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Study Context and Rationale
• Professionalisation Agenda (e.g., European Commission, 2020, OECD, 2019; 2020)
• Fragmentation: Structural and Conceptual
• Programme for Government: Our Shared Future, 2020 – National Agency ‘Childcare
Ireland’
• Policy/Practice Landscape: Regulation, ECCE Scheme, PACG, PATD, QAB
• First 5 – ‘Professional Standards Body’ (Regulator); Workforce Development Plan
• Support for Establishing a Professional Body: SIPTU (2019) - 97.36% of respondents
would like to see the establishment of a professional body for the sector in Ireland
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Mixed Methods Research Design

Qualitative

Quantitative

- Phase 1. Quantitative
(2 online questionnaires)
*Survey Planet
- Phase 2. Qualitative (focus
group discussions +
interviews)

Study: Undertaken between December 2020 and July 2021
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Interviews: External Stakeholders

• Australia (New South Wales and Western Australia, Canada
(British Columbia and Ontario), Denmark and New Zealand.
Focus:
• Role and function of a professional body;
• Responsibility for establishing a professional body;
• Funding and sustainability of a professional body
• Factors that support or impede the establishment of a
professional body
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No. of Respondents
• Sectoral Questionnaire: 1,141
respondents (53% qualified to L7/8,
47% qualified to L5/L6)
• Student Questionnaire: 115 final
year ECEC students (90%
completing L7/8, 10% completing
L5/L6)
• Focus Groups: 37 participants
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• Interviews with 10 external
stakeholders
• Australia (n=3),
• Denmark (n=1)
• British Columbia (n=4)
• New Zealand (n=2)
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Research Findings
Ireland
(Questionnaires and
Focus Group
Discussions
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Support for Establishing a Professional Body

99.3%

• Educators
• Managers

99.13%

N= 1,133

Final Year
ECEC
students

N= 114
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Responsibility for Establishing a Professional Body
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Responsibility for Establishing a Professional Body
(Questionnaire responses)
• Government as an entity, the
DES, the DCEDIY, or the
Government acting with others
(representative bodies and
those working in or providing
ECEC) should be responsible for
establishing a professional body
for sector
• 47.37% (n=549) of
educators/managers and 52% of
students
• A higher percentage of L5 and L6
respondents chose this option by
comparison to the L7 and L8+
respondents.

‘Ensuring that this happens
[establishing a professional
body] rests primarily with
Government who are
responsible for creating the
conditions that enable a
profession to move forward’

‘It should begin at the top.
Unless it starts with those at
the top, our government, the
recognition will never
come…’
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Responsibility for Establishing a Professional Body
(Focus Group Findings)
While respondents identified the
Government or certain Government
Departments as holding some level of
responsibility for establishing a
professional body for the sector, in the
main, this was associated with
professional recognition and status, and
as a mechanism to fund the professional
body, rather than an inherent wish for
Government involvement.

I agree 100% that we need some
Government involvement to give us
respectability, and
recognition…but…we need the
Government to invest in a professional
body too. Like where will the money
come from? We are all on such low
pay, how can we afford to pay a
membership fee? No, that’s why we
need them, it’s all about getting the
money, getting us [professional body]
off the ground (FG. 7)
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Concerns regarding Government Involvement
‘if this body is established with
government involvement, it's
[Government] more about, um, when
things are bad, they will cut or
withdraw the funding. It should be
independent of government
altogether, it should be autonomous

I would not like to the see the Government
having anything to do with setting this up
or running it. You see what’s happening
with other things they do and its who they
want, who’s in the golden circle that will be
put into the body. There’s no transparency.
You can bet if the Government set this up,
what you’ll see is [named national
membership body] will be in there, it
won’t be the best people, just more of the
same, favouritism. I want to see a
professional body, it’s the way to go, but
we need to be very careful.
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Independent Professional Body

99 sectoral respondents (88 hold
a L7/L8) qualification specifically
mentioned the need for an
independent professional body
It ‘should stand on its own two
feet with funding from its
members‘

A professional body should have a legal
basis but be independent. It should not be
linked to the Government TUSLA or the
HSE. It should be made up of leaders in
the field of early childhood in Ireland. For
example, I would like to see somebody like
(named person) in Limerick or (named
person) from the ACP who understand the
sector and are advocates for quality
standards and professionalism lead the
establishment of a professional body’
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An Activist Approach
(Simpson, 2010; Dalli, 2008; Osgood, 2006;Miller Cable and Devereux, 2005)

The sector itself should take responsibility for
Establishing the professional body (18.31% n=209)

We need to start from the ground up
with practitioners working in the sector
and not imposed from the top down, too
many decisions already taken out of our
hands

The ECCE workforce as they know what's
needed not someone from the outside
looking in

Those working within the sector, on
the ground who are in touch with the
real issues within the sector and who
understand how the sector works. This
is the only avenue in which a
professional body should be
established. it must consist of genuine
input from educators on the ground. I
have yet to see this from any body that
claims to represent the ECCE sector.

if you're applying a
bottom up approach
where it's…their
[educators’] agreed
standards, it's likely to
have more success
more buy-in’.
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Membership of a professional body
Majority of questionnaire respondents that membership should be open to
everyone with a L5 to L8+ (89% of educators/managers (n=1,015) and 66% of
final year ECEC students (n=76))
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Willingness to pay a membership fee
Students

1,140 respondents

- Yes: 987
- No: 153
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L7/L8+ respondents:
‘the reason I have said no…is due to the poor pay in the sector. You cannot expect staff
who are on 11 euro per hour to pay for membership that they cannot afford’
‘as a level 8 first class honours graduate on an eleven euro an hour, I wouldn’t be willing
unless I knew it was definitely going to make a change’

‘I can barely pay my bills on the wages I earn, and until a professional wage is given to
those with a professional qualification, I will remain in the same situation’.
L5/L6 respondents:
‘With current rate of pay in the early years sector, I simply couldn't afford it’,
‘On minimum wage. Can't afford any more outgoings’

‘wages are terrible for early years workers, the question would be “could I afford to?
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Some L7/L8 respondents willing to pay €200, €300 or €500 per year
‘It could be the sun, moon and stars and I'd still pay it’
‘for professional representation’ would pay ‘€200 plus’

‘if there was recognition from Government and support up to €300’
Others willing to pay ‘a small fee to support the sector on gaining a professional identity’,
‘to gain our rightful status and recognition’
‘to feel like other professionals who have a professional body like nurses and teachers’
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Benefits of a professional body

There is little appetite for the regulatory aspects of a professional body…’overburdened with
regulation from DCEDIY, DES and Tusla’
A professional body should develop and drive quality standards and support professional
development. ‘Mandatory standards’, ‘condition of membership’.
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“Training incentives. I always like to add

“It would contribute to the raising of
standards.
Recognition and possible solidarity
from other #education professionals”

new courses but I can not afford a degree,
adding CPD or Level 6 + affordable courses
to members would be great”

“A stronger professional identity will
mean a more united voice”

“To be seen as a professional worker
It help my sector be seen as a profession
in it's own right and taken seriously for the
first time”

"Employers will recognise membership
as a commitment to your career and to
the highest standards of your
profession-Upskilling"
(L7/8 respondents)

“Give me a sense of confidence that Ecce
would be taken more seriously by people
outside of industry that we as Educators
will be taken more seriously” (L5/6
respondents)
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Research Findings

Mary Moloney
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Three Models Identified
BUPL: Børne-og Ungdoms pædagogernes Landsforbund
Largest Union for Pedagogues
Dual role: Professionalisation and workers rights
Teaching Council
Teacher Registration and Certification
Australian Children’s Education and Quality Authority
(ACEQUA)

College of Educators (similar to a Teaching Council)
Voluntary sector-led body – Early Childhood Educators
British Columbia (ECEBC)
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23

International Models Benefits and Challenges
Success of ECEBC lies in educator
activism (Osgood 2006; Dalli 2008;
Simpson 2010), which relates to how
professionalisation happens.
The findings highlight the
importance of involving early
childhood educators.
In the context of ECEBC, the
ground-up approach has
empowered the sector to take
ownership of their own
professionalism and their
professionalisation
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Both BUPL (Union) and ECEBC (Voluntary
body) enable teachers to:
•
•
•

have their voice heard,
influence policy decisions and
stay connected

However: Fees and sustainability is an
issue for the ECEBC
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International Models Benefits and Challenges
Teaching Council/College of Educators
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Does not enhance the status of the sector
Lack of pay parity
Consolidates technical practice
Fees and sustainability
Registered Early childhood teachers transferring to primary school

All external stakeholders cautioned against direct Government involvement in a professional
body – must be of the sector and for the sector
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Conclusions
1. Overwhelming support for the establishment of a professional body
2. External stakeholders recommend establishing an independent autonomous
professional body, sector led, with support from Government. Preference for this
approach within the present study
3. Little appetite currently for the regulatory aspects of a professional body for Ireland- a
professional body should develop and drive quality standards and support professional
development
4. Mandatory Standards developed by the sector - membership of the body should be
conditional upon adhering to the standards
5. The single biggest benefit of establishing a professional body seen as increasing the
value and status of the ECEC sector in Ireland
6. Concern regarding fees and sustainability
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Recommendations
1. Learn from others, what works, what doesn’t in other jurisdictions
2. Listen to our research participants and,
3. Act
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Recommendations
• Establish a Professional Body for the ECEC Sector in Ireland
(Interim/provisional body in the short term)
- Sector led (no desire for academics, membership organisations to lead)
- Autonomous

• Higher Education Institutions to Enroll Early Childhood Education and
Care graduates in the professional body for a period of one year upon
graduation
- Send a clear signal to the sector and to society that the HEIs perceive
ECEC as a profession.
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Recommendations
To ensure sustainability of the professional body, it is imperative that
2. The State provides seed funding to support the establishment of
the interim professional body
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Act now to establish a ‘valued valuable Early Childhood
Profession, of the profession, by the profession and for
the profession’ (Moloney, 2021, p.99)

Milé Buíochas
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