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The Framework is to be much welcomed as it plays an important role in 
ensuring that Ireland is a country where all children and young people 
are respected and listened to, and where the views of children and young 
people are at the heart of government decision-making. It is also an 
important tool at individual level in ensuring that each child’s views are 
considered and taken into account in all matters affecting him or her.

The first article in this issue of ChildLinks gives an overview of the 
Framework, including the context and background to its development, 
and considers key initiatives from Hub na nÓg, a national centre of 
excellence and coordination on giving children and young people a voice 
in decision-making, on the future implementation of the Framework. 

The following article looks at the development of Barnardos own 
Participation Framework, which also embraces the Lundy Model 
of Participation. The Barnardos Framework is based on a vision that 
seeks to embed a culture of participation across all functions within 
the organisation by establishing a set of key objectives and activities 
to inform all levels of participation and consultation involving children, 
young people, parents and adult service users.

Further articles in this issue consider the participation of our youngest 
citizens and how this can be embedded in early childhood education 
and care in Ireland. In the first of these, Sandra O’Neill of Dublin 
City University identifies some of the critiques levelled against the 
implementation of participation rights in ECEC settings to date, and 
explores recent empirical research to provide examples of how the 
UNCRC has inspired changes to practice in these settings. Better Start, 
the National Early Years Quality Development service, then consider 
children’s participation and The Access and Inclusion Model (AIM). 
AIM, which provides targeted supports, enables settings to cater for 
the individual needs of children with disabilities, promoting their active 
participation into the ECCE programme and ensuring each child has 
a voice. Finally, Dr Sheila Long, Programme Director of Professional 
Social Care Practice, Institute of Technology Carlow, seeks to initiate 
a dialogue between stakeholders to illuminate how Higher Education 
contexts can strengthen their role as sites of children’s rights education 
as an effective way of teaching about child participation while also 
responding flexibly to an ever-changing legal and policy context.

Editorial
Earlier this year, the 
Department of Children, 
Equality, Disability, Inclusion 
and Youth (DCEDIY) 
published the National 
Framework for Children and 
Young People’s Participation 
in Decision-Making. The 
Framework, underpinned 
by the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights 
of the Child and the United 
Nations Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities, is based on 
the child-rights model of 
participation developed 
by Professor Laura Lundy, 
Queens University, which 
provides guidance for 
decision-makers on the steps 
to take in giving children and 
young people a meaningful 
voice in decision-making.

Children’s Participation



The Participation 
Framework 
National Framework for 
Children and Young People’s 
Participation in Decision-making
Linda O’Sullivan, Assistant Principal, Participation Unit, Department of  Children, 
Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth; and Mary Brereton, Senior Research and 
Development Officer, Hub na nÓg
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Introduction
Children and young people have a right to participate 
in decisions that affect their lives, and to have their 
views taken seriously. This right is enshrined in the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (United 
Nations, 1989) and in the UN Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with a Disability (UNCRPD) (United Nations, 
2006). Ireland ratified the UNCRC in 1992 and the 
UNCRPD in 2018. These conventions are legally binding 
international agreements setting out an integrated 
framework of overlapping rights and obligations. 
The rights belong to children and young people, and 
the obligations to the states that have ratified the 
conventions. Since ratification of the UNCRC in 1992, the 
Irish state has put in place a number of policy initiatives 
aimed at fulfilling these obligations in relation to child 
voice (O’Donnell, 2016). One of the key milestones in 
the development of Ireland’s national child participation 
infrastructure was the publication in 2015 of the National 
Strategy on Children and Young People’s Participation in 
Decision-making 2015-2020 (the National Participation 
Strategy) (Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
(DCYA), 2015). The goal of this strategy is to ensure that 
children and young people have a voice in their individual 
and collective everyday lives in their communities, in 
formal and non-formal education, on their health and 
wellbeing, and in the courts and legal systems (DCYA, 
2015, p. 3). A priority action of the National Participation 
Strategy was to establish Hub na nÓg as a centre of 
excellence to improve capacity across all sectors 
through the provision of training, support and advice 
for service providers and policy makers. In April of this 
year, Hub na nÓg launched the Participation Framework: 
National Framework for Children and Young People’s 
Participation in Decision-making (the Framework) 
(Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration 
and Youth (DCEDIY), 2021). In this paper we give an 
overview of the Framework, the context and background 
to its development, and signpost Hub na nÓg’s key 
initiatives for its future implementation.

Hub na nÓg
A priority action of the National Participation Strategy 
was to establish Hub na nÓg as a centre of excellence 
on giving children and young people a voice in decision 
making. It was set up in 2017 by the Department of 
Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA), in partnership with 
Foróige, the national youth development organisation, 

to support implementation of the National Participation 
Strategy and to improve capacity across all sectors 
through the provision of training, support and advice for 
service providers and policy makers alike. In keeping 
with the objectives of the National Participation Strategy, 
Hub na nÓg has a particular focus on improving and 
establishing mechanisms to ensure that seldom-heard 
and vulnerable children and young people are listened 
to and involved in decision-making (DCYA, 2015, p. 4). 

Through its engagement with statutory and non-statutory 
organisations, Hub na nÓg identified the need for training, 
support and guidance on a rights-based approach to 
listening to children and young people, and involving 
them in decisions that affect their lives. The growing 
number of requests to the Department of Children, 
Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth (DCEDIY) and 
Hub na nÓg for support and guidance on consulting with 
children and young people and for training on how to 
involve them in decision-making highlighted the need for 
an implementation framework.

In April of this year, Hub na nÓg launched the 
Participation Framework: National Framework for 
Children and Young People’s Participation in Decision-
making (the Framework) (DCEDIY, 2021). The Framework 
was developed by Hub na nÓg in collaboration with 
Professor Laura Lundy, from the Children’s Rights Centre 
in Queens University Belfast, as a means of enabling the 
implementation of the National Participation Strategy 
across sectors and professional groups with a shared 
understanding and approach.

Rationale for the 
Framework: Why Involve 
Children and Young People 
in Decision-making?
There is a significant body of evidence on the benefits 
and value of participation by children and young people 
in decision-making in a number of areas including 
improved services, policies, research, active citizenship 
and, most importantly, improvements for children 
themselves (Kilkelly, Martin, Swirak, & Field, 2015). There 
is evidence that including children and young people 
in decision-making can promote children’s protection, 
and improve their confidence, communication skills 
and ability to negotiate, network and make judgements 
(DCYA, 2015, p. 7).  

  Hub na nÓg has a particular focus on improving and establishing 
mechanisms to ensure that seldom-heard and vulnerable children and 

young people are listened to and involved in decision-making.  
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In Ireland, statutory and non-statutory organisations are 
obliged to seek children’s views and take them seriously 
under the UNCRC, the UNCRPD, and specific domestic 
legislative provisions. (The domestic legislative measures 
that require the voice of the child to be heard in specific 
contexts are listed in Appendix 1 of the Framework 
(DCEDIY, 2021, p. 27). 

Article 12 of the UNCRC most directly addresses 
children’s right to be heard. It states:

State Parties shall assure to the child who 
is capable of forming his or her own views 
the right to express those views freely in all 
matters affecting the child, the views of the 
child being given due weight in accordance 
with the age and maturity of the child.

Article 7(3) of the UNCRPD sets out the specific right of 
children with disabilities to be heard.

States Parties shall ensure that children 
with disabilities have the right to express 
their views freely on all matters affecting 
them, their views being given due weight 
in accordance with their age and maturity, 
on an equal basis with other children, and 
to be provided with disability and age-
appropriate assistance to realize that right.

Both the UNCRC and the UNCRPD are further interpreted 
by ‘General Comments’ from the UN Committee on 
the Rights of the Child, and the UN Committee on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities respectively. 
General Comments are issued by UN Committees to 
provide interpretation and guidance to states on how 
to implement their obligations under UN conventions. 
Of particular note is General Comment 12, which was 
issued by the Committee on the Rights of the Child in 
2009, and which states: ‘Article 12 stipulates that simply 
listening to the child is insufficient; the views of the 
child have to be seriously considered when the child is 
capable of forming her or his own views’ (UN Committee 
on the Rights of the Child, 2009, p. 8).

General Comment 12 also notes that a child does 
not need to have comprehensive knowledge of all 
aspects of the matter affecting him or her, but sufficient 
understanding to be capable of appropriately forming 
his or her own view (UN Committee on the Rights of the 
Child, 2009, p7).

In addition to the legal framework outlined above, Irish 
government policy puts obligations on statutory and 
non-statutory organisations to seek children’s views and 
take them seriously. In 2015, the government published 
the first ever National Strategy on Children and Young 
People’s Participation in Decision-making 2015-2020 
(DCYA, 2015). The National Participation Strategy was 
a commitment under the national policy framework 
Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The National Policy 
Framework for Children and Young People, 2014-2020 
(DCYA, 2014) and is an important milestone in Ireland’s 
evolving participation policy infrastructure (O’Donnell, 
2016). It is guided and influenced by the UNCRC and is 
primarily aimed at children and young people under the 
age of 18, but also embraces the voice of young people 
in the transition to adulthood up to the age of 24. The 
National Participation Strategy is underpinned by Lundy’s 
Model of Participation, which is grounded in the UNCRC 
and focused on a rights-based approach to involving 
children in decision-making (DCYA, 2015, p. 21) (see more 
on this below). The Strategy is recognised internationally 
as an example of good practice in supporting and 
encouraging children and young people’s participation in 
decision-making (Forde, Kilkelly, Kelleher, & Lundy, 2020).

  The National Participation 
Strategy... is recognised internationally 

as an example of good practice in 
supporting and encouraging children 
and young people’s participation in 

decision-making.   

Developing the Framework: 
A Collaborative Process
From the outset, collaboration with a wide range of 
stakeholders was at the heart of the development of the 
Framework. This collaboration included strategic meetings 
with government departments, state agencies, young 
people and non-government organisations. Stakeholders 
provided written feedback on the Framework document, 
user-tested the draft Planning Checklist (one of the three 
Checklists ultimately designed for the Framework) and 
Feedback Forms, and proposed good practice examples 
for inclusion in the Framework.

  There is evidence that including children and young people in decision-making 
can promote children’s protection, and improve their confidence, communication 

skills and ability to negotiate, network and make judgements.  
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Hub na nÓg also collaborated with practitioners in 
developing the Everyday Spaces Checklist (a checklist 
designed to help professionals ensure that children 
and young people have a voice in decision making in 
everyday situations). This included Hub na nÓg run 
focus groups with early learning and care and school 
age childcare practitioners, primary school teachers, 
secondary school teachers, social workers and family 
support workers, youth workers, paediatric nurses and 
Garda Juvenile Liaison Officers. Focus group participants 
provided invaluable feedback and suggestions that led 
to a greatly improved final Everyday Spaces Checklist. 
A separate checklist was developed with Garda Juvenile 
Liaison Officers given the legislative basis of their role.

Participation Framework: 
National Framework 
for Children and Young 
People’s Participation in 
Decision-making

Overview of the Framework
The National Participation Framework provides tools and 
guidance to government departments, state agencies, 
and non-governmental organisations to improve their 
practice in listening to children and young people and 
in giving them a voice in decision-making. As mentioned 
above, it is underpinned by the UNCRC (United Nations, 
1989), the UNCRPD (United Nations, 2006) and the 
National Participation Strategy (DCYA, 2015) and is based 
on the child-rights model of participation developed by 
Professor Laura Lundy, Children’s Rights Centre, Queens 
University Belfast.

The Framework is underpinned by nine overarching 
principles, which recommend that all processes in which 
children and young people are listened to, heard and 
participate (in person or online), must be:

	� Transparent and informative – children and young 
people must be provided with full, accessible, 
diversity-sensitive and age-appropriate information. 
They must be told about their right to express their 
views freely, their right to have their views given 
due weight, and how their participation will take 
place, its scope, purpose and potential impact. 

	� Voluntary – children and young people should never 
be coerced into expressing their views against their 
wishes, and should be informed that they can stop 
participating at any stage.

	� Respectful – children and young people should be 
provided with opportunities to initiate ideas and 
activities, and their views should be treated with 
respect. 

	� Relevant – the issues on which children and young 
people are asked to express their views must be of 
real relevance to their lives, enabling them to draw 
on their knowledge, skills and abilities. They should 
also be asked to address issues they themselves 
identify as relevant and important.

	� Child friendly – all environments and working 
methods should be adapted to children and young 
people’s capacities. 

	� Inclusive (non-discriminatory) – participation must 
be inclusive, avoid patterns of discrimination, 
and ensure opportunities for marginalised 
children. Consideration must be given to ensuring 
that children enjoy equal access to the digital 
environments necessary for online participation. 

	� Supported by training – adults need preparation 
and support to facilitate children and young 
people’s participation. This includes listening, 
effective cooperation and knowing how to engage 
with their evolving capacities.

	� Safe and sensitive to risk – in certain situations, 
expressing their views may put children and young 
people at risk. Adults must take every precaution 
to minimise the risk of violence, exploitation or 
any other negative consequence of participating. 
This includes the development of a clear child 
protection strategy, which recognises the 
particular risks faced by some groups and the 
extra barriers they encounter. It should also pay 
particular consideration to the risks in the digital 
environment if children are participating online. 
Children and young people must be aware of their 
right to be protected from harm and know where 
to go for help. 

	� Accountable – follow-up and evaluation are 
essential. This includes informing children and 
young people on how their views have been 
interpreted and used and, where necessary, giving 
them the opportunity to challenge and influence 
the analysis of the findings. Feedback on how 
their participation has influenced any outcomes is 
essential. Participation should be monitored and 
evaluated, where possible, with the children and 
young people themselves.

(Department of Children, Equality, Disability,  

Integration and Youth, 2021, pp. 12-13)
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The Framework Vision – Participation with 
Purpose
The participation of children and young people in 
decision-making is defined as ‘ongoing processes, which 
include information-sharing and dialogue between 
children and adults based on mutual respect, and in 
which children can learn how their views and those of 
adults are taken into account and shape the outcome 
of such processes’ (UN Committee on the Rights of the 
Child, 2009).

The vision of the Framework is participation with 
purpose. Participation with purpose means that when 
children and young people are involved in decision-
making, their views are listened to, taken seriously and 
given due weight with the intention of leading to an 
outcome or change. Several elements are critical to 
participation with purpose: being realistic with children 
and young people; ensuring involvement of seldom 
heard children and young people in decision-making; 
and following up and providing feedback to children 
and young people. 

In a right-based approach, children are recognised 
as ‘citizens of today’, as opposed to ‘beings in 
becoming’ (UNCRC, 1989), with an evolving capacity 
to participate in decisions as they develop and grow. 
Adults have a key role and responsibility in supporting 
and enabling children’s right to a voice in decision-
making. The Framework recognises that children and 
young people have unique expertise in their own lives, 
but the key expertise of adults in children’s lives is 
also recognised. Accordingly, adult decision-makers 
have a responsibility to listen to and give due weight to 
children’s views. 

The Framework clarifies some common misconceptions 
around participation, which often lead to the restriction of 
children’s involvement in decision-making. Participation 
is not about ‘handing over power to children and young 
people’, rather it is about making decisions in ways that 
involve children as fully as possible. Neither is it about 
allowing children and young people to do things that 
are harmful or unsafe to themselves or others. Decision-
making needs to balance children and young people’s 
best interests with their right to have their voices heard 
and taken into account.

  Decision-making needs 
to balance children and young 

people’s best interests with their 
right to have their voices heard 
and taken into account.   

The Framework Model of Participation: 
The Lundy Model
The Lundy Model is a child-rights model of participation 
developed by Professor Laura Lundy (Lundy, 2007). It 
was written into Irish government policy in the National 
Participation Strategy and, in collaboration with Professor 
Lundy, a revised version of the model was developed for 
the Framework. It is a model for conceptualising Article 
12 of the UNCRC and gives guidance on the steps to take 
in order to give children and young people a meaningful 
voice in decision-making. The model highlights the two 
fundamental aspects of Article 12 of the UNCRC: the 
right of children and young people to express their views, 
and the right to have their views taken seriously and given 
due weight. It is based on four distinct, albeit interrelated, 
elements: Space, Voice, Audience, and Influence. The 
four elements have a rational, chronological order. The 
model is illustrated in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1: The Lundy Model (DCEDIY, 2021, p. 15)
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The Framework Checklists
The Framework provides planning and evaluation 
checklists for developing policies, plans, services, and 
programmes at organisational, local or national level, 
as well as an everyday checklist for professionals who 
work with children in day to day settings. Three checklists 
(the Planning Checklist, the Evaluation Checklist, and 
the Everyday Spaces checklist) and a series of Children 
and Young People’s Feedback Forms were developed in 
collaboration with a wide range of stakeholders. We have 
included a copy of the Everyday Spaces Checklist in 
Figure 2 below as an example of the resources included 
in the Framework.

As mentioned above, Hub na nÓg ran a series of 
focus groups with relevant stakeholders to ensure 
that the Everyday Spaces Checklist meets the needs 
of professionals who work with children and young 
people day to day. Focus group participants provided 
invaluable input into the development of the Everyday 
Spaces Checklist, to produce a practical tool to help 
practitioners give children and young people a voice in 
decision-making in the majority of everyday situations 
and activities.

Figure 2: The Everyday Spaces Checklist (DCEDIY, 2021, p. 20) 
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Implementation of  the 
Participation Framework
Hub na nÓg has a lead role in the implementation of the 
National Participation Framework. Under the leadership 
of the Participation Unit of DCEDIY, Hub na nÓg will 
collaborate with stakeholders in early years, primary 
and post-primary education, youth services, social 
services, youth justice, family law, An Garda Síochána, 
disability, healthcare services and other services to 
build capacity through the provision of funding and 
training. Furthermore, Hub na nÓg is collaborating 
with a working group of key academics to ensure the 
voice of the child is a core module in pre-service and 
in-service education and professional development for 
practitioners, policy makers, legislators and other adult 
decision-makers who work with or on behalf of children 
and young people.

Conclusion
Children and young people have a right to participate 
in decisions that affect their lives, and to have their 
views taken seriously. Since ratification of the UNCRC 
in 1992, Ireland has developed a robust infrastructure 
to support children and young people’s participation 
in decision-making and the active implementation 
of Article 12 of that convention (DCYA, 2015, p. 7). 
This infrastructure includes Comhairle na nÓg, local 
and national youth councils, the National Strategy on 
Children and Young People’s Participation in Decision-
making 2015-2020 (DCYA, 2015), the newly established 
National Participation Office and Hub na nÓg, the 
Centre of Excellence on  children and young people’s 
participation in decision making. 

The Strategy sets out to ensure that children and young 
people have a voice in their individual and collective 
everyday lives in their communities, in formal and non-
formal education, on their health and wellbeing, and 
in the courts and legal systems (DCYA, 2015, p. 3). In 
order to support government departments and agencies 
to meet their commitments under the Strategy and to 
support capacity building across the wider infrastructure 
of practitioners, the Participation Framework: National 
Framework for Children and Young People’s Participation 
in Decision-making (Department of Children, Equality, 
Disability, Integration and Youth, 2021) was developed by 
Hub na nÓg in collaboration with Professor Laura Lundy. 
The Framework was developed to address a need for 
training, support and guidance on a rights-based approach 
to listening to and involving children and young people in 
decisions that affect their lives and is underpinned by the 
UNCRC, the UNCRPD and the Lundy Model. 

Giving children and young people the information 
they need to form their opinions, and respecting and 
acknowledging their wishes, as well as discussing 
realistic, safe decisions with them is an effective way to 
ensure their views are given due weight. At the outset, 
clear expectations should be set in terms of what is 
possible, and afterwards, reasons on why decisions are 
taken should be explained. 

This framework for meaningful engagement in decision-
making is important at government and organisational 
level, but should also be an important tool at individual 
level for all matters that have an impact on the lives of 
children and young people. 

For more information see hubnanog.ie
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Barnardos  
Participation 
Framework

Introduction – Barnardos’ History of  Participation
In Barnardos, listening to and responding to children’s 
experiences and perspectives is at the core of our 
work, and we have a history of championing children 
and young people’s participation. There have been 
many exemplar participation processes evident across 
the organisation such as our Amplifying Voices project 
(Barnardos, 2012), which aimed to strengthen the voice 
of children and young people on issues affecting them 
by developing and demonstrating models of effective 
participation in selected marginalised communities. 
Barnardos has also been awarded numerous ‘Investing 
in Children’ Membership Awards across various services 
over the years. The ‘Investing in Children’ members are 

services that have demonstrated a commitment to good 
practice and active inclusion of children and young 
people in dialogue that leads to change. In Barnardos, 
we aim to instil a feeling of trust and safety for families, 
so that they understand that we believe in them and 
their ability to change their lives. We know that it is 
important that we do not get caught up in the process of 
‘doing’ participation. Instead we ensure that the purpose 
of involving children, parents and adult service users in 
decision-making is to give them a voice on day-to-day 
activities and practices, as well as on the development 
of projects, programmes, services and policies that are 
central to our objectives.

Lauren Maguire, Best Practice Project Worker, and Jenny Murphy, National Well-being 
Community Co-ordinator, Barnardos
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Development of  Barnardos 
Participation Framework
In 2019, Barnardos became part of Hub na nÓg’s 
network of practice and, along with others, supported 
the development of The National Framework for Children 
and Young People’s Participation in Decision Making, 
launched in April 2021 by the Department of Children, 
Equality, Disability, Inclusion and Youth (DCEDIY). This 
National Participation Framework is underpinned by 
Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
which states that a child’s views must be considered and 
taken into account in all matters affecting him or her  
(United Nations, 1989). 

In 2020, a member of staff from each department in 
Barnardos, including children’s services and support 
services such as HR, finance and fundraising, was 
identified to be part of a participation consultation 
group for the development of Barnardos Participation 
Framework. The Barnardos Framework was based on a 
vision that sought to embed a culture of participation 
across all functions within the organisation by establishing 
a set of key objectives and activities to inform all levels of 
participation and consultation involving children, young 
people, parents and adult service users. Members of the 
consultative group were involved in discussions about 
how the various departments in the organisation practised 
participation, and identified tools and supports required to 
enhance and further develop meaningful participation in 
each aspect of our work. Influenced by the learning from 
Hub na nÓg network meetings, Barnardos Participation 
Framework aligns with, and is supported by, guidance 
from the National Participation Framework.

  The Barnardos Framework was based 
on a vision that sought to embed a culture 
of participation across all functions within 
the organisation by establishing a set of 
key objectives and activities to inform all 
levels of participation and consultation 

involving children, young people, parents 
and adult service users.   

Barnardos Participation 
Framework
As a trauma-informed organisation, Barnardos is 
committed to promoting participation. We recognise 
that those who experience trauma can encounter more 
barriers to participation and less chances to have their 

voices heard in meaningful ways. Promoting choice and 
collaboration, and working in partnership with children, 
parents and adult service users, is a cornerstone of being 
a trauma-informed organisation. This includes all areas 
of Barnardos, from direct service provision to strategic 
planning for the future growth and development of the 
organisation. 

Barnardos Participation Framework recognises the 
importance of participation of all stakeholders. This 
includes not only children and parents – and the vast 
majority of the population Barnardos work with fits within 
these categories – but also the cohort of adult service 
users we work with, based on best practice in child and 
adult participation.

In particular, Barnardos Participation Framework will 
ensure that children are able to express their views in 
all matters affecting them: ‘Participation with purpose 
means that when children and young people are 
involved in decision-making, their views are listened to, 
taken seriously and given due weight with the possibility 
of leading to an outcome or change’ (Department of 
Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA), 2015).

National and international evidence indicates the 
benefits of participation by child and adult service users, 
including improved services, policies, research, active 
citizenship and improvements in outcomes as well as 
benefits for society generally  (Kennedy, Rafferty, & Price, 
2017; Kilkelly, Martin, Swirak, & Fields, 2015). Barnardos 
recognises that children, parents and adult service 
users’ insights and experiences are vital in shaping and 
informing actions across the organisation.   

Lundy Model of 
Participation 
A number of models are in existence and describe the 
different levels or degrees of participation. In Barnardos, 
we have embraced the Lundy Model of Participation 
(Lundy, 2007) to guide participation activities with 
children and young people. This model is central also 
to The National Framework for Children and Young 
People’s Participation in Decision Making (DCEDIY, 
2021). Meaningful participation refers to participatory 
processes that are relevant to the children involved, 
that influence decisions and that are often ongoing 
rather than one-off events. Lundy’s model highlights 
the dynamic nature of the participation process. Within 
this model, adults play a key role in facilitating and 
supporting children’s participation by actively seeking to 
provide opportunities for children to express their views, 
and by taking these views seriously. 
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The Lundy Model of Participation consists of four 
elements, all essential to ensuring that Article 12 of the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child is achieved: 

	� Space: Children and young people must be given 
safe, inclusive opportunities to form and express 
their views.

	� Voice: Children and young people must be facilitated 
to express their views.

	� Audience: The views must be listened to.

	� Influence: The views must be acted upon, as 
appropriate.

As mentioned above, in Barnardos we recognise 
the importance of involving adult service users in 
participation. While approaches to adult participation 
are often described in different terms than that of 
children, Lundy’s model is very relevant to facilitating 
adult services users to have their voices heard in 
meaningful ways. 

Three checklists have been developed by DCEDIY 
for The National Framework for Children and Young 
People’s Participation in Decision Making, in partnership 
with Professor Laura Lundy, to provide a simple but 
structured way to guide decision-makers in the use 
of the Lundy model and good practice principles. 
These tools will be used by Barnardos to support us 
in effectively planning, conducting and evaluating 
children’s participation processes and initiatives, as well 
as giving children a voice in decision-making in everyday 
spaces or settings.

Meaningful Participation
Barnardos Participation Framework, which emphasises 
the importance of the physical and emotional safety 
of children, parents and adult service users as vital 
for meaningful participation, is in line with our Trauma 
Informed Strategy. Barnardos’ Children’s and Young 
People’s Participation Resource (Barnardos, 2017) 
highlights the key elements of meaningful participation 
as outlined below.

Safe space 

	� The emotional and physical safety of children, 
parents and adult service users is considered and 
facilitated in order for them to feel comfortable to 
engage and develop mutual trust. 

	� Informal and formal processes are provided.

	� Creative methods are used to facilitate the 
development of a space that is relaxed and feels 
safe. This is supported through therapeutic spaces, 
which are provided to aid regulation and enhance 
children, parents and adults’ active engagement and 
participation.

Information on process  

	� Clear and accurate information is provided. In the 
case of children’s participation, this information is 
child-centred and developmentally appropriate, and 
consideration given to the meaning of language, 
with information being provided in plain English for 
parents and adults. 

	� No one is excluded from participating or 
understanding the process due to cultural 
differences, language, disability etc.

	� Clarity is provided as to how data will be stored or 
shared as part of the consent process. This includes 
the provision of user friendly versions of Barnardos 
Data Protection and Retention policies, which are 
made available to view. 

	� Information is provided on how the participation 
process will work in each circumstance, including 
the process of feedback or the flow of information, 
and how other factors or stakeholders shape the 
final decision. 

	� The limitations are clearly explained throughout the 
participation process. 

Ongoing process 

	� Exploration is carried out with children, parents 
and adults as to what their understanding of 
participation is and it is ensured that those involved 
are in agreement about this.

	� Meaningful participation is not a one-off event, it 
is the process of continuous open dialogue and 
conversations about subject matters. Barnardos 
does not always drive the subject matter, rather this 
comes from all those whom we are in contact with. 

	� Open dialogue is encouraged and supported by truly 
listening to one another and considering different 
perspectives.

	� The participation process and mechanisms are 
reviewed on an ongoing basis.
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Open to learning and change

	� Staff remain open minded and value others’ 
opinions.

	� Staff do not enter into the process with 
predetermined outcomes. 

	� Staff remain willing to changing various 
mechanisms and processes in order to reduce 
barriers and to suit the children, parents and adults 
who are involved. 

Recognising children and parent’s 
capabilities and competences 

	� Children, parents and adult’s talents and abilities 
are recognised and utilised within the process. 

	� Their unique perspective is valued and represented.

	� Opportunities for participation are created as well 
as happening organically, coming from shared 
ideas from children, parents and adults.

	� Service users are supported and encouraged to 
participate.

	� A balance of leadership is created, where roles 
are divided equally between the staff member and 
the children, parent or adults. Specific tasks where 
children, parents and adults would take a lead role 
within the nature of the participation relationship 
are considered. 

Barnardos Framework Logic 
Model
Barnardos have developed a logic model, which outlines 
the key objectives of the Participation Framework. The 
objectives are to: 

	� Increase the organisation’s capacity for children, 
parents and adult service users to have a say in 
matters that affect them.  

	� Create opportunities for children, parents and 
adult service users to participate in the design and 
delivery of services, policies, advocacy messaging, 
fundraising and communications campaigns and 
appeals. 

	� Embed participation into the culture of the 
organisation. 

	� Ensure that all policies and procedures are 
written with an awareness and understanding of 
participation. 

	� Collate and disseminate qualitative data for 
participation.  

Our goal is to move towards a higher level of participatory 
practice throughout the entire organisation. Child, 
parental and adult service users’ participation will be 
represented in some form in all departments’ strategies 
in Barnardos. The overarching objective is to embed 
participation into the culture of the organisation as this 
will increase our capacity to ensure children, parents 
and adults have opportunities to influence the overall 
strategy of the organisation.  

When child, parent and adult service users’ participation 
is considered across all departments, we hope to achieve 
the following long-term outcomes: 

	� Improved service planning and provision 

	� Improved decision-making 

	� Child protection enhanced 

	� Children and young people’s confidence, 
communication and decision-making skills enhanced

	� Active citizenship promoted for Parents and Adult 
service users.

	� Staff methods of interactions with children, parents 
and adults enriched 

	� Improved outcomes for children through Policy

	� Culture of participation established

	� Increased evidence on effective participation practices

Participation Activities
Barnardos is a learning organisation committed to 
ongoing development based on evidence, staff input and 
participation processes with children, parents and adult 
service users. Participation activities may differ across the 
organisation but all will involve listening to children, parents 
and adult service users and then acting on what they say. 

The Barnardos Participation Framework describes how 
the outcomes outlined above will be met through the 
following participation activities: 

	� Champions of participation: Identification of staff, 
children, and adult service users to champion 
participation locally and nationally. 

	� Advisory groups: Identification of children and adult 
service users to be part of an advisory committee 
whose views will shape Barnardos work and 
strategic choices. 

	� Recruitment processes: Children and adult service 
users’ voices being represented in Barnardos 
recruitment processes, where they are able to 
contribute to the desired characteristics of the 
applicant. 

  Meaningful participation is not a one-off event, it is the 
process of continuous open dialogue and conversation. 
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	� Ongoing feedback and discussion: Children and 
adult service users will continue to be provided with 
opportunities to share their perspective and give 
feedback. 

	� Develop new participatory methodology: Children 
and adult service users’ views to be sought regarding 
the current ways in which they provide feedback. 

	� Service user satisfaction survey: Barnardos Service 
User Satisfaction Survey will be conducted and 
reported on every two years.

	� Comments and complaints: Every effort will be 
made to ensure that children and adult service 
users can express their views and Barnardos will 
ensure that we listen. 

	� Service users represented at conferences and 
events: Barnardos will ensure that children 
and adult service users are represented at 
organisational events. 

	� Service users shaping Barnardos communication 
strategy: Each year our policy planning process will 
provide the space for children, parents and adult 
service users to identify important issues for them 
and influence Barnardos communication strategy 
for that year

	� Service users shaping fundraising activities: The 
fundraising department will continue to be innovative 
in how they involve children, parents and adult 
service users in their campaigns, appeals, utilising 

children, parents and adult service user advisory 
groups with Barnardos.

	� Staff training: Participation training will be included 
in the organisational and local work plans.

	� User-friendly versions of policies and documents: 
User-friendly policies, guides and documents will be 
developed for more transparency and understanding 
for children and adult service users. 

	� Collect and disseminate information: Information 
on participation will be collected and case studies 
demonstrating best practice will be disseminated.

	� Annual review: The Lundy Model of Participation 
Evaluation Checklist will be completed by each 
service and department on an annual basis. 

Conclusion
In Barnardos, we are on a journey to becoming a leader 
in the field of trauma-informed work practices and, 
as a trauma-informed organisation, are committed to 
promoting participation underpinned by the principles 
outlined in The UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. By determining our key objectives and detailing 
activities that will inform all levels of participation and 
consultation involving children, young people, parents 
and adult service users, Barnardos Participation 
Framework will embed a culture of participation across 
all functions within the organisation and increase 
opportunities for children, parent and adult service users 
to have a say in matters that affect them.
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Introduction 
The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC] 
(United Nations, 1989) celebrated its 30th anniversary in 
2019. Recent publications (e.g. Murray, 2019; Murray et 
al., 2019) suggest that a great deal remains to be done in 
respect of children’s rights in early childhood. Article 12 of 
the UNCRC assures ‘the child who is capable of forming 
his or her own views the right to express those views 
freely in all matters affecting the child’. Nevertheless, 
the implementation of this article in meaningful, 
evidenced-based ways is ‘disappointing’ (Lundy, 2012) 
and it is considered one of the most widely violated 
and disregarded articles across almost every sphere 
of children’s lives (Shier, 2001). Known as the child’s 
participation right, Article 12 states that the child’s views 
must be considered and taken into account in all matters 
affecting him or her. This has far-reaching implications 
for those working in early childhood education and care 
(ECEC) settings on a daily basis, and for the education 
of early childhood professionals.

The UNCRC is the most extensively signed international 
treaty, ratified by almost every country in the world. 
However, its application in ECEC settings is considered 
a double-edged sword, creating both ‘tensions and 
possibilities’ (MacNaughton et al., 2007). Realisation of 
participation rights in ECEC differs to later schooling, 
rights in wider society or in legal settings. Therefore, 
research, guidance frameworks and pedagogical 
approaches need to be tailored to suit both the age of 
the children and the typical learning environments within 
ECEC. This paper identifies some of the critiques levelled 
against the implementation of participation rights in 
ECEC settings to date, and explores recent empirical 
research to provide examples of how the UNCRC has 
inspired changes to practice in these settings. 

Young Children’s 
Participation Rights in 
Ireland 
As an international legal agreement, the UNCRC needs 
to take into account societal, historical, local and age-
related influences. States need to interpret its broad and 
far-reaching articles through the lens of their individual 
culture, history and laws. In Ireland, we have made 
progress in relation to many aspects of the convention. 
In 2012, the Irish state took steps to acknowledge and 
guarantee children’s rights by amending the constitution 
via the children’s rights referendum. National policies 

such as Better Outcomes Brighter Futures (Department 
of Children and Youth Affairs, 2014), the National 
Strategy on Children’s Participation and Decision Making 
(Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2015) and First 
Five (Government of Ireland, 2019) are all underpinned 
by children’s rights. However each of these has come 
under some scrutiny for not delineating rights for babies, 
toddlers and young children (see Duggan, 2016 for further 
details). This is problematic for those working in ECEC, 
as the articles of the convention have to be translated 
and contextualised to be meaningfully realised in early 
childhood practice (Bae, 2010). The enactment of 
children’s rights in ECEC have also been found to differ 
from country to country, influenced by national training, 
policy agendas and legislation (Wensierska, 2017). 
Accordingly, Ireland requires distinct and dedicated policy 
and training for ECEC.

Article 12 protects children’s right to express an opinion 
in all matters affecting the child, but the Irish state 
continues to focus on the legal aspects of this right, 
rather than on the expression of this right in children’s 
everyday lives. The UN Committee on the Rights of the 
Child (2016) recommended that the Irish state should 
strengthen its efforts to provide adequate, systematic 
training and sensitisation of professionals working with 
and for children, in order to ensure a more holistic 
understanding of this right. Educating professionals 
about children’s rights plays a vital role in enhancing 
children’s learning and the application of these rights. 
In order to assist children, educators need to accurately 
understand the rights of the child, how to protect them, 
and how to reflect these rights in their practice (Banko-
Bal & Guler-Yildiz, 2021). Hub Na nÓg (hubnanog.ie) and 
the recently published National Framework for Children 
and Young People’s Participation in Decision-making 
(Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration 
and Youth, 2021) is an attempt to facilitate further 
dissemination and awareness training with regards to 
children’s rights. As with preceding policy, ECEC does 
not feature prominently in either resource. Tailored 
approaches and advice for younger children are absent. 
Yet, participation rights underpin both National Early 
Childhood Frameworks, Aistear, The Early Childhood 
Curriculum Framework (National Council for Curriculum 
and Assessment, 2009) and Síolta, National Quality 
Framework for Early Childhood Education (Department 
of Education and Skills, 2017). While this should be 
applauded, it has been acknowledged that the ‘majority 
of third level students receive limited education on 
working within a child rights framework’ (Ombudsman 
for Children, 2020, p. 7). Without this knowledge and a 

  Educators need to accurately understand the rights of the child, how to 
protect them, and how to reflect these rights in their practice   

http://www.hubnanog.ie
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thorough examination of the application of rights in early 
childhood, it is unlikely that a rights-based approach will 
be adopted in ECEC settings. As Bae points out ‘What 
is stated in official documents is no guarantee that 
children will be allowed space to take part on their own 
terms and meet respect for their various expressions… 
these statements can be said to represent possibilities’ 
[author’s emphasis] (2009, p. 394). 

Even when educators are aware of children’s participation 
rights this is no assurance that practice in ECEC settings 
changes accordingly. While the United Nations (UN) 
Committee on the Rights of the Child General Comment 
7 (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 
2005) asserts that young children are social actors from 
the beginning of life, the implementation of participation 
rights for pre-verbal or non-verbal infants and toddlers 
remains fraught with difficulty. MacNaughton, Hughes 
and Smith (2007) contend that the ‘social actor’ model 
challenges dominant, mainstream models of children 
as passive and weak. Instead, it positions children as 
those whose insights and perspectives on the world can 
improve adults’ understandings of children’s experiences. 
The UNCRC calls on educators to reconceptualise their 
role and proposes a profound challenge to these more 
traditional attitudes towards children (Lansdown, 2004). 
Although many educators report an acceptance of the 
child as a subject of rights, research by Etchebehere 
and De León (2020) found they fail to recognise that 
guaranteeing these rights is part of their role, and their 
actions in practice rarely reflect these rights. Similarly, 
Banko-Bal and Guler-Yildiz (2021) found a disconnect 
between positive educator attitudes toward the rights of 
the child and educators’ enacted behaviours, which were 
typically deemed incompatible with most of these rights. 
Transforming positive attitudes into practice appears to 
be demanding in and of itself. As Hayes correctly asserts, 
the struggle of transforming research into practice is 
that practice happens in the real world ‘where learning 
is a far more dynamic and messy process’ (2019, p. 6).

Implementing Participation 
Rights in ECEC 
The topic of children’s rights has increasingly been 
discussed and studied since the publication of the 
UNCRC. Nevertheless, there remains a dearth of 
empirical research examining rights from the child’s 
perspective, seen through the lens of their everyday life 
experiences (Harcourt & Hägglund, 2013). A systematic 
search of literature by Correia et al. (2019) found that 
qualitative studies dominate with a clear emphasis on 
concepts about participation, rather than on practical 
methods to promote participation in significant ways. 
Furthermore, the same study found investigations into 

educators’ perspectives are prominent, with limited 
research relying on children as informants or active 
participants. Research examining attempts to support 
participation rights in education settings have found 
that interventions tend to be isolated, inconsistent and 
narrowly focused on children in mainstream primary 
and post-primary settings (Rouvali & Riga, 2019). This 
implies that rights are supported intermittently, with 
younger children, minorities and those with disabilities 
not featuring prominently in empirical studies. Evidence 
suggests that opportunities provided for children to share 
their voice are neither solid, substantial nor lengthy. 

Numerous challenges in implementing participation 
rights have been identified in recent research, ranging 
from educators’ lack of knowledge about the UNCRC to 
difficulties translating rights into practical pedagogy and 
methods. Nugent (2021) contends that educators fear 
that increasing children’s involvement in the learning 
process will result in a loss of adult authority and lead 
to poor behaviour in settings. Rouvali and Riga (2019) 
point out that lack of knowledge, resources and training; 
increased workload; and the absence of appropriate 
tools, frameworks and methods for working with 
children in ECEC are more pertinent challenges. Further 
obstacles to implementing children’s participation rights 
in ECEC settings include: educators underestimating 
children’s ability or capacity to meaningfully participate; 
the varied interpretation of the meaning of the term 
‘participation’; and, finally, the tendency to focus on 
an understanding of individual children’s rights and 
neglect the collective rights of the group (Frödén & 
Tellgren, 2020). Even implementing the simplest daily 
routines using a rights-based lens has been referred 
to as a ‘tricky business’ when, for example, balancing 
sleep-rest routines required to allow for staff breaks with 
responsive practice that reacts to children’s expressed 
preferences (Thorpe et al., 2020). Multiple and far-
reaching challenges identified through research in the 
past few years highlight the complexity of implementing 
children’s rights in ECEC and the difficulty of tackling 
such an intricate set of issues.

Child-centred Rights 
Research 
Empirical research from a number of countries identifies 
how participation rights have been successfully enacted 
in ECEC practice. In these instances, the concept 
of child ‘voice’ is constructed somewhat differently. 
Instead of being firmly linked to language, child voice 
is more fittingly defined as ‘any way in which children 
express their experiences, needs, opinions, desires and 
preferences’ (Gallagher et al., 2017, p. 1249). Children 
have been included as participants in processes, 
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ranging from reviewing their learning environment and 
contributing to curriculum design and content to being 
encouraged to use their voice to establish a sense of 
belonging in ECEC settings and positioned as partners in 
responsive, relational practice. Examples that can inform 
practice are detailed briefly below. 

Improvement to children’s learning 
environments 
Muela et al.’s (2019) Spanish study investigated how 
the quality of preschool outdoor environments can be 
improved through a participatory intervention involving 
children, parents and educators. The study utilised the 
Mosaic Approach (Clark, 2017), a framework comprising 
of multiple stages and participants that allows children to 
use many languages to express their voice. It is considered 
a flexible and adaptable method for actively listening to 
children and enabling them to share their opinions. Data 
was collected by and with educators, parents and children. 
Participant observations, images, drawings and photos as 
well as conversations and interviews with children, parents 
and educators were used to gather perspectives, garner 
consensus and agree actions over time. Adults paid close 
attention to children, and discussed and considered the 
meaning of the evidence gathered as a whole. The multiple 
and prolonged data collection methods allowed children 
to express themselves using ‘multiple languages’ ensuring, 
in so far as is possible, that children’s voices are heard 
and understood. The results showed that the intervention 
led to improvements in the outdoor environments of the 
settings involved, thus emphasising the benefit of using 
participatory methods in which children are involved. 

Curriculum content and design 

While the Mosaic approach was originally designed 
to gather children’s perspectives on their learning 
environments, it has been adapted multiple times. 
Enabling participation is considered more difficult for 
children with additional needs, resulting in the voices of 
children with a disability regularly remaining unheard 
(Eisen et al., 2019; Lundy et al., 2019; Mallett & Runswick-
Cole, 2014). Rouvali and Riga (2021) used the Mosaic 
approach to support a child in a mainstream Greek 
preschool to be involved in her own learning design 
process. The study aimed to investigate the ‘emotions, 
wishes and needs’ of the child diagnosed with Autism 
Spectrum Condition. The results of the study were used 
to design and implement her individual learning plan. 
Data collection sought to discover how the child liked 
to spend her time in the setting; her favourite places; 
and what the child, parent and educator considered 
important during her time in the setting. The data were 
collected through observations, intensive interaction 
sessions, video and photo collection, ‘I like/ I don’t like’ 
activities and a questionnaire for parents, the educator 
and the child. The results portrayed the child’s 
significant sensory needs, her wish for structured 
routine and the use of visual aids, and her favourite 
places and activities, all of which were used to devise 
an educational programme for the child. This project 
demonstrated how children with additional needs 
can be involved in curriculum design and content by 
using appropriate frameworks and encouraging child 
participation. 
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Encouraging belonging and participation 
Shaik et al.’s (2021) South African study explores the 
ways the ECEC educators attend to children’s voices 
in everyday practice, and the possibility this presents in 
developing a sense of belonging and participation within 
the setting. Respecting the rights of children is positioned 
as part of the ‘well-being’ strand within the South African 
National Curriculum Framework (Department of Basic 
Education, 2015). This includes listening carefully to 
children and encouraging them to make choices and 
decisions throughout the day, similar to guidelines in 
Aistear (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 
2009) and Síolta (Department of Education and Skills, 
2017). However, the authors argue that there is limited 
information in the national curriculum framework that 
highlights how practitioners should listen. To counter this, 
the authors frame ‘listening’ as relational and responsive, 
where encouraging agency is viewed as a tool to support 
participation and belonging. Sustained by the concept of 
relational listening, the authors focused on documenting 
how educators develop an awareness of the feelings 
and emotions of children, thereby nurturing a sense of 
belonging. Shaik et al. explain that ‘relational listening 
provides feelings of comfort and acceptance and 
encourages young children to want to engage further’ 
(2021, p. 7). Findings suggest that educators are ‘keenly 
aware’ of the benefits of listening to young children. 
This perception lays the foundation for a stronger 
connectedness between children and adults thereby 
democratising spaces and validating children’s opinions 
and right to participate. This approach enables those in 
ECEC to envisage how everyday practice can underpin 
and support children’s participation rights.

Relational and holistic processes
To explore how rights present themselves in daily 
practice in ECEC, a bottom up perspective is required 
(Harcourt & Hägglund, 2013). The simplest and most 
comprehensive way to ensure children’s participation 
is to position rights in relation to relationships and 
responsive practice. There is agreement that participation 
in ECEC is an interactional process based on relational 
encounters (Degotardi et al., 2017; Theobald et al., 
2011) that require careful management of relationships 
between children and adults. A relational understanding 
of participation emphasises that children are both 
competent, and vulnerable and dependent (Kjorholt, 
2008), overcoming some of the difficulties often cited 
with guaranteeing these rights for young children. This 

approach takes into account the issues with balancing 
the rights of the group against individuals, and allows 
the move away from isolated or one-off attempts to 
listen to children. Introducing a curriculum informed 
by a child rights framework can be a lengthy process; 
children’s skills and confidence in using their voice 
develop over time and adults reflect and adapt practice 
based on children’s voices. ‘Trying to implement a 
holistic and relational understanding of children’s right 
to participation in early childhood institutions means… 
that the staff are challenged to reflect on their own roles 
and to question views of relations and of children which 
they might otherwise take for granted’ (Bae, 2010, p. 207). 
In order for this approach to be successful, educators 
need to see appropriate examples from practice and be 
well versed in the ways in which participation has been 
supported in ECEC. 

  The simplest and most comprehensive 
way to ensure children’s participation is to 
position rights in relation to relationships 

and responsive practice.   

Conclusion 
The implementation of children’s rights in ECEC remains 
complex, but emerging studies demonstrate how it 
can be accomplished in both once-off processes and 
everyday practice. As outlined above, participation rights 
are not guaranteed by simply ratifying the UNCRC. 
Article 12 must be sustained in settings where children 
spend vast amounts of their waking hours. Issues with 
lack of training, complications in conceptualising how 
rights might be enacted for young children, translating 
rights into practical pedagogy and methods, combating 
issues with daily routines and ensuring responsive 
practice can all be overcome with greater supports 
for educators. Further examples in literature of how a 
relational and holistic approach to participation has been 
adopted would be advantageous. Case studies exploring 
the process involved in starting and sustaining such a 
model would be well received and have the potential 
to greatly impact practice and change conceptions of 
how Article 12 can be enacted in ECEC. Finally, a more 
robust examination of rights and a holistic framing of 
participation rights in pre-service training and CPD would 
enable educators to see the potential of a rights-based 
approach in their settings. 
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Introduction
The Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) was established 
in 2016 to create a more inclusive environment in pre-
schools so all children in Ireland, regardless of ability, 
can benefit from quality Early Learning and Care. The 
model provides universal and targeted supports to pre-
school settings as shown in Figure 1 below. AIM is a 
cross-government programme led by the Department 
of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth 
(DCEDIY), administered by Pobal. 

Better Start is a national service, which delivers state-
aided supports based on Síolta, The National Quality 
Framework for Early Childhood Education (DES, 2017), 
and Aistear, The Early Childhood Curriculum Framework 
(NCCA, 2009), to Early Learning and Care settings so that 
services are of high quality and deliver positive outcomes 
for children. There are three operational programmes 
in Better Start, which include the Quality Development 
Service, The Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) and Early 
Years Learning and Development Unit. 

Better Start AIM provides targeted supports (levels 4, 6, 7 
in Figure 1) that ensure individual children with disabilities 
can access their local pre-school and meaningfully 
participate in the free pre-school (ECCE) programme. 
A national team of AIM Early Years Specialists (EYS) 
provide expert educational advice and mentoring, under 
Level 4 of the model, to pre-school practitioners. The 
Early Years Specialists provide tailored, practical early 
learning advice and mentoring to pre-school practitioners, 
to enable the child to participate, based on the child’s 
strengths and interests. The EYS works with practitioners 
to build their capacity, confidence and competence in 
aiding the child’s active participation in the setting and 
creating an inclusive setting for all children. 

The recent publication of the Participation Framework 
National Framework for Children and Young People’s 
Participation in Decision-making (DCEDIY, 2021) 
highlights the importance of all children having a voice 
for meaningful participation in ECCE. It emphasises 
the need for the seldom-heard child’s voice to be 
encouraged and listened to. With the ratification of the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child in 
1992, Ireland committed to ensuring that the voices of 
children and young people would be heard in matters 
that affect them and that they have the right to have 
views given due weight (UNCRC, 1989). 

In 2007, Laura Lundy, Professor of International Children’s 
Rights, established the Lundy Model of Participation. This 
model provides a way of conceptualising a child’s right to 
participation, as outlined in Article 12 of the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child. It is intended to capture the 
qualities of rights-based participation rather than different 
levels of participation. The model has four elements 
which have a rational chronological order: space, voice, 
audience and influence. (Lundy, 2007).  The Lundy Model 
of Participation was prominently featured and endorsed 
by the Department of Children and Youth Affairs in their 
recent National Strategy on Children and Young People’s 
Participation in Decision-Making (2015–2020). 

The Early Years Specialists mentor practitioners to reflect 
on their practice and identify purposeful adaptions and 
strategies to involve children to promote belonging, 
competence and meaningful participation. This article will 
explore how Better Start AIM enables settings to cater for 
the individual needs of children, to promote their active 
participation into the ECCE programme whilst making 
links to the Participation Framework (DCEDIY, 2021). 

Figure 1. The Access and Inclusion Model seven levels of universal and targeted supports
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Access and Inclusion Model and Quality Inclusive Practice
Mentoring is a key element to the implementation of 
educational advice and capacity building under AIM. 
Better Start’s mentoring model supports practitioners 
to engage in practice that leads to positive learning 
experiences for children, while at the same time 
promoting and encouraging practitioner’s sense of 
personal accomplishment and empowerment to sustain 
and develop quality and inclusive practice. Goal setting 
is an integral part of the Better Start mentoring model. 
Early Years Specialists work with practitioners to identify 
goals that are contextually relevant and support the 
development of quality inclusive practice and meaningful 
participation of each individual child.

The Early Years Specialists, in partnership with 
practitioners, use the national early childhood 
frameworks of Síolta and Aistear to develop specific 
strategies and goals for the individual child to create 
enriched learning environments. Síolta Standard 1 (DES, 
2017), The Rights of the Child highlights the need for a 
child to be an active participant in their own development 
and learning through the use of choice. There are many 

opportunities in the pre-school day that a child can be an 
active participant and have choice. For example, during 
lunchtime, a child can choose the colour of the cup or 
plate that they would like to use, the person they would 
like to sit next to and if they want more on their plate.

Visuals can provide information for the child or visuals 
can offer choice. Visuals such as a daily routine and ‘first 
and then’ are used to provide information to the child 
about the routine. Visuals that offer choice, such as a 
choice board, enable the child to use their voice and 
express their wants and needs.

A practical example of offering choice for all children 
during the pre-school session is to create and use a song 
board. The song board is created by using pictures to 
represent songs, such as a star for ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little 
Star’. Children are invited to choose a song they would 
like the group to sing. The use of visuals to represent 
the song choice allows each child to be involved in 
decision-making by either saying their chosen song 
or pointing to the picture that represents their chosen 

Figure 2: Laura Lundy’s Model of Participation (DCYA, 2015) 

Space
HOW: Provide a safe and inclusive space for 
children to express their views

• Have children’s views been actively sought?
• Was there a safe space in which children 

can express themselves freely
• Have steps been taken to ensure that all 

children can take part?

Voice
HOW: Provide appropriate information and 
facilitate the expression of children’s views

• Have children been given the information 
they need to form a view?

• Do children know that they do not have to 
take part?

• Have children been given a range of 
options as to how they might choose to 
express themselves?

Audience
HOW: Ensure that children’s views are communicated 
to someone with the responsibility to listen

• Is there a process for communicating children’s 
views?

• Do children know who their views are being 
communicated to?

• Does that person/body have the power  
to make decisions?

Influence
HOW: Ensure that children’s views are taken 
seriously and acted upon, where appropriate

• Were the children’s views considered by those 
with the power to effect change?

• Are there procedures in place that ensure that 
the children’s views have been taken seriously?

• Have the children and young people been 
provided with feedback explaining the  
reasons for decisions taken?
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song. Visuals offering choice can be included in the 
pre-school environment in many ways, such as having 
a choice board for play areas in the room or tabletop 
activities. These examples of choice can be used with all 
children and particularly with those children whose voice 
is seldom heard. 

The goal of AIM is to empower pre-school practitioners 
to deliver an inclusive and meaningful pre-school 
experience for children. The recently revised ‘My 
Inclusion Plan’ supports practitioners to document goals 
for a child’s inclusion by planning for transitions and the 
child’s meaningful participation. Together, the Early Years 
Specialists and the practitioner use ‘My Inclusion Plan’ 
to plan and assess for meaningful participation for the 
child. The resources in the plan encourage key people 
in the child’s life to engage in open communication that 
promotes an inclusive experience. It includes pages to 
reflect the voice of the child throughout by adding the 
child’s own words, images, drawings and/or statements 
in relation to their plan. 

Early Years Specialists, as part of AIM level 3, offer Teacher 
Talk training, which is part of the Hanen Programme 
(Weitzman & Greenberg, 2002), to practitioners. 
Practitioners learn practical, interactive strategies to help 
children to interact and communicate during everyday 
pre-school activities. ‘Observe, Wait and Listen’ (OWL) 
and ‘Be Face to Face’ are two skills that practitioners learn 

in the training. By using OWL in every day practice, the 
practitioners listen to and observe the child and the child’s 
voice in the setting. In a pre-school setting, observing a 
child is a fundamental step in listening to children. By 
observing the child and how they communicate, the 
practitioner can make adaptations so the child’s voice 
can be heard. Being face to face with a child brings the 
practitioner physically and emotionally to the child’s level. 
When practitioners use these positive strategies, they are 
encouraging the child to use their voice. 

Linking the Lundy Model 
in Quality Inclusive Early 
Years Practice
Children learn more effectively when practitioners 
engage the child in everyday activities that are based 
on their interest and are child-led. The learning 
environment, adult-child interactions, and child-led play 
are the foundations for a child’s voice and participation. 
For children with disabilities, how practitioners identify 
and recognise these interests may need to be adapted. 
Incorporating the Lundy Model of Participation (Lundy, 
2007) can support this child-led practice in an early 
years setting. Here we provide examples related to the 
four elements of the Lundy Model.
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Space 
Within the Lundy Model, in the context of a pre-school, 
the space is not limited to physical space. The space 
should be safe and welcoming where children are seen 
as competent, active participants whose views, ideas 
and funds of knowledge are valued and acted on. A well-
resourced indoor and outdoor environment with open-
ended materials should be available for all children. 
A predictable yet flexible daily routine provides many 
opportunities for child-led play. This allows for the child to 
have choice and given time to participate in activities of 
interest and be an active participant in their own learning. 
Partnership with parents will support practitioners in 
gaining valuable knowledge about children’s interests 
and likes to plan for an inclusive space. 

Voice 
In the pre-school, the child is given opportunities to 
share their voice and express their views on their daily 
activities. The child’s voice is captured by engaging 
children in planning; their voice can shape and suggest 
activities. The process of plan-do-review allows children 
to make choices about what they will do and provides 
opportunities to reflect on their activities with others. 
Practitioners can ensure children have a range of 
options to express themselves by using visuals, objects 
and observation. The child’s views can be documented 
through notes, photographs and video clips, which can 
help to identify likes and interests and interpret what we 
hear and see happening within play. 

Audience 
By responding to the child’s voice, practitioners ensure 
that their voice is being listened to and acted upon. The 

practitioners can draw on child-initiated and child-led 
interests and activities to enact the curriculum. Child-
initiated play supports children’s ideas and they are in 
control of their learning. A child-led activity may have 
started out as adult-initiated but, by giving children space 
and time, children can extend on the idea and create 
their own experience, and in that respect they have 
communicated to someone who will listen. Observation 
can enable practitioners to identify what children 
already know, understand and what their disposition 
and interests are. Using the strategy of Observe, Wait 
and Listen is an effective tool in opening the doors 
to interaction and to the child’s voice (Weitzman & 
Greenberg, 2002, p. 70). 

Influence 
The child’s view influences an action by the practitioner. 
Acting on children’s views and individual children’s 
interests can inform future curriculum planning. 
Practitioners can incorporate interests within the daily 
routine to provide further opportunities for learning, for 
example, if a child has an interest in cars, the practitioner 
could identify activities that involve cars, read books about 
cars, talk about going to the car wash, filling or charging 
up the car with fuel. Interests could be acknowledged 
through providing additional resources to extend on the 
child’s learning, for example, if a child shows interests in 
animals, toy animals could be incorporated into the sand 
area to create a zoo or into the water area to extend 
on the child’s play experiences and so encourage them 
to engage with other play materials. On the other hand, 
if a child has voiced that they are not interested in an 
activity, then the practitioner responds to the child’s voice 
by making a change or offering an alternative activity.



CHILDLINKS Issue 2, 2021  Children’s Participation

| 25 |

A Case Study Linking AIM and the Lundy Model
 
A three-year-old child who is a wheelchair user is due to start in the pre-school. Practitioners reflect 
on the indoor and outdoor environments to ensure they are suitable for the child to access and enable 
the child’s full participation. To ensure the child’s voice is being heard, the Lundy Model (Lundy, 2007) is 
used to review and adapt the environment to ensure the child’s access and participation needs are met.

Space
The child is an active participant in the environment and their views are valued and acted upon. The child 
and parent are welcomed into the pre-school and given time to explore the environment. By allowing 
the child time to explore their new environment, practitioners are creating a safe and welcoming space 
where the child is an active participant. In addition, the practitioner can use the Creating and Using the 
Environment self-evaluation tool in the Aistear and Síolta Practice Guide (NCCA, 2015). Practitioners 
can use ‘My Inclusion Plan’ in partnership with parents to gain valuable knowledge about children’s 
interests and strengths. 

Voice
The child is given opportunities to express their view on their new space. The practitioners can facilitate 
this by using approaches that allow the child to express their voice. The practitioners can get to know 
the child and use the ‘Voice of the Child’ resource in ‘My Inclusion Plan’ to capture the child’s strengths, 
interest and abilities. For example, the child can be given happy and sad face stickers or sticky notes 
to place in areas within the environment that the child likes and feels comfortable in. These visuals 
can stimulate conversations between the child and practitioners about the indoor and outdoor space. 
Alternatively, the child could be given a camera/IPad to photograph areas that they feel safe within or 
activities they enjoy. 

Audience
The practitioner observes the child moving around the environment. It is important that the practitioners 
spend time to get to know the child and recognise how the child communicates, for example, body 
language, verbal cues. Implementing the key person approach can identify the child’s wants and needs, 
and support the practitioner to tune into the child’s ideas and preferences, which can, in turn, inform 
how the adult interacts with the child. It is also important that the child feels comfortable around the 
practitioners and within the environment. The practitioner can demonstrate that they are listening to 
the child by making small changes to the environment immediately so the child sees that their voice is 
being heard. 

Influence
The practitioners and Early Years Specialists jointly develop goals based on the child’s visit to the 
setting, the use of The Voice of the Child, resource from ‘My Inclusion Plan’, and the completed Creating 
and Using the Environment Aistear Síolta self-evaluation Tool (NCCA, 2015). The goals capture the voice 
of the child and the change that can be implemented to ensure the child’s access and participation. 
The goals are communicated and shared with the parent, child and key people in the child’s life.  
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Conclusion
The mentoring work of the Early Years Specialist can 
be linked with the Lundy Model in the development of 
high quality inclusive environments, which will allow for 
choice and child autonomy. The learning environment, 
adult-child interactions, and child-led play are the 
foundations for a child’s voice and participation. Better 
Start’s mentoring model supports practitioners to 
develop quality and inclusive practice. By observing 
the child, the practitioner can make adaptations to 
pre-school activities to ensure all children’s voices are 
being captured and listened to including the voice of 

the seldom-heard child. ‘My Inclusion Plan’ can support 
practitioners in capturing the voice of the child by 
documenting their strengths, interests, communication 
and support needs. The National Framework for 
Children and Young People’s Participation in Decision-
making (2021) highlights the importance of all children 
being involved in decision-making and being active 
participants within their own development and learning 
though the use of choice. Better Start AIM mentoring 
works with practitioners to ensure the child has a voice 
and actively participates in pre-school. 

For more information about Better Start and the resources mentioned in the article, including ‘My Inclusion Plan’, 
visit the Better Start website at www.betterstart.ie 
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Introduction
The field of early childhood has a rich heritage that 
has contributed multiple understandings of the child 
and their learning and development. Three decades of 
early childhood research has engaged both critically 
and uncritically with the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (United Nations (UN), 
1989) and its implications for the young child and their 
care and education. The multi-dimensional nature of 
democracy and child participation has predominantly 
been discussed in the early childhood literature using 
child-centred, sociocultural, social constructivist and 
Piagetian developmentalism learning theories. Early 
childhood scholars have been at the forefront of 
advancing, challenging and reconceptualising what it 
means to be a participant in the research process in 
minority (Mayne, Howitt & Rennie, 2018; Waller & Bitou, 
2011) and majority world contexts (Haals-Brosnan, 
2016; Ebrahim, 2010) and in policy-making (Theobald, 
Danby & Ailwood 2011). At centre level, research 
continues to illuminate the challenges, tensions and rich 
opportunities for participatory practices with babies and 
young children (Ree, Alvestad & Johansson, 2019). The 
concept of voice of the child has been made explicit in 
a range of early childhood curricula internationally, as 
well as in the Irish curricular framework Aistear (NCCA, 
2009). The benefits of democratic participation, active 
learning and interactions from a pedagogical standpoint 
are well known. However, child participation is not only 
an aspect of ‘good’ pedagogy and practices but is also 
a legal obligation placed on early childhood educators. 
As future educators of babies and young children, and 
future duty-bearers, early childhood students require an 
intentional, interdisciplinary legal education (Lundy & 
Martínez Sainz, 2018) in the children’s rights framework. 
The most appropriate way for early childhood education 
students to learn about child participation in everyday 
spaces and places in early childhood is through 
comprehensive, systematic children’s rights education. 
This short article seeks to initiate a dialogue between 
early childhood academics, educators, students and 
policymakers to illuminate how Higher Education 
contexts can strengthen their role as sites of children’s 
rights education as an effective way of teaching about 
child participation while also responding flexibly to an 
ever-changing legal and policy context.

 Early childhood students require 
an intentional, interdisciplinary legal 

education in the children’s rights 
framework.  

Legal and Policy Context
From a very low starting point, Ireland now has a very 
favourable legislative, policy and institutional landscape, 
particularly in relation to child participation. Following 
ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child in 1992, the Irish Government committed 
to making and implementing policies that align with 
its international human rights obligations to children. 
Rights-based approaches allow internationally accepted 
human rights standards to be translated, adapted 
and contextualised to local conditions, in a structured 
manner. Governments are required to implement the 
UNCRC as a whole, in light of the indivisible and inter-
dependent nature of its provisions. Creating such a 
structure requires a whole-of-Government approach, 
with the participation of civil society, professional bodies 
and children themselves (Kilkelly, 2019). 

With the publication of the Professional Award Criteria 
and Guidelines for Initial Professional Education (Level 
7 and Level 8) Degree Programmes for the Early 
Learning and Care (ELC) Sector in Ireland (Department 
of Education and Skills (DES), 2019), Higher Education 
Institutions have received clear guidance on essential 
programme content. These institutions now need to 
ensure that, over the course of their studies, students 
will have developed sufficient knowledge, skills and 
values to develop voice-inclusive, safe, rights-informed 
participatory practice and challenge discrimination 
and exclusion in line with Aistear: The Early Childhood 
Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009), Siolta: The 
National Quality Framework for Early Childhood 
Education (CECDE, 2006) and the Diversity, Equality and 
Inclusion Charter and Guidelines for Early Childhood 
Care and Education (Department of Children and Youth 
Affairs (DYCA), 2016), among others. Learning about 
the principle of participation can be transformative 
for early childhood students and leaders (Morrissey, 
2020). Indeed, training for all early childhood educators 
on children’s participation, as both initial and ongoing 
education, as well as for all key decision-makers in the 
wider system is an important commitment outlined in 
First Five: A Whole-of-Government Strategy for Babies, 
Young Children and Their Families (DCYA, 2018). Babies 
and young children in early childhood contexts need 
rights-informed and resourced educators, and for this 
reason the recently published National Framework for 
Young People and Children’s Participation in Decision 
Making and its resources are particularly welcome for 
early years (Department of Children, Equality, Disability, 
Integration and Youth (DCEDIY), 2021).
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Child Participation in Early 
Childhood
Teaching about child participation as part of the initial 
education and professional formation of early childhood 
educators may seem at first uncontentious. Programmes 
that prepare future early childhood educators to work 
with babies and young children often implicitly espouse a 
children’s rights, human rights or social justice orientation. 
Commonly constructed in terms of overarching values or 
orientation, the full set of core concepts and pedagogies 
needed to impart this knowledge and nurture 
participatory practices in students in a rights-compliant 
manner are, however, rarely explicitly articulated (Pardo 
& Jadue, 2018; Jerome, Emerson, Lundy & Orr 2015). On 
the one hand, such an approach might be considered 
appropriate for the field, which tends to appreciate 
ambiguity and contest dominant discourses. However, 
children’s rights are much more than a subject, discourse 
or paradigm, though rights are socially constructed at 
the international, regional and national level. Children’s 
human rights are more than values or aspirations. Rather 
they are entitlements that draw attention to the specific 
relationship between the child as rights-holder and 
the State as the legal duty-bearer (Lundy & McEvoy, 
2012). A study by Long (2017), however, found that a 
group of early childhood undergraduate students had 
not acquired sufficient knowledge or understanding of 
children’s rights in practice as part of their undergraduate 
degree in early childhood, despite changes in how the 
child is positioned as a rights-holder in Irish childhood 
policy since the early 2000s. 

Derived from Article 12 of the UNCRC, the principle of 
participation has come to be recognised as a key guiding 
principle of the UNCRC and a vehicle for the realisation 
of all others (Lundy, 2007); particularly as all rights in 
the UNCRC are inalienable and indivisible. Yet, training 
on the principle of participation alone would appear to 
be a very minimal commitment, one that falls short of 
most recent recommendations of the Committee on the 
Rights of the Child, which are increasingly calling for 
comprehensive, state-initiated, mandatory, systematic, 
interdisciplinary children’s rights education. Programme 
aims, content areas, learning outcomes, teaching and 
learning strategies, professional placement, professional 
code of responsibilities/ethics and regulatory bodies 
can easily make explicit for students the connections 
between all of the principles and provisions of the UNCRC 
and their intersections with early childhood academic, 

professional and personal knowledges, practices and 
values. Placing the early childhood education student 
at the centre, Figure 1 below illuminates how Higher 
Education could embed teaching and learning on the 
principle of participation while also addressing recent 
changes in the early years landscape, including the 
introduction of First Five (DCYA, 2018), The Professional 
Award Criteria and Guidelines (DES, 2019), and the 
National Framework for Children and Young People’s 
Participation in Decision Making (DCEDIY, 2021). Within 
this proposed structure, the desired outcomes of initial 
and ongoing education are conceived as provisional, 
fluid, contentious and subject to continuous reflection 
and deliberation, led by the early childhood profession 
themselves (Moloney et al., 2019, Nutbrown, 2018, 
Urban et al. 2011). Representing what Jerome (2016) 
has termed a ‘locally negotiated solution’, this children’s 
rights education model illuminates what is possible 
when Higher Education Institutions, use the existing 
legislative and policy framework and statutory guidance 
on participation alongside new and established early 
childhood knowledges, practices and values to the 
greatest extent possible. 

Figure 1: A transformational model of children’s rights 
education for the initial education of early childhood 
education students (Long, 2017)

Surprisingly, more children’s rights education, resources 
and practice guidance are available for primary and 
secondary school teachers in Ireland to support them 
in their role than for the educators of the youngest 
rights holders. This is a particularly concerning gap, as 

 More children’s rights education, resources and practice guidance are 
available for primary and secondary school teachers in Ireland to support 

them in their role than for the educators of the youngest rights holders.  
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babies and young children are particularly dependent on 
supportive and loving adults and wider societal structures 
to fulfil all of their rights. The following eight features of 
children’s rights education (Long, 2019) were developed 
to provide some clarity, structure and guidance for 
Higher Education contexts when considering what is to 
be taught (curriculum), how it is to be taught (pedagogy) 
and why it should be taught (purpose). In the section 
below, they have been updated for an Irish audience, 
with particular reference to the new National Framework 
for Children and Young People’s Participation in Decision 
Making (DCEDIY, 2021) and the requirements of the 
Professional Award Criteria and Guidelines for Initial 
Professional Education (DES, 2019).

1. An explicit education about the 
international children’s rights framework 
and other relevant treaties including the 
United Nations Convention on Persons 
with Disabilities (UNCPD)
A thorough grounding in participatory practices should 
start with accurate knowledge about all UNCRC 
provisions and principles, and about commentary of the 
Committee relevant to early childhood, and how these 
interact with law, policy and practice at national, regional 
and international levels. This is particularly important given 
that Ireland has not yet fully incorporated the UNCRC 
or UNCPD and competing discourses, which, along with 
vague or diluted language in the policy landscape, can 
blur meanings. This facts and fundamentals approach 
provides a strong foundation to enable students to later 
develop more critical, reflective and nuanced engagement 
with children’s rights (Hanson, 2014).

2. A tailored approach for early 
childhood students
Children’s rights education for early childhood students, 
as future duty-bearers under the UNCRC, needs to be 
appropriate and relevant, reflecting their own needs 
and local conditions, and specific to the contexts and 
knowledge interests of early childhood educators 
(Quennerstedt, 2013). While generic children’s rights 
education models and curricula are available online (e.g., 
UNICEF, 2014), contextualised local models, developed 
in line with the new National Framework for Children 
and Young People’s Participation in Decision Making 
(DCEDIY, 2021), enable Irish early years educators to 
be more responsive, since specific barriers, tensions and 
debates related to children’s rights exist for different 
professional groups who work in practice with young 
children and their families. For example, early childhood 
educators need a greater emphasis on the principle 
of evolving capacities, parental guidance, and playful, 
nurturing and participatory pedagogies and practices.

3. A focus on resourcing relational pro-
cesses and practice-based learning sites
Missing from this model of children’s rights education 
for early childhood education students ironically, are 
babies and young children’s views. In the future, Higher 
Education contexts will be able to use the guidance and 
resources of the National Framework for Children and 
Young People’s Participation in Decision Making (DCEDIY, 
2021) to include views of children when developing 
policies, plans, services, programmes, governance and 
research at national, local and organisational level. In 
addition, the initial education of early childhood students 
depends heavily on practice-based learning to enable 
them to learn about participatory practice with babies 
and young children. Early childhood settings, the babies 
and young children therein, as well as their families 
and the wider systems that support them, need to be 
respected by Higher Education contexts for the ways in 
which they facilitate student learning about children’s 
rights and participation in practice. 

4. An established curricular entitlement 
for children’s rights education
Children’s rights education should be visible on 
programmes that educate future duty-bearers under 
the UNCRC (UN, 1989), with the young child positioned 
explicitly as a rights-holder. Whether content is embedded 
across an entire programme or developed as a stand-
alone feature within a programme, this entitlement must 
be explicit in learning outcomes and recognisable as 
children’s rights education for early childhood students, 
administrators, external examiners and governments, 
in line with the requirements of the Professional Award 
Criteria and Guidelines for Initial Professional Education 
(DES, 2019). This will ensure that early childhood 
students receive sufficient ‘knowledge of communication 
with children and participation’ (p.18), can adopt a 
‘rights-based approach to ELC in which children’s right 
to citizenship encompasses their full participation in the 
social and cultural life of their community’ (p.18) and can 
actively engage with ‘local communities in promoting 
children’s and families’ rights and participation’ (p.21). 
Children’s rights education should therefore be treated 
seriously and receive comparable treatment to other 
modules or knowledge domains on programmes.

5. Participatory, experiential, democratic 
and critically reflective pedagogies and 
practices
Participatory, transformative rights-based pedagogies 
and processes can be used to provide spaces to seek 
out, contest and explore power, helping students and 
their educators to identify barriers, resistances and 
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contradictions as they engage with policy, theory 
and practice. Dialogue, group- work, problem-based 
learning, reflective journaling and other experiential 
learning opportunities can open up spaces to question 
assumptions, provoke different ways of thinking and 
enable changes to occur initially at the individual and 
interpersonal level. Contradictions and dilemmas can be 
channelled into the learning spaces to facilitate critical 
reflection on self, on practice, on policy, on society and 
on the UNCRC itself. These ‘disorientating dilemmas’ 
(Mezirow, 1991) can then become a necessary part of 
the students’ learning about children’s rights in early 
childhood (Morrissey, 2020). By provoking critical 
thinking and nurturing practices and confidence to cope 
with dilemmas, complexity and ambiguity, students can 
develop more empathy as well as the confidence to work 
with uncertainty in practice (Quennerstedt, 2013). 

6. A critical orientation
A critical orientation to the UNCRC, and to related 
theory and practice, can enable students to identify 
gaps between the ideal and realities, and become 
thoughtful, critically reflective, respectful early childhood 
educators (Martínez Sainz, 2018). Time and space are 
required for early childhood education students to 
reflect critically on the multiple theoretical lenses that 
inform their profession, which may have shaped (and 
blurred) understandings of the rights of babies and 
young children. Such opportunities could enable early 
childhood education students to develop the knowledge 
and confidence to adopt an informed and critical stance 
to policy and government actions (Nutbrown, 2018).

7. Positioning early childhood education 
students as future duty-bearers and 
stakeholders in their own education

One of the main purposes of children’s rights education 
is to ensure that early childhood students understand 
their obligations in helping to realise the rights of all 
young children they educate and care for. To do this, 
early childhood education students must know what 
children’s rights are and how they can ensure that these 
rights are respected. Children’s rights education can 
build students’ skills to enable them to advocate and 
take action for children’s rights in early childhood and, as 
stakeholders in their own education, empower them to 
question and make demands on decision-makers for the 
resources and learning spaces they will need as future 
educators and duty-bearers under the UNCRC.

8. Consultation and capacity-building of 
decision-makers

A high level of support, leadership and knowledge of 
children’s rights is required to mainstream children’s 
rights education effectively in the initial professional 
education of early childhood education students. 
Students need quality learning experiences in a rights-
compliant environment. This approach enables Higher 
Education providers to improve accountability, and 
could assist the Irish Governments in respect of data 
requirements under Articles 28, 29 and 42 of the UNCRC 
(UN, 1989) in the reporting cycle to the UN Committee 
on the Rights of the Child.



Children’s Participation  CHILDLINKS Issue 2, 2021

| 32 | 

Conclusion
Babies and young children in early childhood contexts 
need rights-informed and resourced educators, and for 
this reason the National Framework for Children and 
Young People’s Participation in Decision Making and 
its resources (DCEDIY, 2021) are particularly welcome. 
Twinned with the Professional Award Criteria and 
Guidelines for Initial Professional Education, there are 
now clear policy imperatives for the inclusion of teaching 
and learning about the principle of participation for 

babies and young children, grounded within the children’s 
rights framework, on all Early Childhood Education 
undergraduate degree programmes. By illuminating 
how Higher Education contexts can strengthen their 
role as sites of children’s rights education, responding 
flexibly to an ever-changing policy context, this short 
article has sought to initiate a dialogue between early 
childhood educators, students, academics and policy 
makers about this important field.
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