
marks in mud is testing ideas about force, texture and 
causeandeffect. When the educator notices this as 
learning rather than ‘messy behaviour’, and nurtures 
the curiosity, responding to it by offering stones, 
leaves or brushes, the toddler’s agency becomes the 
driver of an emergent curriculum. In such moments, 
educators become colearners supporting toddlers to 
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build confidence in their own ability to make decisions 
and influence their environments.
	} Young children express agency through increasingly 

complex decisionmaking, communication and 
collaboration. They negotiate rules in sociodramatic 
play, form theories about natural phenomena 
such as weather, initiate group projects, and take 
responsibility for elements of daily routines. For 
example, a child may suggest who will be the 
‘shopkeeper’ in pretend play and help to decide 
how materials are shared and tidied away afterward. 
Instead of predetermined educatorplanned topics, 
an emergent and inquiry led curriculum allows 
young children’s interests to shape the direction 
of learning. For example, a group of young children 
may notice a crack in the concrete outdoors. When 
an educator pauses to ask, ‘What do you think 
happened here?’, young children begin sharing 
theories – weather, heavy footsteps, animals. As the 
educator documents their ideas and returns to them 
later, young children revisit, refine and extend their 
thinking. Over days or weeks, this might grow into a 
project involving observational drawing, measuring, 
exploring materials, or looking for cracks elsewhere. 
This is learning grounded in children’s agency, 
supported by the educator’s flexibility, curiosity and 
willingness to follow children’s ideas.

What links these examples from practice is not any 
particular method, but rather the educator’s commitment 
to seeing babies, toddlers, and young children’s actions as 

meaningful and competent. This is why the educator image 
of babies, toddlers and young children is so central. When 
a baby’s gesture is seen as intentional rather than random; 
when a toddler’s exploration is seen as problemsolving 
rather than misbehaviour; when a young child’s theory is 
seen as thinking rather than ‘cute’, agency becomes visible 
and is strengthened. Conversely, when educators rely 
on narrow developmental expectations or unexamined 
assumptions, they may unintentionally shut down the very 
forms of expression that make agency possible.

Research demonstrates that educators’ images are 
not fixed. Araújo (2022) found that with opportunities 
to observe babies, toddlers and young children 
closely, engage in reflective dialogue, and work 
alongside supportive mentors, educators shifted 
from developmentalist or universalist images to more 
individualised, rightsbased understandings. Similarly, 
Salamon and Harrison (2015) observed that when 
educators began intentionally looking for babies’ 
capacities, they not only recognised competence they 
had previously missed, but also changed their interactions 
in ways that empowered richer participation. 

Below are examples of how the educator’s image of the 
baby, toddler and young child impacts agency. As you 
read them, you might take a moment to reflect on how 
your own image of babies, toddlers and young children 
shapes the opportunities for agency you notice, nurture or 
unintentionally limit. The table below offers prompts from 
everyday practice to support this reflection.
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Creating Conditions Where 
Agency is Respected and 
Realised in Practice 
Ultimately, supporting agency in practice requires 
educators to trust in babies’, toddlers’ and young 
children’s competence and confidence and to cultivate 
environments and relationships where their decisions, 
ideas and contributions truly matter. This involves slowing 
down routines to support babies to participate, offering 
toddlers meaningful choices in play and daily experiences, 
and engaging with young children as coresearchers in 
exploring and understanding their world. It also involves a 
willingness to question longheld and often unrecognised 
beliefs, to reflect on the values underpinning their practice, 
and to see curriculum as something coconstructed in 
partnership with babies, toddlers, young children and their 
families.

Age group Example from practice How the educator’s image impacts agency

BABIES
A baby turns their head away 
from the spoon or leans in for 
more during feeding.

An educator who sees the baby as a competent communicator 
follows the cues, adjusting pace and portion. If the baby is seen as 
lacking awareness, the educator may continue feeding regardless, 
diminishing the baby’s communication.

BABIES

During a nappy change, a baby 
lifts their legs and pauses; the 
educator waits, responds, and 
follows the baby’s lead.

When the educator views the baby as a capable communicator, their 
actions are recognised as intentional. This belief slows the interaction 
and creates space for shared participation. If the baby is seen as 
passive, the routine may be rushed, reducing opportunities for 
agency.

TODDLERS
A toddler chooses where to sit 
at snack time or attempts to 
pour their own drink.

Educators who see toddlers as competent learners support self-
help skills. If seen as not yet ready, adults may take over, limiting 
independence and participation. 

TODDLERS
A toddler approaches a peer 
with a paintbrush and points to 
the easel, inviting collaboration.

If the educator sees toddlers as capable communicators, they help 
scaffold this social initiation. If the educator assumes toddlers are not 
yet ready to collaborate, they may redirect the interaction instead of 
supporting it, which can limit opportunities for agency in practice.

YOUNG 
CHILDREN

A young child takes 
responsibility for part of a 
routine – setting the table, 
caring for plants, or organising 
resources.

Seeing the young child as competent invites genuine responsibility. 
If seen as likely to make mistakes, the educator may complete tasks 
themselves, limiting agency and ownership. 

YOUNG 
CHILDREN

During outdoor play, a young 
child suggests creating a “safe 
path” using rubber mats after 
noticing slippery ground.

An educator who sees the child as a capable problem-solver 
supports risk assessment and collaborative action. If the educator 
instead prioritises keeping to the original plan or feels unsure about 
changing the environment, the child’s suggestion may not be taken 
up, reducing opportunities for leadership agency.

 
Table 1: How the educator’s image impacts agency
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Slow Relational Pedagogy 
Agency is realised through relationships that are built 
slowly, respectfully and with intention. A slow relational 
pedagogy prioritises time, presence and attentiveness, 
supporting educators to notice babies, toddlers and 
young children’s cues, interests and needs. By slowing 
the pace of routines and interactions, educators create 
space for children to initiate, respond and influence what 
happens next. This relational approach supports babies, 
toddlers and young children to feel secure, valued and 
listened to, empowering them to participate meaningfully 
in their learning and development.

The Role of the Key Person 
The key person has a central role in supporting children’s 
agency. Through consistent, warm and responsive 
relationships, the key person comes to know each baby, 
toddler and young child deeply – their interests, strengths, 
ways of communicating and ways of being in the world. 
This close relationship empowers the key person to 
recognise and interpret children’s expressions of agency, 
to advocate for them, and to support their involvement in 
decisions that affect them. By working in partnership with 
families and using this knowledge to inform curriculum 
planning, the key person helps to ensure that learning 
experiences are meaningful, responsive and grounded in 
each child’s rights.

The National Síolta Aistear 
Initiative – Supporting 
Practice 
Understanding the importance of image is not enough on 
its own, however, educators need practical ways to first 
consider and reflect on their image of babies, toddlers 
and young children before then translating it into action. 

The National Síolta Aistear Initiative supports the integration 
of both Síolta, The National Quality Framework for Early 
Childhood Education (Department of Education [DoE], 
2017) and Aistear in practice to support quality early learning 
experiences and provides supports to do this through the 
Aistear Síolta Practice Guide. This is an online tool with 
resources for educators to reflect on their image of babies, 
toddlers and young children. It offers rich examples, videos, 
and selfevaluation tools that support educators to notice the 
strengths in babies’, toddlers’ and young children’s actions, 
to listen deeply to multiple forms of communication, and 
to design inclusive learning environments and interactions 

that empower agency. Importantly, the Practice Guide 
supports educators to examine their own beliefs, values 
and assumptions – an essential first step in creating rights-
based, emergent and inquiry led curriculum for babies, 
toddlers and young children. 

Supports Available on the 
Aistear Síolta Practice 
Guide
The Aistear Síolta Practice Guide is structured to support 
educators, either individually, with their team or with 
a mentor, to interrogate their own assumptions while 
deepening their pedagogical knowledge. It supports 
educators to think critically about how children’s rights, 
relationships, play, holistic development, and the 
environment shape everyday decisionmaking. Through 
its examples, videos, and reflective self-evaluation tools, 
the Practice Guide offers a supportive bridge between 
theory and the lived experience of babies, toddlers and 
young children. The Practice Guide emphasises that 
supporting babies, toddlers and young children to realise 
opportunities for agency is not an addon; it is embedded 
in the quality of relationships; opportunities for free-
play, guided play and educator led playful experiences; 
inclusive learning environments; routines and approaches 
to assessment that educators enact every day. It provides 
concrete supports for building nurturing, responsive, 
respectful, participatory practice and promotes a view 
of curriculum as something lived and experienced with 
babies, toddlers and young children, not delivered to them.

Conclusion: Our Image 
Shapes our Curriculum
When educators commit to seeing babies, toddlers and 
young children as agentic, competent and confident 
learners from birth, the possibilities for realising agency are 
present in everyday moments. When a strengths-based 
view, one that focuses on what babies, toddlers and young 
children can do, their interests, abilities and ways of making 
meaning, guides the curriculum offered, agency becomes 
something lived and experienced each day in practice. 
Educators are invited to look closely, listen deeply, and 
respond intentionally in their practice with babies, toddlers 
and young children. As educators reflect on their image of 
the child, they reflect on their curriculum, their practice and 
the opportunities afforded to babies, toddlers and young 
children to be agentic, competent and confident learners. 
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These reflective tools on the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide will support you to consider, reflect 

on and articulate your image of babies, toddlers and young children.  
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Introduction
This year, Tir na nÓg, Athy celebrates 30 years in business. 
With a team of over 30 staff members and 170 families, 
we have grown and evolved significantly over the years. 
Like many long-established services, our leadership 
style and mindset have shifted often across those three 
decades as the needs of children, families, educators, and 
society have changed. What has remained constant with 
us, however, is the belief that quality in early childhood 
education and care begins with people.

When I think about quality, I do not first think about buildings, 
resources, policies, or paperwork. I think first about the 
educators who nurture children every day, comfort them 
when needed, create meaningful learning environments, 
and shape daily learning through rich relationships and 
interactions. To me, children’s experiences of quality early 
childhood education are fostered and facilitated by the 
adults in the settings. Therefore, one of the most important 
aspects of my role as manager is to build agency within our 
educators. To me, agency means having the confidence, 
autonomy, and professional trust to make informed 
decisions, take initiative, reflect on practice, and positively 
influence outcomes for children. It means supporting 
educators to think independently, act professionally and 
compassionately, and always lead their own practice with 
confidence, enthusiasm, and purpose.

Celebrating our agentic educators is important. Our 
practice in Tir na nÓg has been cultivated from years 
of thinking, talking, intentionally slowing down while 
simultaneously speeding up to gain knowledge from the 
latest research or best practices. The days of being quietly 
humble about our work as early childhood educators are 
gone. We now need to proudly and confidently champion 
the vital work that happens across the early childhood 
education sector with and for young children. We must 
create a strong flow of knowledge, understanding, and 
insight so that society fully recognises the depth, skill, 
and impact of what takes place every day in settings and 
the lasting value this work brings to children, families, and 
communities.

 
Exploring the Focus on the 
Agentic Educator in Aistear
Agency does not happen by chance. It is created 
intentionally through trust, relationships, mentoring, 
shared leadership, and a culture where educators feel 
respected, capable, and valued. I, alongside our team, 
have been deeply inspired by the updated Aistear and the 
accompanying practice guide and resources. Exploring 
the focus on the agentic educator, leading for agency, and 
the broader concept of agency has given language and 
structure to much of what we had already been striving to 
achieve in practice. Often in early years settings, we may be 
doing important work instinctively or relationally, without 
always having the terminology to describe it. The updated 
Aistear and practice guide resources have helped affirm 
practices we were already developing: shared decision-
making, reflective leadership, responsive curriculum 
and learning environment design, trusting educators’ 
professional judgement, and developing our image of 
children as confident, capable and active participants in 
their own learning.

Aistear has challenged us to keep growing. It encouraged 
us to discuss and reflect more deeply on how we create 
the conditions for our team to think independently, how 
leaders step back while still offering support, and how 
daily routines either enable or restrict agency. Aistear 
reminds us that quality is rooted in relationships, reflective 
practice, partnership with families, and confident, 
competent professionals. 

Empowering Educators
If we want young children to be curious, capable, and 
active participants in their own learning journey, then 

Leading 
agency
Lorraine Cash, Owner and 

Manager, Tir na nÓg, Athy
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the adults around them must experience those same 
conditions. Educators need opportunities to make 
decisions, contribute ideas, solve problems, and shape 
curriculum and their learning environments in responsive 
ways. At Tir na nÓg, we see agency not simply as autonomy, 
but as professional responsibility grounded in reflective, 
relational, rights-based practice.

A key part of empowering educators is getting to know 
each person’s strengths, passions, and interests. Every 
educator brings something unique to the team, which 
adds a rich diversity of skill, personality and character. It 
is important to notice this while also ensuring that each 
individual works under an umbrella of ‘consistency’; so, all 
children gain the same access to high-quality experience, 
regardless of what room they are in. As a team, we 
discuss our values and expectations, first at inductions 
and then together at regular team meetings. This offers 
a collaborative and ongoing conversation that allows 
educators to think, question, respond and reflect on their 
work, our setting’s shared vision and what we are striving 
to achieve – a place where each child feels truly cherished.

I always look out for the potential in each educator and try 
offer them avenues to explore or lead in if they so wish. 
Some are natural at building relationships with families. 
Some create rich learning environments filled with 
open-ended invitations to play. Others have strengths 
in inclusion, outdoor learning, arts, gardening, language 
development, forest school, intergenerational learning, 
school-age care, or supporting babies and toddlers. 
Our role as leaders is to notice these interests and foster 
opportunities for them to flourish for the benefit of the 
children they work with. As their confidence grows, 
ownership and agency naturally grow too.
Formal mentoring has its place, but in busy early childhood 
settings much of the most meaningful leadership happens 
informally. For me, it happens in room check-ins, quick 
reflective conversations, ‘think about’ observations, 
and teachable moments throughout the day. I regularly 
connect with educators to ask how they are, what 
support they need, and what is emerging in their rooms. 
Sometimes mentoring means stepping into practice 
alongside someone. If I want to support slower, more 
relational interactions in a baby room, I may model how 
to pause, observe, follow the child’s lead, and be fully 
present. We then reflect together afterwards. This kind 
of in-the-moment coaching helps educators connect 
theory to practice and trust their own decision-making.

Language also matters. The words we use shape identity, 
expectations, and professional pride. We intentionally 
speak about early childhood education and care, not 

simply childcare. We identify and refer to ourselves as 
early childhood educators because that reflects the 
skill, responsibility, and expertise involved in our work. 
We place importance on professional communication 
with one another, with children, and with families. A 
culture of engagement and participation is built through 
everyday language choices, role modelling and respectful 
interactions.

Offering Leadership and 
Support
Trust is at the heart of leadership. As a manager, I cannot 
be in every room speaking to every parent or supporting 
every child at once. My goal is to create a service that 
functions well whether I am physically present or not. 
That means developing clear systems, strong distributed 
leadership, and shared responsibility. It means educators 
knowing who to turn to, how decisions are made, and 
feeling empowered to solve problems collaboratively. 
Trust does not mean absence of support. It means belief in 
people, backed by guidance and structures. 

Over the years, we have carefully and intentionally devised 
various roles for educators to grow into and for the team 
to have lines of support. We have a management circle 
with four members of management which offers internal 
support for the overall running of the service, a quality and 
development mentor that specialises in curriculum design 
and learning environments, and a student mentor that 
works closely with placement students. We also have an 
inclusion coordinator to support the meaningful work with 
children with additional needs, an afterschool coordinator 
to oversee and support the running of our school age 
children, designated people in charge of our forest school 
and intergenerational learning programmes, an off-site 
administrator to support administrative duties. Various 
senior members of staff who can step in and out of duties 
on any given day are always on hand to support the overall 
running of the service and whatever may arise that requires 
additional attention. The office door is always open, and 
usually it’s at its busiest at the beginning of the school 
year. A flow of traffic comes in and out to bounce ideas 
around or seek advice, but, as the months go on, the traffic 
dwindles and confidence soars. Knowing there are people 
in positions to support is a source of comfort for the wider 
team. They know they can tap into supports when needed, 
but also know we trust them to carry out the vision on their 
own terms, interpreted in their own way, based on the 
needs of the group of young children they work with. 
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Facing Challenges Together
At Tir na nÓg, we work hard to create a kind, respectful, 
and supportive working environment. Daily interactions, 
positive role modelling, and building shared mindsets 
towards our work enable us to function as a cohesive and 
supportive team. Like any team, there are times when we 
feel strong, confident, and aligned in our practice, and 
there are other times when challenges such as changing 
needs, busy periods, staffing pressures, or differing 
perspectives require us to pause, return to basics, and 
reevaluate our systems and approaches. Conflict can also 
arise at times, which is a natural part of life and working 
closely with others. Learning how to address conflict 
respectfully, communicate openly, and resolve issues 
effectively is an important part of building a healthy and 
professional team culture. These moments of reflection 
and challenge help us grow stronger and more effective 
together. Through all of this, the one thing that always 
remains at the centre of our days is the children. Agency 
grows where people feel valued, trusted, listened to, 
and supported to contribute meaningfully to the life and 
direction of the setting.

Practical Initiatives to 
Support Agency
One practical way we demonstrate this value is through 
our staff wellbeing and appreciation package, Better 
Together. This initiative recognises that our educators 
matter and acknowledges the dedication they bring to 
their roles each day. Through Better Together, we aim 
to strengthen connection, wellbeing, and a sense of 
belonging across the team. We use simple initiatives 
such as short-term loans, birthday recognition, savings 
schemes, return to education contributions, and other 
flexible supports that provide small but meaningful 
benefits to our educators.

We also use a private online forum, Tir na nÓg Connected, 
where staff can communicate, share ideas, celebrate 
successes, and inspire one another through everyday 
practice. This space helps educators feel connected to the 
wider setting than their individual room. It reminds people 
that their ideas are welcome and their contributions are 
seen and valued. 

Every six to eight weeks, we come together as a whole team 
for staff meetings that are purposeful and worthwhile. 
We use this time for professional learning, reflection, 

celebrating achievements, discussing challenges 
constructively, and strengthening our shared vision. 
With 30+ staff members, it is important that everyone 
feels informed, included, and part of the wider journey. 
The updated Aistear resources have strengthened our 
team meetings. They affirm what matters, challenge us 
to reflect further, and equip us with ideas to continue 
developing agency in both educators and children. We 
place strong emphasis on presence, intentionality, and a 
slow relational pedagogy. We want children to experience 
environments where they can be curious, explore deeply, 
and feel secure. For that to happen, educators also need 
calm, respectful working conditions where they can 
think clearly, collaborate positively, and enjoy their role. 
Sometimes agency means stripping back unnecessary 
tasks and asking what matters most right now. The answer 
always includes children, relationships and meaningful 
learning. Year on year, we reevaluate how we operate, the 
systems we have in place, the work we need to complete 
for compliance and have adopted a mindset of working 
smart, not hard, giving as much valuable time to the child 
as is possible.

Conclusion
After 30 years, we know that leadership is never static. 
What worked in one era may need to change in another. 
Good leadership continues to listen, reflect, and adapt. 
Creating educator agency is not a finished project. It is an 
ongoing commitment to trust people, nurture strengths, 
provide support, and create a culture where educators 
feel capable and valued.

Both our image of children and our image of ourselves 
as educators impact our practice. Therefore, it is 
imperative that we see children – and the work we do 
with them – as deeply valuable, deserving of respect, 
care, and professional excellence, because how we view 
both shapes every interaction, decision, and learning 
experience in practice.

For me, that is what quality looks like: a team of empowered 
professionals, working Better Together, in service of 
children and families every day.

When educators experience agency, children benefit 
most. They meet adults who are thoughtful, confident, 
present, and inspired in their work.

And when we continue to nurture both the child and the 
educator with equal care, we create communities where 
everyone can thrive.
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Right to Education
Agency is viewed as something that is malleable, that 
changes and transforms as ‘a learning goal and a learning 
process in education’ (OECD, 2019, p.9). Babies, toddlers 
and young children need spaces that create opportunities 
to be agentic and have their rights realised. Tobin (2019) 
notes that Article 28, the right to education (UN, 1989), 
is often understood as a multiplier right as it plays a key 
role in enabling the enjoyment of many other rights to, in, 
and through education. Article 29 (UN, 1989) builds on an 
understanding of human rights education and presents 
clarity around the aims of education in nurturing learning 
and development. The first General Comment (UN, 2001) 
elaborated on the right to education, noting the need 
for education to be child-centred, child-friendly and 
empowering as well as being responsive to the diversity 
of needs of children and their evolving capacities. While 
many countries provide different options for one or two 
years of free preschool prior to starting primary school, 
Sheppard (2022) views this as aligning with parental 
rights for ‘childcare’ rather than the young child’s right 
to education. Maintaining a focus on the terminology of 
Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) serves as an 
important reminder that access to early childhood settings 
is much more than providing a service for families, it is 
responding to babies, toddlers and young children’s right 

to education, as well as their other rights, in and through 
education (UN, 2005). Research is very clear on the 
benefits of ECEC to support the learning and development 
of babies, toddlers and young children. Neuroscience 
has shown that the environment affects the nature of 
brain architecture, drawing attention to the importance 
of secure relationships and safe engaging spaces to 
provide a strong foundation for nurturing agency, learning 
and development (Guard, 2025; Moloney, Skehill & Pope, 
2025; NCCA, 2025). 

Implementing child rights in early childhood requires 
‘recognition of young children as social actors from the 
beginning of life with particular interests, capacities 
and vulnerabilities, and of requirements for protection, 
guidance and support in the exercise of their rights’ (UN, 
2005, p. 2). While the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC) presents an empowering image of babies, toddlers 
and young children as rights-holders, it also recognises 
their vulnerability and reliance on adults as gatekeepers 
of their rights. This is particularly true when working in early 
childhood settings whereby there is necessarily a need to 
balance the protective and provision rights in caring for 
and minding them, while simultaneously nurturing their 
agency and their participatory rights in the setting. 

Beginning in small spaces   Agency and rights for babies, toddlers and young children
Dr. Sharon Skehill, Early Years Educator and Researcher, The Willows and Nursery Outdoor Setting,  Co. Galway

Introduction
Agency may be understood by the way individuals have the capacity to make decisions, 

act on those choices and make a difference in the world. Aistear, the Early Childhood 

Curriculum Famework (Government of Ireland [GoI], 2024) describes agency for babies, 

toddlers and young children as being able to make choices about, and in, their learning, 

with a particular focus on the ways that agency can be actively nurtured within 

empowering environments. Exploring agency through the United Nations Convention 

of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1989) creates opportunity to examine the ways in 

which babies, toddlers and young children negotiate and develop their agency within 

educational structures. 
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Right to Non-Discrimination
Michaelsamy (2025) views ECEC as a powerful equaliser 
that has the potential to nurture agency and expand 
opportunities for babies, toddlers and young children 
from vulnerable families and communities, aligning with 
Article 2 (UN, 1989). While policy development in Ireland has 
become increasingly responsive to the needs of families 
through initiatives such as the Access and Inclusion Model 
(AIM) (Department of Children and Youth Affairs [DCYA], 
2016) and the Equal Start Model (Department of Children, 
Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth [DCEDIY], 
2024), educators in settings stand as the gate-keepers to 
inclusive and non-discriminatory practice. The Tashkent 
Declaration (UNESCO, 2022) has noted how access to 
inclusive and quality ECEC is an important enabler of well-
being, holistic development and social equity. It also draws 
attention to the crucial role of the educator in not only 
facilitating children’s rights, but in teaching them about 
their rights and that of others. Intersectional discrimination 
can impact how babies, toddlers and young children 
experience agency through attitudinal and environmental 
barriers in the setting. Byrne (2025) provides insights on 
how the duality of discrimination relating to both disability 
and childhood can be disempowering and damaging. 
While Article 23 of the CRC recognises the conditions to 
ensure the dignity, self-reliance and active participation 
of children with disabilities, the Convention for Persons 
with Disabilities (UN, 2006) moved beyond the notion of 
‘special needs of a disabled child’ (UN, 1989) to a position 
that espouses agency and independence for all children, 
not as a ‘special right’ or a ‘special need’ – but as their 
unconditional right. 

Understanding equity is critical for educators as duty-
bearers in noticing when babies, toddlers and young 
children are being excluded or discriminated against 
and actively addressing these issues. Nurturing babies, 
toddlers and young children to be agentic means 

challenging one’s perceptions of vulnerability and 
recognising that providing more opportunities to act 
nurtures their competencies, abilities and independence 
(Lundy, 2025). Supporting babies, toddlers and young 
children to be agentic and have their rights realised must 
be underpinned by a solid foundation of ethical principles 
that guide pedagogical practice. Ellyatt’s (2018) work 
explores the interconnectivity of rights and the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) describing the core needs of 
every human: we all need to have a safe and secure place 
to grow. We need relationships where we can love and 
be loved. We want to be strong and independent, and to 
explore and take risks in order to learn. We want to feel 
fulfilled and know we can overcome challenges. We want 
to contribute to something greater than ourselves. We 
want to expand on who we are and what we know.  Through 
her work, Ellyatt (2018) challenges us to consider if and 
how these needs are actualised for every baby, toddler 
and young child in the setting. 

Aistear (GoI, 2024) describes being agentic as having a 
sense of control over one’s life which may be interpreted 
in the way babies, toddlers and young children are 
empowered to preserve and celebrate their identity as 
espoused in Article 8 (UN, 1989) and to have their name and 
nationality recognised as an integral part of who they are 
(Article 7). One cannot be agentic if one’s identity is being 
denied or misunderstood. The simple task of ensuring the 
correct name pronunciation for each baby, toddler, young 
child and their family members is an essential starting point 
to nurture identity and a sense of belonging and respect. 

The Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN, 2015) has a 
motto of ‘reach the furthest behind first’ and reminds us as 
educators of maintaining an intentional focus on providing 
equitable learning experiences and opportunities to 
ensure all babies, toddlers and young children can flourish 
and thrive. 
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Right to Best Interests 
Malaguzzi’s (2012) image of the agentic child, aligning with 
the vision of the baby, toddler and young child in Aistear 
(GoI, 2024), talks about being rich in potential and full of 
possibilities. Article 3 (UN, 1989) specifies that the best 
interests of the child should be a primary consideration 
in all actions concerning them. Aistear’s image of babies, 
toddlers and young children as ‘agentic, competent 
and confident’ (GoI, 2024, p. 10) sets the scene for the 
possibilities for their life stories and the way we can guide 
them to reach their unique potential (Skehill, 2026a). 
Babies come into the world ready to negotiate their 
agency, being able to communicate their wants and needs 
– crying, smiling, refusing, watching. As adults, we need to 
look through a kind and supportive lens in responding to 
them, recognising, as Jerome and Starkey (2022) note, how 
the scope of agency evolves as they grow and develop. 
Each day in the ECEC setting presents a series of moral 
decisions in negotiating what constitutes the best interest 
of each baby, toddler and young child, and addressing the 
challenges of working within a group environment when 
their individual rights are situationally intertwined with the 
rights of all the other little humans in the room. Responding 
respectfully and with kind consideration supports them to 
understand the concept of active citizenship in coming to 
know their own rights and that of others. 

We can see how the best interests of the child are also 
incorporated into Article 31 (UN, 1989) in their right 
to play. Von Bonsdorff (2018) talks about the idea of 
aesthetic agency and how this is interwoven through an 
understanding of play, imagination and creativity. Such 
agency cannot be assumed in play spaces and needs 
to be nurtured and actualised through the intentionality 
of educators who create responsive environments 
(Guard, 2025; Skehill, 2026b). Being agentic is a practical 
achievement as it means a person is able to make 
choices and feels empowered to impact their social 
world. Lansdown (2005) explains how Article 5 (UN, 
1989) provides for the evolving capacities of the child by 
forming the basis for appropriate respect for their agency 
without exposing them prematurely to responsibilities. 
Balancing out their protective and participatory rights 
is an important role for the educator in knowing how to 
negotiate agency for individual babies, toddlers and 
young children. 

...the best interests of the child should  

be a primary consideration in all  

actions concerning them. 

Right to Life, Survival and 
Development
General Comment 7 (UN, 2005) draws attention to the 
vulnerability of babies, toddlers and young children to 
poverty, discrimination, family breakdown, and health 
and economic crises, as well as their need for adult 
nurturance and protection. The interdependency of care 
and education in early childhood mirrors the indivisibility 
of children’s rights within these spaces. If agency is to 
be understood as babies, toddlers and young children 
having a sense of control over their lives (GoI, 2024), 
then they need to have access to food when they are 
hungry (Article 24); to have someone to notice when they 
are unwell, physically or psychologically (Article 39); to 
move and be active when they want to play; and to have 
a safe and comfortable place to rest and sleep (Article 
31). In 1959, Eleanor Roosevelt asked ‘Where, after all, do 
universal human rights begin? In small places, close to 
home - so close and so small that they cannot be seen 
on any maps of the world.’ Babies, toddlers and young 
children need that physical nurturance and emotional care 
where they can flourish. Agency is having the freedom to 
make choices about things that matter for them and to 
them within spaces that are respectful of their growing 
capacities (UN, 2005). It is, as noted by O’Sullivan and 
Sakr (2022), about respecting babies, toddlers and young 
children as intellectuals and thinkers, while simultaneously 
acknowledging the value of the early childhood setting 
as a secure, safe and responsive space. Ensuring open 
access to fruit, snacks and drinks throughout the day; 
noticing which families may need support; noticing when 
babies, toddlers and young children need help; sharing 
information on services – these acts provide the basis on 
which to build a curriculum that nurtures agency, learning 
and development. 

The Right to be Heard
Guard (2025) notes that interpretation and understanding 
of child voice (Article 12) in early childhood is reliant upon 
an advantageous image of the child and the crucial role 
of the adult in listening to and listening for these voices 
to appreciate the ‘full recognition of, and respect for, 
nonverbal forms of communication’ (UN, 1989, para 21). 
Shier (2001) reminds us that Article 12 does not necessarily 
mean that children have the final word on all decisions 
affecting them or that they get what they want or wish for 
all of the time. This is an important realisation in a group 
care environment when the rights of the group and the 

“
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restrictions of routines and regulations might impact how 
babies, toddlers and young children experience individual 
rights (Lundy et al., 2024). There is also the careful 
balance between the child’s best interests and what they 
themselves want, negotiated through that ethical lens 
of respect, kindness and awareness of children’s rights. 
Lundy, McEvoy and Byrne (2011) draw attention to the 
importance of creating environments which empower and 
facilitate the voice and agency of all children, aligning with 
Article 12, and subsequently Articles 13 and 14 in freedom 
of expression and of thought. In ECEC, there is a growing 
emphasis on an understanding of such an inclusive 
learning environment, which is not only about the physical 
space, but also includes the resources available, the daily 
routines, and, crucially, the relational space (Malaguzzi, 
1998; French & McKenna, 2022; GoI, 2024). -This 
emphasis on relationships and emotional attachments 
is understood as foundational in how young children 
learn and develop during this period of rapid growth 
and change (UN, 2005). Implementing the Lundy model 
(2007) in ECEC - Space, Voice, Audience and Influence - 
is necessarily underpinned by an understanding of ‘space’ 
as so much more than the physical place where voices 
can be heard. Instead, ‘space’ (Lundy, 2007) is more 
about that ‘in-between space’ (Ljunblad, 2016), whereby 
babies, toddlers and young children feel safe and secure 
in that nurturing relationship with those who care for them. 
The multimodality of child voice is articulated in Aistear as 
the many ways that babies, toddlers and young children 
communicate with others, including cries, utterances, 

silences, gestures, facial expressions, actions, reactions, 
conversations and artistic interpretations (GoI, 2024). 
Creating both the physical and relational space for 
supporting learning and development in early childhood 
is a key component of human rights education. The act 
of purposeful noticing is about being attuned to what 
babies, toddlers and young children are communicating, 
respecting each voice and valuing the importance of 
what they are telling us (Skehill, 2026a). Babies, toddlers 
and young children use their ‘voice’ to negotiate agency 
– protesting at the injustice of having another toddler 
take their toy; telling us ‘I am not ok with this’ by crying 
when it is bedtime; lying to protect their friend who 
did actually eat three apples. These acts of presumed 
withdrawal or disobedience might be viewed as a sort of 
active citizenship, which Jerome and Starkey (2022) see 
as important means of nurturing more productive acts of 
citizenship and agency. 

The European Commission (2021) has identified how 
teachers and pedagogues, as gate-keepers, are well 
placed to nurture agency and rights in early childhood. 
It is our role as educators to develop processes to build 
babies, toddlers and young children’s sense of their own 
agency and their ability to exercise that agency (UNICEF, 
2022; Gillett-Swan & Lundy, 2022; Tong, 2023). Noticing 
what matters and listening with purpose and intention is a 
valuable starting point for empowering babies, toddlers 
and young children to be and to become their best 
agentic selves. 
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(Re)Claiming agency: Understanding 
workforce retention and professional 

satisfaction through the lived 
realities of early childhood teachers

Dr Jessica Ciuciu, School of Education, Faculty of Arts & Education, Deakin University, Burwood, Australia

Introduction
Workforce retention has become one of the most pressing 
challenges facing education systems internationally. 
Despite persistent policy attention, retention initiatives 
frequently rely on technical solutions such as recruitment 
pipelines, financial incentives, or compliance reforms 
which treat attrition as a problem of supply rather than 
experience. Research demonstrates that individuals are 
leaving the education sector due to dissatisfaction with 
their working conditions (Kelly et al., 2018; Ladd, 2011; 
McKinlay et al., 2018; Rentzou, 2012). Common issues 
cited include a workload beset by accountabilities and 
long working hours (Beltman et al., 2020; Boyd, 2013; 
Bullough et al., 2014; Kwon et al., 2020), stress, exhaustion 
and burnout (Buettner et al., 2016; Grant et al., 2019; Kim 
et al., 2020), inadequate support particularly from those 
in leadership positions (Kwon et al., 2020; Thorpe et al., 
2020; Wells, 2015), and low professional prestige and 
pay for their work (Boyd, 2013; Jackson, 2018; Kwon et al., 
2020; McKinlay et al., 2018). Such factors raise questions 
about what early childhood teachers (ECTs) are being 
asked to endure, and at what personal and professional 
cost.

My own research has led me to explore the issue of 
retention and attrition from a different premise: that ECTs’ 
consideration to stay or leave are deeply connected to 
their professional sense of agency. Indeed, contemporary 
research argues that agency is an important facet of ECTs’ 
professional practice (Jones et al., 2017; Molla & Nolan, 
2018). Agency can support ECTs to sustain and thrive in 
their careers (Sumsion, 2004) and such teachers are less 
likely to experience job dissatisfaction or consider leaving 
the profession (McMullen et al., 2020). In a study exploring 
the reasons why four former ECTs left the profession, 
debilitated agency was identified as a contributing factor 
whereby individuals were unable to achieve their intrinsic 
and altruistic goals due to ongoing difficulties related to 

their working conditions and relationships (Ciuciu, 2022). 
Drawing on my research with ECTs and leaders, this article 
argues that workforce retention cannot be understood or 
addressed without attending to how agency is enabled, 
constrained, negotiated, and sometimes eroded in 
everyday professional life. Retention is not simply a matter 
of endurance; it is a matter of whether educators can still 
recognise themselves as professional actors who can 
sustain a sense of professional purpose and satisfaction 
within increasingly complex and regulated systems. 

Many participants in my research described loving 
their work with children, families, and community while 
simultaneously feeling frustrated by relationships and 
systems that govern that work. ECTs’ departures are 
rarely abrupt; they are cumulative, shaped by repeated 
experiences of constraint, undervaluing, and silencing.

About the Study
The ideas offered in this article are grounded in insights 
generated through my PhD research. The qualitative 
multiple-case study based in Victoria, Australia explored 
the relationship between ECT agency and retention and 
addressed three questions: 1) how is the agency of ECTs 
conceptualised by select stakeholders? 2) how does 
agency contribute to ECT retention or attrition? and 3) how 
is the agency of ECTs afforded or constrained? Insights 
pertaining to the first two questions are presented in this 
article.

Insights were derived from interviews with six ECTs, five 
leaders of early childhood education settings, and two 
Government-level early childhood policy agents. Four 
of the ECTs additionally self-generated four video diary 
reflections across a minimum of six months reflecting on 
their retention and agency, before engaging in a follow-
up interview. The ECT participants held a minimum of a 
bachelor’s in early childhood education and taught in 
kindergartens that offer non-compulsory play-based 
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learning programmes for children 3-5 years of age. The 
data collected was analysis following Stake’s (2006) 
qualitative cross-case analysis and was grounded in 
a theoretical framework informed by Sen’s Capability 
Approach (1999) and Gramsci’s theory of hegemony (1971).

What is Agency?
Before we dive into the relationship between agency 
and retention, let us consider how agency can be 
conceptualised. Broadly speaking, human agency 
has been described across disciplines as the capacity 
of individuals to act purposefully, make choices, and 
influence their life conditions within social and structural 
constraints (e.g., Bandura, 1989; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; 
Giddens, 1984). Across many of these traditions, agency 
is widely understood not as unrestricted autonomy, but 
as situated, relational, and enabled or constrained by 
social, cultural, and institutional conditions. In policy 
and managerial discourses, agency is often reduced to 
notions of autonomy, choice, or individual adaptability. 
Educators are encouraged to be flexible, innovative, and 
resilient, which shifts responsibility to individual actors 
and away from the systems that shape their professional 
possibilities. When agency is constrained at a systemic 
level, individual commitment alone is insufficient to sustain 
long-term engagement.

In my research exploring the relationship between ECT 
agency and retention, Sen’s (1999) conceptualisation of 
agency was adopted who defined agency as the freedom 
to pursue goals one has reason to value. Agency is closely 
tied to wellbeing but extends beyond it, emphasising 
real opportunities (capabilities) rather than merely formal 
rights or intentions (Sen, 1999). However, critical to the 
study was to hear from the ECTs to learn and understand 

their own thinking in relation to this concept. The following 
sections highlight those findings:

Agency as Freedom
Participants conceptualised ECT agency primarily as 
freedom with three interrelated sub-themes: freedom of 
choice, freedom to make decisions, and freedom of voice. 
Terms such as autonomy, independence, control, and 
breadth were often used by the ECTs, which collectively 
conveyed a sense of professional freedom.

Importantly, agency was not understood as absolute 
self-governance. Participants acknowledged their 
responsibility to legal, regulatory, and organisational 
expectations, as well as the need to work collaboratively 
with colleagues. Participants described experiencing 
freedom while still meeting professional expectations and 
standards, highlighting agency as relational, situated, and 
negotiated rather than unrestricted.

Freedom of choice
Agency as freedom of choice referred to ECTs’ capacity 
to consider and select among alternative ways of being 
and practising. Two principal areas of choice were evident: 
teaching philosophy and pedagogy, and involvement in 
organisational matters.

Freedom to choose one’s philosophy and pedagogy 
was regarded as central to agency, as it enabled ECTs to 
align their practice with deeply held values. Participants 
consistently articulated child-centred philosophies, 
describing their role as planning and implementing 
programmes responsive to children’s interests, needs, 
and ideas. Pedagogical decisions were presented as 
an enactment of these philosophical commitments, 
reinforcing the importance of choice in maintaining 
professional integrity.

Choice also related to ECTs’ involvement in organisational 
processes. Some participants expressed a desire to 
contribute to decision-making related to resourcing, 
planning, orientation, and funding, but did not always 
experience the capability or opportunity to do so. Others 
preferred limited involvement in organisational and 
administrative tasks, valuing leadership arrangements 
that allowed them to concentrate on teaching. Agency, 
therefore, included both the opportunity to participate 
and the option to opt out, depending on individual 
preferences and priorities.

Additionally, choice was discussed in relation to 
prescribed programmes or practices. Participants 
highlighted situations where external programmes were 
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mandated but not valued, illustrating tension between 
professional judgement and imposed expectations. These 
experiences underscored agency as the ability to discern 
and negotiate preferred and non-preferred practices 
based on professional and collective judgement.

Freedom to make decisions
Freedom to make decisions referred to ECTs’ authority 
over curriculum content, pedagogical approaches, 
daily routines, and learning environments. Participants 
described decision-making as intentional, reflective, and 
responsive to children’s interests and developmental 
needs. Philosophical and pedagogical commitments to 
child-centred practice strongly informed these decisions.

ECTs also described using their agency to embed 
practices aligned with their professional values, such as 
community engagement. Decision-making was framed 
as grounded in professional knowledge, experience, 
and expertise, with participants demonstrating strong 
professional self-regard. Some noted that professional 
experience contributed to their decisions being trusted 
and accepted by colleagues, enabling greater autonomy. 
Overall, agency was closely tied to professional judgement 
and the assumption that ECTs have a legitimate right to 
make informed decisions about teaching and learning.

Freedom of voice
Agency as freedom of voice captured ECTs’ desire for 
their perspectives, preferences, and concerns to inform 
decision-making at organisational and governmental 
levels. Two forms of voice were identified: indirect and 
direct.

Indirect voice referred to participants’ hope that decisions 
made by employers and governments would align with 
their values and consider the implications for everyday 
practice. While some policy decisions were perceived as 
supportive and aligned with professional beliefs, others 
were viewed as inadequately accounting for workload and 
implementation demands.

Where organisational or government decisions made did 
not reflect outcomes valued by an ECT, they desired the 
opportunity to question and respond to those decisions. 
This reflects agency as a direct voice, which appeared 
important to the ECTs to move decisions away from 
outcomes that they do not value, and to preserve or move 
towards practices that they do value. Direct voice was 
linked to advocacy for fair entitlements, valued ways of 
working, and professional recognition. However, while 
freedom of voice was viewed as an essential component 
of agency, it was rarely described as fully realised in 

current practice, particularly in relation to government-
level decision-making.

Agency as an Emerging 
Concept
Although the above conceptualisation of ECT agency has 
been offered, this is the outcome of careful debilitation 
on behalf of the participants. For some, more than six 
months of careful reflection. To begin with, many of 
the participants expressed that they had not explicitly 
considered the notion of ECT agency previously. For 
the few participants who did confidently talk to the 
concept, they also expressed the belief that others within 
the profession may not be familiar with it. Through their 
engagement with the study, participants were able to 
engage in deliberate conversation and reflection on the 
concept, which strengthened their understanding of ECT 
agency, and in turn, were able to identify their own agency, 
or lack thereof.

Agency Promotes Job 
Satisfaction and Supports 
Retention
Having the capability to achieve agency in their 
professional lives had important implications for the 
ECTs’ job satisfaction, understood here as a sense of 
fulfilment derived from their work. ECT participants 
described agency as central to their job satisfaction 
and professional identity. Although this is a positive 
correlation, it is interesting to note that even the mere 
perception that the early childhood profession afforded 
the freedom to achieve agency influenced both entry into, 
and continuation within, the sector. Even for participants 
who identified themselves as not fully utilising their 
opportunities to achieve agency, their retention was 
positively influenced knowing that they simply had such 
an opportunity.

Two interconnected constructs - doing as valued and 
being valued - were critical in understanding how agency 
translated into job satisfaction and retention. Doing as 
valued refers to ECTs’ ability to pursue teaching practices 
they find meaningful. What was considered meaningful 
reflected participants’ beliefs about the purpose of early 
childhood education and care, as well as practices they 
personally valued, such as child-centred pedagogy, 
responsiveness to children’s interests, community 
engagement, and social contribution. While participants 
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valued having the opportunity for agency, those who were 
able to use this capability to achieve meaningful goals 
reported the strongest job satisfaction. Engaging in valued 
practices was associated with feelings of empowerment, 
renewed motivation, and a desire to remain with their 
employer and, therefore, within the profession.

For several ECTs, agency enabled the pursuit of intrinsic 
and altruistic goals, including contributing positively 
to children’s lives, families, communities, and society. 
This sense of making a difference was closely tied 
to job satisfaction, self-efficacy, and professional 
purpose. Conversely, when the capability to achieve 
agency in pursuit of valued practices was constrained, 
job satisfaction was negatively affected. For example, 
ongoing managerialism and micro-management limited 
some participants’ capacity to enact their professional 
values, resulting in diminished morale, loss of purpose, 
and ultimately for one ECT, attrition. These experiences 
illustrate how constrained agency undermined both doing 
as valued and job satisfaction.

Being valued constituted the second way through 
which agency influenced job satisfaction. Participants’ 
sense of being valued was shaped by professional trust, 
recognition, and encouragement from colleagues, 
particularly leaders and managers. Being valued signalled 
recognition of ECTs as reflexive professionals rather than 
technicians implementing predetermined outcomes. 
Where agency was supported by trust and inclusion 
in decision-making, participants felt professionally 
recognised, which enhanced job satisfaction and 
supported retention.

The interdependence between agency and being valued 
was particularly evident in a case of attrition. One ECT 
participant throughout the engagement in the study 
continued to express having no capability for agency due 
to, what she described as, micromanagers. Ultimately, this 
individual reported feeling devalued and professionally 
undermined. In this case, constrained agency and lack of 
recognition were mutually reinforcing and contributed to 
low morale and their exit from the profession.

There is another important complexity to note whereby 
another ECT participant perceived herself as having high 
levels of agency and intended to remain in the profession 
until retirement. However, her intention to stay was 
characterised by apathy rather than enthusiasm. With 
extensive experience, she described a sense of plateauing, 
where the work no longer felt novel or inspiring. While she 
valued her professional autonomy, she rarely described 
using agency to pursue broader intrinsic or altruistic goals 

within her role. Instead, she sought additional professional 
fulfilment through work beyond early childhood teaching, 
such as mentoring and teaching in other educational 
contexts. This suggests that agency alone may be 
insufficient for sustaining high job satisfaction over time, 
particularly in the absence of ongoing professional growth 
or renewal.

Overall, my research highlights that the capability to 
achieve agency supports ECTs’ job satisfaction by 
enabling engagement in valued work and fostering a 
sense of being valued as professionals. This combination 
positively influenced short- (i.e., 12-months) and mid-
term (i.e., five-years) retention intentions. However, most 
participants expressed uncertainty about remaining in 
the profession long term (i.e., ten-years). Factors such 
as physical and emotional demands, exhaustion, and 
limited career progression may outweigh the benefits of 
agency over time. For some, exercising agency involved 
pursuing alternative roles that continued to contribute 
to the early childhood sector, challenging conventional 
understandings of retention and attrition in early childhood 
education.

Conclusion
My research raises critical questions about current 
policy approaches to retention. Many initiatives focus on 
attracting individuals into the workforce or incentivising 
them to stay longer, without addressing the conditions 
that may erode agency once they arrive. Policies that 
promote resilience, wellbeing, or professional identity 
can be valuable, but they risk becoming responsibilising 
discourses if not accompanied by structural change 
and support. Encouraging educators to be resilient in 
environments that systematically constrain agency may 
unintentionally accelerate attrition.

Framing retention through agency invites an ethical 
rethinking. When educators leave due to sustained 
constraint, their departures can be understood not as 
failures of commitment, but as ethical responses to 
conditions that undermine professional integrity. Seen 
this way, retention is not always the desired outcome; 
the more important question becomes whether systems 
enable educators to practise in ways consistent with their 
professional values. By foregrounding agency, we can 
shift the conversation from how to keep educators in place 
to how to create conditions in which staying is possible, 
meaningful, and justifiable. Ultimately, retention is not 
about holding people in systems, but about designing 
systems worth staying in.

  			    ISSUE 1 2026  � AGENCY IN PRACTICE

25

Child     Links
ChildLinks
Child Links



References
	� Bandura, A. (1989). Human agency in social cognitive theory. The American Psychologist, 44(9), 1175-1184. 

 https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066x.44.9.1175

	� Beltman, S. (2020). Understanding and examining teacher resilience from multiple perspectives. In C. Mansfield (Ed.), Cultivating teacher 
resilience: International approaches, applications and impact (pp. 11-26). Singapore: Springer.  
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-5963-1

	� Boyd, M. (2013). “I love my work but…”. The professionalization of early childhood education. Qualitative Report, 18(36), 1-20.  
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2013.1470 

	� Buettner, C. K., Jeon, L., Hur, E., & Garcia, R. E. (2016). Teachers’ social-emotional capacity: Factors associated with teachers’ 
responsiveness and professional commitment. Early Education & Development, 27(7), 1018-1039.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2016.1168227

	� Bullough, R. V., Jr., Hall-Kenyon, K. M., MacKay, K. L., & Marshall, E. E. (2014). Head start and the intensification of teaching in early childhood 
education. Teaching and Teacher Education, 37, 55-63. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2013.09.006

	� Ciuciu, J. (2022). An ecological exploration into the agency of four former early childhood teachers. Early Childhood Educational Journal, 
51, 1371-1383. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-022-01378-3 

	� Emirbayer, M., & Mische, A. (1998). What is agency? American Journal of Sociology, 103(4). https://doi.org/10.1086/231294

	� Giddens, A. (1984). The constitution of society: Outline of the theory of structuration. University of California Press.

	� Gramsci, A. (1971). Selections from the prison notebooks. Lawrence & Wishart.

	� Grant, A., Jeon, L., & Buettner, K. (2019). Chaos and commitment in the early childhood education classroom: Direct and indirect 
associations through teaching efficacy. Teaching and Teacher Education, 81, 50-30. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2019.02.010 

	� Jackson, J. (2018). Towards include workforce development: Socio-economic diversity in the Australian early childhood workforce and its 
implications for practice. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Victoria University. 

	� Jones, C., Hadley, F., & Johnstone, M. (2017). Retaining early childhood teachers: What factors contribute to high job satisfaction in early 
childhood settings in Australia? New Zealand International Research in Early Childhood Education, 20(2), 1-18. 
 http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=675331854507798;res=IELFSC 

	� Kelly, N., Sim, C., & Ireland, M. (2018). Slipping through the cracks: Teachers who miss out on early career support. Asia-Pacific Journal of 
Teacher Education, 46(3), 292-316. https://doi.org/10.1080/1359866X.2018.1441366 

	� Kim, J., Shin, Y., Tsukayama, E., & Park, D. (2020). Stress mindset predicts job turnover among preschool teachers. Journal of School 
Psychology, 78, 13-22. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.11.002 

	� Kwon, K. A., Malek, A., Horm, D., & Castle, S. (2020). Turnover and retention of infant-toddler teachers: Reasons, consequences, and 
implications for practice and policy. Children and Youth Services Review, 115, 1-11. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105061 

	� Ladd, H. F. (2011). Teachers’ perceptions of their working conditions: How predictive of planned and actual teacher movement? 
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 33(2), 235-261. https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373711398128 

	� McKinlay, S., Irvine, S., & Farrell, A. (2018). What keeps early childhood teachers working in long day care? Tackling the crisis for Australia’s 
reform agenda in early childhood education and care. Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 43(2), 32-42.  
https://doi.org/10.23965/AJEC.43.2.04 

	� McMullen, M. B., Lee, M. S. C., Choi, J., & McCormick, K. I. (2020). Early childhood professional well-being as a predictor of the risk of 
turnover in child care: A matter of quality. Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 34(3), 331-345.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2019.1705446 

	� Molla, T., & Nolan, A. (2018). Identifying professional functionings of early childhood educators. Professional Development in Education, 
45(4), 551-566. https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2018.1449006 

	� Rentzou, K. (2012). Examination of work environment factors relating to burnout syndrome of early childhood educators in Greece.  
Child Care in Practice, 18(2), 165-181. https://doi.org/10.1080/13575279.2012.657609 

	� Sen, A. (1999). Development as freedom. Oxford University Press.

	� Stake, R. E. (2006). Multiple case study analysis. The Guilford Press.

	� Sumsion, J. (2004). Early childhood teachers’ constructions of their resilience and thriving: A continuing investigation. International 
Journal of Early Years Education, 12(3), 275-290. https://doi.org/10.1080/0966976042000268735 

	� Thorpe, K., Jansen, E., Sullivan, V., Irvine, S., & MacDonald, P. (2020). Identifying predictors of retention and professional wellbeing of the 
early childhood education workforce in a time of change. Journal of Educational Change, 21, 623–647.  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-020-09382-3 

	� Wells, M. B. (2015). Predicting preschool teacher retention and turnover in newly hired Head Start teachers across the first half of the 
school year. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 30, 152-159. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2014.10.003 

  			    ISSUE 1 2026  � AGENCY IN PRACTICE

26

Child     Links
ChildLinks
Child Links

https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066x.44.9.1175
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-5963-1
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2013.1470
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2016.1168227
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.tate.2013.09.006
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-022-01378-3
https://doi.org/10.1086/231294
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2019.02.010
http://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary;dn=675331854507798;res=IELFSC
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359866X.2018.1441366
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2019.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105061
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373711398128
https://doi.org/10.23965/AJEC.43.2.04
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2019.1705446
https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2018.1449006
https://doi.org/10.1080/13575279.2012.657609
https://doi.org/10.1080/0966976042000268735
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-020-09382-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2014.10.003


Developing an agentic approach 
to practice in nurturing spaces

Orlagh Doyle, Director, Carraig Briste & Killegney Early Years

In Carraig Briste and Killegney Early Years 

settings, practice has always been rooted in 

warm relationships, mutual trust, and a deep 

respect for each child’s unique story. Over the past 

while, engaging with the concept of the Agentic 

Educator has offered a meaningful opportunity to 

pause, reflect, and gently deepen this approach. 

Rather than introducing something entirely 

new, this concept has acted as a lens – helping 

educators to recognise, value, and strengthen 

what is already at the heart of their work.

Through this process, a way of working has 

become more visible, one that is relational, 

responsive, and thoughtfully aligned with 

the principles of Aistear and Síolta, while still 

honouring the distinct identity and context of 

each setting.

Context and the 
Importance of Agency
Children who attend both of our early years settings arrive 
with a rich variety of experiences. Some may be navigating 
uncertainty or change, while others need additional 
support to feel secure, settled, and ready to engage. This 
context shapes the role of the educator in very real and 
important ways.

In Carraig Briste and Killegney, being an agentic educator 
is not simply about planning activities or facilitating play. 
It is about truly noticing – being attuned to children’s 
emotions, recognising what may not yet be spoken, 
and responding with care and sensitivity. Behaviour is 
understood as communication, and each response from 
an educator is seen as an opportunity to strengthen a 
child’s sense of safety and belonging.

Relationships as the 
Foundation of Practice
Relationships are at the heart of everything. They are not an 
addition to the curriculum, they are the curriculum. Some 
of the most meaningful pedagogical decisions happen 
in quiet, everyday moments: supporting a child through a 
difficult separation, sensing when reassurance is needed, 
or gently encouraging participation while respecting a 
child’s need for space.

In Carraig Briste, for example, an educator supported 
a child who often stayed on the edges of group play. 
By focusing first on building a trusting one-to-one 
relationship through shared, unhurried play, the child 
gradually began to feel more confident. Over time, this 
confidence grew into a willingness to engage more fully 
with others. Moments like these remind us that connection 
is often the starting point for all learning.
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Deepening Understanding 
Through Reflection
A significant shift across both settings has been moving 
from observing what children do to wondering why they 
do it.

This deeper level of reflection invites curiosity rather than 
judgement. It encourages educators to look beneath the 
surface and respond to the need behind the behaviour.

In Killegney, a child who frequently moved from one 
activity to another was initially seen as disengaged. 
Through reflective conversations, educators began to 
consider that the child might be seeking a sense of control 
or predictability. Small but meaningful changes, including 
clearer routines, visual supports, and consistent adult 
presence, helped the child to feel more secure. Gradually, 
their engagement deepened.

This kind of reflection highlights that agency is not just 
about action, it is about thoughtful interpretation and 
intentional response.

The Role of Presence in 
Everyday Practice
Being fully present has emerged as a defining feature of 
practice. In busy early years environments, it can be easy 
to focus on routines or planned outcomes. The agentic 
approach gently reminds us to slow down and respond to 
what is happening in the moment.

During outdoor play in Killegney, a child became upset 
when something they had carefully built collapsed. 
Rather than stepping in to fix it, the educator stayed close, 
acknowledging the child’s feelings and offering quiet 
support. In that moment, the child was not only comforted 
but also encouraged to persist, rebuild, and problem-solve.

These everyday moments, when held with care and 
attention, often become the most powerful learning 
experiences.

Creating Supportive 
Environments
The environment plays a vital role in how children feel 
and engage. Through reflection, both settings have 
made thoughtful changes to ensure spaces feel calm, 
predictable, and inviting.

In Carraig Briste, reorganising areas into smaller, well-
defined spaces helped reduce overstimulation and 
supported children to remain engaged for longer periods. 

In Killegney, visual supports and consistent routines 
offered children a clearer sense of what to expect, 
fostering a feeling of security.

These changes, while simple, have made a meaningful 
difference in how children experience their day.

Balancing Support and 
Challenge
An agentic approach also involves gently balancing 
nurture with challenge.

While emotional safety remains central, educators 
recognise the importance of supporting children to 
take the next step in their learning. This requires careful 
judgement – knowing when to offer support and when to 
encourage independence.

For example, a child who feels secure in one-to-one 
interactions may be gradually supported to join a small 
group, with their familiar safe person nearby. In this 
way, growth happens in a way that feels both safe and 
achievable.

Collaborative Reflective 
Practice
Reflection is woven into daily life across both settings and 
is strengthened through collaboration. Educators come 
together through mentoring, informal conversations, and 
regular team discussions to share insights and explore 
challenges.

Breakfast mornings have become a particularly valuable 
space, offering time to pause, reflect on practice, and 
think together about the direction of the coming term. 
These shared moments support not only professional 
learning, but also a sense of connection and shared 
purpose among the team.

Strengthening Professional 
Identity
Engagement with the concept of the agentic educator 
has supported a growing confidence among educators. 
There is an increasing awareness of the importance of 
professional judgement and the powerful impact of 
everyday interactions.

Being an agentic educator is not about having all the 
answers. It is about being thoughtful, reflective, and 
responsive to the child.
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Impact on Children’s 
Experiences
The impact of this approach can be seen clearly in 
children’s daily experiences. Children are forming secure, 
trusting relationships, developing greater confidence, 
and becoming more deeply involved in their play.

They are supported to express themselves, navigate 
challenges, and feel a genuine sense of belonging. These 
experiences create a strong foundation for learning and 
development.

Ongoing Development
This journey is ongoing. Educators in Carraig Briste and 
Killegney remain committed to reflecting, learning, and 
growing together. There is a shared intention to continue 
deepening understanding, strengthening practice, and 
aligning with national frameworks while staying true to our 
ethos and the identity of each setting.

Conclusion
The concept of the agentic educator has offered a valuable 
way to name and strengthen what is already meaningful 
within practice. It has reinforced the importance of 
relationships, responsiveness, and reflection, while 
supporting educators to recognise the significance of 
their role.

Most importantly, it has enriched the experiences of 
children and families. By creating environments where 
children feel safe, valued, and empowered, educators are 
supporting learning that is both meaningful and lasting.
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Promoting children’s agency in science-play: 
Insights from early childhood research
Anna Henriksson, Senior Lecturer, Faculty of Education, Kristianstad University, Sweden

Introduction
How can educators promote children’s agency in activities 
that integrate play and teaching? This article draws on an 
early childhood research project exploring how play and 
science teaching can be integrated as a mutual activity, 
referred to as science-play. The focus is on how educators 
can promote children’s agency in these activities. In this 
article, agency is understood as children’s opportunities 
to act, initiate, and influence the direction and content of 
ongoing activities in interaction with others (Varpanen, 
2019). Henriksson et al. (2025) argue that science-play 
has the potential to promote children’s early science 
learning, as well as their participation and agency. This 
focus aligns closely with Aistear, Ireland’s early childhood 
curriculum framework, which emphasises children’s 
active participation, agency, and their role as competent, 
agentic learners with voice and influence in their own 
learning (Government of Ireland, 2024).

In this article, the term orchestrating is used to describe the 
role of educators in science-play. This includes drawing 
attention to scientific ideas (knowledge contributor), 
responding to children’s initiatives (organisers), and 
inviting children to take part as co-creators in the activity 
(co-creator). In practice, orchestrating involves educators 
making ongoing decisions about when to guide the 
activity and when to follow children’s ideas. A key aspect 

of orchestration is how educators and children show 
responsiveness to each other’s ideas, verbal and non-
verbal actions, and suggestions as the activity unfolds. 
Responsiveness refers to how educators and children 
notice, respond to, and build on each other’s ideas and 
actions in the moment (Pramling et al., 2019). Within these 
interactions, there are opportunities for educators to 
support and promote children’s agency (Henriksson et 
al., 2024). In this way, the teaching role extends beyond 
simply providing scientific facts and information. 

Background 
Previous research describes the motive for why young 
children should encounter science in early childhood 
education as being about meeting children’s curiosity 
and interest in the world around them, fostering positive 
attitudes towards science, and developing scientific 
knowledge as a foundation for a sustainable future (Eshach 
& Fried, 2005; Tu, 2006). Research has shown that these 
early experiences are important, not only for developing 
knowledge, but also as a way to encourage imagination 
and creative action, which can be developed through play 
(Fleer & Pramling, 2014). Play has long been recognised 
as central to children’s learning and development. At the 
same time, educators also face questions about how, 
or if, to engage in children’s play (Lagerlöf et al. 2019; 
Pramling Samuelsson & Asplund Carlsson, 2008). In the 
theoretical framework Play-Responsive Early Childhood 
Education and Care (PRECEC), developed by Pramling 
with colleagues (2019), play and teaching are understood 
as a mutual activity in which educators and children 
show responsiveness to each other’s initiatives. These 
mutual activities are constantly shifting between fantasy 
(as if) and reality (as is). Within this perspective, play is 
not defined in advance, but understood as something 
participants themselves establish and recognise as play 
in interaction. Teaching, in this sense, involves sharing 
and building on insights in interaction with others, rather 
than delivering predefined knowledge. It is therefore not 
the same as instruction, but something that takes shape 
through participation and responsiveness in ongoing 
activities.
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Science-play – As a Way of 
Integrating Play and Teaching
Science-play is understood as a mutual activity where 
educators and children explore science by shifting 
between fantasy (as if) and reality (as is) (Henriksson et 
al., 2023). For example, in science-play children and 
educators can pretend they are explorers studying ants 
while simultaneously observing how real living ants move 
and interact. This dynamic shift between as if and as is 
creates a space where scientific ideas can be explored by 
integrating play and teaching. This way of integrating play 
and teaching aligns closely with the notion of emergent 
science, which highlights how young children develop 
scientific skills, understanding, and language through 
concrete social experiences (Johnston, 2014). Emergent 
science includes engaging in processes such as observing, 
classifying, asking questions, and drawing conclusions 
(Eshach, 2006; Eshach & Fried, 2005), reflecting the 
development of domain-general scientific knowledge. 
At the same time, children’s participation in science-play 
also contributes to emerging domain-specific knowledge 
in areas such as biology and sustainable development.

To be able to shift between as if and as is, verbal and non-
verbal actions play a central role. Children engage with 
science not only through language or abstract reasoning, 
but also through their bodies, by moving, handling 
materials, and interacting with their surroundings. These 
experiences are important for how children make sense of 
science. For educators, this means finding ways to support 
both activities that can incorporate both play and science, 
without taking over or directing the activity too strongly.

As a way to integrate play and teaching as a mutual 
activity, educators participating in this research project 
used children’s picture books that had different scientific 
content areas as a starting point for science-play. Using 
a picture book enabled scientific ideas to be explored 
in ways that are responsive to children’s interests and 
initiatives. When children and educators engage mutually in 
science-play and share a focus on content, opportunities 
arise for sustained shared thinking (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 
2002). However, such moments require that educators 
and children establish a shared understanding of what 
is happening in the activity, where participants try to 
understand and respond to each other’s initiatives, 
creating a shared understanding, sometimes referred to 
as intersubjectivity (Rommetveit, 1974).

Importantly, science-play challenges traditional 
distinctions between play and teaching. Rather than 
separating the two, it highlights how play and teaching 

can be integrated as a mutual activity. Within this activity, 
educators play a crucial role in facilitating science-
play by making scientific content visible while also 
creating opportunities for children to participate on 
their own terms. However, this requires careful balance. 
Educators need to move between roles as knowledge 
contributors, organisers, and co-constructors, while 
remaining responsive to children’s initiatives. Supporting 
science-play involves engaging with both as if- and as 
is-dimensions without becoming overly controlling or 
directing the activity towards predetermined outcomes.

In this way, science-play becomes a collaborative activity 
where teaching unfolds through responsive and intentional 
engagement. It is within such interactions that possibilities 
for children to influence, shape, and participate in the 
activity emerge, underlining the importance of children’s 
agency in science-play.

Children’s Agency in 
Science-play
This section presents an example of how children’s 
agency unfolds in science-play. In this science-play, two 
educators (Alex and Billie) and five children aged 3–4 
pretend to fly around the world on a magic chair, exploring 
different countries and climates. When the example 
begins, the educators and children sit together on a 
carpet with a large world map and pictures of animals. The 
educators have placed a wooden chair next to them on 
the carpet. The educators try to initiate a science-play by 
inviting the children to fantasise where they would travel if 
they had a magic chair, like the one in a book that they had 
already read. One of the educators directs the children’s 
attention to the chair, an initiative that one of the children 
(Bengt) responds to by suggesting that the chair needs 
an engine. The educator then takes the opportunity to 
introduce science-related content (fuel and engines) by 
responding to the child’s spontaneous suggestion to use 
an abacus (artefact) as a representation of an engine. 
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The example illustrates how children’s initiatives shape 
the direction and content of science-play in interaction 
with other children and educators. Situations like this are 
common in early childhood settings, where children’s ideas 
quickly shape the direction of the activity (Henriksson et 
al., 2024). 

The activity begins with the educator’s question, 
but quickly develops through children’s responses, 
movements, and contributions. Bengt’s suggestion is 
not only acknowledged but taken up, transformed, and 
extended by both the educator and the other children, 
enabling multiple participants to enter and contribute to 
the activity. In this way, participation becomes a shared 

and negotiated process, where children are positioned 
as relevant contributors to the ongoing activity. The 
educator’s responsiveness plays a crucial role in sustaining 
this process, as it creates conditions for children’s 
initiatives to gain significance within the collective. From 
an agency perspective, children’s actions, both verbal 
and non-verbal, play a central role in how the activity 
unfolds. Agency is expressed not only through spoken 
contributions but also through embodied engagement, 
such as pointing and gesturing speed and motion. These 
actions position children as active contributors who 
influence both the content and direction of the science-
play.

Bengt: 	 I can go and get an engine, and pretend it is an engine… (Bengt gets up from the floor). 

ALEX: 	 Yes, you can! Can’t you go and find an engine then? 

Bengt: 	 Yeees. (Bengt runs into the nearby room). 

ALEX: 	 What should the engine run on then? 

Mats: 	 Eee…electricity! (Mats is sitting on the chair). 

ALEX: 	 Electricity… 

Mats: 	 …then it goes really fast! (Mats smiles and quickly waves his hand in front of him). 

ALEX: 	 Look! Ohh but look! 

BILLIE: 	 Look! 

ALEX:	  …here’s the engine (Alex watches Bengt as he enters the room). 

(Bengt comes back into the room carrying an abacus. He places it under the chair). 

[…] 

ALEX:	  Hold on… start the engine... the electric! Why don’t we have a gasoline engine?  
(Alex sits on the floor beside the chair and holds on to it). 

Bengt: 	 Because then it releases petrol, here! (Bengt waves his hands back and forth in front of him). 

ALEX: 	 Well, we don’t want that…Electric is better, isn’t it! (Alex touches the abacus). 

(Mats jumps down from the chair and pulls out the abacus that has been placed under the chair). 

Bengt: 	 We don’t have an exhaust pipe! (Bengt stands up on the chair seat and looks behind him). 

ALEX, BILLIE: No, we don’t! 

BILLIE: 	 Ohh, and that’s great! (Billie holds on to the chair). 

Bengt: 	 We have electric-smoke instead! 

BILLIE: 	 What does the earth think about exhaust fumes and gasoline? (Turns towards Bengt). 

Bengt: 	 Doesn’t … 

BILLIE: 	 No, not at all… (Billie shakes her head and looks towards Bengt). 

Bengt: 	 Oh, not diesel! 

BLLIE: 	 No… 

ALEX: 	 Now, you are actually good earth-guardians, who is aware of this!
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The interaction between the participants also shows 
how scientific content emerges in relation to children’s 
initiatives and prior knowledge (it is Mats’ suggestion 
that the engine runs on electricity). In this way, scientific 
concepts are not delivered in isolation but become 
meaningful through participation in a mutual activity. At 
the same time, the example illustrates how educators 
continuously orchestrate the activity by showing 
responsiveness to different children’s initiatives and 
balance these in relation to the activity’s as is (reality) and 
as if (fantasy)-dimensions. The educator’s role is crucial 
in sustaining this balance. By acknowledging children’s 
contributions, repeating and extending their statements, 
and posing new questions, the educator supports a 
shared focus while allowing space for children’s initiatives 
– showing how educators shift between different roles. 
Shifting between these roles (knowledge contributor, 
organiser, and co-creator) creates conditions in which 
children can participate on their own terms while 
also engaging with scientific content. However, the 
example also illustrates the challenges educators face in 
maintaining a focus on specific scientific content when 
navigating between children’s differing ideas. 

This example shows that when educators engage together 
with children in science-play, opportunities are created 
for children to participate on more equal terms, thereby 
supporting their agency. This is particularly evident 
in situations where educators respond to children’s 
initiatives and actively incorporate their ideas into the 
ongoing activity.

Implications for Preschool 
Educators
The conclusions from the early childhood research 
project point to several ways that educators can promote 
children’s agency in activities that integrate play and 
teaching science (science-play). Based on the findings, a 
number of principles can be identified to guide educators 
in their work.

	} Start in play. Science becomes meaningful when it 
is grounded in children’s interests, imagination, and 
ongoing play. Many educators will recognise these 
moments, where children’s ideas shift the activity in 
unexpected directions. A story, children’s literature 
or a shared narrative can open up opportunities for 
educators and children to explore scientific contents 
together.
	} Follow children’s initiatives. Educators can promote 

agency by recognising and building on children’s 
contributions, for example, by taking up a child’s 
question, suggestion, or action, and allowing it to 
influence the direction of the activity. By showing 
responsiveness to children’s initiatives in a way that 
support children as active participants, educators can 
promote children’s agency. 
	} Use questions to trigger participation. Questions 

such ‘What if…?’ can support both imagination and 
exploration of science. 
	} Use materials and artefacts. Props, tools, and toys 

play an important role in making scientific phenomena 
accessible. Objects such as maps, pictures, natural 
materials, or everyday tools can function as mediating 
resources that support children’s exploration. 
	} Take on different roles. Educators who shift between 

roles (for example knowledge contributor, organiser, 
and co-creator) can support children’s participation. 
Rather than taking on the role of instructors who 
provide correct answers, educators can engage 
alongside children by exploring, questioning, and 
wondering together. This requires responsiveness 
and flexibility, as educators need to move between 
guiding the activity and following children’s initiatives, 
as a way of orchestrating the science-play.

At the same time, the findings from the project show that 
this work is not without challenges. Educators need to 
balance their roles as knowledge contributors, organisers, 
and co-constructors, a role that involves making decisions 
in the moment about when to follow children’s ideas 
and when to introduce or highlight specific concepts. 
Supporting science-play, therefore, requires both 
pedagogical sensitivity and content knowledge.

Taken together, these implications show how play and 
teaching science can be integrated as a mutual activity 
where both educators and children’s initiatives are 
intertwined. By working in this way, educators can create 
conditions that not only support children’s learning, for 
example, in science, but also strengthen their agency by 
showing responsiveness to children’s verbal and non-
verbal actions as a way to influence the ongoing activity.
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Conclusion
This article has highlighted how teaching and play can 
be integrated as a mutual activity, that is, science-play, 
creating opportunities to promote children’s agency. 
When educators and children show responsiveness to 
each other’s initiatives, both educators and children’s 
actions become central in shaping science-play.

For educators, this means viewing play not as separate 
from teaching, but as a context where meaningful 
engagement with scientific content can take place.

Within science-play, relationships between children 
and educators become crucial, as it is through these 
interactions that opportunities for participation and 
influence emerge. Children’s agency is therefore not 
something that individuals possess in isolation, but 
something that is continuously negotiated and supported 
in interaction.

Furthermore, I point to the importance of educators’ roles 
in creating conditions for such participation. By showing 
responsiveness, educators can support children’s 
possibilities to act and contribute. These are the kinds 
of moments that occur in everyday preschool practice, 
where children’s opportunities to participate and 

influence are shaped. In a world that increasingly demands 
creativity, critical thinking, and collaboration, it becomes 
essential to create educational practices that allow 
children to explore, question, and participate actively in 
mutual activities. Science-play offers one such approach, 
where learning, care, play, and teaching come together 
in ways that prepare children not only to understand the 
world, but also to take part in shaping it. 
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From access to agency: 
supporting inclusive learning environments 
in partnership with Better Start AIM 
Karen O’Brien, Early Years Specialist AIM; Mairead O’Connor, Early Years Specialist AIM; and Laura 
McNally, National Team Leader AIM, Better Start

Introduction
In this article we explore how the universal and targeted supports of the Access and 

Inclusion model (AIM) and the mentoring offered by Better Start Early Years Specialists 

enhance agency for both children and educators in Early Learning and Care (ELC) 

settings in Ireland. When educators engage in slow relational pedagogy, create inclusive, 

responsive environments, and support children to initiate interactions, make choices, 

and influence and shape both the environment and the daily routine, they enable the 

children to flourish as capable, competent and agentic citizens.
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Better Start: National Early 
Years Quality Development 
Programme
Better Start: National Early Years Quality Development 
Programme was established in 2014 by the Department 
of Children, Disability and Equality (DCDE) to co-ordinate 
the work of existing State-funded supports for quality in 
early learning and childcare settings. It aims to promote 
and develop the quality of practice as set out in Síolta, the 
National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education 
(Department of Education [DoE], 2017), and Aistear, the 
Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (Government of 
Ireland [GoI], 2024). Better Start is hosted by Pobal on 
behalf of DCDE. 

Better Start works across several programmes to support 
quality and inclusion in early learning and childcare 
settings: 

	} Quality Development Service – An evidence-based 
quality development service (QDS) that provides 
mentoring and coaching to early learning and 
childcare settings from birth to 6 years, to promote 
and develop quality and inclusive practice. 
	} The Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) – Supports 

the implementation of AIM, specifically to provide 
advice and mentoring to build capacity in quality 
and inclusion in early learning and childcare settings. 
This enables access for children with a disability to 
the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) 
Programme and the National Childcare Scheme (NCS) 
for a combined 6 hours per day in-term and during 
non-term time. 
	} Early Years Learning and Development – 

Promotes and coordinates continuous professional 
development, through targeted CPD programmes. 
	} Strategic Developments and Projects – Leads on 

strategic initiatives and projects that will advance 
policy and practice in Early Learning and Care and 
School-Age Childcare services. These developments 
will build on commitments in policies such as First 5, 
Partnership for the Public Good, and Nurturing Skills. 
They include supports for the Equal Start programme, 
expansion of the AIM programme, development of a 
“whole system” approach to CPD and to strengthen 
quality supports for school-age childcare.

More recently, AIM has been extended beyond the core 
Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) programme 
to include AIM Plus and non-term provision, enabling 
children who require additional support to be included 

throughout the full pre-school day and across the year. 
AIM Plus provides additional Level 7 support during the 
ECCE term for children who attend pre-school for longer 
than the ECCE session, while AIM non-term provision 
extends this support to periods outside the ECCE term, 
such as holidays. Together, these developments reflect an 
ongoing commitment to supporting children’s meaningful 
participation across a wider range of contexts within Early 
Learning and Care settings.

Mentoring for Agency:  
The Role of the AIM Early 
Years Specialist 
Central to the AIM programme’s effectiveness is the Early 
Years Specialist (EYS), who collaborates with educators 
to shape inclusive environments, interactions and family 
partnerships. Aistear highlights the importance of 
reflection. Continuous observation, interpretation and 
planning are the engine of responsive practice (Skehill, 
2024), an approach the EYS helps educators embed in 
daily routines.

Early Years Specialists provide mentoring, coaching, 
reflective dialogue and practical guidance rooted in Síolta 
and Aistear, supporting strengths-based and relational 
practice. They work with educators to create My Inclusion 
Plan tailored to each child’s strengths, interests and 
communication style, ensuring plans remain child centred, 
right’s based and aligned with Aistear. A key aspect of 
My Inclusion Plan are sections that invite educators to 
document the ‘Voice of the Child’ by entering information 
about the child’s strengths, interests, the ways in 
which the child communicates, areas where the child 
benefits from support, and the kinds of supports that 
they have implemented successfully. By repeating this 
documentation periodically, the child’s agentic progress 
is recorded over their time in the setting. 

The EYS acts as a catalyst for agency by helping educators 
recognise children as competent agents, design inclusive 
environments and respond sensitively to individual 
strengths and needs. When strong inclusive practice 
already exists, the EYS’s role is to acknowledge, affirm and 
validate this work and encourage educators’ confidence.

In the most effective mentor, mentee relationships, 
mentoring is educator led with the educator approaching 
the EYS with areas they have identified that they wish to 
explore, informed by slow relational pedagogy, having 
carefully noticed, nurtured, responded and reflected 
on each child’s cues. The EYS supports educators to 
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pursue these goals and document their growth as agentic 
educators, contributing to professional wellbeing and 
sustaining fulfilling, high-quality practice.

The Agentic Educator: 
Designing for Participation 
and Inclusion 
Children’s agency cannot flourish without agentic 
educators, professionals who understand children’s 
rights, reflect on their practice, and intentionally design 
environments that support individualised participation. 
Research by Guard (2025) emphasises that the way 
educators enact curriculum and relational practice has a 
significant impact on whether children’s agency is restricted 
or enabled, underscoring the central role educators play in 
realising children’s rights and participation. 

The universal supports in AIM foster this by 
providing training  in Equality, Diversity & Inclusion,  in 
Hanen,  Lámh  and SPEL (Sensory Processing in Early 
Learning), and the  Leadership for Inclusion in Early Years 
(LINC) programme, which equips educators to lead 
inclusive pedagogy. 

Agentic educators create conditions where children can: 

	} choose materials and activities, 
	} initiate and extend play, 
	} communicate through multiple modes, and 
	} influence routines and transitions. 

Educator responsiveness, diversity and cultural 
awareness, and the ability to interpret children’s nonverbal 
communication are core components of children’s 
agency (French & McKenna, 2022). Aistear places 
relationships and interactions at the centre of early 
childhood education and care. Slow relational pedagogy 
offers a way of understanding how this is enacted in 
practice, emphasising the importance of time, presence 
and attuned interactions in supporting children’s learning 
and development. Through ongoing processes of 
noticing, nurturing, responding and reflecting, educators 
develop an understanding of what matters to the child 
and uses this to inform their practice. This includes making 
intentional decisions about the rhythm of the day, reducing 
unnecessary transitions, and supporting sustained 
periods of engagement where children can revisit, extend 
and build on their ideas.

Educators also draw from universal design guideline 
principles by providing flexible, accessible learning 
environments, activities and routines, as well as 

sensoryfriendly materials and alternative communication 
supports, such as the use of visuals, to enhance children’s 
independence and participation (Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs & National Disability Authority, 2019). 
The targeted supports in AIM directly  assist  educators in 
implementing these universal design principles, through 
mentoring with an Early Years  Specialist,  provision of 
specialised equipment, access to therapeutic supports, 
and through funding to employ an  additional  adult to 
reduce the ratio in the room.  Through these approaches, 
the mentoring scaffolds educators as agents – adults 
who design learning environments and interactions with 
intentionality, responsiveness, and deep respect for the 
child’s capacity to lead. 

The Agentic Child: Voice, 
Expression, and Meaningful 
Participation 
Through mentoring, children are supported to become 
agentic, developing the confidence and capability to 
engage meaningfully in experiences that support their 
learning. Aistear recognises children as “active citizens” 
who express agency not only verbally, but through 
movement, gesture, emotion, curiosity, and relational 
engagement.  By emphasising creativity, the arts, STEM, 
and exploratory play, Aistear puts children’s ideas and 
interests at the heart of planning their learning experiences. 

Mentoring can support children’s agency by building the 
capacity of the educators in developing inclusive quality 
practice, for example:

	} Using pictures, gestures, touch, sounds or other 
supports so that children can communicate in ways 
that are meaningful and accessible to them, ensuring 
their ideas and intentions can be expressed and 
recognised. 
	} Organising the learning environment so every child 

can participate, with adjustments that reduce barriers 
and support children to move, explore and engage at 
their own pace. 
	} Valuing, respecting and nurturing the relationships 

and interactions between the educator and child. 
Educators interact with and respond to children with 
warmth and understanding, noticing their cues and 
following their lead.
	} Recognising and celebrating every child’s culture, 

language and identity, and ensuring that children 
experience a strong sense of belonging, which helps 
them to feel safe, respected, and confident to take part. 
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A slow relational approach recognises that children’s 
engagement cannot be rushed or directed towards 
predetermined outcomes. Instead, it prioritises 
continuity of experience, allowing children the time 
and space to become deeply involved in their play, 
interactions and explorations. These conditions reflect 
global early childhood recommendations from UNICEF 
and UNESCO (2024), which assert that children  can 
only truly take an active role in their learning when 

their environment gives them freedom to try things 
for themselves, lets them communicate in ways that 
work for them, and invites them to take part in everyday 
activities and decisions. Through these conditions, 
children’s agency becomes evident by their full and 
meaningful participation. By supporting the agentic 
child, AIM demonstrates that inclusion is not simply about 
presence, it is about empowering children to participate 
meaningfully, confidently, and competently. 

An Example in Practice 
The following is an example in practice of an Early Learning and Care service that has engaged with a Better Start Early 
Years Specialist to develop quality inclusive practice. Through this mentoring relationship, the educators realised their own 
agency and the importance of the rights of the child to express their agency in their own learning.

In a recent mentoring engagement with an Early Learning and Care setting as part of the AIM Level 4, the 
Inclusion Coordinator (INCO) shared that the team had recently reflected on how their environment, 
interactions, and daily routines could better support all children’s meaningful participation. 

In collaboration with the EYS, the team shared their observations and reflected on using the National 
Frameworks of Síolta and Aistear. This reflection supported the identification of both universal supports (AIM 
Levels 1-3) and targeted supports (AIM Levels 4-7), ensuring a layered and responsive approach to inclusion. 

The service has availed of the following universal supports:

	} INCO actively working in the service
	} Educators have completed training from the Nurturing Skills website
	} The service has a Diversity and Inclusion Policy 

The environment was adapted to include clearly defined play areas, access to a quiet, calming space, and 
opportunities for child-led engagement. Alongside these adjustments, educators adopted a slow relational 
pedagogy, intentionally creating time and space to attune to children’s cues, follow their interests, and build 
shared understanding within everyday interactions. These approaches supported children’s wellbeing, sense 
of identity and belonging, and active participation, creating a more responsive environment for the child and 
their peers.

At a targeted level, the following were implemented as part of the mentoring engagement: 

	} Transitions across the daily routine 
	} Delegation of educator roles during transitions
	} Embedding consistent visual supports to promote predictability and shared understanding
	} Nurturing and extending relationships and interactions: allowing time for the child to respond, following the 

child’s lead and responsive interaction approaches
	} Ensuring a flexible and responsive daily routine that supported children’s participation across the day
	} Through interdisciplinary collaboration, including partnership with parents and allied health professionals

During a mentoring visit, as part of AIM Level 4 reflection between the EYS and educators, it was noticed that 
one child engaged in role play in the toy kitchen and would often make drinks for peers. To extend this play, 
educators introduced items such as paper coffee cups and empty coffee jars. The child’s home culture  
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was also reflected in the kitchen role play area with the inclusion of food packaging familiar to the child, 
supporting a stronger sense of identity and belonging. Educators also noticed that the child responded to 
musical interaction and engaged in serve-and-return exchanges through familiar songs.

These interactions reflected a balance of play experiences, where the child was supported to initiate and 
lead play, while educators remained actively involved in extending and responding to the engagement. At 
times, the child’s spontaneous, self-directed play was followed and sustained, while, in other moments, 
educators intentionally scaffolded and extended the experience through the introduction of materials, 
language and shared interaction. This interplay between child-led, guided and educator-supported 
experiences created multiple opportunities for the child to explore, communicate and participate in ways 
that were meaningful to them. 

As educators observed the child’s developing engagement, partnership with parents became central to 
shaping meaningful participation. Parents shared insights into the child’s interests, preferred songs and 
familiar routines at home, as well as how the child communicated their needs and preferences in everyday 
interactions. 

These insights, alongside educators’ observations, were captured by the educators in the My Inclusion 
Plan, where the voice of the child was gathered through their actions, preferences and responses, and used 
to guide ongoing planning. Parents knowledge of what was meaningful to the child supported continuity 
between home and the ECCE session, with the child’s parent sharing the child’s interest in a particular bubble 
game. The child’s voice was understood as emerging across relationships, with parents and educators 
working together to interpret what the child was communicating through gesture, movement, rhythm and 
engagement.

The EYS facilitated this process through peer reflection, creating space for educators to consider how 
parents’ insights and their own observations could be used in a shared understanding of the child. This 
supported educators to move beyond noticing what the child was doing, towards responding in ways that 
were meaningful and connected to the child’s lived experiences. 

During this process, educators began to reflect more deeply on what the child’s actions and responses were 
communicating. Moments of engagement, such as returning to familiar songs or repeating actions during 
play, were recognised as meaningful expressions of the child’s interests and agency. 

As their practice developed, the focus shifted beyond access towards agency. Rather than supporting 
the child to participate in routines and planned activities, educators began to consider how the child could 
influence and shape these experiences. Opportunities were intentionally created for the child to initiate 
interactions, make choices and extend their play, with educators responding flexibly to the direction of the 
child’s engagement.

This shift was evident in everyday moments, where the child began to take a more active role in initiating 
shared interactions, choosing materials and sustaining engagement in play. Educators adapted routines and 
interactions in response, recognising that meaningful participation involved the child’s influence over how 
activities unfold. The child was supported not only to access the environment, but to actively shape their 
experience within it, developing a sense of identity, belonging and agency. 

This approach reflects the principles of Aistear, where children are recognised as active participants in 
their own learning, and where play, relationships and responsive inclusive learning environments create the 
conditions for meaningful participation. Agency was not viewed as an individual trait, but as something that 
emerged through relationships, interactions and well-designed environments.
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Summary 
The AIM programme encourages the agency of all 
children in early learning and care through universal and 
targeted supports. In addition, mentoring empowers 
educators to create inclusive, responsive environments. 
Grounded in Aistear, the principles of AIM can promote 
an understanding of children as capable, competent and 
agentic, with agency emerging through relationships, 
interactions and well-designed environments rather than 
individual traits alone. 

Agency is underpinned by, and embedded within a slow 
relational pedagogy, where educators notice, nurture, 
respond and reflect to build a deep understanding of 
each child. This supports inquiry based, child-centred 
practice that respects children’s intentions and enables 
meaningful participation. Inclusive environments act 
as a “third teacher,” offering multiple pathways for 
communication, engagement and belonging. 

Within this context, the agentic educator intentionally 
designs inclusive environments, interprets 
communication sensitively and sees children’s rights as 
unconditional and foundational to inclusive and quality 
practice. Universal and targeted supports under AIM 
strengthen educators’ capacity to embed inclusive 
strategies in daily practice. When Better Start’s Quality 
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Development Service is engaged with the setting, the 
Early Years Specialist collaborates with the educators to 
enhance environments, interactions and pedagogy. 

Together, these elements influence the development of 
the agentic child; a confident, competent learner who 
expresses agency through movement, communication, 
emotion and relationships. Mentoring ultimately 
cultivates the relational and environmental conditions 
that enable all children to be agentic.
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