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Executive Summary 
 
 

 

Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (National Council for Curriculum 

and Assessment [NCCA], 2009) has played a critical role in enhancing quality in Early 

Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) settings in Ireland since its introduction in 2009 

(Government of Ireland [GoI], 2019). Aistear, the Irish word for journey, marks early 

childhood as the beginning of children's lifelong learning journeys. It is the first curriculum 

framework in Ireland to support children's learning experiences from birth to six years. 

Given the important role that curriculum frameworks play in guiding and enhancing practice 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2021), curricula 

should be informed by recent and relevant research. As a result, this Literature Review forms 

one part of the process that contributes to updating Aistear (NCCA, 2009). Consultations 

with the sector, stakeholders, and, critically, children from birth to six years form the other 

parts of the updating of Aistear. 

 

This Literature Review aims to: 

 

● consider the context of birth to six-year-old children's lives aligned with Aistear's 

Themes, Aims and Learning Goals 
 

● provide a comprehensive review and summary of literature (2010-2021), with a 

focus on updating the research base that informs the Aims and Learning Goals 

of Aistear within each Theme 
 

● highlight and map the strengths of the existing Themes, Aims and Learning Goals of 

Aistear and identify any possible areas that require further development or refinement 
 

● identify, explore and map relevant research, empirical studies and evidence-based 

approaches that inform the development of high-quality early childhood curricula 

 

Chapter One contextualises Aistear within the changing early childhood education and care 

policy landscape. It provides insight into the context of children's lives in 21st Century Ireland, 

a society greatly enriched by socio-cultural diversity of ethnicity and languages. 
 
Within this linguistic diversity, there is particular recognition of Gaeilge as Ireland's national 

and first official language. The Chapter provides key insights from Growing Up in Ireland 

through the lens of Aistear’s Themes. The national longitudinal study of children and youth 
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and the Children’s School Lives study provides rich data that describes the lives of children 

to inform policy formation and service provision to ensure the best possible start in life. 

There has been considerable progress in the development of ECEC in Ireland, in particular, 

the development of a universal, funded programme for two years of education and care 

before formal schooling. There have been accompanying initiatives and online resources to 

support the use of Aistear in practice and the increased expansion, validation and further 

development of qualifications in the ECEC sector. Ireland’s second workforce development 

plan, Nurturing Skills, was launched in 2022 (Department of Children Equality Disability 

Inclusion and Youth). ‘First 5’, which involves a Whole-of-Government Strategy, for babies, 

young children and their families, aims to strengthen the infrastructure that supports the early 

childhood system up to 2028. Despite these developments, many "early years services are 

still challenged to deliver curricular programmes and to use the principles and goals of 

Aistear … to inform planning and review processes" (Department of Education and Skills, 

2018, p. 17). It is, therefore, welcome to see the commitment in ‘First 5’ for a national plan 

to develop and implement Aistear in all ECEC settings for babies and young children, 

"including making the application of these frameworks a contractual requirement of … 

funding schemes and give consideration to, over time, making adherence to the frameworks a 

statutory requirement" (GoI, 2019, p.157). Aistear has the potential to support the delivery of 

a child-led, emergent and meaningful play-based curriculum that puts children's rights and 

interests at the heart of the curriculum. 

 

Chapter Two presents the methodological approach to this Literature Review detailing the 

research scope and search strategy as well as the processes of appraisal, synthesis, and critical 

analysis of the literature. The Literature Review employed a systematic approach, adopting a 

scoping review methodology to identify, explore and map contemporary national and 

international research on high-quality early childhood curricula that supports children's 

development and learning aligned with each of Aistear's four Themes. The search strategy 

used key terms and concepts from the Aims and Learning Goals of the four Themes of 

Aistear to search four databases (Education Research Complete, ERIC International, Web of 

Science, and PsycINFO). This Literature Review identifies key themes and emerging trends 

that can inform and guide the review and enhancement of the curriculum framework across 

the Themes of Well-being, Identity and Belonging, Communicating and Exploring and 

Thinking. 
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Chapter Three focuses on children from birth to three years of age within the four Themes 

of Well-being, Identity and Belonging, Communicating and Exploring and Thinking. The 

Literature Review highlights a dearth of evidence-based literature on children's learning from 

birth to three years. Literature and studies of infants and babies require particular attention, 

given the importance of this stage for children’s development and learning. The absence of 

such studies in the Literature Review reflects the parameters of the scoping review 

methodology and a paucity of studies focusing on curricula and the early learning and care 

experiences of infants and toddlers within international literature. Therefore, Chapter Three 

provides insights into the contemporary conceptualisation and understanding of the early 

experiences of babies and toddlers, responding to the gaps identified in the scoping review 

without undermining the systematic approach. In the context of updating Aistear (NCCA, 

2009), this Chapter explores the importance of children from birth to three years and the 

requirement to build relationships with them for children to flourish, which encompasses all 

the Themes of Aistear. In relation to the Theme of Well-being, enabling attachments through 

a key person approach and the importance of physical activity are discussed. The Theme of 

Identity and Belonging focuses on a sense of self and the rights of babies and toddlers. 

Studies relevant to the Theme of Communicating centre on oral language development and 

emergent literacy. Finally, the Theme of Exploring and Thinking highlights babies and 

toddlers as agentic active citizens and play as a means to support their explorations and 

thoughts. The skills required to work with babies and toddlers are not intuitive. Babies and 

toddlers require a slow relational pedagogy from their key person with sensitive, responsive 

caregiving from educators who are 'in tune with' and on the same wavelength as them, are 

affectionate and available, and who use all aspects of the daily routine to enhance children's 

learning and development (French, 2021). Quality in an ECEC setting is linked to the 

qualifications of the staff, and poor quality settings can do long-term harm to very young 

children (Melhuish et al., 2015). Children will flourish to their full potential with greater 

attention to strengthening the resources and capabilities of those who nurture babies' and 

toddlers' learning and development. Continued professional learning and development (PL/D) 

is required to give early childhood educators the skills to support babies' and toddlers' 

learning. The characteristics of successful PL/D include being tailored to the audience, 

embedded in the curriculum, multiple components of content, coaching, in-practice feedback 

and communities of practice, and long duration. The importance of investment in PL/D is 

highlighted (Brunsek et al., 2020; Ciesielski & Creaghead, 2020). Not only do ECEC staff 

"require comprehensive initial education programmes, ongoing professional learning and 
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development during employment", but they also need "supportive working conditions to 

effectively engage in high-quality interactions" (OECD, 2021, p.16). As advocated in Aistear, 

nurturing carers and educators build loving, warm, sensitive, reciprocal, and responsive 

relationships with babies and toddlers to build a sense of well-being, identity, and belonging, 

and the ability to communicate, explore, and think (NCCA, 2009). While much of the 

literature emerging from the scoping review focuses on children from three to six years of 

age, many key concepts, approaches and practices are equally relevant to babies and toddlers 

as seen in the following four Chapters. 

 

Chapter Four presents a detailed review of the literature on children's learning and the 

influence of high-quality early childhood curricula, learning frameworks and pedagogy, and 

practice within the context of Aistear’s Theme of Well-being. Thirty-three studies that met 

the criterion were selected for analysis and synthesis and were considered alongside seminal 

works, grey literature, and recommendations from consultation with internationally 

recognised experts in early childhood. In brief, the key trends that emerged from the 

Literature Review include nurturing relationships, compassion, empathy, risky play, 

participation, sustainability, and children’s agency through social justice. The literature 

reflects international trends and policy commitments concerning the multi-dimensional nature 

of children’s well-being. The Literature Review's findings affirm the relevance of Aistear’s 

existing Aims and Learning Goals for the Theme of Well-being and highlight the importance 

of supporting children’s psychological and physical well-being from early infancy and 

throughout childhood. Almost all of the studies reviewed for the Theme of Well-being refer 

to the importance of rights-based approaches to children’s meaningful and authentic 

participation. Children’s awareness of themselves as agentic beings is pivotal to their overall 

well-being. It is suggested that Aistear could be further enhanced by making the concept of 

children’s rights, influence, and agency more explicit in the Aims and Learning Goals. The 

Literature Review also highlighted the importance of nurturing relationships that respond to 

children in their unique contexts to offer security, support, and comfort. Concepts of 

compassion and empathy for self and others emerged as significant to children’s social and 

emotional development. Early childhood educators play an important role in encouraging 

children’s perspective-taking, compassionate responses, and resilience through modelling, 

encouraging, and stretching children’s innate capacity for kindness. One area that may 

require attention in enhancing Aistear is consideration and acknowledgement of children’s 

physical and psychological vulnerability and their need for comfort and affection while 

 

8 



acknowledging their confidence and competence. The literature highlighted the importance of 

enriching and enabling (indoor and) outdoor learning environments in supporting children’s 

physical activity and risky play. Children benefit from opportunities to experience the thrill, 

joy, and excitement of risk and adventure that promotes well-being, self-determination, 

problem-solving, and physical development. Finally, as with the other Themes of Aistear, 

sustainability emerged as topical and highly relevant. Early childhood experiences offer 

significant potential to foster compassion for the planet and the plants, animals, and people 

living on it, support collective well-being and promote a more just and healthy world. 

 

Chapter Five centres on the Theme of Identity and Belonging. Thirty-eight articles were 

selected for analysis and synthesis and were considered alongside seminal works, grey 

literature, and recommendations from consultation with internationally recognised experts in 

early childhood. The findings of the Literature Review highlight the importance of ensuring and 

endorsing children’s right to feel respected and valued; these principles are embedded across 

Aistear, particularly within the Theme of Identity and Belonging. Key trends from the literature 

include identity formation, social justice, citizenship, participation, and sustainability. The 

Literature Review offers contemporary understandings of how children’s identities and sense of 

belonging are conceptualised in increasingly diverse social and cultural worlds. Curriculum 

frameworks reflect particular economic, cultural, political, and social epochs and therefore 

capture a mere moment in time. Literature and evidence-based studies of children’s lives have 

the potential to guide and develop responsive pedagogies and practices to support children’s 

early education and care experiences. The findings of this review affirm Aistear’s Aims and 

Learning Goals for the Theme of Identity and Belonging and the importance of children’s sense 

of self, group identity, and belonging. The literature highlights the relevance and significance of 

culturally responsive practices and approaches for Ireland’s multi-cultural, multi-lingual society. 

The studies highlight the value of responding to children’s unique contexts and lived 

experiences, acknowledging their rich funds of knowledge, working theories, and interests in the 

co-construction of knowledge and understanding. These rights-based approaches recognise and 

respond to children as active citizens and rights-holders, encouraging children’s sense of self, 

others and wider society. 
 

Chapter Six attends to the Theme of Communicating. Fifty-five studies met the criterion. 

The topics and trends within contemporary literature on Communicating broadly affirm the 

relevance of Aistear’s existing Aims and Learning Goals. Children’s agency and interest in being 

communicators, social interactions, language use and language development, arts-based 
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and playful experiences as communicative contexts are highlighted. The selected studies 

reflect international research interests, policy implementation and funding commitments. Key 

trends include; the socio-cultural communicative experiences of children (three to six years), 

children that speak English as an Additional Language (EAL), and the influence of digital 

technology on children’s communicative practices and literacies. Aistear recognises that 

children communicate in multiple and many ways, not just through traditional ‘linguistic 

outputs’ speaking and listening, but through a wide range of communicative modes, 

including; movement, utterance, signalling, expression, gestures, imitation, sound, images 

and music (Deklerk, 2020; Kress, 2010). Multimodality thus expands our conceptualisation 

of communication beyond the limits of verbal and non-verbal communication to include all 

modes humans use when representing, interpreting and making meaning (Jewitt, 2013). 

Modes of human communication are interwoven, and when humans engage in social 

interaction, the modes rarely occur in isolation. Understanding that communication is 

multimodal is a requisite for educators when considering the influence of children’s diverse 

‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll et al., 1992) on early learning and development experiences and 

in valuing the communicative abilities of culturally and linguistically diverse children. The 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (1990) guaranteed 

children’s rights to be heard (Article 12) which requires a related UNCRC right to have 

freedom of expression. Multimodality underpins UNCRC’s (Article 12) description of 

freedom of expression, which they have defined as children having the right to communicate 

“either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media of the 

children’s choice” (Article 13). This gives way to an inclusive and responsive approach to 

early childhood education which places ethical and equity relations at the centre; and 

promotes children’s rights, choice and agency in pedagogical contexts to support multimodal 

communication (Heydon et al., 2017; Haggerty & Mitchell, 2010). A key point that emerged 

from this review includes the understanding that young children communicate in different 

contexts. This diversity highlights the importance of multimodal communication skills at all 

ages and across languages and emphasises the role of the adult in modelling and responding 

to multimodal communication to ensure understanding and language development (including 

the Irish language). Adults play an essential role in scaffolding language learning and 

providing an emotionally safe environment where communication can flourish. The Theme 

of Communicating is about empowering young children to use their agency to give, receive 

and make sense of information through multimodal channels that incorporate their cultural 

capital and serve their social needs. The adult’s role is to create an environment where 
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communication can thrive, translanguaging (connecting the home language to the language 

of vocabulary development) is encouraged and where young children are comfortable 

expressing themselves in various ways. Communication should be viewed as an important 

social tool for children, enabling the sharing of cultural funds of knowledge. This may take 

the form of writing with peers or engaging in dialogic interaction through sharing a book. 

Lastly, child agency in communication should be considered essential for babies to older 

children. Children should have opportunities to illustrate this agency to communicate 

through linguistic, visual, gestural, aural and spatial modes. This review has considered the 

literature concerning young children as multimodal communicators and meaning-makers. It 

points to the importance of valuing ‘the hundred languages of children’ (Edwards et al., 

2012) from a plurilingual (switching between languages) and multimodal perspective. 

 

Chapter Seven presents key trends in the literature concerning the Theme of Exploring 

and Thinking. Similar to the other Themes, the topics and trends within contemporary 

literature broadly affirm the relevance of Aistear’s existing Aims and Learning Goals, 

highlighting children’s innate curiosity, creativity, and cognitive competence. Twenty-three 

studies and articles met the criterion. Six key areas emerged that reflect trends, interests, and 

discourse concerning the Theme of Exploring and Thinking: sustainability, science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), funds of knowledge, dispositions, 

working theories, purposeful pedagogies, digital childhoods, and risky play. The literature 

reflects greater research interest in children’s digital lives and virtual worlds, indicative of 

international interest and policy commitments to STEM in educational research in the last 

decade. The Theme of Exploring and Thinking focuses on how children make sense and 

meaning of the things, places, and people in their world. Across the four Aims, the value and 

importance of participatory pedagogies emerge. It is recommended that concepts of funds of 

knowledge, dispositions, and working theories be strengthened and made more explicit in the 

Learning Goals. The available literature highlights the potential of intentional and guided 

pedagogies as powerful strategies for learning, suggesting that adult support can increase 

engagement and lead to higher-order thinking and conceptual understanding. The evidence 

emerging from the literature presents an opportunity to give further consideration to guided 

and intentional interactions within the broader context of a play-based holistic curriculum. 

The literature also revealed key trends concerning STEM education, environmental 

education, and global sustainable development goals. Aistear highlights the value and 

importance of active exploration and encourages skills of hypothesising, analysing, 
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questioning, and problem-solving (NCCA, 2009), all of which are supported and enhanced by 

STEM experiences. Greater emphasis could be placed on pedagogical strategies that promote 

children’s STEM experiences, and greater attention paid to children’s digital lives and wider 

sustainability concepts. Finally, in keeping with the key Principles, Aims, and Learning 

Goals of Aistear, contemporary literature highlights the important role of children’s access to 

and agency in enabling environments (both indoors and outdoors). Children’s play, 

movement, agency, and engagement are influenced by their ability to choose and influence 

the spaces they use; this requires access to well-resourced indoor and outdoor environments 

that enable discovery learning, risk-taking and information seeking. 

 

This Literature Review summarises recent national and international literature through the 

lenses of the four interconnected Themes, focused primarily on early childhood learning and 

development in the context of curricular frameworks. The Literature Review's findings broadly 

affirm the relevance of Aistear’s existing Aims and Learning Goals for the four Themes. 

Crosscutting issues that emerged through the literature include greater focus on sustainability, 

children’s agency, social justice and citizenship, rights-based participation, children’s digital 

lives, play and risky play, intentional and guided pedagogies. Curriculum content and guidance 

must be responsive to the context of children's lives and grounded in empirical evidence, 

international discourse, and meaningful policy frameworks that support curriculum, pedagogy 

and assessment for early learning and development (Wood & Hedges, 2016). This Literature 

Review will ensure Aistear's continued relevance and impact and supplement the wider 

stakeholder engagement and consultation with educators and children. 
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Introduction 
 
 

 

Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA], 2009) has played a critical role in enhancing quality in 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) settings in Ireland since its introduction in 2009 

(Government of Ireland, 2019). Aistear, the Irish word for journey, marks early childhood as 

the beginning of children's lifelong learning journeys. It is the first curriculum framework in 

Ireland to support children's learning experiences from birth to six years. Aistear focuses on 

providing enriching, challenging, and enjoyable learning experiences for children in the range 

of English and Irish-medium settings, including homes, a variety of ECEC settings, and 

infants in primary schools (NCCA, 2009). The curriculum framework aims to enable children 

to grow and develop as confident and competent learners. The development of Aistear was 

underpinned by consultation with the early childhood sector, commissioned research papers 

(Dunphy, 2008; Hayes, 2007; French, 2007; Kernan, 2007) and portraiture studies of young 

children; these are available on the NCCA's website www.ncca.ie. The expertise of the Early 

Childhood Committee and Technical Working Group also shaped Aistear (Daly & Forster, 

2009). This rigorous and inclusive approach has led to a framework for early learning based 

on research and draws from the contributions of a diverse early childhood sector. 

 

Children's learning and development are considered through four interconnected 

Themes: Well-being, Identity and Belonging, Communicating, and Exploring and Thinking; 

each Theme has different Aims and Learning Goals. Together these Themes describe important 

types of learning such as dispositions, skills, attitudes and values, knowledge, and 

understandings. The Theme of Well-being is about helping children to be confident, happy, 

and healthy. The Theme of Identity and Belonging is about helping children build a positive 

sense of who they are and feel that their family and community are valued and respected. 

Communicating is about helping children share their experiences, thoughts and feelings in 

various ways and for various purposes. Exploring and Thinking is about helping children to 

make sense of the things, places, and people in their world by interacting with others, playing, 

investigating, questioning, forming, testing, and refining ideas. The thematic approach bridges 

the developmental domains and moves towards a more integrated way of thinking about how 

children learn and develop. This holistic and cohesive conceptualisation of the curriculum is 

authentic, meaningful, and enjoyable for children. It supports children's growth and 

development emotionally, socially, linguistically, physically, cognitively, and 
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creatively. Children's interests and needs are at the centre of what and how they learn, 

providing for more connected and coherent learning experiences across early childhood 

(French, 2007). Each Theme also offers ideas and suggestions for the experiences the adult 

might provide to children, to help them learn and develop in the form of sample learning 

opportunities. 

 

Aistear is based on 12 early childhood Principles that are presented in three groups. The 

first group concerns children and their lives in early childhood and includes children's 

uniqueness, equality and diversity, and citizenship. The second group concerns children's 

connections with adults and other children and centres on relationships, the role of the adult, 

parents, and families. The final group concerns how children learn and develop through holistic 

learning and development, active learning, play, and hands-on experiences, which are relevant 

and meaningful, communication and language and the learning environment (NCCA, 2009). In 

addition, four sets of guidelines that describe professional practice focus on developing 

partnerships with parents and families, interacting with children, learning through play, and 

using assessment to support early learning and development (NCCA, 2009). 

 

Given the important role that curriculum frameworks play in guiding and enhancing 

practice (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, [OECD], 2021), 

curricula should be informed by recent and relevant research. As a result, this Literature 

Review forms one part of the process which contributes to updating Aistear (NCCA, 2009). 

Consultations with the sector, other stakeholders, and, critically, children from birth to six 

years also form part of the updating of Aistear. The Literature Review summarises recent 

national and international literature through the lenses of the four interconnected Themes, 

focused primarily on early childhood learning and development in the context of curricular 

frameworks. The Literature Review will ensure Aistear's continued relevance and impact and 

supplement the wider stakeholder engagement and consultation with educators and children. 

As such, content and guidance must be responsive to the context of children's lives and 

grounded in empirical evidence, international discourse, and meaningful policy frameworks 

that support curriculum, pedagogy and assessment for early learning and development (Wood 

& Hedges, 2016). 

 

This Literature Review aims to 

 

• consider the context of birth to six-year-old children's lives aligned 

with Aistear's Themes, Aims and Learning Goals 
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• provide a comprehensive review and summary of literature (2010-2021), with 

a focus on updating the research base that informs the Aims and Learning 

Goals of Aistear within each Theme 
 

• highlight and map the strengths of the existing Themes, Aims and Learning 

Goals of Aistear and identify any possible areas that require further 

development or refinement 
 

• identify, explore and map relevant research, empirical studies and evidence-

based approaches that inform the development of high-quality early 

childhood curricula 

 

Chapter One contextualises Aistear within the changing early childhood education 

and care policy landscape. It will describe the context of children's lives within the 21st 

Century, informed by available findings from the Growing Up in Ireland Study and the 

Children’s School Lives study. Chapter Two will present the methodological approach to the 

Literature Review detailing the research scope and search strategy as well as the processes of 

appraisal, synthesis, and critical analysis of the literature. In addition, a mapping table is 

produced for each Theme. Chapter Three focuses on children from birth to three within the 

four Themes of Well-being, Identity and Belonging, Communicating and Exploring and 

Thinking. The learning of children from birth to three years was originally not evidenced in 

this Literature Review and requires particular attention. In part, the absence of such studies 

reflects the scoping review methodology, which was underpinned by a focus on curriculum 

and learning. Furthermore, there are methodological challenges and limitations in 

interpreting the experiences of babies across contemporary literature more broadly. While 

much of the available literature focuses on children from three to six years, key concepts, 

approaches and practices are equally relevant to babies and toddlers. Chapters Four to Seven 

will present a detailed review of the literature on children's learning and the influence of 

high-quality early childhood curricula, learning frameworks, pedagogy, and practice. Within 

each Chapter, the literature is presented as it aligns the Aistear's Aims. 
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Chapter One: Setting the Context 
 
 

 

This Chapter begins by contextualising Aistear within Ireland's changing early 

childhood education and care (ECEC) policy landscape. Consideration is then given to 

the changed profile of the Irish population of children, reflecting the significant socio-

cultural change in ethnicity and diversity of languages, with particular recognition of 

Gaeilge, as Ireland's national and first official language. The Chapter concludes with a 

discussion on children's life experiences informed by available findings from the 

Growing Up in Ireland Study. 

 

The Changing Early Childhood Education and Care Policy Landscape in Ireland 
 

ECEC in Ireland has developed significantly since the Child Care Act in 1991 

(Government of Ireland [GoI], 1991). The Act led to the Childcare (Pre-school) Regulations 

(GoI, 1996, revised in 2006). Initially, ECEC was seen as an enabler for women entering the 

workforce, with subsequent European funding available to develop 'childcare' services. 

Simultaneously, Ireland ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(United Nations, 1989) in 1992, which placed children's rights at the centre of social and 

political agendas. The view that early childhood is a critical time of rapid learning and 

development appeared to gain ground (UNICEF, 2019). The White Paper, Ready to Learn 

(GoI, 1999), foregrounded the Government's intent to progress the development of high-

quality education before formal schooling for young children, with a special emphasis on 

those experiencing educational inequality. Arising from the White Paper, Aistear (NCCA, 

2009) and Síolta, the National Quality Framework (Centre for Early Childhood 

Development & Education, [CECDE], 2006) emerged, both of which guided early childhood 

educators in supporting very young children's learning. This was significant progress as it is 

clear that children's early learning and development is a function of the everyday 

experiences and the people they encounter in the range of settings that children occupy, from 

birth to six years of age. 
 

A key milestone event was the development of a universal, funded Early Childhood 

Care and Education (ECCE) programme for one year before formal schooling; this became 

available in 2010. The programme was extended to fund two years in 2018. Tusla, the Child 

and Family Agency, was established on the 1st January 2014 and is the dedicated State 

agency responsible for improving wellbeing and outcomes for children. It represents a 

comprehensive reform of Ireland's child protection, early intervention and family support 
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services. Better Start, the National Early Years Quality Development Service, was launched 

in May 2015. This initiative seeks to promote and enhance inclusive, high-quality ECEC for 

children from birth to six. Better Start is managed by the Department of Children, Equality, 

Disability, Integration and Youth (DCEDIY) and hosted by Pobal. Education-focused 

inspections (EYEI) were introduced in 2016 with the potential to develop the professional 

practice "of those participating in the ECCE Programme, to use the Aistear and Síolta 

frameworks to support self-evaluation and review processes" (Department of Education and 

Skills [DES], 2018a, p. 8). Better Start works in close cooperation with the National Early 

Years Inspectorate at Tusla and with the Early Years Inspectorate at the Department of 

Education (DE) to ensure consistency of approach and a shared understanding of early years’ 

quality. The development of an online resource - the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide, supports 

the implementation of both frameworks and replaces the previous Aistear Toolkit (NCCA, 

2016). Other milestone events include the establishment of the Access and Inclusion Model 

(AIM) to create a more inclusive environment in ECEC settings (Department of Children and 

Youth Affairs [DCYA], 2016). AIM provides educators with mentoring support with 

different levels of universal and targeted early intervention assistance for children with 

additional needs and has proved effective (Frontier Economics, 2020). These supports are 

available for children availing of the ECCE scheme. The Diversity, Equality and Inclusion 

Charter and Guidelines published in 2016 by the DCYA, accompanying the AIM 

programme, apply to all practices in ECEC. The Charter and Guidelines are intended to 

support educators in guiding all children's learning and development in ECEC to promote 

diversity and inclusion (DCYA, 2016). 
 

Perhaps the greatest progress since Aistear was published in 2009 has been 

enhancing the quality of children's experiences through increased qualifications in the ECEC 

sector. In 2010, at the introduction of the ECCE programme, there was no minimum 

qualification for staff; the ECCE contract specified that 'room leaders' should have a 

National Framework for Qualifications (NFQ) Level 5 qualification. The mandatory 

minimum qualifications for those working in an ECEC commenced in 2016. The ECCE 

programme contractual requirement was raised to Level 6 (NFQ). There is also a 

requirement in the ECCE contract that services must provide "an appropriate educational 

programme" that "adheres to the principles of" Síolta and Aistear (DCEDIY, 2022). 
 

There was an expansion, validation and further development of relevant education and 

training programmes from levels five to nine on the NFQ and through the introduction of 

professional award-type descriptors at NFQ levels five to eight by Quality and Qualifications 
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Ireland (QQI, 2019). This development continued with the introduction of new courses by 

further and higher education providers and the publication in 2019 of Professional Award 

Criteria and Guidelines for initial professional education (level seven and level eight) degree 

programmes in ECEC (DES, 2019). A Qualifications Advisory Board was established in 
 
2020 to assess degree programmes against these Criteria and Guidelines. Aistear is 

embedded in both developments (Frontier Economics, 2020). According to the annual ECEC 

sector profile report 2020-2021, the majority of staff working directly with children in 

ECEC settings have qualifications at NFQ Level 5 or higher at 97%, and 72% have 

qualifications at NFQ Level 6 or higher; this represents an increase of 1% for both 

qualification levels compared to 2019/20 (Pobal, 2021). Comprehensive research reviews 

conclude that training and qualifications positively impact educators' ability to provide 

responsive, nurturing, sensitive care and education to enhance young children's development 

and learning (Melhuish et al., 2015). 
 

The First 5, the Whole-of-Government Strategy for Babies, Young Children and their 

Families, 2019-2028, published in 2019, provides a range of commitments to strengthen the 

infrastructure that supports the early childhood system, in particular, a "skilled and 

sustainable professional workforce". The Strategy sets a goal of at least 50% of staff working 

directly with children in centre-based settings holding an appropriate degree-level 

qualification by 2028 (GoI, 2019, p.110). Other significant commitments in First 5 include 

the development of Ireland's second workforce development plan. Nurturing Skills: The 

Workforce Plan for Early Learning and Care and School Age Childcare, 2022 – 2028, was 

published in 2022 (DCEDIY). The commitments made in Nurturing Skills are important in 

the context of updating Aistear, in particular, the full rollout of the National Síolta Aistear 

Initiative (NSAI) by 2028 (see further explanation of the NSAI on p.22). The rollout of the 

NSAI will include “the redevelopment of CPD resources into a new blended format”, 

combining online and face-to-face delivery (DCEDIY, 2022, p.10). Síolta will be 

redeveloped into a national self-evaluation framework building on the Aistear Síolta Practice 

Guide. A commitment to the development of a national policy to embed the key person 

approach across all ECEC settings is also specified in the document. Furthermore the 

National Action Plan for Childminding 2021 – 2028 (DCEDIY, 2021) sets out an incremental 

and supportive pathway to bring paid, non-relative childminders currently eligible to register 

with Tusla into the scope of regulation and support, enabling more childminders to access 

Government subsidies. First 5 commits to funding support to help all regulated childminders 

achieve a minimum qualification by 2028 (GoI, 2019, p.110). 
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Other significant policy developments where Aistear is currently embedded are the 

National Strategy for Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life 2011-2020 (DES, 2011, 

2017) and the Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) policy (DES, 
 

2017). The Literacy and Numeracy Strategy sets a clear vision for raising standards in 

literacy and numeracy from the early years on (DES, 2017). The focus is on the curriculum in 

ECEC settings. The actions include comprehensively implementing Aistear, using the Aistear 

Síolta Practice Guide, and building reflective practice and self-review "with an emphasis on 

literacy and numeracy development based on the Aistear framework" reinvigorate literacy 

and numeracy in day-to-day experiences of children (DES, 2017, p.32). It references the 

Primary Language Curriculum/ Curaclam Teanga na Bunscoile, introduced in 2016 to 

children in junior infants to second Class in primary schools. "The new curriculum offers an 

exciting opportunity not just for language learning but also for literacy development. It will 

also allow for the revisiting of Aistear to strengthen the messaging around literacy and 

numeracy" (DES, 2017, p.35). The Strategy was under revision in 2022. The STEM 

education policy statement (2017-2026) acknowledges that there is the need for "a national 

focus on STEM education in our early years settings and schools to ensure we have an 

engaged society and a highly-skilled workforce in place" (DES, 2017, p.5). The need for 

children from early childhood to have multiple and varied opportunities in STEM exploration 

and discovery learning is stated (DES, 2017). Aistear's Themes of exploring and thinking, 

communicating, well-being and identity and belonging are referenced as Level one for 

children "to develop their STEM knowledge and skills in an integrated and engaging way" 

(DES, 2017, p.6). 

 

Current Status and Brief History of Governance of ECEC in Ireland 
 

The responsibility at government level for ECEC in Ireland is currently shared 

between the Department of Education (DE) and the Department of Children, Equality, 

Disability, Integration and Youth (DCEDIY). ECEC in Ireland has been described as being 

developed in a "piecemeal fashion" and the ECEC system as "fragmented" (OECD, 2021, 

p.39). When Aistear was launched in 2009, policy responsibility for ECEC was held with the 

first Office for the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA) under the then 

Department of Health and Children. For the first time, staff working on education for early 

childhood in the then Department of Education and Science were co-located in the OMCYA 

to provide a joined-up government approach to developing policy and delivering services for 

children. This was a crucial development as, up to that point, the policies which emerged 

from those Departments were implemented separately despite the fact they related to the 
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same population of children and strengthened the artificial divide between care and 

education (Hayes, 2005). As identified in the OECD's first review of ECEC policy and 

practice in Ireland, "for early childhood specialists, this division is arbitrary and 

unsatisfactory: education and care are inextricably intertwined"(2004, p. 15). In a welcome 

development, the OMC transferred to the Department of Children and Youth Affairs 

(DCYA) when it was established in 2011 (Frontier Economics, 2020). 
 

The DCYA held responsibility for the governance, oversight, policy development, 

funding and implementation of ECEC in most settings other than primary schools (Frontier 

Economics, 2020). In line with the Programme for Government (Department of the 

Taoiseach, in 2020), DCYA became known as the Department of Children, Equality, 

Disability, Integration and Youth (DCEDIY). The Department of Education (DE, 

previously known as the Department of Education and Skills, works in coordination with 

DCEDIY through its Early Years Policy Unit. The DE oversees the education-focused 

inspections, curriculum development, the criteria and guidelines for further and higher 

education programmes for early childhood educators, operates 40 Early Start pre-schools 

(located in primary schools in areas designated as disadvantaged) and provides funding for 

provision to some children with disabilities (Frontier Economics, 2020). Children in junior 

and senior infant classes in the primary school system (aged from four to six years) are the 

responsibility of the DE. Children are required by law to start formal schooling at six years. 

While approximately 58% attend ECEC settings, 40% of four-year-olds and almost all five-

year-olds attend primary school (O'Sullivan & Ring, 2018). 
 

ECEC is delivered through private, community, commercial and the state sector 

(Neylon, 2014, p.99). Teachers in infant classrooms must implement the Primary School 

Curriculum (PSC, NCCA, 1999) while recognising the principles of Aistear (Mannion, 
 

2019). The NCCA is reviewing and redeveloping the primary curriculum. The draft Primary 

Curriculum Framework connects with Aistear and the Framework for Junior Cycle to 

promote continuity and progression in children's learning. The principles of teaching and 

learning build on the Principles in Aistear and connect with the principles of the Junior Cycle 

Framework. The key competencies and broad curriculum areas in stages 1 and 2 (children in 

junior infants to second class classrooms) extend and build on children's prior learning 

shaped through Aistear's Themes. This commitment to ensuring that the redeveloped 

Primary School Curriculum reflects more fully the Principles underpinning Aistear is 

acknowledged in First 5 (GoI, 2019), ensuring continuity between the provision of ECEC 

and the early years of primary school. 
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Ireland is currently pursuing a policy agenda for improving ECEC, manifested by 

its invitation to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development to conduct a 

second review of the ECEC sector (OECD, 2021). The policy commitments are to improve 

access to and affordability, and quality of ECEC provision. Ongoing reforms are centred on 

the ECEC workforce, the funding system, home-based ECEC provision and governance of 

the sector. The review focuses on policies in the area of workforce development and quality 

assurance, and improvement (OECD, 2021). It is reported that the review of Aistear 

"provides a welcomed opportunity to create new momentum for improving the ability of 

providers to self-evaluate if accompanied by a well-resourced programme of advice, 

training and support" (OECD, 2021, p.19). 
 

Amongst the many opportunities outlined above, it is acknowledged that significant 

"challenges remain … in ensuring the workforce is appropriately qualified, skilled and 

supported for its important role in children's learning" (DCEDIY, 2022, p.30). Low status and 

poor remuneration persist for those working in ECEC settings (O'Sullivan & Ring, 2018). 

There is an urgency to address these issues, given their potential to impede children's learning 

and development. Other challenges have been outlined to include that a play-based pedagogy 

may not be practised consistently in ECEC settings. Some staff use more formal pedagogical 

approaches alongside play, for example, flashcards, join-the-dots activities, direct instruction 

and, in some cases, homework (Ring et al., 2016). Others use programmes employed in 

primary classrooms to prepare children for school, contrary to Aistear guidelines and 

professional practice with this age group (Frontier Economics, 2020). The review of the first 

year of the education-focused inspections revealed that educators performed well in 

understanding children's needs and undertaking observations, in line with Aistear's 

guidelines. However, the balance between child-directed and adult-directed experiences was 

challenged, as was adhering to the principles of Aistear (DES Inspectorate, 2018). 

 

Implementation of Aistear 
 

There have been successful continued professional learning and development 

initiatives that can be built on to support the sector in its practice. From 2011 to 2013, the 

NCCA, in collaboration with Early Childhood Ireland, conducted the Aistear in Action 

initiative (AiA) to pilot support for providers to enhance practice and share examples of the 

ECCE programme in action supported by Aistear. The AiA featured a multi-strand mentoring 

approach to include monthly on-site visits to each setting, action research where the 

participants evaluated their practice and identified actions/areas for development, continued 
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professional learning and development cluster groups, and large seminars. The mentors 

operated "as co-researchers, critical friends, change agents and practice specialists, 

providing motivation, feedback, expertise, support and training" (Daly et al., 2014, p. 175). 

The use of technology was encouraged, video cameras and laptops were utilized to enable 

capture of the dynamic and interactive nature of children's learning and development. The 

mentors observed, modelled and video-recorded the sessions, and gave immediate feedback. 

The impact of the AiA on children was profound; "the children experienced a more child-led 

and holistic curriculum that respected and built upon their interests and connected with their 

communities" (Daly et al., 2014, pp. 180-181). The role of the adult changed from a 

directive, adult-led pre-planned curriculum to a child-led curriculum, which emerged 

building on children's interests with the adult as a facilitator (Daly et al., 2014). The National 

Síolta Aistear Initiative (NSAI) was established in 2016 to support the coordinated roll-out 

of Síolta and Aistear. The Initiative arose in response to findings from a survey in 2015, 

which identified a gap in knowledge and skills among ECEC educators to support the 

educational development of children in ECEC (DES, 2018). The DE is leading the initiative 

in collaboration with the DCEDIY (who fund the Initiatve), Better Start and the NCCA. The 

Initiative brings together all State supports for Aistear and Síolta and includes mentoring and 

continued professional development and learning. Practical supports were developed and 

provided in the Aistear Toolkit and the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide. The further rollout of 

the NSAI is a welcome development as proposed in First 5 (GoI, 2019). 

 

 

The Changing Profile of Children under Six Years in Ireland 
 

Ireland has experienced profound economic, demographic, cultural and social change 

since the 1980s. Ireland was a homogeneous society and culture; the vast majority of people 

were white, English-speaking and Catholic (Inglis, 2016). Ireland is an increasingly 

multicultural society, as reflected in the first results of the Census 2022 released by the Central 

Statistics Office (CSO). It established that Ireland's population is 5,123,536, a 7.6% increase on 

the Census 2016 due partly to net inward migration of 190,333 people. The Irish population 

exceeds five million in the first Census since 1851 (CSO, 2022). 
 

Aistear is grounded in the construction of childhood in which children are seen as 

competent, active learners who are unique individuals capable of making decisions. Young 

children participate in the socio-cultural contexts of the family, the community and society 

with their unique ethnic identity (French, 2007). The annual survey compiled by Pobal on 
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ECEC and school-aged childcare revealed that 65% of services reported having at least one 

child for whom neither English nor Irish was a first language, 17% of respondents reported 

Traveller children attending their service, and 7% of respondents reported having at least one 

Roma child attending their service. Services reported that 75% had at least one child with a 

disability. Despite children’s increased access to early childhood settings, a recent Irish study 

suggests that educators do not have sufficient knowledge to offer a truly inclusive 

environment in the context of additional needs (Roberts & Callaghan, 2021). The 

increasingly diverse population of children presents pedagogical practice opportunities and 

challenges. Accessible information is required to support understandable communication 

with a diverse set of parents, families and communities. The Diversity, Equality and 

Inclusion Charter and Guidelines provide information for educators to support children with 

diverse cultural backgrounds and those from Traveller and Roma communities (DCYA, 

2016). In 2018, at the request of DES, the NCCA undertook an audit of Traveller culture and 

history in the curriculum, which included opportunities to integrate aspects of Traveller 

culture into Aistear. Further research was recommended to ascertain how Traveller children's 

sense of identity and belonging is supported in ECEC settings and how inclusive settings are 

(NCCA, 2018). The Guidelines also outline inclusive provisions concerning gender, LGBT, 

and religious and non-religious beliefs (DCYA, 2016). Implementing the Diversity, Equality 

and Inclusion Guidelines for all children in Ireland, in the context of an increasingly diverse 

and multicultural society and a broad range of needs, is essential. 
 

Information for educators to support children whose home language is not English or 

Irish is provided (DCYA, 2016). This includes guidelines on how children typically progress 

with a second language and methods of working with the child and the family. Information 

for educators working with and for the parents of children whose home language is not 

English or Irish is also available through the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide. 
 

Irish is the oldest spoken literary language in Europe and is a unique part of Ireland's 

culture and heritage (GoI, 2010). Irish is the first official language of the Republic of Ireland, 

and English is recognised as the second official language. Census figures show that Irish is 

spoken as a daily language outside of the education system by 1.7% of the population (CS0, 

2017). It is a unique minority language, meaning it is not a majority language in any other 

jurisdiction (van Dongera et al., 2017). Similar to other Celtic languages such as Scottish 

Gaelic and Welsh, Irish is an endangered minority language depending on a small pool of 

speakers for its survival (Ó Giollagáin & Charlton, 2015; Ó Giollagáin et al., 2007; Ó 

Murchadha & Migge, 2017). Gaeltacht areas, where 2% of the population live and Irish was 
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traditionally spoken as a community language, witnessed an 11% drop in daily Irish 

speakers between 2011 and 2016 (CSO, 2017). Intergenerational transmission of a 

language is at the crux of its survival (Fishman, 1991). Yet, the number of children with 

Irish as a home language is seriously declining and no longer sufficient to ensure the 

language's viability (Ó Giollagáin & Charlton, 2015). A recent analysis shows that only 

23% of families in official Gaeltacht regions are raising their children through Irish (Ní 

Chuaig et al., 2021). This is despite additional emphasis being "placed on gaining 

improvements in literacy for and through the Irish language" (DES, 2017, p.8). The 

education system is central to government goals of Irish language enrichment, maintenance, 

and revival of Irish as a national language (GoI, 2010; 2018). 
 

Irish is taught as a compulsory subject in all schools in the Republic of Ireland, and 

8% of primary schools are Irish-medium (Gaeloideachas, 2022). Pobal (2022) reported that 

7% of respondents in 2020/2021 provided services through the Irish medium and that these 

settings were more prevalent in urban areas. Irish is the language of communication in Irish-

medium schools; all subjects except English are taught through the medium Irish. Irish 

language preschools Naíonraí also use Irish as the communicative language of the setting and 

instruction language. ECEC is of critical importance to support children's early acquisition of 

Irish, children's socialisation through Irish, the use of Irish as a home language, and Irish as a 

community language in Gaeltacht areas (DES, 2016; 2021; GoI, 2018; Péterváry et al., 
 

2014). A strong foundation in literacy skills in Irish in the early years is important to support 

children's language acquisition (Péterváry et al., 2014). Irish-medium education at preschool 

is also important to support children's transition to Irish-medium primary education (DES, 

2016). 
 

Language use in the home is the most influential factor in children's language 

competency in minority languages over and above that which can be achieved through 

education (De Houwer, 2009; Gathercole et al., 2009; O'Toole & Hickey, 2016). Strong links 

between Irish-medium early childhood settings and home are vital to support the use of Irish 

as a home language and, in turn, the viability of the language (DES, 2016; DE, 2021; Hickey, 

2021). Families need support in developing a family language policy (Curdt-Christiansen, 
 
2018) that supports the use of Irish in the home (Hickey, 2021). A first language (L1) is the 

native language or mother tongue that a person has been exposed to from birth. L2 is the second 

language. L1 speakers of Irish face similar challenges of early childhood bilingualism and 

fostering home language acquisition as other L1 speakers of national heritage languages 

(Hickey, 2021). The decline in intergenerational transmission, along with high contact with 
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the majority language and L2 learners, impacts L1 language acquisition, leading to 

incomplete acquisition of the minority language and unbalanced bilingualism (Montrul, 2016; 

Péterváry et al., 2014). Péterváry et al. (2014) showed that L1 speakers of Irish had greater 

competency in English than Irish and that L1 speakers' language development in Irish begins 

to plateau at around three years of age as children begin socialising more outside of the home 

with more speakers of the dominant language. The Policy on Gaeltacht Education 2017-2022 

(DES, 2016) seeks to promote Irish-medium education in Gaeltacht areas and recognises the 

need for differentiated support for L1 speakers and L2 learners of Irish, as well as the need 

for establishing strong links between the use of Irish in education, in the home and the 

community. The Primary Language Curriculum/Curaclam Teanga na Bunscoile (DES, 2019) 

presents differentiated language learning outcomes for L1 speakers of Irish, L2 learners of 

Irish, and children learning through Irish in Irish-medium schools. A differentiated approach 

toward children's communication in Irish is needed in the early years to support the diversity 

of learners and the contexts in which Irish is learned. 
 

Learning Irish is beneficial to all children. Most children will learn Irish as a second 

language, and many will learn Irish as a third or fourth language. All children learning Irish 

as an additional language can transfer linguistic skills and strategies from other languages to 

support their learning of Irish. In turn, their learning of Irish will support language 

development in other languages (Cummins, 2021; Ó Duibhir & Cummins, 2012). 

Conceptual knowledge, specific linguistic elements, phonological awareness, metacognitive 

and metalinguistic strategies are transferable across languages (Cummins, 2021; Ó Duibhir 

& Cummins, 2012). Many cognitive, emotional, social, educational and economic benefits 

are associated with bilingualism and multilingualism (Baker & Wright, 2021). Learning 

additional languages from a young age can inspire an interest in language learning for life. 

As young children understand that they can communicate in different languages, the 

flexibility of thought can be enhanced, and children can appreciate the diversity of languages 

and the diversity of speakers of languages. As all children in Ireland can learn Irish as it is 

their right, ECEC has an important role in children's initial learning experiences of Irish. 

 

Children's Early Life Contexts: Growing Up in Ireland Study (Infant Cohort) 
 

Children's development is influenced by their early life contexts. Curriculum and 

learning frameworks must consider children's unique characteristics within the ever-changing 

complexities of their unique socio-cultural contexts and wider political systems (Alexander, 
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2009; Brogaard-Clausen et al., 2022; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; Buttaro et al., 2021; 

Yang, Tesar & Li, 2022; Yang & Li, 2018). Recent studies, grounded in Bronfenbrenner's 

bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994), highlight the complex and continuous 

processes that influence the experience of childhood and also question the 

conceptualisation of 'what is childhood and who is a child' (Yang et al., 2022, p. 2) within 

international curricula and pedagogical frameworks (Archard & Archard, 2016; Eek-

Karlsson & Emilson, 2021; Johansson & Puroila, 2021; Yang & Li, 2018). These studies 

reiterate the need to critically evaluate the influence of culture, values and social change on 

children's lives in an increasingly globalised and digitised world (Bohnert et al., 2021; 

Chan, 2020; Edwards, 2013; Hancock, 2017; Sadownik, 2020). 
 

Since the publication of Aistear in 2009, Ireland has witnessed significant economic, 

social and cultural change that influences and affects experiences of childhood and ECEC. In 

considering the development and enhancement of the curriculum framework, national 

longitudinal data, such as that from the Growing up in Ireland (GUI) study and the Children's 

School Lives study, helps consider trends and factors that potentially influence, mediate and 

moderate children's experiences within and across their unique bio-ecological context. The 

findings and publications from GUI not only describe the lives of children in Ireland but also 

present insights into the wider systems and proximal processes that influence children's 

development. This includes opportunities to monitor the impact of key policy changes, such 

as free GP care, access to early childhood education and care and economic recovery (Nixon 

et al., 2019; Smyth, 2017). Children in the Infant Cohort (Cohort' 08) were born in 

2008/2009 and were the first to avail of the ECCE programme, the initial implementation of 

Aistear in ECEC settings and other key policy developments in early childhood education 

and care. Findings from the Child Cohort were not considered as these children grew up in a 

different socio-cultural and economic context to those in the Infant Cohort. Understanding 

children's experiences and lives at the age of nine enables us to develop policies for much 

younger children, which are the focus of this Literature Review. The reported findings from 

the GUI Infant Cohort provide particularly helpful insights into lifespan trends in health and 

well-being, children's digital lives and the impact of the economic recession that can support 

the development of policy and practice and contribute to the development of the early 

childhood curriculum framework. The following presents a summary of key data across these 

three areas from the Official Publications from Cohort '08 (Infant Cohort), Wave 5 at nine 

years (McNamara et al., 2021; Growing Up in Ireland Study Team, 2018a; 2018b; 2018c; 

2018d; Williams et al., 2010). 
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Physical and Mental Health 
 

Children's physical health and socio-emotional well-being directly affect their 

development, participation and engagement within their families, communities and early 

childhood settings. Internationally, early childhood curriculum policies and frameworks 

promote the development of children's physical health and emotional well-being. Aistear 

(NCCA, 2009) dedicates significant attention to children's psychological and physical well-

being, highlighting the importance of children's relationships, activities and environments in 

supporting children's confidence, health and happiness (NCCA, 2009). Promoting child 

health and well-being are also key objectives in First 5 (GoI, 2019). The Strategy outlines 

commitments to supporting and enhancing the health behaviours of babies and young 

children with guidelines on healthy eating, physical activity and oral health (GoI, 2019). 

First 5's objectives align with an established body of research that recognises that early life 

experiences critically influence children's physical health trajectories (Bartik, 2014; Pope, 

2017; Stevens, 2013). 

 

Physical Health and Childhood Obesity 
 

The health of infants and young children (from birth to six years) is influenced by 

their immediate environments, experiences and relationships. Families and early childhood 

educators can positively influence children's nutrition, movement and activity levels and 

sleep, but this depends on the knowledge, materials, and opportunities available in 

communities and early childhood settings. The Growing up in Ireland Study provides 

insight and information on children's health and physical development. The study includes 

key health indicators such as children's weight status, general health and well-being, 

medical conditions and diet, and self-reported physical activity (McNamara, 2021). GUI 

also considers contextual factors that may influence children's health status, including 

family characteristics, socio-economic background and the physical environment. 

 

Children's first unsupported steps were typically between 12 and 13 months, and how 

they spent their free time was important for motor skills at age three. Most three-year-old 

children could use a pencil and play with small objects such as jigsaw pieces. Children in Ireland 

are doing well in infancy in terms of health (Williams et al., 2010). Findings from the GUI 

Infant Cohort ('08 Cohort) (McNamara et al., 2021) at nine years suggest that the majority of 

children (79%) are reported by their Primary Caregivers (PCGs) to be 'very healthy' at nine years 

old. Children's 'general health' for the cohort appears to have 'improved' 
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over time, with PCGs reporting more children to be 'very healthy, with no problems' 79% of 

the time as 9-year-olds, comparable to 74% at three years, and 76% at five years. Within the 

study, 24% of children were reported to have a long-standing illness, condition or disease in 

the overall cohort, with asthma (9%), eczema (3%), Autism Spectrum Disorder (3%) and 

respiratory allergy (3%) the most common conditions reported. The most common illnesses 

are skin allergies (eczema) and respiratory illnesses. Findings from GUI suggest that boys 

are more likely to be negatively impacted or ‘hampered’ by a longstanding health condition, 

illness or disability, with this pattern continuing in preschool and later years (Williams et al., 

2013). 
 

Despite relatively good levels of overall health, across the Infant Cohort, almost 1 in 4 

children are described as 'overweight' (18%) or 'obese' (5 %). These findings are aligned with 

national data from the Childhood Obesity Surveillance Initiative (COSI) survey (2020) that 

indicates 1 in 5 primary school children are 'overweight' or 'obese'. Both studies note that 

children from lower socio-economic contexts are more likely to have higher rates of obesity 

and that prevalence is higher for females, particularly in later primary school years 

(McNamara et al., 2021; WHO, 2022). Childhood obesity is a significant public health 

concern associated with poor physical and mental well-being across the lifespan (Millar et al., 

2017; Pope, 2017; Ray et al., 2019; Skouteris et al., 2017). 
 

Early childhood education and care settings are well-positioned to promote 

physical activity, varied and nutritious diets and build relationships with healthcare 

professionals and families. In an Irish context, existing practices such as the Healthy 

Ireland Smart Start training programme can offer insight into practices that promote 

children's physical health, positive lifestyle behaviours and emotional well-being within 

early childhood settings (see National Children's Network, https://www.ncn.ie). 

 

Mental Health and Socio-Emotional Well-being 
 

The Innocenti Report Card on Child Well-Being (2020) found Ireland's 'ranking' for 

child mental health to be poor, rated 26th out of the 38 countries studied. Findings from GUI 

(2021) suggest that in 2008/2009, most 3-year-olds and in 2017/2018, most 9-year-olds 

(Cohort' 08) had relatively low levels of difficulty (i.e. conduct or peer problems) and high 

levels of pro-social behaviours (i.e. kind and helpful) as measured by the Strengths and 

Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (McNamara et al., 2021). Three-year-old boys were more 

likely to be reported as having behaviour problems than girls, as were children in groups that 

experienced material and social inequality (Williams et al., 2010). Nine-year-old boys were 
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more likely to be described by their PCG as experiencing socio-emotional and behavioural 

issues, with 14% of boys being in the 'top' 10% of the 'total difficulties' compared to 9% of 

girls. Furthermore, children living in the lowest-income families, and those from one-parent 

families, were more likely to be in the group with the most socio-emotional and behavioural 

difficulties. 
 

Positive self-worth and life satisfaction support children's mental health and well-

being (Dwivedi & Harper, 2004; Street, 2021). The Innocenti Report Card on Child Well-

Being (2020) indicated that children in Ireland have the lowest rates of life satisfaction in the 

OECD/EU, with only 72% of children reporting high life satisfaction. More than 1 in 5 

children (28%) reported lower life satisfaction levels, with issues such as poor body image, 

bullying and school pressures attributing to these low scores (UNICEF, 2020). These figures, 

which report on the lives of 15-year-olds, are slightly poorer than those from the GUI, which 

suggest that 17% of 9-year-olds from the infant cohort reported their self-concept (Piers-

Harris II Scale) to be in the 'low' or 'very low' range, with boys (19%) 'marginally' over-

represented compared to girls (16%)'. (McNamara et al., 2021, p. 88). Nurturing 

relationships in ECEC settings are, therefore, pivotal to supporting young children's mental 

health and well-being. 
 

In Ireland, there is an increasing interest and commitment to developing trauma-

informed care and approaches in early childhood settings to respond to the needs of children 

that have experienced stressful or traumatic life events (Lotty, 2020). These approaches are 

grounded in three core pillars; a sense of safety, healing relationships and coping skills 

(Bath, 2008; 2015). There are recognised determinants that place children at risk of early 

childhood trauma; these conditions and experiences include poverty, lone-parenthood, 

exposure to drug or alcohol dependency, domestic violence, homelessness and parental 

mental health difficulties (Finkelhor et al., 2015; Herbers et al., 2014; Miller et al., 1999). 

GUI does not monitor 'adverse childhood experiences' as defined in trauma-informed 

literature; the study gathers information concerning 14 'stressful' life events, including 

moving house, parental separation, bereavement, serious illness and addiction 

(drugs/alcohol) within the family. The majority of 9-year-olds (59%) had experienced at least 

one 'stressful' life event, the most common being the death of a close family member (not 

parent, 37%), moving home (15%) and serious illness of a family member (14%). The study 

indicates that children that experienced three or more 'stressful' life events were much more 

likely to be in the top 10% of those experiencing emotional and behavioural difficulties. 
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While GUI indicates that most children experience good mental health, it is 

important to recognise that a significant percentage experience low self-worth and multiple 

'stressful events' that place them at greater risk of poor mental health and emotional and 

behavioural difficulties. The study suggests that children from disadvantaged social 

backgrounds are more likely to experience physical and mental health difficulties. The 

available literature consistently recognises the importance and value of high-quality early 

childhood education and care experiences in supporting children's well-being and positive 

mental health. This includes the value of warm, connected, and responsive relationships 

(Acar et al., 2019; Barandiaran et al., 2015; Becker et al., 2017; Edwards et al., 2016), safe 

and predictable routines (Brusaferro, 2020; Conroy et al., 2013; Herbers et al., 2014; Rossen 

& Hull, 2013) and support for the development of 'coping' strategies, such as; co-regulation, 

communication, self-expression, therapeutic play, conflict resolution (Bath, 2015; Camodeca 

& Coppola, 2019; Florez, 2011; Jenkins et al., 2017; Schaefer & Kaduson, 2006). 

 

Economic Vulnerability and Child Poverty 
 

Aistear was launched in 2009 during the economic crisis and financial crash that 

plunged Ireland into a serious economic recession. The percentage of families experiencing 

financial difficulties between the interviews at nine months and those at three years 

increased since 2008 (Williams et al., 2013). The 'Programme of Support' offered by the 

European Commission, the European Central Bank and the International Monetary Fund saw 

the implementation of austerity measures that resulted in ubiquitous cuts across health, 

education, social services, and public housing (FitzGerald, 2012; Robbins & Lapsley, 2014; 

Ruane, 2016). Ireland has been portrayed as the 'poster child' for austerity in the intervening 

decade, with a seemingly rapid return to economic growth (Roche et al., 2016). However, 

the impact of austerity continues to pervade public spending. There has been little recovery 

for Ireland's most vulnerable citizens, including those who are unemployed, experiencing 

disability and single-parent families (Watson et al., 2018). Throughout the recession, 

children fared worse than all other age groups on poverty measures, with children's 'material 

deprivation' increasing from 16 to 32 per cent from 2007-2012 (Regan & Maître, 2020). 

While at-risk of poverty and basic deprivation rates decreased from 2014-2018, children in 

Ireland are more likely to experience poverty and material deprivation than other age groups 

(Maître, Russell and Smyth, 2021). 
 

The Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2020 (Central Statistics Office, 

2021) found that almost one in ten children (8%) experienced material deprivation, with the 
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rate significantly higher (22%) for children living in one-parent families. The deleterious 

impact of material deprivation on children's development, health, participation and socio-

emotional well-being is well-established (Kalil et al., 2016; Lesner, 2018; Schickedanz et al., 

2015). The GUI reports show patterns of 'financial stress', with families reporting their level 

of ease or difficulty in making ends meet (Burke, 2020; Mc Namara et al., 2021; Nixon et al., 

2019). Between 2008 and 2016, there was a significant increase in families reporting 

'difficulty' or 'great difficulty' in 'making ends meet', from 13% in 2007/2008 to 25% in 2016. 

While this figure fell to 13% in 2017/2108, it still suggests that more than 1 in 8 children 

experiences material deprivation. This experience of poverty and financial stress negatively 

impacts parental well-being, parenting, quality of life and children's engagement and 

participation (Kalil et al., 2016; Nixon et al., 2019). GUI has consistently identified 

children's socio-economic status and deprivation as determinants of health behaviours, 

mental health and well-being (Maître et al., 2021; Namara et al., 2021; Nixon et al., 2019; 

Regan & Maître, 2020). High-quality curricular provision in early childhood can help 

mediate poverty's negative impact on children's lives and support children's cognitive and 

social-emotional development (Saitadze & Lalayants, 2021; Sylva, 2014; Sylva et al., 2007; 

Taggart et al., 2015). 

 

Children's Digital Lives 
 

The term 'Digitods' has been used to describe children born in a time of ready access 

to touch-screen technology such as smartphones and tablets (Holloway et al., 2015). Research 

demonstrates children from six months of age have increased access to, and use of, smart 

devices and can choose from multiple platforms to play games, stream videos, access the 

internet and document their everyday experiences anywhere (Bohnert et al., 2021; 

Cunningham et al., 2016; Green, 2019; Holloway et al., 2015). The mobility of smart 

technology and availability of internet access means that children can access screen-based 

activities and diverse digital and online content in multiple places, including home, ECEC 

settings and outdoor play spaces. 
 

Findings from GUI Wave 5 at 9 Years (McNamara et al., 2021) suggest that young 

children in Ireland spend prolonged periods on screen-based and digital activities (Murray et 

al., 2019; McNamara et al., 2021). Across the Infant Cohort, 92% of children had access to 

the internet, with over half (53%) reporting that they were allowed to use the internet without 

an adult checking their online activity. While many parents use remote parent control tools 

and remote monitoring programmes, GUI findings suggest that many children spend at least 
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some time online unsupervised. The most popular screen-time activities were playing games 

(on their own) (81%), video streaming (78%) and 'searching' for information (55%). Based 

on the parental estimates, the GUI data suggests that 80% of children spend at least 30 

minutes watching television on weekdays, with over half (56%) spending 30 minutes on 

other screen-based activities (i.e. smart devices, video games) during the week. On weekend 

days, half of the children in the study watched more than two hours of television and over 

80% of children spent at least 30 minutes per day on other screen-based activities. 
 

Bohnert and Gracia (2020) used data from GUI to examine patterns and effects of 

digital use on children's socioemotional well-being, reporting that high levels (3+ hours) of 

screen time (television and digital devices) were associated with significant declines in 

socio-emotional well-being. However, the analysis reflects that the risks and benefits of 

digital technology are highly nuanced, and the effects of digital technologies on children's 

development, learning and well-being are contingent on both the quality and quantity of use 

(Bohnert et al., 2021; Cunningham et al., 2016; Edwards, 2016; Marsh et al., 2019). Children 

from the Infant Cohort 08’ are described as ‘digitods’ in that touch screen smart devices 

have been available throughout their lifespan. These children bring important funds of 

knowledge about their digital lives into ECEC settings. These early experiences influence 

longer-term trajectories for their use of digital technologies and virtual lives. 
 

Given children's access to and engagement in digital technologies, early childhood 

curricula should seek to consider the possibilities and potential of technology to deliver high-

quality experiences that support children's digital citizenship through play, recording, 

exploration, and multi-modal literacies (Cunningham et al., 2016; Enochsson & Ribaeus, 

2021; Friedman, 2016). This will require support for developing educator knowledge, 

confidence and skills in using digital technologies (Barblett et al., 2021; Segal-Drori & 

Shabat, 2021; Vogt & Hollenstein, 2021). 

 

Children's School Lives 
 

Children's School Lives (CSL) is a mixed method, longitudinal study of primary 

schooling in Ireland, following two cohorts of children in representative samples of schools 

from 2019 to 2024 (Sloan et al., 2021). Within one sample, Cohort A, the focus is on children 

who began Junior Infants in September 2019 and will be followed through to 2nd Class. The 

data collection captures rich information about how primary education in Ireland is 

experienced from the perspectives of children, their families, teachers and school principals. 

The data collected covers six overarching thematic areas: school and teaching cultures 
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(leadership, curriculum, pedagogy and assessment); equality, voice and inclusion; well-being; 

engagement; learning outcomes; school transitions. Each year, questionnaires are 

administered to each of the participant groups in 189 schools. Thirteen of these schools are 

also case study schools, in which CSL researchers spend extended time exploring in-depth 

everyday practices in these schools. 
 

In relation to the findings from Cohort A (Junior infants), children were excited 

(46%) and happy (25%) to begin primary school and had positive experiences of their 

transition to school. Just a quarter of the children (25%) felt nervous. The family background 

reflects our increasingly diverse society. Parents identified as Irish (82%) some British (2%), 

and a total of 33 other nationalities were reported, the most common being Polish (3% of 

parents responding to the survey). The proportion of children in the sample reported by 

parents as having a long-standing illness, condition or disability was 9%. Three-fifths of 

parents (61%) were educated to degree level or higher compared to a national average of 39% 

in the Census 2016 (possibly reflecting greater motivation and ability to complete the 

questionnaire). The number of parents who consented and provided an email address was 

29% (477 out of 1,619 parents). Parents rated their child's social and emotional development 

favourably. Over two-thirds of parents reported over 30 children's books in the home. 

Teachers focused on making children's experiences fun and enjoyable to enable them to settle 

in well and build relationships with them and their families. Despite the challenges of limited 

opportunities to undertake professional learning and development concerning play-based 

approaches, access to resources and time, teachers are engaging in playful teaching and 

learning for this age group. Children's families deeply appreciate the efforts made by the 

teachers to create a positive environment and help the children settle into school. Overall, this 

research paints a positive picture of children's lives in Junior Infant classrooms. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The policy landscape of the ECEC sector has changed since the introduction of 

Aistear in 2009. We now enjoy a rich diversity within Irish society and longitudinal studies 

that will enable us to make appropriate policy choices. There has been considerable progress 

in several areas concerning the development of ECEC in Ireland. A few highlights include the 

development of a universal, funded programme for two years before formal schooling with 

accompanying initiatives and online resources to support the use of Aistear in practice and the 

increased expansion, validation and further development of qualifications of the 
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ECEC sector. First 5, which involves a Whole-of-Government Strategy, for babies, young 

children and their families, aims to strengthen the infrastructure that supports the early 

childhood system up to 2028. Many "early years services are still challenged to deliver 

curricular programmes and to use the principles and goals of Aistear … to inform planning 

and review processes" (DES, 2018, p. 17). It is, therefore, welcome to see a commitment in 

First 5 for a national plan to develop and implement Aistear in all ECEC settings for babies 

and young children, "including making the application of these frameworks a contractual 

requirement of … funding schemes and give consideration to, over time, making 

adherence to the frameworks a statutory requirement" (GoI, 2019, p.157). Aistear has the 

potential to support the delivery of a child-led, emergent and meaningful play-based 

curriculum that puts children's rights and interests at the heart of the curriculum. 
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Chapter Two: Methodology and Search Outputs 
 
 

 

This chapter presents the methodological approach to the Literature Review 

detailing the research scope and search strategy as well as the processes of appraisal, 

synthesis and critical analysis of the literature. In addition, PRISMA charts and 

mapping tables are produced for each Theme. 

 

Approach to the Review 
 

The Literature Review took a systematic approach, adopting a scoping review 

methodology (Arksey & O'Malley, 2005) to identify, explore and map contemporary 

national and international research on high-quality early childhood curricula that supports 

children's development and learning aligned with each of Aistear's four Themes. 
 

The scoping review methodology considers the extent of existing literature within the 

field of interest to explore characteristics, commonalities, and shared issues and identify 

potential research gaps (Arksey & O'Malley, 2005; Armstrong et al., 2011; Levac et al., 
 
2010). Scoping reviews offer a rigorous methodology that considers heterogeneous literature 

and studies within a broad Theme. While the selected studies and papers may differ in design 

and methodology, the scoping review allows for a descriptive overview of important themes 

and concepts rather than a critical appraisal or comparison of studies (Arksey & O'Malley, 

2005; Booth, 2016; Levac et al., 2010; O'Brien et al., 2016). 
 

This review applied the steps of the scoping methodology and framework developed 

by Arksey and O'Malley (2005), including a 'Consultation Exercise' (Arksey & O'Malley, 

2005, p. 23) that provided an opportunity for contribution and feedback from the NCCA and a 

peer review panel to inform and validate the key findings. The steps are as follows: 

 

1. Identify and refine the research aims 
 

2. Develop a search strategy to identify relevant studies 
 

3. Select studies that represent 'best-fit' with the research aims 
 

4. Map the selected studies 
 

5. Appraise, summarise and provide a narrative report 
 

6. Consultation Exercise (NCCA and Peer Review Panel) 
 

 

While the scoping methodology allows for exploring and mapping contemporary 

studies and literature relevant to Aistear's Themes, Aims and Learning Goals, the findings do 
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not purport to be conclusive. Rather, this Literature Review identifies key issues and 

emerging trends that can inform and guide the review and enhancement of the curriculum 

framework across the Themes of; Well-being, Identity and Belonging, Communicating and 

Exploring and Thinking (Grant & Booth, 2009; Levac et al., 2010; O'Brien et al., 2016). 

 
 
 

Research Aims 
 

Aistear plays a central role in children's experience and participation in early 

childhood education and care, and curriculum frameworks and guidance play an important 

part in enhancing quality experiences (Edwards, 2021). As such, content and guidance must 

be responsive to the context of children's lives and grounded in empirical evidence, 

international discourse and meaningful policy frameworks that support curriculum, 

pedagogy and assessment for early learning and development (Wood & Hedges, 2016). This 

Literature Review aims to contribute to updating the Aims and Learning Goals across the 

four Themes of Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework, ensuring its continued 

relevance and impact and supplementing wider stakeholder engagement and consultation 

with educators and children. The aims of the Literature Review are to: 
 

● provide a comprehensive review and summary of literature (2010-2021), with a 

focus on updating the research base that informs the Aims and Learning Goals of 

Aistear across the four Themes (Well-being, Identity and Belonging, 

Communicating and Exploring and Thinking) 
 

● highlight the relevance of the existing Themes, Aims and Learning Goals of 

Aistear and identify any areas that require further development or refinement 
 

● identify, explore and map relevant research, empirical studies and evidence-based 

approaches that inform the development of high-quality early childhood curricula 

 

 

Search Strategy 
 

The Literature Review considered scholarly research findings and relevant literature on 

early childhood education and care, specifically curriculum approaches and early learning 

frameworks that support and enhance children's learning and development from birth to six 
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years. The scope was restricted to peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters and 

scholarly reviews published in English in the last eleven years (2010-2021). Education 

Research Complete, ERIC International, Web of Science, and PsycINFO were the 

preferred databases, given the breadth and depth of international scholarly literature and 

educational research and the functionality of search features. Searches of Google Scholar 

and ancestry and citation searching of references from prominent authors were also used to 

identify relevant 'grey literature' such as early childhood curriculum policy documents, 

handbooks, reports and commentary. 
 

Key search terms were derived for each Theme using Aistear's existing Aims and 

Learning Goals (NCCA, 2009). Word Cloud software encodes word frequency information via 

font size (Viegas et al., 2009) was used to visualise key terminology for each Theme 

(Appendix 1). The more frequently a word occurred in the text of Aistear's Aims and Learning 

Goals for each Theme, the larger it is in the cloud. The word clouds indicate the frequency and 

focus within the Aims and Learning Goals to contribute to wider discussion and development 

of search keywords and terms. The Research Team considered the word clouds alongside 

Aistear's existing Aims and Goals (NCCA, 2009, p16-52) to ensure that the searches were 

grounded in the key principles and priorities of the framework. The research team then 

reviewed and redefined these terms as part of a wider consideration of key trends in policy, 

research and discourse in early childhood education and care. The terms and keywords were 

then considered across each Theme to ensure adequate coverage, avoid duplication and ensure 

continuity in searches across the four Themes. 
 

The agreed search terms were then prepared with appropriate Boolean connectors and 

expanders adapted to the specification of each database (Booth et al., 2016). The database 

searches use a 'thesaurus' function to the list of terms to apply consistent labels, and searches 

are completed for words that describe the same concept or variants of the same term, for 

example; 'well-being, wellbeing and well being' or 'early childhood, early years, kindergarten, 

preschool'. 
 

A Research Assistant applied the finalised search terms (Appendix 2) to the four 

databases (Education Research Complete, ERIC International, Web of Science, and 

PsycINFO) to ensure consistency. Searches were completed between November 2021 

and January 2022. Duplicates, commentary and book reviews were removed, and the 

remaining articles were exported to Zotero, a reference management programme. The 

references were then exported from Zotero to Covidence, a workflow tool that assists 

systematic data screening, extraction and appraisal. 
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Selection of Studies 
 

The search strategy yielded a significant number of searches, as detailed in Table 

2.1. The Research Assistant and one of the Principal Investigators completed the initial 

screening of titles and abstracts to determine whether the studies related to Aistear’s Themes 

and early childhood settings and curricula. The research teams for each of Aistear’s four 

Themes completed a detailed eligibility screening of the remaining papers, reviewing titles, 

abstracts, and full text, applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Studies were selected 

for full-text review and appraisal based on relevance to the Theme, early childhood 

education and care and curriculum design and development. 
 
Table 1 Summary of Screening and Selection  
 

 Theme Initial Screening Eligibility Screening Full-Text Review 

 Well-being 
852 180 33   

 Identity and    

 Belonging 334 170 38 

 Communicating 
653 190 55   

 Exploring and    

 Thinking 348 157 23 
     

 

 

Eligibility criteria (Table 2) were developed and refined for each Theme based on 

increasing familiarity with the literature during the initial screening. The review sought to 

identify studies, with no fixed research design, with a target population of children aged 

birth- to 6 years attending mainstream early childhood education and care. The purpose of 

the review was to consider studies that would identify areas of strength and potential areas 

for to enhancement of Aistear and the focus was on studies that considered early 

childhood curricula and learning frameworks to support children's early learning and 

development, pedagogical practices, and learning environment. 
 

Studies that focused on specialist approaches, provision or highly individualised 

interventions for children with special additional needs and or disabilities were not included. 

Studies were excluded if the focus did not relate to early childhood education and care (i.e. 

parenting programmes), and if the study focused on experiences delivered by specialist 

professionals, i.e. play therapists, psychologists or research teams or outside the naturalistic 

context of the early childhood setting. The rationale for this exclusion was that the context, 
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pedagogical approaches and findings cannot be easily generalised or applied to a 

national curriculum framework. 

 

Table 2 Eligibility Criteria 
 

Studies Participants Focus of the Paper 
   

Inclusion Criteria   
   

- Peer-reviewed - Children attending preschool - ECEC curriculum or early 
publication settings (mainstream learning frameworks 

- English only provision) - Aligned with Aistear’s four 

- Published 2010-2022 - Early childhood Themes 

 educators/teachers  

 - Age range of children: birth  

 -6 years  

   

Exclusion Criteria   
   

- Unpublished articles, - Parents - Parent-child interventions 
conference - Teacher in - Interventions delivered by 
proceedings, Education/Training non-school staff 

dissertations, Programmes (psychologists, play therapists, 

abstracts, working - Teacher CPD/ Teacher research teams) 
papers or technical Attitudes/Teacher Attributes - Interventions/ECE delivered 

reports. - Primary, Secondary or outside the ECE setting 

 Higher Education Teachers - Focus on special educational 
  provision (i.e. residential care 

  for children with profound 

  difficulties, specialised early 

  childhood provision, i.e. ASD 

  classes/ABA settings 
    
 

 

The PRISMA flowcharts (Appendix 3) illustrate the number of articles considered 

as part of each Theme's initial screening and quality appraisal. The PRISMA flowcharts 

also include any additional exclusion criterion based on the knowledge and insight of the 

research teams relevant to the Theme. The remaining studies were subject to mapping, full-

text review, and appraisal following screening and selection. 

 

Mapping of Studies 
 

The selected studies are reported in Tables 2.3-2.6 that map; Author (s), Year of 
 

Publication, Title, Key Themes, Publication and Location for each Theme. 
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Appraisal, Summary and Narrative Report 
 

The selected studies were subject to full-text review by the research teams. The 

process of full-text review required careful consideration of how the screened papers and 

studies aligned with the aims and objectives of the review. In particular, the studies were 

considered within the lens of the Theme, and with reference to Aistear’s Principles, Aims and 

Learning Goals within the broader context of international early childhood curricula and 

frameworks, and contemporary approaches to curriculum in ECEC. Given the significant 

variation in study design, sample and context, complexity and measures, it was inappropriate 

to compare the studies directly. Key findings and recommendations for each Theme are 

discussed in Chapters Four to Seven. Given a dearth of studies focused on the experiences of 

infants and babies (birth to three years) in the context of early childhood curricula separate 

searches and scoping was completed and Chapter Three presents contemporary literature on 

children from birth to three across the four Themes of Well-being, Identity and Belonging, 

Communicating, and Exploring and Thinking. 

 

Consultation Exercise 
 

The research team sought feedback and commentary from NCCA and a panel of 

internationally recognised experts in early childhood. As part of the consultation 

exercise, the feedback was sought concerning: 

 

● Relevance of the content to the Theme of Aistear (i.e. Well-being) and early 

childhood curriculum frameworks 
 

● Clarity of theoretical and conceptual foundations 
 

● Depth of reporting, including reference to relevant practice examples 
 

● Application to broader ECEC policy and practice 
 

● Specific suggestions for further refinement 
 
 

Feedback from the NCCA and expert review panel was considered, and 

adjustments were made to the final report to reflect additional sources of information, 

perspectives, meaning and applicability. This included a significant review of the 

reporting structure to align with the Themes of Aistear. 
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Chapter Three: Addressing the Invisibility of Babies and Toddlers in the 
 

Literature 
 

Author: Geraldine French 

 

Abstract 
 

There was a dearth of specific literature emerging on the Themes of Aistear in relation to 

curriculum and learning for children from birth to three years of age. In this Literature 

Review, the searches across the four Themes resulted in the identification of 149 studies, of 

which only 16 centred on curriculum and learning of children from birth to three years. 

Given the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment's (NCCA) commitment to 

highlighting the importance of learning experiences for babies, toddlers and young children, 

this Chapter responds to the gaps that emerged. This Chapter is written so as not to 

undermine the methodology adopted in this Review of Literature. 
 

Please note that while much of the available literature focuses on children from three to 

six years of age, key concepts, approaches and practices outlined in Chapters Four to Seven 

are relevant to babies and toddlers. In the context of the updating of Aistear (NCCA, 2009), 

this Chapter explores the importance of children from birth to three years, and the 

requirement to build relationships through a slow relational pedagogy in order to flourish, 

which encompasses all the Themes of Aistear. In relation to the Theme of Well- being, 

enabling attachments through a key person approach and the importance of physical activity 

are discussed. The Theme of Identity and Belonging focuses on a sense of self and the rights 

of babies and toddlers. The Theme of Communicating centres on oral language development 

and emergent literacy. Finally, the Theme of Exploring and Thinking highlights babies and 

toddlers as agentic active citizens and play as a means to support their explorations and 

thoughts. 

 
 

 

Introduction 
 

The learning of children from birth to three years was not evidenced in this Literature 

Review, and requires particular attention. Other reviews concerning early childhood curricula 

highlight the invisibility of babies and toddlers (Barblett et al., 2021); therefore, educators’ 

ability to plan for this age group is restricted (Davis et al., 2015). In part, the absence of such 

studies reflects the scoping review methodology, which was underpinned by a focus on 

curriculum and learning. Furthermore, there are methodological challenges and limitations in 
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interpreting the experiences of babies. In this Literature Review, 16 studies out of 149 

centred on the learning and development of children from birth to three years. In one study, 

the findings were explicit in highlighting the invisibility of infants, specifically concerning 

research and policy on nutrition and feeding practices in early childhood settings (McGuire 

et al., 2018). 
 

The literature searches discovered 33 documents on the Theme of Well-being. Of 

those 33, nine focused on children from birth or toddlers. Two studies stipulate that their 

sample/participants are aged from birth, but these studies do not make any specific reference 

to babies or toddlers; the content is related to older children (Baker et al., 2021; Engdahl, 

2015). Others (Clarke et al., 2021; Kangas et al., 2016; McGuire et al., 2018; Nekitsing et 

al., 2018; Svinth, 2018; Tonge et al., 2020; van Krieken Robson, 2019) broadly focussed on 

this age range. The 38 empirical research articles featuring the Theme of Identity and 

Belonging focus mainly on policy development for children from birth to eight years of age. 

Only one study (Shaik et al., 2021) is conducted with two to five-year-olds. Otherwise, there 

is no specific research on curriculum and learning for children from birth to three years of 

age. Of the 55 documents relating to Communicating, just 11 related to babies and toddlers, 

with the majority of those for children aged more than one year; these were all considered 

small-scale studies, with one Irish exception (McNally & Quigley, 2014). The 23 studies on 

the Theme of Exploring and Thinking contained six studies about children from birth 

(Cohrssen et al., 2013; Edwards & Cutter-Mackenzie, 2013; Engdahl, 2015). Hedges and 

Cooper (2014) focussed on children from six months; Franzén (2015) studied 13 one to 

three-year-olds in preschool settings, while Fleer (2011) included nine children from one 

year-and-a-quarter to four-and-a-third year in her research. 
 

Given the NCCA's commitment to highlighting the importance of children from birth 

to three years and the need not to undermine the systematic approach taken in adopting a 

Scoping Review methodology, this Chapter has been drafted to respond to the gaps in the 

literature that emerged. In the context of Aistear, this Chapter explores the importance of 

children from birth to three years and the requirement for them to build relationships through 

a slow relational pedagogy to flourish. Relationships are specifically encompassed in the 

Themes of Well-being and Identity and Belonging and, and it could be argued, 

Communicating and Exploring and Thinking. Topics are then addressed within each of the 

four Themes. Enabling attachments through a key person approach and the importance of 

physical activity are discussed under the Theme of Well-being. The Theme of Identity and 

Belonging focuses on a sense of self and the rights of babies and toddlers. The Theme of 
 

42 



Communicating centres on oral language development and emergent literacy. Finally, the 

Theme of Exploring and Thinking highlights babies and toddlers as agentic active citizens 

and play as a means to support their explorations and thoughts. 

 

The Importance of Children from Birth to Three 
 

Early childhood is a time of rapid learning and development. Neuroscience highlights 

that from birth to six years of age a child's brain has reached about 90% of its adult volume 

(Shuey & Kankaras, 2018). Synapses (brain connections from one neuron to another) 

multiply 20-fold in the first 1000 days, producing more than a million neural connections 

each second (Gerhardt, 2005). What is going on in a baby’s brains is “ nothing short of 

rocket science” (Kuhl, 2010). There is recognition that experience, not simple maturation, 

changes the brain and that all learning happens in the context of relationships. In other words, 

the brain is an organ that changes, in interactive and complex ways, through relational 

experiences with others (Lebedeva, 2018). This growth depends, in part, on the kind of 

experiences the baby and toddler receive as they learn and develop from the first day of birth 

in every context in which they find themselves. 
 

Repetition of positive and negative emotional experiences affects the brain’s 

architecture and creates mental working models that ultimately lead to how children 

construct responses to habitual events. Prolonged negative experiences in the form of ‘toxic 

stress’ (stress where babies and toddlers have no control over their situation) are a risk 

factor for babies’ and toddlers’ mental health, immune system, brain development, cognitive 

functioning, and emotional well-being (Dalli et al., 2011). The complexity of children's 

development at this age requires particularly nurturing and responsive support from the 

adults around them. 
 

Arguments as to why we should pay attention to children from birth in relation to 

supporting their learning and development are outlined elsewhere (see French, 2018; French, 

2019; French, 2021; Shuey & Kankaras, 2018). The arguments include: the under-estimated 

capacities of babies, the acceleration of brain development at this time, the research and 

public policies that focus on the impact of quality ECEC and young children's right to 

optimal experiences, the impact of poor quality ECEC, and finally how this particular time of 

life builds the foundation for all later learning and development. Strong early learning 

experiences “positively predict well-being across a range of indicators in adulthood, 

including general well-being, physical and mental health, educational attainment and 

employment” (Shuey & Kankaras, 2018, p.4). Indeed, it has been hypothesised that 
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substantially better outcomes for vulnerable young children who face adversity and educational 

inequality “could be achieved by greater attention to strengthening the resources and 

capabilities of the adults who care for them rather … than … the provision of child-focused 

enrichment, parenting education, and informal support” (Shonkoff & Fisher, 2013, p. 1635). 

This speaks to what educators do within relationships, environments and experiences in their 

daily care of young children (Benson McMullen et al., 2016). The approach to curriculum and 

pedagogy and the design of programmes appear to be vital (Leseman, 2009). 

 

Building Relationships through a Slow Relational Pedagogy 
 

Within Aistear, the importance of loving relationships is foregrounded. “Children 

learn through loving, trusting and respectful relationships” (NCCA, 2009, p. 6). Relationships 

form part of the underpinning principles of learning and development about children’s 

connections with others and are central to the Themes of Well-being and Exploring and 

Thinking (NCCA, 2009). The literature on babies and toddlers confirms the centrality of 

relationships emphasised within Aistear and promotes a slow relational pedagogy throughout 

all aspects of the daily routine, including care routines. 
 

It can be difficult for educators and policymakers to define pedagogy for children 

aged from birth to three-year-old. To do so requires a shift in thinking from the idea of 

pedagogy as "teaching and learning" to that of "learning and emotional nurturance" 

(French, 2019, p. 6). Combining the research evidence on 'relational pedagogy' with babies 

and toddlers in group-based settings (Dalli et al., 2011) with Clark's promotion of the need 

for time for listening, slow pedagogy, and slow knowledge, the concept of slow relational 

pedagogy emerges. Clark (2021, pp. 142-143) refers to "lingering, revisiting, rethinking… 

listening again or differently" or "dwelling"; this requires attention to tempo, pace, place, 

materials, the adult's role, and the discomfort of uncertainty. Very young children require 

sensitive, responsive caregiving from educators who are attuned to them, affectionate, and 

available, and who use all aspects of the daily routine to enhance their learning and 

development (French, 2021). In early childhood settings, "the routines of caring for children 

under age 3 (e.g., feeding, nappy changing) are equally important aspects of education and 

care" (OECD, 2020, p. 84). 
 

Babies and toddlers experience many transitions within their daily routines, which 

demand individualised support (OECD, 2020). A transition is a process of moving from one 

situation to another and taking time to adjust (NCCA, 2015, p. 297). Routines that are 

consistent and expected help to alleviate the potential stress that exists for babies and toddlers 
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when faced with changes. Young children benefit from the security of knowing what comes 

next but also that the routine builds on babies' natural rhythms and can bend when required 

to suit individual needs (French, 2018). 

 

Endorsing Aistear's emphasis on engaging with babies and toddlers, slow relational pedagogy 

involves meeting these care, play, and emotional needs of babies in a "consistent, calm, 

caring and respectful manner" (NCCA, 2009, p.18). Babies and toddlers need those around 

them to follow their lead and focus on them as people (not just the caring task). Bodily care 

routines are proactively seen by adults as opportunities for learning and managed in a calm, 

unhurried, interactive way, with the young child given time and space to eat at their own 

pace, to be held and physically moved with respect. As children develop, they are afforded 

increasing independence and opportunities to master skills, e.g., feeding themselves, climbing 

the steps to lie down on the nappy changing table. Clark (2021) asks the question, how can 

we be with very young children in a slow way? 
 

To apply this to the experiences of young children in ECEC settings, we can 

consider: How can we be together with a baby and toddler in a slow way when arriving and 

leaving the setting; when changing a nappy; when feeding; when sharing books; when 

playing; when outside? The specific features of engaging in a slow relational pedagogy 

include the importance of attunement, responsiveness, supporting intentions, emotional and 

physical presence, being an interesting companion, and self-regulation (see also French 2018 

and French 2019). 
 

Aistear affords the opportunity to strengthen the capabilities of those supporting 

babies' and toddlers' early learning experiences and development. All domains of their 

development are interdependent and the interconnected Themes of Well-being, Identity and 

Belonging, Communicating, and Exploring and Thinking support that understanding. 

 

Theme: Well-being 
 

In Aistear the Theme of Well-being focuses on developing as a person with two 

main elements: psychological well-being (including feeling and thinking) and physical well-

being (NCCA, 2009). This is important as studies focusing on well-being and health 

demonstrate the link between what happens in early childhood and later outcomes (Shuey & 

Kankaras, 2018). 
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Enabling Attachment through the Key Person Approach 
 

For babies and toddlers to become strong psychologically and socially, as 

recommended in Aistear, early childhood educators, parents, and carers must build 

attachment with babies and reciprocal (give and take), nurturing relationships (NCCA, 2009). 

Relational pedagogy for this age group is underpinned by attachment theory (Bowlby, 1997). 

Most babies form a strong attachment to their primary caregivers, who are usually, but not 

always, parents. The quality of the attachment between the baby and this primary caregiver 

needs to be mirrored in the early childhood setting between babies and educators (French, 

2018). Whilst Aistear endorses attachment, the mechanism through which attachment is built 

could be strengthened. Babies need the stability of an enduring and personal relationship with 

a person who will recognise that they have special interests. They can only begin to develop 

preferences in close, personal, daily interactions with someone who knows them well 

(Jackson & Forbes, 2015). “We can never remind ourselves too often that a [particularly 

young] child … is the only person in the nursery who cannot understand why he is there. He 

can only explain it as abandonment, and unless he is helped in a positive and affectionate 

way, this will mean levels of anxiety greater than he can tolerate” (Goldschmied & Jackson, 

1994, p.37). The relationship between the child and the educator is strengthened by using the 

key person approach. 
 

Goldschmied and Jackson created the concept of the "key person" in 1994 to offset 

the negative and disruptive impacts of abrupt changes in personnel for babies and toddlers 

related to high educator turnover (Jackson & Forbes, 2015). In Ireland, the annual staff 

turnover rate in the twelve months up to June 2019 was 23.4% (Pobal, 2019). Similar 

turnover rates exist in the UK (Jackson & Forbes, 2015) and internationally (OECD, 2020). 

This is detrimental to babies and toddlers as repeated 'detaching' and 're-attaching' to people 

who matter is emotionally distressing and can lead to enduring problems. Being "handled 

by many different people—each with their different way of holding, soothing, talking to and 

changing the child's nappy…impedes babies' sense-making" (Fleer & Linke, 2016, p. 9). A 

key person is assigned to, and has special responsibility for, a small number of children and 

helps each child build a special bond of belonging in the ECEC setting. Ideally, children up 

to three years of age should have the same key person who engages with parents in all 

transitions and intimate bodily care routines, benefiting from a secondary key person 

throughout the day (French, 2019). These practices contribute to the babies' and toddlers' 

positive outlook on learning and life and their sense of well-being. 
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Researchers from Harvard University report that "a vital and productive society with a 

prosperous and sustainable future is built on a foundation of healthy child development" 

(Center on the Developing Child [CDC], 2010, p. 2). A range of factors such as socio-

economic status, education, the mental health of parents, and the number of parents involved 

in a child's life are of great importance for babies' emotional and social well-being (Russell et 

al., 2016). High-quality care in a centre offsets the potential negative impacts of social, 

economic, and educational inequality and family factors. A key factor is the quality of 

children's experience (Russell et al., 2016). However, we know that the quality of babies' and 

toddlers' experiences depends on the quality of relationships between the child and the 

educator. Emotional well-being is supported by close, warm, supportive relationships that 

enable a person to express emotions of joy, sadness, fear and frustration, leading to the 

development of strategies to cope with challenging, new, or stressful situations (David et al., 

2003). In addition to the key person approach, creating a climate of trust; being an interesting 

companion with babies; supporting babies' intentions; self-regulation through interactions; 

and, ultimately, responsive communication with babies are all strategies to support the 

development of attachment and positive infant mental health (see French, 2018). It is 

important to focus on babies' and toddlers' mental health, to support their well-being, mitigate 

against adverse childhood experiences, and prevent emotional trauma through predictable, 

consistent nurturing. 
 

Aistear advocates for many strategies that enhance relationships between children and 

caregivers (NCCA, 2009). A relatively new concept, Infant Mental Health, has emerged and 

could be considered part of strategies to enhance the learning of all children, particularly 

those living in adverse circumstances. Infant mental health (IMH) is the state of emotional 

and social competence of young children (Morrison, 2014). Selma Fraiberg and her 

colleagues in Michigan, USA, originally pioneered the area of infant mental health in the 

1970s. IMH is an interdisciplinary field of theory, research, practice, and policy concerned 

with supporting the development of a young child's mental health by supporting the 

relationships between babies and toddlers and their primary caregivers (Simpson et al., 2016). 
 

A detailed exploration of the impact of parental mental illness, problem drinking, drug 

misuse, or domestic violence on children's health and well-being at different stages of life (risk 

factors) showed that the short and long-term consequences for children would depend on the 

combination of resilience and protective factors (Cleaver et al., 2011). Protective factors include: 

the parent's social connections (friends and family), practical support in times of need, 

knowledge of child development, ability to bounce back when challenged, and 
 

47 



children's ability to interact well with others and regulate themselves (Center for the Study of 

Social Policy, n.d.). Children experiencing risk factors do not necessarily display behavioural or 

emotional problems; many thrive and do very well. However, when more than one problem 

exists or risk factors combine the likelihood of problems for children increases. 
 

In relation to babies and toddlers, the younger the child, the more vulnerable they are to 

the impact of adversity and inconsistent and ineffective parenting (Cleaver et al., 2011). There 

is an increasing focus in Ireland on IMH. The Department of Children, Disability, Equality, 

Integration and Youth (DCDEIY) funds the Area Based Childhood (ABC) Programme, which is 

delivered through the Prevention Partnership and Family Support Programme (PPFS) within 

Tusla. Led by Youngballymun and Let's Grow Together, ABCs are placing infant and early 

childhood mental health needs at the forefront of their work and have published a Framework 

for Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health to address fidelity and consistency across 

Programmes (see Brocklesby & Scales, 2022). 
 

In addition to the risk factors mentioned earlier, poverty, homelessness, abuse, 

rejection by parents, absence of loving relationships, violence, and poor child-rearing 

practices are all potential risks. Chronic malnutrition in this period can affect cognitive 

performance, emotional well-being, infant mental health, social interactions, and physical 

agility. Children who are neglected or in a permanent or semi-permanent state of fear or 

stress demonstrate more language issues, "attention problems… academic difficulties, 

withdrawn behaviour, and problems with peer interaction as they get older" (CDC, 2016, 

p.15). In Aistear, infant mental health is about relationships between babies, parents, ECEC 

settings, and other services in the community. In ECEC settings, the following will support 

infant mental health (Morrison, 2014): stability and continuity of care; within that, responsive 

care manifested through individualised attention, sharing the baby's strengths with parents; 

noticing babies' subtle cues for attention; responsive care without over-stimulation; and 

cultural sensitivity to family values and parenting practices. The importance of the dynamic 

interaction of babies, toddlers, and their physical environment and the significance of play 

(see Exploring and Thinking below) in supporting babies' and toddlers' mental health is 

acknowledged (Weissman & Hendrick, 2014). 
 

Physical health is also crucial to well-being. "Physical well-being is important for 

learning and development as this enables children to explore, to investigate, and to challenge 

themselves in the environment" (NCCA, 2009, p.16). Early childhood educators and families 

must work together to support the physical well-being of babies and toddlers, including their 
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general health, rest, nutrition, resistance to infection, immunisations from 

certain diseases, and physical activity. 

 

Physical Health and Activity 
 

Aistear suggests various ways to enhance babies' physical activity, such as enabling 

them to explore and manipulate objects sensorially, strengthen their muscles, and crawl up 

ramps. Adults are encouraged to ensure toddlers get adequate rest and nutrition and provide 

opportunities to strengthen toddlers' muscles, refine skills, and enhance hand-eye 

coordination (NCCA, 2009). There is a sound rationale for those recommendations. 

International reviews have emphasised the variation in the provisions for and encouragement 

of physical activity in ECEC settings (O'Brien et al., 2018; Saunders et al., 2019). Physical 

activity should be built into the daily routine for all children, including babies and toddlers 

and the World Health Organisation has provided guidelines for physical activity, sedentary 

behaviour, and sleep to promote healthy routines and address rising obesity rates in children 

(World Health Organisation [WHO], 2019). Babies of less than one year should be 

physically active several times a day in various ways, particularly through interactive floor-

based play (more is better, see more on the topic of play in the Theme of Exploring and 

Thinking below). Babies that are not yet mobile should spend a minimum of 30 minutes in a 

prone position (tummy time) spread throughout the day while awake. Babies should never 

be restrained for more than one hour at a time (e.g., in prams, high chairs, or strapped on a 

caregiver's back), and screen time is not recommended. When sedentary, engaging in 

reading and storytelling with an adult is encouraged (see also Communicating below). 

Babies from birth to three months of age should have14–17 hours of quality sleep, with 12–

16 hours for those from four to 11 months, including naps (WHO, 2019). 
 

Toddlers aged one to two years should spend a minimum of 180 minutes in 

physical activity of various intensities (more is better). Toddlers should never be restrained 

for more than one hour at a time, and screen time is not recommended for children up to 

the age of two. From then, no more than one hour of screen time per day is recommended 

(less is better). 11–14 hours of good quality sleep, including naps, is recommended, with 

regular sleep and wake-up times. 
 

Movement is at the heart of well-being, learning, and development. Babies and 

toddlers should be active in everything they do – holistic movement experiences should be 

integrated into the day (White, 2015). Freely available spontaneous movement and play 

opportunities offer children much more learning potential than an adult-devised programme. 
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The environmental design, planning, and provision support spontaneous play and movement 

to maximise physical development (White, 2015). Babies and toddlers must experience 

fresh air outdoors daily for sound physical health. There are many benefits to providing 

outdoor experiences for babies and toddlers: 
 

● Cool and colder air improves appetite and energises people (of all ages); 
 

● Exercise and fresh air support babies' natural rhythm of sleep and wakefulness; 
 

● Cooler outdoor air generally contains more moisture and is easier on the body's 

airways and immune system than drier heated indoor air (see French, 2018 for 

more information on ideal outdoor environments). 

 

Research into toddlers' risk-taking and risky play experiences emphasises the 

opportunities provided by well-planned and exciting outdoor environments (Little & Stapleton, 

2021). Outdoor experiences and play put babies and toddlers in direct interaction with nature and 

living things, which is key to creativity and spirituality (NCCA, 2009). In Aistear, creativity and 

spirituality are conceptualised within the holistic learning and development principles and form 

one of the key Aims (NCCA, 2009). Humans (including very young children) have a deep-seated 

drive to search for meaning and values in their lives, which is afforded by spirituality (Daly, 

2004). "Spirituality is interactive and social; it needs language, rituals, nurturance, a 

community", and love is at its core (Daly, 2004, p. 218). 
 

Spirituality in children is manifested through their natural openness and joyful 

embracing of life; children's creativity and imaginations must be nurtured. Spirituality is 

broader than religion and is found in wonder, awe, responses to human and natural beauty 

in the environment, pain, and loss, accessing stillness and peace, living in the present, 

positive thinking and hope (Daly, 2004). Aistear encourages experiences of the natural 

environment outdoors for babies and toddlers (NCCA, 2009). This is appropriate as 

spirituality is presented in the literature as associated with feelings of belonging and 

connectedness, especially with strong relationships with people and surroundings (Baskin, 

2016). The role of early childhood education and care is not to occupy and amuse children 

but to offer real experiences that are absorbing, challenging, and authentic (Katz, 2010). For 

babies and toddlers, such experiences include being part of everyday life, engaging in daily 

routines, feeling the fresh air on their faces and having the freedom to explore. Emphasising 

spirituality in ECEC may allow for an environment of empowerment, acceptance, harmony, 

and a more authentic way of being together. 
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Creativity is part of spiritual development. Visual and tactile art, literature, rhyme, 

music, drama and free play are means of communication and can affirm a child's experiences 

(Daly, 2004). The act of creating offers an open approach to fresh possibilities, problem-

solving, ideas, and life. In the context of babies and toddlers slowing down, stopping and 

closely examining things that interest them, and marvelling at their discoveries form part of 

children's spiritual development in the company of attentive adults. 
 

As advocated in Aistear, babies and toddlers must be enabled to explore objects in a 

multi-sensorial way so that they can smell, taste, hear, see, touch, reach, grasp, lift, and drop 

objects and explore their immediate environment (NCCA, 2009). The relationship between 

listening and silence is highlighted. Being comfortable with silence allows for quiet pauses 

in the soundscape to connect with nature and cultivate the art of listening. "Current research 

suggests that a daily dose of silence is imperative to developing original thought and creative 

ideas" (Garboden Murray, 2022). 

 

Theme: Identity and Belonging 
 

Aistear's Theme of Identity and Belonging is about children developing a positive 

sense of who they are and feeling valued and respected as part of a family and community 

(NCCA, 2009). This emphasis is warranted as Ireland is an increasingly diverse society, 

and it is essential that children learn from birth to respect their own identity and that of 

other individuals and groups. As mentioned above, for babies and toddlers to develop a 

sense of identity and self-worth necessary to thrive and become confident, they must 

experience intimate, responsive, and trusting relationships. 

 

Sense of Self 
 

In the first few years of life, babies and toddlers are on a journey to discover and 

develop a "sense of self in relation to others" (Bruce, 2015, p. 56). As much of the research 

tells us, babies' thinking is more complex than was previously understood. Crowley (2014) 

cites research undertaken by Dondi et al. (1999), which provides evidence that new-borns 

have some awareness of self as distinct from others. The researchers demonstrated that new-

borns become distressed when they hear another baby cry, but not when they hear a 

recording of themselves crying. Babies are on a quest to know 'where do I', as a baby, end, 

and 'where do you', as another person (and the world), begin (French, 2018)? Babies need to 

see the impact they can have, for example, to kick at a mobile and make it move; 

experiences like this support the baby to see things as separate from themselves. 
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The capacity of babies to recognise themselves in a mirror and differentiate 

themselves from others is a clear indicator of a developing sense of self. Researchers placed 

babies from nine to 24 months in front of a mirror and observed their reactions (Lewis & 

Brooks-Gunn, 1979). Babies as young as 9–12 months indicated that they noticed the change 

in their appearance when rouge was placed on their nose by touching it. 
 

In the beginning, babies see others as thinking the same way they do. However, 

developments in cognition and language contribute to an emerging sense of self. Babies 

gradually develop a theory of mind (Manning-Morton & Thorp, 2015), realising that others 

have different likes, dislikes, thoughts, beliefs, and so on than themselves. For example, their 

friend likes yoghurt, but they do not. With increasing vocabulary and understanding that 

others differ, very young children begin to categorise themselves, for example, based on age 

(baby, 'big school') and being ('I a good person') (Crowley, 2014). 
 

The development of a positive sense of self (identity) is inextricably bound up with 

successful attachment relationships. Acquiring an identity as loveable, respected, valued, 

sensitive, open to new experiences, a curious inquirer and explorer all require the baby's 

consistent experiences of love, respect, affection, attunement, support, and positive 

responses to their initiatives by the majority of the people with whom they interact. 
 

Adopting anti-bias goals for early childhood education will support babies' identity and 

belonging. These goals are centred on the following four themes: identity, diversity, justice, and 

activism for all children (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2016, p.14). They are adapted for babies 

and toddlers here. To promote children's sense of identity, Aistear asserts that each child will 

demonstrate self-awareness, confidence, family pride, and positive social/group identities. This 

means that within early childhood settings, children's fore and surnames will be learned and 

pronounced properly, and they will feel they and their families are loved and accepted by the 

setting. In relation to diversity, each child will express comfort and joy with human diversity, 

accurate language for human differences, and deep, caring human connections. Babies should be 

exposed to opportunities that notice, name, respect, and celebrate differences, 'My skin is black; 

yours is white'. Social justice approaches encourage opportunities that recognise unfairness 

(injustice) and the hurt it causes and language to describe unfairness. Babies can learn from 

experiences of fairness in sharing toys, equipment, and time, and with the support of adults, 

become familiar with concepts of fair and unfair based on words, gestures, and expression. Even 

very young children have a sense of fairness and kindness toward others and the capacity for 

empathy. Providing children with supported experiences to notice and overcome unfairness can 

prepare babies to demonstrate a sense of 
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empowerment and the skills to act with others or alone against prejudice and discriminatory 

actions. 
 

Children's sense of self is connected to their self-esteem and how they feel valued and 

respected as part of a family and community (NCCA, 2009). Belonging is about having a 

secure relationship with or a connection with a particular group of people (NCCA, 2009). 

Babies and toddlers in Ireland come from a diversity of family backgrounds. Background can 

refer to an individual's ethnicity, culture, religion, and language of origin, in addition to 

social, economic, and family status. Culture refers to the ethnic identity, language, and 

traditions and includes factors such as: education, class, food, and eating habits, family 

attitudes to child-rearing, and division of family roles according to gender or age. Children's 

sense of self involves feelings of belonging, shared identity, and understanding. Cultures are 

neither superior nor inferior to each other. Culture is dynamic and evolves for individuals, 

families, and communities over time (Mathers et al., 2014). Ideally, professional practices 

reflect the families' values and beliefs and cultures of their communities (Dalli et al., 2011). 

As recommended in Aistear, in their work with families, educators embrace and respect 

difference (NCCA, 2009). The literature now recommends a move for educators to strive to 

become more culturally competent (Parkhouse et al., 2019; Trimmer et al., 2021) and to take 

culturally responsive actions. For example, effective programmes/partnerships include 

community engagement as a two-way process involving knowledge of the community served 

(cultural competency), leadership, authentic community engagement in decision-making, 

curriculum implementation, and a shared vision and goals (Trimmer et al., 2021). Parkhouse 

et al. (2019) recorded that approaches sometimes resulted in superficial and simplistic 

inclusion of minority figures or cultures without recognising the power differentials 

accompanying cultural differences. The importance of 'culturally sustaining pedagogy' (p. 
 

417) has been developed to emphasise that marginalised cultures and communities must be 

actively maintained, not merely accommodated and that cultures are complex and fluid (Paris 

& Alim, 2017). Culturally sustaining pedagogies are rooted in multicultural education, where 

the focus on equity marks a departure from the classification of culturally diverse students as 

having a cultural deficit (Kelly et al., 2021). 
 

Respect-based partnership with families is key, which means deeply engaging with 

families and in practices that promote diversity and inclusion. This involves sharing of 

information, skills, decision-making, responsibility, and accountability. There are three 

important dimensions of effective family engagement (Mathers et al., 2014). (1) Taking 

account of families' priorities, preferences, and cultural differences in all aspects of planning 
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and implementing the curriculum. (2) Ensuring procedures are in place for regular and 

continual two-way communication between educators and families. (3) Educators notice and 

respond to signs of stress in the family or other challenges to supporting children's learning 

and development (Mathers et al., 2014). Further details are provided in the Diversity, 

Equality and Inclusion Charter and Guidelines for Early Childhood Care and Education 

(Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2016). Through supportive family involvement, 

parents are recognised as the first educators of their children, with duties and rights to 

participate in their child's learning and development. Early childhood educators must be 

sensitive to a family's standards and not undermine them, even if they do not agree with the 

family's concept of a 'good' baby. On the other hand, it is equally essential that educators 

protect the welfare of the community of children they have responsibility for (Katz, 2010); 

children also have rights which need to be upheld. 

 

Babies' and Toddlers' Rights 
 

In Aistear, children's rights are stressed in that they can express their rights and regard 

the rights of others (NCCA, 2009). The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

(United Nations, 1989) is the most significant basis for global policy development on behalf 

of young children, including babies. It requires that governments ensure that all children be 

respected as persons in their own right and places an obligation on national governments to 

make regular reports to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child. Lundy advises in her 

six-P framework (principles, process, participation, partnership, public budgeting, and 

publicity) that a rights-based approach requires explicit reference to the CRC. Meaningful 

participation means that children's views are given due weight; in other words, they have a 

voice concerning matters that affect them (Byrne & Lundy, 2019). Such an approach requires 

a focus "not just on rights-holders and their outcomes but also on their substantive rights and 

the information, resources and collaboration required to make them a reality" (Byrne & 

Lundy, 2019, p. 357). 
 

As part of these rights, babies and toddlers need help in making sense of their 

experiences in order to be able to express their rights and value those of others. The adults' 

role in early childhood is to aid children to 'improve, extend, refine, develop and deepen 

their own understandings or constructions of their own world' (Katz, 2010, p. 6). Babies and 

toddlers need educators to support them to explore and to narrate what is happening. They 

also need authoritative educators who acknowledge children's rights and exercise their very 

considerable power over children with warmth, support, encouragement, and adequate 
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explanations of the limits imposed upon them. Authoritative educators treat children's 

ideas, wishes, and viewpoints as valid, even if they do not agree with them – in other 

words, they treat babies and toddlers with respect (Katz, 2010). For example, some babies 

love to be hugged and kissed; others do not. Some children seek independence and 

autonomy without adult interference, while others prefer support and guidance. Katz calls 

this her "principle of optimum effects"; this approach highlights the importance of knowing 

about each child deeply and supporting its identity and belonging. The basics of optimum 

development for babies and toddlers are a sense of safety; optimum self-esteem; feeling 

that life is worth living; help with making sense of experience; authoritative educators; and 

desirable role models (Katz, 2010). Anti-bias approach and culturally responsive practice in 

ECEC are as relevant to babies and toddlers as to older children; adherence to the key 

principles will support all babies' identity and sense of belonging. 
 

Babies and toddlers arrive into ECEC settings with their interests and individualised 

agenda for learning which requires respect; this could be given greater emphasis in a revised 

Aistear. Children's interests emerge from their experiences and participation in family and 

community life; a 'funds of knowledge' approach is underpinned by this notion (Hedges et 

al., 2011). Children bring their personalised curriculum and learning experiences based on 

their unique contexts, are motivated to explore and learn through seeing, hearing, feeling, 

tasting, and touching. For example, a baby from an ardent GAA family will likely have 

jerseys, soft balls, and baby hurls and has experience of going to training, matches, and so 

on. That is part of her curriculum. In this context, the educator provides a curriculum which 

could include photos of the local GAA pitch, photos of siblings and babies wearing jerseys, 

teddy wearing a jersey, visits to the pitch, stories, and so on (French, 2018). As they may 

not initially communicate in words what they are thinking and feeling or their questions and 

interests, they rely on adults to observe and interpret their cues and give them a voice. The 

curriculum for babies and toddlers cannot be written in a list of what to do and when to do it 
 
– this goes against getting to know them, understanding their communications and 

responding (Fleer & Linke, 2016). The younger the child, the greater their inability to wait. 

Educators need to respond to babies and toddlers in the moment, focusing on their 

competencies, what they are communicating during the daily routines of feeding, nappy 

changing, going to sleep, and playing and exploring and responding appropriately; this 

requires intimate knowledge of the child, reading the signals of each and sensitively 

(French, 2021). Greater emphasis on babies' and toddlers' individual curricula, their rights, 

and supporting their voice to be heard could be highlighted in a revised Aistear. 
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Theme: Communicating 
 

In Aistear the Theme of Communicating is about children sharing their experiences, 

thoughts, ideas, and feelings with others with growing confidence and competence in various 

ways and for various purposes (NCCA, 2009). The literature endorses the criticality of focusing 

on communicating as a Theme. Studies, which cross disciplines from neuroscience, 

psychology, machine learning, and education, have further confirmed that language is 

developmentally linked with cognition and social processes (Dalli, 2014). A quality dimension 

in ECEC consistently identified in the literature for children under three years is the "support 

for children's developing communication skills through play and routines" (Mathers et al., 

2014, p. 38). Oral language development from birth to four years predicts reading 

comprehension in later years (Language and Reading Research Consortium 
 
& Chiu, 2018); therefore, the focus of this subsection is on oral language development 

and emergent literacy in the context of babies and toddlers. 

 

Oral Language Development 
 

What children communicate and express, from gesturing to babbling to speaking, is 

now highlighted in research, with a focus on understanding language acquisition and 

development in young children (Shiel et al., 2012). Early communication is led not by the 

mouth but by the hands through gesture, which is retained across the lifespan, e.g., babies 

point to things they want adults to see; as adults, we use our hands for emphasis or 

expressing a feeling (Novak & Goldin-Meadow, 2022). Gesture, combined with language, is 

linked to cognitive advancements, by affording an opportunity to see children's conceptual 

state and by playing a practical role in the learning process itself. Evidence indicates that 

delays in symbolic gesture production might signpost greater concerns for cognitive or 

language development (Novak & Goldin-Meadow, 2022). Educators use iconic gestures; 

this refers to a gesture that represents features of the object or the word's meaning. For 

example, gestures to demonstrate high or low, imitate sniffing a flower, or cupping hands in 

the shape of a ball while using the word. These gestures have meaning and are imitated by 

children who use them as symbols or signs (Novak & Goldin-Meadow, 2022). The use of 

gestures is not to be confused with baby sign language. Although proving popular for 

children less than three years old, there is "no convincing evidence that exposure to 

symbolic gesture intervention is associated with benefits in language acquisition for 

typically developing children" (Fitzpatrick et al., 2014. p 503). 
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Speech perception starts before birth and continues actively during the first months of 

life. Babies know a lot about language before they ever speak. Early vocalisation and 

babbling are critically important. While the sounds of 'bababaa…dadadaa' might seem 

unintelligible, they signal a very important stage in children's language development. 

McGillion and colleagues (2017) found that the age at which a baby starts to babble predicts 

when they will say their first words. Increased vocabulary acquisition is typically 

accompanied by: increased volume of early vocalisations at six months, increased complexity 

of babbling (multisyllabic, reduplicate [repeated syllables consisting of consonant and a 

vowel such as 'da da' or 'ma ma'], variegated (combine different sounds and syllables like 

'magaga') and specific use of consonants (Morgon & Wren, 2018). Whilst there is individual 

variation in early vocalisations, babbling is seen as a useful indicator for children who are 

later identified as language impaired (Morgan & Wren, 2018). Therefore, understanding early 

phonetic (speech sounds) development in babbling is important due to its contribution to 

speech and language development and potential for early intervention (Morgan & Wren, 

2018). 
 

Bilingual babies and toddlers (those who speak more than one language) not only 

keep pace with their monolingual peers but show enhanced development in some other 

aspects of their cognitive development (Sebastián-Gallés, 2010). Through language, children 

appropriate their culture, seek the cooperation of others in their activities, integrate new 

experiences into an existing knowledge base, and reflect on their actions. To provide 

appropriate scaffolding for children in learning and developing, a shared context of meaning 

and experience must be established; the adult often needs to interpret or expand on what 

children say, their gestures, and mark-making. Through shared experiences, children 

gradually make sense of the world and adult meaning (French, 2018). As with all facets of 

children's learning, this process requires a close and nurturing relationship between adult 

and child. 
 

Some level of language development occurs naturally through children's experience 

of a language-rich environment (French, 2019). Babies and toddlers are primed to socialise, 

communicate, and find other children fascinating. As a result, opportunities for babies and 

toddlers to interact with their peers are essential. Babies develop conversational and social 

skills by babbling, gurgling, playing, and socialising with peers. Babies need opportunities 

to understand turn-taking, sharing, and initiating conversations. Support and development of 

children's language capacities require the engagement of knowledgeable adults and 

encouragement of children's verbal expression (Shiel et al., 2012). In learning about 
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language, "babies appear to use the three social skills of; imitation, shared 

attention and empathetic understanding" (Dalli, 2014, p.3). 
 

For various developmental reasons, some babies may never acquire fluent speech, 

and some may use assistive communication technologies (devices that help a person with 

hearing loss or a voice, speech, or language impairment to communicate). Every human 

being communicates, and educators can acknowledge and support different modes of 

communication. Educators can develop their understanding and employ appropriate 

techniques when children have specific needs due to hearing, vision, or communication 

issues (Graham, 2017). 
 

As children learn to use language, pedagogical practices that support their 

development are informal conversations, songs, and rhymes with movements, shared reading 

and narrative during daily routines (Mathers et al., 2014). Educators using speech that is 

varied in words, syntactical structure, and grammatical complexity supports language 

acquisition, understanding, and production of language (Zauche et al., 2016). Narration is 

particularly important and involves the retelling and recall of children's experiences. It 

allows children to give meaning to the range of their experiences, develops their vocabulary, 

helps develop tools for thinking, and supports children's appreciation of their achievements. 

However, not all language exposure is beneficial for children's learning; it is important to 

note that directives/interventions that change the focus of a child's attention harm their 

language development (Topping et al., 2013). Through their speech, children demonstrate 

their understanding of the meanings of words and later written materials. Children's early 

experiences of communication and oral language skills underpin their literacy development. 

Emergent literacy depends on children's vocabulary development and experiences with 

books and print, and is the focus of the next section. 

 

Emergent Literacy 
 

For very young children, definitions of literacy include listening and communicating, 

reaching, grasping, exploring objects, problem-solving, engaging with texts (books or other 

written or printed work) and other media (digital technologies such as computer-based texts, 

images, voice, and music recordings or games on mobile phones, photographs, that provide 

information about a subject), singing songs, and rhymes (French, 2013). Listening, looking 

at, and talking about the pictures with others and making marks on the sand and paper are 

important. Literacy is the integration of listening, speaking, reading, and writing for 

communication and learning (Department of Education and Skills [DES], 2011). 
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Emerging literacy begins with informal conversations between educators and children 

as they go about their explorations and routines. Educators are laying the foundation for 

reading when they balance listening and talking aloud to babies and toddlers throughout the 

day, repeating their sounds, asking children questions, giving them time to respond, and 

singing them songs. Focusing on the pedagogical skills of narrating, rhymes, and sharing 

books is central to babies' and toddlers' literacy experiences; this supports the emergence of 

literacy in a natural and enjoyable way. Educators enhance the quality of the environments 

with age-appropriate, culturally responsive, and language-diverse books with interesting 

pictures and photos to talk about (Hall et al., 2015). Book-sharing and dialogic reading are 

essential to support young children's language and literacy development (Dowdall et al., 

2020). Research emphasises the critical role of adult-child interaction during shared book 

reading for vocabulary learning (Wasik et al., 2016). Reading to babies as early as nine 

months predicts children's vocabulary skills at three years (Leech et al., 2022). These 

findings highlight that parental support and quality caregiving through childcare settings may 

be pivotal in enhancing babies' earliest interactions and experiences, which later support 

cognitive and educational attainment. Furthermore, parents and educators should "start a 

reading routine early in children's development" to familiarise children with books and 

reading material (Mol & Bus, 2011, p.287). 
 

The early childhood literacy skills that are strong predictors of later achievement have 

been emphasised by professional and government panels concerned about early literacy 

(McCoy & Cole, 2011). These skills include oral language, alphabetic code, print knowledge, 

mark-making, and emergent writing; each skill is explained as follows. Oral language takes 

account of listening, comprehension (understanding narrative and story – the process of 

making meaning from action, speech, and text by connecting what one is learning to what 

one already knows), oral language vocabulary and being capable of explanatory talk. 

Alphabetic code includes alphabet knowledge (knowledge of letters), phonological 

knowledge (recognising the sounds that make up words), and phonemic awareness (letter-

symbol recognition). Print knowledge/concepts comprise knowledge and experience of 

environmental print (stories, notices, and signs), how print is organised on the page, and how 

print is used for reading and writing. Mark-making and emergent writing embrace marks as 

children's ideas, symbols, and representations that will develop into letters and words that can 

be read (understanding writing functions). Writing functions refers to using writing for 

different purposes. The experiences that support the development of children's 

communication skills and play a key role in the development of their literacy skills include: 
 

59 



"knowledge of sound, pattern, rhythm and repetition; awareness of symbols such as print 

and pictures; opportunities to become familiar with and enjoy print in a meaningful way; 

opportunities to use mark-making materials" (DES, 2011, p.10). Children need experiences 

of "creating and sharing a range of texts in a variety of ways, with different media and 

materials, with adults and peers, both indoors and outdoors" (Early Education, 2021, p. 46). 
 

Whilst the term 'non-verbal communication' is used in Aistear, perhaps greater 

specificity, e.g., 'gesture' (Novak & Goldin-Meadow, 2022) and 'babbling' (Morgon & 

Wren, 2018), could be employed. Gesture is mentioned in Aistear, for example, "responding 

to gestures with words, and pointing to things" (NCCA, 2009, p.36). However, babbling is 

not mentioned. Therefore, the importance of babbling and gesture in learning and 

development could be highlighted in the Learning Goals in an updated Aistear. 

 

Theme: Exploring and Thinking 
 

In Aistear, the Theme of Exploring and Thinking is about children making sense of 

the things, places, and people in their world by interacting with others, playing, 

investigating, questioning, and forming, testing, and refining ideas (NCCA, 2009). Exploring 

and Thinking place importance on exploring materials, physical skills, and play. This section 

considers babies and toddlers as agentic active learners and playful experiences as a key 

pedagogical strategy to support their learning. 

 

Babies and Toddlers as Agentic, Active Learners 
 

Agency is defined as a person's capacity to act independently and make their own free 

choices (Roberts, 2010). In babies and toddlers, it is seen when they feel empowered to shake 

a rattle, crawl around a corner, throw a ball, or do something. Agency is the ability of a child 

to act on the world "through the expression of mind and body" (Dalli et al., 2011, p.73). 

Young children actively 'learn by doing', using their senses to feel, touch, hear, taste, see and 

generally explore and work with various objects and materials around them, including natural 

materials. Through these sensory experiences, children develop the dispositions, skills, 

knowledge, understanding, attitudes, and values that will help them grow as confident and 

competent learners (Dalli et al., 2011). 
 

Babies and toddlers need a lot of opportunities and time for hands-on experimentation 

and exploration (Stonehouse, 2012). They need to try out new physical skills like sitting, 

eating, climbing, and running and experience the satisfaction of being able to achieve new 

things (for example, the baby who has discovered how to crawl or the toddler who has 
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worked out how to get around holding on to furniture). They also need to play with others, 

singing a nursery rhyme or rolling a ball to another baby (Stonehouse, 2012). 
 

We know that babies are naturally curious; they start to learn and understand the 

world around them through the sensory and physical exploration they enjoy (David et al., 

2003). These explorations are fun and playful, but they are also deeply meaningful, as babies 

use play to interpret and understand the world around them, supported by people who are 

significant to them. The connections between exploring and thinking, positive dispositions to 

learning and agency are evident in Roberts' (2010) research on experienced educators' 

perceptions of agency. The components of agency are influencing, learning, and a positive 

sense of self; influencing – acting on the world (e.g., the baby dropping her toy from the 

highchair knowing that it will be picked up); learning – exploring and understanding the 

world (e.g., the baby learning that banana flesh is soft and edible) and a positive sense of self 
 

– being in the world (e.g., the baby being adventurous enough to crawl around the corner). 

Babies exercise agency when they feel empowered to grasp a toy, crawl across the 
 
floor, choose the carrot rather than the apple to chew, and look at the people talking within a 

supportive social and physical learning environment. Babies who exert agency are active 

agents (and initiators) of their experiences rather than passive recipients of experiences 

created by others. When babies exert their agency, they also learn about compromise, 

negotiation, failure, success, and resilience. Agency is encouraged by supportive educators 

who develop babies' self-esteem, well-being, confidence, and ability to explore and 

experiment (Roberts, 2010). As competent learners, babies make connections (for example, 

through the senses) and compare, categorise, and classify; they use their imagination and 

creative skills to generate symbols and signs to represent thoughts and language. Babies 

search out patterns and, by doing so, learn to discriminate and make connections between 

different objects and experiences. As connections are made, babies make increasing sense of 

the world. They do not have to wait until they have acquired language to start thinking; 

however, language and thought are developmentally linked, and each promotes the 

development of the other (David et al., 2003). As babies explore the world through touch, 

sight, sound, taste, smell, and movement, their sensory and physical explorations affect the 

patterns that are laid down in the brain. Through repeated experiences of people, objects, and 

materials, young children form mental images, which lead them to imitate, explore and re-

enact as they become imaginative and creative. Babies' ability to imagine accelerates as they 

develop, as does their acquisition of language and use of symbols in play (David et al., 2003). 

Babies' developing cognitive and creative abilities include ideas about mark making and their 
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discovery of 'intentionality' – the desire 'to do', in this case, to make a mark. This is 

connected to children's many ways of representing the world (through movement, braille, 

song – the 'hundred languages of children'), and early literacy (David et al., 2003). 
 

As babies become more mobile and can control motor movements, they begin to 

form mental images of actions, events, and experiences, and their explorations become 

more intentional. The child as an active learner and explorer aligns well with the Exploring 

and Thinking Theme (NCCA, 2009). Research has proven that direct action (physical and 

cognitive engagement with experiences), in addition to problem-solving and repetition, 

ensures that the synapses (brain connections or neural pathways) become stronger (for 

example, Gopnik, 2016; Nugent, 2015). This is particularly true of children aged from birth 

to three and those with specific requirements, as the foundations for all later learning are 

developed. Babies and toddlers who learn actively have positive dispositions to learning 

hardwired into their brains. These babies are interested in what they are doing through play 

and exploration, experience enjoyment and, with repetition, probability of success. They 

experience competence and, as a result, confidence. They are intrinsically motivated to 

learn; in other words, the motivation comes from within. See the active learning cycle 

below (French, 2018, p. 129). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

It is acknowledged within Aistear (NCCA, 2009) that play is one of the key contexts 

for children's early learning and development. Through relationships in play, children 

develop and demonstrate improved verbal communication, high social and interaction skills, 

creative use of play materials, imaginative and divergent thinking, and problem-solving 

capacities (French, 2013). 
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Learning through Play 
 

Play (indoors and outdoors) is a vital commitment throughout Aistear (NCCA, 2009) 

and is a fundamental right of children (United Nations, 1989). Play is one of the main ways 

that very young children learn, and there is evidence of "a promising link between play 

experiences and literacy learning, particularly for language and vocabulary development" 

(Rand & Morrow, 2021, p.246). Learning through play is not limited to language and 

literacy; play promotes learning in a range of academic domains and can close achievement 

gaps for children. However, play "is not taken seriously as an inclusive solution to the 

development of children's knowledge and holistic skills…More often, play is seen as 

something separate from the seriousness of school and work" (Dowd & Thomsen, 2021, p. 
 

8). As the natural mode of learning for children, play is imperative as a strategy for enhancing 

young children's learning, supporting babies and toddlers' natural explorations, thinking, and 

dispositions for learning. 
 

Mathers and colleagues (2014) cite two types of play that are particularly effective 

for the youngest children to make choices and take the lead: floor-based play and 

representational symbolic play. Floor-based play supports babies and toddlers to explore 

objects and experiences moving to second, representational symbolic play in the second year 

of life. A play-based curriculum for a baby and toddler is based on a sound understanding of 

child development and quality pedagogical practices while considering each child's needs, 

interests, and temperaments. This requires "structural conditions that support the educator in 

context" (qualifications, low adult-child ratios, group size) and relies on "constantly 

evolving supportive connections" between educators and babies, educators and educators, 

"elements of the organisation of the centre, and the centre's philosophy and leadership style" 

(Dalli et al., 2011, p.3). 
 

Babies and toddlers benefit most from play with a caring adult who provides 

opportunities for every aspect of development, including "language, agency, social 

development, early numeracy, physical development, culture, and family traditions and 

enjoyment" (Fleer & Linke, 2016, p. 15). Babies enjoy 'hide and seek' games and 'give and 

take' games. Toddlers require child-initiated play and peer play but still need an educator 

nearby. The play engagement of children from three years slowly becomes less vulnerable to 

external influences and distractions. In line with what has already been discussed in this 

Chapter, reciprocal and responsive interactions between educators and children yielded 

positive results for play engagement. The physical availability of the educator is particularly 
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important for very young children because of the complexity of ECEC settings with so much 

movement (educators, children, and occasionally parents walking around). 
 

Research has demonstrated that the quality of the physical designed environment of 

ECEC settings is related to children's cognitive, social, and emotional development. 

Environmental features such as size, density, privacy, well-defined play and care areas, 

modified open-plan space, and the quality of outdoor play spaces impact children's use, 

engagement and enjoyment of the space (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2011). 

Therefore, there is an important connection between how space and carefully selected 

sensory-motor play materials are arranged and the quality of learning for the babies and 

toddlers using them (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2011). Within their environment, 

babies and toddlers need materials and experiences selected primarily for individual 

interests and abilities rather than one-size-fits-all group play. Play materials should be 

chosen with a view to the baby and toddler seeing, hearing, communicating, and 

manipulating, providing varied opportunities for the child to explore. Treasure baskets, 

heuristic play experiences, and natural open-ended materials best support babies' and 

toddlers' play. The facilitating function of the environment may be of particular relevance 

for children at risk of educational inequality, as the setting may offer access to materials and 

learning experiences not offered in the home (Melhuish et al., 2015). Dalli and colleagues 

(2011, p. 80) recommend "an environment rich in things to explore, opportunities for 

physical movement, dance, song, rhyme, storytelling, and creative activities". However, the 

quality of the attention young children receive may be more important than providing 

educational tools (Trevarthen et al., 2003, cited in Melhuish et al., 2015). 
 

Babies and toddlers need continual access to outdoor play (White, 2015), and they 

need to experience a degree of risk (Brussoni et al., 2012). Risky play in early childhood can 

help develop a child's self-confidence, resilience, executive functioning abilities, and risk-

management skills. Brussoni's work in injury prevention research shows that engaging in 

risky play can reduce the risk of injury (2012). The success of outdoor play for babies and 

toddlers ultimately depends on the educators in the setting. Educators recognise and 

encourage the scientist and explorer in each child, accept the literal ups and downs that ensue, 

and at the same time maintain a watchful eye and nurturing presence for long periods of 

relatively uneventful action (French, 2018). The following are some ideas for the outdoors for 

babies' play by the seminal work of Greenman (1985), augmented with ideas for a 

movement-rich environment to facilitate young children's exploring and thinking by White 

(2015). Ideally, outdoor spaces for babies would have a variety of spaces to move without 
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obstruction: surfaces including grass, sand, wood, raised, rocky, and uneven. There should be 

gentle inclines to roll down and toddle up, grassy hills to feel secluded, and flat surfaces to strut, 

clamber, and wobble on. Surfaces should allow for balance and full movement. 
 
Surfaces should also be large, vertical, and horizontal for aiming at and painting (with water 

in the sunshine – and watch the 'paint' dry) on a large scale. There should be a variety of 

textures: smooth round boulders, coarse bark, and smooth, sensual wood, soft and not-so-soft 

pine needles, and other vegetation to feel and rub against. Colour and scent that changes with 

the seasons should be available, with trees and shrubs that complement each other and 

transform themselves over time with falling leaves, cones, blossoms, and peeling bark. 

Skeletal structures should be set in the ground, such as ladders, hurdles, and bench-like 

structures that are motor structures for climbing on, over, under, and through. Decks or 

platforms should be included with wooden flooring outside, offering a flat surface that drains 

easily, and provides a good place for water play and outdoor play when the ground is wet. 

Raised platforms offer a baby and toddler a chance to see the world from a new vantage 

point. A slide inset in a hill eliminates most of the risk and leaves the thrills and spills (see 

French, 2018 for more detail). 
 

Through making choices and following through on them with support from reflective 

and intentional educators, babies learn how to develop positive dispositions for learning (such 

as wonderment, curiosity, concentration, and perseverance), express their ideas, and become 

problem solvers. Babies' and toddlers' engagement with people, materials, ideas, and events 

triggers their curiosity and motivation to learn and is a key component of the Theme of 

Exploring and Thinking. Aistear defines dispositions as enduring habits of mind and action. 

A disposition is the tendency to respond to situations in distinct ways (NCCA, 2009). It is 

acquired from and affected by interactive experiences with the significant people in our lives 

and our environment. Examples from a baby and toddler perspective include curiosity 

(wanting to find out), concentration (ability to attend/focus on a single object), resilience 

(learning to adjust when a loved one leaves the room), and perseverance (determination to 

continue to reach the ball, even though there are obstacles [French, 2018]). 
 

Contemporary literature highlights the importance of agency in very young children's 

learning (Dalli et al., 2011; Roberts, 2010). Aistear highlights children's self-identity; however, 

there is no reference to agency within Aistear's Principles and Themes (NCCA, 2009). A sense 

of agency is the belief that, as a baby or toddler, they have influence, can learn and can have a 

positive sense of self; the concept of agency could be included in an updated Aistear. 

Dispositions are habitual positive approaches to learning, which involve 
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confidence and a desire to discover through exploration and experimentation (Roberts, 

2010). Greater attention to supporting babies' and toddlers' dispositions could be attended to 

in a revised Aistear. 

 

Concluding comments 
 

The skills required to work with babies and toddlers are not intuitive. Babies and 

toddlers require a slow relational pedagogy, from their key person with sensitive responsive 

caregiving from educators who are 'in tune with' and on the same wavelength as them, are 

affectionate and available, and who use all aspects of the daily routine to enhance children's 

learning and development (French, 2021). We know that quality in an ECEC setting is linked 

to the qualifications of the staff, and that poor quality settings can do long-term harm to very 

young children (Melhuish et al., 2015). Children will flourish to their full potential with 

greater attention to strengthening the resources and capabilities of those who nurture babies' 

and toddlers' learning and development. Continued professional learning and development is 

required to give early childhood educators the skills to support babies' and toddlers' learning. 

The characteristics of successful professional learning and development include being 

tailored to the audience, embedded in the curriculum, multiple components of content, 

coaching, in-practice feedback and communities of practice, and long duration. The 

importance of investment in professional learning and development was highlighted 

(Brunsek et al., 2020; Ciesielski & Creaghead, 2020). Not only do ECEC staff "require 

comprehensive initial education programmes, ongoing professional learning and 

development during employment", they also need "supportive working conditions to 

effectively engage in high-quality interactions" (OECD, 2021, p.16). As advocated in 

Aistear, nurturing carers and educators build loving, warm, sensitive, reciprocal, and 

responsive relationships with babies and toddlers to build a sense of well-being, identity, and 

belonging, and the ability to communicate, explore, and think (NCCA, 2009). 
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Abstract 
 

The Lterature Review took a systematic approach to identify, explore and map 

contemporary research in early childhood curricula and learning, highlighting where 

Aistear’s existing Aims and Learning Goals are validated and where there are opportunities 

for enhancement. The search strategy used key terms and concepts from the Aims and 

Learning Goals of Well-being to search four databases (Education Research Complete, ERIC 

International, Web of Science, and PsycINFO) for peer-reviewed journal articles, book 

chapters and scholarly reviews published in English from 2010-2022. The search identified 

180 articles that considered children’s well-being in learning and early childhood curriculum 

frameworks; these articles were subject to screening and full-text review. Thirty-three 

studies that met the criterion were selected for analysis and synthesis and were considered 

alongside seminal works, grey literature, and recommendations from consultation with 

internationally recognised experts in early childhood. Key trends that emerged from the 

review included nurturing relationships, compassion, empathy, risky play, participation, 

sustainability, and children’s agency through social justice. The literature considered in the 

review reflects international trends and policy commitments concerning the multi-

dimensional nature of children’s well-being. The review's findings affirm the relevance of 

Aistear’s existing Aims and Learning Goals for the Theme of Well-being and highlight the 

importance of supporting children’s psychological and physical well-being from early 

infancy and throughout childhood. 

 

Introduction 
 

Well-being, in the context of Aistear, focuses on supporting the developing child to be 

confident, happy, and healthy, with two key elements: “psychological well-being (including 

feeling and thinking) and physical well-being” (NCCA, 2009, p.16). Well-being is generally 

understood internationally as enhancing “the quality of people’s lives” (Statham & Chase, 

2010, p. 2). Within contemporary literature, the concept of well-being is debated, and there 

are variations in interpretation of the term. A systematic review of 209 studies identified that 

child well-being is poorly defined (Amerijckx & Humblet, 2013). The authors identify 

differing definitions of well-being along five key binary axes. These axes are positive versus 
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pathogenic (e.g., child abuse, family break-down, health problems); objective versus 

subjective (a child’s own perceptions); current state versus over a lifetime; material 

(including financial, health, resources) versus spiritual; and individual versus community - 

the extent well-being is thought of in individual terms or “belonging to entities beyond the 

self” (Amerijckx & Humblet, 2013, p. 7). The findings yielded a growing strengths-based 

perspective on child well-being in the literature, as opposed to a negative, pathogenic view, 

while highlighting the persisting dominance of objective measures of well-being and its 

depiction in individual terms. Leveraging Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory 

(1979), the authors propose a more complex, subjective, spiritual and collective 

understanding of child well-being. Such a model considers the child’s perspective and the 

wider exo- and macro-systems (e.g., the extended community), looking beyond the 

microsystem of the immediate family and the ECEC setting to understand children’s unique 

contexts (Amerijckx & Humblet, 2013). Bronfenbrenner’s model informs the well-being 

policy statement and practice framework developed by the Department of Education and 

Skills (DES, 2019). This document acknowledges the relational nature of being human and 

“the importance of the individual and his/her immediate relationships in their social context 

and their wider community” (DES, 2019, p.10). This perspective maps well onto Aistear’s 

definition and the Aims and Learning Goals of Well-being, focusing on relationships, 

children’s empowerment now rather than in the future, their strengths, physical health, and 

spirituality. Key trends emerging from the review include: nurturing relationships, 

compassion, perspective taking and empathy, co-regulation to self-regulation, and transitions. 

Due to the focus on curriculum approaches and learning frameworks and the search strategy, 

the studies reported in this chapter focus on the well-being of children aged 2-6 years in early 

childhood education settings, with fewer studies focusing on birth-3 years. A separate 

discussion of well-being for children aged from birth-3 is provided in Chapter Three. 

 
 

 

Aim 1: Children Will Be Strong Psychologically and Socially 
 

The innate need for connection emerges pre-birth in maternal sensitivity and 

attachment as parents begin to develop feelings of love, a desire to care and construct a sense 

of knowing who their child is (Medina et al., 2022; Siddiqui & Hägglöf, 2000). Pre-birth 

children are primed for connection, strengthened and enhanced by the earliest “ocular, 

olfactory, and tactile contacts of mother and child”, the innate sensory responses and intuitive 

grasps that make us human (Haratipour et al., 2021, p.37). While we recognise infants and 
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young children as agentic, competent, and capable, children require high levels of consistent, 

responsive, compassionate, and nurturing care experiences to provide strong foundations for 

psychological strength and well-being. Aistear recognises and affirms the importance of 

children’s attachments, the warm and supportive relationships at home and in their 

community that equip them with skills to build a sense of self and security (NCCA, 2009). 

Children’s sense of well-being is not fixed, and children’s psychological health and 

development are dynamic and subject to change “associated with and connected to a broad 

range of risk and protective factors at the individual, relational, community, cultural and 

societal levels” (DES, 2019, p.10). Aistear’s Aims and Learning Goals align with 

contemporary discourse and scholarly literature that recognise the importance and value of 

connected relationships and responsive care that promote children’s awareness of 

themselves and others (Soliman et al., 2021). In considering current and contemporary 

studies concerning children’s psychological and social-emotional well-being in the context 

of early childhood curriculum and learning, concepts relating to nurturing relationships, 

compassion and empathy, self-regulation, and transitions emerged. 

 

Nurturing Relationships 
 

Every child is born with an innate attachment system; the function of the attachment 

system is to seek to stay near the people that nurture, care, love, and protect us, to remain in 

proximity to a human that eases our distress (Siegal & Bryson, 2020). Children's early 

childhood relationships are central to their lives and affect later attachments and well-being 

(Brogaard-Clausen & Robson, 2019). What babies and toddlers experience from moment to 

moment drives their development and emotional well-being in the present and the future 

(French, 2019). Just one nurturing person in a child’s life can positively change the neural 

pathways of the brain to strengthen children’s ability to build relationships, adapt, and learn 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). 
 

Whilst celebrating the significance of a safe, secure, enabling environment identified 

in Aistear (NCCA, 2009), current studies further conceptualise the importance of the 

nurturing environment on children’s well-being as a place to empower children, where 

agency is shared, and educators facilitate children’s learning and engagement in a wide range 

of enriching experiences (Hayes & O’Neill, 2017). The contemporary literature moves 

beyond the idea of relationships as ‘emotionally supportive’ (Cheeseman, 2017) to think 

about “new possibilities for understanding and enacting relational pedagogies” that promote 

well-being (Degotardi et al., 2017, p. 358). Relational pedagogies also enable children’s 
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learning. A series of longitudinal studies revealed that positive nurturing adult-child 

interaction is a significant predictor of language development and cognitive, social, and 

emotional functioning (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development [NICHD], 

2012). Relational pedagogy blends teaching, learning, and play (Hedges & Cooper, 2018). 

Such an approach ensures the focus is on quality interactions between children and educators 

to foster and support academic, social, and emotional growth. Educators are therefore required 

to invest emotionally in building trusting relationships (Page, 2018). Children are proactive 

and intentional in their learning with educators (Hedges 
 

& Cooper, 2018). A balance of 'adult framed' experiences with play-based, relational 

approaches effectively supports children's learning, development, and well-being (Pascal 

et al., 2019). When educators are present with a child in every interaction and engage in 

empathetic, nurturing relationships in their environment, this sustained time supports 

children’s social and emotional well-being (Noddings, 2012). 
 

Aistear highlights warmth and connectedness (NCCA, 2009). Contemporary literature 

speaks to the importance of creating connectedness through physical interactions such as 
 

‘touch’ to comfort and soothe (Svinth, 2018). The research suggests that emotionally attuned 

nurturing interactions, such as gentle touch, help infants learn about emotions and provide 

them with cues to modify their responses (Svinth, 2018). The primary function of nurturing 

touch is the expression of inter-subjective closeness (Svinth, 2018). This inter-subjective or 

mutual relatedness influences children's bodily, non-verbal, and emotional experiences and 

participation (Trevarthen & Aitken, 2009). The use of touch varies widely depending on 

gender, age, and socioeconomic status (Field, 2014). There are also significant cultural 

differences in how, whom and when we touch (Svinth, 2018). Engagement with families’ 

cultural practices is thus important. Nurturing touch communicates different emotions as 

accurately as facial and vocal expressions. One study focused on adults' and toddlers' facial 

and vocal behaviour and found that tactile stimulation is essential to psychological and 

physical health (Stack & Jean, 2011). Touch plays an influential role for human infants in 

promoting optimal development and counteracting stressors (Diamond & Amso, 2008). For 

example, massaging babies has been found to lower cortisol (stress) levels and help them 

gain weight (Field et al., 2004). 
 

Extending beyond the individual child, educators who enact a truly nurturing relational 

pedagogy work in culturally responsive ways to build trusting partnerships between families 

and ECEC settings, as well as to establish routines and expectations that respect the child and 

their background (Banerjee & Luckner, 2014; Cartmel & Grieshaber, 2014). Such a 
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relational pedagogy ensures the focus is on creating trusting spaces for children and their 

families (Barblett et al., 2021). This nurturing relationship includes finding ways to 

communicate, build trust, demonstrate respect for diverse parenting approaches, and establish 

routines within the environment that respond to children’s cues (Cooper & Quiñones, 2020, 

p. 14). 
 

Aistear recognises the importance of peer relationships and that these relationships 

should be fostered (NCCA, 2009). Children's social interactions with peers contribute to 

well-being, and a lack of friendships can be a significant stressor (Sandstrom & Dunn, 

2014). The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the play world(s), friendship groups, and 

potentially the well-being of every child in the country; missing one's friends materialised 

as a critical challenge for children and young people (Barron, 2020). Friendships can 

nurture and protect against feelings of low self-worth as children feel they can communicate 

with their friends and are not alone (Brogaard-Clausen & Robson, 2019). Children's 

perceptions of well-being are closely linked to social interactions with their peers (Koch, 

2018). Aistear acknowledges the importance of play and the learning potential in 

developing friendships, knowledge, and understanding of the world (NCCA, 2009). The 

literature extends this understanding of the playful approach to highlight the importance of 

companionable learning. All children’s development flows with active engagements with 

the world and the people in it (Roberts, 2010). 
 

Nurturing interactions outside the family are related to subjective well-being and 

feelings of belonging (Sandstrom & Dunn, 2014). This subjective well-being should enhance 

an atmosphere of understanding, happiness, and love for every child; as social beings, we 

strive to connect, form attachments, to love, and be loved (Brogaard-Clausen & Robson, 

2019). The current review thus validates the emphasis in Aistear on nurturing relationships 

with children, families, and their communities, highlighting that deeper levels of care and 

relationality have a powerful impact on children's overall well-being (Hayes & O’Neill, 

2017). In addition to connected, caring, and nurturing relationships, children also need to 

develop a sense of themselves, seeing situations from different perspectives and gaining 

empathetic abilities to support their social development and emotional well-being (McCabe 

& Flannery, 2022). 
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Compassion, Empathy, and Perspective-Taking through Play 
 

Children's awareness of themselves and others, the world around them, perceptions, 

thoughts, and feelings significantly influence their social, emotional, and cognitive 

development (Bradley et al., 2018). The educator’s role in this process involves modelling 

principles of democracy, with notions of fairness, empathy, and compassion assuming 

central importance in a participatory framework with children, as well-being and 

participation go hand in hand (Lundy, 2007). Compassion involves feeling for another 

(Klimecki & Singer 2017) and activating the neurotransmitter oxytocin, which stimulates 

prosocial behaviour (Saturn, 2017). Good, compassionate relationships create safe spaces 

in which to show emotion. Aistear highlights the importance of providing a safe, secure 

environment where relationships can flourish (NCCA, 2009). 
 

According to the literature, compassion should be made more visible in ECEC, 

offering an alternative narrative to the currently dominant neoliberal discourse with its 

heightened focus on 'hard skills' (Roberts-Holmes, 2015). Such a focus produces competitive, 

high-pressure learning conditions. A framework was devised to improve everyday practice in 

compassion within ECEC (Broadfoot & Pascal, 2021). The framework is underpinned by 

five interrelated conditions to support compassion in daily experiences. These interrelated 

conditions include: knowledge, communication and collaboration, opportunity, social role, 

and broader spheres of influence. Knowing a child’s (or adult’s) needs, signals of diminished 

well-being, and knowing the context of an upsetting scenario beforehand assists in providing 

compassion. The response can be tailored appropriately toward the child’s preferences, such 

as sensitively inquiring, an understanding smile, a nod, a word of support, a helping hand or a 

hug. Listening, asking questions, and information sharing to support knowledge of the 

situation is important. Collaboration between the giver and receiver of compassion is integral 

to communication. Modelling compassionate behaviour through social roles, such as caring 

for others in play, is important, as is creating time and drawing attention to opportunities for 

compassion, for example, defending a peer or caring for a perceived hurt in a toy animal. 

Broader spheres of influence - previous experiences and community values (i.e. an ecological 

perspective) are also imperative in fostering compassion in children. These five conditions 

collectively shape and mediate how compassion is experienced as a multifaceted supportive 

mechanism that can unfold in different social and environmental contexts (Broadfoot & 

Pascal, 2021). 
 

Social interaction requires individuals to understand each other accurately (Aslan & Köksal 

Akyo, 2019). Seeing a situation from another's perspective is important to children's 82 



social and emotional development. Aistear recognises that children will “be aware of, name 

their feelings, and understand that others may have different feelings” (NCCA, 2009, p.17). 

Contemporary literature calls for an explicit focus on social and emotional learning (SEL) 

and finds that SEL contributes to long-term success and well-being (Durlak et al., 2011; 

Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning [CASEL, 2021]). Social and 

emotional learning is the “process through which children and adults acquire and effectively 

apply the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set 

and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive 

relationships, and make responsible decisions” (CASEL, 2019, p.52). Children demonstrated 

better academic performance, less stress, and had a more positive outlook on themselves and 

peers. Critically, “they better-understood emotions and perspective-taking, could set goals 

and solve conflicts and were making responsible decisions” (CASEL, 2021, p. 5). SEL 

signature practices include daily welcoming/inclusion experiences, engaging strategies, and 

optimistic closures (CASEL, 2019). For example, welcoming/inclusion experiences include 

morning check-ins, whole group meetings, and singing. Engaging strategies involve 

responding to cues, play-based explorations, social stories and role-play, and restorative 

practice (listening, expressing their perspective, and taking responsibility for our actions). 

Optimistic ‘closures’ centre on taking time at the end of the day to celebrate 

accomplishments or a child expressing what they would like to learn more about tomorrow 

(CASEL, 2019). A key success factor is that children, families, and communities are co-

creators of the SEL vision and plans (CASEL, 2021). 
 

Empathy is closely connected to compassion and perspective-taking; the ability to see 

another’s point of view is a prerequisite and the source of human empathy (Soliman et al., 

2021; Wondra & Ellsworth, 2015). Children’s capacity for empathy can predict quality 

interactions and has facilitated more profound connections with others (Rumble et al., 2010). 

Empathy can promote friendship development and support conflict resolution and morality 

(Eisenberg, 2014), whilst a lack of empathy can amplify aggression, bullying, emotional 

detachment, and peer conflict (Nickerson et al., 2008). The current literature supports 

Aistear’s focus on nurturing the child’s sense of empathy and supporting children to 

“understand that others may have different feelings” (NCCA, 2009, p.17). Evidence indicates 

that empathy is a multidimensional construct that incorporates the cognitive ability to identify 

the correct emotion and having the emotional capacity to connect and share others' feelings 

(Eisenberg, 2015). Contemporary studies suggest that dramatic activities, discussions on 
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emotional situations, and playful approaches support children's empathy and overall SEL 

(Cigala et al., 2015). 
 

The current review suggests play is a fundamental activity for supporting and 

enhancing SEL development and increasing perspective-taking and self-curiosity in young 

children (Bradley et al., 2018). Self-curiosity helps children understand what triggers them 

emotionally or question what they can do to change the story or perspective (Bradley et al., 

2018). Role-play and collaborative game-play are two types of play activities to consider 

when increasing SEL (Aslan & Köksal Akyol, 2019). Role-play allows the children to 

experience others' mental and emotional states. Talking about scenarios involving various 

emotional situations and then discussing the emotional conditions of the protagonists in these 

scenarios significantly improve children's emotional perspective-taking and self-curiosity 

abilities (Tenenbaum et al., 2008). Dramatic activities such as puppetry, creative playmaking, 

telling a story, sound-to-movement pantomime, and improvisation (Van Volkenburg, 2015) 

help children to become aware of themselves and others and thus improve their empathic 

abilities and overall well-being (McCabe & Flannery, 2022). Collaborative game-play also 

supports the development of SEL and perspective taking; players work together to 

accomplish a specific purpose (Aslan & Köksal Akyol, 2019). To succeed in collaborative 

games and further develop their social and emotional skills, children need to be aware of and 

understand each other’s perspectives. Promoting children's social and emotional well-being is 

an important determinant of their positive development, enabling them to achieve positive 

outcomes in life (Durlak et al., 2015; OECD, 2018) and requires detailed planning (Soliman 

et al., 2021). Aistear recognises the importance of creative play in sharing feelings and 

exploring thoughts and ideas (NCCA, 2009, p. 54). Playful approaches increase perspective-

taking, and self-curiosity, build confidence, and develop participation and interaction. 

 

Co-Regulation to Self-Regulation 
 

Research has consistently demonstrated that self-regulation is essential for developing 

and preserving health and well-being in childhood and across the lifespan (Braund & 

Timmons, 2021). Self-regulation in childhood predicts future academic success, social and 

emotional well-being, occupational attainment, and risk-taking behaviour in children (Braund 
 

& Timmons, 2021). Despite its importance, a unified definition of self-regulation is lacking. 

The absence of a definition can result in an inadequate understanding of self-regulation and 

how it relates to young children and difficulty developing strategies to support it in practice 

(Braund & Timmons, 2021). Broadly, self-regulation is children’s ability to regulate their 
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thoughts, feelings, and behaviour. Policymakers have included self-regulation skills in 

practice and policy documents worldwide (Clarke et al., 2017), many with close reference 

to well-being (Robson & Zachariou, 2022). However, self-regulation is much more than a 

means of children (and adults) controlling their behaviour, such as sitting still and listening; 

these are examples of being managed/regulated by others, not self-regulation (Robson & 

Zachariou, 2022). 
 

Self-regulation emerges from consistent co-regulation, where adults and children work 

together toward a common purpose, including finding ways to resolve upsets from stress in any 

domain and return to balance (Timmons, 2019). As children observe and interact with their 

peers and adults, children gradually move from the experience of being supported in managing 

their feelings, thoughts, and behaviour to developing the ability to regulate their emotions more 

independently. Sensitive and skilful adults play a crucial role in supporting the development and 

learning through observing children and deciding when to step back and offer support, 

encouragement, and stimulation for children's efforts (Early Education, 2021). 
 

Co-regulation is the process of a 'more capable' individual regulating another 

individual; this can be an educator or another child (Kurki et al., 2016). Educators are in a 

good position with their children to co-regulate until children can regulate themselves 

(Braund & Timmons, 2021). Socially shared regulation is the process of multiple learners 

regulating activity at the onset of the task, which includes co-construction of the goals and 

strategies. Other strategies include: 
 

● providing a warm, responsive relationship where children feel respected, 

comforted, and supported in times of stress and confident that they are cared 

for at all times (Early Education, 2021); 
 

● creating an environment that makes self-regulation manageable and structured 

in a predictable way that is physically and emotionally safe for children to 

explore and take risks without unnecessary stressors (Dockett et al., 2013); 
 

● encouraging self-regulation skills through modelling, suggesting strategies, 

providing frequent opportunities to practice, scaffolding to support children's 

self-regulation skills, and playful approaches (Conkbayir, 2022); 
 

● using prompts to promote deep thinking and reflection, for example, 

encouraging a child to explain how they have done something to foster self-

regulation. 
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A study by Baron and colleagues (2020) examines the make-believe play approach 

featured in the Tools of the Mind (TOMS) early childhood curriculum, which identifies 

students’ self-regulation as a core aim (Braund & Timmons, 2021). The Tool’s developers 

assert that immature or unstructured play does not promote self-regulation. Consistent with 

Vygotsky (1933), the developers identify 'mature' make-believe play as the key driver in self-

regulation development (Baron et al., 2020). 'Mature' make-believe play signifies that 

children plan and negotiate roles in a play scenario (e.g., a patient, nurse, and doctor), use 

specific props and adhere to the roles they choose from the beginning of the play scenario 

(Baron et al., 2020). Make-believe play has been theorised to promote self-regulation skills 

and positive child outcomes (Bodrova & Leong, 2008). However, despite claims in the Tools 

of the Mind Curriculum that make-believe play activities support children's self-regulation 

development, the evidence is mixed (Baron et al., 2020). 
 

Lillard et al. (2013) propose that a child’s executive function is a proxy for self-

regulation, while other studies highlight the importance and value of interactions, 

relationships, and sociodramatic play experiences. While there remains a wider discourse 

on approaches that support and enhance children’s self-regulation, contemporary literature 

highlights pretend play and self-regulation as reciprocally beneficial. Whitebread and 

O'Sullivan (2012) reported a relationship between pretend play opportunities and self-

regulation development. Bredikyte and Hakkarainen (2017) highlight the importance of 

narrative play and play worlds, with adult intervention and support, for self-regulation. Self-

regulation is essential in supporting metacognition and goal setting (Braund & Timmons, 

2021), positive attitudes in social interactions, peer conflicts, and maintaining friendships 

(Clarke et al., 2017). 
 

Childhood is a foundational time where children’s knowledge base and capacities for 

metacognition and self-regulation develop significantly (Rosanbalm & Murray, 2017). 

Encouraging children to reflect on themselves and peers places them at the centre of the 

regulation process and helps create understanding, motivation, and develops a sense of 

agency (Braund & Timmons, 2021). The literature calls for guidance and direction on 

encouraging and supporting the multi-dimensional concept of self-regulation beyond 

behavioural, social, and emotional characteristics (Braund & Timmons, 2021). Pedagogical 

guidelines and practice examples are required to guide educator support for children's self-

regulation. Examples from the literature include support for children’s metacognition 

through thinking aloud and goal setting (Braund & Timmons, 2021). Baker et al.’s (2021) 

theoretical account highlights the connection between children’s agency and learning and 
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self-regulation. The article proposes that when play experiences are agentic, i.e. chosen and 

influenced by the child, they are more likely to explore and consolidate these experiences, 

which supports self-regulation. When children’s learning is agentic, it is suggested that 

they are more likely to develop novel approaches and adjust when an approach is not 

working for them (Robson, 2010; Baker et al., 2021). 
 

Aistear recognises the importance of using conflicts and challenges to discuss feelings 

(NCCA, 2009, p. 21); this is reflected in contemporary literature that speaks to the value of 

co-regulation strategies to help children develop self-regulatory skills (Braund & Timmons, 

2021). The adult’s role as a co-regulator is critical in a child’s development of self-regulation. 

As with the examples in Aistear (2009), conflict resolution provides meaningful opportunities 

for children to learn social, emotional, and self-regulation skills. The current literature also 

suggests that responding to peer conflicts can be challenging for educators; they may need 

more support to work effectively with children during moments of conflict, such as child-

centred mediation and fostering positive relationships (Clarke et al., 2017). When conflicts 

are positioned as learning events, educators learn how to empower children through being 

supported to express their feelings, make choices, and understand the perspectives of others 

during this intense intersubjective process (Clarke et al., 2017). During conflicts with peers, 

emotions are aroused, and it can be challenging for toddlers to use words. Educators can 

support toddlers by being attentive to their non-verbal communication and by supporting 

verbal communication and emotional regulation; these interactions enhance overall well-

being as children begin to understand and express their emotions through co- construction 

and regulation of emotions (Majorano et al., 2015). Goal-directed learning can be developed 

through self-assessment, which supports and extends Aistear’s perspective on making 

“decisions and choices about their learning and development” (NCCA, 2009, p.17). 
 

The importance of the link between young children's friendships, peer relationships, 

and children's well-being can be seen in transitions (Brogaard-Clausen & Robson, 2019). 

Studies suggest that educators and adults must attend to aspects such as grouping and pairing 

children within the daily routines, transitional times, breaks, and lunchtime. Such 

considerations of how the setting may accommodate children's friendships and preferred 

playmates are pivotal in supporting well-being during transitions (Brogaard-Clausen & 

Robson, 2019). 
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Transitions 
 

Aistear recognises the significance of transitions and the role of the adult in helping 

children to “predict and cope with changes, transitions and stressful life events” (NCCA, 

2009, p. 21). The term ‘transition’ is not universally defined; it can be broadly described as 

the experience of change, moving from one setting or phase to another, leaving the ‘comfort 

zone’ of the familiar and encountering the unknown (Fabian, 2009). Transitions may 

include from home to preschool, preschool to primary school, or transitions within the day-

to-day activities in the ECEC setting. Positive transition experienced in childhood increases 

the likelihood of successful future transitions (O'Farrelly & Hennessy, 2014). 
 

The increasing number of young children growing up in poverty, with many factors 

that can affect many aspects of social and emotional development, is highlighted in the 

literature (O'Farrelly et al., 2020). Inequalities emerge early, remain stable or widen over 

time and influence ongoing life chances (Duncan & Magnuson, 2011). Children living with 

poverty transitioning from home to preschool or preschool to primary may struggle with 

academic skills, behaviour problems, self-regulation, and social and emotional development. 

They are less likely to be considered ‘ready for school’ than their advantaged peers 

(Shonkoff, 2015). ‘School readiness’ is defined “as children's preparedness for what they are 

expected to know and do in academic domains and processes of learning when they enter a 

formal classroom setting” (Linder et al., 2013, p.1). It is a debated and contested concept in 

Western Europe. Bingham and Whitbread (2018, p. 364) argue that the ‘schoolifying’ of 

early childhood education is likely to be damaging, particularly for young children and those 

experiencing socio-economic deprivation. The literature calls for greater attention to meeting 

children's socio-emotional needs in smooth transitions from early childhood to school. 

Children experiencing transitions require consistent pedagogical approaches and experiences, 

such as continuing play-based curriculum approaches (physical, constructional, and social 

play), child-initiated experiences, and responsive interactions in ECEC settings (French, 

2022). 
 

Within the literature, concepts of readiness and transition are often combined, focusing 

on children’s skills and knowledge as they start school (Dockett et al., 2013). Building 

relationships between educators involved in transition is critical in promoting continuity and a 

sense of belonging for all involved. This focus on school readiness contrasts with research that 

emphasises the importance of child, family, community, and setting characteristics in 

promoting positive transitions to include cultural and linguistic diversity (Dockett et al., 2013). 

Quality transitions recognise the importance of feeling known and 
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seen. A quality experience for all children ensures continuity between home, key people, and 

all the settings that make up children's learning journeys. While transitions may occur 

frequently, not all children navigate these comfortably or happily (Early Education, 2021). 
 

In the context of preparedness for the transition to school, children should be enabled 

to adapt well to the school environment and experience accomplishment. Achieving these 

measures as an educator is based on the ability to identify and support factors contributing to 

such adaptation and success (Sabol & Pianta, 2017). Educators tend to identify ‘readiness’ as 

children’s ability to communicate wants, needs, and thoughts, having curiosity and 

enthusiasm for learning, and robust self-regulation and social skills (Sabol & Pianta, 2017). 

In contrast, parents typically prioritise literacy and numeracy skills (Rimm-Kaufman & 

Sandilos, 2017). Research indicates that a child’s feelings about school and early 

relationships foster ongoing engagement, participation, and achievement. Early 

socioemotional factors (e.g., liking school and making and sustaining friendships), rather than 

educational factors, foster children's sense of belonging and attachment to school (O'Farrelly 

et al., 2020). A school adjustment model that engenders a sense of mastery, connectedness, 

and inclusion, as well as supportive spaces to be creative and playful, with strong ties 

between school and family, was highlighted as priorities to support successful transitions 

(O'Farrelly et al., 2020). The literature demonstrates that traditional ‘readiness’ measures 

capture academic aspects of school adjustment, but aspects of children’s motivation, social 

and emotional skills, creativity, and environmental features require further consideration 

(McNamara et al., 2018). Elements that could underpin a range of effective educational 

transitions are the importance of relationships and care, focusing on strengths and 

competencies rather than deficits, promoting inclusivity rather than exclusivity, 

responsiveness to local communities, dedicated support and resources, and high-quality 

programmes (Dockett et al., 2013). 
 

Furthermore, high expectations for all children and families, coupled with recognition 

of the strengths and funds of knowledge they bring, are cornerstones of effective transition to 

school approaches, regardless of the backgrounds of those involved (Dockett et al., 2013). 
 
Educators need to form a caring relationship not only with an individual child but with a group 

of children; they need to observe and analyse events and initiate different experiences or 

transitions, taking into account the well-being of the whole group (O'Farrelly et al., 2020). 

Transitions provide many opportunities to bring ethics of care, inclusion, and pedagogy into 

an integrated whole. As horizontal transitions often include all these three dimensions of 
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early childhood education, transitions are potent contexts for young children's learning, 

development and well-being (O'Farrelly et al., 2020). 
 

Existing literature affirms Aistear’s focus on connected, supportive relationships, and 

experiences that promote psychological well-being. The existing Learning Goals are aligned 

with current studies that promote and encourage children’s psychological and social 

development as key to child well-being. The studies suggest that these feelings of confidence, 

connectedness, and resilience are supported through nurturing pedagogical relationships 

(Brogaard-Clausen & Robson, 2019), touch (Svinth, 2018), empathy (Soliman et al., 2021), 

perspective-taking (Aslan & Köksal Akyol, 2019) and comfort in coping with transitions 

(O'Farrelly et al., 2020). The review suggests there is potential for enhancement through 

greater emphasis on practice and pedagogies that promote social and emotional learning 

strategies (CASEL, 2021), compassion and co-regulation (Braund & Timmons, 2021; Robson 

& Zachariou, 2022) and self-regulation through play (Bradley et al., 2018). 

 

Aim 2: Children Will Be As Healthy and Fit As They Can Be 
 

Aistear recognises that physical well-being “enables children to explore, to 

investigate, and to challenge themselves in the environment” (NCCA, 2009, p. 16). In 2021, a 

review of Approved Learning Frameworks commissioned by the Australian Children’s 

Education and Care Quality Authority (ACEQA) mapped the key principles and learning 

goals of more than 20 international learning frameworks and curriculum approaches. The 

review highlights the importance of the environment, the natural world, and outdoor play in 

supporting children’s learning and emotional and physical well-being (Barblett et al., 2021). 

These key trends of autonomy, participation, play, and physical activity as enabled by indoor 

and outdoor spaces and effective educator practices are particularly relevant to 
 

Aistear’s Theme of Well-being. The framework promotes experiences and opportunities for 

children to become aware of their bodies, making healthy choices that allow them to 

explore, experiment, and engage in various playful experiences. Within the current review, 

key trends emerged; the importance and influence of indoor and outdoor environments, 

risky play, and nutrition to support children’s physical health and development. 

 
 
 

Environments That Promote Play and Physical Activity 
 

Contemporary literature endorses the importance of the physical environment in 
 

promoting children’s autonomy, well-being, participation, and physical activity (Barrable, 
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2020; Kangas et al., 2016; Knauf, 2019; Sando & Sandseter, 2020; Tonge et al., 2020). 

Learning environments provide an important context within which children’s behavioural, 

affective, and cognitive outcomes can be enriched, their autonomy assured, and their well-

being enhanced (Barrable, 2020). Autonomy can be described as “acting with full volition 

and self-endorsement” while considering the external environment and socialising agents 

such as educators and families (Barrable, 2020, p.291). Children’s quest for autonomy can 

be encouraged or stifled depending on the adults' behaviours. Key findings concerning the 

environment to support autonomy for three to eight-year-old children include that: a 

structure, both in time and outdoor space, within which children can feel safe to enact self-

directed behaviours should be created (Barrable, 2020). Furthermore, children should be 

allowed to rest and hide within the place as they wish, and ownership of space should be 

promoted, for example, naming places and selecting equipment and materials (Barrable, 

2020). 
 

In the context of children’s participation, the environment provides “young children 

(ages 3–6) with social and spatial contexts, in which their needs and interests are respected 

and in which they can make their own decisions about their actions” (Knauf, 2019, p.2). This 

definition mirrors Barrable’s emphasis on ‘alterable’ environments that can change and be 

influenced by educators and children. Knauf (2019) suggests that six features affect the 

efficacy of the environment. (1) Transparency: the openness of the environment for children 

(e.g., small items of furniture that children can see over enhances participation). (2) Structure: 

the arrangement of the materials that respond to children’s interests and furniture in the 

indoor environment and exhibition areas. (3) Flexibility and responsivity: access to materials 

with multiple purposes (e.g., pedestals that could be used as benches or walls). (4) 

Accessibility: open shelving and storage boxes available for children. (5) Functional 

diversity: a range of thematic possibilities and potential functions offered within the setting 

(e.g., fine motor skill development through construction, drawing and art materials, scientific/ 

technological development through scales and measures). (6) Representation: children see 

themselves in mirrors, photographs (e.g., on portfolios, wall displays, birthday calendars), 

and artefacts made by the children. 
 

Key findings revealed that the physical accessibility, the design of materials and 

furniture, and the representation of children in the environment facilitate children’s 

participation and sense of ownership and autonomy in the environment (Knauf, 2019). Such 

environments respond to children’s needs and interests, ensuring that children feel valued 

and afford opportunities for decision-making and participation in the spirit of the UNCRC 
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(Knauf, 2019). Children’s active participation in their learning environment has been found to 

increase well-being, self-regulation, problem-solving skills, and communication (Sandseter & 

Seland, 2016). 
 

Tonge et al. (2020) looked at the experiences of over 300 children aged two to five 

years in New South Wales, Australia. The study found that children’s physical activities were 

higher in settings that offered free-flowing routines where children move indoors and 

outdoors throughout the day, compared with a structured routine where the educators 

determined access to the outdoors. The study suggests that child-led, free-flowing routines 

offer children greater quality “choice and independence, elements that contribute to sustained 

engagement and uninterrupted time”, particularly concerning physical activity and movement 

(Tonge et al., 2020, p. 15). The study also found that in settings with smaller outdoor 

environments, children were more sedentary throughout the day; girls spent considerably 

more time in sedentary activities than boys. Within the current literature, outdoor play and 

natural world experiences are consistently recognised as providing unique opportunities for 

physical activity, collaboration, risk-taking, and relationships that are sometimes not possible 

indoors (Tovey, 2017). Enriching environments offer children unique affordances that 

challenge and extend children's perception of the world and promote physical activity and 

well-being (Sando & Sandseter, 2020). The concept of affordance draws on Gibson’s theory 

(2014); it considers what the environment offers the child and what experiences in that space 

can deliver, positive or negative. Affordances are not a fixed feature of the space but a 

dynamic interaction between the child, the environment, and the play experience (Sando & 

Sandseter, 2020). 
 

From the child’s perspective, play is self-initiated, spontaneous, free, enjoyable, and 

connected to physical activity and well-being. Children’s activity habits are more likely to 

develop when children are engaged in enjoyable, physically active play that promotes a 

sense of well-being (Koch, 2018). Sando and Sandseter (2020) analysed video footage of 73 

children aged three to four across eight early childhood settings. They found that well-

resourced environments provide children with multiple play-based experiences that promote 

physical activity, well-being, and social relationships. In particular, children’s access to 

open-ended objects like tyres, planks, barrels, and water containers promoted physical 

activity and gross motor coordination, cooperation, collaboration, and joint problem-solving. 
 

Within this Literature Review, the studies consistently highlight the importance of 

providing children free access to enriching indoor and outdoor environments that promote 

movement, mastery and exploration. A key trend is allowing children to experience 
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ownership, autonomy, and independence within environments, and the ability to choose and 

access play equipment and materials based on their interests and play preferences. 

 

Risk and Risky Play 
 

Aistear promotes opportunities that provide children with the experience, 

excitement, and energy of taking risks. Contemporary literature highlights the benefits of 

risky play experiences in promoting children’s well-being, sense of autonomy, mastery, 

social competency, resilience, and problem-solving skills (Barrable, 2020; Harper & Obee, 

2021; Obee et al., 2021; Sando & Sandseter, 2020). Risky play is defined as “thrilling and 

challenging forms of play that have the potential for physical injury and has been linked to 

development and health benefits for children in the early years” (Obee et al., 2021, p. 2607). 

Despite the recognised benefits, children’s opportunities to experience risky play are thought 

to be limited by children’s increasing access to passive digital experiences and limitations 

resulting from highly risk-averse societies (Harper & Obee, 2021). Limited access to risky 

play experiences reduces children’s opportunities to practice, master, and refine physical 

control and coordination when balancing, climbing, or moving at speed. 
 

Risky play has many benefits, including support for children's judgement, resilience, 

and self-determination. Forest schools provide examples of how safety concerns can be 

addressed and overcome by working collaboratively with young children to develop a 

culture of positive choices, responsibility, and good judgement (Barrable, 2020). In a sample 

of rural Scottish forest schools, children aged 3-8 years were afforded play experiences that 

included using sharp tools, climbing, hiding, balancing, and jumping. These experiences 

afford children opportunities for growth development and mastery but also pose a risk of 

injury. However, the study found that children, particularly young children, can be supported 

to develop a healthy awareness of risk and danger and to negotiate with the environment, 

materials and their peers to make good judgements when taking physical risks. This was 

supported by guided debate and discussion with knowledgeable educators, as well as 

physical boundaries and perimeters. The study found that children can evaluate and manage 

risks with support and collaborate with peers and adults to share information that facilitates 

risky play experiences and exploration (Barrable, 2020). 
 

The literature suggests that children’s physical strength, coordination, and 

control are supported and enhanced by risky play experiences that challenge their 

gross and fine motor skills, judgement, and problem-solving. The studies highlight the 

importance of outdoor learning environments, equipment, and play materials 
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that allow children to explore and extend their physical skills, independence, and self-

determination. Children’s engagement, participation, and safety in risky play are supported 

and enhanced by educators with positive attitudes, who encourage children to assess and 

manage risk through discussion, debate, and reflection. 

 

Feeding and Nutrition 
 

There is increasing recognition of the importance and long-term influence and impact of 

health-promoting policies and practices in early childhood. Aistear aims to promote children’s 

healthy choices and “positive attitudes to nutrition, hygiene, exercise and routine” (NCCA, 

2009, p.17). Experiences in early childhood settings can instil positive attitudes, beliefs, and 

habits that promote healthy eating for children and their families. The Literature Review 

protocol did not generate a significant number of studies that consider health promotion; those 

that did emerge focused on feeding and nutrition in early childhood settings. Despite the 

importance of early experiences of food, nutrition, and mealtimes, there is a lack of studies that 

explore approaches to healthy eating and choices in early childhood curricula frameworks. 

Studies that did emerge considered: the absence of infant feeding nutrition policies in Australian 

ECEC settings (McGuire et al., 2018), strategies to promote vegetable intake in children aged 

two to five years (Nekitsing et al., 2018), and the importance of mealtimes as an opportunity for 

learning and development (Harte et al., 2019). 
 

Children’s early experiences with food and nutrition are recognised as highly 

important and influential for children’s growth and development, as well as long-term health 

and obesity prevention (McGuire et al., 2018). Despite this, there is limited research that 

considers the feeding and nutritional needs of infants and young children in early childhood 

settings. McGuire et al. (2018) found that despite recognising the importance of early feeding 

practices and nutrition, infants were largely invisible in ECEC policy and curricula. The 

study asserts that while children should be viewed as competent and capable, infants are also 

highly vulnerable and dependent on adults and educators for responsive caregiving 

pedagogies that respond to their basic needs. The paper suggests that educators be given 

training and guidance that recognises and acknowledges cues for hunger and satiety and 

respects children’s agency in terms of food preferences and refusal. The study advocates that 

children’s care needs and routines should be viewed as the curriculum, with experiences such 

as feeding seen as opportunities to build trusting and reciprocal relationships with children 

and their families and to promote healthy development and learning. 
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Children’s preferences and inclinations are influenced by their unique socio-cultural 

contexts, experiences, experimentation, and exploration. A recent systematic review and 

meta-analysis of strategies to increase vegetable consumption in preschool children aged 2–5 

years (Nekitsing et al., 2018) suggests that increased opportunities to taste and explore 

vegetables resulted in higher intake. The meta-regression that considered findings from 30 

separate studies indicated that the more ‘exposures’ a child had to a vegetable, the more 

likely they are to eat it, especially for unfamiliar or disliked vegetables. These findings 

suggest that experiences encouraging children to explore, play, and experiment with 

vegetables can lead to increased consumption. There is a small but growing body of literature 

that suggests ECEC settings have significant potential to influence positive lifelong food and 

nutrition habits through a curriculum that initiates greater awareness of nutrition, quality 

food, and positive attitudes to food (Barnes et al., 2021; Farewell et al., 2021; Wallace et al., 

2017). These studies suggest that early childhood educators have positive attitudes toward 

supporting children’s healthy food choices and preferences but lack confidence, training, and 

parents’ support to implement and sustain health-promoting environments and experiences. 
 

Finally, the scoping methodology identified a paper that considered the value of 

mealtimes as occasions for socialisation, learning, sharing, and exploration across two 

ECEC settings in Australia (Harte et al., 2019). The study highlighted the value of mealtimes 

as important daily rituals, routines, and socio-cultural learning moments and experiences that 

emerge when children eat together, particularly with food brought from home. The findings 

suggest that greater attention should be given to mealtime as an important ritual within the 

micro-system of early childhood settings, one that encourages interactions and relationships 

with peers and educators that can promote healthy eating practices. Much like McGuire and 

colleague’s (2018) study, Harte and colleagues (2019) also highlight the importance of 

recognising and responding to children’s agency in terms of food preferences and choices, as 

well as recognising hunger and satiety cues. 
 

In Aistear, the adult “supports children’s psychological and physical well-being by 

helping them to make healthy choices about nutrition” (NCCA, 2009, p.16). Despite limited 

studies emerging in the current review, the findings recognise the value and future potential of 

supporting children’s positive attitudes to nutrition and healthy eating. It can be suggested that 

educators require additional training, support, information, and resources to encourage children 

and their families to establish healthy routines and explore and experiment with different foods. 

The review also calls for greater attention to the experience of eating and feeding in early 

childhood settings, particularly for infants and young children. 
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Well-being focuses on children’s physical health and well-being and promotes 

experiences that support physical development, awareness of their bodies, self-

determination, and autonomy. The current review highlights the importance of indoor 

and outdoor environments that encourage physical activity and promote children’s sense 

of ownership and agency. 
 
Risky play experiences are valued for the experience of challenge, mastery, and excitement 

that they offer children. The studies remind us of children’s confidence and competence in 

evaluating and mediating risk with support from knowledgeable educators and supportive 

environments. Finally, the review suggests that early childhood curricula should consider 

mealtimes as a key context for establishing healthy eating and responsive feeding practices. 

 

Aim 3: Children Will Be Creative and Spiritual 
 

Aistear suggests that children who express themselves creatively and experience a 

spiritual dimension in life enhance their well-being (NCCA, 2009). The conceptualisation of 

creativity and related characteristics such as flexibility, self-curiosity, and spirituality are 

beneficial for promoting originality and deepening children's thinking and social and 

emotional well-being. These conceptualisations are evident in the current literature (Meta-

McMahon, 2019). Children are the actors who contribute to interplay within their 

environment; their agency can influence everyday lives. Aistear also recognises that caring 

for the environment is crucial (NCCA, 2009). It is strongly advocated that sustainability 

education be strengthened within the ECEC curriculum, generally given “the interest and 

ability of children, even very young children, to engage with these concepts” (Barblett et al., 

2021, p.21). Children’s engagement with nature builds emotional and physical well-being 

and environmental awareness (Barblett et al., 2021) through practices that empower children 

to feel valued and to live sustainably as respectful, caring global citizens (Samuelsson & 

Park, 2017). The contemporary literature in this current review centred on three key trends 

concerning children’s creative and spiritual being: creativity, spirituality, and sustainability. 

 
 
 

Creativity 
 

Creativity refers to the ability to produce original and valuable ideas (Smith & Smith, 

2017). Creativity is a key competence in present societies, and education systems worldwide 

are pursuing ways to foster creativity in children (Bai et al., 2019). Aistear identifies the 

importance of children expressing themselves creatively through the arts (NCCA, 2009). 
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Creativity and related characteristics such as flexibility and self-curiosity (as discussed 

above) are higher in early childhood education than in later life. Contemporary studies 

suggest that creativity decreases over time in formal education (Bai et al., 2019). Despite this 

discourse, the literature finds that early childhood educators would like support in 

implementing and fostering skills to respect and protect children’s curiosity and learning 

interests (Bai et al., 2019). Thereby helping children build learning habits such as taking the 

initiative, focusing, daring to face difficulties, exploring and trying, and being willing to 

imagine and create (Bai et al., 2019). 
 

The Learn to Think preschool (LTT-P) programme for promoting creativity in young 

children was implemented and evaluated in China (Bai et al., 2019). The factors of creative 

thinking examined included: originality (requiring children to cross boundaries, think outside 

of the box, and express novel ideas), fluency (requiring children to reflect on the thinking 

process and methods learned in an experience, i.e., metacognition skills), and elaboration 

(enriching content is provided requiring children to apply their learning). The results suggest 

that the LTT-P programme can promote young children's creative thinking, especially 

concerning the aspects of originality and elaboration (Bai et al., 2019). The results for fluency 

were less clear. Creativity skills are enhanced through LTT-P by: 
 

(1) stressing pedagogical strategies that introduce independent exploration, story-

based scenarios with concrete materials and drawings, picturing the scenery, 

cognitive conflict, and modelling (e.g., drawing by the educator); 
 

(2) emphasising the importance of creating a social-emotionally safe classroom 

climate when implementing thinking activities; and 
 

(3) encouraging students to transfer learned thinking methods to new content domains 
 

(Hu et al., 2016). 
 

Children in the LTT study were explicitly supported to describe their thinking 

process, explain their ideas to peers and educators in almost all activities, and collaborate (Hu 

et al., 2016). The findings suggest that a structured programme in ECEC to promote 

creativity in children can be effective and beneficial for promoting originality in children's 

thinking. 
 

The highest levels of creativity, social, and cognitive development can be promoted in 

schools through musical play and the arts (Ritblatt et al., 2013). Evidence suggests children 

benefit from using music as part of the creative daily routine to help children transition 

smoothly from one activity to another and adjust to demands. In addition, extensive research 

highlights the benefits of music for building self-regulation, self-curiosity, and independence 
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(Custodero & Johnson-Green, 2008; Zachariou & Whitebread, 2017). From infancy, 

musicality exists at the core of family interactions and forms the basis for social and 

emotional communication and well-being throughout life (Ritblatt et al., 2013). Zentner and 

Eerola (2010) found that preverbal infants had more creative rhythmic responses to music 

than speech. These findings support Robinson’s (2002) thinking that children, from a very 

young age, find connections to music that may not develop solely from verbalisations and 

that rhythmic music could potentially serve as a way to engage children in learning 

creatively. 
 

Ritblatt and colleague’s (2013) study using the Thinking Ability Structure Model 

(TASM) indicated that the music groups improved children’s social skills, specifically social 

cooperation, interaction, and independence scales. Music and movement are instrumental in 

increasing children’s well-being and joy of learning with a central element of play; children 

are more eager to learn, more curious about learning, and more creative (Ritblatt et al., 2013). 

Music and the arts can inspire creativity, calm busy minds, lift us, and are closely connected 

to feelings of well-being. 

 

The importance of educators incorporating creative art pedagogy in their teaching to 

foster and enhance well-being was discussed (McCabe & Flannery, 2022). Creative arts 

education can shape learning experiences to create emotionally safe spaces, provide opportunities 

to explore and express personal identity, and develop trusting relationships with students. Visual 

arts education provides the learners with experience of creating or looking while discussing 

visual art permits explorative and relational learning. Drama is a creative, shared, collaborative 

activity concerned with exploring the human experience, which enables the exploration of 

imagined worlds (McCabe & Flannery, 2022). Drama aspires to be a space for activating 

individual learning and creativity, learning about community and learning within the curriculum 

(Anderson & Dunn, 2013). Art education is a way of experiencing implicit, ambiguous, complex 

aspects of the self; it is also a way to reach beyond the self, setting aside preconceptions and 

connecting with external reality, and with other people, from new perspectives (Lewis Harter, 

2007). The contemporary literature validates Aistear’s focus on “experiencing the arts” (NCCA, 

2009, p.17). The literature also recognises that the experience of working with visual media can 

develop self-esteem, self-worth or self-efficacy once the children feel they have acquired and 

mastered specific skills and techniques to create original work (McCabe & Flannery, 2022). The 

arts can shape learning experiences to create emotionally safe spaces, provide opportunities to 

explore and express personal identity, and 
 

develop trusting relationships (Hellman & Milling, 2020). Experiencing creativity through 
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the arts allows children the time and space to reflect on their creations, observe, and connect 

with the world around them in a meaningful, thought-provoking way. 

 

Spirituality 
 

Spirituality encompasses the essence of life, providing children with a window to 

greater consciousness and a more profound understanding of being, meaning, and purpose, and 

therefore greater well-being (Mata-McMahon, 2019). Aistear recognises the importance of 

children experiencing a spiritual dimension and of nurturing the child’s “sense of wonder and 

awe” (NCCA, 2009, p.17). Spiritual moments are direct, personal, and often have the effect, if 

only for a moment, of awakening a person to questions about identity and place in the 

universe. Such moments have the potential to capture the essence of spirituality for the young 

child and can be enabled by exploring playful pedagogical approaches (Harris, 2015). The 

contemporary literature affirms spiritual education within Aistear and contends that if spiritual 

education is to go beyond the surface and be experienced as transformative, then thinking 

(cognitive), feeling (affective), and inner reflective intuiting (spiritual) must play key roles 

and, in this way, can complement the educational process (Mata-McMahon, 2019). 
 

A survey on perceptions of nurturing spirituality in childhood was undertaken 

involving 33 ECEC settings (Mata-McMahon, 2019). The purpose of the survey was to 

expand the view of young children’s development to include the spiritual and connect with 

the benefits of play (Mata-McMahon, 2019). Findings show that 45.5% of surveyed 

educators mentioned play as a way to nurture children’s spirituality. The findings suggest that 

pretend play assists in social behaviour, improving children's sensitivity to social signs and 

emotional regulation (Mata-McMahon et al., 2019). Aistear aligns with this finding in 

facilitating children to express themselves through various types of play (NCCA, 2009). 
 

Five methods of nurturing spirituality emerged: appreciation of nature, reflection and 

pondering, meditation practices, yoga, and practices centred on children’s needs, e.g., play. 

Findings revealed the importance of providing opportunities for creative expression and free 

play, engagement with nature, contemplative practices (e.g., mindfulness), relationship 

building, and moral character development to nurture children’s spirituality (Mata-McMahon, 

2019). Interactions and experiences that support spiritual nourishment for children, including 

play-based therapy, outside play, and exploration foster children’s openness to greater 

consciousness and reflection. 
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Spirituality assists children and young people in expressing their thinking, meaning-

making, and identity-formation (Goodliff, 2013). Consumerism, a growing human 

population, and “spiritual impoverishment have led to a radical disconnection of humans 

from Nature” (Smith, 2009, p. 653). Aistear offers learning experiences of the natural 

environment outdoors and supports children in describing the experiences, for example, by 

touching flowers and leaves, and looking at spider webs (NCCA, 2009, p.18). Supporting 

children’s connectedness with the natural world requires educators “to promote children’s 

rationality with nature as a component of their spirituality” (Robinson, 2019, p. 348). Human 

well-being is intimately entwined with the well-being of Earth’s ecosystems. Positive, age-

appropriate spiritual experiences are critical for developing concern for the environment and 

ensuring the planet’s sustainability and could be reinforced in Aistear. 

 

Sustainability 
 

Engagement with nature contributes to our emotional and physical well-being. It 

supports our learning of the natural world, building a sense of stewardship and conservation 

(Dennis et al., 2014) and is vital for our present and future sustainability (Common Worlds 

Research Collective, 2020). Aistear encourages “care for the environment” (NCCA, 2009. 

p.17). With climate change now a lived reality, contemporary literature places central 

importance on caring for the environment, highlighting the necessity of having a sustainable 

environment for everyone to enjoy, now and in the future. Positive learning outcomes, 

reduced behavioural problems, co-construction of learning, and increased engagement and 

levels of well-being are associated with increased access to natural spaces (Dennis et al., 

2014). Increasing recognition of the value of “environmental stewardship” alongside 

“academic content knowledge” is recommended in early childhood curricula (Kuo et al., 

2019, p. 6). Protecting the environment is now an immediate existential challenge for the 

well-being of all, and sustainable practices must be developed through education and lived 

experiences (Quay & Jensen, 2018). 
 

Internationally, there is growing interest within the literature on the contribution of 

ECEC in promoting global citizenship, addressing issues of fairness, social justice, and equity, 

and enhancing global well-being, which corresponds with the broader definition of 

sustainability. Reflecting on this, several other ECEC curricula (e.g., Norway, Sweden, Japan, 

and Korea) include an underpinning principle of sustainability, positioning children and young 

people as competent problem-solvers, able to engage with complex problems and enact 

positive change (Elliott et al., 2020). Ethically informed views about sustainability 
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should be encouraged (Elliott & Young, 2015). Building children’s relationships and 

experiences with the natural world are important; however, the literature also purports that 

exploration of outdoor spaces may be limited due to the unpredictability of the outdoors and 

educator fears (Schenetti & Guerra, 2018). The contemporary literature advocates the need to 

embrace a systems-theory approach, and a broader definition of sustainability, beyond nature 

play. Children’s agency and active global change roles need stronger articulation and voice in 

the ECEC curriculum (Ärlemalm-Hagsér & Davis, 2014). 
 

Early childhood education plays a significant role in supporting the achievement of 

the goals for sustainable development (Bautista et al., 2018). Communities are becoming 

more mindful of the significance of caring for the natural environment and sustainable social 

and economic environments (Bahtić & Jevtić, 2020). Early childhood and preschools can 

provide foundations for lifelong learning about sustainability. Accordingly, early childhood 

education must build capacity and competencies to support sustainability goals (Diaries et al., 

2009). Goal 4 of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) is to ensure 

inclusive, equitable, and quality education for all children throughout their lifetime, with 

specific reference to providing quality ECEC; this necessitates a discussion of how early 

learning might incorporate more focus on sustainability (Samuelsson & Park, 2017). This 

goal of the SDGs has received particularly strong support in international agreements and is 

targeted for realisation by 2030 (United Nations, 2015). The SDG Report (United Nations, 

2016) defines quality education as including foundational literacy and numeracy in addition 

to interpersonal and social skills, values, and attitudes that facilitate people to live healthy 

lives and respond to global challenges. Values related to sustainability promote a specific 

type of pedagogy in which the child should be allowed to take the initiative, think, and 

reflect. This is addressed in the Education for Sustainable Development skills (UNESCO, 

2012), which can be adapted for ECEC: problem-solving, innovation (e.g., entrepreneurial 

education), life and lifestyle (e.g., consumer awareness), and citizenship (see further 

discussion below). Aistear’s existing Learning Goals support the development of skills 

relating to sustainability by encouraging children to become reflective and think flexibly 

(NCCA, 2009). The following opportunities for further enhancement of sustainability in 

ECEC are recommended (Samuelsson & Park, 2017): 
 

● a focus on ‘how to learn’, central in sustainable learning, as it involves self-reflection 

on ‘what’ and ‘how’ one learns; 
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● opportunities for children to make meaning of their feelings, bodies, and 

experience; this requires educators to deeply listen to children in addition 

to directing their attention towards issues of sustainability in play; 
 

● developing children’s values to include: “respect for all living things and the 

environment, and the ability to discover and reflect, and take a stand in respect to 

ethical dilemmas” and “develop children’s understanding of science and relationships 

with nature, including knowledge about plants, animals and environmental issues, 

such as global warming” (evident in the Swedish curriculum [Samuelsson & Park, 
 

2017, p. 279]) and include sustainability and global questions in their 

revised curriculum; 
 

● educators who understand what may be unsustainable and what can be done 

to promote sustainability can help children connect to their lived experiences. 

For example, in Nordic countries walking in the forest and appreciating nature 

are important parts of the national culture; and a 
 

● a curriculum that is open enough to enable educators to reflect and innovate. 

Education for Sustainable Development concepts should be included as part of initial 

education for early childhood educators (Samuelsson & Park, 2017) 

 

Children's knowledge needs to be anchored in their experiences to lead to meaningful 

understanding (Roberts, 2010; Seligman, 2011). Educators can engage in communities of 

practice that focus on the collaborative design of educational activities and programmes that 

could enrich pedagogical activities about sustainability (King & Holland, 2022). The findings 

of Bahtic and Jevtić's (2020) research indicate that kindergartens and preschools provide 

foundations for lifelong learning about sustainability and that educators can play an 

important role in promoting children's understanding through enriching pedagogical activities 

engendering compassion for nature and the environment. 
 

Compassion is a socio-emotional competency recognised as key for empowering 

“children as global citizens to lead sustainable lifestyles that support and sustain collective 

well-being” (Broadfoot & Pascal, 2021, p. 910). Conditions enabling compassion experiences 

in early childhood were explored (Broadfoot & Pascal, 2021). The findings align with Goal 5 

of the SDG (United Nations, 2015), seeking ‘good health and well-being’. ECEC is a critical 

context for fostering compassion to support collective well-being and promote a more just 

and healthy world. The COVID-19 pandemic has compounded the urgent need for the socio-

emotional competency of compassion to be fostered in education for the well-being of 
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children and our planet (Aslan & Köksal Akyo, 2019). A growing body of literature 

recognises young children having significant knowledge and compassion for the Earth, with 

essential ideas about environmental issues and knowledge of the responsibilities individuals 

carry concerning sustainability (Engdahl, 2015). 
 

Contemporary literature endorses the Aims and Learning Goals of Aistear, which 

recognise that children express themselves creatively and experience a spiritual dimension in 

life to enhance their well-being (NCCA, 2009). ECEC has an important role in redefining 

our nurturing relationship within the environment by instilling the concepts of 

interdependence and compassion, whereby we come to understand our place within the 

world rather than existing apart from it (Common Worlds Research Collective, 2020). The 

concept of ‘compassion’ has recently seen greater use and attention due to its predisposition 

to support well-being, justice, and peace (Broadfoot & Pascal, 2021). While Aistear (NCCA, 

2009) does not use the term ‘compassion’, it does advocate for children to care for others and 

the environment; the discourse prevalent in contemporary literature in this review suggests 

embedding environmental education and sustainability within the curriculum (Barblett et al., 

2021). For example, the Finnish National Core Curriculum (pre-primary) describes 

environmental education as “creating a foundation for a sustainable way of living by 

familiarising children with nature preservation, children are [thus] guided to take care of 

their environment” (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2018, p. 80). 

 

 

Aim 4: Children Will Have Positive Outlooks on Learning and On Life 
 

In many early childhood curricula (including Aistear), young children are positioned as 

competent problem-solvers who enact positive change (Elliott et al., 2020). In Aistear, Aim 4 

states that children “need to feel valued, respected, empowered, cared for, and included” 

(NCCA, 2009, p.16). Internationally, there is increasing attention paid to the potential of 

children’s early childhood experiences to promote global citizenship and address issues of 

fairness, social justice, and equity. Within this Literature Review, sustainability, social justice, 

citizenship, and agency repeatedly emerged across all four of Aistear’s Themes. In the context 

of Aims and Learning Goals of Well-being, key trends emerging included: values (van Krieken 

Robson, 2019), social justice and power relations (Adair & Sachdeva, 2021), democracy 

(Karlsdottir & Einarsdottir, 2020), citizenship (Harris, 2020) and children’s agency (Correia et 

al., 2019). Social justice and citizenship are also discussed 
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in Chapter 5: Identity and Belonging concerning children’s understanding and 

expression of rights. 

 

Values, Social Justice, and Democratic Citizenship 
 

The concept of ‘values’ is much contested, and a definition of the term remains 

undifferentiated and vague (Johansson et al., 2018). A pluralist view considers that values 

are socially constructed and vary in individuals, situations, and over time. Values can be 

implicit, emotionally loaded, embedded in practice, and therefore challenging to see and 

articulate. Values are embedded in the attitudes, feelings, language, actions, rules, and 

materials within early childhood settings, and both educators and children will represent their 

values and beliefs. Recognition, respect, and awareness of values are likely to impact 

children’s sense of belonging, value, and well-being (Johansson et al., 2018). 

 

The Literature Review identified an empirical research study that was conducted to 

explore the pedagogy applied by early childhood educators about values, including 

spirituality (van Krieken Robson, 2019). The study explored early childhood educators’ 

experience mediating and promoting a national action to promote Fundamental British 

Values, defined as; “democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty, and mutual respect and 

tolerance for those with different faiths and beliefs”. Rather than emerging from the children, 

educators or local context, these values were imposed on children and settings as part of a 

wider government measure to counter terrorism. It is argued that moral pedagogies, where 

children are positioned as constructors of knowledge about values, have the potential to 

support ECEC practice in ways that respect and uphold children’s rights (van Krieken 

Robson, 2019). Such an approach requires educators to adopt a critical stance (van Krieken 

Robson, 2019). The study suggests that this process may be enhanced by educators’ 

reflecting on the positioning of children within pedagogical relationships through the lens of 

child rights (Lundy, 2007). Consideration of relationships is central to pedagogy in values 

education, and this is supported by earlier work by Formosinho and Formosinho (2016) 

exploring participatory pedagogy in ECEC. Van Krieken Robson’s (2019) study explored the 

attempts of educators to comply with the directive on ‘teaching values’ while attempting to 

remain authentic in right-based approaches and participatory pedagogies. Whilst educators 

respect children’s right to formulate values relevant to their lives, the process of pedagogical 

documentation is an area where educators may intervene in ways that diminish children’s 

agency (van Krieken Robson, 2019). 
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The study demonstrated that sensitive and authentic pedagogical documentation of 

children’s experiences and understandings supported educators in respecting children’s 

agency, and offered valuable avenues to explore ideas about respect and shared knowledge 

of faith practices, democratic practices, and care for community members (van Krieken 

Robson, 2019). In promoting concepts of solidarity, justice, empathy, respect and hope, 

research suggests that educators should adopt a critical stance and consider their epistemic 

beliefs about how children learn and develop a consciousness of imposed values that inhibit 

children’s agency (van Krieken Robson, 2019). 

 

Social justice and citizenship emerged consistently in the literature searches 

concerning children’s well-being, sense of belonging, and how children see and understand 

their worlds. Socially-just education promotes authentic equality, where all children are 

afforded the same access, opportunities, and support, and critically, equity, where each child 

or group of children are encouraged about their interests, needs, and strengths (Karlsdottir & 

Einarsdottir, 2020). Chapter 5: Identity and Belonging, discusses approaches to social justice 

and citizenship, including pedagogical approaches that harness children’s innate sense of 

fairness, curiosity, and proficiency to explore difference, diversity, and dignity. 

 

Social justice and democratic citizenship are rights-based approaches to children’s 

participation that position children as “social actors, actively participating in decision making 

and advocacy for the self and others” (van Krieken Robson, 2019, p. 428). Children’s right to 

participate, and to influence matters affecting them, are critical in establishing democracy 

and citizenship. The concept of ‘participation’ is well established; however, deep knowledge 

and understanding of how to encourage children’s meaningful participation in early 

childhood settings have not been fully realised (Correia et al., 2019). The literature suggests 

that educators can promote children’s participation and agency by framing and grounding 

pedagogical relationships in right-based approaches (Adair & Sachdeva, 2021; Lundy, 2007). 

Educators’ recognition and respect for children as social actors and agents in their lives 

promote children’s advocacy for the self and others as democratic citizens. Children’s 

participation is supported by adults that listen carefully, recognise children’s competence and 

actively engage them in decision-making (Correia et al., 2019; Phillips et al., 2020). Aistear 

promotes learning experiences that encourage children to demonstrate independence, make 

choices and “decisions and to take the lead” (NCCA, 2009, p.16). This is in keeping with 

current studies that consider children’s early experiences of active citizenship influence 

advocacy, leadership, participation, and agency. In an Updated Aistear additional emphasis 
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could be placed on children’s agency, their rights to make decisions, initiate 

learning, and influence change. 

 

Resilience 
 

In the 1970s, research emerged that considered children who developed well, despite 

experiences of adversity or risk. The capacity of these children to adapt and sometimes 

thrive in difficult circumstances was referred to as resilience. Masten (2001) defines 

resilience as “the capacity of a system to adapt successfully to significant challenges that 

threaten its function, viability, or development” (p.16). A person that adapts positively, 

despite significant challenges or threats, is said to have a capacity for resilience. Adaptive or 

protective factors can be “social, biological, psychological, family or community (which 

includes culture and peer group) characteristics that reduce the harmful effect of adversity 

and trauma for children's overall adaptation and wellbeing” (Herrman, 2021, p. 21). 

Children’s capacity to respond and adjust to adversity has been described by Masten (2011) 

as “ordinary magic” (p. 230); 

 

“Resilience does not come from rare and special qualities, but from the everyday 

magic of ordinary, human resources in the minds, brains and bodies of children, 

in their families, and relationships and in their communities” 

 

(Masten, 2011, p.235) 

 

Children’s resilience is a dynamic and multifaceted construct that influences 

children’s development and learning (Archdall & Kilderry, 2016; Cefai et al., 2018). Much 

of the current research on children’s resilience tends to focus on longitudinal studies of 

children’s medium to long-term-trajectories arising from early adversity and specific cohorts 

of children, such as children that have experienced homelessness or alternative care systems. 

However, there is a recognition of the potential of universal approaches to supporting 

children’s social and emotional learning and resilience; such programmes benefit all children, 

particularly those at risk of adversity and marginalisation (Archdall & Kilderry, 2016; Cefai 

et al., 2018; Herbers et al., 2014; Miller-Lewis et al., 2013). The current literature suggests 

that successful programmes to support resilience adopt ‘developmental, ecological systems 

approach(s)” (Cefai et al., 2018, p. 191); that is, they consider and respond to children’s 

unique social-cultural and developmental context. In a review of school-based interventions, 

Hart and Heaver (2013) reported the value of systems-level work across the school, home, 

and family, as well as direct teaching of problem-solving skills and close relationships as 
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protective factors for children at risk of adversity. Research on resilience also suggest that 

individuals with capacity for resilience share common traits including: self-efficacy, 

tolerance, self-acceptance, patience, optimism, and hope, with an ability to drawing from 

personal resources to overcome challenge (Archdall & Kilderry, 2016; Herrmann, 2021; 

Miller-Lewis et al., 2013). While within-person attributes are of interest, it is important to 

recognise that young children depend on multiple contextual processes and protective factors 

including connected and supportive relationships, predictable and comforting routines, safe 

environments, and meaningful engagement (Cefai et al., 2018). 

 

The scoping methodology identified one review paper (Herrmann, 2021) and one 

intervention study (Cefai et al., 2018) that speak to the importance of supporting children to 

develop skills, reflect on experiences, and draw from supportive relationships and contexts to 

adapt positively to change and challenge. Herrmann (2021) considers current understandings 

of resilience within early childhood settings. The paper asserts that early childhood educators 

play an important role in promoting protective factors and adaptation skills that can buffer 

the effects of adversity and enhance children’s capacity for resilience. Strategies include 

warm, responsive relationships, encouragement of deep thinking and emotional intelligence, 

harnessing family and community supports, routines and predictability, and hope. The article 

recommends using children’s literature to develop children’s narratives of overcoming 

challenges and play and games to support problem-solving and decision-making skills. 

Herrmann (2011) emphasised support and teaching of ‘personal processes’, such as self-

regulation, sense of control and self-efficacy, social competence, goal-setting, and cognitive 

flexibility. The paper also considered educator’s awareness of children’s families and wider 

communities as key sites of support, assistance, and strength. 

 

Cefai and colleagues (2018) present the findings of an evaluation of RESCUR Surfing 

the Waves. This universal resilience programme aims to promote children’s social and 

emotional well-being, particularly for children at risk of absenteeism, bullying, exclusion, or 

mental health difficulties. The programme is delivered by teachers in mainstream classes and 

focuses on developing children’s communication skills, relationships, self-determination, and 

perseverance. The programme uses story-telling, modelling, animal characters, and 

‘mindfulness’ activities to engage children and families. The study explored the 

implementation and evaluation of the programme with 97 children (4-5 years) across 20 

classes in five early childhood settings in Malta. The universal programme was delivered 

over one year, with pre and post-measures of children’s resilience skills, behaviour, and 
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learning engagement. The study findings suggest improvements in children’s resilience skills, 

prosocial behaviour, and learning engagement, but no significant difference in internalized 

and externalized problem behaviours. While the paper’s findings are of interest, it is difficult 

to ascertain how practical such an approach is within a play-based curriculum in early 

childhood settings in Ireland. It is perhaps important that in the review and revision of 

Aistear’s Learning Goals, further consideration could be given to careful considerations of 

inhibiting factors that result in stress and adversity for children, as well as support in 

developing skills that support children in drawing on their personal skills and wider support 

systems to promote resilience. 

 

Concluding Comments 
 

The current Literature Review provides an overview of contemporary international 

trends on the Theme of children’s Well-being and development in early childhood curricula 

and learning frameworks. It offers up-to-date perspectives on children’s physical and 

psychological well-being, as well as strategies that promote agency, participation, and 

engagement with early learning experiences. The review noted the relative absence and 

visibility of babies and young children across the literature aligned with the Aims and 

Learning Goals of Aistear’s Theme of Well-being and early childhood curricula; this is 

discussed further in Chapter 3. Key trends in the review were: nurturing relationships, 

compassion, perspective taking and empathy, co-regulation to self-regulation, and transitions. 

These trends are aligned with the existing Aims and Learning Goals of Aistear, and the key 

messages are in keeping with the key Principles and intention of the framework. 

 

Almost all of the studies reviewed for the Theme of Well-being refer to the 

importance of rights-based approaches to children’s meaningful and authentic participation 

and how their awareness of themselves as agentic beings is pivotal to their overall well-being. 

It is suggested that Aistear could be further enhanced by making the concept of children’s 

rights, influence, and agency more explicit in the Aims and Learning Goals. The review also 

highlighted the importance of nurturing relationships that respond to children in their unique 

contexts to offer security, support, and comfort. Concepts of compassion and empathy for 

self and others emerged as significant to children’s social and emotional development. Early 

childhood educators play an important role in encouraging children’s perspective-taking, 

compassionate responses, and resilience through modelling, encouraging, and stretching 

children’s innate capacity for kindness. One area that may require attention in enhancing 

Aistear is consideration and acknowledgement of children’s physical and psychological 
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vulnerability and their need for comfort and affection, while still acknowledging their 

confidence and competence. The review highlighted the importance of enriching and 

enabling indoor and outdoor learning environments in supporting children’s physical activity 

and risky play. Children benefit from opportunities to experience the thrill, joy, and 

excitement of risk and adventure that promotes well-being, self-determination, problem 

solving, and physical development. Finally, as with the other Themes of Aistear, 

sustainability emerged as topical and highly relevant. Early childhood experiences offer 

significant potential to foster compassion for the planet and the plants, animals, and people 

that live on it, to support collective well-being, and promote a more just and healthy world. 
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Abstract 

 

The Literature Review took a systematic approach to identify, explore, and map 

contemporary research on early childhood curricula that affirms Aistear’s existing Aims and 

Learning Goals and identifies potential areas for enhancement aligned with contemporary 

literature. The search strategy used key terms and concepts from the Aims and Learning 

Goals of Identity and Belonging to search four databases (Education Research Complete, 

ERIC International, Web of Science, and PsycINFO) for peer-reviewed journal articles, book 

chapters, and scholarly reviews published in English from 2010-2022. The search identified 

334 articles that considered children’s identity and belonging and early childhood curriculum 

frameworks; these articles were subject to screening and full-text review. Thirty-eight articles 

were selected for analysis and synthesis and were considered alongside seminal works, grey 

literature, and recommendations from consultation with internationally recognised experts in 

early childhood. The findings of the review highlight the importance of ensuring and 

endorsing children’s right to feel respected and valued; these principles are embedded across 

Aistear, but particularly within the Theme of Identity and Belonging. Key trends that 

emerged from the review included: identity formation, social justice, citizenship, 

participation, and sustainability. The contemporary literature considered as part of the review 

reflects international trends and policy commitments concerning rights-based approaches to 

childhood and early learning experiences in the last decade. It offers up-to-date perspectives 

on how we can further support and enhance children’s identity, sense of connection and 

capacity to thrive as citizens of a diverse world. 

 

Introduction 
 

Children’s early experiences shape their sense of personal and social identity; this 

process is supported by connected and collaborative relationships that notice, recognise, and 

respond to children within their unique context. The Aims and Learning Goals of Aistear are 

influenced by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989). 

Aistear supports the learning and development of children as competent and capable 

individuals, nested within unique contexts that reflect their background, beliefs, language, 

and cultural identity. The child is viewed as an “active learner growing up as a member of a 
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family and community with particular traditions and ways of life” (NCCA, 2009, p.7). In 

particular, the Theme of Identity and Belonging reflects Articles 29 and 30, which state that 

respect and recognition of children’s cultural identity, values, and language, and that of others, 

should be part of their education. The Aims and Learning Goals in Identity and Belonging 

highlight the importance and value of diverse identities and promote children’s right to an 

education that recognises and respects their cultural identity, values, and language. 

Internationally, many early childhood policies, practices, and curricula view children as 

unique, capable, and competent; this includes Nordic countries (Brembeck et al., 2004), New 

Zealand (Chan, 2019) and Australia (Sumsion et al., 2018; Sumsion & Wong, 2011). Aistear is 

aligned with contemporary literature and scholarly discourse that recognises and respects 

children’s capacity, agency, and proficiency in the social construction of their worlds. 
 

The Literature Review considers contemporary literature that aligned with the four 

Aims within the Theme of Identity and Belonging. The search terms and inclusion criteria 

(Chapter Two) resulted in the selection of 38 articles that offer insight into current research 

relating to children’s sense of identity and belonging across and within the totality of the 

curriculum. The selected literature affirms the existing Aims and Learning Goals of the 

Theme. It provides contemporary evidence to guide the development of the framework to 

enhance professional practice and pedagogies, learning experiences, and the places and 

spaces in which children develop a strong sense of identity and belonging. 

 

Aim 1: Children Will Have Strong Self-identities and Will 

Feel Respected and Affirmed as Unique Individuals with 

Their Own Life Stories 
 

Aistear suggests that children who are given messages of respect, love, approval, and 

encouragement are likely to develop a positive sense of self and awareness of their important 

contribution to their world (NCCA, 2009). The conceptualisation of children as connected to 

themselves, others, and their environments is consistently observed across international 

examples of early learning frameworks and curricula. In 2021, a review of Approved Learning 

Frameworks commissioned by the Australian Children’s Education and Care Quality Authority 

(ACEQA) mapped the key principles and learning goals of more than 20 international learning 

frameworks and curriculum approaches. The concept of children as unique, active participants, 

and citizens in their own right is embedded as a principle and priority across all the reviewed 

frameworks (Barblett et al., 2021). Frameworks that adopt holistic and relational approaches, 

such as Aistear and Te Whãriki, give greater consideration 
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to recognising, responding to, and respecting children as they are, rather than focusing on 

who they will become (Agbenyega & Klibthong, 2013; Fleer et al., 2019; Pascal et al., 2019). 

The current review identified three key trends concerning children’s sense and appreciation 

of self: identity formation, belonging and becoming. 

 
 
 

Identity Formation and Sense of Self 
 

Rochat and Hespos (1997) assert that “long before infants recognise themselves in 

front of a mirror, they manifest signs of differentiation between self and external 

stimulation” (p. 106). Since the 1980s, studies consistently attest to the capacity of infants to 

interpret information from their environment, their body, and their impact on the world 

(Neisser, 1985; Rochat & Hespos, 1997). Despite this, the term ‘identity’ is not well-defined 

in early childhood literature. Aistear describes the concept of identity as relating to children’s 

recognition of themselves as an individual, separate from others, and with “a sense of who 

they are” (NCCA, 2009, p. 26). The process of identity formation is acknowledged as a 

complex process that continually evolves. Siraj-Blatchford and Clarke (2006) advise that 

identity for babies, toddlers and young children should not be defined and bound as a 

homogeneous experience with others. Rather, identity formation should be viewed as a 

complicated intersection of the numerous dimensions that shape children’s ways of knowing 

and being. Aistear highlights the importance and influence of connected and responsive 

relationships in supporting children’s sense of self-worth and identity. Aistear’s emphasis on 

“respectful relationships with others” (NCCA, 2009., p.26) is in keeping with studies that 

emphasise the importance of relational, responsive, and encouraging pedagogies to promote 

and support children’s sense of identity and belonging (Stratigos et al., 2014; Wastell & 

Degotardi, 2017). Shaik and colleagues (2021) highlight the importance of listening and 

connecting to recognise how children know and express themselves and their understanding 

through physical proximity, eye gaze, engagement with others, and learning experiences. 

Listening carefully and paying attention to children’s interests, ideas, and preferences are 

presented as powerful pedagogical strategies to affirm all children as unique individuals 

(Chesworth, 2016; Macartney, 2012). 
 

Aistear encourages a shared appreciation of the features that make a person special 

and unique, such as their name, footprint, or birthday. While recognising and celebrating such 

dimensions is important, the current studies highlight the potential of broader 

conceptualisations of being, knowing, and doing that contribute to our identity formation 
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(Mitchell & Bateman, 2018). Children’s sense of self and identity is supported by early 

learning experiences that respond to children’s socio-ecological contexts and expressions of 

their thinking and meaning-making as demonstrated in their play preferences, engagement with 

others, and interaction and contributions to the physical learning environment. Early childhood 

curriculum can guide responsive pedagogies and practices that provide children with time, 

space, and opportunities to know themselves, to recognise and take pride in their bodies, 

abilities, cultural identity, values, and language (Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2021; Lalvani & 

Bacon, 2019; Martens et al., 2015; Mitchell & Bateman, 2018). 
 

Within the current review, children’s cultural identity emerged as an area of 
 

importance and influence (MacNaughton, 2000; Osgood, 2020; Siraj-Blatchford & Clarke, 

1996, 2006). MacNaughton (2000) argues that children’s social and cultural identities are co-

constructed through dialogue or narrative and that pedagogies based on this notion critically 

engage children’s sense of who they are and what they can achieve. Recent studies exploring 

children’s perspectives on belonging in early childhood reflect children’s capacity and 

fluency in understanding, navigating, and adjusting to dimensions of difference between 

themselves and others. Kyrönlampi et al. (2021) noted how children’s photographs and 

discussions with adults and peers could provide rich insights into how children see 

themselves and others within the social, cultural, and material environment of preschool 

settings. Early childhood curriculum can guide responsive pedagogies and practices that 

provide all children with time, space, and opportunities to know themselves. Children’s sense 

of self and connectedness to people and place depends on welcoming environments, 

responsive and reciprocal relationships, and learning experiences that respond to their unique 

developmental and sociocultural context. 

 
 
 

Belonging 
 

Within an Irish context, Aistear defines belonging as “having a secure relationship 

with or a connection with a particular group of people” (NCCA, 2009. p. 25) and emphasises 

children’s sense of value and affirmation in their environment and relationships. Over the 

last eighty years, stemming from the work of Maslow (1943), furthered by Ainsworth (1963; 

1969) and Bowlby (1969), the concept of ‘belonging’ has emerged and been established as a 

basic human need, driven by an innate need for warm, responsive relationships and deep 

human connections. Recent studies have drawn attention to the life-long effects of positive 

connections and relationships, or the lack thereof, on human development, including 
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cognition, social-emotional well-being, and health (Acar et al., 2019; Ahnert et al., 2013; 

Barandiaran et al., 2015). Several studies in this review highlighted the importance of 

‘belonging’ in early childhood (Johansson & Puroila, 2021; Kyrönlampi et al., 2021; 

Papatheodorou, 2010; Selby et al., 2018; Stratigos et al., 2014; Sumsion et al., 2018; Sumsion 
 
& Wong, 2011). The concept of ‘belonging’ is embedded as a core principle across multiple early 
 

learning frameworks and curricula; however, there is little consensus on how ‘belonging’ is 

observed, enacted, and experienced by infants and young children (Barblett et al., 2021; Ebbeck 

et al., 2010; Johansson, 2009; Stratigos et al., 2014; Sumsion & Wong, 2011). Despite lengthy 

discussion and debate, ‘belonging’ as a concept within early childhood curricula is loosely 

defined and difficult to measure (Johansson & Puroila, 2021; Selby et al., 2018; Sumsion & 

Wong, 2011). Contemporary academics ask how we can define and describe ‘belonging’, to 

whom it applies, and how, if at all, can ‘belonging’ be observed and operationalised in early 

childhood settings, particularly for young children? (DeNicolo et al., 2017; Selby et al., 2018; 

Slee, 2019; Souto-Manning & Lanza, 2019; Stratigos et al., 2014). Despite this debate, there is 

broad agreement that children’s awareness of self, connection to others, and comfort and safety 

in the learning environment are facilitated by deliberate choices, practices, and approaches that 

honour all children as unique individuals. 
 

Sumsion and Wong (2011) completed research to explore conceptualisations of 

‘belonging’ to map and interrogate the contested concept. This work highlighted the 

dynamic, highly contextualised, and ever-evolving concept of ‘belonging’. Their study 

identified ten overlapping dimensions of belonging: “emotional, social, cultural, spatial, 

temporal, physical, spiritual, moral/ethical, political and legal” (Sumsion & Wong, 2011, p. 

33). This conceptual work is accompanied by a discussion that highlights ‘belonging’ in 

flux, constantly “enacted, contested, and negotiated in the various times, places, and groups 

in which we live our daily lives” (Stratigos et al., 2014, p. 178). More recent consideration of 

‘belonging’ relating to the Voice of Children (Wastell et al., 2017) describes the construct of 

belonging as a “lattice pie”. People and place represent the “filling” held together by 

experiences that give meaning to their belonging, the latticed strands of agency, shared 

interest, belongings, inclusion, and time (Wastell & Degotardi, 2017, p. 42). 
 

Despite contested definitions of ‘belonging’, concepts of acceptance, and a sense of 

comfort, self-appreciation, safety, connectedness, and respect for individuality permeate the 

discussion (Chan, 2019; Garrity et al., 2017; McGregor et al., 2020; Selby et al., 2018; Souto-

Manning & Lanza, 2019; Wastell & Degotardi, 2017). There is recognition of the importance 

of the environment and how children’s cultures, languages, and attributes are represented 
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within the physical space, books, and play materials, and how this supports a sense of connection 

and place belonging (Chan, 2019; Garrity et al., 2017; Hawkins, 2014; Lalvani & Bacon, 2019; 

Stagg-Peterson et al., 2022). The literature also highlights the importance of relational 

connections, particularly a sense of belonging within the peer group. Studies speak to the value of 

curriculum and pedagogical practice that recognises and responds to children’s interest and 

capacity to form relationships in infancy and early childhood, particularly with their same-aged 

peers and how these relationships afford children greater self-appreciation and self-worth 

(Macartney, 2012; Selby et al., 2018). Educators play a critical role in creating conditions where 

children can develop a deep, connected sense of belonging through practices of listening, 

noticing, and responding to children’s positions and perspectives, nurturing children’s sense 

of belonging and collective group membership (Ebbeck et al., 2010; Macartney, 2012; Slee, 

2019; Stratigos et al., 2014; Wastell & Degotardi, 2017). 
 
 

 

Becoming 
 

The Theme of Identity and Belonging emphasises the provision of environments, 

relationships, and learning experiences that respect and affirm children’s unique identities and 

life stories. The notion of children’s identity and belonging is not static; rather, children’s 

identities evolve in response to their cultural and social worlds; hence, their identity is continually 

in a state of ‘becoming’. For Deleuze and Guattari (1987), the concept of ‘becoming’ offers a 

way of understanding change that does not depend on ‘series’ and ‘structure’. Evans 

(2015) builds on Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) work and argues the concept of “becoming 

negates the existence of a stable series of identities” (p.36), but rather acknowledges, 

encourages, and values the present state; the now. A Deleuzean‐Guattarian conceptualisation of 

‘becoming’ is not a resemblance, identification, or impression, nor is it moving forward or 

reverting along with a defined series of beings perpetually imitating one another. This 

understanding of children in a constant state of ‘becoming’ depends not only on a child’s 

sense of self and identity, but on their awareness and appreciation of differences in others, as 

influenced by their wider bio-ecological context. In Aistear (2019), the term ‘becoming’ is 

sometimes used to reflect a final goal or achievement, for example, children “becoming 

effective communicators and learners” (p.11) or “becoming toilet trained” (p.20). Current 

discourse recognises ‘becoming’ as an important concept, and used in relation to skill 

acquisition can detract from the power and value of children’s present. Aistear should 
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consider this concept of ‘becoming’ in the Principles and Themes to recognise and encourage 

children as they carve their unique pathways, life stories, and identities (Knaus, 2015). 
 

Children’s early experiences shape their sense of personal and social identity; this 

process is supported by connected and collaborative relationships that notice, recognise, and 

respond to children within their unique context. The findings of the current review affirm the 

importance of support for children’s emerging and ever-evolving identities within early 

childhood curriculum and learning frameworks. The literature recognises that children’s sense of 

self is constructed from their experiences and engagement with people, places, and personal 

experiences. Early childhood curricula can support the development of environments and 

experiences that reflect children’s characteristics, sociocultural contexts, home languages, 

strengths, needs, and preferences. Children are more likely to feel valued when they can see 

themselves, their families, and their interests reflected in the environment. 

 

Aim 2: Children Will Have a Sense of Group Identity Where Links with 

Their Family and Community are Acknowledged and Extended 
 

Aistear promotes experiences and opportunities that ensure children have a sense of 

group identity and know that their families and communities are positively acknowledged and 

welcomed. The concept of children as 'unique', with prescribed rights to inclusion, 

participation agency, and citizenship, is embedded across Aistear and international early 

childhood curricula and learning frameworks (Barblett et al., 2021). Despite this, robust 

evidence and practice guidelines on the efficacy of specific approaches to promote group 

belonging and inclusion are less well developed (Blewitt et al., 2021). Children's sense of 

belonging, inclusion, and group identity is important for their development, well-being and 

agency; experiences in infancy and early childhood influence their sense of self, their 

connectedness to others, and their attitudes to diversity and difference (Eek-Karlsson & 

Emilson, 2021; Janssen & Vandenbroeck, 2018; Sadownik, 2020). 
 

Early childhood settings reflect the social and cultural context of children, and the 

transition to early childhood settings has been described as the first “step into society” that 

presents children with a “mirror” reflecting how society views and values them 

(Vandenbroeck, 2015. p.109). In infancy and early childhood, children interpret and 

internalise key messages about gender, disability, race, and cultural and linguistic diversity 

from various sources, including: family, teachers, media, peers, books, and social, political, 

and religious institutions (Derman-Sparks, 2021). Educators and children benefit from a 
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conscious understanding of diversity where individual and group identities are named and 

differences valued (Lalvani & Bacon, 2019, 2021). The values, messages and attitudes 

embedded in early childhood settings influence children's responses to diversity; this presents 

a unique opportunity to promote experiences and opportunities that emphasise equal 

recognition and respect for all children (Hedges, 2022; Lalvani & Bacon, 2019). 

 
 
 

Equal Recognition, Participation, and Inclusion 
 

The review highlighted young children's awareness of, exposure to, and 

interpretation of multiple forms of diversity within early childhood curricula and settings. 

Prejudice, particularly toward minority groups, begins in early childhood (Hawkins, 2011; 

Raabe & Beelmann, 2011). Young children are not only aware of individual differences but 

can experience rejection, discrimination, and bullying in educational settings (Jenkins et al., 

2017; Sadownik, 2020). The available literature speaks to children's capacity to work 

creatively with diversity, navigate cultural contexts, and express their views on fairness or 

unfairness, building solidarity through play, drawing, discussion, and story-telling (Agarwal-

Rangnath, 2021; Ang, 2018; Benavides et al., 2020; Dunkerly-Bean & Bean, 2016; Hawkins, 

2014). Early childhood curriculum can guide the development of pedagogical spaces and 

humanising experiences by encouraging children's innate curiosity and sense of fairness to 

promote acceptance, respect, and connection with other people, places, groups, and 

communities (Agarwal-Rangnath, 2021; Souto-Manning & Lanza, 2019). Internationally, the 

contemporary literature pays particular attention to children at greater risk of exclusion and 

marginalisation resulting from: gendered values, special educational needs or disabilities, 

cultural and racial diversity, and socio-economic status (Agbenyega & Klibthong, 2013; 

Garrity et al., 2017; Sumsion & Wong, 2011; West-Burns & Murray, 2016). 

 
 
 

Gendered Values and Identity 
 

The importance of gender identity and values within early childhood policies, curricula, 

and practice emerged as a trend within the current review. Societal beliefs and attitudes can 

reflect gendered values and limiting roles that can be explicitly or implicitly communicated and 

embedded in early childhood settings (Chapman, 2022; Emilson et al., 2016 & Yoon, 2020). 

Emilson and colleagues (2016) explored how educators' gender beliefs and values are 

embedded in Swedish preschool practice. A key finding from their research is educators' 

support for gender neutrality concepts and a shared belief that children should be 
 

134 



treated as individuals, free to make choices and express preferences irrespective of their 

gender identity. However, this concept can be challenging in practice. Emilson et al. (2016) 

reported that educators struggled to encourage children not to subscribe to gendered 

stereotypes. They experienced conflict and contradiction in responding to and supporting 

children's interests related to gender-identified toys and games (Emilson et al., 2016). 

Chapman (2022) maintains that we must move beyond concepts of gender-neutrality to 

consider more expansive work around gender, including recognition and exploration of 

spaces, places, and experiences that are inherently gendered. She asserts that educators 

should be encouraged to “develop strategies to consider broader contextual dimensions of 

gender imbalances and inequalities, rather than focusing on removing inequalities from the 

setting” (Chapman, 2022, p.13). By supporting, exploring and expanding children's beliefs 

and experiences, educators are more likely to achieve “pro-diversity” practices and spaces 

relating to gender (Chapman, 2022. p.14). Yoon (2020) maintain that play is a key site for 

exploring and negotiating gender expressions, as children's play can limit stereotypes that 

narrow and exclude identities. Through play, popular culture artefacts, and symbolic tools, 

Yoon (2020) demonstrate how children mobilise themselves across various contexts within 

their own social and cultural worlds. The current review highlights the need for 

consideration of holistic approaches to gender within early childhood curriculum, pedagogy 

and policy, particularly in creating gender-expansive learning environments (Chapman, 

2022; Emilson, Folkesson & Lindberg, 2016; Yoon, 2020). 

 
 
 

Additional Learning, Development, and Care Needs 
 

International research consistently demonstrates the potential of high-quality early 

childhood environments to enhance outcomes for all children, particularly those with 

additional learning, development, and care needs (Barton & Smith 2015; Guralnick 2020; 

Lundqvist, et al., 2016; Walker et al., 2021). Contemporary studies focus on experiences of 

inclusion from a rights-based perspective that acknowledges that all children learn differently 

and that schools and organisations must be structured and resourced to facilitate full and 

meaningful access and participation for all. There is a growing body of literature that 

explores anti-ableist approaches which assert that children's additional needs should be 

recognised and valued as forms of diversity to support the creation of responsive curricula 

that promotes understanding and acceptance of multiple forms of difference (Blewitt et al., 

2021; Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2021; Lalvani & Bacon, 2019). 
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Within the current review, there were limited references to concepts of physical 

accessibility and universal design; greater attention was given to children's engagement with 

educators and their same-aged peers and participation in learning experiences. This focus is 

perhaps representative of a broader shift in interest, from children with additional needs and 

disabilities being 'present' to experiences of meaningful involvement and participation (Eek-

Karlsson & Emilson, 2021; Stratigos et al., 2014; Walker et al., 2021). Children's sense of 

belonging and group identity requires much more than children's access and proximity to 

their peers. Beyond children's physical presence, there is a need to reduce the stigma, 

isolation and 'othering' experienced by children with additional needs or physical disabilities 

and ensure that children are aware of and prepared to contribute to a pluralistic society 

where difference is no longer regarded as a deficit. Within the current literature, it is 

accepted that inclusive, not merely integrative, early childhood settings are typically high-

quality settings with accessible and supportive environments and responsive adults (Barton 
 
& Smith, 2015; Buysse & Hollingsworth, 2009; Guralnick, 2001, 2020; Lundqvist et 

al., 2016; Passmore & Hughes, 2021; Walker et al., 2021). 
 

Within an Irish context, the Diversity, Equality, and Inclusion Charter and Guidelines 

(Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2016) and the Access and Inclusion Model 

(AIM) (2016) promote access and participation in early childhood education and care for 

children with additional needs or disabilities. AIM provides important resources to support 

children's access to settings and also calls for practice and pedagogies that move beyond 

children's presence to children's meaningful participation and engagement. AIM is 

underpinned by evidence-based research on best practices in early childhood education and 

care and Universal Design (Ring et al., 2020), and attention is given to accessibility, 

usability, and inclusive environments as well as training, specialist support, and additional 

adult assistance in the preschool room. Roberts and Callaghan (2021) have explored the 

attitudes and perceptions early childhood educators have of AIM. Their study considered the 

experiences of almost 200 early childhood educators in Ireland and found that AIM has 

supported early childhood settings in developing inclusive environments and practices. The 

study found positive attitudes toward inclusion but noted challenges concerning educators' 

skills, experience, and confidence, and the need for appropriate support and training for 

those working directly with children. The development of curricula and learning frameworks 

presents an opportunity to complement and support the design and implementation of 

practice that acknowledges and embraces children's different ways of being, knowing, and 

doing (Macartney, 2012). 
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Migration, Globalisation, and 'Superdiversity' 
 

Over the last twenty years, many European countries have witnessed greater diversity in 

society's social, cultural, and economic dimensions with significant migration-related diversity 

and global mobility from the Middle East and Eastern European countries (Eek-Karlsson & 

Emilson, 2021; Vandenbroeck, 2007). Irish society has been transformed and enhanced by 

ethnic, cultural, and religious diversity that provides young children with increased awareness of 

and exposure to multiple forms of difference (Garrity et al., 2017; McGregor et al., 2020). 

Inward migration from countries within the European Union, and outside the EU, including 

Nigeria, India, and the Philippines has increased socio-cultural diversity (Fanning & Michael, 

2018; McGinnity et al., 2020). Recent studies have identified poorer outcomes for migrants of 

Black ethnicity in terms of employment and the Irish labour market (McGinnity et al., 2020) and 

figures from the Central Statistics Office show increasing numbers of racially aggravated crimes 

and assaults in Ireland since 2013 (Sambaraju & Minescu, 2019). Despite these trends, there is 

limited academic literature on children's experience of racism or prejudice in an Irish context. 

What is evident, from broader international perspectives, is that young children have a racialised 

sense of themselves and others and that children can form negative attitudes, unfavourable racial 

stereotypes, and prejudice based on their early experiences and representations of difference 

(Derman-Sparks 
 

& Edwards, 2021; Hawkins, 2014; Kintner-Duffy et al., 2022; Lalvani & 

Bacon, 2019; MacNevin, 2017; Sullivan et al., 2021). 
 

Early childhood curriculum can harness children's natural curiosity about difference to 

equip them to participate and collaborate within multi-ethnic and multi-cultural societies. 

Derman Sparks (2021) argues that early childhood educators are responsible for grounding 

children's experiences in anti-bias approaches that challenge racism and prejudice and uphold 

social justice to shape children's knowledge and understanding of diversity and difference. In 

considering anti-bias approaches, it should be recognised that prejudice extends “beyond 
 
mere differences in phenotype (skin colour)” (Sambaraju & Minescu, 2019, p. 398) to 

complex layers of inequality and exclusion. 
 

Over the last decade, many countries, including Ireland, have experienced increasing 

numbers of asylum seekers and refugee children pursuing refuge and international protection 

(Chan, 2019; 2020; Garrity et al., 2017; Kintner-Duffy et al., 2021). The marginalisation of 

these children and families does not subside when they are provided with shelter and safety, and 

full inclusion means full access and participation in society (Agbenyega & Klibthong, 2013). 

Within the literature, the term 'superdiversity' (Vertovec, 2007; Meissner and 
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Vertovec, 2014) has been used across multiple disciplines as a 'lens' to consider ethnocultural 

diversity arising from migration and global mobility. The concept refers to the multiple 

layers of inequality that can emerge from the interplay of complex variables of 'difference' 

such as socio-economic status, linguistic diversity, age, gender, and (dis)ability within these 

populations (Vertovec, 2007; Vandenbroeck, 2007; Sadownik, 2020). Educators must 

recognise and respond to children's diverse contexts through a co-constructed curriculum that 

learns from and engages across differences (Lalvani & Bacon, 2019). Childcare settings that 

explore and appreciate linguistic, social, and cultural differences support children's individual 

and group identity and social development see better engagement and participation of 

children and families (Garrity et al., 2017, Ogletree & Larke, 2010). Despite this, current 

research suggests that wider systems, policies, and educational provisions can be slow to 

adapt to 'superdiverse' communities and pluralistic societies (Chan, 2020; Garrity et al., 2017; 

Kintner-Duffy et al., 2022; Sadownik, 2020; 't Gilde & Volman, 2021). 
 

Aistear recognises the importance of children's right to belong, positive 

acknowledgement of their community, and the creation of learning environments and 

experiences that promote individual and group identity, reflecting children's family structures, 

cultures, and backgrounds through equipment and materials, books, toys, and environmental 

displays. The "Greater Tomorrow" Crèche and Ballyhaunis Community Preschool is an example 

of the importance of culturally responsive practices in an Irish context. The study reflects on the 

value of books and materials that represent and reflect the characteristics of children, different 

family types, and cultures (Garrity et al., 2017). Early childhood curriculum can enhance 

children's sense of group identity and belonging through culturally responsive approaches that 

respect children's unique contexts. This includes considering interpersonal relationships, learning 

activities, materials, and institutional and cultural practices (Kyrönlampi et al., 2021). The 

available literature cautions against focusing merely on 'celebrations' of customs and festivals. 

While this can provide an opportunity to explore and celebrate diversity, it is insufficient to 

build mutual respect and group belonging. In some cases, focusing on routine and custom can 

further reinforce racial and cultural stereotypes (Juvonen et al., 2019). Regular experiences and 

exposure to different ways of knowing, being, and doing can be enhanced through regular and 

sustained access to global literature, folklore, traditional music, song, and dance that reflect the 

socio-cultural contexts of children, their families, and local communities (Agbenyega & 

Klibthong, 2013; Agbenyega et al., 2017; Ebbeck et al., 2010; Juvonen et al., 2019; Ukala & 

Agabi, 2017). 
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Indigenous Groups, Roma, and Traveller children 
 

A growing body of literature contributes to our awareness of identities from diverse 

cultural and ethnic groups that present “different ways of knowing, being and doing” (Chan, 

2020, p. 567). This awareness and understanding demands increased attention to equal access 

and outcomes for non-dominant, indigenous groups often visibly absent from early 

childhood curricula (Chan, 2019, 2020; Putnam et al., 2011; Ukala & Agabi, 2017). 

International research from Canada, New Zealand, Australia, Kenya, Ireland, and Nigeria 

provides insight into the specific challenges experienced by children from indigenous 

communities. Studies consistently demonstrate poorer outcomes concerning children's 

health, well-being, and development influenced by factors at the family, community, and the 

broader societal systems levels (Chan, 2020; Gould, 2017; Halselth & Greenwood, 2019; 

Murray, 2012; Ng'asike, 2019; Putnam et al., 2011; Ukala & Agabi, 2017). These studies 

highlight the potential of high-quality early childhood education and care practices to 

alleviate the disproportionate burden of inequality experienced by indigenous groups. Early 

childhood education and care can provide children with learning experiences that promote 

indigenous culture, language, and identity, and address imbalances in health, socio-economic 

status, and educational outcomes experienced by minority groups. Rather than 'ignoring' 

differences in language, ethnicity or beliefs, West-Burns and Murray (2016) recommend that 

early childhood educators challenge the dominant discourse and 'tap into' the voices of 

children and their families to generate an authentic recognition and appreciation of diversity. 
 

Within an Irish context, the Traveller community is officially recognised as an ethnic 

minority and an ethnic group, representing 0.7% of the population (McGinnity et al., 2020). 

Travellers have a unique nomadic identity and culture that distinguishes them from 'settled 

people' (O'Sullivan et al., 2018). Since 2017, Irish Travellers have been legally recognised as 

an ethnic minority indigenous to Ireland (Haynes et al., 2021). While recognition as an ethnic 

minority does not afford Travellers any additional rights, it does encourage wider societal 

recognition of the deep structural disadvantage, significant marginalisation, exclusion, and 

inequality experienced across multiple domains, including: health, housing, and education 

(Boyle et al., 2020; Kavanagh & Dupont, 2021; Murray, 2012; O'Sullivan et al., 2018). 

Aistear acknowledges the importance of providing learning materials that reflect children's 

backgrounds and cultures, including: Travellers, lone parents, and people with disabilities. 

However, environmental considerations and representation in books and play objects are 

insufficient to address deeply ingrained prejudice and discrimination. Early childhood 

curriculum can offer specific guidance and encouragement that supports children in 
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recognising and respecting the values, knowledge, skills and language of the Traveller 

community as valuable resources. Halselth and Greenwood (2019), in their review of 

indigenous early childhood development in Canada, emphasised the importance of 

partnership with parents and community members in the planning, designing, and delivering 

programmes to reduce the impact of inequality. Internationally, there are multiple examples 

of culturally responsive practices in early childhood curricula to promote positive 

acknowledgement of children from non-dominant and indigenous groups, as well as 

strategies for prejudice reduction across early childhood education and care curricula and 

practice frameworks (Barblett et al., 2021). Successful international approaches for children 

from indigenous contexts highlight the importance of respectful collaboration with families 

and community representatives to co-construct a 'local' curriculum that empowers children 

and strengthens their pride in themselves and their communities. Examples include: play 

experiences that allow children to explore, share, and make meaning of their identity within 

their schools and communities (Stagg-Peterson & Friedrich, 2022), as well as oral traditions, 

story-telling, song, and dance (Halselth & Greenwood, 2019; Ng'asike, 2019). While there 

are examples of evidence-based projects and initiatives with Traveller children in Ireland, 

further attention must be given to mainstreaming evidence-based approaches to ensure 

Traveller children and their families are positively acknowledged and welcomed in early 

childhood education and care settings in Ireland. 

 
 
 

Culturally Responsive Approaches, Pedagogies, and Practice 
 

Identity and Belonging highlights the importance of children's sense of belonging and 

group identity, including respect for difference and diversity (NCCA, 2009). Contemporary 

literature on early childhood curricula and group identity focuses on children at risk of 

marginalisation and exclusion. Very young children can form and hold negative attitudes and 

prejudice based on race (Hawkins, 2014; Sullivan et al., 2021). Despite this, evidence 

suggests that children can develop positive feelings and pride in their own identities, as well 

as those of others, when their environments, relationships, and experiences counter, address, 

and challenge implicit bias (Husband, 2019; Sullivan et al., 2021). Hawkins (2014) asserts 

that children's understanding of the social world is constructed through a lengthy process 

influenced by what they see, hear, and experience. These experiences can be influenced by 

curriculum approaches that recognise bias, affirm diversity and respond to children's unique 

contexts. 
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Places, Spaces, and Learning Materials 
 

The literature suggests that in high-quality early childhood education and care 

settings, there is evidence of cultural recognition and responsiveness in classroom displays, 

toys, books, and learning materials (Derman-Sparks et al., 2020; Ginner Hau et al., 2020; 

Hawkins, 2014; Neylon; 2014; Roberts & Callaghan, 2021; Ukala & Agabi, 2017). Derman-

Sparks (2021) asserts that children's sense of identity and belonging is constructed from 

experiences and interpretations drawn from multiple sources, including media, books, and 

toys, with environmental cues “planting the seeds of openness and connection” (p. 39). The 

literature provides examples of national policy that encourages and, in some cases, 

mandates the provision of culturally diverse play and learning materials (Martens et al., 

2015; McAnelly & Gaffney, 2019; Roberts & Callaghan, 2021). Meaningful recognition of 

children's place and right to belong requires the early childhood education and care 

curriculum to promote classroom displays and play materials that reflect and celebrate 

children's home languages and cultural customs and provide affirmation that their families 

and communities are positively recognised (Eek-Karlsson & Emilson, 2021; Garrity et al., 

2017; Neylon; 2014; West-Burns & Murray, 2016). However, children's sense of group 

identity and belonging cannot be fully realised through the provision of physical objects and 

classroom displays, merely being surrounded by 'diverse' materials is unlikely to result in 

learning experiences and discussions that explore diversity (MacNevin, 2017). 

 
 
 

Interpersonal Connections and Relational Pedagogies 
 

Evidence suggests that children as young as three notice and make value judgements 

concerning race and ethnicity (Aboud et al., 2012). Children can be supported to challenge 

unfairness and exclusionary behaviours to interrupt cycles of oppression but to do so require 

opportunities to interact with adults and peers to develop their ideas about belonging, identity, 

and diversity and challenge misinformation or inaccurate stereotypes within and across their 

communities (Derman-Sparks et al., 2020; Husband, 2019). The evidence highlights the 

importance of early childhood educators paying attention to and demonstrating genuine 

interest in each child. Ensuring all children feel noticed and valued supports children's sense of 

self and social construction of their worlds (Eek-Karlsson & Emilson, 2021; McGregor et al., 

2020; Papadopoulou & Gregoriadis, 2017). The theme of 'relational pedagogies' was prevalent 

in considering children's sense of group belonging; this concept moves beyond concepts of 

adult 'support' or 'assistance' to deeper relationships, interactions, 

 

141 



and connections that are responsive to children's unique contexts. Relational connections 

among children, their families, educators, peers, and community members support 

children's sense of safety, well-being, and group belonging, with the current review 

emphasising: kindness, reciprocity, respect, affection, hospitality, and equality (Barblett et 

al., 2021; Chesworth, 2016; Fleer et al., 2019; Shaik et al., 2021). In supporting children's 

sense of comfort and belonging in early childhood settings, practices aligned with secure 

and warm relationships emerged strongly. In nurturing these connections, there is a growing 

awareness of the importance of paying attention to each child and recognising how a 

“caring and loving” approach to children and families promotes enriched practice (Eek-

Karlsson & Emilson, 2021, p. 6). 
 

Aistear recognises that children's group and cultural identity forms within the family 

and, from there, extends and evolves as they engage with their peers. Children's relationships 

with peers are critical in promoting children's sense of belonging and acceptance. Current 

studies highlight the importance of diverse play experiences through which children can 

explore differences, cultural practices, daily routines, and celebrations to build knowledge, 

friendships, and relational connections. Secure relationships are supported by educators that 

tune in to children's interests, identities, funds of knowledge, interests, and working theories, 

particularly during shared play episodes. Reflecting on inclusive practice in Irish settings, 

Garrity et al. (2017) describe how staff ensure respect for 'difference' is part of everyday 

practice, planning, and reflection. For example, when children comment on a classmate 

using a walking aid, this was recognised and responded to as a teachable moment. Children 

were encouraged to discuss, describe, and explore the experience of others, and themselves, 

with children encouraged to “have a go” using the “walker” (Garrity et al., 2017. p. 313). 

This acknowledgement, recognition, and understanding of diverse experiences and 

perspectives allow for reciprocal relationships and rich relational pedagogy that supports all 

children, especially diverse learners (Harris, 2015). In building group identity, the research 

emphasises reciprocal connections and relationships that listen and pay attention to lived 

experiences and the shared knowledge of all community members from an 'open and curious 

perspective' (Macartney, 2012; Moloney & McCarthy, 2018; Rinaldi, 2004). 
 

Aistear aims to support children's sense of belonging and group identity and is 

grounded in Article 29 of UNCRC (1989), a rights-based approach that respects and 

recognises children's cultural identity, values, and language (and that of others) as part of 

their education. The current review asserts that children's sense of group identity relies on 

their access to people, places, and spaces that deliberately show respect for children's 
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individual and group identities and close, respectful partnership with families and 

communities. A key theme emerging from the review was the need for greater awareness 

and authentic responses to non-dominant groups and children at risk of exclusion and 

marginalisation. Early childhood curriculum can guide supportive environments, 

culturally responsive practice, and inclusive pedagogies that promote children's family and 

community heritages, languages, and practices. 

 

 

Aim 3: Children Will Be Able to Express Their Rights and 

Show an Understanding and Regard for the Identity, 

Rights, and Views of Others. 
 

Aistear affirms the position of children as rights holders, and considers how children 

express these rights while respecting and upholding the views and rights of others. The 

trends in the literature over the past decade reaffirm Aistear’s recognition of the rights of 

babies, toddlers, and young children. Children’s rights and facilitating these rights are 

deemed essential in democratic education (Smith, 2019; Woodhead, 2006). The UNCRC 

(1989) emphasises the child’s right to have their views sought and given due weight, and this 

should be experienced by children individually and as a group. Article 12 focuses on 

children’s voices, which should be listened to, heard, and acted on (Lundy, 2007; Lundy et 

al., 2021; Murray, 2019; Smith, 2019), while this review also affirms children's participation 

rights (Correia et al., 2019; Dunphy, 2012) as presented in Articles 29 and 30. Coupled with 

children’s rights is the concept of responsibility, that is to recognise and respect the rights of 

others and to be and become citizens and agents of and for change. UNESCO (2015) 

identifies the need for citizenship education to begin in early childhood, for children to 

become agentic thinkers and active citizens who participate in societal decisions. Children’s 

awareness of social justice issues (Benavides et al., 2020; Hawkins, 2014; Lalvani & Bacon, 

2019; Martens et al., 2015; Murray, 2012) and their active participation is central to this. The 

available evidence also argues that children can become agents of change for sustainability 

while acknowledging culture as an essential dimension within early childhood settings and 

beyond (Ärlemalm-Hagser & Davis, 2014; Johansson, 2009; Kim & Dreamson, 2020; 

Prince, 2010). The current review identifies key trends concerning babies, toddlers, and 

young children’s rights; international commitment to rights-based approaches; children as 

rights holders; active participation; social justice; and citizenship and sustainability. 
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Commitment to Rights-based Approaches 
 

Over the past decade, international research, policy, and curricula trends have 

demonstrated commitment to rights-based approaches which recognise the centrality of 

children’s citizenship, participation, and rights in childhood (Ärlemalm-Hagser & Davis, 

2014; Johansson, 2009; Kim and Dreamson, 2020; Prince, 2010; Sandberg & Ärlemalm-

Hagsér, 2011). For children, citizenship status depends on relationships with adults, 

especially in early childhood. From an Australian perspective, Ailwood and colleagues 

(2011) explored how young children (birth-8) are constructed in educational policy for 

citizenship. Their research concludes that children’s right to participate and the extent of their 

participation in their social and economic world remains dependent on adults’ “perception of 

their ability to participate” (Ailwood et al., 2011, p. 651). They maintain that conceptions of 

young children as agentic citizens, while evidenced in discourses of early childhood research, 

are not often reflected meaningfully in policy and practice (Ailwood et al., 2011). However, 

this finding is not unique to the Australian context, as demonstrated by Luff and colleagues 

(2016) in England. While the revised National Curriculum (DfE, 2015) includes prescribed 

programmes of study for citizenship and a national framework for citizenship (DfE, 2015), 

there is no mention of ‘citizenship’ in the Early Years Foundation Stage curriculum 

framework. As endorsers for the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
 
(1989), governments have obligations for legislation, policy, and curriculum, 

particularly concerning children’s rights and participation. 
 

Alderson (2008) positions children as experts on their own lives, and to unpack this 

concept, Meehan (2016) researched what matters to children in early childhood settings in 

England. The findings demonstrate that children have views about what is important to them. 

However, it highlights the challenge for early childhood educators working with young 

children to ensure children’s views are sought, considered, and included in the adult world 

(Meehan, 2016). This study echoes the findings of Silva Dias & Menezes (2013); they 

present the (dis)continuities between school discourses and practices regarding citizenship in 

the vision of teachers and children in Portugal. They found that young children had already 

established concepts of political and social organisation at the beginning of schooling. Both 

children and teachers report their involvement in planning and implementing projects and 

activities (Silva Dias & Menezes, 2013). 
 

Phillips and colleagues (2020) also compare discourses on children’s citizenship 

membership and participation but in the context of Australia, New Zealand, and the United 

States. Their research explores how discourses authorise the constructions of children as 
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citizens alongside opportunities for civic participation. While noting that the discursive 

field is complex and not fixed, their analysis discovered that “discursive conditions in 

support of children as citizens who can actively participate are more present in Australia 

and New Zealand than in the United States” (Phillips et al., 2020, p.608). They caution that 

if society, particularly curricula, fails to recognise children as active contributors to society, 

then education perpetuates the construction of children as unknowing and vulnerable. 

Furthermore, they argue that if policy and curricula position children as active agents in 

their own and each other’s learning and development, this will create more 

intergenerational civic engagement. This review demonstrates that while a commitment to 

children’s rights is often evidenced in international policy and curricula frameworks, a gap 

exists between policy rhetoric and the reality of children’s everyday experiences regarding 

their rights and active participation. 

 
 
 

Children as Rights-holders and Active Participation 
 

The UNCRC (1989) states that all children are rights holders, irrespective of age. The 

UNCRC (Committee) (2002) confirmed that this applies to all young children and recognises 

participation rights as one of the four general principles in the UNCRC (1989). Participation 

rights are evidenced by many Articles, most notably Article 12, children’s right to a voice in all 

matters that affect them and Article 31, children’s right to engage in play and participate freely. 

The UNCRC emphasised the child’s right to have their views sought and given due weight 

should be experienced by children individually and as a group (UN, 1989). It has previously been 

argued that ‘voice is not enough’ (Lundy, 2007), nor is children’s right to be heard “the gift of 

adults” (Lundy et al., 2021, p.281), rendering it optional. Likewise, implementing the best 

interest principle means that curriculum and policy must place children at the centre of decision-

making, especially when it impacts children’s experience of other human rights. Despite the 

commitment of the UNCRC, the concept of voice is surprisingly absent in the available literature 

for the current review. This may be due, in part, to the time frame of search; the concept of voice 

appears to be more prevalent as an emerging trend in the opening decade of the 21st century. 

Rosen (2010) investigated children’s voices and perspectives on their role in curriculum 

development by interviewing children and early childhood educators in Canadian preschools. 

The findings suggest that children feel they play an active role in curriculum development and 

desire to do so. However, their ability to do so is often constrained by structural factors within 

and beyond the preschool, and 
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ultimately teachers have the final decision on curriculum implementation (Rosen, 2010). 

Despite the lack of available research on the centrality of children’s voices, it is widely 

acknowledged that they should be listened to, heard, and acted on (Murray, 2019; Smith, 

2019). Recent Irish policy positions children’s voices as a critical component of 

research, pedagogy and practice (DCEDIY, 2021; GoI, 2018). 
 

Children’s participation is central to early childhood education as children’s rights and 

facilitating these rights are deemed essential in democratic education (Smith, 2019; Woodhead, 

2006). The curriculum for young children is highly participative and involves early childhood 

educators enabling children to participate in decision-making and listening to and 

acknowledging their actions (Clark, 2005; Sinclair, 2004). Focusing on children’s participation 

leads to a deeper understanding of children’s capabilities and lives to promote better educator 

decision-making (Brownlee & Berthelsen, 2009; Woodhead, 2006). While children’s right to 

participate is pivotal for establishing a culture of democracy, social justice, and citizenship is not 

a new concept, its application remains a challenge (Correia et al., 2019). Active participation in 

learning experiences enables children to participate competently and with confidence in their 

groups and communities (Clark, 2005; Hedges, 2011), thus enhancing their sense of identity and 

belonging. In terms of pedagogical approaches, focusing on children’s participation leads to a 

deeper understanding of children’s capabilities and their lives to inform decision-making by 

educators (Dunphy, 2012; Brownlee 
 

& Berthelsen, 2009; Woodhead, 2006). Luff and Webster (2014) identify a series of 

participatory approaches adopted in early childhood settings to facilitate democratic 

education. They maintain that democratic dialogue embedded within a commitment and 

culture of listening to children is the basis for these approaches (Luff & Webster, 2014). They 

list creative, engaging, and meaningful approaches to capture and enable children’s voice and 
 

participation, such as the Mosaic approach (Clark & Moss, 2011), Steiner Waldorf 

kindergartens, and the Reggio Emilia approach (Luff & Webster, 2014). Children's 

participation involves considering several factors, such as the level of participation and 

degree of power-sharing between teacher and child; the focus of decision-making affecting 

children; and the nature of the activity and the children involved (Sinclair, 2004). 

 

From an Irish perspective, Dunphy (2012) argues that educators’ knowledge and 

understanding of young children’s perspectives of their early learning and the subsequent 

interpretations of how these can inform and shape pedagogy are critical in promoting 

children’s participation rights. Drawing on Bruner’s conceptualisation of pedagogy of 
 

146 



mutuality, Dunphy (2012) argues that pedagogy implies children’s participation is central to 

effective teaching, for example, early literacy learning and pedagogy. Dunphy (2012) 

concludes her argument by maintaining that if children’s participation rights are to be fully 

realised, educators need to be flexible in their approach to curriculum and pedagogy. This 

position aligns with what Alderson and Morrow (2011) describe as educators requiring “new 

attitudes towards their knowledge and status” (p.21) to ensure children's participation rights 

are enacted in the early childhood settings. Active participation in learning experiences 

enables children to participate increasingly effectively in their groups and communities 

(Hedges, 2011; Hedges, 2022). Active engagement and participation enhance children’s 

sense of identity and belonging to ‘become’ active citizens. To illustrate this concept, Deans 

(2016) found that dance enabled participating children to engage in embodied thinking, 

playful, imaginative problem solving, and active decision making while developing a strong 

sense of individual and group agency. These findings resulted from an interest-based socio-

constructivist dance curriculum where children's voices were expressed in multiple ways. 

This gives further evidence for a move towards funds of knowledge and co-constructed 

approaches in early childhood curricula. 

 
 
 

Social Justice and Citizenship 
 

Social justice refers to a recognition of undeserved privilege and unfair disadvantage, as 

well as the potential and possibility that cycles of oppression can be interrupted or challenged in 

ways that empower diverse identities, voices, and perspectives (Benavides et al., 2020; 

Hawkins, 2014; Lalvani & Bacon, 2019; Martens et al., 2015; Murray, 2012). Approaches that 

integrate social justice harness children’s curiosity and social proficiency to explore difference, 

diversity, and dignity, supporting their understanding and attitude formation (Hawkins, 2014). 

Young children can distinguish differences and develop prejudice from a young age (Derman-

Sparks et al., 2020; Hawkins, 2014; MacNevin, 2017). These studies suggest that not only are 

young children capable of exploring diversity, but they can develop an awareness and 

understanding of the experiences of others. Social justice pedagogies can encourage children to 

express and demonstrate empathy, appreciation and sensitivity. Early childhood curriculum can 

provide unique opportunities to support children’s awareness and understanding of their identity 

and place within the world and that of their peers, family, and wider community members. A 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) study in Australia (Hawkins, 2014) described a pedagogy 

of teaching for social justice 
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that encouraged early childhood educators and children to respect and value the three Ds: 

Difference, Diversity, and Human Dignity. This small-scale study found that picture books 

successfully generated young children's discussion, exploration, and critical thinking on 

race, socio-economic deprivation, gender, and culture. This study also highlights that these 

experiences require early childhood educators to support and encourage children through 

active listening and respectful engagement with children’s perspectives. 
 

Children being recognised as citizens is a relatively new component in the sociology of 

children and childhoods. This has implications for young children and their educators and 

curriculum, pedagogy, and policy. The critical role of the school as a context for citizenship 

education has been reported (Fielding, 2011; Silva Dias & Menezes, 2013). Democracy and 

citizenship can be experienced in schools, as children are meaningfully involved in mutual 

dialogue and decision-making (Dahlberg et al., 1999; Lundy et al., 2021). As a concept, 

citizenship can be revealed as relational, the interaction between the citizen and the State or 

other citizens. For young children, their citizenship status, their right to participate, and the 

extent of this participation depend on their relationship with adults (Ailwood et al., 2011). 

Within these relationships, the subject of power emerges. Power, as a construct, is embedded in 

all actions and interactions (Foucault, 1979). For Foucault (1979), there is “no escaping power, 

that it is always-already present” (p.82). Lustick (2017) locates this Foucauldian concept in 

schools and identifies power at the transaction site between individuals. McCabe and Farrell 

(2021) build on this idea and position power as a determining construct for relationships in early 

childhood. Children’s abilities to become citizens, agents of change, and active participants 

largely depend on connected relationships and relational pedagogy; it is critical to recognise the 

role of power dynamics within these relationships. 
 

Another key component of children’s citizenship is their ability to be agentic learners 

within a democratic setting. Icelandic society draws many parallels with Irish society in that 

it has become more diverse, multicultural, and multilingual, and early childhood pedagogy 

and curriculum need to reflect this. From a Nordic perspective, Karlsdottir and Einarsdottir 

(2020) seek to delineate how issues of democracy, social justice, and power relations come 

to the fore through learning stories of young boys with non-dominant cultural backgrounds. 

Their findings suggest that immigrant children struggle to participate in play and are 

sometimes marginalised within their preschool group. The research also indicates children’s 

participation and agency emerged through their learning stories. Johansson (2009) positions 

world citizenship as critical content in the Swedish national preschool curriculum. Her 

research highlights the need to consider the moral dimensions in learning and “how moral 
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and democratic values are interconnected with the ideas of globalisation” (Johansson, 2009, 

p. 91). The research makes a strong case for building responsive curricula based on play 

and learning stories as key pedagogical sites for developing young children’s 

competencies, listening to, and hearing them. 

 
 
 

Sustainability 
 

The links between young children becoming active participants in change and 

sustainability are examined in Australian and Swedish contexts by Ärlemalm-Hagser and 

Davis (2014). Their analysis adopts a critical theory lens, noting that while both the 

Australian and Swedish curricula recognise content related to environmental, social, and 

cognitive domains (particularly natural environmental aspects), there is little discussion of 

political dimensions of human development; specifically, children as active agents with 

political agency (Ärlemalm-Hagser & Davis, 2014). They argue that children’s voices are 

not recognised as agents of change in these particular contexts, thus highlighting the need for 

deeper articulation of children’s agency in future policy documents (Ärlemalm-Hagser & 

Davis, 2014). A detailed critique of the education for sustainability in policy documents 

demonstrates that while environmental stewardship by children and educators is promoted, 

there is still room for improvement (Ärlemalm-Hagser and Davis, 2014). 
 

Prince (2010) bridges the gap between policy and practice as she examines the 

importance of education for sustainability in New Zealand's early childhood curriculum 

regarding its inclusion in Te Whãriki. The key finding of the twelve-month data collection in 

early childhood centres is the need for education for sustainability to become an integral part of 

Te Whãriki. It should be incorporated as a core value within early childhood curricula to ensure 

it becomes a part of everyday practice (Prince, 2010); it involves indoor and outdoor provision. 

For example, greater use of natural materials, less plastic, and a focus on gardening, 

composting, and recycling. Other examples of education for sustainability (EfS) practice are 

evidenced in Australia with the exponential growth of ‘bush kinder’ or ‘forest preschool 

programs’ (Elliot, 2021; Elliott & Chancellor, 2014). Davis (2015) outlines the links between 

play in nature and EfS, and these offer a starting point for both informing and challenging ‘bush 

kinder’ pedagogy. Elliot (2021) elaborates on this pedagogy and identifies its features as: 

exploring affective knowing of nature; cognitive knowing about plants and animals; risk 

management skills and cultivating an ethical sustainable worldview. Elliot (2021) recognises 

bush kinder programs offer unique opportunities for implementing EfS, 
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where adults and children work together to make a difference; to move beyond the simple 

sensory encounters with nature and environmental stewardship and create the potential for 

transformative practice. 
 

The evidence presented here (Ärlemalm-Hagser & Davis, 2014; Elliot, 2021; 

Johansson, 2009; Kim & Dreamson, 2020; Prince, 2010; Sandberg & Ärlemalm-Hagsér, 

2011) argues that children, both individually and collectively, can become agents of change 

for sustainability while acknowledging culture as an essential dimension to the meaning of 

sustainability, within early childhood settings and beyond; these findings are consistent with 

Kim and Dreamson (2020) in the Australian and Korean contexts. Using critical 

documentary analysis, they analysed how the meaning of sustainability, children as agents of 

change for sustainability, and sustainability in young children's everyday lives are 

represented in their respective curricula. The analysis determined that culture is a critical 

factor that clarifies why different interpretations of sustainability appear in curricula. They 

conclude that adding a cultural dimension to curricula is critical for responding to a 

culturally diverse world and discovering emergent understandings (Kim & Dreamson, 2020). 

While Aistear currently refers to children’s environment and sense of place, sustainability is 

more than children’s interactions with their environment; it recognises children’s ability to 

be agents of and for change, and early childhood education is recognised as a critical time to 

achieve sustainability goals (Mérida-Serrano et al., 2020). As such, sustainability should be 

embedded within ECEC curricula frameworks. 

 

Aim 4: Children Will See Themselves as Capable Learners 
 

Aistear positions babies, toddlers, and young children as competent individuals who 

can view themselves as capable learners. The emerging trends over the past decade reaffirm 

this construction of children and recognise a critical component of children’s ability to view 

themselves as capable learners is that learning emerges from their interests, working 

theories, and funds of knowledge. The empirical and theoretical support for co-constructing 

curriculum in response to children’s interests and funds of knowledge emerges strongly from 

this review (Chesworth, 2016; González et al., 2005; Hedges, 2011; Hedges et al., 2011; 

Reinhardt, 2018; Wood, 2014). The evidence (Hedges, 2011; Hedges et al., 2011) also 

indicates children's interests and funds of knowledge are stimulated by their active 

participation in group, family, and community experiences and provides an analytical 

framework to recognise children’s interests and extend curriculum focus (Hedges et al., 
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2011). Educators can plan the curriculum to build on interests, working theories, and funds 

of knowledge through child-initiated and adult-led activities. The current review identifies 

key trends concerning babies, toddlers, and young children’s abilities to view themselves 

as capable learners: co-constructed learning experiences, funds of knowledge, children’s 

interests, and working theories. 

 
 
 

Co-constructed Learning Experiences 
 

Enacting a pedagogy that values children’s identity and sense of belonging to a group 

is grounded in learning experiences that encourage children to think, feel, and reflect. In New 

Zealand, Te Whãriki, the early childhood curriculum is grounded in respect for difference. 
 

Educators are supported to develop and promote learning experiences based on children’s 

everyday learning experiences, drawing on special events within families and cultural 

communities (Ministry of Education, 2017). While celebrating and representing cultural and 

ethnic traditions are important practices, recent literature highlights that this alone is 

insufficient and can reinforce negative stereotypes and attitudes (Chan, 2019). Children, their 

families and communities have rich interests and funds of knowledge that can contribute to 

everyday practice through culturally responsive and inclusive learning experiences. Hedges 

has provided significant insight into how existing world knowledge and lived experiences 

can stimulate children’s interest, engagement, and participation within their family, 

community, and culture (Hedges, 2015, 2021; Hedges et al., 2011). She provides examples of 

how children’s interests and funds of knowledge can authentically influence an interest-based 

curriculum based on children’s experiences, including: home language, food preparation, 

child-rearing practices, and relationships with extended family members. Likewise, Derman-

Sparks emphasises supporting children to develop skills to thrive in a diverse world through 

play experiences and learning opportunities that respond to their natural curiosity and 

interests based on personal experiences and identities (Derman-Sparks et al., 2020). Research 

that explores the experiences of indigenous children highlights the importance of children 

drawing from their home lives and provides examples such as storytelling, riddles, stone-

counting, and the use of traditional tools and equipment within early childhood settings to 

maintain cultural values and identity (Ebbeck et al., 2010; Halselth & Greenwood, 2019; 

Ukala & Agabi, 2017). These perspectives also link to beliefs about sustainability and the 

provision of natural materials for play and exploration. Mitchell and Bateman (2018) provide 

an example of ways to explore cultural values and practices that support a sense of belonging 
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for refugee children in New Zealand. The study used storytelling, reading and dance 

alongside warm greetings and recognition of families to help children and families 

develop a sense of identity and belonging. 
 

Similarly, West-Burns and colleagues (2016) detailed how early childhood 

educators used student-family-home connections to explore children’s lives and co-

construct learning opportunities for Black children attending early childhood settings. These 

examples recognise and reinforce parents' important role as ‘key informants’ in planning for 

inclusive learning experiences. This thoughtful planning and pedagogy is likely to adapt to 

the needs of all children, including children with additional needs and physical disabilities, 

those that speak English/Irish as an additional language, and non-dominant ethnic or racial 

identities (Chan, 2019; Hedges & Cooper, 2014; Garrity et al., 2017; Macartney, 2012; 

West-Burns & Murray, 2016) 
 

The early childhood curriculum provides an opportunity to embrace children’s 

natural curiosity and sense of social justice to address misinformation, negative stereotyping 

and bias. Educators can guide children’s awareness and understanding of difference to 

develop a sense of self and group identity that values all children’s unique contexts. There is 

strong evidence to support the benefits of a culturally responsive curriculum that promotes 

nurturing environments, responsive relationships, and co-constructed learning experiences 

that welcome and value all children and involve families (Kintner-Duffy et al., 2021; Lalvani 

& Bacon, 2019; Luff et al., 2016; Reinhardt, 2018; Vandenbroeck, 2015). 

 
 
 

Funds of Knowledge, Children’s Interest & Working Theories 
 

The rhetoric of co-constructing curriculum in response to children’s interests, funds of 

knowledge, and working theories has been well established within early childhood discourses 

over the past decade (Chesworth, 2016; González et al., 2005; Hedges, 2011; Hedges, Cullen, 
 
& Jordan, 2011; Reinhardt, 2018; Wood, 2014). Funds of knowledge offer a conceptual 

framework for informing effective practice and are centred on the principle that the best way to 

learn about children’s lives is through their everyday lived experiences (González et al., 2005). It 

is defined by the richness of experiences associated with children’s active participation in multi-

generational household and community activities (González et al., 2005). The principle of co-

constructing curriculum emerges from the position that early learning experiences should be 

meaningful for children, relevant to their everyday lives (Carr et al., 2010), and should relate to 

children’s funds of knowledge and interests. Chesworth 
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(2016) recognises that the term ‘interest’ is not agreed upon; rather, it emerges from young 

children's socially, culturally, and historically constructed perspectives and related pedagogy. 

She argues interpretations of children’s interests have tended to focus on low-level interests, 

such as children's engagement with materials or activities within the play environments, and 

ought to centre on deeper, more meaningful interests (Chesworth, 2016). Hedges (2011) 

examines the nature of children’s interests and views popular culture as funds of knowledge 

and proposes that teachers can engage meaningfully with children’s interests, particularly in 

media-based culture. Hedges (2011) argues that by viewing popular culture as a fund of 

knowledge, early childhood educators can productively engage with technology-based 

interests, providing a rich source to extend children’s knowledge and understandings. Hedges 

and colleagues (2011) extend the discourse by examining children’s interests and teachers’ 

engagement with these in curriculum interaction beyond play-based learning environments. 

Their evidence suggests children's interests were stimulated by their active participation in 

group, family, and community experiences. They conclude that funds of knowledge provide 

an analytical framework for teachers to recognise children’s interests and extend teachers’ 

curriculum focus (Hedges et al., 2011). 
 

Children’s interests and funds of knowledge often unfold their working theories as they 

seek to make meaning in their social worlds. Drawing on theories about funds of knowledge 

and communities of inquiry, Hedges and Jones (2012) understand children’s interests 

emanating from their participation in their families and communities. They conceptualise 

learning as a dynamic process involving the co-construction of knowledge within children’s 

peer cultures and with adults in the setting. Hedges and Jones (2012) draw on participatory 

learning theories, cognitive inquiry, and children’s interests to propose that working theories 

represent the tentative, evolving ideas, and understandings formulated by children (and adults) 

as they participate in the life of their families, communities, and cultures, and engage with 

others to think, ponder, wonder, and make sense of the world to participate more effectively 

within it. Working theories result from deep thinking and inquiry, as children theorise about the 

world and their experiences. They are also the means of further cognitive development because 

children can use their existing understandings to create a framework for making sense of new 

experiences and ideas (Hedges & Jones, 2012). 
 

Hedges and Cooper (2014) sought a deeper insight into educator practices around 

children’s interests and working theories and built upon previous research (Hedges et al., 

2011; Hedges & Jones, 2012). Working theories can be described as when children gain 

greater experience, knowledge, and skills, the theories they develop become more widely 
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applicable and have greater connections. As defined by the Ministry of Education in New 

Zealand, “working theories become increasingly useful for making sense of the world, for 

giving the child control over what happens, for problem-solving, and for further learning” 

(2017, p.44). The construct of working theories and funds of knowledge encourages teachers 

to look more deeply into and beyond everyday play events to make meaningful connections 

to children’s lives. Hedges and Cooper (2014) argue that funds of knowledge can connect 

homes and early childhood settings, providing a foundation for inquiring minds to thrive and 

for educators to meaningfully respond to children’s interests, inquiries, and working theories 

for more equitable and responsive learning experiences. Reinhardt (2018) suggests that a 

curriculum redesign rooted in funds of knowledge can also break down the power dynamics 

among children, parents, and teachers. In an ethnographic study of children’s interests, funds 

of knowledge, and working theories in free play, Hill and Wood (2019) identified three 

common trends in children’s working theories: human nature (to self-identity; to beliefs, 

values, religion; to rights and responsibilities; to relationships; to life and death); theories 

related to the social world (to the structures of human society, families, and communities; to 

organizations in society such as schools and workplaces; to the roles people play in these 

organisations); and theories related to the physical and natural world (to the physical and 

biological world; to scientific laws and principles; the animal and plant kingdoms). Hill and 

Wood (2019) argue that interests are the conceptual arena in which complex ideas (rather 

than basic developmental needs) are expressed, drawing on available cultural resources, 

materials, and technologies. Through these means, the outcomes of children’s interests and 

enquiries are knowledge exchange and knowledge building as they incorporate every day 

and scientific knowledge and understanding, moral reasoning, and ethical concern for 

relationships. 
 

The evidence presented here emphasises the inclusion of children’s interests, 

inquiries, and working theories as fundamental to how children learn and the potential to 

make connections between their home and early childhood setting (Chesworth, 2016; 

González, Moll & Amanti, 2005; Hedges, 2011; Hedges et al., 2011; Hill & Wood, 2019; 

Reinhardt, 2018). These perspectives have important implications for early childhood 

learning environments, curriculum, and pedagogy. In curriculum redesign, the concept of 

funds of knowledge, as a theoretical framework for understanding and engaging with 

children’s interests, provides a positive way for early childhood teachers to acknowledge 

the richness of children’s lives and the diversity of their experiences. The Learning Goals 

currently associated with Aistear recognise children’s broad range of interests and 
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acknowledge that children should experience learning opportunities based on personal 

interests. This review affirms the inclusion of children’s interests as a central component of 

Identity and Belonging. It positions funds of knowledge and working theories as 

significant aspects of early childhood curricula so children can view themselves as capable 

learners and engage in co- constructed learning experiences. 

 

Concluding Comments 
 

The current review offers contemporary understandings of how children’s identities 

and sense of belonging are conceptualised in increasingly diverse social and cultural worlds. 

Curriculum frameworks reflect particular economic, cultural, political, and social epochs, and 

therefore capture a mere moment in time. Current literature and evidence-based studies of 

children’s lives have the potential to guide and develop responsive pedagogies and practices 

to support children’s early education and care experiences. The findings of this review affirm 

Aistear’s Aims and Learning Goals for the Theme of Identity and Belonging and the 

importance of children’s sense of self, group identity, and belonging. The available literature 

highlights the relevance and significance of culturally responsive practices and approaches 

for Ireland’s multi-cultural, multi-lingual society. The studies highlighted the value of 

responding to children’s unique contexts and lived experiences, acknowledging their rich 

funds of knowledge, working theories, and interests in the co-construction of knowledge and 

understanding. These rights-based approaches recognise and respond to children as active 

citizens and rights-holders, encouraging children’s sense of self, others and wider society. 
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Abstract 
 

The Literature Review took a systematic approach to identify, explore and map 

contemporary research on early childhood curricula that affirms Aistear’s existing Aims and 

Learning Goals and identifies potential areas for enhancement aligned with contemporary 

literature. The search strategy used key terms and concepts from the Aims and Learning 

Goals of Communicating to search four databases (Education Research Complete, ERIC 

International, Web of Science, and PsycINFO) for peer-reviewed journal articles, book 

chapters and scholarly reviews published in English in the last eleven years (2010-2021). 

The search identified 653 articles that were reviewed to determine their relevance to early 

childhood curriculum frameworks. Fifty-five studies met the criterion and were considered 

alongside seminal works, grey literature, and recommendations from consultation with 

internationally recognised experts in early childhood. Across the four Aims and Learning 

Goals of Communicating, the topics and trends within contemporary literature broadly 

affirm the relevance of Aistear’s existing Aims and Learning Goals, highlighting children’s 

agency and interest in being communicators, social interactions, language use and language 

development, arts-based and playful experiences as communicative contexts. The search 

strategy focused on studies related to early learning frameworks and curricula. Arising from 

this, most studies focus on the communication of children aged 3-6 years in early childhood 

education settings, with fewer studies focusing on birth-3 years. The experiences of children 

aged birth to three, in the context of Aistear’s Theme of Communicating, are discussed in 

Chapter Three. The selected studies reflect international research interests, policy 

implementation and funding commitments. There were key trends concerning socio-cultural 

communicative experiences of children (three to six years), children that speak English as an 

Additional Language (EAL), and the influence of digital technology on children’s 

communicative practices and literacies. 

 

Introduction 
 

Aistear’s Theme of Communicating considers “children sharing their experiences, 

thoughts, ideas and feelings with others with growing confidence and competence in a variety 

of ways and for a variety of purposes” (p. 34). Research on the development of children’s 
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communicative competencies has historically focused on spoken language acquisition and early 

literacy (McPake et al., 2013). Aistear recognises that children communicate in multiple and 

many ways, not just through traditional ‘linguistic outputs’ speaking and listening, but through a 

wide range of communicative modes, including; movement, utterance, signalling, expression, 

gestures, imitation, sound, images and music (Deklerk, 2020; Kress, 2010). Multimodality 

expands our conceptualisation of communication beyond the limits of verbal and non-verbal 

communication to include all modes humans use when representing, interpreting and making 

meaning (Jewitt, 2013). This definition aligns with Finnegan’s (2013) description of 

communication in that the modes of human communication are interwoven, and when humans 

engage in social interaction, the modes rarely occur in isolation. This understanding of 

communication as multimodal frames the analysis presented in this chapter, whereby a mode is 

“a semiotic resource or sign for conveying meaning” (e.g. spoken word, smell, colour, gesture, 

sound, moving image). In contrast, medium refers to the “material form that carries that sign” 

(e.g. a digital device) (Sefton-Green et al., 2016, p. 21). Children’s early language and literacy 

include many ‘modes’ that hold meaning for children; these modes reflect their experiences, 

families, interactions and wider communities. Understanding that babies, toddlers, and young 

children’s communications are multimodal is crucial in ensuring that their communicative 

needs, interests, creative capacities and agentic abilities are nurtured and responded to in early 

childhood education. The recognition of multimodality presents greater opportunities to 

acknowledge every child's communicative intent and skills and create an enriching and 

collaborative learning experiences and environments that respond to the different ways in which 

children learn and grow. 

 

In addition to consideration of the diverse modes that hold meaning and allow 

children to express themselves, the Theme of Communicating also considers the importance 

of children’s social interactions and relationships with educators and peers within early 

childhood settings. The review highlighted the importance of enriching and accessible 

language environments and responsive relationships that present many opportunities and 

occasions for children to develop communication skills. This includes support for emergent 

literacy experiences, arts-based and playful activities, social interaction with adults and peers 

and opportunities and occasions to experience the joy of books through shared reading. 
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Aim 1: Children will use Non-verbal Communication Skills 
 

Aistear’s Communicating Theme currently refers to non-verbal communication skills. 

The Learning Goals focus on the importance of multiple forms of communication by which 

children share their interests, needs and understanding. Within the current literature, the term 

‘non-verbal’ does not align with broader conceptualisations of communication is understood 

as multimodal, whereby modes rarely occur in isolation (Jewitt, 2013; Finnegan, 2013; Kress, 

2010). It is argued that describing children’s communication as ‘non-verbal’ or ‘verbal’ 

detracts from the importance and validity of early communicative acts and intentions. This 

may inhibit educator sensitivity to the powerful communication tools of gesture, posture, 

expression, tone and eye-gaze that signal children’s interest, engagement and communicative 

intent. A focus on children’s multiple and preferred modes and mediums for communication 

encourages responsive care that nurtures and respects the innovative and creative ways 

babies, toddlers and young children communicate and make meaning. Children will choose to 

use many modes of communication for various purposes and should be enabled to 

demonstrate their agency in their communicative experiences. 
 
Increased emphasis on multimodality is likely to promote greater inclusion and an 

appreciation of the “system of interaction of agents in the socio-cultural space based on the 

processes of creation, exchange, storage and translation of cultural values” (Antopolskaya et 

al., 2017, p.637) while developing communication skills. Antopolskaya et al. (2017) draw 

attention to the association between the social communication of preschool children (aged 6-

7 years) and their ability to interact and engage in two-way conversations. Children were 

encouraged to develop social interaction skills through a programme of experiences that 

encouraged a reflection on ‘the secret of my own self’ and ‘me and the other’ (p. 638). The 

programme highlighted the importance of emotion, feelings, gesture, expression and 

individuality in supporting children’s social skills and communication. The study highlights 

the importance of children’s social and emotional intelligence, the ways in which children 

can interpret the needs, interests and feelings of others, and how this socio-communicative 

development, that is often reliant on modes such as expression, gesture and signalling, 

contributes to children’s interactions and development. The study suggests that in order to 

promote social communication, children require interesting and engaging environments that 

encourage and promote free-play, socio-dramatic play, mutual play that creates opportunities 

for joint-attention and pedagogical approaches that are attuned to children’s interests and 

skills. The literature affirms Aistear’s focus on non-verbal communication skills and the 
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emphasis on body movement. Greater emphasis on the variety of modes of communication is 

recommended. 

 

Supporting Additional Language Acquisition 
 

Sensitivity and attunement to children’s diverse modes of communication are relevant 

across early childhood (birth to six years), particularly for children in the process of second 

language acquisition in early childhood settings. The current review and search strategy 

generated seven studies that considered children’s second language acquisition and 

bilingualism in early childhood settings (Bauer et al., 2017; Martín-Bylund, 2018; 

Concannon-Gibney, T, 2021; Harju, & Åkerblom, 2020; Wedin, 2010; Yazic et al., 2010). 

These studies consider the needs of bi/multilingual children in early childhood settings and 

the learning environments, experiences and interactions that support their communication. A 

key consideration in second language acquisition is an awareness of children’s listening and 

receptive language skills and the intention to communicate through multimodal means 

(Guilfoyle & Mistry, 2013). Within wider literature on second language acquisition, there is 

an acceptance that children take time to observe and grow, and this has previously been 

referred to as the ‘silent period’ (Tabors and Snow, 1994). The silent period does not mean 

passivity or lack of agency since the silent child uses many modes of communication 

(Tabors, 2008). The child may also begin to rehearse the new language silently until they 

have the confidence to begin speaking. During this period, young EAL learners must 

experience positive interactions, reassurance and encouragement. However, it is argued that 

the use and acceptance of the term ‘silent period’ can be detrimental to children’s sense of 

communicative agency, intent and confidence in new language use (Harris, 2019; Siraj-

Blatchford & Clarke, 2000). It is therefore imperative that second language learners in early 

childhood settings be immersed in highly responsive, positive, plurilingual environments that 

are open to their native language and provide opportunities to communicate using multiple 

modes and means until they are confident in the use of the language of the setting (Martin-

Bylund, 2018). Children’s existing funds of knowledge and socio-cultural resources can be 

harnessed to maximise language learning and should be reflected in planning, using culturally 

appropriate resources and interactions (Bennett et al., 2018; Drury, 2013). Responsive 

pedagogies of observing, listening and responding to different modes and means of 

expression create positive environments in which children feel valued and agentic in their 

native tongue, which will be an important foundation for subsequent communication and 

language learning. This is also true for young children learning Irish in an immersion setting 
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(Mhic Mhathúna, 2018; 2012). If children emerge from the silent period, they mostly move 

into the early production stage of language acquisition, where they are motivated to make 

their first attempts to speak in the target language (Akhavan, 2014). Recognising these 

stages is valuable because they can provide a framework for documenting children’s 

progress and identifying appropriate language learning experiences (Tabors, 2008). 

 

It is recommended that the Updated Aistear further recognise and support...recognise and 

support children’s multimodal communication skills, paying close attention to the many 

modes and mediums that children use to express their thoughts, feeling and interests. It is 

also recommended that consideration be given to highlighting the importance of supporting 

and encouraging children to interpret and respond to the intentions, signals and social 

communication of others, as these are important skills in social development and 

communicative development, particularly for second and additional language learners. 

 

Children’s Agency and Influence 

 

Antopolskaya et al. (2017) argue that pedagogical conditions facilitate the 

enhancement of children’s social communication; this includes; environments that promote 

independent choice and personal contribution, interactions with peers and joint activities. 

Children demonstrate agency when deciding whether to accept or reject inter-personal 

communication and interaction. The climate and curriculum within an early childhood setting 

can support or inhibit children’s sense of communicative agency. Children can use 

communication cues not based on language to initiate a response in adults, and this has a 

direct effect on the social communication development of toddlers and babies (Ferraz Almeida 

Neves et al., 2020; Monaco & Pontecorvo, 2010; Salamon, 2017; White et al., 
 
2015). Important agentic communicative interactions are visible when very young children are 

interacting with their peers. A case study by Ferraz Almeida Neves et al. (2020) in a Brazilian 

early childhood setting described how very young children use their awareness of the setting, 

alongside gesture, gaze, grasp and expressions, to communicate and create meaning. The case 

study describes two toddlers interacting through a pacifier as an artefact that showed that by 

working together, they produced a semantic field, i.e. meaning in their actions through a common 

artefact. Their bodies, emotions and intellects worked together; they pursued their actions but 

made meaning together at an unconscious level and were aware of each other and their pursuits. 

By observing the infants in action, the educators working 
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with them developed a greater sense of the children’s intention and what they were 

communicating without productive language (Ferraz Almeida Neves et al., 2020). The case 

study is an example of children’s competence in understanding and labelling items and 

artefacts (pacifiers), as well as the capacity of children to communicate ideas about 

belonging, ownership and comfort. In this study, young children are seen as aware of 

themselves and others, communicating in multiple modes, including eye gaze, expression and 

movement. The study reinforces the need for educators to be attuned to children’s 

preferences and communicative intent and to develop practices and pedagogies to observe, 

interpret and respect children’s agency and influence (Ferraz Almeida Neves et al., 2020). 

Ferraz Almeida Neves et al. (2020) remind us to “carefully embrace and follow infants’ ways 

of meaning creation, allowing time and space for such creation, even when, at a first look, it 

seems that their interactions are just very simple and short-lived” (p.567). 

 

An updated Aistear could makemake explicit children’s communicative agency, 

ensuring that their multiple ways of being, knowing and communicating are noticed and 

responded to. This could include experiences, environments and relational pedagogies that 

support attunement and responsivity (Antopolskaya et al., 2017; Kultti & Pramling, 2015; 

Reese, 2021; Pursi, 2019). 

 

Social Interactions and Everyday Experiences 
 

Interactions within positive relationships strongly affect children’s social competence 

and multimodal communication (Salamon et al., 2017; White et al., 2015; Monaco & 

Pontecorvo, 2010). Recent research shows that the youngest children (infants and toddlers) have 

a more agentic or active role in this interaction than was previously evidenced. Salamon and 

colleagues (2017) found that infants can modulate and control their behaviour within contingent 

relationships. Their research showed that infants’ emotional communications seem grounded in a 

‘bank’ of contingent experiences, understandings and expectations that adults will respond in 

particular ways to particular stimuli. Salamon et al. concluded that infants of 6-12 months appear 

to be able to adjust their expectations of a particular response within the different contingent 

social-political arrangements. They can demonstrate legitimate competence by actively drawing 

on emotional capital. They can purposefully express negative and positive affect to connect with 

adults (Salamon, 2017). Even infants as young as four months old in White et al.’s study in New 

Zealand (2015) can use a look as a mode of communication to decrease the response delay from 

an educator. White et al.’s 
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results showed that a look from an infant coupled with a verbal utterance generated a quicker 

response from an educator than a look and non-verbal utterance and no verbal utterance. The 

look from the infant also served to increase the duration of the infant’s interaction with the 

adult (White et al., 2015). This multimodal communicative experience from the child 

facilitates social interaction. The agentic communicative disposition to engage in 

interactions is mirrored in slightly older infants. Monaco and Pontecorvo (2010) argue that 

during interactions, infants of 20-40 months demonstrate different participation levels and 

communicative roles, from initiator to uptaker. Monaco and Pontecorvo argue that even the 

mere role of being an audience member is considered participation. The researchers found 

that by the end of the second year of life, toddlers can find an implicit intersubjective 

agreement about ‘how’ they co-construct interactional exchanges and organise their 

participation, showing the capacity to accept and promote changes and re-adaptations of 

interaction; this has implications for the educators who work with such young children. 

Tuning into the young child’s communication cues allows for a more reciprocal 

communicative relationship, allowing communication to flourish. These studies suggest the 

importance of young children’s communicative intent and multimodal cues in interacting 

with peers and educators. Educators are positioned as an observer, watching and waiting for 

the active initiation of the communication through many communicative modes of the child. 
 

Everyday experiences and routines are important learning sites that support children’s 

social interactions and communication. Kultti & Pramling (2015) argue that mealtimes are an 

excellent example of a daily routine that offers plentiful opportunities for multimodal 

interaction and communication. Mealtimes are a mutual activity when children are seated, 

facing one another. Children bring important funds of knowledge in terms of mealtimes, and 

responses to taste, sounds, and smells create opportunities for gesture, expression and 

signalling that supports children’s expression and interpretation of the experiences of others. 
 

There is increasing evidence that children’s social interactions can be influenced and, in 

some cases, enhanced through digital technologies, including digital gaming, apps and devices. 

Research tells us that children as young as six months old engage with digital devices, so 

children present with funds of knowledge and experiences of digital technology use (Holloway 

et al., 2015). Digital play can afford children opportunities for language development and 

learning, particularly in digital games within social contexts, i.e. multiplayer games where 

children interact to solve problems (Cunningham et al., 2016; Danby et al., 2018; Edwards, 

2016). Danby et al.’s (2018) study of children aged 3-8 years in 
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home, preschool and afterschool in Australia, Norway, and Sweden focuses on children’s 

situated language use and assemblage of multimodal resources in their social activities, 

including digital gameplay. They found that young children’s interactions with digital games 

occur in social contexts where children interact with others to problem solve, share 

strategies and collaboratively participate while demonstrating agency in their social 

communication. Multimodal interactions created opportunities for peer and sibling learning 

without the presence of an adult. Within early childhood settings, there are opportunities to 

harness children’s existing funds of knowledge, interest and engagement with digital 

technologies to promote turn-taking and collaboration. 
 

The review also highlighted the importance and value of play-based approaches in 

supporting young children’s social communication development and interaction. The 

relationship between children’s play and language is well established, focusing on children’s 

socio-dramatic and symbolic play and spoken language (Hall et al., 2013; Honig, 2007; 

Quinn et al., 2018). While Aistear is a play-based curriculum, it recognises educators' 

important role in supporting, guiding, and sometimes leading children’s learning experiences 

(NCCA, 2009). Pursi (2019) reported that when adults play alongside children, they can 

promote communication as prosocial collaborators. Play is seen as a form of intersubjective 

understanding between adults and children in which communication can achieve goals. The 

adult is acting very much as a partner in the child’s social communication development, 

implicitly impacting the child’s language initiations and responses. Pursi (2019) found that 

just having the educator nearby during play positively affected the number of verbal and 

nonverbal responses of children under three years. ‘Up-close relationships’ and ready access 

to educators or other adults correlated to increased responses from children. Peer-to-peer 

responses were also sustained when the key educator was in proximity. The study offers 

important insights into how adult participation in children’s play can promote participation, 

engagement and joint activity, supporting interactions and communication. 
 

The current literature, particularly studies that consider children’s early and emerging 

forms and modes of communication, highlights the importance and value of multimodal 

approaches. This includes educator sensitivity to children’s expressions, gestures, gaze and 

engagement, demonstrating communicative agency and understanding. Children, including 

infants and toddlers, have important funds of knowledge that are reflected in their use of 

gestures, symbols and expression, and communication is supported and enhanced by 

sensitivity to these existing ways of knowing and being. The literature notes children’s rights 

to be heard, have a voice, be agentic, and influence communication and interactions. 
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Fulfilment of these rights requires sensitivity to children’s communicative intent and preferred 

modes and mediums for communication. This is particularly important for young children and 

second and additional language learners. Finally, while Aistear is a play-based holistic 

curriculum framework, the current review highlights the importance and validity of guided 

play and learning approaches, suggesting that adult participation enhances and encourages 

children’s interactions, utterances and responses to others and support in play. 

 

Aim 2: Children will use Language 
 

Children’s early experiences of oral language are foundational for emergent literacy 

and later language and literacy skills (Honig, 2007; Pascal et al., 2019). Early childhood 

educators have unique opportunities to engage children and promote linguistic experiences 

that spark joy, excitement, engagement and interest that foster the development of rich oral 

language skills (Whorrall & Cabell, 2016). Aistear’s promotion of children’s use of 

language to interact with others, give and receive information, and become confident and 

positive about their home language and the languages of others is endorsed in the literature. 

Across the Theme of Communicating, the term ‘language’ focuses on the linguistic mode of 

communication with a focus on social interactions, exploring sounds and oral language that 

is encouraged and facilitated by enriching environments and play. Cresham (2021) suggests 

that Aistear’s ‘social context’ provides children with opportunities “to play with language, 

to learn from each other and use new vocabulary in appropriate ways” (p.24). Within the 

current review, the importance of play in children’s communication and language 

acquisition was prevalent. This included cooperative and guided-play with peers and adults 

and socio-dramatic play experiences. 

 
 
 

Play-based experiences to support language and literacy 
 

Within the current review, three studies highlighted the importance of children’s play on 

social interaction, communication, oral language, emergent literacy and social competence 

(Cavanaugh et al., 2017; Nicolopoulou et al., 2010; Pursi, 2016). Play, in its many forms and 

modes of communication, allows children to use their imagination, create, negotiate and interact 

with others on shared goals and problem-solving (Cavanaugh et al., 2017; Edwards, 2017; 

Nicolopoulou et al., 2010). In the current review, the literature that was relevant to the Theme of 

Communicating in the context of early childhood curricula focused on the role of the adult, 

including adults as collaborators (Pursi, 2016), literacy-rich guided-play episodes 
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(Cavanaugh et al., 2017) and story dictation and dramatization (Nicolopoulou et al., 2015). 

Cavanaugh et al. (2017) explored the impact of the designated time for guided play-based 

literacy activities for 41 children attending Kindergarten classes. Whilst the literature does 

emphasise the notion of guided play, a note of caution is required, this type of play is 

appropriate for older children (five -six years). The play sessions were adult-led, offering 

children toys and objects to sort and practice initial letter sounds. Children were then 

encouraged to create their own ‘sound games’, and the educators were available to ‘coach’ 

children in generating ideas for the game. After three weeks of guided play intervention of 

15 minutes per day, children in the experimental group had a statistically significant 

advantage in standardised assessment of early literacy skills. In addition, children were 

reported to be highly motivated and engaged, improving their storytelling skills, use of new 

vocabulary and phonological awareness. The study, again, relevant to older children does 

provide important evidence demonstrating children’s engagement and motivation to 

participate in guided-play experiences. The study adds to a growing number that highlight 

the value of goal setting and intentional pedagogies in early childhood contexts (Kennedy, 

2014; Kirkby et al., 2018; Lewis et al., 2019). 
 

Nicolopoulou et al.’s (2015) study examined the impact of story-telling and socio-

dramatic play practices on children’s narrative, oral language and emergent literacy skills for 

children aged 3-4 years. The children’s activity included narrative story-telling and socio-

dramatic play using approaches developed by Paley (1990), whose work recognised 

children’s innate capacity to collaborate and create, along with adults, becoming part of a 

“community of storytellers” (Paley, 1990, p.12). In the current study (Nicolopoulou et al., 

2015), children in early childhood settings could choose (during free play /choice time) to 

‘dictate’ a story to an educator. These stories were then shared among the whole group while 

the child and author encouraged other children to ‘act out’ the story. While the educator 

facilitates writing the child’s narrative, the activity is child-initiated and spontaneous. The 

findings from the study suggest that children who are afforded opportunities and encouraged 

to engage in story-telling and socio-dramatic play see modest improvements in narrative 

comprehension, print and vocabulary awareness and social competence. These findings align 

with Dennis and Stockall (2015), who assert that educators play an important role in 

intentionally planning and preparing play-based experiences that refine children’s social 

competence, and early literacy skills, particularly for children experiencing language delays. 
 

While the studies in the current review focus on guided and intentional play 

experiences, there is also an established body of evidence to support the benefits of non- 
 

180 



teacher-directed play experiences in supporting children’s oral language and communication 

skills. Through high-quality interactions and everyday conversations, educators can build on 

children’s interest to extend, inquire and reflect on their language and learning (Ecalle et al., 

2015; Honig, 2007; Whorrall & Cabell, 2016). 

 

 

Promoting Language Use and Development 
 

Research from the last ten years advocates for the sharing of books to support 

children’s language and learning, but also for the enjoyment they provide in and of 

themselves. Sharing books positively impacts 4-5-year-old children’s language ability and 

related literacy (van Druten-Frietman et al., 2016; Van der Wilt, 2019; Nevo et al., 2018). 

Children’s vocabulary, morphology, phonological awareness, and print concepts skills can be 

enhanced through embedded activities and acting out of stories (Nicolopoulou et al., 2015). 

Van der Wilt (2019) concluded that interaction during a storybook reading session positively 

impacted on language ability. Nevo et al.’s (2018) interactive storybook-reading intervention 

programme, which kindergarten teachers delivered to 30 Hebrew-speaking kindergarten 

children, showed improvements for the intervention group in vocabulary, morphology, 

phonological awareness and print concepts on language and print-concept skills. A short 

intervention programme using stories and embedded activities can enhance language and 

print concepts in kindergarten children. 
 

Nevo and colleagues reported that motivation to read is equally important in 

developing children’s language and literacy abilities. This active participation of children, 

where children are encouraged to talk about a language through dialogic interaction in shared 

reading activities, can enhance children’s language use (van Druten-Frietman et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, acting out of the stories can also support children’s narrative comprehension. 

Nicolopoulou et al.’s (2015) study in the USA facilitated children acting out and 

sharing/telling their own stories. The literature endorses Aistear’s focus on using language. In 

that context, repeated sharing of children’s stories with groups, has been shown to increase 

narrative comprehension and some emergent literacy skills (phonological awareness, syllable 

and word awareness). The way the book is shared and the experiences that follow are 

important supports for language development. Justice et al. (2015) too found that children 

with language impairment benefited more from print-focused read-aloud. Results of that 

study suggest that educators should employ print-focused read- aloud in their classrooms to 

improve children’s early literacy skills and reduce future risk for reading problems. Given the 

benefits of shared reading for infants’ current and future 
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language development, every infant must have the opportunity to participate in frequent, 

sustained, language-rich interactions with their educators (Torr, 2019). Campbell (2021) 

emphasises in their study that sharing a book enables the child to develop a broader 

understanding of literacy and that sharing a book is a fun and stimulating exercise in and of 

itself. Educators need to ensure they allow for sustained dialogue so that children can 

interact and ask questions to clarify thinking (Cohrssen et al., 2016). 
 

Sharing books in culturally responsive and inclusive ways can support language 

development in young children (Taylor & Leung, 2020; Brookes et al., 2016; Justice et al., 

2015). Shared reading and dialogic multi-media reading are effective in developing the 

language skills of young EAL learners (Fitton, McIlraith, & Wood, 2018; Maureen et al., 

2018) and in Irish (Bosma et al., 2020; Stenson & Hickey, 2019) when carefully scaffolded 

by the adult (Harris & O’Duibhir, 2011; Yang, 2016). Yang (2016) found that young EAL 

children’s oral narrative skills could be improved by implementing dialogic reading of 

multi-media stories. Children can be encouraged through dialogic interaction during a read-

aloud /shared book experience to use language to clarify and ask questions (Cohrssen et al., 

2016) in a sustained way that is customised to suit the local setting. 

 

Similarly, assessment contexts can provide opportunities for language development. 

Reese (2021) suggests that learning stories (a means of documenting assessment) can initiate 

interactions that foster dyadic language development opportunities, endorsing Aistear’s 

emphasis on learning stories. Reese’s study in New Zealand showed that when the learning 

stories were shared via a book reading style with children, they were exposed to more 

complex speech and longer conversational turns. The role of the adult in supporting language 

development is not contested in recent research, which corroborates Aistear’s emphasis on 

reciprocal adult-child interactions. However, research on the nature of the impact of peers on 

children’s language development is not as pervasive. Kohl et al. (2022) have called for more 

observational research with more homogenous groups to focus on the effects of the quality 

of peer talk. Evidence of the positive impact of peer-to-peer interaction on language 

development is not as clear-cut for older children. Kohl et al. (2022) examined the effect of 

peers’ receptive vocabulary on children’s receptive vocabulary development. Findings 

revealed no links between peers’ vocabulary skills and individual children’s vocabulary 

gains, neither for all children nor depending on children’s prior vocabulary skills. There was 

a negative association between the percentage of dual language learners in the classroom and 
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children's vocabulary gains for children with lower prior skills. Kohl and colleagues (2022) 

call for more research of an observational nature with more homogenous groups of 

children and a lesser focus on the quantity of peer talk. They argue for the quality of the 

talk to be foregrounded. As there are different effects on the quality of language in children 

with different linguistic abilities, perhaps a universal approachto promote language 

development, should be used with caution in ECEC. 

 

Learning Other Languages 
 

Aistearacknowledges that children will become proficient users of at least one 

language and have an awareness and appreciation of other languages, thus promoting 

inclusive participation and citizenship in their social environments and interactions. Aguiar 

et al.’s (2020) analysis of 78 interventions with children (3-12 years) from ethnic minorities 

and low socioeconomic status across eight European countries noted that 79% of the 

interventions targeted language skills, with 32% considering children's heritage language. 

They argue for recognising the foundational nature of language for learning, communication, 

and belongingness and the need to value and support all languages (and cultures) equally. In 

doing so, the family's role and involvement in children's language use are highlighted. 

Notably, most interventions targeting ECEC included explicit family involvement activities, 

but the same did not occur in interventions targeting children attending primary school. 

Findings from this study suggest that further development of interventions targeting equity 

and belongingness may be pursued through family-school partnerships. With this in mind, 

family involvement is endorsed in Aistear in terms of being positive about children’s 
 
home language(s), with parents to be encouraged to use the mother tongue in the home 

and to understand the importance of the mother tongue in learning the second language 

(Yazici et al., 2010). 
 

To learn a new language, it needs to be ‘comprehensible’ for the learner (Krashen, 1985). 

Movement, gestures, and facial expressions can make new vocabulary and language structures 

comprehensible to young EAL learners (Greenfader et al., 2014). Total Physical Response (TPR) 

is an approach that involves children using their bodies and minds to demonstrate understanding. 

It is particularly useful for children in the silent period again, as the focus is on receptive rather 

than productive language (O’Duibhir & Cummins, 2012). Multimodal learning incorporating 

speech, gesture and expression can have ‘significant cognitive and social benefits from the 

engaging, interactive and meaningful learning’ (Moses, 2013, p.74). Early years settings and 

primary schools should develop a positive, plurilingual 
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environment that promotes linguistic awareness and multiple modes of expression (Brevik & 

Rindal, 2020; Aguiar et al., 2020; Jun, 2013; Little & Kirwan, 2019). Young children 

learning an additional language need literacy-rich environments that provide a safe, risk-free 

place to produce and explore a new language (Guilfoyle & Mistry, 2013). This is referred to 

in second language acquisition theory as the ‘affective filter’ (Krashen, 1985). Cummins’ 

(2016) linguistic interdependence hypothesis emphasises the importance of connecting a 

child’s home language to the language of instruction in vocabulary development. This theory 

is referred to as translanguaging in practice and promotes a positive learning environment for 

language learning (Brevik & Rindal, 2020; Aguiar et al., 2020; Yazici et al., 2010). 

Translanguaging can be understood as both a practical theory of language and an approach to 

plurilingual learning (Wei, 2018). It is important to note that a ‘one space, one language’ 

practice can stifle children’s development across languages (Bengochea & Gort, 2020, p.1). 

In contrast, a plurilingual approach focuses on language as a process for meaning-making 

and expression. This encourages a ‘value added’ perspective toward additional language 

learners and emphasises children’s skills and agency rather than deficit assumptions about 

language learning (Drury, 2013; Harju & Åkerblom, 2020). Therefore, EAL learners’ 

linguistic assets should be central to interactions in a diverse setting. Translanguaging can 

also encompass the different ways that users adopt language to communicate. This pedagogic 

approach reflects the concept of ‘the hundred languages of children’ adopted by Reggio 

Emilia preschools, where children are encouraged to express themselves in multiple ways 

(Alamillo, Yun, & Bennett, 2017). 
 

Bauer et al (2017) found that the use of peer interaction in early writing practices where 

home languages were valued and translanguaging was encouraged had a positive effect on EAL 

learners’ literacy development. As already indicated earlier, sociodramatic play also presents as 

an ideal forum for young children to interact with peers and explore innovative meaning-making 

language practices (García & Wei, 2014). Classrooms that value and encourage these norms 

allow translanguaging to be explored in its full complexity which can illustrate EAL learners’ 

agency. Some studies have also demonstrated that particular discourse functions in 

sociodramatic play can encourage greater language production and extension of language use for 

EAL children (Galeano, 2011). Other studies have explored how children use their 

plurilingualism (switching between languages) in play- to gain access or to negotiate toy sharing 

(Piker, 2013) or to create fictional narratives (Bengochea et al., 2018) or by adopting cultural 

roles (Alexrod, 2014). An environment that promotes 
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plurilingualism will enable EAL children to move through the stages of 

language acquisition in an appropriate manner. 
 

As indicated in this Theme, repetition is important in learning a language, including a 

second language. Opportunities to encounter new vocabulary on multiple occasions is an 

important aspect of learning a new language (Bland, 2015). Using a thematic approach 

across learning experiences can enable EAL learners to interact with the same key 

vocabulary in multiple contexts across the day which can develop their confidence in 

interacting with peers and adults (Herrera & Murry, 2015). Lawson-Adams & Dickinson’s 

(2020) study also found that gestures, pictures, and sounds can help support word learning 

(Rowe et al., 2013) and that this approach is particularly effective when applied to the 

learning of academic vocabulary (Townsend et al., 2012). Similarly, Concannon-Gibney 

(2021) found that nursery rhymes offer an effective forum to explore a wide range of 

vocabulary and grammar knowledge in a repetitive manner that is comprehensible to EAL 

pupils by using gestures, visuals, and props to support oral language development. Nursery 

rhymes also contain formulaic chunks of language that can be useful in an EAL pupil’s 

development of syntax, grammar and vocabulary (Kersten, 2015). The emphasis on rhythmic 

enunciation can aid correct pronunciation of new vocabulary words while making 

movements while saying the rhyme can help to physically define the phrase as a language 

chunk (Greenfader et al., 2014) and enable vocabulary development. These approaches can 

be complemented through an understanding of ‘comprehensible input’ discussed earlier. 

While the development of a child’s vocabulary is referenced, reference to how they might 

encounter vocabulary across contexts is not mentioned. Content and Language Integrated 

Learning (CLIL) provides rich opportunities for contextualised language use in Irish and 

other languages in the early years and is not mentioned in Aistear (Harris & Ó Duibhir, 2011; 

Ioannou-Georgiou & Pavlov, 2011) despite its potential to enhance language development. 
 

There is potentially scope to reference native speakers of Irish, with differentiated 

pedagogies to support children’s language for L1 speakers and L2 learners of Irish (Hickey & 

de Mejía, 2014, Department of Education, 2016). Language use for L1 speakers of Irish in 

the early years should focus on language enrichment, language maintenance and setting a 

strong foundation in L1 literacy skills in Irish (Department of Education and Skills 2016, 

Péterváry et al., 2014). Educator input, interaction and dynamic scaffolding are vital for 

children to develop language in Irish and to support children’s socialisation through Irish 

(Andrews, 2018; Mhic Mhathúna, 2012, 2018). The environment can also support language 

skills in Irish – establishing routines, small groups, time to talk etc. (Mhic Mhathúna, 2012, 
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2018). In a minority language context, children need educator input and careful scaffolding 

in the minority language (Mhic Mhathúna, 2018; Péterváry et al., 2014). Planning for 

language use is essential as young children will use the majority language as the language 

of socialisation and language of play (Andrews, 2018; Hickey, 2021; Mhic Mhathúna, 

2018). For example, using language to imagine and recreate roles and experiences through a 

minority language requires extra support for L1 speakers of Irish and L2 learners of Irish 

(Andrews, 2018; Mhic Mhathúna, 2018). Code-mixing where children mix languages 

should be supported with a gradual move to use of the target language (Mhic Mhathúna, 

2018). Teaching of key words and phrases is important. Children will use their L1 initially 

and as a resource to support L2 learning and educators should react positively to this and 

gradually build towards use of the Irish (Andrews, 2018; Mhic Mhathúna, 2018). 
 

This Theme focuses on children’s linguistic experiences that spark joy, excitement, 

engagement and interest that foster the development of rich oral language skills such as 

playing with language, story-telling and socio-dramatic play. Aistear’s focus on the use of 

language is endorsed. Sharing books in a culturally inclusive way is a key context for 

babies, toddlers and young children’s use of language particularly if there is frequent, 

sustained, language-rich interactions with their educators. Learning stories can support 

language use and high quality talk should be emphasised. Family involvement is particularly 

important in the context of children from ethnic minorities and low socioeconomic status. 

Children learning an additional language need literacy-rich environments that provide an 

emotionally safe, place to produce and explore a new language. Children’s home language 

should be connected to the language of instruction in vocabulary development, with both 

languages being used. Repetition of language through rhyme is important. Language use for 

L1 speakers of Irish in the early years could focus on language enrichment, language 

maintenance and setting a strong foundation in L1 literacy skills in Irish. 

 

Aim 3: Children will broaden their understanding of the world by 
 

making sense of experiences through language 
 

As Aim 3 indicates, children will broaden their understanding of the world through 

meaning-making experiences; and an approach to contemporary communication argues for 

expression of understanding and knowledge through various multiliteracies (Kalantzis et al., 

2016), which goes beyond making sense of experiences through language only. This is 

exemplified by Haggerty and Mitchell (2010) who explore the affordances offered by a range 
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and combination of modes that facilitate the representation and communication of 3-and 4-

year-olds in a New Zealand kindergarten. In a collaborative list-writing activity to present 

turn-taking on red and blue bikes, the children write their names in two columns. However, 

using colour coding and the act of striking out their own hand written names in each column, 

the children combine verbal, visual and spatial-motoric modes in order to make meaning of 

the multimodal literacy activity. In the same study, a child communicates his knowledge of 

motorcross bike riding in his body movement and use of space in his physical play outdoors 

in the kindergarten setting. It is through educator-parent conversations that the child’s home 

experiences and interest in bikes comes to light. The child’s ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll et 

al., 1992) lead to increased opportunities for social interactions and his enactment of 

“multiliterate communicative competencies” (p.337). Haggerty and Mitchell (2010) argue for 

the need for early childhood educators to approach children’s literacies as modes of 

communication and meaning-making, so that children’s preferred modes may be noticed, 

nurtured and extended. 
 

Children use many ways of representing, interpreting and making meaning to broaden 

their understanding and knowledge of the world. These communicative modes, processes and 

language used are integral to children’s participation and development across all areas of 

early learning. This is evidenced by Ramsook et al. (2020) who investigated the relative 

contribution that children’s vocabulary, in addition to the ability to use language 

appropriately in social contexts, impacts on later academic achievement. A longitudinal study 

followed 164 four-year-old children, from economically disadvantaged families, from pre-

school to kindergarten. The connection between the amount of vocabulary a child has and 

school functioning has been widely accepted (Ramsook et al, 2020). What has not been so 

evident is children’s social communication skills, which may also be critical. In the study, 

academic achievement in kindergarten related to emergent literacy and math skills and self-

regulation. Ramsook et al. found that vocabulary and social communication skills children 

displayed at the start of the preschool year continue to predict reading and math achievement. 

Growth in vocabulary from preschool to kindergarten did not predict reading achievement, 

however, findings from the study suggest that vocabulary facilitates understanding of basic 

numeracy skills (quantity and counting). Interventions that advance vocabulary growth 

during prekindergarten can incrementally impact kindergarten math performance. This 

finding highlights vocabulary growth as an important ongoing target for ECEC interventions. 

The social communication skills measured by Ramsook et al., included initiating and 

maintaining verbal interactions with adults and peers and asking for academic support or 
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clarification when needed. Such skills were found to facilitate children’s abilities to participate 

effectively in group discussions and group-based learning activities. Social communication 

skills emerged as the unique predictor of self-regulation (Ramsook et al., 2020, p.795). These 

findings suggest that social communication skills, along with vocabulary development, should 

be a focus of intervention efforts across all curriculum areas, enabling children to make sense 

and co-construct knowledge and self-regulate (Ramsook et al., 2020). 

 

Exposure to a Variety of Texts in Multiple Formats and Mediums 
 

A recent study by Orr et al. (2021) found that repeated sharing of books can support 

children’s development of colours vocabulary and body parts i.e. discipline specific 

vocabulary. The intervention improved the children’s vocabulary scope in all domains and 

moderated the negative impact of lower socioeconomic status, low print exposure, and family 

size. This change in discipline specific vocabulary was found in Nevo et al.’s (2018) study 

that examined the effectiveness of a literacy intervention programmes that supported joint, 

interactive reading of informational science texts. Changes in scientific vocabulary was 

positively related with improvements in morphological awareness, print concepts, and 

listening comprehension. This early exposure to informational science texts broadens young 

children’s understanding of the world. Early childhood educators should be encouraged to 

expose children to a wide variety of informational texts. Sharing of informational texts that 

are discipline specific with young children can support their broader understanding of the 

world. The evidence is stronger in particular for scientific texts and when children are 

repeatedly exposed to the texts (Nevo et al; 2018; Orr et al 2021). While book reading is 

referenced in Aistear, this could be expanded to reference a wider range of texts. It could also 

take account of the need for comprehensible input and repetition for EAL learners discussed 

earlier in the Chapter. Lastly, there is an acknowledgement in the literature that sharing of 

books should be for fun in and of itself (Torr, 2019; Campbell, 2021; Cohrssen et al., 2016). 
 

There is a need for a multimodal approach now to the sharing of books as children 

come to ECEC with a range of meaning-making experiences (Satriana et al., 2021). For 

example, digital storytelling is emerging in the literature as having a positive effect on 

children’s literacy skills (Maureen et al., 2018). These differing experiences necessitate 

the use of a culturally responsive approach. This is centred on a socio-cultural approach in 

which educators interpret and respond to non-verbal communication by young children 

(Taylor & Leung, 2020). Approaching children’s literacies through a multimodal 
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lens gives early childhood educators the opportunity to see how different communication 

modes help children to express more engaging and interesting stories (Wessel-Powell et al., 

2016). Evidence is emerging now of the successful use of non-typical approaches which 

through participation and engagement, support children’s communication development, e.g. 

Abecedarian strategies in Brookes et al. (2016). The Abecedarain Approach includes guided 

and intentional multimodal literacy experiences including games, shared reading and 

reciprocal interactions. The current literature highlights the benefits of responsive and guided 

literacy experiences that create an expectation of attention, response and encouragement for 

children’s language experiences. Consideration could be given to broadening intentional 

approaches to supporting children’s early literacy and language within Aistear in order to 

observe and respond directly to the cues that are being delivered by the children to support 

the development of multiliteracies. 

 

Playing with Symbols 
 

Aim 3 currently makes reference to opportunities for early mark-making materials in 

enjoyable and meaningful contexts, which is endorsed in the literature. Young children benefit from 

daily opportunities for mark making and should be enabled to experiment with a variety of 

interesting materials at various stages during the day (Byington & YaeBin Kim, 2017; Rowe 
 
& Neitzel, 2010). Early years educators should strategically place a variety of writing materials 

throughout the setting and scaffold children’s use of these materials (Pool & Carter, 2011). 
 
Magnusson (2021) recommends the use of aesthetic materials, artefacts of interest and digital 

technology to stimulate children’s interest in communicating through writing. Materials should be 

carefully chosen as research has shown that children’s interest in the materials may influence the 

amount of time they are engaged in writing activities (Rowe & Neitzel, 2010). 
 

Toddlers begin with scribbles and simple drawings to communicate ideas in a symbolic 

fashion (Dennis & Votteler 2013; Rowe & Neitzel 2010). This is the beginning of a series of stages 

that children progress through as they learn to write. Emergent writing refers to the gradual 

emergence of writing skills and practices that can be supported by an adult (Byington 
 
& YaeBin Kim, 2017), it is ‘an interactive process of skills and context rather than a linear 
 

series of individual components’ (Rohde, 2015, p.1) that begins long before a child recognises 

letters or words. Instead, it has its foundations in the child understanding that writing (in any 

form) can be a mode of communication. It is important to consider the time and space provided 

for children to develop these skills and to consider it as a means of social engagement, while 

also valuing all stages of children’s emergent writing. Writing is 
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developmental and this needs to be communicated clearly to educators and parents and all 

attempts to communicate through writing should be recognised in an early years’ setting (Hall 

et al., 2019). As a child begins to associate writing as a means to communicate, they can be 

seen to move through a series of stages (Gentry, 2000; Rodhe, 2015): 
 

● Drawing 
 

● Scribbling 
 

● Wavy scribbles/mock letters 
 

● Letter-like forms/mock letters, seemingly random letter strings 
 

● Transitional writing (groups of letters that resemble words or words copied from 

the environment) 
 

● Invented spelling (semi-phonetic/phonetic) 
 

● Beginning word/phrase writing 
 

● Transitional spelling (uses sophisticated phonic knowledge and visual strategies 

to spell with more accuracy) 
 

● Conventional spelling 
 

Attention to fine motor activities can complement children’s interest in attempting to 
 

write particular meaningful symbols to create messages (Byington & YaeBin Kim, 2017). 

Generative knowledge refers to children’s attempts and experiences of early writing that expresses 

their thoughts in ‘writing’ to convey meaning. Children’s writing has its foundation in oral 

expression and is supported by interactions between adults, children and their peers (Puranik 
 
& Lonigan 2014). In practice, the three domains will overlap and writing can support oral 

interactions that extend storytelling and play scenarios (Wood & Hall, 2011). Indeed, Wright (2010, 

2011) contends that the act of drawing and writing can help children organise their thoughts in a 

manner that is useful not just for current interactions and play purposes but also in a way that 

supports future understandings of more formal literacy and numeracy (Coates 
 
& Coates, 2016). Children should be encouraged to use a variety of cultural symbols as 

part of meaningful activities and their play. 
 

Kalantzis et al. (2016) argues that educators need to extend the range of literacy pedagogy 

so that it does not unduly privilege alphabetical symbolic representations, but brings into the 

classroom multimodal representations, particularly those typical of digital media, and enables mode 

switching. This is illustrated in Bers (2019) study of 172 preschool children that found that 

integrating coding using robotics into curricular activities promoted positive behaviours such as 

communication, collaboration and creativity in the classroom settings. By playing in a way that 

requires young children to manipulate physical objects with symbolic 
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meaning, computational thinking through coding and programming can be viewed as an 

expressive process that allows for a new literacy to communicate ideas, which provides scope 

for enhancement of such approaches within Aistear’s Aims and Learning Goals. Where 

possible, the curriculum should recognise digital playful experiences as fertile contexts for 

children to be inventive in their symbolic representations to communicate and be literate; as 

well as opportunities for educators to integrate more complex symbolic thinking and abstract 

reasoning across the early childhood curriculum. Digital technologies can expand the range of 

opportunities for children to learn about the world around them and develop their 

communicative abilities (Decat et al., 2019). 
 

Awareness of children’s funds of knowledge enable them to engage in meaningful and 

preferred ways of communicating e.g. physical body movement. Language is one mode that 

children may use to broaden their experiences, endorsing Aistear’s focus on language. 

Children’s vocabulary, in addition to the ability to use language appropriately in social 

contexts, impacts on later academic achievement in reading and mathematics. A focus on social 

communication skills is warranted in ECEC settings. The sharing of joint, interactive reading 

of informational science texts broadens children’s understanding of the world and should be 

for fun in and of itself. Digital storytelling is emerging in the literature as having a positive 

effect on children’s literacy. A variety of interesting and aesthetic materials and digital 

technologies enhance children’s mark making and enable children to make meaning through 

symbols. 

 

Aim 4: Children will express themselves creatively and imaginatively 
 

In respecting the many modes children use to communicate or the ‘hundred 

languages’ (Edwards et al., 2012), Aistear’s Aim 4 gives credence to the communicative 

potential of creative and imaginative opportunities for children to share their feelings, 

thoughts and ideas and respond to these experiences. Arts-based and playful experiences 

enable all children to communicate through multiple modes and mediums to share what they 

know, and to think about or understand the world around them. There is strong association 

with the arts and “the symbiosis of creativity and play” in terms of fostering children's 

exploration, creativity, imagination, self-expression with access to open-ended resources, 

including digital technologies to promote agency in their symbolic representations (Leung et 

al., 2020, p. 532). By adopting a balanced approach to learning in and learning through visual 

arts, music, drama and play (Hayes et al., 2017; Philips et al., 2010), children are afforded 
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opportunities to co-construct and transform symbols and meanings and make sense of 

previous experiences and knowledge and communicate new understandings through a 

variety of multimodal contexts such as creative, language and pretend play, using a range of 

artefacts, cultural tools and a variety of mediums (John et al., 2016; Papandreou, 2014; 

Mullen, 2012; Cohen & Uhry, 2011). 
 

In considering play, Aistear recognises the importance of creative play, noting that 

“creative play involves children exploring and using their bodies and materials to make and 

do things and to share their feelings, ideas and thoughts” (NCCA, 2009, p. 54). There is 

strong association with creative play and arts-based teaching and learning experiences as they 

can engage children’s representational, communicative, expressive and social capacities that 

can stimulate new shifts in their awareness, perception and thought (Philips et al., 2010). In 

highlighting the links between creativity, play and art, Wright (2014) explains that “during 

the children’s art-based play, aesthetic decisions are being made on the selection, execution, 

framing and reframing of their ideas in relation to these textual features” (p. 526). An arts-

based, playful pedagogy should foster children's exploration, creativity, self-expression with 

access to open-ended resources, including digital technologies. In their study of 113 

kindergarten classrooms (4-5 years) in Singapore, Bautista et al. (2018) noted that 2D visual 

arts, singing and movement were more commonly observed than 3D visual arts and dance 

and that these art forms were more frequently used in integrated learning activities, with the 

content pertaining to several subject matters and the instructional approach was product-

oriented. This approach reflects the notion of learning through the arts, where the arts are 

utilised as a way for the teaching of other learning areas. However, the opportunity for 

individual creativity and expression were minimal with limited accessibility to art activities 

and materials due to the rigidity of schedules. Hayes et al. (2017) and Philips et al. (2010) 

propose adopting a balanced approach in ECEC as a way of achieving literacy and numeracy 

learning by active engagement and participation with high-quality arts experiences. An 

Updated Aistear could give consideration to various forms of 2D and 3D representations and 

expressions that facilitate children’s creative and agentic tendencies, while simultaneously 

supporting learning and development across the early childhood curriculum. 
 

Arthur et al. (2010) report that “Through interactions…young children learn to use, 

understand and respect many ways of communicating. These may include drawing, 

constructing, composing music, and performing, as well as speaking, reading and writing in 

community languages and/or English. The arts (music, dance, drama, visual arts and media) 

provide powerful ways to communicate” (p.2). Arts-based and playful activities offer 
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opportunities for the dialogic interactions that were referred to earlier in this chapter, as they 

involve sustained shared thinking about the children’s creative expressions that can support 

language development. The significance of engaging children directly in creating and exploring 

new materials and extending dialogue and conversation about their arts-based experiences was 

reported by Hayes et al. (2017). Based on an ‘artist in(formed) residency’ arts education 

programme that was delivered in two community crèches) in two urban disadvantaged localities 

in Ireland, 50 children (3-5 years) were provided with art-based experiences to enhance 

children’s emergent early literacy and numeracy skills. An improvement in language and social 

skills development, such as turn-taking and listening to peers’ contributions, was commonly 

reported by all participating early years teachers. Chang 
 

& Cress’s (2014) study of 4 children (3-4 years) at home noted that adults' pedagogical 

strategies of linguistic scaffolding, listening and observing can support and advance the 

development of young children’s oral language competencies while they draw. These 
 
strategies encourage children’s agency and participation in conversations at a higher level 

than children could otherwise do on their own but also provide much information about the 

meaning of their drawings to communicate young children’s social, cultural and intellectual 

views. Therefore, given that 2D visual arts, such as mark making, drawing, painting hold 

meaning (Papandreou, 2014), drawing cannot merely be viewed as a precursor to writing 

(Penn, 2020; Kress 1997) but rather that visual arts provides a multimodal context for 

children to communicate their knowledge and make sense of their worlds. 

 

The Arts 
 

Visual Arts. The affordances and materiality of visual arts can enable children to 

express themselves cognitively, aesthetically and creatively through their use and creation 

of semiotic resources and various media, including digital. Penn (2020) proposes that rather 

than deeming writing and drawing as solely a pre-literacy activity, young children’s drawing 

and their drawings can be an embodied experience of the ‘intraaction’ of visual, verbal and 

gestural modes. In a study of 12 children in a USA kindergarten, there was a sense of 

performativity, play, fantasy that children enacted in their emergent drawing which 

contributed to the communicative and meaning-making process. Papandreou (2014) too 

supports the notion of drawing as a socially situated activity in terms of the process that 

empowers young children from mark makers into meaning makers. She notes how 20 

children 4-6 yrs used drawing to communicate with others, as they often combined it with 

other ways of meaning making to improve their communication. Papandreou (2014) credits 
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the collaborative interactions to assist the children to co-construct and transform symbols and 

meanings and make sense of previous experiences and knowledge and develop new 

understandings. 

 

Music. John et al. (2016) reiterate music as a distinct and essential form of communication 

that manifests naturally from birth to early childhood, when children are engaged in musical play 

regardless of their cultural or linguistic backgrounds. Music may provide two different roles for 

communication: (a) music as an expressive and/or communication tool, or (b) musical activities 

provide the experiences in which communication occurs (Kim, 2017). John et al. (2016) argue that to 

understand the critical and culturally mediated processes of music making that draw on the social and 

emotional tools of learning, the potential for musical communication can be linked to a sense of 

belonging through musical play. That is, musical play was found to promote psychosocial behaviors 

such as the ability to be calm, to focus, attend to others, as well as enhance or facilitate self-

regulation and co-regulation with others. In their study of 4-6 year old children in two early 

childhood culturally diverse music classes in Canada, John et al. (2016) highlight the potential for 

creative musical play. In particular to enhance musical communication as it nurtures children’s 

capacities to communicate and relate to each other, which is akin to the 4 C’s of critical thinking, 

creativity, collaboration, and communication that Kim (2017) credits to music education. Creative 

musical play differs from music activities associated with rituals or guided musical play; as it 

involves free exploration, spontaneous improvisation, and guided composition utilizing graphic 

scores that children performed after being introduced by the music teacher. From a multimodal 

perspective, creative musical play draws on young children’s abilities “to signal emotionally, 

understand the emotional signaling of others, and enables the ability to be self-aware” (John et al., 

2016, p. 32), which is especially significant when attending to the communicative needs and interests 

of children from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. This is also evident in Cominardi’s 

(2014) research conducted in 2 Italian kindergartens with 65 children. Of these children, 14 were 

immigrant children from various countries. The findings of this study infer that effective 

communication processes may lie in the sensory-perspective elements of which music mirrors and 

that children have an extraordinary capacity for creativity with music which they can communicate 

independent of cultural differences. Additionally, Mullen (2017) advocates the versatility of nursery 

rhymes in supporting multiple domains of child development including the skills required to 

communicate needs and wants in socially appropriate ways, symbolic use of language and 
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storytelling. She relates the rhythmic and action-orientated characteristics of nursery rhymes 

to language play, which offers children to make sense of words, numbers and concepts in a 

playful way. 

 

Drama. To further support children’s language development, the strong association 

with drama and theatre activities provide tangible, language-rich, social contexts for 

decontextualized language, in which children are introduced to new language structures and 

vocabulary, and are offered opportunities to use and combine communication modes to 

actively engage and interact with adults and peers. This type of multimodal communication 

within a socio-cultural context may be particularly effective for preschool children, as they 

develop the reading skills necessary to use books and other forms of text as a medium to 

develop their language, perspective-taking, and imaginative abilities (Mages, 2018). The 

intersection with arts-based activities and playful experiences have been alluded to in the 

contexts of visual arts, music and drama. The concept of drama includes socio-dramatic play 

and has been discussed previously. While Aistear’s Aim 4 identifies the context of drama in 

terms of supporting children’s creative and imaginative expression, this review of research 

identified play as the more dominant medium for children to communicate, than drama. 

 

Play 
 

. An Updated Aistear should consider making explicit reference to play as a context for 

children’s communication, meaning-making and expression. Also, the full potential of 

creative and imaginative experiences of play, story, poetry, music, art, movement and drama 

in developing children’s communicative competence would be better understood, if 

responding and creating involved the notion of multiliteracies. Through playful engagement 

and interaction with toys, artefacts and other cultural tools, including digital, children 

experiment with these resources to represent the world in many forms of literacy and so play 

provides a meaningful context for children to participate and negotiate the communicative 

experiences. Kultti & Pramling (2015a) study of 41 children (aged 1-5 years) in an 

Australian child care centre illustrates that play activities support communication before 

children have developed productive language skills and that certain types of tools facilitate 

both individual play and joint activity. They note that the toys provide ways of participating 

in tool-mediated activity together with other children when there is a 
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common artefact within the activity. This resonates with Cohen & Uhry’s (2011) study which 

investigated the levels and frequency of symbolism that 4 year old children produce and 

communicate meaning in their play with blocks. They argue that block play is a multimodal 

early literacy practice which affords children to be ‘literate’ when they “make meaning 

through the creation of signs that are themselves made through the multimodal form of block 

play” (p. 80). 
 

The strong association with children’s pretend play in developing children’s creativity, 

communication, collaboration and critical thinking (Vogt & Hollenstein, 2021); and its 

interconnected relationship with early literacy development is well established in early 

childhood education (Bluiett, 2018). As already inferred to earlier in this chapter, within a 

multimodal approach to communication and literacy, Yelland (2007) contends that any 

consideration of play needs to incorporate various modes of representation including 

‘‘technology as play, playing with ideas in multimodal ways, and storytelling as play’’ (p. 
 
49). This is exemplified in Decat et al.’s (2019) study which explored how touch technology 

provided a new modality of representation for young children in the pre-kindergarten 

classroom. The findings suggest that storytelling enhanced children’s communication, and 

touch technology functionality went beyond traditional literacy skills. Taking into account 

the presence and use of digital toys and games, as well as other domestic digital devices in 

children’s home environment, early childhood educators should attend, build on and respond 

to their already developing communicative practices as McPake et al. (2013) argue that 

digital technologies have the potential to expand young children’s communicative and 

creative repertoires. For example, the multimodality of digital technologies afforded to 

children’s storytelling and play is further explored by Rhoades (2016), Fleer (2018) and 

Leung et al. (2020). Framed by Bird et al.’s (2014) digital play framework, Leung et al.’s 

(2020) intervention examined how nine children, aged 5-8 years, in Hong Kong incorporated 

video-making tools in their play to create a digital representation of their stories. Through 

exploratory engagement with the digital tools, the children displayed ludic behaviours in 

their digital play as a means of cultural sense making and inclusive communicative practice 

(Edwards, 2013). 
 

A responsive and inclusive pedagogy should draw on variety of communication 

contexts and representations, utilising a more holistic and integrated teaching and learning 

approach facilitated by art-based and playful experiences. Arts-based pedagogy should foster 

children's exploration and access to resources, creativity and self-expression, and their 

confidence to utilise certain art forms more often, whereby promoting choice and agency to 
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make meaning through a diversity of modes and media such that they might choose those that 

were most apt given the circumstances and content of the communication. Early childhood 

educators need to attend and respond to the child's multimodal expressions to determine the 

appropriate pedagogical strategies to employ so as to develop children's language and content 

learning, whereby working creatively together with mutual trust and respect. There must be a 

recognition of the rich contribution that the arts offer when ‘words’ are not sufficient to express 

the thoughts and ideas of young children. Arts-based activities and playful experiences cannot 

merely be viewed as a precursor to writing but rather there is a need for early childhood 

educators to take a broad view of literacies as modes of communication, conceptualisation and 

meaning-making, so that educators can notice, support and expand children’s favoured modes. 

Children should have access and choice to interact and play with a range of toys (including open-

ended and digital), artefacts and cultural resources that promote creativity in terms of modes, 

mediums and media of expression. 

 

Concluding Comments 
 

The Literature Review took a systematic approach to identify, explore and map 

contemporary research on early childhood curricula that affirms Aistear’s existing Aims under 

the Theme of Communicating and identifies potential areas for enhancement aligned with 

contemporary literature. Understanding that communication is multimodal is a requisite for 

educators when considering the influence of children’s diverse ‘funds of knowledge’ (Moll et 

al., 1992) on early learning and development experiences and in valuing the communicative 

abilities of culturally and linguistically diverse children. Multimodal pedagogy can provide 

inclusive opportunities for all learners, wherein every child’s participative right to communicate 

is supported by using and favouring various modes and mediums to express themselves 

(Coogle et al., 2021). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

(1990) guaranteed children’s rights to be heard (Article 12) which requires a related UNCRC 

right, to have freedom of expression. Multimodality underpins UNCRC’s (Article 12) 

description of freedom of expression which they have defined as children having the right to 

communicate “either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or through any other media 

of the children’s choice” (Article 13). This gives way to an inclusive and responsive approach 

to early childhood education which places the ethical and equity relation at the centre; and 

promotes children’s rights, choice and agency in 
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pedagogical contexts to support multimodal communication (Heydon et al., 2017; 

Haggerty & Mitchell, 2010). 
 

A key point that emerged from this review includes the understanding that young 

children communicate in different contexts. This diversity highlights the importance of 

multimodal communication skills at all ages and across languages and emphasise the 

role of the adult in modelling and responding to multimodal communication so as to 

ensure understanding and language development (including the Irish language). The 

Communicating Theme in Aistear could now be widened to assimilate the multimodal 

approach children take to communication. 
 

Secondly, adults play an essential role in scaffolding language learning and providing 

an emotionally safe environment where communication can flourish. The Theme of 

Communicating is about empowering young children to use their agency to give, receive and 

make sense of information through multimodal channels that incorporate their cultural capital 

and serve their social needs. The adult’s role is to create an environment where 

communication can thrive, where translanguaging is encouraged and where young children 

are comfortable expressing themselves in a variety of ways. The adult should be enabled to 

carefully scaffold and nurture a child’s language development, valuing every attempt to 

speak, draw, write or use non-verbal or digital means of expression. 
 

Thirdly, communication should be viewed as an important social tool for children 

which enables the sharing of cultural funds of knowledge. This may take the form of writing 

with peers or engaging in dialogic interaction through the sharing of a book. An Updated 

Aistear should continue to allow children to engage with a wide variety of texts, symbols and 

experiences in order to widen their understanding of their worlds. 
 

Lastly, child agency in communication should be considered essential from babies 

through to older children. Children should have opportunities to illustrate this agency to 

communicate through linguistic, visual, gestural, aural and spatial modes. An Updated 

Aistear should continue to include arts-based and playful experiences, digital modes, 

mark-making and writing. 
 

This review has considered the literature in relation to the concept of young children 

as multimodal communicators and meaning-makers and clearly points to the importance of 

valuing ‘the hundred languages of children’ (Edwards et al., 2012), from a plurilingual and 

multimodal perspective. 
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Abstract 
 

The Literature Review took a systematic approach to identify, explore, and map 

contemporary research on early childhood curricula that affirms Aistear’s existing Aims and 

Learning Goals and identifies potential areas for enhancement aligned with contemporary 

literature. The search strategy used key terms and concepts from the Aims and Learning 

Goals of Exploring and Thinking to search four databases (Education Research Complete, 

ERIC International, Web of Science, and PsycINFO) for peer-reviewed journal articles, book 

chapters, and scholarly reviews published in English in the last eleven years (2010-2021). 

The search identified 348 articles that were reviewed to determine their relevance to early 

childhood curriculum frameworks. Twenty-three studies and articles met the criterion and 

were considered alongside seminal works, grey literature, and recommendations from 

consultation with internationally recognised experts in early childhood. Across the Theme of 

Exploring and Thinking, the topics and trends within contemporary literature broadly affirm 

the relevance of Aistear’s existing Aims and Learning Goals, highlighting children’s innate 

curiosity, creativity, and cognitive competence. Six key areas emerged that reflect trends, 

interests, and discourse concerning the Theme of Exploring and Thinking: Sustainability, 

Science, Technology, and Engineering and Mathematics (STEM), Funds of Knowledge, 

Dispositions, Working theories, Purposeful Pedagogies, Digital Childhoods, and Risky Play. 

The literature considered reflects greater research interest in children’s digital lives and 

virtual worlds; this reflects international interest and policy commitments to STEM in 

educational research in the last decade. 

 

Introduction 
 

Aistear recognises and affirms children as competent, confident, capable learners and 

the Theme of Exploring and Thinking recognises children’s natural curiosity, creativity, and 

enquiry. The curriculum framework promotes the creation of environments, learning 

experiences, and interactions that encourage infants, toddlers, and young children to explore 

and make sense of objects, people, and places through play, investigation, and enquiry 

(NCCA, 2009). This recognition of children as agentic, and capable of influencing aspects 

of their lives and the environments in which they live and play is well established (James & 

Prout, 1997). Children’s capacity for problem-solving, deep thinking, and active exploration 
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is embedded across international examples of early childhood curricula and learning 

frameworks, including: New Zealand, Finland, Scotland, England, Belgium, Minnesota, 

and Washington (Barblett et al., 2021). Across these curricula, children are identified as 

social, relational, and sensorial learners, constructing working theories based on their 

experiences (Hedges & Cooper, 2014). They are recognised and valued as “natural 

scientists and engineers” (Tippett & Milford, 2017, p. 67), curious, creative, risk-takers, 

ready to explore their worlds (DeJarnette, 2018; Simoncini & Lasen, 2018). 
 

The current review considered contemporary literature and studies aligned with the 

Aims and Learning Goals of Exploring and Thinking. The search terms (Chapter Two) 

resulted in the selection of 23 articles that provide insights into current trends and 

conceptualisation of children as explorers and deep thinkers. The selected literature broadly 

affirms the existing Aims and Learning Goals but also highlights a growing recognition of 

children’s digital lives and experiences of Science, Technology, and Engineering and 

Mathematics (STEM) in early childhood that is not overt in the current iteration of Aistear. In 

the last five years, STEM education has become a policy focus in Ireland. The STEM 

Education Policy and Implementation Plan (Department of Education and Skills, 2017) and 

updated Early Years Education Inspection Tool (DES Inspectorate, 2018) highlight the 

importance of STEM education in early childhood. The review highlights the importance of 

children’s discovery through well-planned learning experiences that respond to children’s 

interests, funds of knowledge, and dispositions. 

 

Aim 1: Children Will Learn About and Make Sense of the World Around Them 
 

Aistear recognises young children as active, agentic citizens that “engage, explore 

and experiment in their environment” (NCCA, 2009, p. 44). The Aims and Learning Goals 

of Exploring and Thinking consider experiences and opportunities that support children in 

engaging, exploring, and making sense of the world around them. The current review 

consistently highlighted children’s natural curiosity and sense of wonder and the value and 

importance of playful experiences to encourage these dispositions, deep-thinking, and 

inquiry-based learning (Bjorklund, 2014; Byrnes et al., 2018; Edwards, 2016; 

Samarapungavan et al., 2011). The available literature highlighted how playful experiences 

engage children and the benefits and rich potential of guided play and intentional pedagogies 

that facilitate learning and development in play-based practice in early childhood contexts 

(Edwards, 2017; Kidd et al., 2018; Pyle et al., 2019; Pyle & Alaca, 2018). The Learning 
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Goals of Exploring and Thinking also emphasise children’s rights and responsibilities as 

members of their community and their important role in caring for themselves and their 

environment. The current literature aligns with Aistear’s focus on rights-based 

approaches that provide children with learning experiences that support them to respect 

others, live peacefully, and protect the environment (United Nations, 1989). 

 

Sustainability 
 

The conceptualisation of children as active participants, community members, and 

stewards of their immediate and wider environments in Aistear is aligned with recent studies 

of children’s environmental rights and their role in sustainable development (Engdahl, 2015; 

Havu-Nuutinen et al., 2021; Makuch et al., 2019). In the current review, ‘sustainability’ was 

a trend emerging from the literature across all four Themes of Aistear, particularly 

concerning Exploring and Thinking. Increasingly, young children are positioned as citizens, 

with rights and responsibilities to support the future sustainability of people and places in 

their immediate, local, and global environments (Havu-Nuutinen et al., 2021). Children now 

enter a world with serious environmental, social, and economic sustainability concerns 

(Engdahl, 2015; Pollock et al., 2017). The literature highlights the inter-connectedness, 

interactions, and relationships between humans, culture, society, and the natural world, 

emphasising the importance of sustainable development practices for our present and future 

(Edwards & Cutter-Mackenzie, 2013; Prince, 2010). The current review noted that a 

significant proportion of the literature focuses on environmental sustainability and children’s 

engagement with and protection of the natural world. Sustainability is often synonymous with 

environmental education and stewardship; however, a growing body of work focuses on 

sustainable development goals. Education for Sustainable Development (EST) aims to 

contribute to global development by familiarising young children with an awareness of 

social, economic, and environmental conditions that impact survival, health, well-being, and 

opportunities. These approaches aim to develop skills and abilities and can help children 

understand the issues for sustainable development and develop empathic attitudes and respect 

(UNICEF, 2020; Yan & Fengfeng, 2008). 
 

Children require multiple and many opportunities to develop a conceptual 

understanding of economic, social, and environmental sustainability, including an awareness 

and understanding of their immediate environment, as well as a growing knowledge and 

appreciation for ways of living that respect the earth and all that live on it (Bahtić & Višnjić 

Jevtić, 2020; Benner et al., 2017; Hedefalk et al., 2015). Despite reservations that young 
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children should be shielded from such real issues (Duhn, 2012), early childhood education 

has been positioned in both research and policy as a site for young children to pose questions 

and think critically think about the consequences of human action and interaction with the 

environment (Prince, 2010; Engdahl, 2015). 
 

Internationally, multiple early childhood curricula and curricular frameworks 
 

explicitly reference sustainability practices and environmental education, with specific goals 
 

relating to sustainability and environmental education (Barblett et al., 2021). This focus is 
 

particularly evident in the Swedish preschool curriculum, where environmental education 
 

and sustainability have been written into the core values of the curriculum framework. Early 
 

childhood is an important stage where knowledge and understanding of economic, social, and 
 

environmental sustainability lay the foundations for children’s interest and responsibilities as 
 

citizens and their participation in civic life for sustainable development (Swedish National 
 

Agency for Education, 2018). Aistear also refers to concepts of sustainability and sustainable 
 

practices. Exploring and Thinking promotes children’s opportunities and experiences to 
 

“engage, explore and experiment in their environment” (NCCA, 2009, p. 44) and to 
 

demonstrate an awareness of themselves and others within their community. These Aims 
 

align well with contemporary literature that advocates for children’s ability to interpret and 
 

understand the importance of sustainable living practices (Engdahl, 2015; Edwards & Cutter- 
 

Mackenzie, 2013). The current review suggests that young children are not only interested in 
 

the state of the natural world, but they are also aware of wider issues of sustainability and 
 

capable of engaging with such important issues critically (Engdahl, 2015). While there is a 
 

growing body of literature and discourse in early childhood about the importance of 
 

children’s awareness and understanding of sustainability and sustainable practices, there is no 
 

defined consensus on ‘how’ this can be achieved (Edwards & Cutter-Mackenzie, 2013). 
 

Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie (2013) examined how playful pedagogies can engage 

young children in exploring biodiversity issues, a component of sustainability education. Across 

16 settings, they observed different play-based approaches to bio-diversity topics and 

experiences: open-ended play, modelled play, and purposefully framed play. The study suggests 

that a purposefully-framed approach to play supported children’s learning outcomes more than 

other forms of play (i.e. free play or discovery learning). The study indicates that environmental 

sustainability education requires a delicate pedagogical balance of knowledge, values, and action 

and the development of pro-environment values and associated actions. Edwards and Cutter-

Mackenzie (2013) assert that children’s learning in environmental 
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education needs more than a series of experiences, but rather playful opportunities and 

experiences grounded in and built upon knowledge and understanding of the natural world. 
 

Pollock and colleagues (2017) suggest that the most effective early childhood 

sustainability education programmes adopt a holistic or community approach, including the 

children, their educators, and caregivers in discussions on waste management and our 

environmental responsibility. Pollock and colleague’s (2017) study found that environmental 

explorations and knowledge shared between early childhood settings and home learning 

environments positively affected children’s engagement with sustainable living processes 

such as waste management. The study suggests that early childhood educators play a critical 

role in engaging children in sustainable living discourses and enabling young children to 

think critically about how their actions impact the environment. Despite this, Engdahl (2015) 

noted that early childhood educators are not always aware of or underestimate children’s 

knowledge, competencies, and interest in environmental issues. Engdahl (2015) asserts that 

educators can strengthen children’s voices and promote their interests through integrated 

thematic-oriented teaching approaches and purposeful, conscious listening to children’s 

ideas and understanding of sustainable development and environmental issues. 
 

Prince (2010) highlighted the importance of connecting with children's home learning 

environments to promote and develop learning activities on topics related to sustainability. 

The study espoused the value of embedding concepts of sustainability, and environmental 

learning within early childhood curricula to promote awareness of the issues increases 

among children and staff, parents, guardians, and the local community. This approach is 

aligned with the focus on environment and community in Exploring and Thinking. However, 

the current literature would suggest a further prioritisation of individual and community 

responsibilities aligned with sustainable development, including social, cultural, and 

economic development and protection and stewardship of the natural world. 

 

Physical Skills and Risky Play 
 

Aistear pays particular attention to the many ways in which children learn and develop 

through active learning, play, and hands-on experiences (NCCA, 2009). A significant body of 

contemporary literature provides evidence for the value and benefits of play-based approaches to 

learning (Kinkead-Clark, 2018; Pyle et al., 2017; Taylor & Boyer, 2020). Contemporary 

literature recognises and promotes play as instrumental to learning; this is embedded across 

multiple examples of international early childhood curricula (Alcock, 2013; Barblett et al., 2021; 

Brogaard-Clausen et al., 2022; Chicken, 2020; Grieshaber et al., 
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2021). Despite broad agreement on the positive impact of play-based activities on learning 

and development, there remains ongoing discussion as to definitions of play, perspectives, 

and practices on types of play, and the role of adults in facilitating and supporting 

children’s learning and development (Alcock, 2013; Edwards, 2017; Pyle & Alaca, 2018). 

Concepts and commitments to play-based learning are embedded across Aistear; however, 

children’s experience of play, in terms of exploration, physical skill, and resilience, are 

particularly relevant to the Theme of Exploring and Thinking. 
 

Within the Aims, there is a focus on experiences that ensure children engage, explore, 

and experiment in their environment. In particular, it focuses on the importance of physical 

skills, including “skills to manipulate objects and materials” (NCCA, 2009, p. 44). The 

Learning Goals also refer to experiences that support children to learn about the natural 

environment and develop a sense of time, space, and shape. These Learning Goals are 

particularly relevant to studies on children’s physical skills and risky play experiences in 

early childhood settings and contexts. Risky play is positively associated with increased well-

being, involvement, and physical activity, suggesting that risky play benefits young 

children’s holistic development. Sando and colleagues (2021) suggest that the inclusion of 

risky play in early childhood settings far outweighs the threat of potential injuries asserting 

that this self-selected, often autonomous activity supports children’s intrinsic motivation, 

mastery, and sense of accomplishment (Sando et al., 2021). Sandseter (2010) found that 

children experience positive feelings of achievement and accomplishment due to taking risks 

and extending their skills during risky play, particularly outdoors. It was found that children 

increased the height and pace at which they worked and took greater physical risks in 

exploring their environments and capabilities. More recent studies have echoed these 

findings that highlight children’s increased capacity, competency, and exploration when 

engaging in risky play, particularly in outdoor environments (Harper & Obee, 2021; Kleppe, 

2018; Obee et al., 2021; Sandseter et al., 2021). 
 

In 2020, Sandseter and colleague’s video observation study of 80 Norwegian children 

in ECEC Settings (3-5 years) across eight ECEC institutions documented children’s 

engagement in risky play indoors and outdoors when they are free to choose what to play. 

The study considered different forms of risky play, including play with great heights, high 

speed, dangerous tools, dangerous elements, rough and tumble, exploring alone, and play 

with “impact”, i.e. crashing into objects (p. 307). Play categorised as ‘risky’ was registered in 

20% of all the observations, and the mean time spent engaged in risky play (as a percentage 

of children’s free play time) was 10.3%. The average time spent on risky play in outdoor 
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spaces was 13.2% and 7.2% of the free-play time during indoor play; this suggests that while 

children are more likely to engage in risky play outdoor, they also have an interest and 

engagement in risk within indoor environments. Children’s time spent on risky play was 

comparable to the time spent engaged in symbolic play but less than time spent on 

constructive play (30%) or physically active play (23%) (Sandseter et al., 2021; Storli & 

Sandseter, 2019). The study did not note any significant gender difference and that rough 

and tumble play, in particular, occurs in both genders. Of all the play types observed, play 

with great height was most commonly observed (4.1%), followed by play with great speed 

(2.9%), rough and tumble play (2.7%), play with dangerous tools (0.4%), and play with 

impact and vicarious play both being observed 0.2% of the time. Findings also showed that 

as children’s age increases by one year, engagement with risky play increases by 2.5%. The 

findings from this study cannot necessarily be generalised to Irish settings as there are 

cultural differences in attitudes toward outdoor and risky play and differences in the physical 

environment and materials available to children in early childhood settings. In this study, 

each outdoor space included fixed playground equipment like swings, slides, sandpits, 

climbing equipment, and play materials like tricycles, buckets, toy trucks, cups, and spades. 
 

The availability of rich and well-resourced learning environments for risky play 

emerges as a key trend within current literature and contemporary curriculum approaches from 

Norway, Australia and New Zealand (Barblett et al., 2021; Harper & Obee, 2021; Little 
 
& Stapleton, 2021; Sandseter et al., 2021). Providing adequate space, equipment, clothing, and 

materials encourages and enables children to explore and experiment in their natural 

environments (Sandseter et al., 2021). Children’s access to outdoor environments throughout the 

year also supports their understanding of the concept of change, as natural environments change 

in response to the weather, time, usage and care (Kleppe, 2018). A study by Kleppe (2018) of 

environments that afford elements of risky play for 1-3-year-olds found that to provide a broad 

and diverse range of age-appropriate risky experiences for toddlers, early childhood settings need 

to furnish indoor and outdoor spaces with items that afford the risk, e.g. slides, swings, and varied 

surfaces. Settings should also facilitate the mixing of ages so that toddlers can observe older 

children engaging in risky play and experience the activity through others. Findings also suggest 

that in centres that provide more opportunities for risky play, children’s play was more varied as 
 
they experienced a wider variety of opportunities for potential risk and challenges. Toddlers 

should be able to demonstrate agency and change their environments and move objects around 

to suit their play. Combining loose parts and natural 
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surfaces facilitates higher levels of exploration, risk-taking, and development of children’s 

ability to deal with the unexpected and encounter “realistic risks” (Kleppe, 2018, p. 270). 
 

In addition to enriching indoor and outdoor environments, risky play is best facilitated 

and supported by “knowledgeable and competent ECEC teachers” that have positive attitudes 

toward opportunities for risk-taking and exploration (Sando et al., 2021, p. 1447). Sandseter 

and colleagues (2020) note that if parents and early childhood staff are averse to risk, this can 

negatively impact young children’s engagement with risky play activities. Sandseter and 

colleagues (2020) international study of 32 ECEC educators and 184 parents showed that 

cultural differences exist in young children’s engagement with risky play. Parents in Northern 

Europe were more supportive of risky play experiences than their counterparts in Southern 

Europe. However, Gunderson and colleagues (2016) showed that Norwegian children are not 

playing outdoors as much as they did in the past. McFarland and Laird (2018) noted cultural 

differences in attitudes towards risky outdoor play among Australian and US early childhood 

educators. Australian educators viewed risky play as fundamental to children’s holistic 

development, while those in the US were less open to facilitating risky play in their settings. 

The paper suggests that this might be due to fear of litigation resulting from child injury 

(Harper & Obee, 2021; Obee et al., 2021). Given the influence of educators on children’s 

engagement with risky play experiences, the review suggests that curriculum frameworks can 

promote awareness and understanding of the benefits of risky play in supporting children’s 

sense of competency, mastery, achievement and well-being. Positive adult attitudes towards 

the facilitation of risky play for young children are paramount for the opportunities for risky 

play in early childhood environments (McFarland & Laird, 2018; Sandseter et al., 2019), with 

adults needing to balance the benefits of risky play to children’s holistic development against 

safety issues (Sandseter et al., 2021). Aistear references these key concepts and ideas, but the 

existing Aims and Learning Goals of Exploring and Thinking do not explicitly refer to the 

concept of ‘risk’. 

 

Mathematical Skills and Concepts 
 

Children’s capacity for reasoning, problem-solving, and deep thinking begins in infancy 

and is supported and enhanced by children’s everyday application of mathematical and scientific 

concepts. Sarama and Clements (2009; 2017; 2021) have consistently highlighted children’s 

often underestimated potential and capacity to access and understand mathematical concepts that 

are complex, deep, and broad. Within an Irish context, Dooley and colleagues (2014) argue that 

mathematical proficiency emerges in early childhood and is 
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supported by pedagogical practices that engage children in high-quality experiences afforded 

by enriching environments, responsive relationships, and playful learning experiences. 

Children’s natural curiosity and ability to explore and understand mathematical concepts such 

as matching, comparing, ordering, and sorting are highlighted in Exploring and Thinking 

(NCCA, 2009). 
 

Studies considered as part of the current review attest to young children’s ability to 

master mathematical concepts and assert that this is supported by high-quality mathematical 

learning experiences and opportunities in early childhood and before formal schooling 

commences (Dunphy et al., 2014; Knaus, 2017; Moss et al., 2015). In particular, they suggest 

that early mathematics education should engage children in sustained interactions and 

experiences that allow for exploration of key concepts and ideas such as: sets, number sense, 

counting, operations, pattern, measurement, and shape. A deep and broad understanding of 

these foundational mathematical concepts facilitates early childhood educators’ noticing, 

interpreting, and enhancing young children’s engagement with mathematical ideas (Dockett 
 

& Goff, 2013; Lee, 2017). These learning experiences occur within mathematically rich 

environments (Linder et al., 2013) and are aligned with children’s interests, dispositions, and 
 

play preferences. The development of knowledge and understanding is supported by adults 

trained in mathematical content and associated playful pedagogies (Linder et al., 2013; 

Cohrssen et al., 2013; Knaus, 2017). 
 

Within an Irish context, it has been suggested that early childhood educators are not 

provided extensive training in mathematics content and pedagogical knowledge (DES, 2017a). 

Similar findings from studies in the USA and England indicate that early childhood educators 

receive less pre- and in-service training in mathematics, comparable to literacy (Cohrssen et 

al., 2013; Melhuish, 2016). Knaus (2017) noted the positive impact of two professional 

development sessions that promoted children’s experiences of mathematical concepts and 

everyday experiences and opportunities for supporting emergent mathematical skills and 

understanding. The study found that educators had increased confidence in engaging with the 

subject’s mathematical content with young children following these support sessions. While 

short training sessions can be useful, Linder and Simpson (2018) identified that professional 

development using a workshop format is insufficient and that long-term PD programmes are 

more beneficial. Early childhood educators require further training focusing on mathematical 

skills and concept development aligned with children’s capacity and curiosity. Linder and 

colleagues (2013) present strategies to strengthen early mathematics education in early 

childhood settings and suggest approaches and pedagogical 
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practices that encourage children to explore, compare, sort, match, and order. Drawing from the 

Reggio Emilia approach, the study presents opportunities for exploring concepts, places, and 

objects through project work, such as a community vegetable garden. The article describes how 

one photograph of a vegetable market presents multiple opportunities for “correspondence, 

sequencing, size comparison, direction, predicting, and other mathematical processes” (Linder et 

al., 2013, p. 32). These experiences are supported through engagement, participation, and 

discourse with educators acting as facilitators, asking open-ended questions, and supporting 

children’s exploration as they work collaboratively to explore mathematical concepts through 

meaningful tasks (Linder et al., 2013). 
 

Within current studies on early childhood curriculum, there was little reference to the 

early mathematical experiences of infants and young children; this is in keeping with the 

findings of a recent systematic review of mathematics education for children under four 

(MacDonald & Murphy, 2021). Despite awareness and recognition of young children’s 

capacity, there is a shortage of studies supporting understanding mathematical learning 

experiences for babies and toddlers. A small but significant body of research on 

mathematics education with infants and toddlers suggests that mathematical awareness and 

competence commence in early infancy, and these skills and dispositions should be 

recognised and responded to with high-quality environments and learning experiences that 

promote and nurture mathematical ideas (de Hevia, 2016; Johnston & Degotardi, 2020; 

Wang & Feigenson, 2019). 
 

Chen and colleagues (2017) identified four ‘precursor mathematical concepts’ they 

consider important for babies and toddlers to engage with attribute, comparison, pattern, and 

change. These precursor concepts come before more defined mathematical ideas, such as 

numbers or measurements, but influence the development of more sophisticated math skills. 

These concepts are necessary for developing several foundational early math concepts. 

Chen and colleagues (2017) propose that educators who work with children birth-3 engage 

in the Carefully Attend Intentionally Respond (CAIR) approach when engaging very young 

children with mathematical concepts. There are similarities between the CAIR approach and 

intentional teaching as educators respond to children’s mathematical explorations through 

mathematical talk and labelling. Franzén (2015) observed that, for toddlers, mathematical 

experiences are firmly rooted in everyday occurrences, and educators must be open and 

attuned to interpreting and extending children’s learning. The research contends that 

educators require additional training to foster emergent mathematical understanding in 

infants and toddlers (Chen et al., 2017). 
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There are multiple references to mathematical concepts in Exploring and Thinking, 

including number, measure, time, space, and shape. These key concepts support foundations 

of understanding and knowledge that stimulate mathematical exploration and thinking 

(Clements & Sarama, 2016). The current review affirms the importance of a curriculum that 

promotes opportunities for infants, toddlers, and young children to engage in learning 

experiences that promote mathematical competencies. These opportunities are best supported 

by enriching environments and confident early childhood educators equipped with 

knowledge, skills, strategies, and positive attitudes that support mathematical learning 

opportunities (MacDonald & Murphy, 2021). 
 

Children are naturally curious, using their bodies, senses, and mind to explore and 

develop an understanding of the world around them. Experiences in early childhood lay 

important foundations for how children come to engage with their environment and 

community. The current review highlights the importance of experiences that recognise and 

respond to children’s rights and responsibilities regarding sustainable practices and 

stewardship of the natural world. The literature validates Aistear’s focus on hands-on, 

physical experiences that support children’s exploration and engagement with nature and 

highlights the importance, value, and joy that risky-play experiences offer young children. 

Children’s skills, abilities and interests are present from early infancy, particularly curiosity 

and competencies in various mathematical concepts and processes. Updating Aistear presents 

an opportunity to embed principles of sustainable development within and across the 

curriculum, highlighting children’s capacity and capabilities to explore, understand, and 

influence the environment and their communities. 

 

Aim 2: Children Will Develop and Use Skills and 

Strategies for Observing, Questioning, Investigating, 

Understanding, Negotiating, and Problem-solving, and 

Come to See Themselves as Explorers and Thinkers. 
 

Early childhood is recognised as a critical period in which children begin to establish 

an understanding of themselves, others, and the world around them, and experiences of early 

childhood education influence, support, and enhance this process (Desouza, 2017; Havu-

Nuutinen et al., 2021; Salehjee, 2020; Samarapungavan et al., 2011). Contemporary views of 

children as competent and capable enquirers and problem-solvers permeate multiple 

international early childhood curricula, including: Australia, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, 

Japan, Korea, and Ireland. In their book ‘How babies think: The science of childhood’, 

Gopnik and colleagues (2000) assert that from early infancy, children “consider evidence, 
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draw conclusions, do experiments, solve problems and search for truth” (p. 13). The 

development process is described as scientific discovery and inquiry as children explore, 

consider, revise, and build upon their experiences, knowledge, and understanding to make 

sense of the world. Within this critical period, children require access to people and places 

that facilitate thinking, exploration, problem-solving, and learning. Aistear promotes the 

development of skills and strategies for “observing, questioning, investigating, 

understanding, negotiating, and problem-solving, and come to see themselves as explorers 

and thinkers” (NCCA, 2009, p. 44). This promotion of opportunities to engage with scientific 

concepts and ideas is aligned with international approaches that advocate for engagement in 

scientific inquiry through experiences of science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) 

to provide meaningful opportunities for all children to explore, investigate, and see 

themselves as learners (Fleer, 2013, 2018; Havu-Nuutinen et al., 2021; McClure et al., 2017; 

Tao et al., 2012). 

 

Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) 
 

Contemporary literature recognises children as “natural scientists” (Larimore, 2020, p. 
 

706) whose curiosity and motivation to explore and understand supports confidence and 

competence in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) (McClure et al., 2017). 

Howitt and Blake (2010, as cited in Campbell et al., 2021) state that “where there is a child 
 
there is curiosity and where there is curiosity there is science” (p. 3). Aistear highlights 

opportunities and experiences that develop skills and strategies to explore and experience the 

world around them by “capturing children’s interest and curiosity” (NCCA, 2009, p. 34). The 

potential of ‘science’ to excite, enthuse, and engage children and promote skills and 

strategies for life and learning has resulted in the prioritisation of science across international 

early childhood curricula and policy. This interest has resulted in a flurry of research within 

the broader theme of STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) education 

in the last decade. These studies were prevalent within the current review. The studies 

highlighted the potential and possibilities offered by STEM education, particularly the 

dispositions and content knowledge required to provide children with opportunities to engage 

in STEM experiences (Clements & Sarama, 2016). 
 

While it is recognised that children are “inherently curious and equipped with basic 

capacities and dispositions to make sense of the world around them” (Spaepen et al., 2017, p. 

13), these skills do not persist without appropriate support, encouragement, and experiences that 

sustain children’s interest and investigation. Internationally, a shared recognition of 
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children’s innate competence and confidence in exploring, questioning, investigating, and 

negotiating is reflected in policy that promotes STEM education in early childhood (Park et 

al., 2017). However, there are limited examples of specific references to STEM knowledge 

and skills across international early childhood curricula and frameworks. In a comparison of 

Finnish and Australian frameworks, despite wider policy commitments to STEM, the 

curriculum focuses on general learning skills and dispositions (Havu-Nuutinen et al., 2021) 

and the educator’s role in science education is not clearly defined. The educator is positioned 

as a guide to learning, a manager and a gatekeeper of STEM learning environments and 

equipment. Educators are positioned to support children’s attitudes and dispositions rather 

than guide the development of scientific skills such as problem-solving and critical thinking 

(Havu-Nuutinen et al., 2021). It has been suggested that a lack of specific learning goals and 

STEM practice guidance in curricular frameworks may inhibit children’s opportunities to 

participate in meaningful scientific activity and learning in early childhood settings (Havu-

Nuutinen et al., 2021). 
 

A key trend emerging from the current review was the importance of recognising and 

naming STEM experiences, critical thinking, and logic in daily life, and using these to plan 

and prepare for learning experiences that extend and consolidate children’s knowledge 

(Tingle Broderick et al., 2021). Several studies suggest that children learn best when they use 

their everyday experiences and unique contexts to make connections and associations 

between what they already know and new information (Havu-Nuutinen et al., 2021; 

Larimore, 2020; Salehjee, 2020; Samarapungavan et al., 2011). This includes a recognition 

of everyday science experiences related to physical, chemical, biological, and environmental 

science that are part of children’s natural and observable phenomena in everyday life; a bowl 

that floats, playground shadows, plants, and animals (Roychoudhury, 2014). Saçkes et al. 

(2011) found that children's experiences of participation in cooking activities in early 

childhood were correlated with later science achievement, highlighting the long-term impact 

of science activity through everyday activities and contexts in early childhood environments. 

This approach places less emphasis on specialised equipment, facts, and skills but on 

developing appropriate and relevant content knowledge that reflects children’s everyday lives 

and unique contexts (Spaepen et al., 2017). Rather than presenting children with science 

‘tricks’, the Early Childhood STEM Working Group from Erikson Institute and UChicago 

STEM Education recommend drawing children’s attention to ‘big ideas’ in science, 

engineering, and mathematics. For example, in the Engineering theme, children will 

understand that materials have properties through exploring, sorting, describing and 
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comparing everyday items such as sandpaper, felt, plastic, and wool (Spaepen et al., 2017). 

The literature emphasises the important role of the educator in recognising and responding to 

STEM content areas and promoting ‘big ideas’ through knowledge of scientific content and 

processes that influence teaching and learning experiences. 
 

Studies emerging from Fleer’s Conceptual PlayLab focus on play-based models and 

approaches to STEM teaching and learning for young children that respond to children’s 

natural desire to play while intentionally deepening their explorations to support science 

learning (Colliver & Fleer, 2016; Fleer, 2021). A practice emerging from the Conceptual 

PlayLab is Engineering PlayWorld (Fleer, 2021), a form of play practice where children 

create and develop imaginary play scenarios that require engineering concepts and practices 

to solve a personally meaningful problem. The study highlighted the critical role of teachers 

in creating motivating conditions in play-based settings to promote and extend engineering 

education. The study proposes a model of practice and pedagogy that is purposefully 

aligned with play-based settings, promoting ‘big ideas’ and problem-solving through games, 

role-play, imaginary play, and physical movement. The approach recognises children’s 

choices, interests, and natural dispositions for play as central to “raising the consciousness 

of engineering concepts” (p. 596). PlayWorld also pays close attention to the pedagogical 

practices that support learning, such as goal setting, planning, researching, team work, and 

reflection. 
 

Clements and Sarama (2016) suggest that children are not always afforded 

opportunities to engage with playful STEM learning during their preschool years because of a 

lack of attention to STEM concepts and strategies for inquiry (Clements & Sarama, 2016). 

They propose ‘learning trajectories’ as a tool to support young children’s engagement with 

and learning STEM concepts. Learning trajectories have three components: a learning goal, a 

developmental progression for a particular concept, and instructional activities. The 

trajectories are supported by the educator, who either responds to a child’s interest in 

suggesting a learning ‘goal’ or area of understanding and then supports the progression 

through questioning, investigating and problem-solving, which is supported by defined tasks 

and experiences to support STEM learning (Clements & Sarama, 2016). The current review 

highlighted the powerful learning experiences that can result from guided and instructional 

approaches that identify a learning object or goal and through a process of scaffolding, 

feedback, prompting, and encouragement to further children’s concept development and 

knowledge (Bjorklund, 2014; Clements & Sarama, 2016; McLaughlin & Cherrington, 2018). 
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Intentional Teaching and Purposeful Pedagogies 
 

A key theme to emerge from the literature, particularly concerning STEM learning 

and early childhood curriculum, is the concept of Intentional Pedagogy, also referred to as 

Intentional Teaching (Kilderry, 2015: Leggett & Ford, 2013; McLaughlin & Cherrington, 

2018). Intentional pedagogy can be defined as a responsive adult intervention with a 

purpose, i.e. intentional pedagogical interactions to support the achievement of a learning 

goal (Grieshaber et al. 2021, citing Epstein, 2007). Internationally, this responsive, 

purposeful, and intentional pedagogy has gained prominence and recognition (Barblett et 

al., 2021). Björklund (2014) contends that intentional teaching is a ‘powerful teaching 

strategy’ when engaging young children in activities with pre-determined learning goals 

that support children’s conceptual understanding. Intentional interactions such as these have 

been proven to increase engagement and lead to higher-order thinking and conceptual 

understanding (Fisher et al., 2013; Weisberg et al., 2013). 
 

The concept can be misinterpreted despite evidence demonstrating the learning and 

development outcomes of intentional teaching approaches, and in wider discourse in early 

childhood, it remains a contested concept (Grieshaber et al., 2021). Edwards (2017) notes that 

an intentional pedagogy agenda can appear at odds with the familiar, well-established play 

pedagogy prevalent in many early childhood approaches. However, current studies highlight 

the important role of educators in facilitating, modelling, provoking inquiry, offering 

solutions, and questioning problem-solving strategies to support and encourage children’s 

understanding and exploration of new ideas (Kirkby et al., 2018; Leggett, 2017; Lewis et al., 

2019; McLaughlin & Cherrington, 2018). It is argued that effective intentional pedagogies 

require early childhood educators to be equipped with subject knowledge and skills that 

encourage and promote goal-oriented activity that nurtures children’s curiosity, creativity and 

playful nature to promote learning and development (Leggett, 2017; Weisberg et al., 2013). 
 

Educators' understanding of what it means to teach intentionally influences 

pedagogical decisions and interactions. Kennedy (2014) suggests that intentional teaching in 

early childhood is purposeful and is not interchangeable with a more formal approach to 

education. Edwards (2017) asserts that intentional teaching requires deliberate pedagogical 

actions by educators who are required to adopt different roles, at different times, with 

different children; these roles include play partnership, facilitation of free-play and 

exploration, and intentional approaches that connect and extend content knowledge and build 

dispositions for learning and being social (Kennedy & Barblett, 2016; Pascal et al., 2019). 

Pyle and Danniels (2017) suggest that educators require a range of practices to facilitate 
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learning and development in play-based learning, including: sustained shared thinking (Siraj-

Blatchford, 2009), modelling, questioning, and direct adult-led learning experiences (Kirkby 

et al., 2018). 
 

Grieshaber and colleagues’ (2021) scoping review of 101 studies exploring intentional 

teaching in early childhood education highlighted the effectiveness of intentional teaching 

practices in early literacy development. It was noted that relatively few studies explored 

intentional pedagogical strategies for other areas such as numeracy or science, and this is an 

area that requires further development and consideration. Contemporary studies, particularly in 

the field of STEM and oral language, offer evidence-based insight into the potential of 

intentional pedagogies as powerful strategies for early learning and development and that 

careful consideration should be given within curricula framework and guidance to the 

articulation and conceptualisation of intentionality and proactive engagements both by educators 

and children (Barblett et al., 2021; McLaughlin & Cherrington, 2018) 

 

Funds of Knowledge 
 

Across the Literature Review, funds of knowledge emerged as a key trend in early 

childhood curricula and frameworks for early learning. The importance of children’s social, 

cultural, and historical contexts, lived experiences, and the knowledge, ideas, and beliefs that 

contribute to early learning were relevant across all four of Aistear’s Themes. The context of 

Exploring and Thinking,seeks to support children to “make connections between new 

learning and what they already know” and to use their experiences and knowledge “to 

explore and develop” working theories about how the world works (NCCA, 2009, p. 44). 

Young children, including infants, draw on previous experience, existing bodies of 

knowledge and understanding of the world as they learn, explore, and develop. The concept 

of funds of knowledge is an example of participatory pedagogy that recognises children’s 

learning identity resulting from their unique developmental and socio-cultural context. This 

responsive pedagogical approach supports children’s learning and knowledge building 

through recognition and respect for their social and cultural contexts and lived experiences. 

This approach recognises the critical value of children’s highly individualised contexts and 

uses existing ways of knowing and being from lived experiences to support children’s 

learning and development (Chesworth, 2016; Hedges et al., 2011; Karabon, 2017; ’t Gilde & 

Volman, 2021). 
 

The current review highlighted the importance of utilising the tacit knowledge, skills, 

and resources children bring to early childhood settings. When preparing for a new learning 
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experience, children draw on existing understanding and knowledge to make sense of the 

world. Funds of knowledge amassed from everyday experiences of the home, their digital 

lives, the classroom, and the wider community influence how they collaborate with others, 

approach problem-solving and experience, and explore their world (Chesworth, 2016; 

Hedges et al., 2011). Socio-cultural theories, theories of children’s interests, funds of 

knowledge, and converged play can combine to generate a more responsive curriculum that 

responds to children’s interests and supports new connections and understanding (Wood et 

al., 2019). The challenge for early childhood educators is the recognition of children’s funds 

of knowledge as demonstrated in their engagement in everyday practices, play preferences, 

interpersonal skills, and relationships and child-initiated activities (Chesworth, 2016). 

Children’s differing ways of being and knowing can be supported or inhibited by the 

‘accepted’ cultural practices and norms of the setting, preferences, or existing funds of 

knowledge that may not always align, influencing children’s voice, agency, and experience. 

The selection of specific knowledge and interests as ‘appropriate’ or ‘inappropriate’ by 

educators can exclude children and exacerbate power relations within play, especially for 

those in the minority (Chesworth, 2016). This implicit curriculum can potentially inhibit 

children’s recognition of themselves as competent and capable explorers and thinkers. 

Therefore, educators must be open to new and different ways of understanding and 

responding to children’s unique interpretations and differing experiences. This creates 

opportunities for children and educators to work collaboratively to co-construct meaning, 

extending strategies for exploring, investigating, negotiating, and understanding. Within the 

literature, funds of knowledge are considered alongside other socio-cultural approaches such 

as children’s working theories and dispositions. 
 

Within Exploring and Thinking, there is a focus on children’s innate curiosity and 

the process of making connections between current understanding and new knowledge. The 

framework encourages educators to support the development of skills and strategies for 

inquiry, observation, problem-solving, negotiating, and exploring. These key concepts 

align with current research interests and policy commitments to children’s early STEM 

experiences. The literature indicates that an Updated Aistear could integrate science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics learning to a greater extent. 
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Aim 3: Children Will Explore Ways to Represent Ideas, Feelings, 
 

Thoughts, Objects, and Actions Through Symbols. 
 

There is a significant body of work and theoretical conceptualisation of children’s 

representation of their ideas, feelings, and understanding dating back to the early work of 

Piaget (1962), Bruner (1966), and Vygotsky (1978). This seminal work offers much in 

terms of the purpose, function, and meaning of children’s representations, and the diverse 

ways in which children express and symbolise multi-faceted ways of being and knowing. 

Contemporary literature focuses on children’s documentation of their experiences and 

understanding through their interactions, narrative account, drawings, play, and photo 

documentation, particularly in the field of emergent literacy, mathematics, and science 

(Lehrer & Schauble, 2012; Monteira et al., 2022; Samuelsson, 2018). Within the current 

review, children’s representations were a key trend. These are discussed in Chapter Six, 

Communicating; this includes multi-modal representations such as mark- making, story-

telling, play, and digital and symbolic representations. Within the context of Exploring and 

Thinking, the current review highlighted the relevance and importance of integrating 

children’s experiences and representations of their digital lives and virtual worlds; this 

repeatedly emerged as an area where educators are likely to benefit from curricular guidance 

and support (Aldhafeeri et al., 2016; Bohnert & Gracia, 2021; Edwards, 2016; Enochsson & 

Ribaeus, 2021). 

 

Children’s Digital Lives and Virtual Worlds 
 

Children have important knowledge and lived experiences of popular culture, digital 

technologies, and media that influence their play and learning. Despite recognising children’s 

digital lives and virtual worlds, the literature suggests discord between children’s experiences of 

digital play in their home lives and curriculum in EC settings (Nuttall et al., 2019). There are 

limited examples of how children’s existing skills, knowledge, and understanding from their 

home lives are applied to learning experiences in early childhood settings. Early childhood 

curricula can offer guidance on responding to young children’s experiences using digital 

technologies, media, and popular culture to harness their interests, skills, and understandings 

within early childhood settings (Edwards et al., 2020; Nuttall et al., 2015). 
 

Young children represent their ideas, feelings, and thoughts in multi-modal ways 

through conversation, drawing, play, conversation, and model-making. Children increasingly use 

digital technology to represent ideas, feelings, and understanding through drawing, painting, 

photography, and video recording apps. As a result of this increase in children’s use 
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of and interest in the use of digital technology, a focus on children’s digital play/use of 

devices and their interest in digital technologies is warranted (Edwards, 2016; Edwards et al., 

2019). Such interests garnered from home and community can be viewed as children’s 

‘funds of knowledge’ (Chesworth, 2016) and need to be welcomed in early childhood 

educational settings as well as opportunities planned for their use and integration in planned 

play activities. Early childhood curricula documents must be responsive rather than 

reproductive of past practices and beliefs about children and curriculum (Fleer, 2011); 

Aistear’s Themes should reflect technology's impact on children’s lives. 
 

The use of digital technologies with and by young children is now ubiquitous. Since 

1997, time spent engaged with technology in early childhood has increased by 32% (Goode 

et al., 2020). Technology has become a cultural tool in children’s lives, enabling them to 

participate in entertainment and leisure activities, find information, create, communicate, and 

learn (Fleer, 2011; Joint Research Centre (European Commission) et al., 2018). The 

literature findings suggest that technology can benefit children’s prosocial skills, enhance the 

curriculum and pedagogy, and support children’s identity and belonging. For example, Ralph 

(2018) found that when compared to other activities observed, incidents of prosocial 

behaviours (sharing, comforting, helping, and cooperation) occurred more often than non-

social or antisocial behaviours when using iPads. 
 

Similarly, Rhoades (2016) found that using digital technology by children enabled 

both networked and collaborative learning. Students worked in organic groups, rotating as 

the main technology user, with watchers actively engaged in questions, suggestions, or 

directions. The use of digital technology can enhance preschool practices by providing a 

variety of complementary opportunities to enrich and transform existing curricula (Fleer, 

2019; Mantilla & Edwards, 2019; Masoumi, 2015). Using the internet, apps, and programs 

can enhance the quality of teaching and learning activities and enrich pedagogy and 

curricula (Masoumi, 2015). The use of digital tools has been found to increase children’s 

motivation and interest in topics and activities (Ralph, 2018). Investigations into the use of 

digital technologies by young children demonstrate the transformative and powerful agentic 

possibilities created when children have access to digital tools (Danby et al., 2018). 

Emerging digital pedagogical practice in early childhood can lead to digitally amplified 

practice enriching children's play experiences (Fleer, 2019). In addition, new technologies 

have been found to enhance children’s cultural awareness mediating cultural literacy by 

providing access to other lives, cultures and languages. Masoumi (2015) found that 

technology can support children’s second language acquisition and use. Evidence suggests 
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that technology, such as tablets, can mediate and encourage longer, more complex talk, and 

enhance immigrant children’s language fluency, simple coding, and robotics (Masoumi, 

2015). 
 

Despite the recognised value of digital experiences and technologies, early 

childhood teachers can be “concerned and challenged” by children’s desire to play with 

digital technologies (Schriever et al., 2020, p.351). The potential for learning that digital 

media, technologies, and popular culture generate is yet to be harnessed in early childhood 

educational contexts (Wood et al., 2019). To do so requires careful consideration of the 

benefits of these experiences, recognising young children’s digital play practices and 

adapting curriculum and pedagogical approaches to incorporate digital technologies, digital 

media and popular culture (Fleer, 2011; Masoumi, 2015; Wood et al., 2019). 

 

Aim 4: Children Will Have Positive Attitudes Toward 

Learning and Develop Dispositions Like Curiosity, 

Playfulness, Perseverance, Confidence, Resourcefulness, 

and Risk-taking. 
 

High-quality early childhood education and care experiences have positive outcomes 

for children and wider societal benefits (Heckman, 2012; Nix et al., 2016; Sylva et al., 2004). 

There has been much discussion about how children’s early cognitive and affective 

development and approaches to learning can be supported and enhanced in early childhood 

settings (Bashford & Bartlett, 2011; Claxton & Carr, 2004; Davitt & Ryder, 2018). Exploring 

and Thinking pays attention to the processes that support children’s approaches to and 

positive dispositions for learning, such as: “playfulness, perseverance, confidence, 

resourcefulness, and risk-taking” (NCCA, 2009, p. 44). Aistear asserts that children are 

competent and capable, with a natural inclination for independence and autonomy. Young 

children can experience feelings of failure and frustration and require high levels of adult 

support to develop skills that welcome challenges and encourage them to keep trying; this 

includes the ability to take risks and be open to new ideas and uncertainty. Hedges (2021) 

asserts that children’s exploration of new ideas and concepts depends on “a variety of 

knowledge, skills and dispositions towards learning” (p.1058). Hedges (2011, 2021) 

advocates for pedagogical approaches underpinned by socio-cultural theoretical perspectives 

that value and respond to children’s fluid and dynamic learning trajectories. Within the 

current review, participatory approaches such as funds of knowledge and dispositions were 

aligned with the Learning Goals.. Participatory approaches and pedagogies are also 
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referred to in Chapter Four: Well-being ,Chapter Five: Identity and Belonging and Exploring and 

Thinking. 

 

Dispositions 
 

In early childhood education, ‘dispositions’ refers to attitudes and behaviours, the 

innate tendencies and inclinations that influence how children learn, behave and express 

themselves in different contexts (Claxton & Carr, 2004, 2004; Hedges et al., 2011). The 

concept of dispositions is aligned with the aims and goals of a holistic curriculum and 

participatory approaches to learning that highlight both the content (knowledge) and process 

(skills and attitudes) of children’s learning. This conceptualisation of learning is embedded in 

many early childhood curricula and frameworks, including; Australia, New Zealand and 

England (Barblett et al., 2021; Claxton & Carr, 2004; Hedges et al., 2011; Pascal et al., 
 
2019). Children’s personalised patterns of preference and dispositions for learning can be 

observed in their play, interactions, exploration and engagement in learning experiences. 

Because dispositions are grounded in children’s familiar lived experiences, their endurance 

and evolution depend on their context, routines, opportunities and the response of others to 

their expression, particularly the response of early childhood educators (Barblett et al., 

2021). Aistearencourages the promotion of children’s positive attitudes to learning and 

development and considers the importance and function of dispositions, knowledge, skills 

and attitudes that support children’s learning and development. Within the current literature 

and international curricula frameworks, there is no defined group of dispositions for learning; 

however, there are areas of commonality and overlap with key concepts including; 

autonomy, creativity, curiosity, engagement, imagination, risk-taking, resilience, persistence 

and problem-solving (Bashford & Bartlett, 2011; Claxton & Carr, 2004; Cooper et al., 2014; 

Hedges, 2021; Hedges et al., 2011). 
 

The searches for children’s dispositions resulted in several papers focusing on 

children’s experiences of science, mathematics and risky play (Byrnes et al., 2018; Havu-

Nuutinen et al., 2021; Siry & Kremer, 2011). The studies suggest that the dispositions 

necessary for scientific inquiry include curiosity, creativity, and imagination, alongside skills 

such as problem-solving, hypothesizing, and experimentation (Havu-Nuutinen et al., 2021). 

Exposure to scientific concepts, appropriate methods, positive dispositions, and prior 

knowledge significantly impacts children’s engagement and achievement in science (Byrnes 

et al., 2018). These papers highlight the need to foster both children’s understanding of 

scientific concepts and processes but also the support for dispositions. When fostering an 
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appreciation of natural science, it is crucial to build from what children already know and can do 

and use these emergent theories and considerations to design a curriculum (Siry & Kremer, 

2011). Siry and Kremer (2011) discuss using children’s interests to develop science activities, 

building upon the theories children have already generated about science phenomena using the 

subject of rainbows as an example. The study suggests that three key steps should be followed 

when building on children’s scientific working theories. (1) Provide opportunities to discuss 

ideas by asking about children’s prior experience or using images as prompts; this reveals 

children’s different and often complex perceptions. (2) Provide opportunities for peer-to-peer 

interaction in the co-construction of science concepts at the early childhood level (use pairs to 

begin and expand). (3) Use children’s initial explanations provide a meaningful starting point to 

scaffold teaching/ plan from (Siry & Kremer, 2011). 
 

Saçkes (2014) calls for developing rich and engaging environments that invite 

children to explore ideas, supported and encouraged by knowledgeable educators. These 

studies suggest that learning dispositions such as curiosity, creativity, imagination, and 

scientific processes such as problem-solving, hypothesising, predicting, and 

experimenting are supported and enhanced by hands-on, meaningful, and relevant 

activities provided routinely (Byrnes et al., 2018). Children’s dispositions, preferences, 

and habits of mind are influenced, triggered, and maintained by their everyday 

environments, as well as recognition, support, and encouragement from trusted, 

knowledgeable adults (Ainley & Ainley, 2015; McClure, 2017). 

 

Working Theories 
 

Hedges and Cooper (2014) suggest that while the concept of dispositions is 

generally accepted and understood, children’s working theories require additional attention. 

Hedges and Cooper (2014) describe working theories as “the tentative, evolving ideas and 

understandings formulated by children…as they participate in the life of their families, 

communities and cultures…” (p.4). Working theories are described as thinking in progress, 

continually evolving to accommodate new information and understandings of a particular 

concept. Hedges and Cooper (2014) suggest that supporting children’s working theories 

requires adults to step back and slowly observe and listen to children carefully before 

interacting. These actions can aid early childhood educators in understanding children’s 

knowledge and motivations more deeply and “avoid hijacking the direction of learning” 

(p.15). Hedges and Cooper (2014) also suggest that early childhood educators take the time 

to notice and develop young children’s emergent thinking and interests about how the world 
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works and to support emergent theories as they arise. Working theories combine knowledge, 

skills and strategies, attitudes and expectations, and how children’s learning can present itself 

in ECEC settings is often varied (Hedges & Cooper, 2014). Educator responses to and 

encouragement of working theories can be supported by an advanced understanding of 

children’s areas of interest (Byrnes et al., 2018). Chesworth (2016) identifies children’s 

funds of knowledge as a critical component in forming children’s working theories, and how 

they are used for children’s exploration has been highlighted by Siry and Kremer (2011). 

Working theories can illustrate children’s thinking and provide opportunities to explore 

children’s understanding of their motivations and what is important to them. 
 

Updating Aistear presents an opportunity to connect and promote children’s funds of 

knowledge and respond to children’s learning preferences and dispositions to promote their 

engagement, participation, knowledge, and understanding. The literature highlights the 

importance of recognising that children’s learning and development results from their 

unique and dynamic socio-cultural contexts; children’s learning and knowledge building is 

supported and given meaning through everyday experiences and participation in their 

family and community. 

 

Concluding Comment 
 

The Theme of Exploring and Thinking focuses on how children make sense and 

meaning of the things, places, and people in their world. Children use their life experiences 

and physical, cognitive, and social skills to explore, interpret, and understand and work in 

partnership with their family, peers, educators, and community members to learn and 

develop. The Aims and Goals of Exploring and Thinking are broadly aligned with trends and 

commentary within contemporary literature. Across the four Aims, concepts of participatory 

pedagogies emerge; it is recommended that concepts of funds of knowledge, dispositions, 

and working theories be strengthened and made more explicit in the Learning Goals. The 

current review highlights goal setting, guided teaching, and intentional interactions as 

powerful strategies for learning that increase engagement and lead to higher-order thinking 

and conceptual understanding; further consideration could be given to these practices within 

the broader context of a play-based holistic curriculum. The review also observed key trends 

concerning STEM education, environmental education, and broader global sustainable 

development goals. Aistear highlights the value and importance of active exploration and 

encourages skills of hypothesising, analysing, questioning, and problem-solving (NCCA, 
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2009), all of which are supported and enhanced by STEM experiences. It is suggested that 

greater emphasis is placed on pedagogical strategies that promote children’s STEM 

experiences, and greater attention is paid to children’s digital lives and wider sustainability 

concepts. Finally, in keeping with the key Principles, Aims, and Learning Goals of Aistear, 

contemporary literature highlights the important role of children’s access to and agency in 

enabling environments (both indoors and outdoors). Children’s play, movement, agency, and 

engagement are influenced by their ability to choose and influence the spaces they use; this 

requires access to well-resourced indoor and outdoor environments that enable discovery 

learning, risk-taking and information seeking. 
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Appendix 1 Word Clouds 
 

Word Cloud software encodes word frequency information via font size (Viegas et 

al., 2009) was used to visualise key terminology for each Theme. The more frequently a 

word occurs in the text, the larger it is in the cloud. 
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Appendix 2 Search Terms 
 

Well-being 
 

 

Search Terms Filter  Education Research  ERIC  Web of Science  PsycINFO (EBSCO)  

   Complete  International      
           

Early Childhood Education OR Pre-School AB  27383  13980  8019  11515  

OR Kindergarten           
Curriculum OR education OR program OR AB  3066  1763  712  518  

framework           

Promote OR enhance OR improve AB          
           

Psychological well-being OR life satisfaction AB/  19  38  57  70  

OR quality of life OR mental health ALL          

 TXT          
Self-regulation OR emotional literacy OR AB  38  36  51  59  

resilience           
           

Independent OR autonomous OR confident AB  54  38  39  42  

OR self-reliant OR growth mind-set OR self-           

efficacy           
Choice OR democracy OR agency OR AB  79*  51*  89  74  

decision making OR ethical OR morals OR           

character education           
Parent-child relationships OR peer friendships ALL  96/10*  13  6  10  

OR interpersonal connection OR teacher-child TXT          

relationships           
Physical wellness OR physical well-being OR ALL  Got 98/21  16  25  29  

physical health TXT          
           

Nutrition OR hygiene OR exercise OR daily ALL  247/46  24  20  41  

living skills OR self-care TXT          
           



Physical development OR gross motor OR fine AB 32 24 29 25 

motor OR fundamental movement skills      
      

Risky play OR outdoor learning OR adventure ALL 218/26 29 23 15 
OR decision making TXT/     

 AB     
Adaptability OR flexibility OR creativity OR AB 32 17 17 20 
imagination OR playfulness OR wonderment      

OR awe      
Predictable routines OR successful transitions ALL 251/82 41 57 80 
OR smooth transitions OR school readiness TXT/     

OR school adjustment AB     
Sustainable practices OR sustainability OR ALL 25 AB 26 19 18 

environmental practice TXT     
      

Tolerance OR advocacy OR leadership OR ALL 348/51 44 25 33 
fairness OR social justice OR empowerment TXT/     

 AB     
Self-esteem OR confidence OR positive ALL 360 /29 34 34 34 
dispositions OR possibility thinking OR TXT/     

Mastery OR determination OR perseverance AB     
Positive thinking OR learning risks OR ALL 20 20 48 39 
resilience OR resourceful OR challenge TXT     

seeking OR persistence OR self-determination      
Active citizenship OR compassion OR ALL 29 17/10 7 10 
purposeful lives OR purposeful living OR TXT     

contribution to greater good OR social justice      
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Identity and Belonging 

 

Search Terms Filter  Education Research  ERIC  Web of Science  PsycINFO  

   Complete  International      

Early Childhood Education OR Pre-School OR Kindergarten 
AB  

27383 
 

13980 
 

8019 
 

11515 
 

      

Curriculum OR education OR program OR framework AB  3066  1763  712  518  
      

           
Promote OR enhance OR improve           

           

Identity OR group identity 
AB  

70 
 

61 
 

28 
 

10 
 

      

Belongingness or connectedness or belonging 
AB  

20 
 

24 
   

8 
 

       

Belonging OR Sense of Belonging OR sense of community AB  18  29  23  6  
      

           

Ethnicity OR Culture Or Gender 
AB  

127 
 

73 
 

74 
 

49 
 

      

Participation OR engagement OR involvement AB  178  112  120  68  

Diversity OR inclusion AB  96  67  90  27  
      

           

Culturally responsive ALL  34  21  10  2  
 TXT          

Citizenship ALL  78  25  10  2  

TXT 
     

          

           

Children’s Rights ALL  161  23  32  9  

TXT 
     

          

Digital Inclusion ALL  1  3  1  0  

TXT 
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Communicating  
Search Terms Filter  Education Research  ERIC  Web of Science  PsycINFO  

   Complete  International    (EBSCO)  
           

Early Childhood Education OR Pre-School OR Kindergarten 
AB          

          

Curriculum OR education OR program OR framework AB          
          

           
Promote OR enhance OR improve AB          

          

           
Communication OR communicating OR communication skills AB  49  28  33  12  

      

OR interpersonal communication           
           

Early Language OR emergent literacy OR oral language AB  4        
         

           
Non-verbal communication OR expression OR alternative AB/  12/25  9/12  22/16  9  

communication OR augmentative communication OR 
ALL          

TXT          

paralanguage OR gesture OR facial expression OR eye contact           

OR sign language OR cues, signs and symbols           
           

Creative expression OR self-expression AB  11  12  9  5  
           

Receptive language OR listening comprehension AB  46 with 1,2  1,2 =16  14  20  

   21 with 1,2,3  1,2,3 =2      
           

Symbolic play OR functional play AB/  0 /9  1,2,5 =4  4  8  

 ALL          

 TXT          
ELL OR ESL OR English language learner OR English as a AB/  164 (after  narrow by subject  5  25  

second language OR translanguaging 
ALL  

narrowing by 
       

TXT         

NOT (English as a foreign language OR EFL OR bilingual OR   subject)        

Spanish)   30 narrowed by AB        
Mark making OR writing OR print OR shared reading NOT   34  1,2,5 =22  55  10  

medical OR family OR 'higher education’           
           

Oral Language/Communication ALL  1-4 =  1-3 /1-4  18  1  

ORAL communication education OR COMMUNICATIVE TXT  26 after screening        

competence OR COMMUNICATION in foreign language     22/15      
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education OR SIGN language OR VISUAL communication      
OR DIGITAL communications OR LISTENING skills OR      

LISTENING comprehension OR ENGLISH as a foreign      
language OR LANGUAGE acquisition OR CHILDREN'S      

language OR DOMINANT language OR LANGUAGE arts      

Early childhood OR LANGUAGE & education OR IRISH      

Gaeilge language schools      
AB communicat* AND AB ( express* or represent* or AB 15 5/9 13 6 

medium or respond or symbol* or sign or modes or means or 
ALL     

TXT     

multimod* ) AND ( creativ* or imaginati* )      
Oral language OR communication ALL 6 19 12 15 
AND (early childhood education OR preschool OR TXT     

kindergarten OR young children OR early years) AND (Irish      

OR Gaeilge) = 20      
(Oral language OR communication) AND (second language ALL 68 1,2=12 22 8 

acquisition OR second language learning) TXT     
     

      

songs OR nursery rhymes OR rap OR story OR music OR ALL 58 1,2,5= 29 13 7 
playground games OR chants OR linguistic rhythm OR rhyme TXT     

OR repetition      
Expressive language OR narrative skills OR oral language OR ALL 1,2,3,5 = 32 1,2,5 = 48 20 23 

decontextualized talk OR linguistic proficiency TXT  1,2,3,5= 8   
    

      

Syntax OR semantics OR vocabulary OR pronunciation OR ALL 31 1,2,5 = 37 12 5 

articulation OR pragmatics OR fluency TXT     
     

      

Problem solving OR role-play OR story-telling Or narrative AB/ 9 1,2,3= 22 26 17 

account OR recreating OR drama 
ALL  

1,2,4 = 6 
  

TXT    
Arts-integrated OR Creativity OR visual arts OR creating OR AB/ 12 1,2,5 = 20 28 12 

sculpting OR painting OR drawing OR mark-making OR 
ALL     

TXT     

collage OR speculative design      
Digital literacy OR digital communication OR technology ALL 12 1,5 7 7 
enhanced OR digital media OR digital storytelling OR TXT     

imaginative technologies      
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Exploring and Thinking  
Search Terms Filter  ERC  ERIC  Web of Science  PsycINFO  

     International      

Early Childhood Education OR Pre-School OR Kindergarten AB  27383  13980  8019  11515  
      

Curriculum OR education OR program OR framework AB  3066  1763  712  518  

           

Promote OR enhance OR improve           
Funds of Knowledge OR Dispositions OR Emergent OR Full  8  15  10  11  

Inquiry-based learning Text          
          

           

Problem solving OR problem-solving OR decision making Full  14  63  16  26  
 Text          
           

Working Theories OR Curiosity OR Concept formation Full  3  16  18  7  
 TXT          
           

Thinking and Learning OR divergent thinking OR critical Full  13  32  17  28  

thinking OR working theories TXT          
          

           

Interrogating OR questioning OR justifying OR inquiry OR ALL  3  17  21  5  

active learning TXT          
          

           

STEM or STEAM ALL  34  12  12  12  
 TXT          
           

Science OR Math OR engineer OR technology AB/  56  13  36  1  

 ALL          

 TXT          

Digital OR digital literac* ALL  16  10  17  4  
 TXT          
           

Learning risks OR risk taking ALL  2  5  1  9  
 TXT          
           

Sustainability OR Creativity OR Design AB  16  15  30  32  
           

Curiosity OR playfulness OR perseverance ALL  4  7  2  1  
 TXT          
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Appendix 3 PRISMA Charts 
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Full-text articles assessed 
Full-text articles 
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 More recent publications, same 
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PsycINFO  
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Records screened Records excluded 
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Full-text articles assessed 
Full-text articles excluded, 
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 Poor study design 

 Adult/teacher population 
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Study Selection 
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Appendix 4 Mapping Tables 
 

Well-being Mapping Table  

 

 Author(s) Year Title Key Themes Publication Source Location (s) 
       

 Adair, J. K., 2021 Agency and Power in Young Agency and Power Young Children USA 
 & Sachdeva,  Children’s Lives    

 S.      

 Aslan, D., & 2020 Impact of an Empathy Training Perspective-taking Psychological Reports Turkey 

 Köksal  Program on Children’s abilities   

 Akyol, A,  Perspective-Taking Abilities.    

 Bahtić, K., & 2020 Young Children’s Conceptions Sustainability International Journal of Croatia 

 Višnjić  of Sustainability in Croatia.  Early Childhood  

 Jevtić, A.      

 Baker, S. T., 2021 Making space for children’s Self-regulation and International Journal of England 

 Le Courtois,  agency with playful learning motivation; agency Early Years Education  

 S., &      

 Eberhart, J.      

 Bai, H., 2019 The Benefits of the Learn to Creativity The Journal of Creative Northwest China 

 Duan, H.,  Think Program for Preschoolers'  Behavior  

 Kroesbergen,  Creativity: An Explorative    

 E.H.,  Study.    

 Leseman,      

 P.P., & Hu,      

 W.      
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 Barrable, A. 2020 Shaping space and practice to Autonomy; Learning Environments Scotland 

   support autonomy: lessons from environments Research  

   natural settings in Scotland.    

 Baron, A., 2020 The Play’s the Thing: Self – regulation; Early Education and England 

 Malmberg,  Associations between Make- motivation; Development  

 L.-E.,  Believe Play and Self- agency.   

 Evangelou,  Regulation in the Tools of the    

 M., Nesbitt,  Mind Early Childhood    

 K., & Farran,  Curriculum.    

 D.      

 Bradley, C., 2018 Supporting improvements in Self –awareness; Translational Issues in USA 

 Cordaro, D.  classroom climate for students compassion Psychological Science  
 T., Zhu, F.,  and teachers with the four pillars    

 Vildostegui,  of wellbeing curriculum.    

 M., Han, R.      

 J., Brackett,      

 M., & Jones,      

 J.      

 Braund, H., 2021 Operationalization of self- Self - regulation International Journal of Canada 

 & Timmons,  regulation in the early years:  Child Care and Education  

 K.  Comparing policy with  Policy  

   theoretical underpinnings.    

 Broadfoot, 2021 An exploration of what Sustainability; global European Early Childhood England 

 H., & Pascal,  conditions facilitate experiences citizenship Education Research  

 C.  of compassion in one early  Journal  

   childhood community.    
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 Cefai, C., 2018 RESCUR Surfing the Waves: Resilience Pastoral Care in Education Malta 

 Arlove, A.,  An evaluation of a resilience    

 Duca, M.,  programme in the early years.    

 Galea, N.,      

 Muscat, M.,      

 & Cavioni,      

 V.      

 Clarke, L., 2017 Promoting learning during Peer relationships Early Years New Zealand 

 McLaughlin,  toddlers’ peer conflicts:    

 T. W., &  Teachers’ perspectives.    

 Aspden, K.      

 Correia, N., 2019 Children’s right to participate in Participation Children and Youth Northern 

 Camilo, C.,  early childhood education  Services Review European 

 Aguiar, C.,  settings: A systematic review.   countries. 

 & Amaro, F.      

 Engdahl, I. 2015 Early Childhood Education for Sustainability International Journal of The Netherlands 

   Sustainability: The OMEP  Early Childhood  

   World Project.    

 Harper, N., 2021 Articulating outdoor risky play Outdoor play; risky Journal of Adventure Canada 

 & Obee, P.  in early childhood education: play Education and Outdoor  

   voices of forest and nature  Learning  

   school practitioners    

 Harris, K. I. 2015 Social Studies Investigations for Inquiry; citizenship Social Studies Research USA 

   Young Citizens: Passports to  and Practice  

   Inquiry, Community, and    

   Partnerships.    
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 Harte, S., 2019 Culture and community: Cultural practice International Journal of Australia 

 Theobald,  Observation of mealtime  Behavioral Nutrition and  

 M., & Trost,  enactment in early childhood  Physical Activity  

 S. G.  education and care settings.    

 Herrmann, Z. 2021 Supporting resilience in ECE: Resilience He Kupu, The Word New Zealand 

   Strategies for teachers.    

 Kangas, J., 2016 Educators’ Perceptions of Participation Australasian Journal of Finland 

 Venninen,  Facilitating Children’s  Early Childhood  

 T., & Ojala,  Participation in Early Childhood    

 M.  Education.    

 Karlsdottir, 2020 Supporting democracy and Democracy; agency Contemporary Issues in Iceland 

 K., &  agency for all children: The  Early Childhood  

 Einarsdottir,  learning stories of two    

 J.  immigrant boys.    

 Knauf, H. 2019 Physical Environments of Early Participation; International Journal of USA 

   Childhood Education Centres: Environments Early Childhood  

   Facilitating and Inhibiting    

   Factors Supporting Children’s    

   Participation.    

 Mata- 2019 Finding connections between Play; spirituality International Journal of USA 

 McMahon, J.  spirituality and play for early  Children’s Spirituality  

   childhood education.    
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McGuire, J., 2018 Infant feeding nutrition policies Physical well-being; International Journal of  
Gallegos, D.,  in Australian early childhood nutrition Child Care and Education  

& Irvine, S.  education and care services: A  Policy  

  content and qualitative analysis.    

Nekitsing, 2018 Systematic review and meta- Physical well-being; Appetite Australia, 

C., Blundell-  analysis of strategies to increase nutrition  Belgium, 

Birtill, P.,  vegetable consumption in   Denmark, France, 

Cockroft, J.  preschool children aged 2–5   Mexico, 

E., &  years.   Netherland, 

Hetherington     Thailand,UK, 

,M.M.     USA. 

Obee, P., 2021 Children’s use of environmental Risky play Early Child Development Norway 

Sandseter, E.  features affording risky play in  and Care  

B. H., &  early childhood education and    

Harper, N. J.  care.    

O’Farrelly, 2020 Reconstructing readiness: School readiness Early Childhood Research Ireland 

C., Booth,  Young children’s priorities for  Quarterly  

A., Tatlow-  their early school adjustment.    

Golden, M.,      

& Barker, B.      

Ritblatt, S., 2013 Can Music Enhance School- Music; school Journal of Research in USA 

Longstreth,  Readiness Socioemotional readiness Childhood Education  

S., Hokoda,  Skills?    

A., Cannon,      
B.-N., &      

Weston, J      
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 Samuelsson, 2017 How to Educate Children for Sustainability International Journal of Sweden and 
 I. P., & Park,  Sustainable Learning and for a  Early Childhood Korea 

 E.  Sustainable World.    

 Sando, O. J., 2020 Affordances for physical activity Environments; Journal of Environmental Norway 

 & Sandseter,  and well-being in the ECEC physical activity Psychology  

 E. B. H.  outdoor environment.    

 Soliman, D., 2021 Enhancing empathy in pre- Empathy; prosocial The Educational and Australia 

 Frydenberg,  schoolers: A comparison of behaviour; coping Developmental  

 E., Liang, R.,  social and emotional learning skills. Psychologist  

 & Deans, J.  approaches.    

 Svinth, L. 2018 Being touched – the Touch; nuture Early Child Development Denmark 

   transformative potential of  and Care  

   nurturing touch practices in    

   relation to toddlers’ learning and    

   emotional well-being.    

 Tonge, K., 2020 Environmental influences on Environments Faculty of Social Sciences Australia 

 Jones, R.,  children's physical activity in    

 Okely, A.  early childhood education and    

   care.    

 Van Krieken 2019 Participatory pedagogy for Participation; values European Early Childhood England 

 Robson, J.  values education in early education Education Research  

   childhood education.  Journal  
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Identity and Belonging Mapping Table  

 

Author(s) Year Title Key Themes Publication/Source Location 

Agbenyega, 2013 Whole School Initiative: Has Marginalisation; International Journal of Australia 
J. &  Inclusive Education Gone prejudice; Whole Schooling  

Klibthong,  Astray? empowerment   

S.      

Ailwood, J.; 2011 Educational Policy for Citizenship; children’s Journal of Education Australia 

Brownlee,  Citizenship in the Early Years in rights; participation Policy  

J.;  Australia    

Johansson,      

E.; Cobb-      

Moore, C.;      

Walker, S.;      

Boulton-      

Lewis, G.      

Ärlemalm- 2014 Examining the Rhetoric: A Participation; Contemporary Issues in Australia 

Hagser, E.  Comparison of How sustainability; Early Childhood Sweden 

& Davis, J.  Sustainability and Young children’s rights   
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