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Introduction 
 
This report presents the findings of the Future Workshops (Jungk and 

Müller, (1987) in which thirty-one Early Childhood Educators (ECE) took 

part to explore and conceptualise their pedagogy. As per the Future 

Workshop (FW) model, educators were guided through the different 

phases of an FW, where they critiqued issues, explored challenges, and 

identified the main barriers they encountered when invited to explore and 

conceptualise their pedagogy. They went on to identify key elements that 

would provide them with the optimum opportunity to explore and 

conceptualise their pedagogy. Finally, the educators created both practical 

personal and general action plans, suitable for educators working in the 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) sector in Ireland. After 

participating in the Futures Workshop, all educators agreed that the full 

implementation of these plans may enable them to effectively explore and 

conceptualise their pedagogy. 

  

Rationale  
There is a lack of understanding and focus on pedagogy among educators 

in the ECEC sector internationally (Vintimilla & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2020; 

Barblett et al., 2016), with a notable gap in the Irish literature. Literature 

outlines the need for professional discussion regarding ECE pedagogy 

(Waniganayake, 2011;2012;2014; Kangas et al.,2021) yet, 

historically in Ireland, educators have not been invited to participate in the 

development of pedagogical frameworks or policy statements, 

notwithstanding some recent consultation measures. The Future 

Workshop model offers educators a collaborative environment and the 

freedom to explore and reimagine their pedagogy. The aim of this project 
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is to provide educators with a space and structure to reflect and 

conceouplise their pedagogy  This report is an output of the Futures 

Workshop, providing a summary of the discussion and plans developed 

from the educators' participation, with the overall aim of ensuring it 

captures an accurate picture of the current status of their pedagogy and is 

a tool to drive action and change for educators.  

 

Participants 
A total of 31 educators participated in the Future Workshops in Leinster. 

All participants hold an ECEC-specific qualification (QQI Levels 5-9) and 

have between 1 and 24 years of relevant experience in the ECEC sector in 

Ireland and/or Europe. Thirty educators were female, and one was male. 

The educators ranged in age from 20 to 55 years 
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Structure of Futures Workshop  
 
The preparation phase 
 

The main focus of this phase was to encourage educators to participate in the 
Futures Workshop. A date and venue were chosen.  On the day, some time 
was spent getting to know the participants; they were informed about the 
structure of the Futures Workshop, and everyone agreed on the issue to be 
discussed. The FW lasted for one full day. 
The Critique Phase  

A one-hour block of time was assigned for this phase. Where applicable, the 
larger group of educators was divided into smaller groups of 4-5 participants to 
critique the current situation and explore their understanding and feelings 
towards their own pedagogy.  

The Fantasy Phase  

This phase was also assigned a one-hour timeslot, during which the educators 
continued working in the same smaller groups. Educators were invited to 
dream big and to engage in blue-sky thinking to create a vision of what 
pedagogy should and could look like in an ideal Early Childhood Education and 
Care setting. 
The Planning Phase  

In this phase, educators considered the output from the Fantasy Phase and 
brought it back into the here and now. They considered the actions that could 
help achieve the ideal pedagogical practice. The discussions began in the 
small groups and then returned to the larger groups, where each group shared 
the outcomes of its discussion. They shared personal and general action plans 
for educators working in Early Childhood Education and Care settings in 
Ireland. 
The Implementation Phase 

A summary of the discussion on the FW has been drafted and sent to 
educators for editing and amending. Actions are recorded, and a follow-up 
meeting is held to make a plan for moving forward and implementing some of 
the actions.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

3 



Findings from the Critique Phase  
 
Conceptualising Pedagogical Practice 
Educators in the Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) profession 

found defining the concept of pedagogy a significant challenge. Many 

participants indicated that they are not accustomed to being asked to 

explore or develop their own pedagogy in either formal or informal 

settings. This lack of familiarity is evidenced by one educator, qualified at 

QQI level 6, who noted they had never even heard the word "pedagogy" 

used during their course. 

When asked to describe their personal approach, many educators 

struggled to find the words to articulate their professional identity. One 

participant expressed this difficulty by stating: 

“I’m actually stunted, I can’t describe it, I can’t put it into words at all. 
I don’t know where to start! I suppose it’s because I’m not used to 
being asked about what I think never mind discuss and explore it 
[pedagogy]”. 
Another educator admitted a similar level of confusion: 

“I’m being very honest, I don't really know what pedagogy is, I know I 
have to use it, but I never use that word”. 
While educators did not explicitly link their pedagogy to specific "teaching 

styles," they acknowledged that personal traits and preferences strongly 

influence the experiences they provide for children. For instance, it was 

noted that an educator’s dislike of the outdoors or "messy play" would 

directly result in children having fewer opportunities to engage in those 

specific activities. 

 

The Pedagogy of Grá 
A central theme emerging from the critique is the essential role of love and 

passion, often expressed in the Irish term Grá. Educators identified that 

having a deep connection with children and a love for the work is 

fundamental to their practice. 
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One participant highlighted the necessity of this emotional connection: 

“You need to connect with the child, building relationships is 
essential, you need to feel their love... to have a grá for it”. 
The rewards of the profession are often tied to this emotional investment. 

An educator described the feeling of seeing a child make progress: 

“...got goose bumps when you get results” and “that a grá and 
responsibility kicks in when you get results, for example, when a 
child makes progress or a child with additional needs makes a 
significant breakthrough”. 
Furthermore, it was argued that this deep-rooted passion is what sustains 

the workforce despite challenging professional conditions. As one 

educator stated: 

“we stay because of a deep-rooted passion and grá for the job, we 
love it, we hardly stay for the lack of professional respect and poor 
wages and conditions”. 
 

Roles and Daily Priorities 
Educators participated in an activity that asked them to prioritise the daily 

tasks. Findings note that educators often prioritise regulatory compliance 

and the child's immediate needs over the explicit conceptualisation of their 

pedagogy. Most educators did not include pedagogical elements among 

their daily priorities, focusing instead on administrative and safety tasks. 

Despite this, they described a wide range of responsibilities that define 

their daily roles, including: 

● Building deep bonds and maintaining physical affection, such as 

hugs and kisses. 

● Engaging in joyful interaction and guiding children’s play. 

● Adopting a "slow calm approach" and being 100% present for the 

children. 

● Supporting risky play and providing opportunities for imagination 

and spontaneity. 

● Respecting individual differences and teaching practical life skills. 
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● Engaging in observation, planning, and reflection. 

Educators also emphasised the importance of maintaining high standards 

for themselves and having effective working relationships with their 

colleagues. 

 

Barriers to Pedagogical Exploration 
Educators identified several systemic issues that prevent them from fully 

exploring and conceptualising their pedagogy. There is significant 

confusion regarding whether their role is primarily "care" or "education".  

One educator articulated this conflict: 

“You can’t align them, it’s very difficult to figure out what is really expected 

of an educator, is it caring or education, caring and education or is it caring 

before education?”. 

The profession is also characterised as being "over-inspected and 

over-regulated," with conflicting requirements from different governing 

bodies. For example, while the Department of Education might look for 

evidence of risky play, the main governing body, Tusla, is perceived as not 

supporting it. Additionally, the AIM model for children with additional needs 

was cited as an "ineffective" system that adds layers of stress and 

complexity to an already overloaded role. 

 

Professional Identity and Societal Value: A significant barrier to 

professional growth is the perceived lack of respect and societal value for 

the ECEC profession. Educators unanimously agreed that their profession 

is misunderstood and undervalued. Many expressed a preference for the 

title "educator" over "teacher" but felt they constantly had to justify their 

jobs. 

Society often views ECEC as either a "stepping stone" to primary school 

teaching or a career for those who could not meet the requirements for 

primary teaching. This lack of professional standing, combined with long, 

unsustainable working hours, leads to widespread burnout, which further 
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prevents educators from having the time or energy to conceptualise their 

pedagogy. 

Finally, the inclusion of after-school care in ECEC settings has created 

further confusion, as parents and teachers often hold educators 

responsible for homework, leading educators to feel more like 

"childminders" than professional educators. 

 

Findings from the Fantasy Phase 
 

The Fantasy Phase was designed to move educators away from critique 

and toward a utopian vision of their profession. However, educators found 

this phase challenging because they viewed their visions not as 

"fantastical," but as basic demands necessary to provide the space 

required to conceptualise their pedagogy. Despite this challenge, the 

educators expressed strong motivation to further explore their practice. 

Their collective vision for the future of the ECEC profession includes: 

● Policy and System Integration: Educators envision themselves as 

core actors in policymaking, engaging as equals with government 

bodies such as the NCCA, the Department of Education, and Tusla. 

They seek an official position within the Irish education system. 

● Professional Parity: A major goal is achieving equal pay and 

conditions for primary and post-primary teachers. This includes 

removing uniforms to align with other professional teaching sectors. 

● Supportive Induction and Development: The vision includes 

establishing an induction process similar to the Droichead 

programme for primary and post-primary teachers. 

● Pedagogical Priority: Practice and pedagogy should be prioritised, 

supported by relevant CPD led by qualified facilitators and paid time 

for professional development. 

● Societal Value: A society that fully values the ECEC profession 

and the critical role of its educators. 
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Findings from the Planning Phase 
 

In the Planning Phase, educators transitioned from visionary ideas to 

practical, feasible action plans. These were divided into individual and 

broader professional goals. 

Individual Plans 
To conceptualise their own pedagogy, educators committed to the 

following: 

● Education and CPD: Pursuing degree programmes and seeking out 

relevant CPD. 

● Collaboration and Reflection: Working with like-minded educators, 

opening pedagogical conversations, and maintaining a reflective 

diary. 

● Personal Ownership: Focusing on taking personal ownership of 

their own pedagogical practices. 

General Plan for Educators 
Regarding the ECEC profession as a whole, the general plans focused on: 

● Advocacy and Policy: Seeking "seats at the policy-making tables" 

and considering immediate industrial action (striking) to provoke 

long-overdue responses from policymakers. 

● Structural Changes: Securing consistent non-contact time and 

transparent professional pay scales. 

● Educational Access: Ensuring free or affordable access to 

pedagogy-focused CPD devised by ECE educators themselves. 

● Professional Standardisation: Implementing an induction 

programme like Droichead for newly qualified ECEC teachers. 
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Conclusion 
 
This report summarises the findings from Future Workshops involving 31 

educators. While participants found the process of conceptualising their 

pedagogy to be unfamiliar territory, they successfully moved from 

identifying barriers to creating practical action plans. 

The Futures Workshop highlighted a significant irony: the educators' 

"fantasies" were, in fact, basic professional demands that are currently 

unmet. Despite these challenges, the participants demonstrated a high 

level of enthusiasm and a strong desire to continue advocating for change 

and enhancing their professional pedagogy. 
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To find out more about the ENHANCE project and see more projects that 

utilised Futures Workshop, visit our website  

 

                          https://www.enhance-erasmus.eu 
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